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Helping You  
With the Holidays  

 

In this season I will find hope, 
and grief as well.  
ðMartha Whitmore Hickman  

 
 
 
 
 
Dear Friends,  
 
 In this holiday newsletter, we have re-
searched many wonderful books written by spe-
cialists and those who understand the holidays 
after the death of a beloved.     
 We bring you excerpts from some of those 
books hoping you might find suggestions and 
support that will guide you as you decide what 
you will and wonôt do over these next few weeks. 
 We at griefHaven  hope that you will experi-
ence moments of Peace of Heart  during this holi-
day season.  
 
  Love,  
  Susan Whitmore  
  Erikaôs Mom 
  Founder & President  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Excerpts From:  

A Decembered Grief:   
Living With Loss While Others  

Are Celebrating  
ðHarold Ivan Smith  

Foreword by Alan D. Wolfelt, Ph.D. 

A s you are no doubt painfully aware, holidays 
are often difficult for anyone who has experienced 
the death of someone loved.  Rather than being 
times of togetherness, sharing, and thanksgiving, 
holidays can bring feelings of sadness, loss, and 
emptiness. 
 Since love does not end with death, holidays 
may result in a renewed sense of personal griefða 
feeling of loss unlike that experienced in the routine 
of daily living.  Society encourages you to join in the 
holiday spirit, but all around you the sounds, sights, 
and smells trigger memories of the person who 
died. 

T he thousands of mourners Iôve had the privi-
lege of meeting during my years as a grief coun-
selor and educator have taught me that it helps to: 
 
¶ Talk about your grief. 
¶ Be tolerant of your physical and psychological 

limits. 
¶ Eliminate unnecessary stress. 
¶ Be with supportive, comforting people. 
¶ Talk about the person who died. 
¶ Do what is right for you. 
¶ Plan ahead for family gatherings. 
¶ Embrace your treasure of memories. 
¶ Renew your resources for living. 
 
Keep each holiday as a reminder of all things you 
shared with the person who has died.  And remem-
ber:  grief is both a painful necessity and a privi-
lege, for it comes as a result of having loved. 



Suggestions From A Decembered Grief: 
 

AlterðRather than Abandon ðTraditions  
 

Anticipate the Holidays  
 Merchants force the issue.  For some grievers, 
their first encounter with displays or merchandise . . . 
produces angst:  ñOh, no!  How will I deal with that!?ò  
Grievers who have been down this road advise:  You 
will deal with it by making plans and by making backup 
plans.  Some would advise, ñPlan tentatively.ò 
 Some grievers and some families will decide 
ñthe holidays as usualò and go full steam ahead.  Vic-
tor Parachin wisely counsels grievers to call a family 
conference in which everyone can express both needs 
and wishes.  Realistically, ñthrough compromise and 
negotiation, everyone can get a little of what they 
really need.ò  Unless you have someone who insists 
on having it ñmy way.ò  Thatôs when the skillful art of 
diplomacy begins. 
  

Appreciate the Grief Styles and Decisions 
of Others  

 Look at your fingertips.  No one on earthðno 
oneðhas a fingerprint like yours.  So why should your 
grief print be predictable?  You had a unique relation-
ship with your loved one.   
 Most families have the designated ñstrong one.ò  
Families whisper, ñYou have to be strong for _____ôs 
sake.ò   
 One expression of hospitality you can give oth-
ers this holiday season is the gift of recognizing that 
grief has many formats and forms of expression. 
 

Be Alert to the Cultureôs Obsession with 
Excitement  
 Itôs bad enough as a griever to hear, ñI am 
sooooooo excited!ò  Itôs the next part that wounds:  
ñArenôt you excited?ò  You want to scream, ñStifle your-
self!ò  You just wantðsomehowðto get through the 
season without breaking down in a nine-Kleenex epi-
sode of public grief. 
 The last thing you want to be called is a party 
pooper.  You may suspect the accusation even when 
you donôt hear it.  But seasonal excitement is not al-
ways soul deep.  For many people, itôs ñPut on a 
happy face and at least act excited!ò  Some activities 
may well be so excitement focused, you will want to 
politely ñpass.ò 
 

 

Befriend Your Grief  
 Griefðeven during the holiday seasonðhas 
important lessons to teach those who pay attention.  
Some have discovered that previous holiday tradi-
tions, celebrations, and expenditures must be re-

evaluated and altered.  Others have come to appre-
ciate the traditions even more.   
 Some have learned that the season is not so 
much about giving as it is about relating.  These 
holidays offer ample opportunity to treasure the 
memory of those we have lostðand to treasure re-
lationships with those who are still with us. 
 
And some other chapter headings: 
 
Celebrate Sensitively  
Consider the Needs of Everyone  
Create New Traditions  
Create Decorations That Symbolize Your  
   Loved One  
Cry If You Want To  
Define Your Boundaries  
Do What You Need To Do  
Donate to Your Church or a Charity in Honor of 
Your Loved One  
Give Your Grief Its Voice  
Give Yourself Permission to Say, ñNo,ò 
   or ñIôll Passò 
Guard Your Heart  
Let Others In on Your Grief  
Nap 
Nurture Yourself  
Remain Open to Seasonal Surprises  
Say Your Loved Oneôs Name 
Toast Your Loved One  
Visit the Cemetery or Scattering Ground  
Volunteer  
Write a Year -End Letter to Your Deceased  
   Loved One  
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Excerpts From:  

The Empty Chair,  
ðSusan J. Zonnebelt -Smeenge, RN, Ed.D.  

And Robert C. DeVries, D.Min., Ph.D.  

F or many people, grief at the holidays is an oxy-
moron.  Holidays are supposed to be happy, fun, 
joyful, overflowing with bonds of love.  Grief casts a 
painful, somber, dark shadow over the holidays, 
shrouding the happy memories of past celebra-
tions. 
 We grieve because we loved.  We formed 
an intense attachment to another person.  We be-
came vulnerable, letting the other person deep into 
our life in intimate ways.  Attachments, connec-
tions, once the glue that held our life together, have 
now been broken by death.  We yearn to have our 
loved one close to us again. 
 We grieve not only for the person who died 
but for the life we lived with that person.  We grieve 
over the loss of someone who functioned in impor-
tant ways in our life, who was a companion, who 
shared the same living space.  We remember hug-
ging each other, taking walks or eating meals to-
gether, and sharing rich holiday traditions. 

N ow, that part of who you were together is 
[gone].  Your own identity is changing.  Holidays 
are special times of the year when we are drawn to 
remember those significant people who have died, 
even if the death occurred several years ago and 
the memories are pleasant and no longer filled with 
pain. 
 The death of a child makes holidays difficult.  
Society judges such a death as the most unantici-
patedðthe most out of order.  In our culture chil-
dren often occupy a prominent place in the family.  
They are our link to the future, for they will carry in 
their hands and hearts the generational torch after 
we die.  This child was to be a significant part of 
your future, and with his or her death, part of your 

Excerpts From:  

Healing After Loss,  
ðMartha Whitmore Hickman  

H olidays are among the hardest times for those 
who have lost a loved one.  They are so fraught with 
family ritual, the layered memories of years. 
 Sometimes we feel free to talk about itðindeed, 
thereôs no way not to talk about it if the grief is fresh. 
 But after some time has passed, when the grief 
is in the background but not really yet assimilated into 
our lives, it may be even harderðthe dull ache of ab-
sence, and everyone trying to be cheerful. 
 One yearðthe first year we tried to go back to 
our usual Christmas patternsðthe unspoken gloom 
hovered behind our attempts at joy and repartee.  
Suddenly, almost as though by unspoken direction, we 
gathered in a circle, our arms around one another, and 
acknowledged our grief.  Only then could we get on 
with Christmas.   

P articulary at this time of year when families are 
celebrating the holidays, the ñsudden small remind-
ersòðand the large ones, tooðcome to plague us.  
We thought we were doing so well, and then there we 
are, crying as though our loss was yesterday. 
 We need to take heart.  If our loss is recent, the 
sadness is understandably overwhelming.  If it was a 
while ago and we thought we were over the worst, 
then perhaps this time it will not take so long for ñthe 
quiet joyò to reassert itself, the spiritual presence to 
return in its quiet and infinitely precious way. 
 Our life runs in seasons, as does our grief.  
Some seasons are long, some short.  But if we are 
resolute in our efforts to be present to the moment, 
even as we know this moment will give way to another, 
we can be assured at these times of renewed pain that 
things will get better. 

 
 
 

3 




