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Helping grieving parents and families rebuild their lives following the death of a child.
Editor’s Note: This issue focuses on strategies to help us cope with the unprecedented times we are living through. I read recently
that “mental hygiene is just as important as physical hygiene” as we learn to deal with stay at home orders and social distancing
mandates. As I looked for articles that might help us with the anxiety, loneliness, fear and stress of our current situation, it was not
lost on me that the advice in the following articles is the very same that we might receive to help us with our grief. Kathy Corrigan

MINDFULNESS TIPS THAT INCREASE RESILIENCE
Susan Miller, PhD, LPCS ⬧ Miller Counseling Services, PC ⬧ Lighted Path® Coaching & Art Studio
I am sure you are hunkered down during this unique and challenging time! The COVID-19 virus is
impacting us in so many ways. If you are like a lot of people, your environment has been uprooted and you
are trying to get used to what is a normal day.
You are trying to figure out how to meet the challenges of family around while working, where to get the
supplies that you (and everybody else) need, having to isolate from others, concerns about job security,
and how to manage the stress of the uncertainty.
Uncertainty is hard. It can lead to feeling frozen! It causes the brain to go into overwhelm. Anxiety grows
and we have a hard time being aware of what to do next. This is called “fear paralysis” and it is the feeling
of being stuck in most big areas of our lives: our emotions, our bodies, our thoughts, and even our spiritual
connection.
If you are having a hard time with all of this uncertainty, then you are in good company. It is what trauma
specialists call “a normal response to an abnormal event.” Whenever I tell my clients this, it is like a weight
lifts off their shoulders and they feel lighter. There is something about knowing this fact that helps us not
be so hard on ourselves during a crisis. We do not need to judge ourselves because we are not
experiencing feeling “ok.” It is OK to not be OK.
So how do we move out of this stuck place or tolerate the uncertainty? Mindfulness is one simple strategy
that can move us toward acceptance of our circumstances, becoming curious, then moving more easily
toward problem solving. We can learn how to regulate our response to overwhelming situations with
mindfulness.
In Russ Harris MD’s book: ACT Made Simple: An Easy-to-Read Primer on Acceptance Commitment
Therapy, “Mindfulness means paying attention with flexibility, openness, and curiosity.”
Three themes of Mindfulness are:
• a process of awareness of our experience in the moment instead of being consumed by our
thoughts.
• having an open and curious attitude, even in the difficulty and pain, instead of avoiding.
• having flexible attention: the ability to attend to the many different aspects of our experience.
Harris says: “We can use mindfulness to connect with ourselves and appreciate the fullness of each
moment. We can use it to improve our self-knowledge -- to learn more about how we feel and think and

react. We can use it to connect deeply and intimately with the people we care about, including ourselves.
And we can use it to consciously influence our own behavior and increase our range of responses to the
world we live in. It is the art of living consciously -- a profound way to enhance psychological resilience and
increase life satisfaction.”
Resilience and satisfaction surely are things we could use an extra dose of right now, don’t you
think? Let’s take a look at how we can use Mindfulness in our COVID-19 crisis to develop resilience.
Simple Mindfulness Strategies:
• Take a breather! Breathe (outside preferably!) in deeply, slow it down and be aware of how it feels
to be able to simply breathe in and exhale. Put a bit of a smile on the edges of your mouth and
notice the response in your emotions and body.
•

When you notice yourself being anxious about the things going on in the world, take a pause and
notice where you feel this in your body. Breathe in and out and see if you can shift the body
response ever so slightly toward calm. When you do this, notice your emotions again and see if
there is also a shift. You can reverse this as well.

•

When you notice moments in your environment, whether with others or alone, notice if you are
present. Allow yourself to be more present by connecting to your body and emotion. If you notice
anxiety, see if you can pinpoint if it is your environment that is causing the anxiety or if it is mainly
your own internal environment. Do the breathing exercise from above. Find one calming thing in
your visual field that draws your attention and bring your awareness to your feelings in your
emotions and your body. Use the breathing technique to shift any tension ever so slightly toward
more relaxed.

•

When you are moving about your home doing tasks, focus on the moment, what you are
experiencing and see if you can be aware of something within that may need shifting. You will
notice this in the form of sensations in the body.

•

Take a mindful walk, noticing the beauty around you, and try to notice the joy that comes with
moving your body outdoors.

•

Hug your pet, consider fostering or adopting a pet. They are truly the best emotional support you
can have right now, especially if you are unable to connect with other people in person.

•

Do something fun. How do you feel emotionally and physically when you are in the moment?

•

We can do these simple strategies at any time during our day. Small shifts make a huge difference
in developing our resilience muscle! This can go far in this time of crisis.

Check out Russ Harris's helpful video and e-book to help you remember how to handle anxiety during this
time of crisis. Very helpful!!

GRIEF YOU MAY BE EXPERIENCING DUE TO THE SURPRISING,
UNEXPECTED CHANGES IN OUR WORLD.
Chelsea Hanson, author of The Sudden Loss Survival Guide: Seven Essential Practices for Healing
Grief, Sudden Loss
Typically, we think of grief due to the death of a loved one or someone we care about deeply. But each
day we have other types of grief, both small and large. Perhaps you notice a child getting older, your aging
body, lack of fulfillment, or unwelcome changes in family relationships.
Now, with the uncertain times concerning our health and stability, you may be feeling oddly uneasy. This
is grief too.

Below is a condensed, four-part process to help you work through what you may be experiencing. Although
I made the exercise easy to follow, it may feel unfamiliar if you have been pushing down your feelings.
That’s ok… go slow and be gentle with yourself.
The steps are to be aware of your feelings, notice emotions with attention, express them, and practice this
process regularly.
1. Awareness: Take an inventory of the griefs you may be experiencing right now.
Loss of normalcy
Loss of routine
Loss of financial resources
Loss of safety
Loss of companionship
Loss of control
Loss of planned events (weddings, baptisms, graduations)
Loss of freedom
2. Attention: Name your grief and the feelings it is bringing up.
Disbelief
Anger
Sadness
Shock
Regret
Uncertainty
Anguish
Fear
Loneliness
3. Expression: Allow feelings to naturally move through you. You may be afraid if you feel all your
painful emotions, the pain may not cease. By resisting emotions, your pain will persist longer than
necessary. Instead, when you release sorrow little by little, the uncomfortable feelings begin to
gradually recede and disappear.
Feeling equates to healing.
Remember, all feelings want to be felt. They come up to be felt, so feel them. That is their sole
purpose. Emotions want to be in motion. Once you express your emotions, they will transform and
dissipate.
4. Practice: Make it a habit of allowing daily time to be with your emotions. You’re likely not used to
noticing what’s occurring for you in an expressive, non-judgmental way. Whatever you’re feeling
right now is okay. All emotions and feelings are acceptable, even the ones you think aren’t.
Practice being with your emotions using love, compassion, and gentleness.
Spend 10 to 15 minutes a day alone in a quiet, safe space to be with your thoughts.
How can you honor your feelings?

EASTER DILEMMA
by Persis Oberreither, Amy’s Mom
I got the Vermont Country Store Easter catalogue in the mail last week and, just like last year, as soon as
I took the time to peruse it, I became obsessed with what to order, if anything. So annoying. I wasn’t able
to stay focused during my morning meditation. Instead, I found myself calculating prices of various items
in the catalogue to come up with $65 worth of stuff (but not wanting to spend more than that) so that I could
get free shipping. What to order…what to order…
Then I wondered if I even wanted to order anything at all. I remembered that I had totally screwed up
Easter last year; from my candy selection, to my tin selection, to where I had asked the “Bunny” to leave
Amy’s candy, to the cemetery flowers I’d picked out for her. No decision I’d made concerning last Easter
turned out to feel right.
After pouring over the catalogue again, I still couldn’t stay focused during the next morning’s meditation.
Once again, I couldn’t think about anything except the Vermont Country Store Easter CATALOGUE. More
than annoying – a little mentally ill.
But then I could hear Amy’s words in my mind. “First of all,” I felt her say, “if something is hijacking your
thoughts to that extent, then give them free rein and pay attention. They’re trying to tell you something.
Secondly, give yourself a little compassion. My death has made you feel crazy at times. You need some
time to work this through.”
So, I took Amy’s advice, and this is what I soon figured out:
Last year, I ordered a bunch of stuff from the Vermont Country Store for Easter – candy, a set of bunny
candles, cookies, etc., and when the holiday came around, it felt wrong that the “Bunny” had left candy for
Amy that was different from what he’s always left for her, year after year, ever since she was little. So,
initially, my thought was, “Don’t order anything. Return to tradition.”
But returning to tradition brought up another problem from last Easter. The “Bunny” had left Amy’s candy
in her grandmother’s powder-blue Greek Goddess tin, a tradition, but the tin is now rusty-looking from
getting rained on at the cemetery for so many years. So, I thought I would buy a new tin, or a pretty Eastery-looking box in which the “Bunny” could leave Amy’s candy. But that would break with tradition.
Then there was the matter of the flowers. I remembered thinking that the dozen pink roses with baby’s
breath that we brought to the cemetery for Amy last Easter had looked raggedy and un-special, and I had
decided then that I would bring “real Easter flowers” to Amy this year, like lilies or hyacinths or hydrangeas.
The more I calmed down and allowed myself the time I needed to think all this through, the more I realized
that the Vermont Country Store Easter catalogue dilemma is really a metaphor for all of life since my
daughter died. No decision or choice I make about anything can possibly be the right one, because the
events of Amy’s accident and death make my whole life not right. I can only hope to make the best decision
or choice about anything, given my grief and circumstance.
“So, what’s best?” I asked myself, Easter-related stuff being the present moment choices and decisions I
needed to make. Incorporating past traditions is critical, because honoring and commemorating Amy’s life
is critical. But also, introducing new and fresh ideas is just as important, because Amy is still with me every
day, and she would want fresh, new surprises at the holidays, and every day for that matter, and not feel
that she and I were, together, stuck in the past. For Easter, as for all of my life, I need to embrace both the
old and the new, the past and the present; and make all of life a combination of good old yellow Peeps and
a new, yet to be sampled brand of malted-milk eggs.
Persis Oberreither became a bereaved mother when her eighteen-year-old daughter and only child, Amy, died following
a car accident in 2001. Persis is the author of PINKY-SWEAR: Honoring My Child’s Right to Die. She has a degree in
philosophy from Miami University (Ohio) with an emphasis in ethics and is a member of Bereaved Parents of the USA,
St. Paul’s Lutheran Church, and Compassion & Choices.

5 WAYS NATURE HAS THE POWER TO HEAL A BROKEN SOUL
BY LOVE WIDE OPEN

When you get to the point that life starts to bring you down, nature can heal. Nature is a powerful tool that
humans have become increasingly disconnected from over time. It has the power to heal a broken soul, to
mend a broken heart, and probably most notable, has the power to bring you back to yourself.
When is the last time you took a long walk through the woods? The last time you admired the size of the
trees, or traveled to the ocean to watch the waves crash upon the shore? Nature and all of its beauty is far
more powerful than the individual person. Sometimes when we sit back and allow the power of nature to
overcome us, we become aware of how it makes us feel. At that time, we realize our connectivity. We
realize that what we are experiencing in nature is what makes up who we are.
We can connect with nature; we can let our problems go into the universe of chaos. We can let go of
control, power, stress, negative feelings. We can let nature decide what to do with those things. Nature
has the power to heal brokenness, it’s true.
Here are 5 ways nature can become a healer for you too:
Relieves anxiety and daily stress: The way that nature can reduce anxiety and alleviate stress is actually
quite physical. Studies show that when you are out in nature, getting fresh air, taking a stroll, it not only
pulls you away from the daily activities that cause you stress, but it also decreases blood pressure and
increases the heart beating to a healthy level. All of which decreases stress and anxiety. It’s science
Takes us out of daily routine: That brings us to our next category. Connecting with nature takes us out
of our daily routine. It allows us to leave your cell phone and TVs behind for a moment along with the stress
of work, home, or whatever else may be the cause of overstimulation in your life.
Puts life into perspective: When you were out in the vastness of nature, you realize how large the
universe really is. You realize how small you are and how short your life is. It helps to put the trivialities of
daily life into perspective. It helps you remember what’s really important so you can let go of the things that
are not.
Helps gain mental awareness: Being present in the beauty of the earth stimulates the brain. According
to the website Psychological Healthcare of Australia, “Spending time in nature actually has a physiological
effect on the body, reducing blood pressure and the hormone cortisol, which is linked to stress. Being in
beautiful outdoor surroundings acts as refreshment for the brain, which can also improve focus, creativity,
and problem-solving abilities.”
Gives you ample opportunity to let go: Nature is the best teacher of how to let go of negative emotions
or things in the past that are tearing you down. Just watch the way the water flows. Watch the waves break
on shore, how they wash away the sand and push it back renewed. People in emotions flow much the
same way in the universe. When you are in nature and you feel amazing and you have complete mental
clarity, it is the best time to let go of your troubles, to watch them be taken away by the waves along with
the sand. In the end, nature gives us a place in the universe. Remember, your place although it may seem
small is very special and it’s yours. When you are broken, try going outside. Nature will know what to do
for you.

As we commemorate our 25th Anniversary, we hope
you will appreciate looking back at the following
articles that were previously published in past issues
of our national newsletter, A Journey Together.

FILLING IN THE HOLES
Lisa Sculley, 1999
BP/USA St. Louis
Today my husband and I went to the plant nursery and bought some
flowers and bedding plants to go in our gardens. Spring is here and
the weather is beautiful. Not cold at all! But also, not so hot that the
thought of puttering in the garden brings a groan of dismay.
I remember my first spring in this house. We were so excited. Our
family was nearly complete. Our third son was on his way and we
had just had a house built. We were at the plant nursery at least
once a week. Our life was busy, bright, untainted by grief.
I remember our second spring in this house. How winter hung on, tenacious, unyielding, both outside and
inside our hearts. I remember the first warm spring day, I came home from work early, determined to make
SOMETHING grow in my life. Maybe I couldn’t get my son to live, but I was going to make something live.
Grief was a raw, open wound then and my anger was deep. I was angry at the world, at God, at everything.
And so, I approached my yard, shovel in hand. I decided I had to have a garden in the middle of my yard.
I began furiously digging out the grass, making an oval in the center. It took me hours digging out that oval.
But I wasn’t through. I then decided I wanted a garden right by my doorway, so I dug out that area too.
And then I made big holes and tore out all the roots and stones and other junk.
I made big holes in my yard that day. And in the weeks to come I did fill them with things. Funny thing, as
I dug those holes and pulled on the grass, my anger drained away. My salty tears mixed with the sweat of
exercise and the dirt and ran off my arms undetected to the outside world. Digging those holes provided
an outlet for my anger and my hurt.
Today, I dug some more holes. But this time, my holes were smaller ... and I filled them with small delicate
flowers, purple and white. I put bulbs in the ground too, filling other small holes. And I reflected back on
another hole. The hole in my heart. No, I can’t ever fill it with what “should” be there - my son “should” be
almost seven now, full of energy and wanting to plant flowers with Mom. But I have filled that hole with
other things … with love and healing and memories – and with the lessons and the gifts my son gave me.
I never saw those gifts that Spring as I was digging out holes in my yard. And, though I would rather have
that hole filled with my son’s presence, I am grateful for the gifts he gave – and so I will go on, filling holes.

Like Springtime, let me unfold and grow fresh and anew from this cocoon of grief that has
been spun around me. Help me face the harsh reality of sunshine and renewed life as my bones
still creak from the winter of my grief. Life has dared to go on around me and, as I recover
from the insult of life’s continuance, I adjust my focus to include healing and growth as
possibility in my future. Give me strength to break out of the cocoon of my grief, but may I
never forget it is the place where I grew my wings, becoming a new person because of my loss.
~ Janis Hiel

A FATHER WRITES
Bob Steiner, 1998
A father does not find his job an easy one.
The responsibilities he faces are
enormous. Everything from finance to
being a good role model tests a man’s
ability to be the best father he can. It is a
job charged with emotional, physical and
mental challenge. And, at the time it is only one of the many roles he fills. His roles include husband and
lover, son, friend, boss, co-worker to name a few. The relationships he has are numerous, complex and
always changing. One event in particular can really put all these relationships and roles to the test – the
death of his child.
The bereaved father is a unique individual. Unfortunately, his uniqueness and attendant problems are not
often understood by others or even by himself. His child’s death puts extraordinary demands on him. All
the roles he fills change and his life is truly not ever the same again. That is not to say it cannot ever be as
good, but just the circumstances are going to be different.
When a child dies, it seems that the majority of sympathy is directed towards the mother. This is usually
because she is much more open in her grieving, thus it is easy to focus on her emotional needs. But what
of the grieving father??? His other roles may prevent him from working out his grief. As husband and
provider, he is the one who sees to the practical matters around the death: funeral arrangements,
notification of people, arrangement for sibling care, etc. It may be days, weeks or months before things are
settled to the point that he thinks deeply about what happened. In most cases, he is back to work and into
his usual routine so quickly that he can find himself comforted by this. The impact of the child’s death is
lessened to a degree. Away from the house, it is easier to “forget” the child and what has happened.
In our society, we are taught in subtle and not so subtle ways that men don’t cry and that, in general, they
are not at all open about their emotions. Thus, many men are denied a perfectly good emotional release
mechanism – crying! Even in the privacy of their own home, they feel they have to “be the strong one.” Our
experience has taught us that men who use crying as a tool in their grief work have fewer long-term
adjustment problems. Since men often suppress their feelings, good and bad, how they are coping with
their child’s death never comes to the surface.

A SURPRISE ON MOTHER’S DAY
Veronica Douglas, 2005 - St. Louis, MO
I have always loved butterflies, but ever since we lost our beautiful and only daughter Emily Anne, these
lovely winged creatures have taken on a different meaning for me. (I know many of you share this very
same thought.) I don’t know if it is because I am more aware of my surroundings now, but many more of
these fascinating beauties “fly in and out of my life”!
Our precious daughter, Emily, and her sweet boyfriend Dan were taken from us forever on October 6, 2002
in a car accident. Ever since then, I have had delightful monarch butterflies of all sizes follow me
everywhere! I have seen them landing on my coneflowers in the garden, fly around the front porch (they
were not out there at first) and even land right on the top of the lamppost Two years ago, my husband and
I went to Key West and had a rental home with a swimming pool. After we had been swimming for a short
time, a dazzling monarch butterfly started circling the pool.
The best butterfly story happened this past Mother’s Day, 2005. Our family was having a double celebration
(my nephew’s birthday is around Mother’s Day) at my brother’s home. Our family is “picture-taking crazy”.
(I am so thankful for that!) So, when it was the Douglas family’s turn to get their picture (my husband Dave,
our son Josh, my nephew Chip and me) guess what landed right on my shoulder” You guessed it...a small
monarch butterfly! And it stayed there until after the picture had been taken! I know Emily is with us all the
time because she is a part of the universe now. I also know how much her family meant to her and how
much she loved each one of us in her own special way...Thank you, darling daughter for my mother’s day
gift!!



