when your parent has died
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No matter how old you are, you are your parent’s child. There are still times when you may need your parents. The parent-child relationship often serves as the "mirror" that helps to reflect who you are in this world. Acknowledging the death of your parent can be painful. At first it may be difficult to believe. You can no longer call your parent on the phone, or visit on holidays. The death of a parent may leave you with a broken heart. Perhaps you considered your parent your greatest support, or perhaps there was more you wished for in the relationship. As you search for ways to heal, you may find the following suggestions helpful.

Care for yourself.
When you are grieving the death of your parent, you have special needs. Perhaps the most important need is to have compassion for yourself.  Often we do the opposite, and have unrealistic expectations about how to handle our grief "well." 

These expectations result from common societal messages that we should be strong in the face of grief. We may be told to "carry on" or "keep our chins up," or "your parent is better off now." In actuality, when we are grieving, we need to slow down, embrace our feelings of loss, and seek and accept support from others.

Good self-care is essential to your survival and to your healing. This doesn't mean that you are feeling sorry for yourself(it means you are allowing yourself to heal. When we nurture ourselves, and allow ourselves the time and attention we need to journey through our grief, we can find new meaning in our on-going lives.  

Allowing yourself to mourn.

"Grief" is what we think and feel on the inside when someone we love dies. "Mourning" is the outward expression of our grief, although the words are often used interchangeably. Everyone grieves when someone we love dies, but if we are to heal, we must also mourn. Mourning may include talking to others about our grief, crying, creating a memorial altar, writing in a journal, or participating in a support group. You can honor the significance of the relationship with your parent, savoring what you have learned and will always remember. If your parent died after a prolonged illness, don't be surprised if you feel a sense of relief. This is a normal reaction and there's nothing wrong with these feelings. Also you can take the time to acknowledge and heal any wounds that may still be lingering from “unfinished business.”

Tell your story.
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A vital part of healing, and an important way to mourn, is "telling your story" again and again. When you tell someone the story of your parent's death, you might relate the circumstances of the death, review the relationship, describe aspects of your parent's personality, and share memories, both good and bad. Part of your story may be about difficulties and conflicts in the relationship that still cause pain. Each time we tell the story, it becomes a little more real. Each time there is another step taken on the healing journey. It’s essential to find people who are willing to listen patiently without judging. 

Be aware of “the big myth.”
Some of your friends may tell you, or you may have a voice in your head that says, "Everyone dies, and people who have lived a long, full life are expected to die,” or “You are a grown up; you should know about death. You shouldn't be so upset that your parent has died."

The reality is that the death of someone who played such a big part in your life is a profound loss. This is true whether your parent was very old or middle-aged, whether the death was sudden or anticipated, whether you were very close or estranged. Your parent will never be physically present to you again. It’s natural to grieve the loss, and to need support for your grief.  

Be compassionate with siblings.
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Just as there is no single "right" way for you to mourn, there is no single right way for your brothers and sisters to express their grieving. 

While you may anticipate some responses, you also may be surprised. Your emotionally detached brother “is a basket case,” or your conscientious sister may refuse to help plan the funeral. Try not to let these differences alarm or hurt you. Remember that each one is grieving in his or her own way.

If there is a surviving parent, each sibling will also relate uniquely to that parent. Try to find ways to discuss care-giving responsibilities and vent grievances without blame.
Sorting out physical belongings.

An adult child may find it especially difficult to know what to do with the parent’s belongings after death. As with all things in grief, there are no single right answers. It’s important to do what feels right. When you are ready to sort through your parent's belongings, ask your siblings or a friend to help you. The task often is too large, and too emotional, to handle alone. Don't dispose of things in haste; you won't be able to get them back later.

Embrace your spirituality as you see it.
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Grief is a journey of the spirit that asks you to consider why people live, why people die, and what gives meaning to life. For many, formal places of worship may offer a safe place and a ritualized process to address these spiritual questions. Others may seek solace and answers in reading, meditation, or other contemplative practices. Embracing your spirituality may help to inspire a sense of peace, hope and healing.

Trust your capacity to heal.
If you mourn your parent's death openly and accept support from others, you will, in time, come to reconcile your loss. Ultimately, you may find that you are growing emotionally and spiritually through the grief journey. If you trust your capacity to heal, you can and you will. 
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