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Perhaps it seems strange for you to think about grief as po-
tentially healing. Most people experience grief as a dev-
astating blow to an otherwise organized life full of hopes 

and dreams. However, like most things in life, there is more than 
one way to look at grief and its effect on our lives. I would like 
to suggest that grief has a way of bringing healing rather than 
devastation to our lives.

Before I go any further, I want to acknowledge that you, as a 
grieving person, didn’t ask for this change. It wasn’t something 
you wanted, and probably wasn’t something for which you were 
very well prepared. If this is the first time someone close to you 
has died, then you don’t have any past experience to draw from.   

Having said that, your response to what has happened to you is 
what will make the difference for your future. You can allow this 
death and the grief you experience to devastate your life or you 
may allow this event to be one of the most significant learning 
and growing experiences you have known. 

Now, I would like to talk about healing in four dimensions of 
our life:                         

• Relationships

• Self-image

• Spirituality 

• Our view of life

Healing of Relationships

A death in the family almost always changes the dynamics of a fami-
ly or group of friends. Recently a woman said to me, “This past week-
end my three children and I spent the weekend together. It is the 
first time in years this has happened. I realized that our relationship 
is different now that my husband is dead.” For her, it was a positive 
experience. Of course she would rather have her husband back, but 
it wasn’t to be. A new relationship with her children was developing.



In my counselling, I have seen family dynamics change for the 
better and for the worse after the death of a family member. Most 
often, the one who has died contributes to the harmonious way in 
which the family functions. However, it is also true that at times 
the one who has died is responsible for tension in the family.

 Many families have skeletons in the closet. You know what they 
are: the alcoholic aunt or the grandfather who was a bootlegger. 
These skeletons cause fractured or broken relationships. When 
a family is willing to openly discuss the skeletons, then tensions 
can be relieved and relationships healed.   

One of the greatest hindrances to healing relationships is the in-
ability to forgive others. Grudges and misunderstandings often go 
on for years. In fact, sometimes people forget what the problem 
is, it is so long since it happened. Grudges are passed on from 
generation to generation in families. Children are often taught to 
dislike family members for something that happened before they 
were born!

Forgiveness is a very important aspect of healing. My bishop used 
to say, “Leave it where Jesus flung it!” In other words, if God can 
forgive, then so should we. It is important to let the past go and 
move on to new things. This is a new era for the family and has 
the potential of being a new beginning.    

Healing of Self-Image

When we speak of the healing of our self-image, we are talking 
about changing the way we look at ourselves. Who am I? What 
do I want to do? What is possible? What is holding me back? 
What will help me move on? 

When someone close to us dies, we either consciously or sub-
consciously ask these questions. I think it is helpful to ask them 
deliberately.  

In healing your own self-image it helps to understand what it is 
that has made you the person you are. What gifts have you been 
given by your family, your friends or your spouse? Having an hon-
est understanding of your own potential is important when we 
talk about healing our self-image.

Our self-image is often marred by how we amplify our limitations, 
by some of the mistakes we may have made and by limitations im-
posed on us by our family, society or church. One way to begin 
healing this negative perception of yourself is to sit down and list 
your abilities and gifts. You may be surprised at how long the list is.

In the previous section, I talked about forgiveness. It is equal-
ly important to forgive ourselves. We are hard on ourselves for 
things we did or didn’t do, for things we did or didn’t say, or for 
the weaknesses we think we have. The death of your loved one is 
a turning point in your life. Let all of the past that may be hinder-
ing you go and allow yourself to be free to reinvent your life. 

Healing your self-image is about moving from limitations to pos-
sibilities. As the dark clouds of your grief begin to recede, you will 
have days of sunshine and brightness that allow you to see to the 
future and renew your vision of what is possible for you.
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Healing Your Spiritual Life

Talk about “spirituality” can be vague at best. A Jesuit priest at a 
workshop I attended gave this definition of spirituality. “Spiritual-
ity has to do with the relationship between a human being and 
God (however God is understood) in real-life situations. Spiritual-
ity is understood to be in motion: changing, growing, developing.” 
This definition allows for a freedom that true spirituality brings.

For me a healthy spirituality is one that is growing and chang-
ing. Every experience of life leads us to a new understanding of 
the spiritual aspect of our life. At times you may have difficulty 
putting it into words. Perhaps you just stand in awe at what has 
happened to you and what is happening to you. Don’t be afraid 
to question your unquestioned belief system.

This is a huge subject, but let me try to elaborate a little. Our 
spirituality is often hindered by our culture. Think about it with 
me if you will. Most of us begin our spiritual journey with our 
parents in our parents’ church. Even people who have long 
since stopped going to church turn to their “family church” for 
weddings, funerals, etc. Our spirituality is often formed in these 
communities and is moulded by the music, language and ritual 
of our church. When people stop attending church they often 
don’t take the time to develop new language or symbols for their 
evolving spirituality. It is at this place that people find them-
selves in a spiritual desert thinking themselves abandoned by 
God and not worthy of God’s favour.

This leads me to the next point. Our spirituality is often hin-
dered by how we understand God. Many of us are raised to think 
of God as a celestial bully who watches for us to step out of line 
and then punish us. People often say to me, “I don’t know why 
God has done this to me!” Personally, I believe that is a mis-
guided understanding of God. You can no more thrive spiritually 
with that kind of God in your life than a child can thrive with 
an abusive parent.

Finally, our spirituality is affected by our own inability to have 
faith. I don’t mean the faith of your parents or your church, I 
mean your own faith. It is about taking risks. It is about mov-
ing in a direction in your life that you have a gut feeling is the 
right way to go, but are scared to death about going there. That 
is how many people who are bereaved really feel. They think 
God will lead them, when in actual fact, God has equipped us 
to go. You and I are equipped to take this journey and to move 
on to something new. When Abraham, who was the founder of 
the Jewish nation, left home to make a new life, we are told, “By 
faith, Abraham went out, not knowing where he was going.” 

In a very real way, you as a bereaved person are called to go out 
not knowing where you are going. Perhaps this is the time for the 
big spiritual adventure of your life.

Healing Your View of Life

When Bill Clinton, former president of the U.S., was asked 
about how tragedy affected his life, he responded this way: “I had 
this very idealized image of my father, which is another big part 
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of my life. You know, that I lived with this notion that my father, 
who died before I was born, had been deprived of his full measure 
of years. And I had to have a big life; I had to have an important 
life because I was almost living for both of us.” Even though Bill 
Clinton didn’t know his father, the death of his father had a pro-
found influence on him and affected how he lived his life.

My own father died when he was 40 years old. I was 14. At the con-
clusion of his funeral, I was so impressed with how good the funeral 
directors had been, I decided to become a funeral director. The rest 
is history. My father’s death was the main factor that would deter-
mine my life’s work. Now that I am over 60, I appreciate every day. 
I savour life. When I hear people complain about getting older, I 
smile because in our family it is a privilege to get older.

Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote this in his book, When Bad Things 
Happen to Good People: “I believe that it is not dying that people 
are afraid of. Something else, something more unsettling and more 
tragic than dying frightens us. We are afraid of never having lived, 
of coming to the end of our days with the sense that we were never 
really alive, that we never figured out what life was for.”  

Recently a woman whose husband died within the last year said, 
“It is time for me to move on.   If I were the one who was dead, 

I would be telling my husband to move on with his life. That is 
what he would tell me, I know. I’m moving on with my life. I still 
have things to do.” 

I think that is a very healthy place to arrive at. This is about heal-
ing your view of life. She had a good marriage. They had their 
plans and their hopes. Unfortunately they were not to be. But 
there are new plans and hopes for the part of her life that remains. 
It is a new way of looking at life and at what has brought her to 
this point.  

I know that there are people who are reading this who are at vari-
ous stages in their journey through grief. Don’t be discouraged if 
this article seems overwhelming to you. Be patient with yourself 
and the process. Give yourself time to come to this place, one day 
at a time, one bit of growing and healing at a time.

If you have been bereaved for some time and are wondering how 
to move on, I hope this will be a help to you. Don’t let anything 
or anyone hold you back. Move on and let your new life pay trib-
ute to the one you loved who has died.

John Kennedy Saynor is the founder of Genesis Bereavement Resources. 
He may be reached through his website: www.genesis-resources.com.
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