how will I get through the holidays 
[image: image1.emf]As you look around during the late Fall through early Winter, there seems to be no escaping the constant messages to be excited, happy, giving, and close to family and friends during the holidays.  Yet you may approach this time of year with sadness as you remember loved ones you have lost.  There may be a sense of dread about upcoming events and social gatherings.  Perhaps you feel pressure to participate when you would rather not.  Or you may hope for opportunities to share special memories but fear bringing them up in order to protect others from feeling the pain of loss.  You may want to continue with familiar traditions, but others in your family may want to do something totally different this year.
The expectations may seem overwhelming.
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During the holiday season, there are family traditions and rituals that may require more energy than you have to give. You may need time for reflection, or a safe place where you can get support for your feelings of grief and loss.  You may be worried about all the things that “need to get done,” and at the same time you may be flooded with difficult feelings such as sadness, resentment, guilt, or confusion. If this is the first holiday without your loved one, you may feel lost and overwhelmed, even depressed.
You may struggle with mixed emotions during this time of year.  When you are grieving, the pain of missing your loved one and participating in celebrations without her or him may be especially difficult.   It is important to be kind to yourself, get plenty of rest, and respect your limitations.  Each of us has a personal response to grief and loss, and we each have a different style of coping.  
Here are some suggestions to help you cope during times of holiday stress:
· Many people who are grieving the loss of a loved one often say that anticipating the upcoming holiday is worse than the actual event itself.  It is possible to minimize stress of the holidays by planning ahead for the activities and tasks you can manage, and by letting others know what your limits are. Decide what you want to do this holiday season, and don't set expectations too high for yourself and others.

· It may be helpful to recognize the holidays will not be the same this year.  Expecting everything to be the same may lead to disappointment. Decide what each family member can handle comfortably and be careful to avoid “shoulds.” 
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It’s okay for you to experiment with making changes to the ways “things have always been.”  Perhaps your family will plan to celebrate at a different time of day with a new meal menu or a different time to open gifts.  Or you may decide to hold your family gathering in another setting than the usual one. You may decide to blend new rituals with some of the old ones.  

· Take time to reflect on and treasure your memories.  You might write a letter to your loved one, take a walk in a favorite place you shared, or gather photos for an album that celebrates those memories.
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Create a ritual that honors your relationship with your loved one.  This could be lighting a candle, reading a poem you’ve written, or making a toast at a gathering, and your wish to include her or him. Or you may want to create a special place with photos and objects that acknowledges your loved one.

· Although it is often difficult to share grief with children, it is helpful to be open with children about your feelings. Instinctively, they know that something has changed. They need to feel safe to express their feelings of sadness, confusion, and disappointment about the holidays being different. This book has articles which may be able to give you ideas about helping your children with grief.
· You may feel you can acknowledge your loss more meaningfully by becoming more involved with your spiritual community, or by doing something for others.  Perhaps you may wish to make a donation in the memory of your loved one, or invite a guest who would otherwise be alone to join your family’s gathering.  
· Be careful not to isolate yourself.  It may be helpful to take time for yourself and, at the same time, give yourself permission to enjoy relaxing and celebrating with family and friends.  Having fun and feeling uplifted does not mean you have forgotten or abandoned your loved one.    
· Some people fear crying in public, but worrying about crying is an additional burden.  It is usually better not to push away tears.  If you let go and cry, you may feel better.  Crying will probably not ruin the day for other family members, and may actually give others permission to freely express their grief in a healthy way.  Remember that painful feelings fade and change with time.
· It may be helpful to attend a grief support group where you can share your feelings with others not invested in what you decide to do or not do during the holidays. Your local hospice may have a public remembrance ceremony for others who have recently lost loved ones.
Celebrate the gifts of your loved one.
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During the holidays, you may feel a special emptiness and sadness that you have lost someone close.  Whether this person was your father, mother, partner, spouse, child, sibling, or another close to your heart, it may never feel okay that she or he has died.  This can feel especially true when there are celebrations of being together and sharing in which you feel the absence of your loved one.   Yet you can celebrate this person who is still in your heart and feel gratitude for the gifts you received in the relationship.  Instead of dreading the holidays, you may find that this is a time to acknowledge the love, joy and experiences you shared.  No matter how you do decide to spend the holidays, be gentle and compassionate with yourself and family members.  Take time to love and be loved and to continue the healing journey of grief.  

Adapted from “Holidays and Remembrances” by Mona Reeva, LCSW, “Getting Through the Holidays for Bereaved Parents” from The Compassionate Friends, Inc. , "Grief during the Holidays" by Hospice Foundation of America, "How to Help Ourselves through the Holidays" by Hospice.net,  "Coping with Holidays and Family Celebrations" by Helen Fitzgerald, and "My Friend, I Care: The Grief Experience" by Barbara Karnes

Provided by Gerard's House, a grief support center for children, teenagers and their families in Santa Fe, New Mexico. For more information please contact us at (505) 424-1800 or gerardshouse.org.
This article was published in "The Grieving Heart," written and edited by Bob Dorsett, LLC, www.silentseas.net
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