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Introduction



It is unlikely that a person would wake up one morning and say, “Grief, what a concept, I think I’ll make it my life’s work.” That is not how it happened for either of us. We are John W. James and Russell Friedman, and together we represent the Grief Recovery Institute.

Here is a little outline of our lives, the institute, and the evolution of The Grief Recovery Handbook.

John was thrust painfully into this arena by the death of a child in 1977. After discovering a successful process for completing his grief, he continued his career in the solar energy design business. Acquaintances who had heard of his loss and recovery experience brought their friends who were dealing with loss. Soon John was spending as much time with grievers as with contractors, and finding his work with the former more rewarding. After a while, he realized that grief recovery was what he was meant to do. As a direct result of John’s awareness, the Grief Recovery Institute was established.

Russell’s introduction to grief recovery came not as the result of a death but in response to a second divorce coupled with a bankruptcy. He never would have equated his circumstances with the word grief had he not been dragged to a lecture on grief recovery presented by John. At that lecture Russell realized that there might be a solution for his overwhelmingly painful feelings. The following day, he showed up at the Grief Recovery Institute as a volunteer. Twenty-one years later, he is still there.

The Grief Recovery Institute has been guided by a primary principle, to deliver grief recovery assistance to the largest number of people in the shortest period of time. To meet this goal, the institute established Outreach Programs throughout the United States and Canada. Feedback from those fledgling support groups indicated a clear need for additional support. The first version of The Grief Recovery Handbook was written and self-published to meet that demand. The success of the book made it clear that a mainstream publisher might be able to extend our reach and help even more grievers.

In 1988 HarperCollins (then Harper & Row) agreed to publish an updated edition, ensuring that many more grievers would have access to effective help in overcoming loss. This has been a very successful collaboration. The nationwide wingspan of HarperCollins has helped The Grief Recovery Handbook become available in every community, large and small. With availability has come recovery.

There is no accurate way to determine how many people have been helped by the three previous editions of The Grief Recovery Handbook. Conservative estimates would indicate that the number is more than a million people. While we are excited and pleased to have the chance to update the handbook, we must begin by acknowledging and thanking all of you who were responsible for the success of the earlier ones.


We want to give special recognition to the thousands of grieving people who have shared their lives through their calls and letters. It is your feedback and input that have encouraged us to make the changes that in turn will help many more hurting people. We also want to acknowledge the thousands of professionals who have embraced our work. Your suggestions and encouragement have been invaluable.

In 1998, HarperCollins published The Grief Recovery Handbook, Revised Edition. In the ten years following the 1988 edition, we had made tremendous strides in helping grieving people. The revised edition allowed us to pass along to the readers the improved actions that lead to recovery. The new material in that edition supported John’s original idea that, “with correct information and correct choices, a person can recover from any significant loss.”

It is now 2008, and another ten years have passed. Working with thousands more grievers, we have learned more and better ways to help people deal with grief. We are thrilled to be able to pass along what we’ve learned to make recovery more accessible and more possible for you. The new material is contained in Part Four, which begins.

We have lectured and consulted for every imaginable type of organization—universities, medical schools, hospitals, alcohol and drug rehabilitation programs, funeral homes and cemeteries, public and private schools, as well as social, religious, and philosophical groups—throughout the world. While this list may be academically impressive, we would like you to disregard it. Although the list is intellectually accurate, it is emotionally irrelevant.

As our personal stories illustrate, we did not come to our careers in grief recovery by way of intellectual pursuit. We were jolted into this work by our broken hearts. Every one of you arrives at this book because your heart has been broken too. While you already know your heart is broken, your question might be, “What do I do about it?” This book has the answer. The concepts of grief recovery presented here represent a breakthrough in helping grieving people deal successfully with loss.

Most professionals have addressed grief from a conceptual, intellectual perspective. This has often left grievers with much understanding—but very little recovery. This book is focused totally on recovery from the emotional pain caused by death, divorce, and other losses.

For all of you struggling with unresolved grief issues, we know that the actions outlined in this book will lead you to completion of the pain caused by loss. We also know that recovery is not an easy journey. We know that your losses may have closed your heart down. If we could, we would be with you as you take the actions that will lead your heart to open again. You may be afraid to start, or you may get scared along the way. Please remember that hundreds of thousands of people have used these same actions. We know that they join us in encouraging you to move through your apprehension and begin the process of recovery.


We wish you good luck on your journey, and remain, Of service,




John & Russell











PART ONE

Seeing the Problem









If you are reading this book, there is a high probability that your heart is broken.

It may have been caused by a death, either recent or long ago.

It may have been caused by a divorce or the breakup of a romantic relationship.

It may have been caused by any of the more than forty other losses that a person can encounter during a lifetime.

It could be caused by an awareness that your life is not as happy or fulfilling as you want it to be.

Regardless of the cause of your broken heart, you know how you feel, and it probably isn’t good.

We are not going to tell you how you feel. You already know. And we will not tell you, “We know how you feel,” because we don’t. Neither does anyone else. At best, we remember how we felt when our losses occurred.


Even though you’ve endured painful changes in the circumstances of your life, we are going to tell you what actions you need to take to regain a sense of well-being.




HOW TO USE THE GRIEF RECOVERY HANDBOOK

Don’t jump ahead in your reading of this handbook. There is a difference between those who resolve their pain and those who don’t. The ones who recover follow a well-defined plan. We want you to follow such a plan so that you can be successful.

This handbook is designed to give you the information necessary to recover from loss. It has much to offer anyone who truly wants to feel better. It will allow you to choose completion and recovery rather than isolation and avoidance. If you use it, one word at a time, it will accelerate your recovery tenfold.

Throughout the text are suggestions, notes, and guidelines. Please don’t take any shortcuts. They can lead you unwittingly right back to old ideas that still won’t work. Stay on track with this program and with your recovery.


WARNING

This book is not intended as a teaching manual, so we alert you to avoid the temptation of thinking that reading this book or taking the actions in it prepares you to help others. We offer very specific Grief[image: image]Recovery® Certification Programs for that purpose. At the back of the book are addresses and phone numbers to use in contacting us for more information about all of our programs.
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Grief: A Neglected and Misunderstood Process



Grief is the normal and natural reaction to loss of any kind. Therefore, the feelings you are having are also normal and natural for you. The problem is that we have all been socialized to believe that these feelings are abnormal and unnatural.

While grief is normal and natural, and clearly the most powerful of all emotions, it is also the most neglected and misunderstood experience, often by both the grievers and those around them.

Grief is the conflicting feelings caused by the end of or change in a familiar pattern of behavior. What do we mean by conflicting feelings? Let us explain by example. When someone you love dies after suffering a long illness, you may feel a sense of relief that your loved one’s suffering is over. That is a positive feeling, even though it is associated with a death. At the same time, you may realize that you can no longer see or touch that person. This may be very painful for you. These conflicting feelings, relief and pain, are totally normal in response to death.

What about divorce? Are there conflicting feelings too? Yes. You may feel a genuine sense of freedom now that the battles are over. That is a positive feeling. At the same time, you may be afraid that you will never “find someone as beautiful/as good a provider.” These conflicting feelings, freedom and fear, are also natural responses to loss.

All relationships have aspects of familiarity whether they are romantic, social, familial, or business. What other losses cause similar conflicting feelings? While death and divorce are obvious, many other loss experiences have been identified that can produce grief. Among them are:


Death of a pet

Moving

Starting school

Death of a former spouse

Marriage

Graduation

End of addictions

Major health changes

Retirement

Financial changes—positive or negative

Holidays

Legal problems

Empty nest



Often these common life experiences are not seen as grieving events. We grieve for the loss of all relationships we deem significant—which are thus also emotional.


If the major loss events in your life have not been associated with death, do not put this book down.




After thirty years of working with grievers, we have identified several other losses, including loss of trust, loss of safety, and loss of control of one’s body (physical or sexual abuse). Society still does not recognize these losses as grief issues.

Loss-of-trust events are experienced by almost everyone and can have a major, lifelong negative impact. You may have experienced a loss of trust in a parent, a loss of trust in God, or a loss of trust in any other relationship. Is loss of trust a grief issue? The answer is yes. And the problem of dealing with the grief it causes remains the same. Grief is normal and natural, but we have been ill prepared to deal with it. Grief is about a broken heart, not a broken brain. All efforts to heal the heart with the head fail because the head is the wrong tool for the job. It’s like trying to paint with a hammer—it only makes a mess.

Almost all intellectual comments are preceded by the phrase, “Don’t feel bad.” In 1977, when John’s infant son died, a well-meaning friend said, “Don’t feel bad—you can have other children.” The intellectually accurate statement that John had the physical capability to have other children was not only irrelevant, it was unintentionally abusive, because it belittled his natural and normal emotions. John felt bad, his heart was broken.

When Russell and his first wife divorced, he was devastated. A friend said, “Don’t feel bad—you’ll do better next time.” Most of the comments that grievers hear following a loss, while intellectually accurate, are emotionally barren. As a direct result of these conflicting ideas, a griever often feels confused and frustrated, feelings that lead to emotional isolation.

Since most of us have been socialized to attempt to resolve all issues with our intellect, grief remains a huge problem. This intellectual focus has even led to academic articles that suggest gender is an issue in grief. We recognize that males and females are socialized differently, but our experience indicates that males and females are similarly limited when it comes to dealing with sad, painful, and negative feelings. Feelings themselves are without gender. There is no such thing as girl sad or boy sad, girl happy or boy happy.

We are not saying that intellect is totally useless in regard to grief. In fairness, you are reading a book, which is an intellectual activity. The book will ask you to understand concepts and to take actions, so clearly there is a degree of intellect involved.

GRIEF AND RECOVERY

For many, seeing this book’s title is the first time they have ever seen the terms “grief” and “recovery” used together. Religious and spiritual leaders have pointed out for centuries that we should look at loss as an opportunity for personal spiritual development. Yet in modern life, moving through intense emotional pain has become such a misunderstood process that most of us have very little idea of how to respond to loss.

What do we mean by recovery? Recovery means feeling better. Recovery means claiming your circumstances instead of your circumstances claiming you and your happiness. Recovery is finding new meaning for living, without the fear of being hurt again. Recovery is being able to enjoy fond memories without having them precipitate painful feelings of regret or remorse. Recovery is acknowledging that it is perfectly all right to feel sad from time to time and to talk about those feelings no matter how those around you react. Recovery is being able to forgive others when they say or do things that you know are based on their lack of knowledge about grief. Recovery is one day realizing that your ability to talk about the loss you’ve experienced is indeed normal and healthy.

Most important, recovery means acquiring the skills that we should have been taught in childhood. These skills allow us to deal with loss directly. Most of us are aware that there is no guarantee that our loved ones will be alive when we get home. Those who have experienced divorce also realize there is no guarantee that our spouse will love us when we get home. The skills of grief recovery will heal your heart if it gets broken and in turn allow you to participate 100 percent in all of your relationships. With the knowledge and freedom brought about by completing losses comes the additional benefit of allowing ourselves to love as totally as possible.

Obviously, recovering from a significant emotional loss is not an easy task. Taking the actions that lead to recovery will require your attention, open-mindedness, willingness, and courage.

STAYING OPEN TO GRIEF

We’ve all heard the statement, “The only things certain in life are death and taxes.” Those of you who are reading this book know that one more item must be added to these certainties: loss. We all experience loss many times in our lives. Despite the universality of the experience of loss, people know very little about recovery from it.

What we do know about grievers is that they’ve always wanted to recover. They seek help from all available sources. Grievers attend support groups, read pamphlets, buy books. After having done all these things, they’re still confronted with the fact that our entire society is ill equipped to help them bring the grieving experience to a successful conclusion. Over time the pain of unresolved grief is cumulative. Whether caused by a death, divorce, or other type of loss, incomplete recovery can have a lifelong negative impact on a person’s capacity for happiness.

GRIEF RECOVERY: HOW DOES IT WORK?


Recovery from loss is achieved by a series of small and correct choices made by the griever.



Sadly, most of us have not been given the necessary information with which to make correct choices. This book takes on the specific challenge of reeducating anyone who has a genuine desire to discover and complete the emotional pain caused by loss. We know that the principles discussed here work. They work for those who have experienced the death of a loved one, a divorce, or any other loss.

The death of a loved one produces emotions that can be described as the feeling of reaching out for someone who has always been there, only to find that when we need them one more time, they are no longer there.

Some of you will be reading this book for help in dealing with a problematic relationship with someone who has died. We might call this a relationship with a “less than loved one.” For you, the feeling is one of reaching out for someone who has never been there for you, and still isn’t. This is also true for those of you who need to discover and complete the unfinished emotions attached to a living person with whom you have a less than fulfilling relationship.

It is almost always true that loss as a result of divorce falls into the “less than loved one” category. Although divorce severs the marital, sexual, and social ties, divorce does not complete emotional ties. Without successful recovery, it is common for divorcés—male and female—to repeat their mistakes in ensuing relationships.

AN INCOMPLETE PAST MAY DOOM THE FUTURE


We have no moral, legal, religious, or social position about divorce. We have a very simple belief that everyone involved in a divorce is a griever. That includes children, parents, siblings, and friends of the couple. This attitude makes it easy for us. We always know that the primary issue is unresolved grief.

Divorce (or a broken romantic relationship) produces grief. This can become a life-limiting reality that negatively affects future relationships. Incomplete grief over a former spouse will dictate fearful choices. Incomplete grief will create hypervigilant self-protection from further emotional pain. Sadly, this excess of caution limits the ability to be open, trusting, and loving, dooming the next relationship to failure.

We hope you will recognize the need to go back and complete prior relationships in order to enhance the possibility of success in your current one. For those of you still feeling isolated and alone, we hope this book gives you the courage to complete prior relationships so you can venture forth into the world and seek a new, healthy romantic relationship.
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Compounding the Problem



Grief is difficult enough without added complications. Unfortunately, many factors can compound our reactions to loss and limit our recovery. This chapter will alert you to some of the pitfalls that can stall or short-circuit your recovery.

CONFUSION ABOUT STAGES

Many people are familiar with the pioneering work of Dr. Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, who identified five emotional stages that a dying person may go through after being diagnosed with a terminal illness. She identified those stages as denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.

One result of Dr. Kubler-Ross’s work is that many people now tend to apply the concept of stages to other aspects of human emotion. Grief, which follows death, divorce, and other losses, should not, however, be regarded in terms of stages. The nature and intensity of feelings caused by a loss relate to the individuality and uniqueness of the relationship.

While Dr. Kubler-Ross’s contributions brought heightened awareness about the process of dying, her work has been accompanied by some unfortunate collateral damage. Many people, professionals and the general public alike, have attempted to apply her stages to the emotions that arise after a loss. She identified denial as the first stage that follows notification of a terminal illness. Absent other helpful information, her work has often been misinterpreted to imply that denial is also a stage that a person experiences following a death or divorce.

In all our years working with grievers, we have yet to be approached by someone who is in “denial” that a loss had occurred. The very first thing they say to us is, “My mother died,” or, “My dog died,” or, “My wife divorced me.” These statements reflect absolutely no denial that a loss has occurred. If you are reading this book, you are not in denial that you have experienced a loss.

WHAT ABOUT ANGER?

Much of the literature about grief contends that anger is always a factor in loss. Respectfully, we disagree. Anger is sometimes associated with the circumstances of a loss. It is often a factor in our difficult relationships with less than loved ones. Yet the presumption of anger is both incorrect and dangerous. A death often involves no anger at all. One brief account illustrates the point.

“My ninety-two-year-old grandmother, with whom I had a wonderful relationship, became ill and died. Blessedly, it happened quickly, so she did not suffer very much. I am pleased about that. I had just spent time with her and told her how much I cared about her. I am very happy about that. There was a funeral ceremony that accurately portrayed her. Many people came and talked about her. I loved that. At the funeral, a helpful friend reminded me to say good-bye. I did and am glad. I am not angry.”

This is a true story. If the story had been different, it would have created different feelings. If the grandson had not been able to talk to his grandmother before she died, he might have been angry at













































	If you fell down and gashed your leg and blood was pouring out, would you immediately seek medical attention? The obvious answer is yes.

	If circumstances and events conspired to break your heart, would you seek attention immediately, or would you allow yourself to bleed to death emotionally? Pick one!
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