GRIEF AND
THE
HOLIDAYS
HONORING YOUR NEEDS THIS
HOLIDAY SEASON
by Kaylee Kron, LMSW GC-C

For the most part, our journey through grief will unfold
at its own pace. However, certain times like the holidays
end up feeling more intense. When the holiday is upon
us, we are forced into envisioning what the season will
look like from now on without our loved one’s presence.
Socially, there can be a lot of pressure and expectation to
celebrate a certain way. When grieving family and friends
gather together, everyone’s unique grief is mixed in close
proximity.
The way each person expresses or handles grief is different.
Some will want to share memories and talk about their
loved ones. Others will want to return to a way of being
‘normal’ together, or quietly grieving. When there is no
communication about what each other’s needs are for
the approaching holiday season, these different styles
of grief may collide, and raise tension between grieving
family members.
It is important to talk about our needs and ask those
around us about their needs. Holidays bring us together
offering a unique opportunity to care for one another
during such an emotional time of year. Knowing how we
grieve differently can help allow our family to go through
the holidays in a way that feels right to them. If some
family members prefer to grieve quietly or alone, let
them. If others want to share memories or have a ritual to
acknowledge their loss, let them. There is no right way

to grieve. Realize that everyone is hurting, expressing
differently, and doing their best.
Additionally, there is always the question of continuing
family traditions, there is no universal answer. Ask yourself,
“Do I have the energy to keep up with this tradition? Is this
important to me now?” The usual decorations or baking
might be completely overwhelming this year – and that
is okay. Do whatever feels right, day by day, this holiday
season.
Start by creating a “Plan A” and a “Plan B”. Yes, you may
want to celebrate the holiday the way you always have;
traditions, cooking, family gatherings, the whole gamut.
That is your “Plan A” because the thought of it brings you
comfort. Your “Plan B” comes into play if the thought
of being in a crowd and fulfilling all those expectations
becomes daunting. Your “Plan B” may include a quiet meal
with a few friends or family members, taking frequent
breaks from socializing, or choosing to ignore the holiday
completely by staying home or going on a vacation. Each
and every one of these options are perfectly fine.
Communicate your plans, but don’t look for approval.
Change in traditions can be difficult for family members
and friends. However, if you spend your holidays
attempting to make everyone happy and ignoring your
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needs, you may find yourself in situations that cause more
distress than comfort. Find a way to remember your
loved one. Rituals can bring comfort to you in your grief.
Whether it is the first holiday without your loved one or
the tenth, you never stop missing their presence. Creating
a ritual such as lighting a candle, setting an extra place
at the table, playing their favorite holiday song, or
making their favorite side dish can help you feel that you
are honoring their memory.
As we navigate through the cold months, it may be helpful
to reach out for comforting support from a friend, family
member, grief support group, or grief counselor. Do not
be afraid to call on those who care.

IT IS OKAY TO CANCEL.
IT IS OKAY TO NOT ANSWER A CALL.
IT IS OKAY TO CHANGE YOUR MIND.
IT IS OKAY TO WANT TO BE ALONE.
IT IS OKAY TO DO NOTHING.
-UNKNOWN

Step 1: Gather your materials This activity is about as simple
as can be. You will need a jar or bowl, slips of paper, pens,
and a sign with instructions. You can create your instructions
by asking guests to share their thanks and gratitude for the
person who has died. Ask them to share memories, lessons,
experiences, and the ways they continue to influence their
lives. If you’re not sure what to write, here’s some sample
text:
“[Your loved one’s name] lives on in memories shared at our
holiday table. We invite you to write down memories, lessons
and stories that remind you of [your loved one’s name] and
place them in our gratitude jar.”
** If you have children who have been impacted by the loss,
this is a great time to get them involved. Tell them the plan,
give them a sheet of poster board and some supplies, and
let them do the decorating. **
Step 2: Find a spot and set up On Thanksgiving, find a spot
and set up the grateful remembrance activity. If you are
a guest at your Thanksgiving gathering, you will obviously
want to enlist the help of the host (perhaps ahead of time).
Throughout the day, remind people to share a message of
thanks and gratitude.
Step 3: Share Designate a time when you will remove the
messages of thanks and gratitude from the jar and share
with guests at your Thanksgiving gathering. How you decide
to do this is really up to you.
If you think you’ll be able to share the messages aloud, think
about doing so before the Thanksgiving blessing or between
dinner and dessert. If you don’t want to share them out loud,
or if it’s not feasibly possible, consider hanging them up,
taping them up, or laying them out after dinner.
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One of the hardest parts of preparing for grief during the
holidays is the anticipation and expectation that this will
be an incredibly difficult time. Much like the anniversary
of the death, the days leading up to a holiday day can be
plagued with overwhelming stress about how to handle
it. Many times, the lead-up is more difficult than the
actual day, especially the first holiday following the loss
of a loved one. What will you do when you wake up on
that crisp winter morning without someone to say “Merry
Christmas” to? How will you attend your annual holiday
party without your plus-one for the first time? We could
drive ourselves crazy considering these scenarios.
Making a holiday plan which gives us the leniency and
grace that we all deserve when we lose a loved one is
essential.
The first Thanksgiving after my grandfather passed
away; we were all so worried about my grandmother. We
wondered what she would do for Thanksgiving and how
she would cope. The thought of her celebrating alone
seemed wrong, so we decided to celebrate Thanksgiving
as a family for the first time. We fully expected this
Thanksgiving to be somber. We were prepared to sit
and cry all day if that is what our grandmother needed.

However, that is not what we got. She set the parameters
for herself beautifully.
She communicated that she would need to take breaks
throughout the day and that she did not want to be
followed and comforted during that time. She also
requested that the San Francisco 49er game be on the
TV from start to finish, because Grandpa was the most
diehard 49er fan there ever was. Additionally, she said she
would need an unlimited supply of whipped cream for her
pumpkin pie (there were at least 15 cans in the refrigerator
that day). This had always been a family tradition, but
this year, it was especially important.
Her final parameter was that we all should feel comfortable
taking breaks from the holiday, as needed. While she did
not want us all weeping at the dinner table, she did want
us to feel that we could grieve too. She didn’t want this
day to just be about her grief. After all, we had all lost this
amazing person: the husband, the father, the grandpa.
Halfway through baking and black Friday planning that
the family was engaged in, she emerged from her room
with a box. From that box, she handed each of the men in
our family a San Francisco 49er t-shirt that had belonged
to our grandpa. In a beautiful display of remembrance,
even the most die-hard Seahawks fans put on their t-shirts
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and sat down to watch the Ravens beat the 49ers in honor
of the most loyal 49er fan we had ever known.
That Thanksgiving will always be remembered as the
first year of an annual tradition where our family comes
together, not to just be thankful for what we have, but to
also remember the man that brought us all together. No,
it was not the happiest day, but we did share smiles along
with our memories and tears.
As the holiday season approaches, please remember to
be kind to yourself. It is okay if you can’t make it to every
event you are used to attending. It is okay to leave the
holiday baking for next year. Do not be afraid to reach
out to family and friends for comfort. Talk to them about
your plan and ask about theirs. It is okay to be sad, and it
is equally okay for you to feel good. There are no rules in
grief, you simply must get through it however you can and
trust that you will know what is best for you.

Hospice of North Idaho understands that the holiday season
can be an overwhelming time of year, especially following
a significant loss. Through the hustle and bustle of a busy
season, it is important to allow ourselves to slow down and
recognize the impact of the losses we have endured. To that
end, Hospice of North Idaho offers an opportunity to our
whole community to gather for an evening of remembrance.
Each family in attendance will receive a keepsake ornament
to take home. Gather your family for an evening of music,
peaceful reflection and community to remember your
loved ones this holiday season. Join us at Hospice of North
Idaho’s Community Building on Friday, December 10th
for the 40th Annual Tree Lighting Ceremony. This special
year will include words of encouragement, a candle lighting
ceremony, and an optional luminary walk around the
Hospice of North Idaho campus.
Visit www.hospiceofnorthidaho.org to register.
Space is limited.

CRYING IS A WAY YOUR EYES SPEAK WHEN YOUR MOUTH
CAN’T EXPLAIN HOW BROKEN YOUR HEART IS.
- UNKNOWN
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By now I’m certain you are acutely aware that there is
no quick fix or solution to grief. No special words that
can be spoken into existence. No enchanted wand that
will somehow whisk away the pain of grief that feels so
unbearable and perpetual. So, I am not going to try to
do that. However, I am going to share some validation
and encouragement in hopes of shedding a little light into
the vast darkness of your grief.
As mentioned earlier in this issue, the holiday season has
the potential for taking all the pain and brokenness you
feel in your grief and amplifying it. Yet another thrust
in to an aspect of your grief, leaving you feeling even
further crushed by the weight of your grief; if that is even
possible?!
Grief is challenging enough to continue to find strength
and permission to mourn the way you need, but then just
for fun, let’s insert aaaall the expectation of the holiday
season; societal expectations, familial expectations, and
perhaps even some self-asserted expectations. Even
when the tides are moving in the right direction and life
feels good, the momentum of the holiday season can get
carried away and feel overwhelming.
So how do you manage it when you are barely able
to manage the ability to continue to breath in and out
and get yourself through another day? A great question.
Again, I am aware there are no perfect answers. No one
size fits all solution, but there are some things that you
might consider. Efforts that could serve to be beneficial in

grief, those that differentiate between experiencing and
mourning grief pain in a way that will help to continue
to help heal and move forward verses suffering passively
and unnecessarily.
Now before you plan my lynching for daring to saying
such things, keep in mind I never mentioned pain
wouldn’t be part of this journey, but more that you can
use your pain to help you identify your needs in your grief
journey. Meeting these needs can be helpful in providing
strength and hope in your efforts to move forward when
you are carrying the exhausting cargo that grief loads
you down with. This holiday season your needs may feel
polar opposite of every other holiday season you have
experienced to this point in your life. You may feel the
need to surround yourself with loved ones and honor
your grief and loved one through a special tradition.
Alternatively, you may feel the need to minimize the time
you spend with others and limit the potential triggers that
will cause your grief to become far too overwhelming. Or
it may be possible that you will be in the midst of a holiday
gathering feeling fine one minute but unexpectedly grief
washes over you and suddenly you have a need to be
alone. Whatever the case, setting healthy expectations
for yourself this holiday season will contribute to your
wellbeing and assist in finding a balance in your grief
pain.

•

Exercise as much as possible as a means for facing
and healthily distracting yourself from the loss.

•

Reach out to others when you need to talk about your
feelings about the loss.

•

Know that while you have periodic bursts of intense
sadness, you will feel better over time groups or
individual counseling may be a consideration during
this time.

Self-care may be those things you identify that are
practical and tangible in nature, other times they will
be indulgences. Keep in mind as aspects of your grief
continue to shift and change, your self-care needs may
also. Remember, self-care is about doing what is beneficial
to your wellbeing.
Here, Mentalhealth.net, has shared some healthy
expectations to consider as you navigate this holiday season:
•

Expect that you will feel extra vulnerable at this time.

•

Expect that your mood will swing erratically.

•

Expect that your social needs will change from one
minute to the next.

•

Expect that your sleeping and eating habits will not be
consistent.

•

Expect that those around you will try to cheer you up
or leave you to deal with the grief in your own space.
Don’t be afraid to share what your needs are with your
support network.

•

Allow yourself to cry if you feel the tears coming on.

•

Realize that you will be feeling many emotions and
thoughts including being angry at your loved one for
leaving you.

•

Don’t be afraid to opt out of holiday festivities because
you do not feel like celebrating. You are not obligated
to participate.
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CONNECT WITH US!
FIND OUT ABOUT SUPPORT GROUPS
CONNECT WITH A GRIEF COUNSELOR
AND STAY INFORMED ABOUT EVENTS AT
WWW.HOSPICEOFNORTHIDAHO.ORG

DID YOU KNOW?
FUN FACTS ABOUT THIS PUBLICATION

UPCOMING EVENTS
FOR OUR GRIEVING COMMUNITY

A HEAFTY DOSE OF HOLIDAYS MUSIC Did you
know that the nostalgia you feel listening to your favorite
Christmas tune has a pleasant neurological effect in
which the brain’s pleasure circuit is stimulated, releasing
dopamine and serotonin (which are responsible for
those happy feelings). Visit https://scrippsamg.com/
managing-illness/lift-your-spirits-how-holidaymusiccan-make-you-healthier to learn about the many
additional benefits of listening to holiday music can have
on your life.

THE THREE C’s OF HOLIDAY GRIEF Having
a plan for how you will approach the holidays is
essential. Consider utilizing a technique called The
Three C’s ; Choose, Communicate and Compromise.
Learn more at https://hospicefoundation.org/Endof-Life-Support-and-Resources/Grief-Support/
Journeys-with-Grief-Articles/Three-C-s-for-HolidayGrief
CONSIDERING SKIPPING THE HOLIDAYS
COMPLETELY? Following your heart and doing
whatever you need to do to make it through this season
is your choice. However, there may be a few things to
consider before making the step to skip the holidays.
Learn more at https://whatsyourgrief.com/6-thingsto-consider-before-you-skip-the-holidays/.

NO SUPPORT GROUPS IN
NOVEMBER OR DECEMBER
We would like to encourage our grieving
community to plan to attend our Annual Tree
Lighting Ceremony in lieu of a support group.

GRIEF AND THE HOLIDAYS
WORKSHOP
WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 10th

This specialty workshop seeks to support
and equip mourners for the upcoming
holiday season. Attendees will be
provided with curriculum, support, and
assistance in completing a holiday
survival guide. Registration is required.
Call for more information or email
griefsupport@honi.org

40TH ANNUAL
TREE LIGHTING CEREMONY
FRIDAY, DECEMBER 10th

This community ceremony offers
reflection and remembrance to all
of those in mourning. Each family
will be able to participate in a formal
indoor ceremony and an optional
outdoor luminary walk. Kind words and
ornaments will be provided to each
household. Registration is required
and space is limited. Register for the
Tree Lighting Ceremony today at
www.hospiceofnorthidaho.org
Call for more information or email
griefsupport@honi.org
New support groups will resume in January
2021

