Getting Through The Holidays
Finding Joy and Healing In The Midst Of Pain

Losing a loved one is full of emotions and reactions as we grieve our loss. Facing the holidays without our loved one can be
especially emotional and challenging. This picture is of our Thanksgiving table after losing my wife Sherrie in October of that
year. The first holidays were a very emotional time for me and my daughters. It is my hope by sharing my experience and what I
have learned you will be able to not only get through the holidays, but also find joy and healing in the process. The resources I
am sharing are from personal experience, Grief Share, the bereavement team at Hospice of Frederick County, and from my grief
counselor.

How?
•
•
•
•

Self Awareness
Social Awareness
Identify Support
Planning

The big question is “how?” In short, the answer is planning. If you notice I have planning listed last. I experienced that
understanding self awareness, social awareness and my support network made planning more eﬀective and better equipped me
to make it through the holidays. I think you will too.

Some Normal Grief Reactions
Social Withdrawal

Weight loss / gain

Trouble Thinking / Concentrating

Trouble falling asleep / Insomnia

Restlessness / Anxiousness

Tiredness / Weakness / Fatigue

Loss of Appetite
Sadness
Inability to focus
Forgetfulness
Feeling Depressed

Searching for reason for loss
Guilt / Shame
Anger towards Others, Self, and/or God
Envy at seeing others with loved ones
Dwelling on mistakes, real or imagined
that he/she made with the deceased

Source: Kaili Van Waveren, MA Bereavement Coordinator Hospice Frederick County

I want to start oﬀ with this short list of some normal grief reactions. Take a moment and look at this list and see if you can
identify with any of these listed reactions. I remember thinking I was going crazy, or I was abnormal because of all the reactions
and emotions I experienced after losing my wife. I learned that my reactions and emotions were common. This is a short list. In
one of the grief group books they had 148 reactions and emotions listed. Losing someone you love produces a lot of reactions
and emotions. When I learned what I was experiencing was normal it freed me from worrying about my reactions allowing me to
focus on moving through my grief. As you move through the holidays you are going to experience a lot of emotions and
reactions to your loss. Remember, this a normal part of loss. Understanding your emotions and reactions will help you plan for
the holidays.

Self Awareness
•
•
•
•
•
•

What am I feeling?
What is my energy level?
Where am I emotionally, physically,
mentally, spiritually?
How do I process grief?
Being self aware will help you to self
care
Being self aware will help you say
“no” or “yes”

I can’t say enough about the importance of self awareness. Being aware of what you are experiencing in the moment will guide
you through the moment. Grief is tiring. There is not one aspect of your life that your loss does not aﬀect in some way. Self
care is important after a loss. One factor of self care is when to say “no.” A lot of grief literature emphasizes the importance of
setting boundaries in grief by saying no when necessary. Self awareness also taught me the importance of saying yes to such
things as extra support when oﬀered. In the next couple of slides we are going to take a look at processing grief.

Grieving Styles

Feelings intensely experienced
Expressive / demonstrative (inclined to display)
In touch with feelings
Verbal

Desire to master feelings
Cognitive (thinking, reasoning)
Problem solver
Physical

Experience their grief through feelings

Experience their grief through thoughts

No matter the grieving style, it is important to process our grief feelings by:
1. Identify / Label what we feel
2. Explore / Analyze what we feel
3. Release the energy that suits your style of healthy coping

Source: Grief Awareness Presentation, Hospice of Frederick County

In a simplistic view there are two main styles of grieving as indicated in the slide. Let me point out that everyone is a blend of
these two styles. You might tend more to one style than the other, yet you will also have some degree of the other style. For
example you might experience your grief through your feelings but you also find it healing to take walks and think about your
grief. Understanding your style will help you understand how to process your feelings. Healthy processing involves three things,
identify, explore, and release.

Processing
Healing

Non-Healing

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Journaling
Art / Drawing
Music / Poetry
Walking

Numbing
Running
Erasing
Replacing

Build / Create something
Craft
Gardening

In this slide I have listed just a few suggestions to help you identify, explore, and release your feelings in a healing way. There are
many other healing ways. The important thing is that healing processing identifies, explores, and releases. Healthy processing
helps you experience and move through the emotion. Non-healing are those processes that are used to avoid the emotions and
avoid moving through the emotions. Numbing, running, erasing, and replacing are simply avoidance tactics and introduce more
hurt into your loss.

•

•

Social Awareness
Who infuses life?

•
•
•
•

Inspire
Energize
Comfort
Support

Who sucks the life out of you?

•
•
•

Depress
Anger
Takes your energy

In grief the company we keep can have a profound impact on how well we move through our grief. Just as being self aware is
important, being aware of how those in our circle aﬀect us is also important. Some people leave us feeling uplifted and some
people just suck the life out of us. Being aware of those in our social circle and how they impact us can help us navigate the
holidays.

My Circle Of Life

This drawing is what I came up with one night while processing some emotions. Obviously the names have been changed to
protect the innocent. I indicated those who infused life in me by an arrow pointing towards me, (Snoopy, Woodstock). I
indicated those who sucked the life out of me by arrows pointing away from me. (Charlie Brown, Lucy). Then there are those
individuals who could be a mixture of both so they were indicated by two arrows. (Linus, Marcie). I actually went a step further
by labeling each arrow with an initial that indicated how that person aﬀected me. The end result was eye opening and helped
me determine those I wanted to maximize my time with (Snoopy, Woodstock) and those I wanted to minimize my time with
(Charlie Brown, Lucy). I am not saying you need to make a chart like mine. I do suggest that you come up with some way to
identify how your circle (friends, family, co-workers, etc.) are aﬀecting you. Identifying how those in your circle aﬀects you will
help you as you plan how to spend your time and with whom to spend your time during the holidays.

Identify Support
•
•
•

Who are my go to people?
Who is available to be present?
Organizational Support?

Getting through the holidays is not just about the day themselves but also the days leading up to, and the days after the
holidays. Your support is important during these days. Go to people get to see the real me. I can express my emotions,
thoughts etc., without the fear of being judged. If I need reframing, they know how to do it in a way that I will listen and respond.
The people who are available to be present are those I need to be able to support me by being physically present. This could be
emotional support by sitting with me or something as simple as help with shopping. Organization support is my church family,
grief groups, counselor, that have the resources of an organization to support me.

Make A Plan
Communicate
What Traditions to Keep / Modify / Discard / Start
How will I participate
Remembrance
Share Happy / Funny Memories
Invite others to share their memories
Escape plan
It’s ok if some things are too painful this time
Based on reduced energy / emotional level
Be kind / gentle to yourself

I could do the whole presentation on just the topic of making a plan. This slide contains the topics my daughters and I used
planning our first Thanksgiving. This plan is simple because the plan we made for our first Thanksgiving was simple. We
communicated a lot, and about everything. Where were we going to have it. What time were we going to have it. Who was
going to be invited? I received a lot of “Dad how would you feel about” questions. What about the traditions? How did I want to
participate? How were we going to remember? (Solemn and formal, flow with it as remembrances came up in our minds? etc.).
Then there was the Escape Plan. Simply put the Escape Plan was a room that I could go be by myself if I felt the need. We
agreed that somethings were too painful to include but we would return to them at a later holiday. The plan was made with the
understanding that all of us had a reduced energy level so we were not going fancy. Finally, be kind and gentle to yourself. Do
not expect things to go perfectly and do not expect yourself to be perfect.

The subtitle of this presentation is “Finding Joy and Healing In The Midst Of Pain.” This slide is a picture of me and my
granddaughter on our first Thanksgiving without Sherrie. Was the holiday tough? Yes, very tough. I had intense sad and lonely
feelings from time to time. I had to go be by myself and have a good cry and process some feelings. I had to take a walk with
one of my daughters to talk and process. Did we find Joy and Healing? Yes absolutely. During the holiday we had joyful times
together. We laughed at some memories, we laughed at ourselves, we enjoyed our newest member to the family. We found
healing and joy being together and having a Thanksgiving that Sherrie would have been proud of. We found healing by learning
that we could go on with life and find enjoyment even during our sorrow. My daughters found healing learning that they could
carry on their mom’s traditions of the holidays. Looking back now three years later I realize how important that first simple plan
was. It is my hope that you have benefited in some way from what I have shared and that God will bless you with His comfort
and you will be able to find some joy and healing this holiday season.

Resources
•
•
•
•
•
•

frederickgriefsupportnetwork.org
griefshare.org
grief@fcoc.org
Healing Your Grieving Heart by
Alan D. Wolfelt. PHD
Healing A Spouse’s Grieving Heart
by Alan D. Wolfelt. PHD
A Grace Disguised by Jerry Sittser

Here are a few resources that I think will be helpful. The first resource is from Hospice of Frederic County. This website contains
a lot of information and has an excellent resource page. Grief Share is a faith based organization that helps people move
through their grief. The grief@fcoc is an email address where you can send me questions or comments. The next three
resources are books. The first two are from a series of books Dr. Wolfelt has written. The books contain 100 practical ideas to
help move through grief. The final book was written by a man who lost his mother, wife, and a child in a car accident. I think he
has written some good thoughts on grief.

