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“A wise guide — intimate, tender, and fierce — reminding us what it means to fully love. This is a holy book, brimming with insight and compassion.”


— Francis Weller, author of The Wild Edge of Sorrow


“There are sentences in this luminous book that took my breath away. Dr. Jo meets the broken-hearted where we live: in an utterly transformed and transformational space.”


— Mirabai Starr, author of Caravan of No Despair


“This masterpiece is the greatest gift one could give to someone grieving or to the loved ones of the bereaved.”


— The Tattooed Buddha


If you love, you will grieve — and nothing is more mysteriously central to becoming fully human.


When a loved one dies, the pain of loss can feel unbearable — especially in the case of a traumatizing death that leaves us shouting, “NO!” with every fiber of our body. The process of grieving can feel wild and nonlinear — and often lasts for much longer than other people, the nonbereaved, tell us it should.


Organized into fifty-two short chapters, Bearing the Unbearable is a companion for life’s most difficult times, revealing how grief can open our hearts to connection, compassion, and the very essence of our shared humanity. Dr. Joanne Cacciatore — bereavement educator, researcher, Zen priest, and leading counselor in the field — accompanies us along the heartbreaking path of love, loss, and grief. Through moving stories of her encounters with grief over decades of supporting individuals, families, and communities — as well as her own experience with loss — Cacciatore opens a space to process, integrate, and deeply honor our grief.


“Poignant and heart-lifting. Bearing the Unbearable is for all those who have grieved, will grieve, or support others through bereavement.”


— Gabor Maté, MD, author of In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts







MORE PRAISE FOR
Bearing the Unbearable


“A truly remarkable book.”


— ROBERT D. STOLOROW, author of Trauma and Human Existence


“An approach to grief that moves beyond platitudes and cliché. It offers a way to truly grow through grief that is not a moving beyond but is more of an organic composting and recycling of the soul. It offers hope for those who feel like their loss has disconnected themselves forever from humanity and the circle of life. There is something for everyone in this garden that will restore and rejuvenate.”


— DOUG BREMNER, MD, professor of psychiatry at Emory University and author of The Goose That Laid the Golden Egg


“Bearing the Unbearable is an experience more than a book. It shows us — through its many emotionally gripping examples guaranteed to trigger readers’ own lurking tears — much that is novel and illuminating about the ineffable depth and labyrinthine nature of intense grief.”


— JEROME WAKEFIELD, DSW, PHD, professor, NYU School of Medicine and author of The Loss of Sadness


“An honest and courageous examination of the most common of human experiences. Dr. Cacciatore’s powerful book shows grieving human beings how to reclaim the process as normal and sacred, and how to insist on defining the process for themselves — which leads to healing.”


— MARY NEAL VIETEN, PHD, ABPP, Executive Director, Warfighter Advance




In eternal homage to our beloved dead.


And for all the mourners who have entrusted me
to be companion to them amid their utmost
uninhabitable hollows of grief.


For my four who walk
And for Cheyenne,
my one who soars:


Then, now, always, for kalpas.




Grief comes to one and all; no one is exempt.


We must remember our dead.


We must do better for the bereaved.


We must embody compassion.


To be redeemed we must remember.


Remembering is our duty —


and the only thing that will save us.
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Foreword


BY JEFFREY B. RUBIN


We live in a precarious world in which loss and grief assail us at a seemingly ever-quickening pace.


In a culture like our own that is addicted to the relentless quest to feel happy — perhaps as an unconscious attempt to bypass our disavowed misery — grief is taboo, pathologized, and aggressively avoided. Grievers are advised to “look on the bright side,” “think positive,” and “count your blessings.” When such empty platitudes don’t work — basically always — people who experience anguish may often be numbed with drugs. And this leaves victims of loss and grief guilty or shame-ridden about their sadness and without the resources to handle their pain. What’s crucial in trauma — and what makes it bearable (as psychoanalyst Robert Stolorow usefully reminds us in Trauma and Human Existence) is having an emotional home for our feelings. Grief that is dismissed, suppressed, or silenced harms individuals, families, and communities. It leads, as Dr. Joanne Cacciatore aptly notes in this wonderful book, to “addictions, abuse, and violence, often against the vulnerable: children, women, elderly, and animals.”


In Bearing the Unbearable, Dr. Cacciatore, an associate professor at Arizona State University, an expert in traumatic loss and grief, a Zen priest, and herself a bereaved mother, shows us a healthier path. Drawing on more than two decades of clinical experience; research findings; the wisdom of Buddhist, Christian, Jewish, and Native American sages; and Western psychology, Dr. Cacciatore illuminates the emotional impact of grief and the psychological, relational, and spiritual elements of healing and transformation. This moving and insightful book is a superb counterweight to the mad rush in our grief-averse culture to deny negative feelings and anesthetize emotional anguish.


In poignant chapters on such topics as the cost of unrealized and unprocessed grief and trauma, transgenerational grief, guilt and shame, the relationship of loss and love, the practice of being with grief, and the value of rituals and micro-rituals, she clarifies not only the strategies individuals and the medical and psychiatric establishment use to deny, suppress, and anesthetize grief and mourning, but also the pathway to healing. Bearing the Unbearable offers a compelling critique of our “compassion-deficient” and happiness-addicted culture that creates a pathological relationship to our feelings in general and grief in particular. Dr. Cacciatore elucidates the cost of pathologizing grief and neglecting and invalidating the emotional experience of people who have suffered horrendous loss — the way such approaches make the grief-stricken doubt themselves and feel alienated and isolated — all of which precludes healing.


This book makes a plea for therapeutic approaches to trauma and grief that unflinchingly respect the full spectrum of feelings that human beings experience, thus providing an emotional home for our agony. Drawing on touching and sometimes heart-wrenching stories from her practice and her life, Dr. Joanne Cacciatore — lovingly known to tens of thousands of grief-stricken people she has worked with on six continents as “Jojo” — demonstrates what is necessary to facilitate healing. With searing honesty, inspiring courage, and exemplary empathy, Dr. Cacciatore greets the agony of her clients with patience and compassion and an intrepid spirit of curiosity and patience. And readers may feel themselves subtly transformed.


Bearing the Unbearable not only offers tales of remarkable healing; it is also an astonishing testament to the mysterious and transformational power of grief that is met with compassion to grow our heart, expand our circle of compassion, and generate lives of greater meaning. The traumatized live in a different psychological universe than the untraumatized. Ripped open by loss and grief, the former can also awake from the consensual trance of everyday life. Dr. Cacciatore elucidates two ways this can be transformative — heightened gratitude and what she calls “fierce compassion.” “No one is as capable of gratitude as one who has emerged from the kingdom of night,” the late Elie Wiesel recognized. In Dr. Cacciatore’s book we are exposed to people who suffered traumatic grief and then teach us about expanded gratitude and service to others. “Fierce compassion,” which arises from fully experienced grief, helps us awake from our slumber and live more wholeheartedly. It helps us take more responsibility for reaching beyond ourselves and toward other people and the suffering that is haunting them. Dr. Cacciatore believes that it is a force that can heal the world.


Bearing the Unbearable is filled with heartwarming stories and original insights; it shows that pain can be a doorway into wisdom and fierce compassion. Dr. Cacciatore convinces us that we have to do with grief as well as be with it. This book will expand your mind, warm your heart, and enrich your spirit. Bearing the Unbearable is not just a critique of grief-avoidance and a plea for empathy and compassion, but it is also an invitation to a life of openness and care, courage and service.


I wholeheartedly recommended this book to people who have suffered loss, mental health professionals and spiritual seekers, students and teachers in the humanities, as well as ordinary people who yearn to live a life of greater aliveness and fulfillment. After reading Dr. Cacciatore’s wonderful book, you will not only hold your own grief and the sadness of other people more skillfully; you will also live and love more wisely.


Dr. Jeffrey B. Rubin is the author of Psychotherapy and Buddhism: Toward an Integration, and The Art of Flourishing: A New East-West Approach to Staying Sane and Finding Love in an Insane World.




Prologue


Seeking to forget makes exile all the longer; the secret to redemption lies in remembrance.


— RICHARD VON WEIZSÄCKER


I.


THERE IS A PLACE, an inviolable place, where her name is ensconced, beaten and burned into the deepest crevices of my heart.


It was a hot summer day when I buried my baby daughter, Cheyenne. I watched as the men in gray suits scooped heaps of soft earth atop the pink satin casket that held her wrapped body. It was a small service — there were so few who knew her.


There were no teen friends to bid her farewell and lament her early death. There were no teachers to boast of her goodness. There was no neighbor who had watched her to express how she would miss her smile. There was just me, or so it felt, and my breasts that burned in engorged dissent at her sudden death.


Only hours earlier, I had closed the casket lid myself. There are no words to describe such a physical, emotional, and existential loss other than by saying that I also died with her that day.


I did not ask for this.


I did not want this.


I hated everything about it.


I remember asking how the world could continue spinning after such a tragedy. I wanted to scream at the cars driving past the cemetery. I wanted to yell at the birds in the trees casting shadows on her headstone. I wanted the grass to stop growing and the clouds to stop floating and the other children, now being buried there, to stop dying.


As the hours turned to days and the days to weeks, my grief intensified, stretching every plane of my being. It felt like a physical dying, repeated every day upon the opening of my eyes on the rare occasions that sleep had actually come. Breathing hurt, and a global pain emanated from the tips of my hair to the tips of my toes.


I paced the hallways late at night like a caged wild animal — searching for my baby.


Her body was gone, but every part of me was evolutionarily programmed to be with her, to feed her from my breast, to comfort her cries, to touch her skin. The pangs of longing were insatiable, maddening, and at many times I questioned my own lucidity. What I didn’t know was that I was changing, being agonizingly transformed — but knowing that wouldn’t have eased the pain even one little bit.


And to this day, I’d gladly give it all back to have her here . . .


WHEN A PERSON BELOVED BY US DIES, our lives can become unbearable.


And yet we are asked — by life, by death — to bear it, to suffer the insufferable, to endure the unendurable. Bearing the Unbearable is an expression of my own heart and my life’s work — demanding and formidable, satisfying and deeply vital.


This book will not offer you a spiritual bypass; it won’t make it so you don’t have to face the pain of grief — nor should it. When we love deeply, we mourn deeply; extraordinary grief is an expression of extraordinary love. Grief and love mirror each other; one is not possible without the other.


What this book will do, I hope, is to provide a safe space to feel, to be with your understandably broken heart. It will serve as an invitation to stay with the wretched pangs of sorrow, to dwell in the dark night of your own bereaved soul, and to be present with what is — however difficult, however painful.


The word bereave derives from an Old English word, befearfian, meaning “to deprive, take away, or be robbed,” and when death robs us, our mourning, our loss, resonates through time. We mourn for tomorrow’s moments, and next month’s moments, and next year’s moments; we mourn at the graduations and weddings, the births, and the deaths that follow. Grief consists of countless particles, countless moments, each one of which can be mourned. And through them all, we always know in our very cells that someone is missing, that there is a place in our hearts that can never be filled.


With a loved one’s death, the person we once were evaporates, and we take on what may feel like an aberrant form of ourselves, an unfamiliar way of being in the world. This is not what we wanted, this is not what we planned, this is not what should be — but it is what we have — even as our heart whispers, “No, no, no.” And here we find ourselves, feeling outcast, lying face down on the ground or on bent and bloodied knee or with our arms outstretched, pleading for relief.


Death feels savage, and to some extent, it is — but grief need not be vilified.


We might never accept that our child or parent or spouse or grandchild or friend or loved one has died, but we can learn to accept how we feel about that loss, where in us the pain is most acute, its dimensions and texture, its tenor and depth. And over time, grief can morph from a dreaded, unwanted intruder to something more familiar and less terrifying — a companion, perhaps.


Make no mistake: losing someone we love deeply changes us, inescapably and for all time, and it is painful beyond all imagining. The psychologist Rollo May wrote, “One does not become fully human painlessly.” It is through inhabiting, often painfully, our emotions that we are able to become fully human. Through grief, we can experience an alchemical transformation that cannot be contrived, hastened, or imparted by others.


To fully inhabit grief is to hold the contradictions of the great mystery that loss shatters us and we become whole. Grief empties us and we are filled with emotion. Fear paralyzes us and we lend courage to another. We mourn our beloveds’ absence and we invoke their presence. We cease to exist as we once were and we become more fully human. We know the darkest of all nights and in so doing can bring the light of our loved ones into the world.


We are the paradox.


We are the bearers of the unbearable.


II.


THE HEART OF THIS BOOK began with my daughter’s death, but the writing of it started on a six-week East Coast speaking tour. My experiences on that trip, especially on the long train ride back, served to underscore for me yet again just how important and powerful attending to grief truly is.


On this trip, I’d traveled first to Richmond, Virginia, where I’d taught grief-focused meditation. Attendees had cried quietly in the space we had all created — and I was reminded of the words of Ajahn Chah: “Unless one has deeply wept, one has not yet begun to meditate.” We’d lit candles, and we’d remembered. We’d held each other. Some had lost loved ones just weeks prior to the workshop, others decades earlier.


I’d traveled to the Bacon family home in Newtown, Connecticut, and stepped down the same wooden floors that first-grader Charlotte Helen Bacon had walked before the tragic mass shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School. I’d met her brother, and he autographed a copy of the book he’d written to honor his murdered little sister. Her parents and I had visited the place where she is buried, near her friends, and we’d stood in silence. What is there to say in the presence of unspeakable tragedy?


I’d traveled to New York, where I’d guided health care providers in listening to others’ grief, layer upon layer. For four consecutive days, those usually tasked with helping others had reconnected with their own soul wounds. For some, latent grief was like a faded photograph whose edges had frayed from years of handling — and, like their clients, they too needed a safe place to revisit ancient injuries.


At that conference, a panel of grieving mothers had reflected on their experiences of loss and shared the ways they remembered their children through their own ongoing lives of service — and those little ones, those remembered children, became great teachers of compassion for us all. One mother had told us how she had had to be physically restrained after the unexpected death of her baby — and now she helps parents all over the world. Another woman had shared how she grapples with guilt because her actions, albeit inadvertent, had killed her daughter. Now she is studying to become a grief counselor. Another person had described the events that led to the murders of her two young children and talked about the work she now does reaching out to other parents whose children have been murdered.


I heard so many stories of love and loss and grief. Sometimes they were offered boldly in front of groups; sometimes they were hushed confessions in the back of a room. Sometimes people contacted me hours or days later through the comparative safety of email — their stories of grief having burst like a seedling through soil made dense by years of compaction.


And now, boarding the train and heading back home, I reflected on a mysterious quality of grief: when we look into the eyes of another, someone who has known suffering, without a word we know that they know, and there is something painfully restorative in that mutual recognition.


On the train, again and again, I found conversations that began simply would rapidly become deep, meaningful exchanges about love and loss, about life and death. One young man with calm eyes and a bright smile, recounted watching helplessly as a train struck and killed his friend, noting with obvious sadness that the one-year anniversary of that event was near at hand. After a brief conversation with a young mother and her little boy about the challenges of train travel with toddlers, she asked about what I did for work. I told her, and then she went on to tell me about the death of her oldest brother and how her mother was never the same after losing him — because the family has an unspoken rule not to speak of that boy’s death, and thus not to say anything about his life or their love for him.


One morning over breakfast, I sat across from an older man from Southern California who wore a John Deere cap and whose swollen belly rested on the table. We got to talking and at some point he looked up from his Greek yogurt and said, “I know plenty about grief and trauma” and began to speak about his years on a SWAT team. “You wouldn’t believe the things I saw,” he said — and went on to describe encounters so traumatic they continued to affect him even after thirty-five years. “I was strong, stoic. I never shed a tear, . . . but since I retired, it’s like I’m always crying, always emotional.” I nodded and it felt appropriate to ask him how long it had been since he had started feeling all this. He paused and looked at the ceiling. “You know, I don’t know. I’ve just never felt so many emotions so deeply. I am starting to wonder if there is something wrong with me.” By the end of our conversation, though, he concluded on his own that feeling this onrush of emotion now was “probably normal” because as he said, “back then you weren’t allowed to show weakness on the job or cry.”


Another man from St. Louis told me over oatmeal one morning about the death of his first wife. He’d left himself little time to grieve and remarried within months because his sadness was “too much to bear alone.” Still never having shaken his sorrow, he and his second wife divorced two years later, after the birth of their first child, and he began drinking heavily and lost contact with his only offspring. The pain from all those losses had etched lines on his face.


I met a seventy-eight-year-old retired nurse from Dayton as she was grumbling about Amtrak’s limited tea offerings. I told her that I’m a tea snob too and so I carry my own organic blend. I offered her some, and she asked what I was doing on the East Coast. When I told her, she looked down at her cup of steaming Earl Grey. She pursed her lips and took a sip, noticeably uncomfortable, and then let out a protracted sigh. “You know, I had a daughter,” she said. “She would be about your age.” She sighed again — and then for more than two hours, past mountain ranges, graffitied bridges, and scattered fields of cotton, she shared with me the story of her daughter, who had died in 1974. It was a story she had never told anyone in full. When she was done, she said, “I imagine my daughter would have been such a nice young woman, just like you.” We both had tears in our eyes.


My travels eastward and back home seemed to me symbolic of so many journeys through love and grief. Looking out the window by my seat, I saw abandoned playgrounds and decrepit barns juxtaposed with freshly painted schools and flourishing farms. I saw dried up riverbeds and lush riparian bluffs. I saw dying ponds and verdant streams. At times, the ride was turbulent and jarring, and at other times it was placid and smooth.


The train, like grief, had its own rhythm and varying speeds and changing conditions — influenced by weather, good or not-so-good maintenance, and by the terrain over which we traveled. Sometimes we seemed to crawl slowly across the miles — and I could focus on the silos of Garden City or the herd of antelope on the Comanche National Grassland. At other times, high velocity blurred even the most majestic trees, colors blending together, shapes indistinguishable.


There were places on the track where a simple switch could alter our direction; these reminded me of the way in grief we can move toward denial or toward love, toward mourning or disavowal. In tunnels, there were times when it was so dark it was impossible to see any light at all; grief has such times too. My eyes needed time to adjust, but after they had, in those dark places I found I could discern what was there. Sometimes my cell phone had service and sometimes it didn’t; sometimes I’d had connection to the outside world and other times I’d been utterly disconnected — just as with grieving.


Looking out my window, I also started to notice the contrast between front yards and backyards. Front yards had neatly manicured lawns and crisply trimmed bushes, pristine cars, and candy-apple red bicycles. Backyards appeared like graveyards of junk, things people thought were no longer needed, no longer useful. The things out back were unwanted or fragmented or damaged or forgotten. For years, in some cases, these backyard things had been left unexplored and without purpose, out of sight and sometimes covered over — yet still there. For many, grief feels like something to be relegated to “junk” status, exiled to the backyard, where it is inaccessible, unimportant, no longer exerting influence. We don’t want these backyard things; we want to forget about them. But as Richard von Weizsäcker, the first president of a reunited Germany, reminds us, “Seeking to forget makes exile all the longer; the secret to redemption lies in remembrance.” So too with grief.


THAT 3,300-MILE, 140-HOUR TRAIN JOURNEY became a microcosm of my work, of creating a space where acknowledging grief was not merely welcomed or encouraged but sacrosanct. And now, with this book, I invite you to join me in bearing witness to the myriad faces and shared heart of grief as together we reclaim our fully human wholeness.


Joanne Kyouji Cacciatore
Sedona, Arizona




1
The Role of Others in Our Grief


And we wept that one so lovely should have a life so brief.


— WILLIAM CULLEN BRYANT


I MET KYLE’S MOM through my work with bereaved parents. Her fourteen-year-old son had been struck and killed by a stray bullet. Although it was not intended for him, all fourteen years of him were murdered — by a person who would never be found and would never face prosecution.


“I hate grief! I don’t want it anymore! I want you to make it stop! It’s killing me!” Karen screamed and cried on my office floor as I sat cross-legged and silent beside her. Her tears were so profuse they fell onto her beige linen pants, staining them with the blue mascara she wore to work every morning in an attempt to cover up her anguish. Karen was a single mom and Kyle her only child — her “entire world.” The day he died her life and identity changed, she said. She felt pressure from others to move on and wanted to “feel normal” again.


She recounted a story of how her cousin introduced her to a childless colleague as also being childless. This was a turning point into isolation for Karen. From that moment on, she no longer considered herself a mother. Her sleep had changed, and she stopped attending church. She withdrew from friends and felt unsafe in the world. She moved out of the home where she had raised Kyle into an apartment in a nearby suburb.


Karen came to me six months after Kyle died, wanting help to “overcome” her grief, wanting me to “make her better.” There was a familiar desperate edge to our interactions on both our parts. She found herself fantasizing about dying in order to be with Kyle. She didn’t literally want to die; she simply wished, with all her might, to rewind time. She wanted Kyle back. His return was the only thing that would remedy her irremediable pain. Her body, mind, heart, and soul were in a state of protest.


WE ARE OFTEN COLLECTIVELY MESMERIZED following violent, highly publicized, or celebrity deaths. This is commonplace, and there is often a public outpouring of embellished emotion and incongruous grief from strangers. Conversely, deaths like Kyle’s that occur under more private, albeit still tragic circumstances that are not publicly known elicit only truncated attention.


In Karen’s case, gestures of compassion and support were short-lived. Her role as a mother was negated following her son’s untimely death, and this caused her to doubt her own heart. She still felt like Kyle’s mother, but incessant social edicts persuaded her to mistrust not only her place as Kyle’s mom, but also her own rightful emotions — her grief. No one remembered with her. No one would speak of Kyle or validate her grief.


In contrast, because of the news-grabbing way Charlotte Helen Bacon was killed by a shooter in Newtown, Connecticut, people were abuzz with chatter, and many expressed grief over her death, even if they never even knew her.


Twenty first-graders and six staff members were murdered in Sandy Hook Elementary School. It was a horror story that was recapitulated in the mass media for months and even years. The unremitting public coverage left some of those who were personally affected by the death of a child or other loved one feeling helplessly exposed and vulnerable.
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