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In Memory of Marty Jenco, My Mentor and Friend November 27, 1934-July 19, 1996



On January 8, 1985, Father Marty Jenco was kidnapped on the streets of Beirut, Lebanon, and was held hostage until July 26, 1986. His captivity was a journey of chaos, loss, hope, and healing for himself and for all of us who call him friend.

A Servite missionary who officiated at my wedding and was the godfather of my three children, Marty was also my mentor and guide. As he was writing his book, Bound to Forgive: The Pilgrimage to Reconciliation of a Beirut Hostage, he would send me drafts to read. We would talk for hours about his captivity and how it had changed his life. Throughout all of the telling of the horrors and abuse, there was a gentleness and a reverence for himself and those who held him captive.

He died of pancreatic cancer and was buried ten years to the day of his release. His life, his works, his words, and his love have greatly influenced mine. This humble Servite priest taught me, a former Franciscan nun, the true meaning of the Peace Prayer of Saint Francis:

 

God, make me a channel of your peace.


Where there is hatred, let me sow love;

Where there is injury, pardon;

Where there is doubt, faith;

Where there is despair, hope;

Where there is darkness, light;

Where there is sadness, joy.


Grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled as to console;

To be understood, as to understand;

To be loved, as to love;

For it is in giving that we receive;

In pardoning, that we are pardoned;

In dying, that we are born to eternal life.



Marty’s writings are a powerful testimony to the human spirit from a man who, bound in chains, found the strength to be compassionate and the wisdom to forgive. His journey gives witness to the joy and peace that come with peacemaking. I am grateful to have shared in his journey.







Why This Book, Why Now?


Nothing is lost. All we have suffered frames a teaching for the soul.

—Bob Savino, Song of the Floating Worlds






The plumber has just handed you the bill for repairing the damage done by your toddler and his friend when they created a tidal wave in the bathtub.

 

Your eldest arrives home from college with a tattoo she assures you most people will never see.

 

Your fifteen-year-old wants to pierce just one more body part.

 

Your father-in-law phones to let you know it will be over his dead body that his Alzheimer’s-stricken mother will go to a nursing home.

 

Your mother-in-law is dead tired after spending two hours looking for the same mother, who wandered away from the backyard for the third time this week.

 

Your sister’s husband has left her and their three teenagers, to marry a woman five years older than his eldest daughter.

 

Your niece phones to ask if she and her boyfriend could stay in your guest room over the holiday because she “knows” you are so much more reasonable than her parents.


 

Your childhood friend turns in the manuscript for his eighteenth book, drives up into the mountains he loves, and hangs himself.

 

Your neighbors have invited you to their daughter’s coming-out party and you don’t think they were referring to a debutante ball, and it’s okay and it’s about time.

 

Your middle child’s friend asks if his stepsister and half brother can ride in the car pool this week, since his father’s new wife’s mother is taking care of them, and she doesn’t drive.

 

A woman down the block is having a fund-raiser to help pay for the high-dose chemotherapy with stem-cell rescue that the specialists say is the best chance her twenty-nine-year-old husband has to get rid of his brain tumor. The insurance company won’t pay because three of its doctors say the treatment is experimental.

 

Across the road, the triplets born through frozen-embryo transplant are celebrating their tenth birthday on the same day their new brother arrives on a plane.

 

A child is selling his Ritalin at school, while another is selling a weapon.

 

A solicitation letter pleads for a donation, warning that with a click of a mouse your child can connect with a pen pal or a pedophile, and only your money can stop the madness.

 

Your boss called the most recent layoffs in your department “downsizing” and “rightsizing” to create a better bottom line; all you know is the only thing up is the number of people who feel down-and-out.


 

The four-year-old who created the tidal wave in the bathtub is now trying to show you how to override the parental-control box on the TV.

 

On the news, a reporter in a war zone explains that the “collateral damage” inflicted last night was simply a matter of killing the wrong persons when they were trying to kill the right enemy.

 

The commercial that follows demonstrates that sex can and will be used to sell almost anything; you wonder about the paradox that selling sex is illegal, buying it is not.

 

Ageism, racism, sexism, bigotry, religious wars, fanaticism…Some say it is the final time, others say it is the dawn of the new millennium; you’re not sure if you are entering the dark night of your soul or beginning a hero’s journey, and at this point you’re too exhausted to care. You just want to sit down and have a cup of coffee, or was it tea? Which one is good for you? You can’t remember.

Parenting Through Crisis is about handling tough times and tough issues with our children. Whether it be a small crisis or a major disaster, a minor malady or a life-changing event, the question “Will I die?,” the loss of a pet, the death of a friend, a critical illness, a chronic disability, a divorce, an adoption, or mayhem in a high school, this book looks at how we as parents can comfort and nurture our children—and ourselves—as we navigate through the inevitable suffering, the adversity, the chaos, and the losses in our lives. It takes us further along on the journey of integration, healing, and connection begun in my earlier book, kids are worth it!

kids are worth it! offered practical advice for parents of toddlers through teenagers on how to utilize the very stuff of family life—chores, mealtime, sibling rivalry, toilet training, bedtime, allowances—to create a home environment in which kids can develop their own sense of inner discipline. When these routines are overshadowed by tragic or traumatic events, when children are faced with life’s chaos and confusion, the lessons learned through these opportunities do not go to waste. Knowing how to think, not just what to think; feeling empowered, not controlled or manipulated; being able to distinguish between realities that must be accepted and problems that can be solved; and being able to act with compassion and integrity—these are skills that will serve your children well as they navigate the turbulent waters of adversity and sorrow.

If used in the good times, the tools of good parenting—treating kids with respect; giving them a sense of positive power in their own lives; giving them opportunities to make decisions, take responsibility for their actions, and learn from their successes and mistakes—are the same tools you can use in the rough times.

But you will need more. Suffering is a natural part of life, and we cannot eliminate it. What we can eliminate are the things we do to compound our own suffering unnecessarily, and the things we do to cause others to suffer unnecessarily. Parenting Through Crisis is a journey through the inevitable suffering that is a part of living and a journal of ways to approach with compassion and optimism some of life’s most daunting situations. It is also a guide to using reconciliatory justice for handling serious mistakes, mischief, and mayhem that happen in our homes and our communities.

As a parent, I have suffered in ways that I never imagined. Others who have suffered inconsolable losses have shared their stories with me. In living through our losses and in sharing our stories, we all discovered that, although each one of us lives through a solitary grief that is our own, we are not alone in our suffering, nor are we the only ones to suffer such grave losses. We all knew this to be true in our minds before we went through the chaos. Living through it, we now know it to be true in our hearts and our souls as well.

It is our wit and our wisdom that help our children, and us, through the passages of grief. It is in our grieving that we learn a new wholeness. It is in this wholeness that we are able to embrace our sadness, knowing that it shares space with a quiet joy and a gentle peace.

As you journey through grief and suffering with your children, may you also know that quiet joy and gentle peace.

 

Our most important task as parents is raising children who will be decent, responsible, and caring people devoted to making this world a more compassionate place.

—Neil Kurshan, Raising Your Child to Be a Mensch







Part One

ESSENTIALS FOR THE JOURNEY









Chapter 1

Finding a Path Through Grief


Before I suffered a major catastrophe, I had no way of understanding the depth to which the soul is shaken, the exterior shattered, the interior made vulnerable and raw. Perhaps this is the way the wound works, to open us up so that we can feel and experience the depths, and having gone there, climb to heights we could never imagine…

—Judy Collins, Singing Lessons: A Memoir of Love, Loss, Hope, and Healing






Life’s not fair!” Joseph sobbed as he pounded his fist on the table. He had just been told that his sister had cancer and would need a second surgery as well as radiation treatment. I could only agree. Life is not fair. I learned long ago not to ask why or why not. Those kinds of questions have no good answers and give no solace, so why bother? Why cancer? Why my daughter, who was so full of life and such a joy? Why not someone else? Why not someone older? Why not someone who wanted to die? Why not me instead of her? And why us? Only two years before, her sister was seriously ill. Now her. Would her brother be next? Such questions only drain energy from the mind and the body. We needed all the resources we could muster to get through this together.

All the colds, ear infections, cuts, scrapes, and even the broken bones of childhood seemed insignificant. All the minor hassles that had seemed so important yesterday paled by comparison. Even the deaths of the elders in the family, the automobile accidents, the surgeries seemed distant and unconnected to the suffering our family was now going through. Yet they all did somehow fit together. Getting through those traumas and losses with optimism and resolve gave us the wherewithal to approach this major one with the same optimism and resolve. We would just have to reach deeper and hang on longer.

Life hurts. We came to know a new depth to which our souls could be shaken. We met others who had been as deeply shaken. And we met others whose souls had been nearly rent apart with a suffering we had been spared. Their children died on the pediatric cancer floor that our daughter had walked away from to get on with the rest of her life. Life is good.

Life is not fair. Life hurts. Life is good. These three seemingly incompatible expressions are really three parts of the whole of living. They are threads woven through the tapestry each one of us creates as the visible expression of our being a part of humanity. To accept these three is not to abandon hope or optimism, or to deny our real grief. To accept them is to rid ourselves of the unnecessary suffering that comes from struggling against these three truths and trying to make them something they are not.

Burying grandparents, an uncle, and five friends gave our children firsthand experience that death is an inevitable part of life. In its inevitability there is suffering, pain, and grief. Our children learned that the grief has its own timetable for healing. They learned that healing does happen.

Living through the terror of the kidnapping of their godfather, Marty Jenco, gave them firsthand experience that bigotry, hatred, fear, and fanaticism have a human face and can cause just as much suffering, pain, and grief as do the inevitable losses in life. They can cause even more pain, because the suffering that was inflicted on Marty was intentional and unnecessary. After his release, our children also learned from Marty that hearts and minds can change. One of those who brutalized him in the early months of captivity came to him in the end and asked his forgiveness. Our children learned that one bound in chains can have the strength to be compassionate and have the wisdom to forgive. As he retold his story, Marty said softly, “Two men, alienated brothers, off in our own alien lands, eating the silage of bitterness and resentment, embraced. Two sons came home to their hearts, in which the spirit of peace and reconciliation lives.”

This spirit of peace and reconciliation enables us to reach out to others with compassion and empathy, honoring our deep bonds and common humanity. Our deep bonds with one another give us our sense of dignity and worth in the face of adversity or a great loss. It is our compassion that demonstrates our sense of responsibility for, our commitment to, and our respect for one another. Our compassion reflects our deep passion to alleviate another’s pain and suffering. Our empathy enables us to look at adversity and grief from the perspective of the one who is suffering and ask, “What are you going through? What do you need?”

Whether we are dealing with a death, an illness, an accident, a divorce, or mayhem, we will need peace of mind, optimism, and resolve to handle the chaos, the loss, and the suffering that come hand in hand with each of these. How we handle our mourning will give our children tools to handle theirs. When we offer them our compassion and empathy, we give them, from our own tapestry, strong threads of hope and resolve to grab on to and eventually weave into their own rich tapestry of life.

Life is not fair. Life hurts. Life is good.

 

A deep distress hath humanized my Soul.

—William Wordsworth, “Ode to Duty”


TAO of Family

A student asked Soen Nakagawa during a meditation retreat, “I am very discouraged. What should I do?” Soen replied, “Encourage others.”

—from Essential Zen

Tao is the Zen Buddhist word for “way” or “path.” It is not a source or an absolute. In and of itself, it yields no truth or answer. It is not the way or the path. Like an algebraic formula, Tao is both empty and useful, and like a formula, it can be used again and again in many different situations. Such is the TAO of Family. It is a path and a way.

TAO of Family is also an acronym for the three things we need when our lives are thrown into chaos: Time, Affection, and Optimism. These three form the foundation for all of the other TAOs in this book. TAO of Mourning, TAO of Illness, TAO of Divorce, and TAO of Hope—each has its own unique formula, its own way or path. But they all start with time, affection, and optimism.

Time

I expect to pass this way but once. Therefore if there be any kindness I can show or any good that I can do let me do it now.

—William Penn

Parenting is not an efficient vocation. It takes time. And when we are consumed with grief, it is often difficult to find time for anything except our own grieving. We hope our kids will see our grief and understand. Understand, maybe; accept, probably not. We need to find time for our kids, even if it is time to share in the grieving, lest they become the hidden mourners.

When we are dealing with our own trauma during a divorce, we might be inclined to assume that our resilient kids can hang in there by themselves until we put our own lives back together. They can’t. When one child is seriously ill and taking up most of our time and energy, we might hope the other children will patiently wait for this latest crisis to pass before they can expect to get their needs met. They probably won’t.

Kids need some of our time every day in the good times. They need that time even more in the rough times. It’s not necessarily a lot of time—just some, to know that they are listened to, cared for, and are very important to us. The time doesn’t have to be spent doing something planned or special. It can be “hanging time,” just being around for the kids and not hiding out in our darkened bedroom. “Hanging time” can be driving the car pool, getting everyone out of the house and doing something together that is routine and normal—a break from grief.

Spending time with our kids can help them handle their own mourning. We also need to give them time to get through their grieving. There is no way to rush grief, condense it, or eliminate it. If we don’t give kids the time now, they will need to take the time later. Grief doesn’t just go away. It must be gone through. You might be happy to be remarrying and excited to get on with your new life, but you can’t expect your seven-year-old to share immediately in your joy. She might need to grieve the now-shattered dream of Mom and Dad getting back together, grieve the loss of the single-parent home, grieve the space she has to give to her stepsister.

The siblings of a critically ill child need a break—a break from their sick brother and a break with us to gain back some semblance of normality, to climb mountains and not feel guilty because their brother can’t. The ill child needs a break from all of us to spend time alone or with others who are going through the same treatment he is enduring.

We need to take time to be silent, to think, reflect, and just be. Our children also need that time. And we need some quiet time together, to be still in our grief: willing to be present and not act. In stillness we can be more aware of a bigger picture. Sometimes possibilities that didn’t present themselves in the midst of a crisis come forward during the still moments. And sometimes possibilities that didn’t exist at the moment of the crisis come together to create an even better resolution than was even possible in the first hours, days, or weeks of a loss. In our stillness we can be open to those possibilities. It all takes time.

Affection

Receive every human being with a cheerful countenance. Rise to the occasion when no one else will.

—from the Talmud

Our children need a smile, a hug, and humor every day. In times of grief, these three are often cast aside as a gray, cold heaviness descends upon the house. But it is these three that can help all of us get through our mourning. A smile, even one we had to work hard to create, lifts our spirits. Hugs let us know we are in this together. A hearty laugh is contagious and can provide a respite from our grief. With these three simple gestures we give our children all three parts of the TAO of Family: our time, affection, a sense of optimism—and we do it with little thought or effort. Which is a good thing, because thought and effort are usually in short supply when we are grieving.

Along with a smile, a hug, and humor, we need to give our children unconditional love. Unconditional love is just that: to love without conditions. It is to hang in there with our children through the good times and the rough times. It’s not “If you’re well behaved, I’ll love you; if you’re not, I won’t.”

If we become grandparents sooner then we would ever have hoped or wanted to be, and our child, who is just learning to change the oil in the car, is also learning to change his own baby’s diapers, we need to be there. When our teen calls us from the local jail to let us know why she’s not making it home before curfew, we need to be there. When our young adult is diagnosed with a mental illness and her erratic behavior is driving us crazy, we need to be there.

Our likes and dislikes can be highly conditional. We don’t have to like our children’s hairdos, strange-looking shoes, earring in the nose and navel, obnoxious behavior, or chosen field of study. Our love, on the other hand, has to be something they can count on. Our being there is not to condone, excuse, or support our children’s behavior. It is to encourage, provide feedback, provide a supportive presence to them, and simply to love them.

 

…that’s a parent’s job: to love without qualifications, to embrace without any conditions.

—William Ayers, A Kind and Just Parent

Optimism

I have learned silence from the talkative, tolerance from the intolerant, and kindness from the unkind. I shall not be ungrateful to those teachers.

—Kahlil Cibran, The Prophet

It is a grateful attitude, a willingness to view even adversity and adversaries from a fresh perspective, that is the hallmark of genuine optimism. It is the ability to go through a long night of grief, get up in the morning, make breakfast for our children, and affirm to them that all of us can make it through this. Such resilience will not come to us in times of great chaos and grieving if we haven’t made it part of our way of approaching everyday ups and downs. How do we respond when a colleague is late, when a child breaks a glass, when we are tired, worn out, and frustrated and our child announces he needs to read three books out loud to us tonight? Optimism doesn’t deny anger, frustration, sadness, or intense sorrow. It is willing to give each one its due, but only its due. We cannot always control what happens to us, but we can control how we respond to it and how we use it.

It is not easy to respond with optimism when faced with a hostile letter from our children’s other parent, or a call from the local police, or a diagnosis that shatters our hopes. To accept realities for what they are, look at ways to use those realities for good, and get busy solving the problems created by those realities helps us reaffirm our optimism.

Every time we reaffirm our optimism, we give our children a good way to approach their own adversity. They can take an active part in determining what they will do with what life has handed them. They will be less likely to be passive recipients of whatever comes their way. They know how to view change, be it welcome or unbidden, as a challenge and an opportunity to grow. It is this perspective on life that the philosopher Reinhold Niebuhr spoke of when he prayed, “God, give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage to change the things which should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.” An optimist knows the difference and works all three to the greater good.

The Triangle of Influence

The eye, the mind, the soul, each has its own perspective.

—Maori proverb

In times of chaos, if we are going to respond to our own suffering and our children’s grief in an active, self-aware, compassionate way, we will need to use our minds, our hearts, and our intuition together. To rely exclusively on any one of these to get through the suffering is to narrow our perspective, limit our options, and hamper our grieving.

If we use only the mind, we will end up trying to define the suffering with logic. We will make a valiant attempt to give reasonable explanations for the pain. We will try to find some purpose for the grief and a plan for ending it. We will look to stages and timetables for definitive benchmarks for our suffering. They don’t exist. And if we give our children the idea that they do, we will be doing them a disservice.

Suffering is anything but logical or reasonable. Seeing suffering as a problem that can be fixed with a plan might cause us to act hastily, just to be doing something. In reality, what might be needed is simply being present for our children and ourselves and being open to the pain and suffering without trying to “fix” either.

We can consciously busy ourselves to repress our pain and distract ourselves from our suffering. We can waste time asking unanswerable questions. Establishing a goal will frame our suffering as something that can be completed, gotten through, and finished. Grief doesn’t work that way.

Acting alone, logic might also invite us to play the blame game: If we are suffering, someone or something has done this to us. We are victims of a malevolent person, a malevolent virus, a malevolent universe. Rather than grieving, we spend our energy trying to get back at those someones or somethings to make them pay for the pain they have caused us. We tally up the inequities, enumerate the hurts. Our suffering continues. We can seethe with hatred and curse others relentlessly for causing us pain, knowing deep down that if we let go of our hatred, we will have to face that hurt, mourn its pain, and heal. And our children, trying to follow the example we set, will be locked in their own grief as well.

The heart alone does no better job. The philosopher Blaise Pascal observed, “The heart has reasons which reason knows nothing of.” These “heart reasons” are not logical. They can’t be rationalized or scrutinized. Separated from any logic, they might very well sound unreasonable.

If we look only to the heart for a way out of our suffering, the overload of emotions can cause us to act impulsively. We can overwhelm ourselves and others with our grieving. We call it a mental breakdown when in reality it is an emotional meltdown. We slip into a deep depression and refuse to acknowledge that life is good. We waste our time worrying about past transgressions and future calamities.

We can try to numb our pain with alcohol or drugs.

We can get so riled up with anger and vengeance that we create greater suffering for ourselves and others. We call it a “crime of passion.”

We can also use our “heart reasons” to excuse behavior in an effort to prevent us from having to experience the pain and suffering that comes with owning up to what we have done. We might rush in to rescue our children from the consequences of their own choices, decisions, and mistakes for the same reason. In these ways, we fail to show our children how to take responsibility for their own actions.

When either mind or heart works independently of the other, the denial, repression, hatred, blame, and worry created rob us of peace of mind, our sense of optimism, and the resolve we need to face our suffering and heal our pain—and help our children do the same.

It is our intuition that can bridge the two seemingly disparate perspectives. Intuition is often called “the voice of the soul.” Being able to acknowledge, trust, and act on our intuition is particularly useful when we are faced with complex difficulties, major chaos, and profound loss. It can point a way out of an impasse that thinking and emotions have created by doing battle with one another. It often provides options that aren’t immediately obvious to our mind or our heart. When we are in touch with our intuitive self, we have more choices. When we connect our head and our heart to our intuition, we are no longer just logical or just emotional. We no longer merely react. The head-heart-intuition connection forms a powerful triangle of influence. We become mindful with a wise heart.

Our intuition helps us to know when to reach out and when to refrain from reaching out, when to speak and when to be silent, when to hold on and when to let go. In a small or large crisis, we are able to respond with a generous spirit, wisdom, discernment, empathy, abundant kindness, mercy, and compassion. It is all of these that we will want to rely on continually as we journey with our children through the inevitable suffering, the adversity, the chaos, and the losses in our lives.

 

With compassion, we see benevolently our human condition and the condition of our fellow beings. We drop prejudice. We withhold judgment.

—Christine Baldwin, Life’s Companion: Journal Writing as a Spiritual Quest







Part Two

THE BIG ONES










Chapter 2

Death: Helping Kids Mourn


Grief is a tidal wave that overtakes you, smashes down upon you with unimaginable force, sweeps you up into its darkness, where you tumble and crash against unidentifiable surfaces, only to be thrown out on an unknown beach.

—Stephanie Ericson, Companion Through the Darkness






A grandparent dies after a long illness. A parent is killed in a horrific accident. A brother or sister is rushed to a hospital and never comes home again. A classmate commits suicide. Confronting the reality of death honestly and directly with children is difficult at best. In a death-denying, fix-it-fast, cure-it-now society, with so many rituals and customs of our ancestors abandoned or never experienced, the task is even more painful and necessary. Our own feelings, belief systems, faith traditions, questions about morality and the meaning of suffering—as well as our understanding of the abilities of children to handle loss and grief—can help or hinder us in helping our children mourn. We can try to hide the loss from them, try to shield them from the anguish, convince ourselves they are too young to understand—they will still grieve, but without the comfort, support, knowledge, and tools they need.

As you deal with your own grieving, shock, disbelief, and anguish, you won’t be inclined to sit down and read a book called 101 Ways to Help Your Children Cope. But there are things you can do in advance of a death and during the passages of grief that can help both you and your children journey the uncharted waters of your loss.

 

We act like life was certain and death uncertain. Life is uncertain and death certain.

—the Reverend Jesse Jackson in a eulogy for Ennis Cosby

The Circle of Life

In the first moment when we come away from the presence of death, every other relation to the living is merged to our feeling, in the great relation of a common nature and common destiny.

—George Eliot, The Lifted Veil

Before they face the death of a family member or friend, it helps if children first learn about death from everyday events such as the changing of the seasons, a dead bird in the yard, the death of a family pet. Observing life cycles in everyday living, and talking about them matter-of-factly, can be one kind of preparation for the inevitable deaths of loved ones.

Given the opportunity, children will ask questions such as “What is death?” “Does everything have to die?” “Why did the dog die?” “Will you die?” “Will I die?” “When will Grandpa die?” “What happens after death?” “Where will we go after we die?” It is easier to explain the basic attributes of death and answer the inevitable questions calmly and forthrightly when we are ceremoniously burying the dead robin than when we are grieving at Grandpa’s grave.

Don’t tell your five-year-old that the dead bird on the windowsill is just taking a nap or that the dead goldfish is practicing the back float in the fishbowl. Don’t say that Mufasa didn’t really get killed in The Lion King or that he will return in Lion King II. Dead is dead. It does not lend itself to adjectives—except in movies such as The Princess Bride, when the irreverent Miracle Max (Billy Crystal) declares the hero “only mostly dead.”

A death that touches any member of a family has a significant impact on all members of the family. Even toddlers can and do mourn a death. They may not have the language, but they do have the feelings and intuitive sense of loss. In his preface to What Maisie Knew, Henry James reminds us that “small children have many more perceptions than they have terms to translate them; their vision is at any moment much richer, their apprehension even constantly stronger than…their at all producible vocabulary.” Even in infancy, children’s feelings and their intuitive sense can be complex and expressive when their language is not. All children who experience the death of a family member feel helpless and lost. At all ages and stages of development, children have ways of coping with loss. Even when they are too young to understand the concept of death or speak what they are feeling, they are able to grieve.

Children as young as four can begin to understand that living things have, as Bryan Mellonie and Robert Ingpen wrote in their book Lifetimes: The Beautiful Way to Explain Death to Children, “beginnings, and endings, and there is living in between.” Children as young as five can begin to understand what Elliot Kranzler describes as the four attributes of death (text in parentheses added by author):


	It has a specific cause (nobody just “drops dead”).

	It involves the cessation of body functions (the body can’t move, can’t feel, can’t breathe, can’t grow—it’s not just sleeping).

	It is irreversible (it can’t be undone, there are no “overs”).

	It is universal (it happens to all living things).




As your children are exploring the concept of death, you can reflect on how you as a child learned about death. How were the questions you asked answered? Were they even asked? Did people close to you die? Did you take part in any of the rituals, burials, services, memorials, or commemorations for them? If not, why not? Were secrets kept about any death in your family—a suicide hidden, a disease not mentioned? Did any pets die? How was the death handled? Are there any deaths you feel you have not grieved?

 

In coming to terms with the newly dead, I seem to have agitated the spirits of the long dead. They were stirring uneasily in their graves, demanding to be mourned as I had not mourned them when they were buried. I was plunged into retroactive grief for my father, and could no longer deny, though I still tried, the loss I’d suffered at the death of my mother…. Was it possible…that one could mourn over losses that had occurred more than half a century earlier?

—Eileen Simpson, Orphans: Real and Imaginary

Passages Through Grief

The first piercing grief eventually becomes a kind of ever-present sorrow that doesn’t seem to want to go away ever, but it does; or rather, it grows into something else, something you know you can live with, although at the same time you know you will never forget.

—Chuck Norris, discussing the death of his brother Weiland in Vietnam, in The Secret Power from Within: Zen Solutions to Real Problems

There is no destination, no arrival, no ending place in the journey of grief. There is no road map to follow, no formula, and no way to hurry the journey or bypass the pain. There are passages to live through, not stages that we move past in a lockstep, hierarchical order. To force ourselves or our children into a linear grieving “process,” evaluating where we are on the ladder of grief, is a vain attempt to control and manipulate a “journey of the heart.” This journey cannot be controlled; it can only be lived through by each one of us in our own time and in our own way.

In Living Our Dying, Joseph Sharp, intern chaplain to patients diagnosed with terminal illnesses, describes the journey as a circle with passages along the edge. “There is no actual upward progression along the circle; there is only a coming around…. Our prime obligation is to be forthright and honest about opening into what is directly before us. The circle directs us back to the present moment.” In a sense, it directs us back to ourselves in coming to know our own living and dying more fully. Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross suggests that we have two choices, “to live in grief, remorse, and guilt…or to face those feelings, work them through, and emerge with an acceptance of death and a commitment to living.”

As we journey through our many losses in life, there are three passages that we experience over and over again:


	The piercing grief of good-bye

	Intense sorrow

	Sadness that shares space with a quiet joy and a gentle peace



When someone dies, we and our children, all in our own time and in our own way, need to go through these passages if we are to choose “an acceptance of death and a commitment to living.” There is no one way, no right way, no only way, no singular journey. We can share our path with others, but in the end it is up to each one of us (our children included) to create our own path.

It is important to remember that these passages are fluid and overlapping. They don’t always take place in a set order. In the book Losing Uncle Tim, by MaryKate Jordan, a young boy learns that his favorite uncle is dying of AIDS. The boy moves from an initial sadness, still filled with hope and disbelief, to an intense sorrow as his uncle Tim’s weakened body attests to the fact that he is dying, through the piercing grief of his death and funeral, on to a renewed sorrow, and then finally to the sadness that shares space with a quiet joy and a gentle peace as the boy sits in front of his window. “The quilt is right here on my bed. The duck sits on my desk, next to the checkers set. Maybe when I grow up…I’ll own a store. Or I might do something else. I don’t know what yet. But I’ll do something I love. Just like Uncle Tim.”

All three passages can be present in the same day. Feeling numb from the shock of the sudden and unexpected death of her elderly father, Denise was rocking in his favorite chair as others around her were reminiscing about the past, trying to draw her into their stories. Denise’s son, himself reeling from the death of his grandfather, asked Denise to rock her grandson, William. Her piercing grief flowed into a sadness tempered with joy as William cuddled next to her and asked her to sing his favorite lullaby, one Denise had learned at her own father’s knee.

All three passages can, one by one, barge into our lives unbidden and without notice. Just when he thought he had moved through the grief and the sorrow, relishing the joy and peace of getting on with life, Dan heard a song that brought back that same grief, the numbness, the hole that was created five years before by the accidental death of his teenage son, Jimmy. The grief is no less intense, the sorrow as visceral as it was when that song was played by his son’s friends at the funeral.

The path we each will crawl, walk, run, stumble through, sit down on, and at times try to run from will be our own. Others can tell us of their own journey, where the potholes were, the ruts, and the resting places, what they carried and what they discarded, wished they had brought along, or found in hidden stashes along the way. In the end it is up to each one of us to travel our own path, naming our loss, honoring our grief, confronting our pain, and telling our story.

1. The piercing grief of good-bye

Grief is not a disorder, a disease or a sign of weakness. It is an emotional, physical, and spiritual necessity, the price you pay for love. The only cure for grief is to grieve.

—Earl A. Crollman, Straight Talk About Death for Teenagers

This first passage is marked by numbness and shock. The body mercifully provides us with these two to help us slowly face the impact of our loss. We might feel as if we are walking in a dream state, appear to others as being stoical or robotlike. We are often in denial, hoping to wake up from a nightmare, searching the papers or listening to the news, fighting, against all odds, to learn that it isn’t true. The first words out of our mouth—“Oh, no”—are a frantic attempt to change what is.

We may need someone else to verify to us that the death is real. In her book A Mother’s Memoir, Gloria Vanderbilt writes about the day she watched in horror as her twenty-two-year-old son, Carter Cooper, took his own life by leaping off a ledge fourteen stories high. Even though she actually witnessed him letting go of the ledge, she urged her housekeeper to call the police. “Yes, yes, I urged, we must call them, do that, they are the authorities—they would be the ones to tell us it hadn’t happened. I too started calling—Dr. Young, certain that he too, an even higher authority than the police, would tell me it hadn’t happened…Suddenly there were sirens, and the room was full of people. Dr. Tuchman, our family physician, was standing in front of me. He would be the final one to know…Tell me it’s not true? I looked into his eyes and knew then that it was true.”


Nine-year-old Sam’s father was killed in a mine explosion. Sam insisted on watching over and over again the news clips of the explosion and futile rescue attempts. Five days after the explosion, he walked up to the TV set, turned off the news as it recycled clips of the disaster, walked back to the couch, wrapped himself in his father’s favorite sweater, said to no one in particular, “My father’s dead now,” and started to weep.

During the first few days following the death of someone close to your children, they might feel isolated, confused, and scared, their routines disturbed, their lives irrevocably altered. Talk to them about what will happen the next hour, today, tomorrow, for the rest of the week.

Children do as we do: feel too much or not at all, cry a lot or not at all, play the “what if?” mind games, go over and over the details of the death trying to change the ending, wanting to eat, not wanting to eat, wanting to be alone, not wanting to be alone. Such is the nature of shock. Logic does not make sense; there is no order to this chaos.

Share your feelings with your children and let them express their own. Your words can help them give expression to their own emotions. Know that, along with shock, all of you might feel anger, rage, and panic. These emotions are real and need an outlet for expression that doesn’t harm anyone. Give your children time just to be, to cry, to think, to talk, to question, to help, and yes, to complain. Life is not fair.

From the time of a death until the funeral, it is the grief that swamps all of us. The whole world seems unpredictable, unstable, and unmerciful. True mourning usually begins at the wake, funeral, or memorial service. The order and customs inherent in these ceremonies can help children find some sense of calm in all of the chaos. Don’t force your children to attend these ceremonies, but do encourage them to go. It is important that they know in advance what to expect. Don’t know what to tell them? Just go back to









































































































	I believe in you.

	I trust in you.

	I know you can handle this.

	You are listened to.

	You are cared for.

	You are very important to me.


















































	It has a specific cause. (Grandpa was very, very, very ill.)

	It involves cessation of body functions. (He can’t move, can’t feel, can’t breathe, can’t grow, and is not just sleeping.)

	It is irreversible. (Nothing we do can make him alive again.)

	It is universal. (Leaves die and fall off the tree, plants die, animals die, and Grandpa is dead.)





































	Acting much younger for an extended period of time.

	Excessive and prolonged crying bouts.

	Inability to sleep or need for excessive sleep.

	Nightmares or night terrors.

	Loss of appetite.

	Extended period of depression in which child loses interest in friends, daily activities, and events; putting a negative spin on events.

	Truancy or a sharp drop in school performance and grades.

	Prolonged fear of being alone.

	Persistent idealization of the dead person.

	Excessively imitating the dead person.

	Repeatedly stating the wish to be with the dead person.

	Clinging to the past and refusing to think positively about the future.

	Talking about the dead person in the present tense.

	Overvaluing or clinging to possessions of the dead person.

	Frequent physical complaints, illness, headaches, stomachaches.

	Detachment and pulling away from efforts at consolation.

	Avoidance of any activities that might be a reminder of the dead person.
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