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    For my mom, for whom I will forever grieve; not only for your loss, but for the loss of who you could have been if the chaos of your world had shifted ever so slightly. Thank you for setting an example to never give up on your dreams. I dedicate this book to you, both as a memorial to the person I knew and a tribute to the person you aspired to be. Your memory guides me still.

 

For my dad, who gave me my innate sense of duty and taught me that we must all work to bend the moral arc of the universe toward justice.
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An Important Invitation 

by Jennifer Crow 

February 2024

 

You’ve picked up this book, and I think that means we have something in common; we share a keen awareness of death and its certainty.

 

It is inevitable that we will encounter grief. And, as we know, the grief experience is not an occasional disappointment— it is facing that which is profound, often earth-shattering, and sadly commonplace. Grief is universal, unavoidable, and very frequently terrible. In service to one another, we can share our wisdom on this subject and provide access to tools that we can try out when we inevitably encounter this ourselves. We can find this in Grief for Atheists. This set of tools is framed with humility and intentionally packaged as a useful and unique resource from which we can all benefit. I believe, and I think Betsy herself would agree, that she is offering an important set of options. She wants us to consider these, and I like her invitation.

Betsy and I met through our shared interest in supporting those who are experiencing grief. I grew up observing my mother’s professional involvement in hospice care. In my own work, I have dedicated many years to grief and bereavement support and education. I have also had my own personal experiences with grief. In my many roles supporting those who have experienced losses, I have seen how overly-directive, harmfully-misfitting advice given by the well-intentioned causes further alienation and isolation for those struggling with loss. This book can help to counteract what makes grief worse, and it is an offering to those doing the hard work of grieving. 

This is a warm cup of tea of a book 
backed by good science, 
which is a lovely combination.

Betsy has dedicated herself to researching and distilling relevant information to support people experiencing grief. She has also drawn from her own journey with loss. Betsy’s writing style is approachable, as she offers options and outlooks without insisting any one way is the correct and only way to approach grief. She is a friend who is smart on the subject, and it feels like that as you read. This is a warm cup of tea of a book backed by good science, which is a lovely combination. And one, perhaps, most needed when grief comes at you hard. 

In the book, Betsy brings together relevant and applicable subjects that are often found scattered across many helpful resources. Betsy has intentionally gathered them here, in one easily accessible location. She invites us to learn about psychosocial information and helps us try out a new recipe. She encourages our consideration of anatomy, autonomy, and even art. She gets at the quick of happiness and health with practicality, endorsing the hope that one may eventually integrate grief into one’s full, human life. 

Betsy is a conscientious, science-minded, grounded human, fierce in her passion for championing that quality resources exist for non-believers (as they should). There is an overall lack of good resources available for those experiencing grief, and even fewer designed to support atheists, people whose grieving experiences are easily worsened and (often unintentionally) complicated by the projection of religious viewpoints to which they do not adhere. It is damaging when we project beliefs onto others, particularly during vulnerable and difficult times. This is true for everyone.  

Even as someone who is not an atheist, I have found tremendous value in Betsy’s book. Her approach and recommended activities lay a foundation of sound, solid practices for anyone to explore, regardless of their beliefs. I hope atheists who have read this foreword will not discount its contents because of my beliefs, as I hope those who identify as religious do not discount this handy, helpful book either. This is a valuable resource for all. 

We as humans are designed to grow, to adapt, to navigate tough change. And we can each benefit from support offered genuinely, earnestly, and with the conviction of good intellectual intent. Especially support around that which is unavoidable in our shared human experience– which is definitively (if one excludes taxes), grief. Betsy has written such a book, in the form of an important invitation.

 

-Jennifer Crow

Master of Social Work, Crisis Clinician 

Grief and Trauma Counselor 

crowjconsulting.com

 


 

Introduction

 

 

 

 

Something terrible has happened. I am so sorry you have a reason to need this book. Or maybe you have five reasons. But we all know one is enough when it comes to grief. It’s awful.

My first experience with atheism and grief was when my mom was diagnosed with dementia. As the disease made its relentless progress, she slipped further and further away. I came to terms with the fact that this was not the will of a higher power. There was no lesson for us all to learn. This was genetics in action, interacting with scientific truths that we have yet to discover. This was something that I could not control. What I could do was keep her safe and see it through. 

My mom died in November 2018. Sometimes, I still think I need to call her or buy her new shoes. I still have recipes I want to share with her and questions I want to ask. I think about the person I wish she could have been. That is all part of my grief experience. 

Not all grief is about the end of life. Grief occurs with many other changes too. People may experience grief after an injury, a rejection, the end of a relationship, loss of independence, even a necessary surgery. While I will often refer to the loss of a loved one, grief can result from many circumstances that do not include death. You can apply the information and ideas shared in this book to grief of many kinds. 

I began this project in 2019 after doing a lot of learning and research on grief experiences and evidence-based best-practices for navigating grief and loss. I worked with experts to make sure I got it as right as I could. I consulted with many specialists and many atheists experiencing grief over several years. I hope it helps you feel a little less alone and a little more capable. The material in the book draws from research in the areas of grief, bereavement, behavioral neuroscience, mental health, forgiveness therapy, trauma-informed care, mental illness, positive psychology, resilience, cognitive-behavioral therapy, art therapy, music therapy, and many more. 

I am not religious or spiritual, and this book is not religious or spiritual. Unlike other books you may find, I won’t talk about what happens after we die or include any musings on death having a greater spiritual meaning. What I will tell you about is what we know can help you incorporate grief into your life and still live it. If there are things science doesn’t know yet, I will tell you that. I also include some activities for you to try if you’d like. For this ebook edition, please visit my website to get a printable for all of the activities in the Grief section.

[image: Image]

Some material you may encounter about grief might say something positive about grief also being transformative, which it can be, but that is not the case for many people. I will do my best as we go to keep it real without a lot of fluffy, aspirational platitudes. 

In this book, I aim to meet you where you are. I encourage you to take what is helpful and leave what is not. First, we will dive into what grief is (and isn’t) and how to navigate communication and conversations when you are experiencing grief. Then we will learn about what happens to your body and your brain when you are experiencing grief. After we understand what our brain might be doing, we will dive into feelings you may be experiencing. With that foundation of information, I hope you will start to connect everything together to explore and discover what will be helpful for you in your unique grief situation. You can try tools and activities to see what works for you. 

And can I say again how sorry I am that you are here now? It is terrible and I am sorry. 

 


In many parts of this book, you will see a writing prompt like this and a writing area like this. You may want to have a pen or pencil nd your printable handy. 

If you’d like, you can write down what you are grieving.


How To Use This Book

This book is not a substitute for professional therapy or healthcare, and it is not intended to be a replacement for personalized recommendations and healing with a trained professional. Rather, it offers information to help you collaborate with your team (physicians, mental health professionals or other health care providers) in a mutual quest for optimal well-being. Please carefully review the ideas presented and discuss the best way to incorporate them into your grieving process with a qualified professional.

I don’t know exactly what your grief experience has been so far, or what it will become. But what I can share here are some common experiences and themes as well as some things that have helped others. I also include some resources that might be helpful to you as you learn to incorporate grief into your life. 
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