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Blessing for

Falling Into a

New Layer

of Grief
J A N  R I C H A R D S O N

You thought 
you had hit 
every layer possible, 
that you had found 
the far limit 
of your sorrow, 
of your grief.

Now the world falls 
from beneath your feet 
all over again, 
as if the wound 
were opening 
for the first time, 
only now with 
an ache you recognize 
as ancient.

Here is the time 
for kindness— 
your own, to yourself— 
as you fall 
and fall, 
as you land hard 
in this layer 
that lies deeper than 
you ever imagined 
you could go.



Think of it as 
a secret room— 
this space 
that has opened 
before you, 
that has opened 
inside you, 
though it may look 
sharp in every corner 
and sinister 
no matter where 
you turn.

Think of it as 
a hidden chamber 
in your heart 
where you can stay 
as long as you need, 
where you will 
find provision 
you never wanted 
but on which 
your life will now 
depend.

I want to tell you 
there is treasure 
even here— 
that the sharp lines 
that so match your scars 
will lead 
to solace; 
that this space 
that feels so foreign 
will become for you 
a shelter.

So let yourself fall. 
It will not be 
the last time, 
but do not let this be 
cause for fear.

These are the rooms 
around which your 
new home will grow— 
the home of your heart, 
the home of your life 
that welcomes you 
with such completeness, 
opening and 
opening and 
opening itself to you, 
no part of you 
turned away.



Prologue

Poetry illuminates the darkness and companions the loneliness of 
grief. When you lose someone, you feel lost. In times of sorrow, poetry can 
be a light, a solace and guide.

Well-intentioned friends and family, trying to help, may offer platitudes 
such as these:

 Ƿ Time heals all wounds.
 Ƿ You’ll have another baby.
 Ƿ God must have needed him more than you did.
 Ƿ They lived a good, long life.
 Ƿ Their suffering is over.
 Ƿ They wouldn’t want you still to be grieving.
 Ƿ You should get back out there and (date, dance, join a book club, etc.).
 Ƿ I’m not sure it should take this long for you to move on.

This kind of advice was probably about as welcomed by you as wilted 
funeral flowers, leaving you isolated and in a place of despair. You may not 
think of poetry as a powerful resource to help sort out your feelings. But 
poetry can create a tender space for reflection. Poetry says the unsayable, 
offering words that can’t be articulated otherwise.

These poems, carefully chosen for you in consultation with grief work 
counselors, can be a source of consolation and strength, and a springboard 
for meaningful conversations. The result is a selection of poems that sing, 
weep, and steadfastly embrace you. They are digestible, fortifying, and at 
times challenging and can be taken in big or small bites.

Poet Jane Hirshfield knows. She wrote, “To step into a poem is to 
agree to risk.” I am guessing that you are willing to risk doing the good 
and hard work that is grieving.
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You’ve probably picked up this book because you have had an 
experience of loss that divided your life into “before” and “after” in a way 
that leaves you forever changed. Every day you do your best to shower, 
brush your teeth, and keep putting one foot in front of the other, and you 
ask, “What’s next?” Most of the people and poets you will meet in this 
book have stood where you stand now.

State Poet of New York Marie Howe offered, “Every poem holds the 
unspeakable inside it. The unsayable . . . The thing that you can’t really say 
because it’s too complicated. It’s too complex for us. Every poem has that silence 
deep in the center of it.” Marie Howe knows. She lost a brother to AIDS.

Stanley Kunitz wrote a poem called “The Layers” in which he asked: 
“How shall the heart be reconciled / to its feast of losses?”

Yes, how? And think of that image—a feast of losses. We try hard to 
put aside this knowing, but if we live richly, with hearts open to intimacy, 
each of our lives could lay out such a banquet.

Author Lidia Yukanavitch in her TED talk commented on the 
“beauty of being a misfit.” She made the case that if you choose not to 
stay stuck in the litter, you can be the misfit who is “willing to dive into 
the waters of one’s life, swim to the wreckage at the bottom, and bring 
something back to the surface.” This is not to say that loss in and of itself 
makes us better people. Dreams do die, and we can let that harden us. 
People say everything happens for a reason. I think things happen, and 
then the choices begin about how to reshape a life. I don’t think it’s a test, 
I think bad things happen to good people.

Yukanavitch describes how after the death of her newborn infant, 
she “lost her marbles,” stopped eating, and was brought back to life by her 
sister who fed her “bits of saltine crackers to lure me back, then one day 
an egg, and eventually, a milkshake. The milkshake made me smile.”

No wonder Robert Frost’s poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay” is a favor-
ite for many. It captures in such simple language the ephemeral nature of 
so much that we love:
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Nothing Gold Can Stay
R O B E R T  F R O S T

Nature’s first green is gold, 
Her hardest hue to hold. 
Her early leaf ’s a flower; 
But only so an hour. 
Then leaf subsides to leaf. 
So Eden sank to grief, 
So dawn goes down to day. 
Nothing gold can stay.

Whether you, personally, are grieving, or you work with the grieving, 
welcome.

You may have lost someone close at a time when you felt that 
there was no space to grieve. Some have experienced something named 
“disenfranchised grief.” This refers to being made to feel ashamed 
about our grief, or having a secret sadness, or one that others trivialize. 
We may have been too busy raising kids, or in too demanding a job, 
to give ourselves permission to express, or even feel, the harm in the 
way we wished. It may never have occurred to some that the death 
of an ex-partner or spouse requires normal grieving. A parental 
abandonment of the family, an incarceration, a missing-person event, 
an early miscarriage, making an adoption plan, a divorce, a traumatic 
job departure, or the death of any cherished dream is a disenfranchised 
grief. This pain may be silently clamoring for attention.

You may be suffering the slow and anticipatory grief of the 
diminution of elders who are disappearing into one of the many types 
of dementia. You may be a cheerful (or not), exhausted caregiver. You 
may be reeling from a sudden or shocking bereavement, a violent death, 
or the emotional havoc of losing a child.
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Maybe you are struggling to come to terms with this pain. Some days 
you feel you are getting along well, and other days you can hardly get out 
of bed. That’s normal.

While I was in the third year of working on this book, I had to release 
my old friend Susan, who took a long journey with ALS. Immediately after 
her funeral, I had to navigate the unexpected death of my stepdad of forty-
two years when a devastating blood clot felled him after a routine surgery. 
His death was followed a month later by release from Alzheimer’s disease of 
my sweet mom, who was in excellent health and seemed to be settling into 
a new life without my stepdad. It was not to be.

Our lives are bittersweet. As Robert Frost said, “Nothing gold can 
stay,” not our younger selves, our loved ones, our faculties, or our passions. 
It can all change in a moment. Our grief is our own, and we are achingly 
alone with the wearing of it. Ask people who have suffered the collapse of 
their world, and most will say the same thing—I never imagined it would 
be like this.

I heard about a counselor who, when he began his practice, said that 
people would come to the first meeting, and they would tell him about 
their sadness. Now he observes that the most common beginning he hears 
from grievers is “Am I doing this right?” Who needs that pressure? He 
calls it the “cages of the stages.” You may have wondered whether there’s a 
“right way” too. I know I did.

When you’re lost, you don’t blame the forest. It’s a forest. People get 
lost. So there you are, with your back against a tree, trying not to panic, 
and your muscles screaming, and what do you wish for? A friend, a guide, 
or even a compass would be welcome. My hope is that this book can serve 
as a guide or a companion to help you safely find your way through the 
forest of grief. It won’t be easy, but maybe you can allow this companion 
to “divide your sorrow,” thereby lessening the pain.

Janice Falls, a therapist, grief counselor, and spiritual companion, 
wrote her poem “Sorrow Shared” for a woman whose friend had died by 
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suicide. During a conversation I had with Janice, she said she wrote the 
poem “for my friend . . . since I couldn’t do anything else for her.”

Sorrow Shared
J A N I C E  F A L L S

We divide your sorrow among us.
Does nine go into infinity evenly?
We listen, our heart ears wide
To the roars and whispers of your grief.
We ask questions which
like your own, are unanswerable.
So horrified are you by this loss
there can be no words or logic.
Breathe with me you ask
and our breath, like a choir,
rushes out to meet you,
a small but wise comfort
holding you in the breath of life.

Every grief is so individual. I lost three people in six weeks, and each 
passing was unique.

It was my privilege to be with grievers at a support group at a big 
hospital. I was struck by how three people, who under normal circum-
stances might not find themselves in a room together, were so tender and 
attentive to each other.

“Where are you with your grief today?” was the invitation from 
Chaplain Sam, the group facilitator. The participants were remarkable in 
their ability to find metaphors to express their feelings. One described 
being marooned in a small boat that had been cast adrift. And another felt 
as if he was trapped under ice in a freezing pond. “You can see some light 
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through the ice, but although you pound upward with both hands, you 
can’t break through, and you’re drowning.”

That’s why there is benefit in belonging to a group. “This listening 
group is the best day in my whole month,” said an HVAC repairman 
who had rushed there with the soil of the heating pipes still ground into 
his hands. Everyone was thrilled to see him, and I quickly saw why. He 
was committed to being vulnerable in the group sharing, and he listened 
attentively to everyone.

No one tried to fix anyone; rather, just as Parker Palmer described in 
A Hidden Wholeness, the group members stood “with simple attentiveness 
at the borders of their solitude—trusting that they have within themselves 
whatever resources they need and that [their] attentiveness can help bring 
those resources into play.”

Researchers have found measurable decreases in stress and increases 
in resilient behavior in those who participate in support groups. There 
is also compelling evidence that many people benefit from expressing 
thoughts and feelings in a personal notebook or journal. You are encour-
aged to do this even if you’ve never tried it before.

When there are few right words for what we experience, we often call 
on poetry to bridge the gap. People reach for poems at points of transition 
in their lives such as weddings, funerals, anniversaries, and graduations.

Hundreds of poems were considered before selecting these, in the 
hopes that you will also be drawn to hold them in your heart. Each has 
been lovingly chosen for its ability to name the unnamable feelings and 
thoughts that surround deep loss, and to help us to come home to our 
fractured hearts.

Nothing can cure, explain away, or eliminate grief. Ask any hos-
pital chaplain who brings poems to the bedside, or any social worker 
who begins a support group with a poem, why they offer this form of 
consolation. You will hear some version of “At least poetry allows room 
for mystery.”
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Poet Donald Hall wrote a moving memoir and compelling poems as 
he came to terms with the early death, from leukemia, of his beloved wife, 
poet Jane Kenyon. In The Best Day the Worst Day he wrote, “Poetry gives 
the griever not release from grief but companionship in grief.”

What does it mean to “heal grief ”? Doesn’t this position emotions 
that surround loss as a sort of illness, for which the industrious griever 
could find a cure, if only the right healer were consulted, or enough effort 
expended in prevention? I think that attending to our lives, healing our 
souls, is an important and deliberate undertaking, but grief is something 
that we integrate into our lives and soulwork, something that we learn, in 
time, to carry.

Gregory Orr reflects on grief ’s inevitability. He accidentally shot 
and killed his brother in a hunting accident when they were young boys. 
He has written extensively over the years on how he has learned to live 
with this tragedy, and this poem reflects not a devil-may-care approach to 
suffering but a hard-won wisdom concerning how he deliberately chooses 
to live.

[Grief will come to you]
G R E G O R Y  O R R

Grief will come to you.
Grip and cling all you want,
It makes no difference.

Catastrophe? It’s just waiting to happen.
Loss? You can be certain of it.

Flow and swirl of the world.
Carried along as if by a dark current.

All you can do is keep swimming;
All you can do is keep singing.



Why Use This Book?

Use this book in the way that works best for you. There’s a lot of 
advice flying around on blogs and books on how to resolve, heal, cope, 
survive, and navigate loss. Maybe we can’t agree on what to call this expe-
rience because it hits each of us so individually.

So, right up front, I want to say that whatever advice or ideas are in 
this book, I hope that you will grab on to what works for you and release 
whatever does not fit.

One of my core beliefs is, in Ram Dass’s famous words, “We are all 
just walking each other home.” Tapping his chest, Dass continued, “To 
our own hearts. . . . We encounter things that force us into our inner 
world. The inner world is what I consider to be home.”

If the inner world is home, and I think it is, sometimes loss burns 
down the house, or forces an unwanted relocation. It is so uncomfortable, 
that to cope we have to find ways to become comfortable with this dis-
comfort. This feels unnatural, and often sparks resentment and resistance 
in us, and yet what is more predictable in this life than change?

Rachel Naomi Remen said, “Perhaps real wisdom lies in not seeking 
answers at all. Any answer we find will not be true for long. An answer is 
a place where we can fall asleep as life moves past us to its next question. 
After all these years I have begun to wonder if the secret of living well is 
not in having all the answers but in pursuing unanswerable questions in 
good company.”

In my experience two things, wonder and grief, are what force us into 
our inner world. They are the primary encounters in this life that drive us 
or drag us to reflection. When it’s grief that calls us to attend to the self 
in a new way, it helps to have a companion. Reading this book with others 
can be a truly special way to “walk each other home.” As St. Benedict 
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advised those in his care, we can “listen carefully . . . and with the ear of 
your heart.”

This book offers comfort and encouragement to those alone or in 
support groups, struggling with the devastating deprivation of their 
cherished one, or laboring under the anticipatory grief of imminent loss. 
You can pick this book up at any time. You will find doses of inspiration, 
insight, and the sort of wisdom that can keep you on your feet. “I learn 
by going where I need to go,” wrote Theodore Roethke, and maybe truer 
words have never been penned.

There is compelling evidence that people benefit from expressing 
thoughts and feelings in a personal notebook or journal. A few tips: don’t 
worry about spelling or handwriting, hide your journal if you want to 
keep it private, and start small with five minutes of writing and a few 
bullet points. Ask yourself some simple questions: How do I feel? What do I 
want? Do I have anything in common with these poems or quotes?

Although some experts would say that there is benefit in writing 
longhand, there are apps to help those on the go, including Journey.Cloud 
that works across platforms and through its website. You can investigate 
other apps that encourage journaling and provide helpful reflection 
prompts.

It’s your journal. You can draw in it, insert photos, pictures, notes 
from friends, prayers, and inspirations—anything that supports your grief 
journey.

If you are leading a support group, the poems are useful for start-
ing the session, deepening the conversation, or wrapping up the group’s 
time together. It’s important that you provide each participant a copy of 
the poem. Read the poem out loud, twice, the second time by a different 
speaker. You’ll be amazed at how you take in the poem differently when 
you hear it in another voice. This process is called mindful reading. After 
giving the poem a moment to sink in, identify the words or phrases that 
speak to you. Spend some time contemplating these powerful words.



Getting Started
Introducing Me, and My Hopes for You

My biological dad, who was an on-and-off parent to me, died when 
I was thirty-seven. It’s taken decades for me to unpack the complicated 
nature of that bereavement. The hardest thing about that grief was that it 
signaled the end of all chances for a different and closer relationship.

For the last ten years, my mom had been slowly leaving us behind 
through the encroachment of dementia. Just before I submitted this 
manuscript, my stepdad of forty-two years and my mom both died. The 
last part of this book was written under the influence of “grief brain,” so 
as Shakespeare said when he begged the indulgence of his sometimes 
vegetable-throwing audience, “Be kind.”

Like you, I have lost friends and grandparents and jobs and peace of 
mind and beloved animal companions and neighborhoods where I was at 
home. We all have losses, some of them have been grieved and integrated 
into our lives with a new wisdom, and some of them crop up again 
demanding to be heard this time.

I’ve been collecting poems and leading poetry circles in earnest for 
about ten years through my WordSPA ministries. I’ve seen over and over 
the way that good poems do great work in people. I’m a certified Spiritual 
Companion, using poetry as the entry point for seekers to explore their 
depths. I make a living facilitating retreats and delivering presentations.

I feel at home in a wide variety of worshiping communities as well as 
in business settings, including Fortune 500 companies and major health-
care institutions.

In discernment with my own spiritual companion, I responded to a 
swift kick from the Divine and founded WordSPA (Spirituality, Poetry, 
Appreciation) as a vehicle for sharing the joys of this work with others.
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“Poetry is nothing if not equipped for crisis,” says poet C. D. Wright. 
And so I have deliberately searched for poems that are beautifully 
crafted but still user-friendly. Lots of people come to my poetry circles, 
announcing, “I don’t really know anything about poetry.” Well, the good 
news is, you don’t have to. This book is about healing our spirits, sparking 
reflection and conversation, alone or with a group.

Poet Carrie Fountain encourages us with this: “Poetry is a transaction. 
It’s a collaboration. Learning to read poetry is learning to receive. And 
what could be more important than that?”

This is for anyone and everyone, people whose hearts are broken. 
This is a labor of love, a hand extended to fellow grievers. Maybe the best 
recommendation is that those same nervous doubters who came to a 
poetry circle protesting that they were not at all sure why they were there 
left three hours later asking, “When can we do this again?”

The circle gatherings I facilitate have become a nourishing banquet. 
Now you can join us. Take the best seat. I want you to be comfortable.

The poems are arranged in a meaningful arc, beginning with the shock 
of early grief and then leading us through a sensitive exploration of inner 
space. There’s a “Mindful Activities” section full of practical strategies for 
coping with the aching heart. You’re encouraged to keep a journal of your 
grief journey. Reflection questions will accompany each poem. Anne Frank, 
who surely knew deprivations of many kinds, said, “I can shake off every-
thing as I write; my sorrows disappear, my courage is reborn.”

I encourage you to give yourself the gift of time and self-compassion 
in this tender transition. Sink into the ongoing embrace of the healing 
power of well-crafted words. No one gives you permission to grieve. You 
give it to yourself. Martha W. Hickman’s daily meditations book, Heal-
ing After Loss, was one of the resources that helped me the very most. I 
memorized one of her gentle reminders: “Sometimes when I am feeling 
down, I am my own worst enemy. Let me be my friend.” Let this book 
encourage you in practicing self-compassion.
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These poems are in language that resonates with the bruised spirit. 
What a desperate, unholy mess grief can be. Grief shares a border 
with death, Hamlet’s “undiscovered country,” and you find it is utterly 
unmapped when you break down there. What can you do? Just get out, 
and start walking.

As poetry therapist John Fox said, “The thread running through my 
love for poetry is a sense of conscience, a capacity to witness. Witnessing 
is a form of healing compassion which reminds me we are each unique 
and that we are all in this together.” Think of this book as a warm 
companion, full of stories, sometimes wry, even funny. We are all in this 
together.

At the same time, the book invites a keen awareness that the passage 
through angst, like the navigation of a narrow strait that requires patience, 
skill, and worthy sailors, comes with the very real possibility of foundering 
on the rocks. These poems can be companions who help us to make 
the journey, and whether we swim up, wash up, or sail up to shore in a 
dignified disembarkation, we are all enriched by making it back to land 
together. We may even be moved to kiss the ground.

It’s equally true that once the poem is out in the world and the poet 
has released it, it’s ours. We move beyond asking what the poet had in 
mind to assigning meaning as we choose. The poem is the source of our 
musings now.
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The Lightest Touch
D A V I D  W H Y T E

Good poetry begins with
the lightest touch,
a breeze arriving from nowhere,
a whispered healing arrival,
a word in your ear,
a settling into things,
then, like a hand in the dark,
it arrests the whole body,
steeling you for revelation.

In the silence that follows
a great line,
you can feel Lazarus,
deep inside
even the laziest, most deathly afraid
part of you,
lift up his hands and walk toward the light.

Like the Biblical Lazarus image that Whyte offers us, we may feel 
entombed at times, cut off from parts of ourselves. My hope is that 
together we can consider new ways of understanding, receive the gift of 
these words, and “walk toward the light.”




