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Foreword

The mission statement of the series on Death, Dying, and Bereavement, if it were written, might be “to provide authoritative coverage of cutting-edge developments in thanatological theory, research, and practice, with the goal of fostering more informed and compassionate engagement with death, grief, and mortality.” The topical range of the series—including serious examination of AIDS, aging, suicide, hospice care, and bereavement—testifies to the many faces of loss in human life and the necessity of understanding both its unique and universal dimensions. Accordingly, different volumes address the specific issues and concerns of particular groups, in different cultural contexts, and at different points in the life span. As a result of this multifaceted and in-depth coverage, the series explores the meanings of death in all its gritty reality, as well as in its transpersonal and transcendent aspects.

Remarkably, Dennis Klass manages to accomplish many of these same ends in the present, compact volume. In a style that is both literate and personal, he sensitively renders the anguish of bereaved parents in their quest to re-establish a world that again makes sense in the wake of unimaginable loss. One measure of his success in doing so is the extent to which readers are drawn into the prose, opening themselves to an encounter with one of the most devastating of life’s experiences—the death of one’s child. The invitational mood that permits readers to enter—if only vicariously and temporarily—the world of these parents is partly a function of Klass’s delicate tacking back and forth between moving parental accounts of their experience and impeccable scholarship. It would be tempting, in the presence of such pain, to seek facile solace in abstract religious or philosophical systems that impose a pre-established order on a disorderly experience. Yet, as both a counselor and a student of comparative religions, Klass consistently avoids this pitfall, and instead takes as his primary task the articulation of the terror and transitions of parental bereavement in terms that are offered by the survivors themselves. Klass’s concept of spirituality grows from his broad study of many religious traditions and from his insistence that spirituality can be observed in the lives of ordinary people. In this book, he shows that the task of helping bereaved parents in the spiritual journey that is the resolution of their grief deserves the best personal awareness, intellectual rigor, and clinical skill that we can offer.

The resulting volume is a rich and vivid travelogue of Klass’s twenty-year experience as a respectful and interested “fellow traveler,” accompanying these mothers and fathers in their forced exploration of a strange and largely uncharted territory.

Because of its sensitivity, subtlety, and sophistication, The Spiritual Lives of Bereaved Parents is likely to speak to a variety of readers, including grief professionals, students in death studies, and parents themselves. I hope that each of these readers will approach the book with an open mind and an open heart, and will find in it something elemental and important about the human encounter with loss.

Robert A. Neimeyer, Ph.D.

Series Editor


Preface

It always comes up when you are a professor writing a book. “What is your book about?” I’m not very good at small talk and chitchat anyway, so I never now how to field the question when it comes at a dinner party or in the lobby during intermission. “It’s about the spiritual lives of parents whose children have died.”

Sometimes my answer is deflected. “You are writing a book to help them. How nice. I’m sure they need lots of help.” Talking about the weather always seems like a good idea right then.

For most people I meet, the death of their child is both their worst fear and, they hope, a remote personal possibility. “That’s the worst thing that could happen to anybody,” they say. “I don’t think I could handle that. The people you work with must be very strong.”

“Well, no. They didn’t think they could handle it either, but they didn’t have any choice in the matter,” I say. “I’ve been working closely with bereaved parents for twenty years, and I am still amazed that they do it, and lots of them do it really well.”

By then people have usually changed the topic, or waved to a friend across the room with whom they really need to talk. But sometimes a person comes a little closer, “You know, I have a friend …” or “My brother’s child was …” or “We lost our oldest ten years ago …” or, “That must be a hard road to travel. …”

When the editor asked me who the audience for this book would be, I said, “The intelligent reader who is interested in both psychological and religious dynamics of bereavement.” It seemed to me that the real answer probably wouldn’t pass muster with the marketing department. Here’s the real answer: “It’s for the people who come closer when I tell them what I’m writing about.”

Nobody plans as their career goal to be writing about parents whose children die. When I was a graduate student in the psychology of religion at the University of Chicago, I decided that the meaning of religion in a person’s life is more interesting than organized religion. Much that goes on in churches, synagogues, mosques, and temples is about cultural values and maintaining social cohesion. If I were to study the members of Saint Somebody’s Episcopal Church, it seemed to me that I would not often see people’s lives “where the rubber meets the road.”

Then, almost out of the blue, I got an invitation to assist a self-help group for bereaved parents. I had what I wanted as a person, a place I could help. And I had what I wanted as a scholar, a population of people with a guaranteed spiritual crisis. Although they do so unwillingly when a child dies, parents begin a spiritual journey. What they find along the way seems worth sharing with others.

Let me tell you about the book, and then you can decide if you want to spend the next few hours with me. I will try to make the book interesting. I will try to be as clear as I can about some complex psychological and spiritual issues. While I cannot protect you from the pain these parent feel, I will try to balance the pain by showing you that many parents learn to channel their love for the child who died into something very special. In the end, I think that I will show you some ordinary people creating extraordinary spiritual paths. The book is about pain, but it is also about the human transformations inside the pain. By learning about their lives we learn not only about parental bereavement, but also about some modern spiritual possibilities in the face of undeniable and irrevocable loss.


The Plan of the Book

The first chapter is a general orientation to the task of learning about the spirituality of bereaved parents. It tells how I came to study bereaved parents, gives an overview of the concept of spirituality in bereaved parents as I have come to know it, and shares some ways of thinking that have helped me keep listening to bereaved parents and not be overwhelmed or shut down. As part of this orientation, I look at how we can understand a reality that is so unimaginable to us. How can we get inside their lives enough to understand? For researchers and clinicians who are interested in a more technical explanation of how I have tried to understand, there is a concluding chapter on methodology.

The second chapter develops an extended definition of spiritual life. The most significant spiritual development of humankind right now is that all the world’s religious traditions are talking to each other and are available as resources in our individual search for meaning. The definition of spirituality, then, must be adequate to encompass the many religious and spiritual traditions of humankind as well as the complexity and depth of the real lived experience of bereaved parents. Within this definition of spirituality, I show that parenting has spiritual qualities that are carried over into parental bereavement. I will explore the spirituality of parenting as it helps us to understand the journey of bereaved parents. Among bereaved parents, the continuing bond they maintain with their deceased child is an important added element to their spiritual lives. The spiritual dynamics of parental bereavement are not unique. If we can understand bereaved parents, we can better understand some other spiritual dynamics. If we understand other spiritual dynamics, we can better understand parental bereavement.

I identify three characteristics of spiritual life that we can explore as a way of describing the resolution these parents find in their grief: first, affiliating with a community that both shares their pain and facilitates the transformations within their bond with their child; second, the sense of connection with transcendent reality; and third, maintaining or revising a worldview. Those three characteristics provide the basis for the next three chapters.

Chapter Three will look at the healing community, specifically at the interactions within the self-help group. I show that grief is not merely a psychological process, it is also an interpersonal process. The resolution of grief happens in community. The complex interactions within the self-help group allow us to see the complexity of the bond with the child, both when the child was alive and now that the child is dead, and to see the significant ways in which the continuing bond with the child is interwoven within the community bond.

In Chapter Four, I look at the parents’ evolving sense of connection with transcendent reality, especially as that connection takes the form of a continuing bond with their dead child. Readers will see that, as a sense of transcendent reality develops within the deep pain of their grief, parents find solace. This chapter will explore the experience of solace as a form of spiritual connection that is under-appreciated in the contemporary world.

In Chapter Five, I explore the ways in which the parents maintain or change their worldviews, their theologies or philosophies of life, in the light of their child’s death and of the changes that have taken place in their own lives. For many North Americans, the first question of belief they ask about bereaved parents’ worldviews is, “Do you still believe in God?” We will learn that the question cannot be reduced to simple terms of belief or nonbelief. Parents test the worldview they brought to their child’s death. Some worldviews can be maintained with little change, other worldviews can be modified in ways that make the parents’ new reality make sense, and some worldviews must be abandoned and new ones constructed in their place. We will see that finding an order in the world after the death of a child is a task dependent on both finding a continuing bond with the child and on finding a community in which the death and the bond with the child can be real.

In Chapter Six I turn from describing the spiritual lives of bereaved parents to exploring how professionals can help parents along their way. People with many kinds of professional education can find ways of helping, so the chapter explores the common ground that professionals share as they try to help. Since we can never find common ground separate from the particulars of individual practice, I rely on my own experience as a professional advising a self-help group and maintaining a counseling practice.

The book concludes with a chapter that explains the research method on which it is based. I left this material out of the main body of the book because I think the question, “What do we know and how do we know it?” is of compelling interest to only a few scholars. I must admit that I am among those for whom the question is interesting, so I hope the chapter supports the book in contributing to better work in the difficult-to-research field of parental grief.


The People in the Book

The book’s setting is, for the most part, an extended study within my role as professional advisor to the local chapter of a self-help group of bereaved parents. When the chapter formed, it was affiliated with the Compassionate Friends, a national organization of bereaved parents. In 1995 and 1996, a series of policy and personal issues on the national board of the Compassionate Friends resulted in a group of former national board members leaving Compassionate Friends and forming a new national organization, Bereaved Parents of the USA. The local chapter on which the book is based dropped their membership in Compassionate Friends and affiliated with Bereaved Parents. Leaders of both national groups are now working toward reconciliation, though it is not clear now if one or two national organizations will remain. I have used Bereaved Parents as the name for the self-help group throughout the book, partly because the local chapter has now adopted the name, and partly because the new name is more descriptive. Where there are references to literature or materials from the Compassionate Friends, I have tried to note it in the text. In those parts of the book that were first published as scholarly articles that cited the earlier name, I have changed the group name to Bereaved Parents.

All the parents in this book are real. They are people who have allowed me to listen and to interact with them as they come to terms with the death of their children. Some of the quotations from parents are taken from what they have written, some are from transcripts of interviews, and some are from notes I made as soon as I could after the meeting, conversation or therapy session. I have tried to keep the individual sense of parents’ remarks, but I have made grammatical changes or inserted a few words to make the context clearer. I have changed the names in all but a few cases in which people asked that their real name or the child’s real name be used. If I tell the story in extended detail, I have changed it in some important ways in order to disguise the identity of both parent and child, but the core of the story remains as I heard it.



The Aftermath of Spiritual Storms

DOI: 10.4324/9781315803517-1

Walking along the Cape Cod shore one day, Henry David Thoreau saw a sloop from Chatham dragging for the anchors of ships that had foundered in storms.

She had her boats out at the work while she shuffled about on various tacks, and when, anything was found, drew up to hoist it on board. It is a singular employment, at which men are regularly hired and paid for their industry, to hunt to-day in pleasant weather for anchors which have been lost,—the sunken faith and hope of mariners, to which they trusted in vain.


As Thoreau watched, he thought about the aftermath of human spiritual storms.

If the roadsteads of the spiritual ocean could be thus dragged, what rusty flukes of hope deceived and parted chain-cables of faith might again be windlassed aboard! enough to sink the finder’s craft, or stock new navies to the end of time. The bottom of the sea is strewn with anchors, some deeper and some shallower, and alternately covered and uncovered by the sand.


Thoreau, however, rejected such work:

But that is not treasure for us which another man has lost; rather it is for us to seek what no other man has found or can find,—not be Chatham men, dragging for anchors. (Thoreau, 1951, pp. 160–161)


The task before us in this book might seem like a job for Chatham men. The death of a child brings a storm in the individual and in the family that tests the surest spiritual anchor. Some hold, some don’t. Some are dragged until they find better purchase. Unlike ships that break free in the storm, good only to be salvaged for their cargo and hardware, the parents in this book are condemned to continue living. Many of the people whose lives are reported in this book wished they could die, and most have, at some point, thought it would have been better if they had died rather than their child. But they go on living. When someone says, as if in admiration, “I don’t know how you do it,” bereaved parents often answer, “I don’t have a choice.”

Thoreau, of course, saw that the purpose of his life was to find a new transcendental way of being-in-the-world. Bereaved parents, like Thoreau, are seeking new meaning. I remembered the passage about the Chatham men after a mother whose teenage daughter died in a car accident spoke to my class on death and dying. To describe how her life had changed since her daughter’s death, she read a passage from Walden that her daughter had copied and tucked into a school notebook and that the mother found after the girl died.

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not when I came to die discover that I had not lived. … I wanted to live deep, and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily … as to put to rout all that was not life (1960, p. 66).


Her adolescent daughter had left behind a key for the mother to resolve her grief. If she was to make sense of her daughter’s death, and thus of her own life, she would have to rearrange her values—to be and act in a new way. The mother could hold her dead daughter close by living the life her daughter had vowed to live.

Perhaps it was good that the girl’s idealism shielded her from a part of the passage in Walden that she did not copy. Thoreau wanted

to drive life into a corner, to reduce it to its lowest terms, and if it proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime to know it by experience (1960, p.66).


The mother has learned that life can be mean in a way that her daughter perhaps knew only in the last few seconds of consciousness. The mother publishes to the world the meanness she finds in her daughter’s death. If the mother finds in her resolution of grief that life is also sublime, as I hope her daughter knew in those last seconds, the sublimity is firmly grounded in life’s meanness. The spiritual life of bereaved parents does not deny suffering, it recognizes, honors, and understands it. They do not “get over it.” As Paul Tillich taught us, new being and the courage to be emerge when we embrace, not deny, nonbeing (Tillich, 1951, 1957, 1963).

We will see in this book people who now live more deliberately and deeply, who do not take life for granted, and whose life is more fully lived. Life has driven them into a corner and reduced them to its lowest terms. Their new life is achieved only after deeply knowing life’s meanness and knowing pain that seems never to end. When, after their long journey, we meet parents living their rebuilt lives, we know they, as Thoreau suggested, have sought and found for themselves, “what no other man has found or can find.” No one else could find it because it is deeply personal and intensely connected with the one-of-a-kind bond each parent has with their child. Like Thoreau, we will treasure that.


Spiritual Anchors

This book, then, is about spiritual life in the aftermath of personal devastation. It is about how average, normal people go about reconstructing their lives when one of the foundations they thought they could trust has shifted. It is about how people reconnect with their world and with each other after a child, one of a parent’s primary attachments in the world, has been lost. It is about how people find meaning in their lives after one of their centers of meaning has been removed. In short, it is about losing, finding, or relocating spiritual anchors after the death of a child.

We will think about spirituality from the point of view of comparative religious studies. For most of human history, spirituality has been contained within particular cultural frameworks. That is, the spiritual experiences of individuals were almost completely molded and intertwined with the symbols, myths, beliefs, and rituals of their tribe or nation. If someone spoke of spiritual realities, it was about a deeper form of the accepted religion. The spiritual person was the monk or nun who gave up the common life to pursue a profounder version. Spiritual exercises were those prescribed within the tradition: prayer, fasting, meditation, pilgrimage, celibacy, vision, or whatever. Those who followed the spiritual path had a place within the community. They might be healers, or say prayers on others’ behalf. They were supported by the ruling class who built and maintained the monasteries or retreat centers.

The decades leading up to the new millennium have seen a breakdown in the boundaries between religious traditions much as they have seen a breakdown in the boundaries between the economies of the world. We now trade spiritual techniques and insights in a single world market just as we trade goods, labor, and securities across international boundaries. In Japan, while a Buddhist priest drove me through terrifying Tokyo traffic, Bobby McFerrin sang “Don’t worry. Be happy” from the car’s CD player, and the Buddhist priest sang along. Spirituality has been separated from its cultural roots. At the same time, individuals have been separated from the certainties their grandparents knew. Death, even the death of a child, has its place in traditional societies. But children’s deaths do not seem to make sense in the consumer culture of the international marketplace. Parents are on their own as they try to anchor their lives.

This book shows that parents do figure it out, do find ways of connecting to transcendent reality, do make a community for themselves where none exists for them in the larger society. They do anchor their lives. The spiritual realities that we see in the resolution of parental bereavement are universal. They transcend any particular religious belief, myth, symbol, or ritual. As I describe the parents’ journeys, therefore, I will do so using terms that can apply to many of the world’s religious traditions.

A good way to begin thinking about spiritual life, either our own or that of someone else, is to look at those moments when we feel most deeply connected to our world, when we feel least isolated inside our usual ego boundaries. We feel a part of something larger than ourselves, and the rest of the world makes sense.

One part of the connection is a direct interaction with the most elemental reality in the world. We can call it God, so long as we remember along with St. Anselm, that God is a being greater than can be conceived. We are in touch with the Mystery, not a mystery that needs to be solved, but a Mystery in which we feel at home. When Catholics go to the communion rail, the bread that they eat is the body of God become human that now becomes part of the communicant’s body. When Taoists cast the I Ching to discern the proper behavior for the present moment, they are aligning themselves with the flow of yin and yang as it is now. As pilgrim Muslims enter the holy city they cry out, “I am here, Oh God. What is thy command?” In their meditation, Zen Buddhists turn off the “monkey mind” of everyday thinking and find instead the Void, the emptiness that is true reality. God is, Muslims say, as close as our jugular veins. Relax, say the Hindus, Brahman is already apparent in the multiplicity of the illusory world. Let go, say the Christians, grace has already been given.

We anchor ourselves as we trust the Mystery because the reality we know in the Mystery provides strength and meaning in our world. In Brown’s Chapel in Selma, Alabama during the Freedom Movement, people who were turning the world up-side-down by simply asserting their rights as human beings in the face segregationalist violence sang “Before I’ll be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave, and go home to my Lord and be free.” The alcoholic trusts in the “Higher Power” when human power is ineffective in recovering from addiction.

Within our connection with the Mystery, we know, however vaguely, that the world makes sense, that our world is meaningful, that what we do has larger purpose. The opposite is nonsense, nonmeaning. People marching out of Brown’s Chapel might face police dogs, beatings, or fire hoses, but they could do it because what they were doing made sense. They sang, “We are not afraid, for we shall overcome today.” The simple act of walking down the sidewalk was transformed into a claim to human dignity. The alcoholic with the shakes, staring at the bottle, knows what it would mean to take the drink and what it would mean not to.

When a child is born, the parent gains a new connection to God. No matter how scientifically we might now understand human reproduction, the baby feels like a new creation. Once there was one, then in the sexual union there were two, and at the birth there are three. The world makes sense in a new way. As a father or as a mother, I am now responsible for nurturing and guiding this new life. My job may not mean much, but at least it puts food on the table for the kids. The world may be going to hell in a hand basket, but, if we are to clean up the environment and try to build a more peaceful global community, we do it for future generations, for our children.

But what happens when the Mystery we trusted fails us? When the world is no longer an orderly place, when our spiritual anchor looks as if it might not hold, or worse, when we feel the snap and know we are adrift and out of control? That is the story I have to tell.

Part of the story that has not been told often is that a significant portion of a bereaved parent’s spiritual life revolves around developing and learning to live with a continuing bond with a dead child. The bond with the dead child is, for most of the parents in this book, a new way in which they experience transcendent reality, a new way to experience God. We will see many parents who experience their child’s presence as a spiritual force that guides their lives. The sense of the child’s presence, as we will see, can be gained by many means and be incorporated into the individual life and into the parents’ communities in a wide variety of ways. We will see that for most of the bereaved parents in this book, the child functions in their lives as saints, angels, and boddhisattvas function in several religious traditions, as intermediaries between the sacred and profane worlds, between the land of the immortals and the land of the living. Thus, we will see that, just as the birth of their child gave the parents new spiritual connections, in the resolution of their grief, parents find those spiritual connections extended.

The fact that we find growth and new spirituality in the resolution of parents’ grief does not make the death a good thing. Those of us who are not bereaved parents do not want to know how bad it really is. We find ways of telling ourselves that they can take it because they are strong, or that some compensating factor (they can have other children, or their child is fine in heaven) makes the death okay. Well, it doesn’t. I have met many parents who have used their pain as an occasion to grow to be better people, who have seen their families and marriages mature in ways they could not have predicted. But when I have asked them, all have said that they would trade all the growth and all the gains if only they could have their child back. The spiritual connections and spiritual life parents find after the death of a child includes the deep pain of knowing that the child is dead and the abiding realization that dead means a long time gone.


Book's Setting

What I report about bereaved parents in this book comes from two settings, one far more important than the other. I have learned most of what I know from my association with a self-help group of bereaved parents. I have confirmed what I learned there and have understood some individual lives at greater depth in my psychological counseling practice that has always included a number of bereaved parents. Throughout the description I rely on the interactions within the self-help group to provide the conceptual framework, and I use case material from my practice to set what I have learned into a wider frame of parents’ personal and family histories. A more detailed discussion of how I have used what I learned in these settings is found in Chapter Seven, which is devoted to methodological issues.

I have been fortunate that beginning in 1979, a local chapter of the Bereaved Parents, a self-help group, has allowed me to be part of their process. Chapter Seven is a scholarly description of my research, but the process has been a very human one, so it seems to me that telling the personal story first is a truer introduction. It began rather simply. Margaret Gerner, whose six-year-old son Arthur had been killed nine years earlier, said that she intended to start a St. Louis chapter. She asked me if I would like to help. I said yes, probably for a lot of reasons to which I had not given much thought. I did not know it then, but it turned out to have been a decision that has opened many paths. So I began a relationship with the group. They assigned me the title “professional advisor.” The role has evolved over time as the group has developed wisdom and a body of practical knowledge passed from one generation of members and leaders to the next, and as the group has expanded by adding meetings in different parts of the metropolitan area. Early on, my focus was largely learning with the parents how to be part of a self-help group of bereaved parents. Later, my role was to assist in developing a governance structure of a large multimeeting chapter. For five years, I attended one or two meetings a month and met often with the leaders. Now, I am an exofficio member of the Advisory Committee, a group made up of parents whose grief is reasonably well resolved, and most of whom are former meeting facilitators. One of the Advisory Committee members and I lead a bimonthly or quarterly Meeting Effectiveness Workshop for the meeting facilitators and the core members of each of the meetings. My role in the group remains a valuable part of my self-identity. I feel good being part of something good.

Nine parents attended the first meeting on a very cold December night. They knew nothing about each other except that each had had a child who died and that they were in deep pain. So we went around the room and everyone told their story, which turned out to be not just the story of their grief, but also the story of their child. They wanted to say their child’s name. They wanted the others to know who their child had been. They wanted to show pictures of their child. They wanted to tell about how their family and friends often could not understand. Then some people raised practical problems with which they were having trouble. “What have you done with your child’s things?” “Christmas is coming, and I don’t know how to make it through without him.” And others shared what they had done. By the end of the evening, they had bonded in a special way. I knew then that the bond was complex, but it took me several years to get inside the complexity enough to put it into words.

I felt like an outsider. I still feel like an outsider, though with time, I have been accepted enough so that I feel like an adopted member of the family. Maybe I have just been around so long that I am “old shoe.” As I reflect back, the moment they let me in, or maybe it was the moment I let them in, was a night they shared pictures of their children. Photographs were passed around—a boy in his scout uniform on his way to camp, a baby in the family’s baptismal dress. Stories were told about the child, about the occasion when the picture was taken, and about how the picture captured an aspect of the child that was special. At the end of the meeting, as happened in those early days, I was asked to say a few words to sum up the meeting. I usually used the minute or so to pull back and reflect on the group processes or to find a theme which I had seen in the discussion. But I had no words that could explain a group of people sitting around for an hour and a half with obvious enjoyment looking at pictures of each other’s dead children. So I just said what I felt, “Well, now we know there are a lot of good-looking kids in heaven.” I now know that, by getting acquainted with the children and sharing the joy the children brought, I could also share the pain. In other words, as I got in touch with their children, I got in touch with the parents, and they felt I could be trusted. It would take me a long time to put words to the profundity of that bond. Maybe in some ways this book represents my hope that I can now explain what was happening that night.

The first meetings were overwhelming. More people came each month and each brought their pain. Each person struggled with inner conflicts that seemed to defy resolution. It would have been easy for me to fall into helplessness because I knew I had nothing to give them that would take the pain away. I often wanted to say the magic word, but never knew what word that might be. Still, the group grew and we soon had 25 people, then almost 50. We started a second meeting in another part of the city, and we kept growing. Now we have five meetings in different parts of the metropolitan area. Not everyone came back for another meeting, but many returned month after month. They were finding something there. During the third meeting, after a pause in the discussion, one woman looked at another and said, “You know, something you said last month really helped me.” She then went on to say how. I needed that. If I could not help them, at least I could trust that they could help each other.

The pain was overwhelming and, I learned to understand, would never go away. Parental bereavement is a permanent condition. A reporter in my university’s newspaper once wrote that a “former graduate” would speak the next week. I wanted to attend the lecture because I had never seen a “former graduate” before and I thought I should see such a thing. Had the school taken back the diploma? There are former wives, former husbands, former employers and employees, former neighbors, and even former lives. But I have never heard anyone refer to their former parent, and bereaved parents do not say that they have a former child. The pain does not go away because the bond with the child does not go away. That does not mean it remains as sharp and constant as it feels the first few years. As time went on, I saw that parts of the pain can be transformed within the healing. The pain and the bond with their child remained with them, and within their pain and bond their lives took on new meanings, not in spite of their sorrow, but within it. Psychiatrist Oliver Sachs says, “Nearly all my patients, so it seems to me, whatever their problems, reach out to life—not only despite their conditions, but often because of them, and even with their aid” (1995, p. xviii).

After it was clear that this group process worked, it was still overwhelming, but in a more positive way. The death of a child is awful and the processes in which parents resolve their grief are awesome. I felt the same in Glacier Bay, Alaska, near the place John Muir had come to, to figure out how the Yosemite Valley had been formed. Landscape is being created there as glaciers advance and retreat over a place where one tectonic plate slides beneath another. It was, Muir knew as he looked at the place, fire and ice and time. The rock is created in volcanic eruptions and from the sediment of ancient sea floors. The glacier carves valleys in the solid rock. And after the glacier melts, the land springs up, rising several feet in the next century, because the ice’s weight had compressed the land and, when released of the load, the land seems to breath deeply, spread its shoulders, and come erect. And then come the lichen and moss, and then the bushes, and then the trees. The realities in parental bereavement are the primal forces—fire, ice, and time—forming the human landscape: they are birth and death, love and destruction, bonding and losing, individual solitude and community membership, devastation in grief and triumph in remaking a life. Sometimes it still takes my breath away.

For the parents in this book, the resolution of grief after the death of a child is a spiritual journey, not just a psychological process. The parents’ anchors in life—their sense of connection with transcendent reality, the myths and symbols by which they make sense of their world, and the community in which their lives are embedded—must be rearranged to include the fact that a child, their child, has died. I have taken it as my task to describe their spiritual journey, to say as best I can what they have found along the way about themselves, about grief, and about life.

Most books on spiritual life are about the author’s spirituality, or what the author thinks the reader should believe or do to improve the reader’s spiritual life, or about a person, usually long dead, whose life can be a spiritual exemplar for others. This book is about my life only to the extent my life has become interwoven with those I try to describe. I do not presume to say how the spiritual life should be lived, nor do I think I have any universal truth about the cosmos which can guide us all. But I think I can say how these people have lived their spiritual lives in the face of the potential absurdity and meaninglessness of their children’s deaths. The parents in this book would, I am sure, not be comfortable being held up as exemplary lives. I hope I present them as human as they feel themselves to be. They say at the beginning that they are just making it one day, or even one hour at a time, and experienced members tell new members, “You never get over it.” Their children have died, as any of our children could. They are like us except that fate has found them in a special and terrible way. If we who are not bereaved parents can begin to understand their journey, we might learn to be more helpful to them along their way. In Chapter Six, I will speak more directly about how we can help, but if we are to help, we must first learn by walking with them. Helping the healing begins with recognizing the pain. As we walk with them, we might discover that bereaved parents can also help us. We might be less afraid to face our own journeys after we have learned how they have found their way on the road that seems so much harder than our own.

For me, the joy is that the parents in this book are a seemingly random sample of the community. They are just ordinary people, but their children have died. There are few predisposing factors to having a child die. It happens in functional and dysfunctional families, in rich neighborhoods and in poor, to individuals whose lives have heretofore been easy and to individuals whose lives are already heavily burdened. And all in their own way find new anchors. They rebuild their lives with care and kindness. Their lives seem to me to be, like the birth of a child or of Yosemite Valley, another miracle of creation. I have found hope in knowing those who are constructing new anchors in their lives. “All life is suffering,” says Buddhism’s first noble truth. All of us suffer, though not as bereaved parents do. If they can do it in their grief at the death of their child, so can we in whatever pains we find in our own lives.

Perhaps all who set out on a spiritual quest do so of necessity. Surely a theme echoing through the spiritual literature of all religions is that the spiritual journey begins with a call that must be answered. But the journey of bereaved parents, while grounded in their inner reality, is occasioned by an undeniable objective truth that, though it could happen to any of us, it has happened to them. Only other bereaved parents can really know the pain, and so know the meaning of the journey. The rest of us can merely try to understand as best we can. This book is an effort to get inside their lives enough to observe and, perhaps, to learn to help the healing.

There is a way this book can be misused. Every description can become a prescription, and every spiritual revelation can become a stifling orthodoxy. This book describes one path that the spiritual journey through grief may take, the path offered within Bereaved Parents. It seemed to me that it was like the path taken by many bereaved parents who came for counseling. The population I have observed is self-selected and may not be representative of bereaved parents in general. It is true that a great deal of what I have observed is supported by research on bereaved parents, but many studies of bereaved parents have found their subjects in self-help groups because it is the one place bereaved parents gather and identify themselves. Clearly there are other paths through the valley of the shadow of death. Some of those other paths are used within the families of those who attend Bereaved Parents. When one parent attends and reports that his or her spouse does not like to come to the meetings or when some family members quickly seek counseling while other family members come reluctantly or not at all, the nonattending spouse or reluctant family members may be using different dynamics by which to reach resolution. It would be a shame if the dynamics of the resolution of parental grief that I have described were to be made part of the musts and shoulds of any grief intervention program that claims to provide help based on what we have seen with these parents in these settings. The spirit blows where it will and we may appreciate and participate in its works even as we know we cannot control it.


Some Thoughts for the Reader

This book is short. I think it should be because coming into close contact with bereaved parents is very difficult for those whose children have not died. I do not want to overwhelm readers. I have tried to write in a style that both opens the reader to the parent’s lives and allows the reader to keep enough distance that they can hear the story to its end. When I talk to outsiders who have attended a Bereaved Parents meeting, they often tell me that after a while they just shut down because they could no longer deal with what they were hearing. I think a long book would put off readers before they begin, and would run more of a risk that readers will find themselves shut down or will set the book aside and find reasons for not picking it up again. The best advice I can give readers who are not bereaved parents is what I have had to learn in order to stay so close all these years.

First, yes, it does really hurt as bad as they say.

Second, there is nothing we can do to make it better. We are as helpless as the parents to change the world back to the way it was before the child died. When we accept our own powerlessness, however, it turns out that we can help. When we accept their painful reality, then we can help by not saying stupid things that only make the parent feel more estranged. Comments that seem so insensitive to bereaved parents come from our own discomfort. More importantly, when we accept that the pain is irreparable, then we are ready, if we want to, to be there in the pain with the parent. We can be part of the healing community by sharing in the pain, by allowing ourselves to grieve over the dead child, by remembering the child and allowing the child to be part of our lives as the child remains part of the parent’s life. In other words, we live in a paradox. When we realize there is nothing we can do to take away the parents’ pain, then we can do something to be part of their healing.

Third, we can trust the parents, and we can trust a community that opens itself to resolution and change. The human organism is resilient. We have been coming to terms with the death of our children since we began as a species. The resolution of parental bereavement seems hard wired into our psyche and into our community. It takes time, but in a nurturant environment, parents do grow toward a positive resolution of their grief. We can trust that. One of the early comforts newly bereaved parents find in the self-help group is that they see others who were like themselves only a year or so earlier. “I liked that I saw people laughing,” said one parent. “I didn’t think I would ever be able to do that again, and then I thought maybe I would.” It helps those of us who are not bereaved parents to look ahead, not just to look at our own fears for our children, not just to look at the devastation of the first year or so after a child dies. We can be there better for parents who are newly bereaved after we have gotten to know some parents four or five years after the death, parents who have not “gotten over it,” but who have grown in the ways I hope the book describes.

If we who are not bereaved parents let ourselves realize the pain, accept that we are powerless to take away the pain, and trust the resilient capacity of individuals and healthy communities, we can be awed by the pain, and we can also be awed by the healing. In Chapter Six I will speak directly to professionals who are not bereaved parents. I hope professionals will read the descriptive chapters rather closely because the chapter written for them will simply draw out the implications for professional practice. If, however, the description seems too thick, professionals might want to read their chapter first and then look through the earlier chapters to find parts that seem relevant to them.

I hope bereaved parents who read this book will hear in it the voice of a friend. I believe what other bereaved parents have told me: that no one can really understand but other bereaved parents. I have tried to listen and to say what I have heard. I have tried to put the spiritual journey after a child dies into a wider context. It seems to me that the road parents travel after the death of a child is like the spiritual road other people travel, both in their grief and in the other suffering life brings. I think bereaved parents have some lessons for the wider society and I hope this book will be a vehicle by which those lessons can be transmitted. I hope the book helps bereaved parents put their experience in some perspective. If reading the book allows bereaved parents vicariously to be members of the healing community from which the book grew, it might be helpful, but the book grew from rich, intense, and very human interactions. I hope the book helps, but bereaved parents will probably benefit more from finding or creating a place where they can have those interactions face to face.

A special word is in order for readers who are bereaved parents new in their grief, or who have put off working toward some kind of resolution. The first message of the book is that you are not alone. It may feel as if you are crazy, but you are not. You are a bereaved parent. A lot of bereaved parents feel crazy a lot of the time, especially if they live in a community that does not acknowledge how bad and how long it hurts, or if they live in a community that wants to forget their child. The second message of the book is that you will never get over your grief, but the pain will not stay the same. Your life will never be as it was before, but it will not stay as it is now. “This is what it is all about,” says one bereaved mother in the book. “It is one person stepping back into the darkness to help the next one through.” If, in the darkness of your early grief, this book can be the means by which some people can step back in and help you through, that is probably as much as you can expect from this book. I hope the book does that for you. If the book gives you an inkling of the spiritual path available in a well-run self-help group, you might want to try a meeting near you. Maybe in a few years you can come back and read the book again to get a little perspective on where you have been.


Conclusion

I hope that by both looking at the shared experience of bereaved parents and looking at the complex history and experience of individuals I can adequately describe their journey. I hope that through these lives we can see ways by which we can help them along their way. The success of the attempt is, of course, not an objective question, but is intersubjective. If bereaved parents find their lives adequately reflected here, then I have been successful. I have tried to open myself to the lives of these parents. It is often painful, but in the end very rewarding because it shows the possibilities of the human spirit. I hope the book helps readers who are not bereaved parents to open themselves to the pain as well as to the triumph, and that by seeing a spiritual life that includes the deepest kind of human suffering, they will see one of the further possibilities of the human spirit.

We are not Chatham men dragging for anchors. We are the witnesses of survivors taking their bearings after the storm, assessing the damage to their stores, repairing their boats, putting down new moorings, charting the shoreline, and making forays inland to survey the resources available in this strange land. If we learn something of how they do it, perhaps we can learn something of what they have found.



The Spiritual Aspects of Parents' Grief
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It is difficult to define “spiritual,” because the word often refers to experiences and realities that are beyond words. But we know when a moment is sacred, when a relationship has meaning beyond the present, and when our actions have moral consequences beyond their immediate effect. Even if our spiritual life is beyond words, it remains in our awareness. In this first part of the chapter, I will try to outline a definition of spirituality taken from many of the world’s spiritual traditions. In the second part of the chapter, I will define spirituality more particularly as we understand it in the journey parents make after the death of their child. In the final part of the chapter, I will discuss a unique aspect of spirituality among bereaved parents, their continuing bond with their deceased children. I will show how that continuing bond is an expression of spiritual dynamics found in most of the world’s religious traditions.

As we define, we need to be careful that we do not confuse knowing about with knowing. A definition is not the reality it defines because to define is to talk about. We may be able, for example, to define love, but that is not the same as knowing what it is to love or to be loved. We may be able to define a cow, but the definition does not help us get the cow to come into the milking stall. A farmer, on the other hand, can know cows very well without any abstract definitions. Some Eastern spiritual traditions say that ideas and definitions are like fingers pointing to the moon. The finger is a good guide, but once we have seen the moon we should stop focusing on the finger. The spiritual life is known in its living. Parents whose lives I have followed know. I hope that this can be like the finger pointing to the lives on which I report. If it helps us see the realities in those lives more clearly, that is enough.

Some readers may find this chapter rather abstract, especially if they have limited background in the world’s spiritual traditions or limited exposure to scholarship in comparative religions. I will try to make some hard concepts accessible by giving examples from our everyday life and by giving some quotes from the traditions that say things as clearly as possible. If the concepts seem difficult, I hope you will pause and try to understand, because, as we try to understand their lives, parents whose children have died deserve the very best scholarship available.

If you do get bogged down in this chapter, stop reading it and go on to the next chapter that moves closer to the parents’ lives. Then, having read the chapter on community, the chapter on solace, and the chapter on worldview, you might want to come back to this chapter and see if these themes from the world’s spiritual traditions seem clearer after you have seen them played out in the lives of bereaved parents.


The Nature of the Spiritual

It has become common in the last decade to differentiate spiritual from religious. In a pluralistic and individualistic world, the distinction probably represents a protest against the particularity of most religions and a longing for a more universal set of myths and symbols. The distinction also represents the modern split between personal experience and social forms. In modernity, the spiritual is mostly known in transitory present moments, while religion, rooted in the past, endures in social structures which take on a life of their own. But religion and spirituality cannot be fully separated in the individual’s experience or in the study of spirituality. For one thing, the reality known in spiritual moments is usually perceived using symbols handed down through religious traditions even though the individual may not be conscious of the history of the symbols. For another, the reality known in spiritual moments is maintained over time by symbols, rituals, and affiliations which have a religious character.

Religious belief systems have the job of giving voice to the seemingly ineffable hints provided by various religious experiences, so that religion can emerge out of the isolation of its interiority and become a full and important component of the public sphere (Barnard, 1997, p. 96).


Spirituality and religion are in a constant interchange. Alone each becomes sterile. When religious forms are taken too literally, they can become rigid and thus suffocate the spirit. But spiritual experiences without religious ideas, myths, or rituals tend to evaporate. One ancient sage put it this way: 

If the practitioners discard their various practices and seek to dwell only in that without form, they will not succeed. On the other hand, neither will they succeed if they cling to their practices, seeking to dwell in that which has form (The Commentary on the Dainichikyō, quoted in Yamasaki, 1988, p. 109).



Is Spirit Something or Somewhere?

The concept of spirit, like the concept of mind, raises the simple question: Is it real? We can ask if a spirit is a thing like other things, just as we can ask if an idea is a thing like other things. We commonly think in spatial terms about spirituality. So, for example, if we say the spirit is eternal, many people think of eternity as a pile of hours or days. When the pile gets so high it cannot be counted, then it is eternity. The concept of eternity as a pile takes the form of words when people make a stack of evers, as in “forever and ever and ever.” More often we think of the spirit as like a place with geographic reality. In Western medieval thought, for example, human reason could arrive at limited ideas about God (Natural Theology), but only God could supply the fuller understanding (Revealed Theology). For generations teachers at the chalkboard diagramed a triangle with a line half way up. Above the line was Revealed Theology and below was Natural Theology. The spatially-represented theological division was also the popular division of the spiritual and the mundane; the spirit was up, humans were down. When somebody died, the spirit went up, the body stayed down. God was up in heaven, the devil down in hell. Our good impulses came from head and heart in the upper part of our body, and bad impulses came from further down. So, whether it was in the doctrine of revelation, in answers to what happens to us after we die, or in adolescent struggles with sexuality, spirituality had a concrete character in that it could be located.

The idea that the spirit is a thing like other things or a place like other places is a simple concept that is easy to teach because it fits the young child’s concrete, operational cognitive level.
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