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Helping Yourself Heal  
During the Holiday Season 

Adapted from an article by By Alan D. Wolfelt, Ph.D 

Holidays are often difficult for anyone who has experienced the death of someone loved.  

      Love Does Not End With Death 
Since love does not end with death, holidays may result in a renewed sense of personal grief– a 
feeling of loss unlike that experienced in the routine of daily living. Society           encourages 
you to join in the holiday spirit, but all around you the sounds, sights and smells trigger 
memories of the one you love who has died. 

No simple guidelines exist that will take away the hurt you are feeling. We hope,              
however, the following suggestions will help you better cope with your grief during this joyful, yet 
painful, time of the year. As you read through this article, remember that by being tolerant and 

compassionate with yourself, you will continue to heal.  
Talk About Your Grief 

Don’t be afraid to express your feelings of grief. Ignoring your grief won’t make the pain go 
away, and talking about it openly often makes you feel better. Find caring friends and relatives 

who will listen – without judging you. They will help you feel understood. 
Eliminate Unnecessary Stress 

Your grief may already have you feeling stress. So, don’t overextend yourself. Avoid isolating 
yourself, but be sure to recognize the need to have special time for yourself. Realize also that 
‘keeping busy” won’t distract you from your grief, but may actually       increase and postpone 

the need to talk out thoughts and feelings related to your grief. 
Be With Supportive, Comforting People 

Identify friends and relatives who understand that the holiday season can increase your sense 
of loss and who will allow you to talk openly about your feelings. Find those people who 

encourage you to be yourself and accept your feelings — both happy and sad. 
Talk About the Person Who Has Died 

Include the person’s name in your holiday conversation. If you are able to talk candidly, other 
people are more likely to recognize your need to remember that special person who was … and 

still is an important part of your life. 
Do What is Right for You During the Holidays 

Well-meaning friends and family often try to prescribe what is good for you during                    
the holidays. Instead of going along with their plans, focus on what you want to do.  Discuss 

your wishes with a caring, trusted friend. Talking about these wishes will help you clarify what it 
is you want to do during the holidays. As you become aware of your needs, share them with 

your friends and family.   
Embrace Your Treasure of Memories 

Memories are one of the best legacies that exist after the death of someone loved. And holidays 
always make you think about times past. Instead of ignoring these memories, share them.  

Memories that were made in love…… no one can ever take them away from you.  



As you approach the holidays, remember: grief is both a necessity and a privilege. It comes as a 
result of giving and receiving love. Don’t let anyone take your grief away. 

Love yourself. Be patient with yourself. And allow yourself to be surrounded by loving, caring 
people. 

When the time comes for lighting festive candles… 
Let them remind you 

Not only of  what you lost… but also of  what you had. 

Family Holiday Plans   
by Rabbi Earl A. Grollman 

Dread, fear, anxiety...do these words describe the nervous anticipation that has 
replaced a holiday so bright and joyful? How to survive a festival that so                   

dramatically validates a loved one’s loss?  
You need preparation for the emotional anticipation as well as for the details of the day. 
Demonstrate consideration for individual needs as you affirm each person’s importance 

in the family. 
Perhaps begin with a clear statement of purpose: “Thanksgiving/Christmas, Chanukah 

is  coming, and I know how hard it must be for each of us.” Talk about how you 
celebrated in the past. “What do you most remember about this day? What would you 
like to do this year? Who do you want to be with us? Is there something special you 

may want to do to remember our loved one?”  
Once everyone’s anxieties, apprehensions and needs are in the open, tell close friends 

how you plan to approach the holiday and the roles they might play. 
Of course, share thoughts on what the holiday meant to your loved one who died. But 
be aware of “You ought to do it this way because that is how he did it.” Leave the word 

“ought” out of the holidays.  
Do only what you are comfortable doing, and be especially kind, gentle and patient 

during this difficult period. Consider another family     meeting shortly after the holiday. 
Continued attention to each family member’s own needs and feelings will enhance a 
sense of security and importance. “Are there some traditions that were missed this 
year?” “Are there some that should be discontinued?” “How might we handle things 

differently in the future?”  
  

Growth and change now go hand in hand. 

You Do Have Holiday Options 
Adapted from Transitions, Grief Support Services, Des Moines Iowa 

By Mary Ballard 
No matter what time of the year death occurs, people soon envision that first Chanukah, 

Christmas or New Year without their loved one. The cluster of holidays are the most feared 
events in the first year following a loss. 

It may be difficult to incorporate new and different options to assist you through the  holidays, 
but the following list is presented for your consideration. 

GREETING CARDS 
Enclose a duplicated note explaining the death to those with whom you correspond             only 



once a year. 
It is perfectly understandable to send no cards this year or send only a “Thank-you for being my 

friend” message to those who have given you special care and support. 
DECORATIONS 

Simplicity may be the key to your decorating this holiday season. 
Use a table top tree, a ceramic tree, a large plant with mini lights, or a small artificial tree. 

Purchase a potted evergreen to be planted later in the year. 
Purchase a wreath for your holiday table and, depending on your faith, place a menorah or 

advent candles inside the wreath. 
GIFTS 

Make it easy for yourself! Shop by catalog, the internet or give gift certificates. 
Change the gift giving from individual gifts to one family gift. 
Treat a person to a dinner, to a play or concert as their gift. 

Consider one-stop shopping. Example: books or pajamas for everyone. 
TRADITIONS 

You always have the option of changing any tradition. You can change the time or place of the 
event. This year alter your traditions by considering your comfort level as more important 

than the tradition. You can always go back to the tradition next year.  
FOOD 

Ask another family member to host your traditional family meal. 
Substitute a sit-down meal with a buffet, brunch, potluck, eating out or ordering in. 

Change the menu. 
Bake ahead on a “good day”. OR  rather than baking, consider purchasing plain sugar cookies 

and frosting from the store and have the children help in decorating. 
HOLIDAY MEMORIALS 

Donate to a charity in the name of your loved one. 
Plant an evergreen tree as a living memorial. 
Light one candle daily throughout the season. 

Toast your loved one at a family dinner or you might want to use the candle memorial on the last 
page of this newsletter. 

Decorate a small tree or a wreath for the cemetery. 
INVITATIONS 

You may choose to accept all or none of the invitations extended to you for holiday  
       celebrations. Ask your host or hostess if they will acknowledge a tentative acceptance. On 
the day of the event, you can make a decision based on how you feel. AND you might want to 
drive yourself so you can leave when you are ready. In this way you can take control of the day 

and leave if/when you find yourself becoming uncomfortable.  

More Holiday Thoughts    

This can be a very lonely time of year for many homeless families as well as  elders isolated in 
their homes. Sometimes reaching out to others when you are in your own pain can be a form of 
healing for yourself. This act of kindness won’t remove your grief, but knowing you have helped 

someone else is apt to make you feel good inside .  
Holidays are a wonderful time to do volunteer work at a local community center that is serving 
meals to the needy. The years since my brother died my sister-in-law and her family...prior to 
celebrating their own Thanksgiving dinner at home,  donate their time on Thanksgiving Day 

morning at a local soup kitchen preparing meals for the homeless. 
It is a time you might wish to donate a gift card to a local supermarket to someone in need in 

honor of your loved one.  
Every year there are people in your community who get little or no presents without help from 

outside their family. One bereaved family found a person with the same first name of their loved 



one and gave that person what they know their loved one would have appreciated                 
receiving.    

If you are interested in doing this, your local schools, churches or synagogue…agencies like 
The Salvation Army, your local nursing homes or senior centers or other community centers can 

provide you with a person or family who needs help. 

A Survival Guide for the  
Holiday Season 

It has been many Thanksgivings since our holiday table has been graced by both of my parents, 
my husband’s parents, my two brothers and many special aunts and uncles. Their empty chairs 

have now been filled with the arrival of the next generation; our daughters-in-law and nine 
grandchildren, but the losses of our loved ones continue to be felt during this traditional time of 

family celebration.  
In our home, the stuffing was always made by my father-in-law. Now that role (and family  

recipe) has been passed on to my husband. Our favorite Uncle Joe always had the children 
chuckling at the table when he would ask someone to pass the “nervous pudding”. (That is what 
he called our cranberry relish.) Uncle Joe died several years ago, but we continue to remember 

him in a special way each year by including his “nervous pudding” on our holiday table . 
I am sure many of you have similar stories; similar family traditions and rituals that have been 
passed down through the generations and have given meaning to all of the special days you 

celebrate each year as a family.  
After a loved one dies, the special roles they played are missed. We ask: “How can I face his 

empty chair at our Thanksgiving table?” “Who will carve the turkey or make the stuffing?” “How 
can I celebrate the holidays when the person I loved the most is not here to share these all-

important special times with me?” 
For most people, the anticipation is worse than the day itself. The best piece of advice I can 
pass on from others to you is to plan ahead! Talk with family members now, and make your 

plans so that things won’t just happen.  
To ease your anticipation I have gathered some “survival hints” from several sources. Although 

these suggestions will not remove your emotions, they may help you manage your grief and 
make these days a bit less painful. 

  

Acknowledge That This Year Will Be Different and Plan Ahead  I have found that the 
families who have the most difficulty with holidays and special days are those who have given 

little thought to what might lie ahead for them. To lessen your confusion it is best to sit with your 
family and friends and make some plans. Selecting  beforehand which events of the season you 
wish to participate in and letting them be known in the family can eliminate some of the tension 

that comes from making last minute decisions.  

Be Kind to Yourself This is a time when it is important to take care of yourself. Be tolerant of 
your inability to function at a level you are accustomed to being at. Your feelings of loss will 
probably leave you feeling tired. Ease some of your stress. Don’t overwhelm yourself just 

because it is the holiday season. Instead, do only as much as you can comfortably manage.  
Give yourself peace of mind: Allow time for your faith, prayer, meditation or a quiet walk, etc. 
Play Santa and give yourself a new book, a call to a friend, or begin a long lost or new hobby. 

Eating well-balanced meals and drinking plenty of water is first-aid for grieving people. 
Communicate! “A grief shared is a grief diminished.” 

Receive graciously. Allow others to do for you. 
When you feel up to it, try to get some exercise. Even strolling up and down the driveway can 

give us a new sense of well-being. Exercise reduces stress. Since getting started is the 
hardest part, follow the NIKE commercial and “Just Do It!” 



Express Your Feelings The surest road through grief is to feel it, not deny it. Feelings 
expressed ultimately disappear, but when you suppress yourself, nothing changes. 

Ask For What You Need   People often feel awkward and do not know what to say or do. As 
much as they want to help, they need you to direct them. Remember that helping you can be 

very rewarding for the other person. 
Create Support for Yourself  When we are grieving, nothing really comes close to making 
sense to us, yet we are told this confusion and upheaval is normal after a significant loss.  

Sharing your pain eases it. Be sure you have people with whom you can talk. Most of us can 
cope best with tough times if we have a loving presence; a relative or friend to walk with us 

through this painful time.  
Don’t Compare Your Life to Others’ Feeling jealous of intact families and feeling deprived are 

natural reactions after a loss. Contrary to our “Hallmark” card holidays, these times are not 
always ideal for families, intact or not. Embracing what you have gives you much more power 

than regretting what is missing.     
COMMUNICATE It is important that we discuss our choices with others, especially those who 

are affected by them. They have needs as well. Their ways of dealing with grief may be 
different. June, for example talked with her sister-in-law, explaining her feelings and asking if 
she could make a decision that day. Once her sister-in-law understood June's feelings and 

needs, she was willing to be flexible.  

COMPROMISE  Each of us deals with loss in our own particular way. There is no right or wrong 
way to grieve. When we communicate, we may find that our feelings and needs, the very ways 
that we cope, will differ. We need to find space to compromise. Nothing changes the fact that 

the holidays can be especially difficult while grieving. But as we choose our actions,                  
communicate our choices with others, and find suitable compromises, we may find that they are 

bearable. And that gives us renewed strength and hope. 

“Tis the Season of “Firsts” 
By Margaret Brownley 

No matter where you may be in your grief journey, chances you are facing a “first.” Perhaps, it’s 
the first Christmas or Hanukah without your loved one. Or your loved one’s first “after-death” 

birthday or anniversary. 
Maybe it’s the first time you’ll see certain people or send out cards signed with your name only. 

Maybe it’s the first time you lit the Hanukah candles without your loved one, or put up the  
Christmas tree, attended the office party; the first time you, alone, had to worry about snow 

tires, a leaky roof, or the selling of a house. 
As much as we might wish we could ignore the season of “firsts,” we know we can’t and are  

often surprised when the anticipation turns out to be worse than the actual event. The day itself, 
whether it’s a birthday or holiday, is seldom as bad as the days leading up to it. 

So, relax. Take a deep breath and try not to project how you will feel or behave on any given 
day. Every “first” we conquer makes us stronger, moving us from one point of our grief to the 

next. Moving us ever closer to healing. 

‘Tis the Season for Healing…. 
Heartache is love that has no place to go. Giving of yourself during the holidays is one of the 

best ways to ease the pain. Volunteer your time or buy something your loved one would 
have liked and give it to someone in need. 

Plan a special way to remember your loved one: plan a simple graveside ceremony, donate 
money to your favorite charity in your loved one’s name. 

Mention your loved one’s name and share happy memories of holidays past. 
It helps to be around people who have experienced similar losses. Join a grief group or plan a 



special gathering with friends who you know are also grieving a loss. 
Grief is tough on the body. Get extra rest and exercise. Try to spend at least 15 minutes a day in 

the sun. Exercise and sunshine will help fight depression. 
If the hustle-bustle of the shopping mall is too much for you, try shopping on the Internet or 

through catalogs. Instead of gifts, consider inviting friends and family to a play, concert or 
movie...your treat. 

Cry when you feel the need, but don’t be afraid to laugh. Gratitude is the point from which 
healing begins; 

Instead of focusing on what you have lost, focus on the many blessings that remain. 

Article taken from Bereavement Magazine Holiday Issue  
4765 North Carefree Circle, Colorado Springs, Colorado 80917 

A Holiday Memorial 
To create this holiday memorial you will need to purchase a  

simple wreath in which you can place five candles. Use the wreath as your            centerpiece 
on your holiday table. As you light each candle, you may create a new ritual which will become a 

lasting tradition. 

AS WE LIGHT THESE FIVE CANDLES IN HONOR OF YOU, WE LIGHT ONE FOR OUR 
GRIEF, ONE FOR OUR COURAGE, ONE FOR OUR MEMORIES, ONE FOR OUR LOVE AND 

ONE FOR OUR HOPE. 

THE FIRST CANDLE REPRESENTS OUR GRIEF. THE PAIN OF LOSING YOU IS INTENSE. 
IT REMINDS US OF THE DEPTH OF OUR LOVE FOR YOU. 

THE SECOND CANDLE REPRESENTS OUR COURAGE; TO CONFRONT OUR SORROW,  
TO COMFORT EACH OTHER, TO CHANGE OUR LIVES. 

THE THIRD CANDLE IS IN YOUR MEMORY; THE TIMES WE LAUGHED, THE TIMES WE 
CRIED, THE TIMES WE WERE ANGRY WITH EACH OTHER, THE SILLY THINGS YOU DID, 

THE CARE AND JOY YOU GAVE US. 

THE FOURTH CANDLE IS THE LIGHT OF LOVE. AS WE ENTER THIS HOLIDAY SEASON, 
DAY BY DAY WE CHERISH THE SPECIAL PLACE IN OUR HEARTS THAT WILL ALWAYS BE 
RESERVED FOR YOU. WE THANK YOU FOR THE GIFT YOUR LIVING BROUGHT TO EACH 

OF US. 

AND THE LAST CANDLE IS THE LIGHT OF HOPE. IT REMINDS US OF LOVE AND 
MEMORIES OF YOU THAT ARE OURS FOREVER. MAY THE GLOW OF THE FLAME BE 

OUR SOURCE OF HOPEFULNESS NOW AND FOREVER.  

WE LOVE YOU                                                                                                 
Accord


