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Bill Richards

“Death is 
something that 
happens to other 
people…

…sometimes.”



Let us

have a 
conversation

about grief ...



“It’s time to go 
into the night
where the dark
has eyes 
to recognize
its own”David Whyte

Whyte D. The House of Belonging. Langley, WA: Many Rivers Press; 1997. 



Bakewell S. How to Live: Or A Life of Montaigne in One Question and Twenty Attempts at an Answer. New York, NY: Other Press; 2010.

“Survive love and loss” 

Michel Eyquem de Montaigne
(16th century French essayist)



Can we die of a broken heart?
In a study of 30,477 British matched controls 
of bereaved patients who had a partner die

In the 30 days following the death:

The bereaved group had a 2.24 × higher risk of suffering a CVA or MI
(IRR, 2.20 [95% CI, 1.52–3.15]) (0.16% vs 0.08%)

This risk attenuated after 30 days

There was a 25% greater risk (HR = 1.25) of death in the 
surviving partner in the year following bereavement

CVA = cardiovascular accident; MI = myocardial infarction; IRR = incidence rate ratio; CI = confidence interval; 
HR = hazard ratio.
Carey IM, et al. JAMA Intern Med. 2014;174(4):598-605.



How do we die of a “broken heart?”

Stahl ST, et al. Psychosom Med. 2016;78(6):697-703. Fagundes CP, et al. Psychoneuroendocrinology. 2018;93:65-71.

Mortality in the 3 years following the death of a partner
(μ = 78, SD = 5.6)
Men (HR = 1.77, 1.14–2.75) > Women (HR = 0.67, 0.46–0.97) 

Compared to age-matched comparisons, 
participants with recent grief (average 3 months 
after death of partner) had:

Elevated proinflammatory cytokine levels
(IL-1β, IL-6, TNFα, CCL2, CCL4, IL-6R, and TNFRI)

Lower heart rate variability
(indicating increased parasympathetic tone and 
is prognostic for cardiovascular disease)

= Increased risk for death



Elizabeth Kübler-Ross

Kübler-Ross E. On Death and Dying. New York, NY: 
Scribner; 1969. 
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The landscape of grief
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Grief is recursive ... with each pass, we have a wider perspective on 
what has happened and we take comfort in increasing perspective

MeaningPurpose

Perspective



Richo D. How to Be an Adult in Relationships: The Five Keys to Mindful Loving. Boston, MA; Shambhala Publications, Inc.; 2002. 

Grief is composed of 3 feelings:

Sadness: that something was lost
Anger: that it was taken away
Fear: that it will never be replaced

David Richo 



MelancholiaMourning

A Reaction to Loss

Depressed/Sad Mood
Anhedonia

Anergia
Avolition

Guilt

The world has 
become poor
and empty

The ego has 
become poor 

and empty

Loss of an Object Loss of Ego

Freud S. Mourning and Melancholia. In: The Complete Works of Sigmund Freud. Volume 14. Hogarth Press; 1917.



MelancholiaMourning

A Reaction to Loss

Depressed/Sad Mood
Anhedonia

Anergia
Avolition

Guilt

Time-limited/
Waxes-Wanes

More limited to
the loss

When 
mourning
is complete,
normalcy 
returns

More persistent,
More free-floating

Rejection 
sensitivity
Self-esteem

Delusional guilt

Freud S. Mourning and Melancholia. In: The Complete Works of Sigmund Freud. Volume 14. Hogarth Press; 1917.



Styron W. Darkness Visible: A Memoir of Madness. New York, NY: Vintage Books; 1992.

The writer on depression

“In depression this faith in deliverance, in 
ultimate restoration, is absent. The pain is 
unrelenting, and what makes the condition 
intolerable is the foreknowledge that no 
remedy will come—not in a day, an hour, a 
month, or a minute.

If there is mild relief, one knows that it is only 
temporary; more pain will follow.

It is hopelessness even more than pain that 
crushes the soul.”

William Styron



Grief in DSM-5

Task Force on DSM-IV. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition (Textbook Revision). Arlington, VA: American 
Psychiatric Association; 2000. American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition. 
Arlington, VA: American Psychiatric Association; 2013. Pies RW. Innov Clin Neurosci. 2014;11(7-8):19-22. Zisook S, et al. J Clin Psychiatry. 
2010;71(7):955-956. 

DSM-IV-TR – Bereavement exception 
(2 months)

DSM-5 – No bereavement exception 
(depression, if present, can be 
treated in a grieving person 
immediately after loss)



“Normal” Grief 
(0–6 months) 85%–90%

Prolonged Grief Disorder 
(> 6 months) 9.8% MDD

25%–70% 
of PGD

Most people recover from grief without complication

MDD = major depressive disorder; PGD = prolonged grief disorder.
Prigerson HG, et al. PLoS Med. 2009;6(8):e1000121. Bryant RA. Curr Opin Psychiatry. 2013;26(1):41-46. Lundorff M, et al. J Affect Disord. 
2017;212:138-149. Sung SC, et al. J Affect Disord. 2011;134(1-3):453-458.



Proposal for Prolonged Grief Disorder
(not included in DSM-5)

Prigerson HG, et al. PLoS Med. 2009;6(8):e1000121.



How is PGD different than normal grief?

Prigerson HG, et al. PLoS Med. 2009;6(8):e1000121. Bryant RA. Curr Opin Psychiatry. 2013;26(1):41-46. Kristensen P, et al. Psychiatry. 2012;75(1):76-97. 

Risk factors for development of PGD

Circumstances of the death
•   Suddenness and violence of death
•   Close kinship to the deceased

Developmental history
• Hx childhood separation anxiety
• Hx controlling parents
• Parental abuse or death

Attachment in the relationship
• Insecure attachment style
• Degree of dependency within the marriage

Apathy
EmptinessYearning



Van Morrison on Yearning

Morrison V. Back on Top. EMI: 1999.

“I miss you so much
I can’t stand it
Seems like my heart,
is breaking in two
My head says no
but my soul demands it
Everything I do,
reminds me of you” Van Morrison



What is yearning? 
Proust explains:

Proust M. The Captive and The Fugitive: In Search of Lost Time, Volume 5. Modern Library; 1993.

“People do not die for us immediately, 
but remain bathed in a sort of aura of life 
which bears no relation to true immortality

but through which they continue to occupy 
our thoughts in the same way as when 
they were alive. 

It is as though they were traveling abroad.”

Marcel Proust



fMRI = functional magnetic resonance imaging.
O’Connor MF, et al. Neuroimage. 2008;42(2):969-972. 

Why do we yearn?

• Physical AND social pain is 
experienced in the dorsal 
anterior cingulate, insula, 
periaqueductal gray

• Social reward is registered 
at the nucleus accumbens
via dopamine and oxytocin

• Both non-depressed 
complicated and 
uncomplicated grieving 
women activated pain 
networks when shown images 
of the deceased in an fMRI 
study

• Women with complicated grief 
also activated reward circuits 
(nucleus accumbens) when 
seeing these images

• Noncomplicated grief did not 
activate this circuit

Is yearning addictive, but not satisfying?



Richo D. How to Be an Adult in Relationships: The Five Keys to Mindful Loving. Boston, MA; Shambhala Publications, Inc.; 2002. 

We find that our current grief is layered 
on top of incomplete, past grief…

“We are grieving more than just this ending. 
Many endings were stacked inside us awaiting their chance for the attention of tears.”

—David Richo

“The past isn’t dead. It isn’t even past.” 

William Faulkner



The British wellspring of grief



Current grief can strike a resonant frequency, 
causing past unresolved losses to re-emerge



How to grieve?

to



Mithoefer A. MAPS Bulletin Winter. 2014;24(3):25-29. www.maps.org/news-letters/v24n3/v24n3_p25-29.pdf. Accessed June 5, 2018.

Anne Mithoefer

“…we often use the analogy [in MDMA-assisted 
therapy] of a person with a wound. The doctor or 
nurse can help by removing obstacles, such as 
gravel and debris, and can create favorable 
conditions but it is always the person’s own 
healing intelligence that does the healing.

‘A [doctor] can set a fracture, but he cannot heal 
it. He can help, but he cannot heal it.’ Our trust in 
each participant’s inner healer allows us to be 
present as the healing process unfolds.”



Should we be prescribing antidepressants 
to people who are grieving?

• Does citalopram enhance response to 
complicated grief treatment?

• Citalopram did not improve complex grief 
symptoms, but did alleviate comorbid 
depression (N=395, double-blind placebo-
controlled trial)

Only if they’re depressed, too. 
Shear MK, et al. JAMA Psychiatry. 2016;73(7):685-694.



What to do?

Lean in. Make it safe to be grieving. Put down the Rx pad.

This is a box of permission slips

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief



Rilke RM. Letters to a Young Poet (letter 8). 1929. 

By creating a quiet space for grief,
we midwife that which is emerging

“I believe that nearly all our griefs are moments of suspense, which we 
experience as paralysis, because we can no longer hear our estranged feelings 
living. 

Maria Rainer Rilke

Because we are alone with that foreign thing, which has entered into us; because 
everything in which we have confidence and to which we are accustomed is for 
a moment taken away from us; because we are in the midst of a state of 
transition, in which we cannot remain. The grief, too, passes. The new thing in us, 
that which has been added to us, has entered into our heart and penetrated to its 
innermost chamber, and is no longer there even—it is already in our blood...

The quieter, the more patient, the more open we are in our grief, the deeper 
and the more unerringly does the new thing enter into us, the better do we 
make it our own, and the more does it become our fate…”

And this is why it is so important to be alone and attentive, when one is sad…

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief



http://allmylooseends.com/2014/03/lights-wink/. Accessed June 5, 2018.

“Grief, I’ve learned is really love. 
It’s all the love you want to give but cannot give. 

The more you loved someone, the more you grieve. All of that unspent love gathers 
up in the corners of your eyes and in that part of your chest that gets empty and 

hollow feeling. The happiness of love turns to sadness when unspent. 

Grief is just love with no place to go.”
—Jamie Anderson



Francis Weller’s 
5 Gates of Grief

Weller F. The Wild Edge of Sorrow: Rituals of Renewal and the Sacred Work of Grief. Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books; 2015. 

1) Everything we 
love, we will lose

2) We grieve the 
places that have not 
known love

3) We grieve the 
sorrows of the world

4) We grieve what 
we expected but 
did not receive 

5) We carry 
ancestral grief



1) Everything we love, we will lose

Weller F. The Wild Edge of Sorrow: Rituals of Renewal and the Sacred Work of Grief. Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books; 2015. 

“Grief is akin to praise: it is how the soul 
recounts the depth to which someone has 
touched our lives”

• We grieve because we are capable of loving

• Loss comes not just from death. The loss of 
illness brings grief for the loss of the healthy self. 
Loss of status, money. Children grow up.

David Whyte

“There’s never been a mother or father since 
the beginning of time who hasn’t had their 
heart broken by their children… All they have 
to do is grow up.” 

“It is better to conquer our 
grief than to deceive it.”

Seneca

Francis Weller

“Grief is the price
we pay for love”
(9/12/01) 

Queen Elizabeth II



Funeral Blues

“Stop all the clocks,
cut off the telephone,
Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone,
Silence the pianos and with muffled drum
Bring out the coffin,
let the mourners come.
Let aeroplanes circle moaning overhead
Scribbling on the sky the message ‘He is Dead’.
Put crepe bows round the white necks of the public doves,
Let the traffic policemen wear black cotton gloves.
He was my North, my South, my East, and West,
My working week and my Sunday rest,
My noon, my midnight, my talk, my song;
I thought that love would last forever: I was wrong.
The stars are not wanted now;
put out every one,
Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun,
Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood;
For nothing now can ever come to any good.”

Aden WH. The Year’s Poetry. 1938.

WH Auden



Things Fall Apart

TS Elliot

“What is that sound high in the air
Murmur of maternal lamentation
Who are those hooded hordes swarming
Over endless plains, 
stumbling in cracked earth
Ringed by the flat horizon only
What is the city over the mountains
Cracks and reforms
and bursts in the violet air
Falling towers
Jerusalem Athens Alexandria
Vienna London
Unreal”

“These fragments I have shored against my ruins”

Elliot TS. The Waste Land. 1922. Nichols S. Jung and Tarot: An Archetypal Journey. San Francisco, CA: Red Wheel/Weiser; 1980.



Williams TT. Finding Beauty in a Broken World. New York, NY: Pantheon Books; 2008. Cohen L. The Future. Columbia Records: 1992.

How do we relate to the broken parts?
Can we be beautifully broken?

“Ring the bells that still can ring
Forget your perfect offering
There is a crack, a crack in everything
That’s how the light gets in”

Terry Tempest Williams

“A mosaic is a conversation 
between what is broken”

Kintsugi

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief



David Bowie

“Something happened on the day he died
Spirit rose a meter then stepped aside
Somebody else took his place 
and bravely cried
‘I’m a blackstar, I’m a blackstar’”

“Going home
Without my sorrow

Going home
Sometime tomorrow

Going home
To where it’s better
Than before

Going home
Without my burden

Going home
Behind the curtain

Going home
Without the costume
That I wore”

Leonard Cohen
2016

“A real spiritual practice is preparing for your own disappearance.”
—David Whyte



2) We grieve the places that have not known love

• The parts of us that have not known kindness, acceptance, or love, that we 
felt that we had to hide become sources of shame

• Regrets about life not lived

• The parts of us that were neglected or exploited

• The broken parts of us

Weller F. The Wild Edge of Sorrow: Rituals of Renewal and the Sacred Work of Grief. Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books; 2015. 



Miller A. The Drama of the Gifted Child: The Search for the True Self. New York, NY: Basic Books; 1981.

“In analysis, the small and lonely child wakes up and asks: 

‘What would have happened if I had appeared before you, bad, ugly, 
angry, jealous, lazy, dirty, smelly? Where would your love have been 
then?’

And I was all these things as well.

‘Does this mean that it was not really me whom you loved, but only who I 
pretended to be? The well-behaved, reliable, empathic, understanding, and 
convenient child who in fact was never really a child at all? What became of 
my childhood? Have I not been cheated out of it? I can never return to it. I 
can never make up for it. From the beginning, I have been a little adult. My 
abilities – were they simply misused?’

These questions are accompanied by much grief and pain…”

Alice Miller



Loss can hollow us out.
What is our relationship with our hollow places?

Mélancolie by Albert Gyorgy.



Sodade: 
The Presence of An Absence

Evora C. Miss Perfumado. Lusafrica Records: 1992.

Who showed you
this distant way?
Who showed you
this distant way?
This way
to Sao Tomé

The longing, 
The longing,
The longing,
For this land of mine, 
Sao Nicolau



3) We grieve what we expected but did not receive 

• We long to be seen and to have our gifts that we bring to the world be valued

• Community gives us the safety to feel confident in the world 
Many of us did not get this
– We long to feel attached to a larger whole and we grieve our feeling of 

separation

• We become aware of how our communities and families have fragmented in 
the current era

• This is why the processing of grief needs to be both personal and communal

Weller F. The Wild Edge of Sorrow: Rituals of Renewal and the Sacred Work of Grief. Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books; 2015. 



Can we welcome the exiles home?

Mitchel S. Ahead of All Parting: The Selected Poetry and Prose of Maria Rainer Rilke. New York, NY: Modern Library; 1995.

“Ah, not to be cut off,
not through the slightest partition
shut out from the law of the stars.

Maria Rainer Rilke

The inner – what is it?
if not intensified sky,
hurled through with birds and
deep with the winds of homecoming.”



“If my sorrow were deeper
I’d be, along with you, under

the ocean’s floor;
but today I learn that the oil

that pools beneath the ocean floor
is essence

residue
remains

of all our relations
all our ancestors who have died and turned to oil

without our witness
eons ago.

We’ve always belonged to them.
Speaking for you, hanging, weeping over the water’s edge

as well as for myself.
It is our grief

heavy, relentless, trudging
us, however resistant

to the decaying and rotten
bottom of things:
our grief bringing

us home.”

Alice Walker

Walker A. The World Will Follow Joy: Turning 
Madness into Flowers. New York, NY: The New 

Press; 2014.



4) We grieve the sorrows of the world



5) We carry individual and 
collective ancestral grief



The ancestral grief of mental illness?



How do we orient to our pain?

PAINAvoidance

Attachment

Therapeutic 

Opportunity

Pain is not the same as suffering

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief



Neurda P. Extravagaria. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 2001.

“Now we will count to twelve
and we will all keep still.

For once on the face of the earth,
let’s not speak in any language;
let’s stop for one second,
and not move our arms so much…

If we were not so single-minded
about keeping our lives moving,
and for once could do nothing,

perhaps a huge silence
might interrupt this sadness
of never understanding ourselves
and of threatening ourselves with death.

Perhaps the earth can teach us
as when everything seems dead
and later proves to be alive.” Pablo Neruda

“The first step in having a 
courageous conversation is to 
simply stop having the 
conversation you’re having now.”

—David Whyte



Chodron P. When Things Fall Apart: Heart Advice for Difficult Times. Boulder, CO: Shambala Publications; 1997. 
Brach T. Radical Acceptance: Embracing Your Life With the Heart of a Buddha. New York, NY; Bantam Books; 2003.

Mindfulness and self compassion:
a technology for navigating suffering

Pema Chodron

“Things falling apart is a kind of 
testing and also a kind of healing. We 
think that the point is to pass the test 
or to overcome the problem, but the 
truth is that things don’t really get 
solved. 

They come together and they fall 
apart. Then they come together and 
fall apart again. It’s just like that.

The healing comes from letting 
there be room for all of this to 
happen: room for grief, for relief, 
for misery, for joy.”

“And this too”

Tara Brach

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief



Chodron P. When Things 
Fall Apart: Heart Advice for 
Difficult Times. Boulder, 
CO: Shambala 
Publications; 1997. 
Sartre JP. Existentialism is 
Humanism. Yale University 
Press; 1945.

“The path is uncharted. It comes into existence moment 
by moment and at the same time drops away behind us. 
It’s like riding on a train sitting backwards. We can’t see 
where we’re headed, only where we’ve been. 

This is an encouraging teaching, because it says that the 
source of wisdom is whatever is happening to us at this 
very instant….

Basically, the instruction is not to try to solve the problem 
but instead to use it as a question about how to let this 
very situation wake us up further rather than lull us into 
ignorance. 

This teaching applies to even the most horrendous 
situations life can dish out. Jean-Paul Satre said there are 
two ways to go into the gas chamber, free or not free. 
This is our choice in every moment. Do we relate to 
our circumstances with bitterness or with openness?”

Pema Chodron

“Freedom is what you do with 
what is done to you.”

Jean-Paul Sartre

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief



Richo D. The Five Things We Cannot Change: And the Happiness We Find by Embracing Them. 
Boston, MA: Shambhala Publications; 2005.

David Richo –
the unconditional yes 
to the givens of life

• Everything changes and ends

• Things do not always go according to plan

• Life is not always fair

• Pain is part of life

• People are not loving and loyal all the time

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief

Nietzsche

Amor Fati: Love of fate

(not resignation)



Holiday R, et al. The Daily Stoic Journal: 366 Days of Writing and Reflection on the Art of Living Hardcover. 
New York, NY: Penguin; 2016. Frankl VE. Man’s Search for Meaning. Boston, MA: Beacon Press; 1959.

Building Perspective: 
Viktor Frankl and Marcus Aurelius

“Forces beyond your control can take away 
everything you possess except one thing, your 
freedom to choose how you will respond to the 
situation.”

Marcus Aurelius

Viktor E. Frankl

“You have power over your mind – not outside 
events. Realize this, and you will find strength.” 
(amor fati)

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief



Yalom ID. Existential Psychotherapy. Basic Books; 1980. Whyte D. Consolations: The Solace Nourishment and 
Underlying Meaning of Everyday Words. Langley, WA: Many Rivers Press; 2015.

Taking Stock: 
A timeline – Where are you now?

Birth Death

Disappearing

Emerging

Irv Yalom



Muir J. My First Summer in the Sierra. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin; 1911.

Grief calls upon us to pay attention, linger, and to savor 
our lives, the natural world, and our relationships

“Another glorious Sierra day in which one seems to be dissolved and absorbed and 
sent pulsing onward we know not where.

Life seems neither long nor short, and we take no more heed to save time or 
make haste than do the trees and stars. 

This is true freedom, a good practical sort of immortality.”

John Muir

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief



Bowles P. The Sheltering Sky. New York, NY: HarperCollins Publishers; 1949.

Grief calls upon us to pay attention, linger, and to savor 
our lives, the natural world, and our relationships

“Because we don’t know when we will die we get to think of life as an 
inexhaustible well. Yet everything happens only a certain number of times, 
and a very small number, really.

How many more times will you remember a certain afternoon of your childhood an 
afternoon that is so deeply a part of your being that you can’t even conceive of your 
life without it? Perhaps four or five times more, perhaps not even that. 

How many more times will you watch the full moon rise? Perhaps twenty. 

And yet it all seems limitless.”

Paul Bowles

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief



Shirin-Yoku:
“forest-bathing”

Encourage a reconnection to 
the world and the people around us

Shinrin-Yoku:
“forest bathing”

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief



Waits T. Mule Variations. ANTI Records: 1999.

Grief calls upon us to pay attention, linger, and to savor 
our lives, the natural world, and our relationships

“So if you find someone
someone to have, someone to hold
Don’t trade it for silver
Don’t trade it for gold
I have all of life’s treasures
and they are fine and they are good
They remind me that houses
Are just made of wood
What makes a house grand
Ain’t the roof or the doors
If there’s love in a house
It's a palace for sure
Without love
It ain’t nothin but a house
A house where nobody lives…”

Tom Waits

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief





Hirsch E. How to Read a Poem: And Fall in Love with Poetry. New York, NY: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing; 1999.

Healing from grief creates a story,
a cohesive narrative… a form of immortality

“Implicit in poetry is the notion that we are deepened by 
heartbreaks, that we are not so much diminished as 
enlarged by grief, by our refusal to vanish—to let others 
vanish—without leaving a verbal record.”

Edward Hirsch

Creating Comfort – Working with Grief

Help Patients Tell Their Stories



The need for community in grief: The Funeral



The need for community in grief: 
New Orleans Jazz Funerals and Irish Wakes



The need for community in grief: Holding Vigil



The need for community in grief: The Electronic Wake



The need for community in grief: Dia de Los Muertos



The need for community in grief: Building Memorials



Contemporary Ritual



Grief Rituals: The Temple



Rob Moon
1980–2014



Hammarskjold D. Markings. Vintage Books; 2006. 
Nietzsche F. Gay Science. Vintage Books; 1882.

“I want to learn more and more to see as 
beautiful what is necessary in things; then I shall 
be one of those who make things beautiful. 

Amor fati: let that be my love henceforth! 

I do not want to wage war against what is ugly. I 
do not want to accuse; I do not even want to 
accuse those who accuse. Looking away shall 
be my only negation. 

And all in all and on the whole: 
some day I wish to be only a Yes-sayer.” 

Nietzsche

Dag Hammarskjold 
(2nd Secretary, 

General of the UN)

For all that has been: Thanks

For all that shall be: Yes!



Malkin J. Your Own Damn Life: Michael Meade On The Story We’re Born With. The Sun Magazine. November 2011. 
www.thesunmagazine.org/issues/431/your-own-damn-life. Accessed June 5, 2018.

“There’s an African proverb:

‘When death finds you, may it find you alive.’
Alive means living your own damned life,
not the life that your parents wanted
or the life some cultural group or political party wanted but 
the life that your own soul wants to live.”

Michael Meade



“All the birds
and creatures of the 
world are unutterably
themselves. 

Everything is waiting 
for you.”

Whyte D. River Flow. Langley, WA: Many Rivers Press; 2012.



Take Home Points
• Most grief is not depression and responds better to time and 

attention than medication

• The grief we are experiencing now is often echoed by our past 
losses. Our ungrieved past losses must also be acknowledged as 
we work through the most proximal loss

• The process of mourning and grief is both an individual and a 
collective process
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