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Grief: What Is There To Say? 

After Grief- a poem by Dorothy Livesay 

Death halves us  

                                                            Every loss 

                                                            Divides 

Our narrowness 

And we are less     

 

                                                            But more: 

              each losing’s an encore 

    of clapping hands 

dreaming us on; 

                                the same scene played once more 

            willing us grander than 

                                                            we were: 

                                                            no dwarf menines 

                                                            but kings and queens. 

 

                                                           And still some say 

                                                           death raises up 

                                                           gathers the soul strong-limbed  

                                                           above the common tide 

                                                           to catch a glimpse 

                                                           (over world’s wailing wall) 

                                                           of an exultant countryside. 
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The phone woke me. It was three o’clock in the morning. I knew before I 

answered who would be on the other end. My stoic New England father said: You 

know why I’m calling.”  I said I did and he told me he would call me back in the 

morning and hung up. After five years of battling lung cancer my mother had 

died. I felt like I had been punched in the stomach. I was suddenly nauseated. I 

wandered back to bed. I was at the beginning of the journey of grief. 

Loss is normal; it is a part of life. We lose our young children to the big yellow 

school bus as they start school. We lose pets, jobs, marriages, friends. We move, 

we graduate and leave room mates, we retire and leave colleagues. Each is a loss 

that is a transition in our lives. 

As Americans we are not good at dealing with loss. We distance ourselves by not 

speaking of the person who died. We don’t ask a neighbor who lost a job how she 

is doing or support how hard job hunting is. We have whittled our death rituals 

from sitting with the dead in the home and following the casket and family to the 

cemetery. We send our dead to a funeral home which the family” visits” for 

calling hours and a service. We cremate our loved ones have a memorial service 

and then back to work because our employers usually give no more than three 

bereavement days. 

Three bereavement days! And in order to be eligible the deceased has to have 

been a relative. How long has that person been in your life? Three days doesn’t 

even dip into the grief process. When I worked for Hospice we expected that the 

first year would be difficult. All the anniversaries: first Christmas, first anniversary, 

first birthday. All of these days bring the punch in the stomach feeling again. 

In preparing for today I went back over the many grief books I have. It struck me 

how didactic and cognitive they were. Standing way back from the loss and 

examining it, analyzing it for those of us working with the grieving. I set them all 

aside. They are not helpful to the grieving person, except to perhaps explain why 

certain feelings and events occur. Elizabeth Kubler-Ross who was first to explain 

the phases of grief, William Worden,is one of the biggest names in grief and loss, 

who describes tasks of grief, and Kenneth Doka, who writes on Disenfranchised 

Grief, 
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Such as pet loss, loss of a job, loss of an ex-spouse, loss of a partner in same sex 

relationships. If you want to understand grief those authors are very useful. They 

are of no help in touching all the feelings and identifying with others who are also 

grieving.  

We often treat grief as if it was a valium deficiency. We are not used to the pain 

of grief and so many people seek out doctors. Doctors are not often any better 

equipped because their training is to keep people alive; the patient dies and they 

have failed. Their attempt to “fix” the grieving is frequently medication. You can’t 

fix grief. Grief is a normal process and if you ride the waves of grief and trust the 

process it will take you to the other side which is re-emerging to a changed life. 

Not better or worse, but changed. Perhaps you have a new role, such as “widow” 

or “widower”, or “ex-spouse”, or living through the “empty nest” Joan Didion, in 

her book   The Year of Magical Thinking speaks of her time after the sudden 

death of her husband.” Grief is different. Grief has no distance. Grief comes in 

waves, paroxysms, sudden apprehensions that weaken the knees and blind the 

eyes and obliterate the dailiness of life.” 

That sentence may have inflicted pain on some of you because of how raw the 

emotions are. That was not my intent, but rather to say that that pain is real and 

each loss brings up previous losses. As Carolyn said last week: “grab a tissue and 

risk coming undone.”  “Let there be good grief ….the gathering up of Beloved 

community.” When that happens it is possible to recognize the feelings that go 

with it. Oh, yes” I remember the punch in the stomach feeling.”  

 

If we, as a society, did better at devising rituals around loss it would feel more 

comforting and more inclusive. Grieving is a social construct. Many other societies 

have devised community rituals to recognize the person who has died and to 

comfort the mourners. In Judaism the sitting of shiva, where the family remains in 

their house for seven days (today it has altered a bit) and friends and neighbors 

come to them bringing food. The neighbors and friends talk about the deceased in 

low voices, remembering stories of their connection with that person. Mirrors are 

covered in black and the family wears black armbands. In earlier days they would 

tear their clothing as a symbol of the tear in the mourner’s heart. We are perhaps 

more familiar with the Mexican Day of the Dead where families go to cemeteries 
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with food and flowers and talk about the dead keeping their memories alive. Our 

own service at the end of October allows us to speak the names of those who 

have gone before us. The dead are always a part of us and we keep their memory 

alive by speaking their names. Don’t we all want to be remembered? Don’t we 

want to be missed? A name spoken aloud, names and dates on tombstones, 

dedicating rooms, hospital wings, benches- a way to keep those we have loved 

with us. 

As I said in the newsletter, grief is a touchy subject. What do I say to someone, 

how can I recognize the loss. As trite as it sounds   “I’m sorry” is an appropriate 

thing to say. Sometimes, just a hug will do. But I think we need to step backwards 

to the times when there were more public displays of grief and more rituals. I love 

the expression that pet owners use. They say their pet has crossed the “rainbow 

bridge” and is waiting for you, implying when you die you will be united with all 

the beloved pets who have preceded you. When your child’s goldfish dies, have a 

funeral don’t flush it down the toilet. We need to teach our children about death 

and rituals. 

Before our friend, Charlene, died she had a totem pole carved to her exact height 

with a space inside for her ashes. All of her close friends and family gathered in 

her yard and used the Native American custom of smudging the circle with smoke 

to purify us and each of us told a story or spoke of what Charlene meant to us. 

The ashes were placed inside the totem pole and we ended by walking a Medicine 

Wheel. The ceremony contained elements of several traditions but all that were 

important to Charlene.  Some ashes went to Charlene’s mother, Opal, because 

she needed to bury a part of Charlene and put a stone up on the family plot. 

And then there is the story of Gordon, which has been making the rounds on the 

internet. When Gordon died his wife put his ashes in a bottle along with a note 

and a $2.00 bill and set the bottle adrift so Gordon could continue to travel as he 

had loved to do. Gordon has been found two times and each time set adrift again 

and the finder calling Gordon’s wife. Gordon is still connected to his wife as she 

receives these calls and now he is connected to other people who have found the 

bottle 

We need these kinds of rituals. They are comforting, but what of the person who 

does not want reminders of the deceased or want to talk. My “stoic New England 
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father” as I referred to him in the beginning of this sermon did not want to talk 

about my mother. He did not believe she was going to die until the day before her 

death, although it had been apparent for quite some time. I was standing with 

him when the minister approached and said:   “I’ll come to visit you some time 

and we can have a cup of tea.” My father said: “I’ll be out pulling weeds” Really, 

my father drinking tea! I said to the minister:   “He would probably like it if you 

came and pulled some weeds with him.” The minister, not catching on repeated 

his   “tea idea.” I repeated myself three times before the “I get it” look crossed his 

face. One of the most important things we can learn is how just to BE with the 

grieving. Pulling weeds and not necessarily talking. It is meeting them in the place 

where they are, not projecting our own ideas onto them. Listening, sitting still and 

truly being with that person in their grief. Sometimes it is painful for the listener 

as we feel what the mourner is feeling. Sometimes it is hard to take in the trauma 

of the bereaved but if we can do this we allow the grieving to” give sorrow words” 

as Shakespeare wrote. Again many of us are not comfortable with silence, feeling 

we have to fill it with words. If the person we are with is silent we can join them in 

their silence attending to them with all of our energy  

 

A gift we can give to those who mourn is to just BE and walk with them as they 

walk their journey of grief. The gifts to the grieving can be beyond the casseroles 

and flowers. The casseroles stop coming and the flowers wilt often at a time the 

grieving need the most support because the numbness has worn off and they are 

feeling the grief and the loneliness. It is the one toothbrush in the bathroom, or 

the college student’s empty neat bedroom. If we can understand those literal 

pictures that the grieving person responds to with pain or sadness, then we can 

learn to walk with them in their sorrow. We can give the gift of ourselves deeply 

attending to that person and allowing them that space to feel their grief and 

express it in whatever way suits them letting them know we will be with them in 

their journey of grief. 

As we end our journey of grief we will have adjusted to our new roles, begin to 

look to the future holding the loved one in our hearts, and let go of our constant 

sorrow moving towards life’s joy. 

And to end with words by the poet Mary Oliver: 
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               To live in this world 

               You must be  

                Able to do three things. 

 

                To love what is mortal, 

                 to hold it  

                 against your bones knowing 

                 your own life depends upon it, 

 

                And when the time comes to let 

                   It go, 

                To let it go. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

   

 

 


