Helping the Grieving

By David Albert

 

Death is real. It occurs all around us, and sometimes it hits very close to home. And when it does, death finds most of us totally unprepared to deal with it. We tend to exalt youth, life and energy, and almost deny the existence of old age and death. It's as if we're all pretending to be immortal, and we live as if not thinking about old age will make sorrow and death go away.

 

There's often anger accompanying the grief of the loss of life. People get angry at God, angry with their relatives and comforters, even angry at the deceased. One widow I know of blurted out to her deceased husband, "How could you go off and leave me at a time like this?" Needless to say, the rest of the family members were pretty much at a loss to know what to say. How do you deal with anger — even irrational, displaced anger — at times like that? What do you say?

 

And then, of course, there may be guilt. “Why didn't I do this or that or say the other thing before he died?” Or, “If I had only thought to do this or not do that, maybe she wouldn't have died.”

 

Four simple things

 

Here are four simple, basic things you can do to help people in a time of crisis and bereavement, four practical ways to be genuinely helpful to others in their hour of need: 1) Listen to them; 2) Let them feel what they're feeling; 3) Help them in practical ways; and 4) Learn from them.

 

You need to know these, because as a friend, relative or loved one, you have enormous potential at such times to either help or hurt. We've all heard of situations where people said the wrong thing and caused deep hurt. None of us wants to add to another's pain in times such as these. We all want to be helpful and competent. But it takes more than just being well-meaning. We have to know what to do.

 

 

Often when we're faced with another person's grief and bewilderment, we desperately scramble in our minds, trying to find the right thing to say. What we often forget is that what the bereaved person needs most is someone who will listen. So the first thing we need to be prepared to do for people in these crises is just listen to them. Nothing you can say or do is likely to be as helpful as simply listening.

 

I wanted to talk

 

Notice how one newly widowed woman wrote of her experience in the days and weeks just after her husband died: 

 

"Alone in my house, I longed for someone to call. Watching from my window, I desperately hoped every car slowing down, or footsteps approaching, might be a visitor. Anyone would have done. I wanted to talk. But if they came and spoke on any subject other than the one most on my mind, then equally I longed for them to leave and sometimes fear I made it obvious."

 

More than anything, this widow wanted to talk to someone — anyone — who would simply listen. People dealing with death and dying often have a lot to say and an urgency to say it. They're experiencing powerful emotions and often feel as if they're going to go crazy if they can't tell someone what they're going through. They need to talk, and they desperately need someone to listen. Can you do that? Can you keep your mouth closed and your ears open?

 

Sometimes you won't know how to respond or what to say. Then try not saying anything. There's a power and a beauty in silence. There's also the message: "I'm here. I'm with you. I don't know what to say, but I won't run away, and I'm going to hang in there with you the best I can." That message will be remembered long after the words are forgotten. 

 

Let them grieve

 

The next thing you can do for those in the shock and sorrow of death and dying is let them feel what they're feeling. In other words, don't try to talk them out of their feelings or push them away from their feelings. We can do that, if we're not careful, with phrases like: "You mustn't feel that way, dearie." "Buck up and be brave." "Cheer up, honey; everything will work out in the end." "Don't cry. It's time to quit crying and move on now."

 

Advice like that usually comes not from trying to meet the other person's needs, but our own. It comes from our inability to deal with their feelings, our discomfort at seeing their tears, hearing their grief. Don't tell grieving people not to grieve. They need to grieve. Don't tell them to stifle and choke back their tears and not cry. They need to cry.

 

Modern investigation into the subject of grief and what is commonly called "grief work" confirms what the Bible has said for many centuries. Long ago, the apostle Paul said: "Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. Live in harmony with one another". Can we do that? Be of the same mind? Weep with them rather than tell them not to?

 

Let them feel and express what they're feeling inside — the anger, the hurt, the fear, the guilt, the sorrow. It won't hurt you to hear it, and it will very likely help the other person beyond words to express. Don't expect their words and thoughts to be rational and logical. They'll have ups and downs and sometimes wild mood swings. Grief has a logic of its own. It often makes sense across time — and getting through it does take time.

 

One woman who had just lost her child to a sudden illness and death said to those who were trying to calm her down, "Don't take my grief away from me." Some may not understand those words, but they make a lot of sense. She had just lost her child. She was entitled to her grief. She had to grieve. She would have been doing violence to her mind and her body to try to keep it in and hold it back.

 

Let people grieve their losses. Don't try to take their grief away from them. Let them cry and weep and mourn for the dead. It's healthy and wise to do so. It actually speeds the recovery process, while stifling the emotions only delays it and prevents it. You won't help those grieving by walling them off from their true feelings, so let them feel what they're feeling.

 

Help in practical ways

 

The third suggestion is simply to help in practical ways. In times of grief, we sometimes make the mistake of focusing on a person's mental or emotional needs, and forget his or her physical needs for simple things like food, transportation or paying the bills.

 

While someone is going through such a crisis, certain simple tasks can be difficult or unfamiliar — like balancing the chequebook or getting the car serviced. To the bereaved, mundane tasks seem almost irrelevant and very tedious and hard to do. All these ordinary tasks of daily living still need attention, but some of these things may seem difficult, virtually impossible, for the person in a state of shock and grief.

How can you help in these practical ways? There's a simple way to find out — just ask them. Ask, "Is there anything you need?" Or, "Is there anything you want me to do?"

 

Something like getting a spouse's clothes out of the closet for the funeral, or contacting the relatives, may be needed and appreciated beyond words to express. Remember that the grieving person has been hit a severe blow and has, in most cases, greatly decreased energy for even simple tasks. That person needs to be able to lean on you for support — sometimes quite literally. Let people in grief lean on you for whatever you can reasonably supply at this critical time.

 

If they're having a hard time even identifying their needs and asking for help, ask yourself, What would I need if I were in this same position? Then check to see if they want your help in that area. "Can I help with the kids?" "Do you want me to answer the phone?" Sometimes the need is obvious and apparent. "Let me make the meals for you for a while."

 

To a person weakened and fatigued by shock and grief, little things really mean a lot, so look for practical ways of helping such people and giving them some relief.

 

Learn from them

 

Fourthly, there's a way we can benefit from people facing the most severe of all life's trials — we should learn from them. People in touch with death and dying are coming to grips with their own mortality. And even though they're having a rough time handling it, they may be more in touch with reality than you are.

 

Let's face it, death is an inevitable part of human life. Whether we want to face it or not, we're all going to die someday. We're all mortal human beings, and people who are dealing with that fact can be powerful teachers if we're ready and willing to hear what they have to say.

 

People who have had a brush with death are often wiser and more in touch with the things that really matter. You can learn a lot from such experiences — or from others who have gone through them. 

 

For many people, the lessons learned through the trials of sorrow, loss and grief have brought invaluable gains in understanding. From these experiences, their lives have been permanently changed for the better. Faced with death and coming to grips with the shortness of human life, many people begin for the first time to ask some searching questions about life, death and the possibility of a life hereafter.  The lead article in this issue of “Inside Life” considers some of those issues.

 

We all love and cherish life. Our lives and the lives of our loved ones are precious and important to us, as they should be. But we need to understand that these short, mortal, perishable lives we prize so dearly are neither the final form nor the highest form of life. At their best, they only begin to suggest what wonderful plans God has in mind for us in the future. 

 

 

 

 

Thoughts about Grief…

 

 “He that conceals his grief finds no remedy for it.”

 -- Turkish Proverb
 

“Tearless grief bleeds inwardly.”

 -- Christian Nevell Bovee
 

 “The risk of love is loss, and the price of loss is grief . But the pain of grief is only a shadow when compared with the pain of never risking love.”

 -- Hilary Stanton Zunin
 

 “Happiness is beneficial for the body, but it is grief that develops the powers of the mind.”

 -- Marcel Proust
 

 “Grief makes one hour ten.”

 -- William Shakespeare
 

 “If you suppress grief too much it can well redouble.”

 -- Moliere
 

“Friendship doubles our joy and divides our grief.”

 -- Swedish Proverb
 

 “Given a choice between grief and nothing, I'd choose grief.”

 -- William Faulkner
 

