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Introduction


Loss is something that happens to us. But how we choose to grieve is up to us.

I believe that we innately know how to grieve and that it’s a birthright we must reclaim. As our culture has evolved over the centuries, much has changed about our approach to death. Dying has become increasingly medicalized, hidden from sight and avoided at all costs, while our pursuit of youth and longevity has risen dramatically. The result is a distance around community, ritual, and intention surrounding end of life and grief.

Yet death remains inevitable. As such, so does grief. The difference is that we have agency over the latter. We all have the capacity to survive loss, and we also have the ability to transform through grief. To do so requires being conscious to the experience.

When we lose someone we love, the grief we experience can feel like something that is happening to us. it’s normal to feel out of control and overwhelmed. But true healing from loss actually begins when you engage with your grief, open yourself up to it, learn how to integrate it into your life, and eventually let it transform you.

You are here because you are in pain. You are seeking reassurance and safety. You are seeking guidance for this thing that has happened to you. You are hurting and you are afraid. It’s okay to feel all of those things and more. And it’s okay to be grieving.

Grief is the natural human response to losing someone or something. You have grieved before, even if it wasn’t like this. Grief and loss have always been here. And it’s time to welcome them in.

Our culture tends to shy away from addressing loss, which results in a message to those who are grieving that they need to move through their grief quickly and privately. Or grief is treated as an affliction, as something to get over or something to live uncomfortably with, like a chronic illness. But grief has its own timeline, and when we do not engage with it on a conscious level, we often suffer extended periods of depression, anxiety, substance abuse, work complications, and relationship breakdowns.

I believe we are ready for a new era of grieving, and we need fresh material and a paradigm shift around what grief and loss really mean. We need permission to grieve and permission to explore loss in new ways. We need to lean into grief, rather than away from it.

Grief is about change—something most of us try to avoid. But what if instead of running from these transitions we turn toward them? What if by making space for loss, by consciously engaging with it, we become able to let ourselves be transformed by grief in the most beautiful ways possible?

I would like to help you do just that.

For almost two decades, I have sat with thousands of people along their journeys of grief. As a therapist specializing in grief, I have heard unimaginable stories of loss, and I have borne witness to people during their darkest times as they sat within unfathomable depths of pain. And what I have seen is beautiful. We grieve because we are connected. We grieve because we love. We grieve because it is a way of honoring what we once had.

And although I have not heard every story of loss, because each loss is unique, I have worked with the loss of every kind of relationship—loss of children and partners, parents and spouses, siblings and cousins, pets and homes, and careers and marriages. There is so much we grieve for.

And while I have learned more than I ever imagined there was to know about grief, I recognize that there will always be more to learn and more to understand.

No one ever grows up wanting to be a grief therapist. But when loss happened to me, this path is what I chose to make of my experience.

Growing up I wanted to be a writer. But when I was fourteen both of my parents got cancer at the same time. I am an only child, and my mother died when I was eighteen, while I was a freshman in college. My father died seven years later when I was twenty-five years old. As an only child, I entered into my young adult life with no immediate family and an incredible amount of grief.

The death of my beautiful, magical mother left me with a wound that will never fully heal. And the death of my wise and compassionate father presented me with an understanding about the world that few my age possessed. For a long time, I was lost. I had no sense of purpose. Life seemed meaningless. Hope and grace were elusive.

The grief I carried went unrecognized by most around me. I was a healthy, young adult whose parents had seen her to the cusp of adulthood. Everyone around me told me I would be fine. They encouraged me to move on, get over the deaths of my parents, and to live my life. So, for a long time I tried to do just that. I tried until I couldn’t anymore. I tried until I fell apart, the weight of all that invisible grief almost drowning me.

But it was in the falling apart that I found a way to come back together. Often the very thing that breaks us is the same that builds us anew.

What I learned along my journey is everything I have written to you in this book. All the things I had to learn for myself in order to heal and to feel whole again. Everything I discovered on the path of learning how to accept my losses, embrace my grief, and forge my way into creating a meaningful life.

I went into this work as a therapist because I knew how to sit with grief. I also went into it thinking I knew a lot about loss. But I only knew my own losses, my own grief. And in the almost two decades that I have been accompanying others along their paths, I have been continually humbled by the deeply layered human experience of loss.

Most people come to my office seeking an antidote to their exquisite anguish. They want me to tell them how to return to the life they were living before loss. They want relief from the pain they are feeling. They want to know what they are doing wrong that is causing this process to go on for so long. They want me to tell them how to make it stop.

Instead, I teach them how to embrace it. I try to help them understand that their grief presents an opportunity to explore the depths of their very existence. And I hold their hand as they confront the guilt, fury, and sorrow they must explore along the path to transformation.

This is the work we all must do at some point, and even many points, throughout our lives. Some of us sooner than others. Some of us more tragically than others. And some of us more equipped than others.

But it is our choice of how conscious we want to be to this process. And if I know anything after all these years, it is that when we are able to truly embrace our loss and engage with our grief, anything is possible.



How to Use This Book


This is the book I wish someone had given to me when my parents died. This is the book I want to give to all those whom I have accompanied along their journeys of grief. This is the book I hope you will give to someone who is grieving. This book is meant to provide solace, understanding, comfort, and hope as you forge your own path toward creating a meaningful life after loss.

I believe the ability to grieve is something we are all innately capable of and something we are ready to begin doing without having ever done it before. We are also capable of avoiding grief, but I know that when we choose to lean into it, we are choosing to heal.

In this book you will see that I have outlined the process of conscious grieving into four sections. That’s because over the course of my almost two decades as a grief therapist, I have observed a noticeable progression of the ways in which we can consciously experience and interact with the process of grief, which I’ve come to think of it as four orientations.

While this book is one that you may pick up at any stage of your journey—whether immediately following a loss or years out from the death of your person—the four orientations unfold in a linear progression from the beginning of your grief journey.


The Four Orientations of Conscious Grieving


	Entering

	Engaging

	Surrendering

	Transforming





Entering into grief encompasses the initial experiences and feelings we encounter at the start of the grief journey. Denial, overwhelm, and anxiety stemming from the immediate physical, emotional, and practical life changes that occur after loss are all common characteristics of this period. Allowing for a gentle awareness of these emotions will enable you to begin grieving consciously. In this section you will learn about grief, what’s normal and okay, and about what you can expect from the people around you, as well as how to take care of yourself and stay present as you start out on this path.

Engaging with grief explores the more complicated aspects of grief that we encounter once we have moved past the initial phases of loss. Guilt, depression, anger, and shame all have their place here. As does coping with multiple losses, holidays and anniversaries, family and community, and what to expect in the first year of a loss. Often our instinct is to run and avoid so many of these complicated aspects, but we will explore how staying present and in tune with your needs is more beneficial to the process.

Surrendering to grief focuses on changes to your identity and on who you are becoming in the face of loss. When we stop resisting change and surrender, the doors of spirituality, self-compassion, and resilience open. This section explores how to support yourself as you undergo these changes to your world and how to consciously allow for so much unexpected change.

Transforming through grief presents the idea that there is an opportunity within your experience to build a meaningful life. Transformation requires the use of ritual, honor, hope, humility, and grace. While sometimes these may feel elusive, there are ways we can learn to carry our grief consciously so that we may continue to grow, heal, and thrive.

Throughout each section you will notice a repetition of themes such as forgiveness and self-compassion, as well as repeated topics like family dynamics, identity shifts, and markers of time. That is because these themes and inflection points are ones that we come back to in many different iterations throughout the grief process. And with the progression of time, we must continue to orient ourselves by seeking new understanding from these themes.

You will also notice that there are invitations for reflection at the end of every chapter. Keeping a journal handy while you read this book would be a helpful accompaniment to your quest for healing. For each reflection, you may wish to think for a while or go straight into journaling a response. Being able to go back and reflect on what you’ve written will help you gain a better insight into your newfound understandings of yourself and your grief.

While there are no right or wrong ways to grieve, there are ways to engage with grief that can better help us along this painful journey. To grieve consciously invites the possibility for true healing and transformation. Only you know what your experience of loss entails and what you require to survive and to heal. And although I intimately understand loss both personally and professionally, there will always be more to learn and more to impart. While I have tried to cover and address anything and everything you might be experiencing, if something is missing for you from these pages, do not let that invalidate your experience. Take what resonates here; discard what doesn’t fit. Give yourself permission to come back to this book many times along your journey—you will find something new each time.




Part One Entering into Grief
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Welcome to grief. It’s not a place you’ve ever wished to dwell, yet here you are. You may still be in disbelief that you are here. That’s okay. You may still be trying to find ways to go back to who you were before. That’s okay too. You likely feel lost and overwhelmed. This isn’t something you asked for, and it’s probably more than you bargained for. But you don’t have to do anything more than what you’re doing. Just breathe. Just be here. Allow yourself to enter into your grief.
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Someone you love is gone. And you are holding this book because you don’t know what else to do. That’s okay. You don’t have to know what to do. You don’t have to be good at this. You don’t even have to want to do this. All you have to do is keep breathing.


Just be here.

I know that’s hard when the person you love isn’t. It may even feel impossible in certain moments. But grief is something all of us innately know how to do. It’s not something you can prepare for or need to feel ready for. It is simply grief.

In the beginning, grief is a conflicting, amorphous mess of an experience. One minute you’re fine. The next, you’re on the floor heaving. That’s okay. In fact, it’s normal. And one day, a ways out from now, you may even feel a strange gratitude for who you have become through grief.

But here’s the thing to know about grief: It’s not an affliction. It’s not an ailment. It’s not something you need to get over or rush through.

Grief is part of the very real experience of being human. Grief is part of our lives all the time. You’ve grieved before, even if it didn’t feel quite like this. And you’ll grieve again. We all will.

Grief is a natural part of our lives. And the process of grieving is integral to our experience of moving through the world.

At its core, grief is about loss. And loss is about change. And change is never easy. Losing someone we love changes everything. It changes our identity. It changes our relationships. It changes the way we see the world. Loss changes the future. And sometimes even the past.

And although this kind of change is sometimes unbearable, the only way to move through it is to lean into it. In this book, I’m going to do just that. Lean into the anguish. Lean into all the ways in which your world is changing.

I know it might seem scary, like the ground might open up and swallow you whole. Like you may never stop crying. But you will not fall through the floor. And you will eventually stop crying.

Trust me, the alternative is much harder. All that aching, blinding pain you feel is not going to simply disappear if you run from it or ignore it. It will just be there waiting for you, and in the meantime it will have spilled out anyway, in all kinds of other agonizing ways that are immeasurably disrupting your life.

Let me say it again: Grief isn’t something to get over. It’s not something you can ignore or stifle or put a Band-Aid on. It’s not going anywhere until it’s had its way with you. But that doesn’t have to be a bad thing. It’s certainly not going to hurt any more than it already does.

Grieving is a natural process. It’s not something to rush or tidy up. Grief is not going to adhere to any timelines or formulas. Grief is a human response to losing someone or something that mattered deeply to you. When you think about it that way, wouldn’t it be weird if you weren’t grieving?

But grief isn’t always easy, I know. It’s messy and mercurial, and it doesn’t follow instructions.

That’s because losing someone we love is wildly painful. More so than we could ever have imagined. We want the pain to go away. We want our person back. We want the world to stand still. We want to be held. We want to be left alone. We are scared. We are wounded animals lashing out at anyone and anything that approaches. We worry that we will never be the same again.

And we won’t.

But here’s the thing: You don’t have to do anything except open up to your experience.

The easiest way to do that is to invite your grief in. Pull up a chair for it even. Maybe make it some tea. Get yourself a cozy blanket and curl up so you can listen to what your grief has to say.

Some of what your grief has to say will be unimaginably hard to hear—reflections of yourself and your person that might be painful to review. And choices you’ve made that grief will hold a mirror up to.

But keep looking in that mirror. Keep listening. Grief is also here to show you what matters. The reflection you see might also contain a lot of love, a lot of joy, and a lot of what means the most to you in this world. Maybe you’ve never seen those things as clearly as grief will show you.

Those things in the mirror? They aren’t gone. You’re just going to develop a new way of holding them. And grief is here to help you do just that.

If only you’ll let it.

So, start here. Just let yourself grieve. Let yourself open up. Invite your grief in and see what it has to teach you. If that still feels impossible, I want you to imagine clenching your fist as tightly as you can, until your knuckles turn white. That’s what you’re doing when you’re trying to resist your grief.

Now imagine opening your palm. Relax your hand. Let your fingers rest and curl as they want. That’s you inviting your grief in. You don’t have to do anything except surrender to the process.

And I get that’s a big ask. Surrender can be scary. We spend most of our lives trying to feel like we are in control. Why would we want to surrender to all this pain?

Because the only way out is through.

The more you resist it, the more you clench your fist, the rougher it’s going to be.

I have a friend who once told me that she awoke each day asking what the surprise would be. And by surprise she meant what would be the unexpected thing that would throw a wrench in her plans? The thing she hadn’t allowed room for. The thing that might bring unwanted change.

But because she went into each day with the awareness that there would be something that she hadn’t planned for, she found that she wasn’t all that resistant to it when it showed up—a flat tire, an emergency phone call, an irritating interruption—instead, she found herself open to the challenge that each one of these things brought forth.

Try thinking of your grief in this way. Acknowledge the unexpectedness of it. The untidiness of it. And each time it arises—each time a new wave of grief knocks you to the floor or prompts you to move in an unfamiliar direction—surrender to it, go with it, lean into it, and let it show you the way through.

Grief is your love, your anger, your fear, and your desperate desire to have your person still here with you. Grief is even the way you will find your way back to them. It won’t be the same as before. But grief will show you all the ways in which you never have to let go of them.

So, open yourself up. Invite the grief in and let it show you the way forward.



Reflection

Can you give yourself permission to grieve in a way you haven’t yet?
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Your loss might have happened last week. Or maybe you lost someone many years ago. Both are important. Both are okay. More than okay. There is no time stamp on how long you get to grieve. There is no limit on how long you take to explore your grief. You may be in the initial days or weeks of a loss, desperate to find a balm to the pain you are experiencing. Or perhaps you are years out from your loss but woke up one day recently knowing that you have been avoiding your ability to engage and examine your grief in ways that will serve you. My point is, the opportunity to grieve consciously is the same, whether your loss is new or old.


If you are coming to these pages newly in the throes of grief, you are likely reeling. You are searching for something to hold onto and some way to understand what is happening. You might be feeling overwhelming anguish and sadness, even desperation and terror. And perhaps anger, fear, and guilt as well. You want to know how long this will go on for and how you will get through it. You are seeking bearings, a map, tools, strength, hope, and understanding.

If you are coming to this book with a loss that you have been carrying for some time, you might be searching for answers as to why it still feels so hard, why you feel stuck, or why your person’s death continues to affect you the way it does. Perhaps you are searching for ways to stop cycling through emotions like anger and guilt and anxiety. Perhaps you are still looking for a way to be in the world without them. Perhaps you are only now in a place in which you feel able to engage consciously with your grief. Or perhaps you have grieved, but something in your life has changed and you need to grieve some more.

For those of you who are in the beginning of a loss, you may feel some fear, dread, or anxiety each time you allow yourself to think about the journey ahead. And knowing that there are others who may be coming to these pages years past where you are now might feel overwhelming, like you’ll never truly get out of this place you’re in. It’s hard to imagine all the change that is to come and all the ways you will learn to live with your loss. Maybe for now, just take comfort in knowing that you do not have to get over your loss. Take heart that although the pain doesn’t go away, it does become more bearable.

For those of you who are living with older losses, take time to reflect on the various passages. You are here for a reason. There is more grieving to do. As you read, acknowledge the pieces that you have already moved through and take time to appreciate the ways you have changed and grown. Watch for places in your grief that you may have skipped over—the parts that once felt too difficult but now feel manageable. Above all, as you read, have compassion for the person you have become since your loss, and allow room for hope about the person you are yet to become.

With grief comes growth, but we all grow at different rates.



Reflection

Create a timeline of your grief that spans your life thus far—include losses such as moves, friendship breaks, and deaths, including pets.
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Humans are complex creatures, and we often have complicated relationships. The people we lose are not always perfect. Sometimes they did not treat us well, and sometimes we did not have positive relationships with them. That doesn’t mean you don’t get to grieve when they are gone. No matter what your relationship was with the person you lost, your grief is real and valid.

Perhaps your person was lovely and loving, and yet you have complicated feelings about them.

Perhaps the person you lost was difficult, and you are experiencing relief or comfort in their death.

Perhaps your person caused you immense pain and hurt, and you are confused by everything you feel now that they are gone.

Perhaps you were the hurtful one, and now you are swimming in a sea of guilt and regret about how things ended.

Perhaps you had a broken relationship and had not seen your person for long time before they died.

Perhaps your person was abusive or toxic, and now that they are gone you feel relieved.

Perhaps your person suffered greatly in life, and you think that things might be easier now that they are gone.

Perhaps you are angry at the person who is gone, and you are afraid to admit that.

Perhaps others did not think highly of your person, but you still love and miss them and are afraid to share your feelings.

Grief is not just for people who had caring and supportive relationships. Grief can be felt for all kinds of relationships, even the most difficult ones. We can grieve for the very people who hurt us the most.

As you read these pages, try not to judge your grief.

It’s okay to feel anger. It’s okay to feel relief. It’s okay to feel despair. It’s okay to yearn to have someone back even though they were not a good person in your life. It’s okay to feel happy. It’s okay to feel regret and sadness and fury. And it’s okay to feel all of it at the same time.

What’s important to understand is that when we are grieving someone with whom we had a complicated relationship, there are additional layers of grief to face and resolve. We may have to process additional depths of pain and anger or guilt and resentment in ways that others may not have to. Be patient. Be kind with yourself. Let it be okay that you are feeling everything that you are feeling. Seek grace and fortitude as you make your way.

You deserve to grieve no matter who you lost.



Reflection

Write a letter to yourself, giving yourself permission to grieve this complicated relationship.





[image: Decorative image]You Will Never Be the Same



You already feel a sense of before and after.

For some of us, there is relief in knowing this. We don’t want anything to go on as it was. Nothing should ever be the same without this person in the world. And yet for some of us, there is additional grief when we lose the person we ourselves were before they were gone.


“The reality is that you will grieve forever. You will not ‘get over’ the loss of a loved one; you will learn to live with it. You will heal and you will rebuild yourself around the loss you have suffered. You will be whole again, but you will never be the same. Nor should you be the same nor would you want to.”

—Elisabeth Kubler-Ross


But no matter if you wish to be the same or not, it is important to acknowledge this new version of yourself, even if it is strange and unfamiliar. The world, too, probably feels strange and unfamiliar now that your person is gone. The newness of everything is indisputable and immutable. It is disconcerting and frightening.

Remember that at its core, loss is about change. And you have coped with change before. Give yourself time to adjust to the newness of it all. Let yourself grieve what is slipping away. Let yourself be open and curious about what is emerging in its place.

If it helps, you can think of it as though you have been transported to a foreign land. The terrain is unfamiliar, the language is foreign, the customs are different, and the expectations are new. But just like when you travel somewhere you’ve never been, there are pieces of yourself that stay the same. Your core values and principles may stay intact. Your talents and unique skills may still be in play. And your ability to love and live may stay unwavering.

Sometimes in grief, nothing changes on the outside—you are still in the same body, the same house, the same town. And sometimes everything changes externally—your location and landscape and your latitude have shifted. The point is that some of the changes might be obvious and others not so much, although you feel them all the same. Let yourself acknowledge when the changes feel welcome, and grieve for the ones uninvited.

Missing who you were before is normal. Feeling resistant to the new version of yourself happens too.

Give yourself time, more than you think. Show yourself compassion. Treat yourself as you would someone who was new to your town, workplace, or school. Give yourself a minute to learn the streets and the social norms. Forgive your anger and frustration when you get lost more than once.

Remind yourself that you didn’t ask to be this new person in this new place. Your person being gone is something that happened to you. But you get to choose what happens next. You get to decide how to treat this emerging self. The more patience and love you can extend to yourself along the way, the sooner you will feel at home within yourself again.



Reflection

Write a letter to your new self about times you’ve faced reinvention before. What saw you through the dismantling of your old self and the invention of your new self? What strengths did you utilize? Where did you find support? Are there parts of that experience that can apply now?
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In order to grieve consciously, we must get to know grief. But what is grief?

At its most simplistic, grief is the emotional, physical, and cognitive response to losing someone or something important to us.

We can grieve for many things. Yes, people. But pets too, jobs, moves, relationships, even ideas we had about ourselves or the way we thought life was going to go. When something ends or is no longer here, we experience a multitude of feelings.

Grief is with us all through our lifetimes. You have probably grieved even when you didn’t know you were grieving. As a child you grieved for toys lost, friendships that fell apart, teams you didn’t make, teachers you didn’t get, teachers you did get but had to say goodbye to, summers gone by, holidays past, childhood, adolescence, innocence, and more.

As an adult you have grieved changes in the world, as well as changes to your body and your family. You have grieved the end of friendships and lovers, and marriages, and your own children aging. You have grieved public figures and presidential elections, wars in countries you’ve never been to, and shifts within your own community. You have grieved moves and careers and financial status, and you have grieved other changes that only you can name.

And with each thing lost, there have been moments of pause, moments of sadness and pain, of reflection and remorse, and a yearning you couldn’t quite explain.

That was grief. This is grief.

Grief contains multiple dimensions, and grief resides in many places. Grief cannot be contained and limited to one single place. Rather it manifests within the physical, cognitive, behavioral, social, cultural, spiritual, and philosophical realms of our existence. And while the culture around you may try to put limits around what your grief is and isn’t, just know: If you feel grief, then you are grieving.
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“This gentle book will walk you through the darkest valley.
Warm, practical, and kind, it will lift your spirit and tell
you the truth—you are not alone.”
—Kate Bowler, New York Times bestselling author of No Cure for Being Human
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