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Two Fall Scholar Conference Reviews 
The Personal and Professional in Times of  
Ambiguity and Change
Speakers: Pauline Boss, PhD, and Ted Bowman, MDiv

Vol. 43 No. 4 Since 1977...Education and Support for Those Providing Care to Grieving Persons December 2021

Dec 16 u Celebrating and Caring for Loved 
Ones with Memory Loss During the Holidays. 
Free virtual event. Info at https://www.sph.
umn.edu/event/celebrating-and-caring-for-
loved-ones-with-memory-loss-during-the-
holidays/.
Dec 16–18 u End of  Life Symposium. 
Offered by City of  Hope. Information at 
https://cme.cityofhope.org/content/end-
life-symposium.
Jan 13, 2022 u Obituaries 101: Writing With 
Love. Offered by Lakewood Cemetary. Info/
register at https://www.lakewoodcemetery.
org/events-calendar/.
Jan 18-19 u Grief  Support Services Facilitator 
Training.  Grief  facilitation skills, group 
process, and how to develop a support 
group. Information at https://www.
essentiahealth.org/classes-events/search-
results-detail/?eventId=7293963a-be1f-ec11-
a84a-000d3a611c21.
April 19-23 u ADEC 2022 Annual 
Conference. Info at https://www.adec.org/
page/2022_Conference. 
May 6 u MCDES Spring Conference: 
Self  Compassion: Sustaining the Ability to Care 
in Challenging Times. Speaker: Darcy Harris, 
PhD, FT. See page 15 or  www.mcdes.org.


Mark Your Calendars

In this issue
u MCDES Fall Conference Reviews
u From The Chair
u Thoughts on the Fall Conference
u Conference Evaluation Highlights
u Book Review
u Thankfulness and Gratitude
u Death and the Arts
u Brighter Days Grief Center
u Sundries
u MCDES Spring 2022 Conference

Review From Amy Dircks
At first glance, a virtual all-day 

conference for over 200 attendees may 
seem impersonal, disconnected, or un-
engaging. However, it did not take me 
long, a first-time MCDES conference 
participant and scholarship recipient, 
to recognize the beauty of  this unique 
opportunity shared not by just one, 
but two renowned presenters: Pauline 
Boss, PhD, and Ted Bowman, MDiv. 

On October 1, 2021, this fall’s 
MCDES conference registrants logged 
in from homes, offices, and various 
places of  comfort to settle in for a day 
of  learning about ambiguous loss, clo-
sure, normal grief, re-authoring lives 
after change, and navigating when the 
professional becomes personal. 

It was a treat to sneak a peek into 
one Zoom frame of  Pauline Boss’s 
mid-century modern living room as 
the funky-spectacled, widely cele-
brated family therapist and educator 
started her lecture. As expected for 
an academic, her overflowing book-
shelves adorned a large portion of  
her background and additional books 
lie stacked across many of  the hori-
zontal surfaces within view. Dr. Boss 

Review From Rachael Freed
I was fortunate to receive the Doro-

thy Geis scholarship to attend the fall 
2021 MCDES conference, The Personal 
and Professional in Times of Ambiguity and 
Change with two extraordinary Minne-
sota creatives: Pauline Boss, PhD and 
Ted Bowman, MDiv. They refreshed 
my learning and prompted many per-
sonal memories and stories about my 
own life, career, and MCDES. 

Pauline Boss, PhD coined the term 
“ambiguous loss” in 1977, referring 
to the loss being grieved: physical loss 
(loss of  the body—e.g., as in war or 
9/11) or psychological loss (physical 
body present but relationship lost—e.g. 
dementia). When there is attachment, 
these losses have no end. Her book, 
Ambiguous Loss, published in 1999 was 
groundbreaking.

With a need for closure and certain-
ty, our culture, that values mastery and 
control, struggles with the ambiguous 
losses and unresolved grief  for which 
there is no end. Boss’ new book focus-
es on the ambiguous losses due to rac-
ism, the pandemic, climate change, and 
perhaps most psychologically signifi-
cant, loss of  trust in our country and 

Review: Amy Dircks continued on page 4 Review: Rachael Freed continued on page 5
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providing education, networking opportunities and 
support to professionals and volunteers who are 
involved in the care of dying and grieving persons .

From The Editor: On My Much-Loved Dear Dead Ones

Sharon Dardis

Editor continued on page 14

If the dead be truly dead, why should they still be walking in my heart?
~ Winnenap; Shoshone Medicine Man

The last public event I attended, just 
before the shutdown in early March of  
2020, was a funeral. A friend’s husband 
had died, not of  COVID-19 but of  
cancer, just days before the very act of  
having any sort of  memorial gathering 
or funeral would be considered ex-
tremely unsafe.

Patrick had died. But as they say, 
“Funerals are for the living.” And so, 
for his family and for me, I went. Once 
home again, the reality of  the pandem-
ic began to set in. The world, as we 
knew it, shut down.

Just a few days later, I received news 
of  a lovely couple in our extended 
family who were both critically ill and 
nearly succumbed to the virus. Thank-
fully, they survived. But then word 
came of  another friend’s death, and 
then another. Elderly cousins of  my 
mother’s died within a week of  one 
another, both from complications of  
COVID-19. In an effort to keep track 
of  these mounting deaths, so many to 
remember, to grieve, to not forget, I 
taped a list inside my kitchen cupboard 

door. I numbered the names and their 
death dates. This alarming accounting 
felt too stark to hang in plain view; not 
that anyone other than my husband 
was ever in our house during those 
dark days to ask, “That’s a list of  your 
dead loved ones? Who does that?”

Not all the deaths I record are in my 
circle of  intimates. Some were acquain-
tances, or distant relatives, or class-
mates. In every note of  condolence, al-
ways at a loss for the right thing to say, 
I include, “Love never dies.” It’s true, 
with or without a list to help remem-
ber names or dates, those we love who 
have died, recently or long ago, remain 
a permanent presence in our lives and 
hearts and memories. But to see an ev-
er-growing recent list is daunting. How 
many more? How long? Thankfully, 
at the fall MCDES conference, the 
lesson of  permanence was a valuable 
reminder. Pauline Boss and Ted Bow-
man, speaking from both personal and 
professional viewpoints, confirmed it. 
Yes, love (with tender on-going griev-
ing) and presence, lives on!

Thanks to two of  our Dorothy 
Geis Scholars, Rachael Freed and Amy 
Dircks, who review the fall conference 
in this issue. If  you were unable to 
join us last October, their overviews 
will make you wish you’d been there. 
Charlie Greenman, a MCDES mem-
ber and retired licensed psychologist, 
also felt inspired to share his insights 
following his day with MCDES. 
Thanks, Charlie! MCDES conferences 
are unique and strangely personal, even 
online. As always, we appreciate any 

and all members’ 
generous written 
contributions or 
leads for future 
articles, sdardis@
aol.com.

In an effort 
to continue to 
provide member-worthy programming, 
every conference ends with a survey, 
sent to attendees, to evaluate the day 
for content and suggestions for im-
provement and/or topics for future of-
ferings. Included in this issue is a brief  
recap of  our latest survey from the fall 
Zoom gathering. Thanks so much to all 
those attendees who offered valuable 
feedback by returning their evaluations. 
Every opinion is considered and used 
for future conference planning.

Stories connect us. MCDES Chair, 
Florence Wright uses her own ex-
periences with grief  and loss to fur-
ther highlight and illustrate the topic 
addressed at the fall conference, that 
of  intermixing the personal and the 
professional in the work of  death, 
dying and bereavement. As she puts it, 
“In this, there is a certain kinship I feel 
with you all.” Read her message and be 
comforted; you are not alone.

We appreciate Carolyn Kinzel’s 
holiday contribution to this Decem-
ber issue, reminding us of  familiar, 
helpful suggestions to support those 
who are grieving. Carolyn, president 
and founder of  Brighter Days Family 
Grief  Center in St. Paul, includes links 
to learn more about her organization, 
which serves grieving children and 
families. Thank you, Carolyn.

Thanks to Eunie Alasaker for yet an-
other engaging book review. The beau-
ty of  this digital newsletter allows us to 
include interactive links for readers to 

mailto:Sdardis%40aol.com?subject=
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From the Chair
By Florence Wright, MCDES Chair

Florence Wright

Dear readers,
It’s hard to believe that we are com-

ing to the end of  2021. This year marks 
my sixth year in my practice as a palli-
ative care clinician. As I’ve mentioned 
before, people often wonder why I 
chose this field and how I manage to 
sustain myself, given the emotionally 
challenging nature of  the work. In 
response to these inquiries, I often 
reflect on how honored I feel to serve 
patients and families who are encoun-
tering some of  the most challenging 
circumstances of  their lifetime. Being 
able to be present with people who are 
attempting to adjust to a new diagnosis, 
illness progression, or even contem-
plating mortality is special work. 

I often share that I am able to sus-
tain and care for myself  in the midst 
of  this work by forming and maintain-
ing strong professional boundaries. I 
have learned that I can be most helpful 
because I am not family, and I do not 
have a strong emotional connection to 
the individuals I serve—in a way this 
seems counterintuitive, but has prov-
en to be both effective and essential. 
Following the fantastic conference with 
Ted Bowman and Dr. Pauline Boss this 
fall, I have been reflecting on my own 
personal and professional ambiguity 
and am inspired to share my own story. 

It was almost exactly a year ago that 
my dear uncle Bill died and both my 
professional skill set and my empath 
heart were tested in ways like never 
before. Bill and I were close my entire 
life. He really was more like a second 
father to me than an uncle. He was an 
eternal optimist, generous, thought-
ful, kind, and fun. He was the kind of  
person who made connections easily. I 
think, to some degree, this was be-

cause of  his ability to listen and impart 
genuine curiosity about the talents and 
interests of  others. We were devastat-
ed when he was, seemingly suddenly, 
diagnosed with advanced cancer about 
seven years ago. We were filled with 
hope, when he subsequently underwent 
a series of  treatments which yielded a 
positive response, giving him and us 
(his family) several good years. Despite 
this, the cancer progressed and I wit-
nessed his decline. 

Just like the family members I serve, 
I rode the rollercoaster of  emotions. It 
was painful to know from professional 
experience, the trajectory of  an illness 
like cancer, and to simultaneously hold 
hope as a family member, that maybe 
my uncle wouldn’t become like many 
of  my patients. I struggled with how 
much to say, or not say to my family, 
especially when they looked to me for 
help and guidance. 

Sadly, in October of  2020, Bill was 
diagnosed with COVID-19. He was 
admitted to the intensive care unit at 
the hospital where I work. My palliative 
care team was consulted. And, short-
ly thereafter, the perfect tension of  
personal and professional—the com-
plexity of  holding my own heart fully, 
and being as present as possible in my 
work, was realized. It was so foreign to 
see the name of  someone I love on our 
census and to hear his clinical circum-
stances during our rounds. At first I 
thought I could do it all. Be everything 
to everyone: A clinical social worker 
with my team, as well as an advocate 
and support to my family. How quick-
ly I learned how wrong I was in this 
assumption. 

It didn’t take long at all before I 
came to the jolting realization that my 
personal and professional could not 
coexist, not in this instance, no matter 
how hard I tried. The emotional con-

nection was 
too deep. I 
was left with 
the painful 
reality that, 
despite my 
training and 
professional 
acumen, I 
was not immune to the pain of  losing 
someone I love. At first I struggled 
to fully let go. I didn’t like the feeling 
of  abandoning my clinical instincts. It 
seemed akin to another uncomfortable 
forfeiture. I will be forever grateful 
to my colleagues, who stepped in and 
provided compassionate and thought-
ful care for Bill through his final days 
of  life, while also offering emotional 
support to my family. They never asked 
me to do both. Instead, they encour-
aged me to allow my niece-cousin-sis-
ter-daughter self  to rule. They quite 
literally held me up and hugged me on 
the day that he died, demanding that I 
take the remainder of  the day and week 
off  to grieve.

Ted Bowman, Pauline Boss, and 
all of  you, dear readers, have offered 
me a realization. We, as professionals 
encountering death, dying, grief  and 
bereavement, will all face the intermix-
ing of  the personal and professional 
throughout our lives, probably multiple 
times. It’s likely that in each instance, 
some degree of  negotiation will ensue: 
Who takes the lead-—the personal 
me or the professional me? How do I 
serve my family or friends well? How 
do I do my job? Did I overstep my 
role? How do I grieve? There is a cer-
tain kinship I feel with you all, knowing 
you understand these negotiations. 
There’s something comforting in the 
solidarity and knowing that as we arbi-
trate, seek balance, and redefine roles, 
we are not alone. 
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began her presentation on a deeply 
personal note, sharing an anecdote 
from her 32nd wedding anniversary 
lunch with her husband, Dudley Riggs. 
She then shared the news that Dudley 
died in September 2020 after suffer-
ing a stroke. While she was blessed to 
be with him when he died, Dr. Boss 
reflected that she felt a void from the 
online memorial service. In an era of  
a pandemic, it can be difficult, she 
pondered, for people her age to memo-
rialize loved ones and perform closure 
rituals in an online format. I can relate 
to Dr. Boss’ assessment and believe 
that this void may be experienced by 
not just older generations, but broader 
groups of  individuals as well.

Ambiguous Loss
Over forty years ago, Dr. Boss 

coined the term “ambiguous loss” 
and expanded on this concept in her 
soon-to-be released book The Myth 
of  Closure: Ambiguous Loss in a Time of  
Pandemic and Change. According to Dr. 
Boss, ambiguous loss is defined as “a 
loss that remains unclear and without 
resolution.” An ambiguous loss may 
be physical and/or psychological, and 
with incongruence between absence 
and presence. Examples of  ambiguous 
loss vary and may include a loved one 
who experiences Alzheimer’s disease 
or dementia, a missing family member, 
divorce, gender transition, military 
deployment, addiction, depression, in-
fertility, etc. With a more recent focus, 
COVID-19 creates ambiguous losses 
as well, such as loss of  routines, hopes, 
dreams, and plans for the future, loss 
of  travel to see family and friends, loss 
of  ability to spend time with a sick or 
dying loved one, loss of  trust in the 
world, and loss of  freedom to move 
about as we please. Dr. Boss reiterates 
that ambiguous loss does not include 

validated death, a grief  disorder, or 
PTSD, but it may lead to symptoms 
similar to complicated grief.

The Myth of Closure
Dr. Boss addressed the idea of  clo-

sure and its historical legacy as mostly 
an American theory on unresolved loss. 
She argues that if  our culture continues 
to deny death it will demand closure. 
She believes that closure is not a good 
word to use when dealing with human 
relationships that, by structure, do not 
require certainty. She considers instead 
that because ambiguous loss does not 
end, its oscillating nature implores 
us to find meaning and live with the 
uncertainty. Dr. Boss encourages an 
adoption of  a more Eastern view on 
grief  and loss, one in which suffering 
is viewed as a part of  life and knowing 
it is possible to have a good life while 
living with the suffering of  loss.

Normal Grief
Dr. Boss neared the end of  her 

lecture with the suggestion that there 
is a need to understand normal grief  
in order to comprehend complicated 
grief. There can be conflicting ideas 
between the personal and the profes-
sional. She shared her thoughts on 
how grief  experts, such as Elizabeth 
Kübler-Ross, promoted the idea of  
closure and finishing the work of  
grieving, while telling a different story 
when referring to their own losses. In 
Dr. Boss’s opinion of  Kübler-Ross, 
the “five stages were not about helping 
the living but were more about helping 
the dying.” Dr. Boss honors Kübler-
Ross for her last writings in her life, 
where she wrote about how grief  is so 
much more than the five stages. In her 
closing remarks, Dr. Boss encouraged 
the finding of  meaning, the importance 
of  rituals, the impact of  resilience, 
and the helpfulness of  “both/and” 

thinking as ways to reduce stress and 
live with ambiguous loss. “She is both 
gone—and still here. I must find a way 
to both hold on—and let go.” Practice 
and embrace the ambiguity.

Ted Bowman
The afternoon session began with 

a casual dialogue between Pauline 
Boss, PhD, and Ted Bowman, MDiv, 
as they discussed the difficulty, after 
suffering loss, of  separating the per-
sonal from the professional, as well as 
their thoughts on self-care. Later in his 
lecture, Ted Bowman revealed that his 
wife, Marge, died in 2020 from a sud-
den and non-COVID-19 related event. 
His experience with profound grief  
and loss this past year reiterates his use 
of  bibliotherapy as a perspective and 
a tool. Bibliotherapy, also known as 
poetry therapy, combines literary tools, 
metaphors, and personal sharing in 
grief  care. Ted Bowman, an educator, 
author, and consultant who specializes 
in change and transition, has written a 
new book, Ambiguous Parables: Poems and 
Prose of  Loss and Renewal, https://bow-
manted.com/.

Bibliotherapy
Bowman, a gifted and avid storytell-

er, organized his presentation around 
stories that, in turn, evoked more sto-

Amy Dircks

Review: Amy Dircks continued from page 1

Review: Amy Dircks continued on page 5
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ries. Through his artful use of  words, 
Bowman attempts to connect individu-
als and prompt responses in grief  care. 
In an effort to relearn the world after 
a loss or disruptive change, Bowman 
also endorses the concept of  “re-au-
thoring lives” where one examines the 
compelling plights of  life to transition 
and come to terms with their changed 
world.

Being With a Client
A highlight of  the afternoon was 

Bowman’s perspective on being with 
a client during grief. All too often, 
he reported that clinicians spend so 
much time protecting themselves 
from the client’s grief  that they cannot 
“be with the client.” He noted that 
self-awareness is key to supporting 
clients through their grief. His advice 
for workers is to sit with the client, be 
comfortable with the heaviness of  the 

room, and don’t be in a rush to “fix” 
anything. A quality worker can move 
between conversations about grief  and 
restoration to validate the client’s grief  
and lessen the client’s heavy burden.

Personal or Professional
Bowman concluded that our profes-

sional work with clients is extremely 
personal in nature. Our emotional 
responses impact the moment with the 
client, whether we are aware, admit to, 
or want them. Bowman recommends 
that clinicians spend less time prepar-
ing and more time listening—a good 
bibliotherapist is first, a good listener, 
and uses stories as prompts for client 
consideration. He ends with the sug-
gestion that compassion, empathy, and 
honesty encourage hope within clients.

Closing Remarks
The day’s events thoroughly im-

pressed this Dorothy Geiss scholar and 

satiated my curiosity of  Pauline Boss 
and Ted Bowman. At the end of  the 
final session, one attendee’s thank-you 
comment to both presenters really 
captured the essence of  the day: “One 
of  the greatest gifts of  this conference 
is that we get to experience you, your 
wisdom, and your art, even for just a 
little while…That part will always stay 
with me.” Thank you for providing me 
a scholarship. I look forward to attend-
ing future MCDES conferences!
Editor’s Note: Amy Dircks is a 
current MSW student and Area of  
Emphasis in Aging scholar at the 
University of  St. Thomas. She is a 
career-changer from the professional 
world of  wealth management and is 
busy raising two teenagers with her 
husband in Deephaven, MN. After 
graduation, Amy is interested in 
pursuing a career in hospice social 
work, grief, and loss. 

the world as a fair and rational place. 
The book is titled: The Myth of  Closure: 
Ambiguous Loss in a Time of  Pandemic and 
Change. 

The second part of  Boss’ lecture 
filled out the importance of  resilience 
as our best hope to cope with am-
biguous loss. She stressed building a 
tolerance for ambiguity, but cautioned 
that the disenfranchised need more—
they need empowerment. Developing 
“both/and” thinking to replace abso-
lute thinking is the closest we can get 
to truth, an aspect of  resilience. Boss 
stressed sharing with children how we 
cope, and the importance of  resilience. 
She also stressed the value of  family 
and community rituals to recognize and 
memorialize the loss; and eventually 

revising attachment and discovering 
new hope and purpose. 

Boss concluded with a challenge to 
professionals to embrace ambiguity, 
and lack of  closure. She suggested 
sharing our own ambiguous losses and 
telling our stories of  loss with co-work-
ers and families. Her lecture was 
interspersed with her own relevant and 
eloquent stories of  ambiguous loss.

Ted Bowman, our afternoon speak-
er, whose brilliant work classified an-
other kind of  loss, Loss of  Dreams, the 
title of  his work, published in 1994. It 
established the loss of  dreams for the 
future, which he connected to the mul-
tiple losses we’re experiencing during 
the pandemic. Bowman’s major focus 
was bibliotherapy and therapists’ uses 
of  storytelling, (especially with issues 

of  loss) and differentiated how stories 
can be used (modeling, giving a client 
permission to share, lowering the bar-
rier between therapist and client, and 
a caution not to use our stories that 
break boundaries). He discussed trans-
ference and countertransference in the 
light of  sharing stories. He suggested 
that therapists’ telling their stories can 
encourage clients to share theirs, and 
even to reauthor them.

I particularly appreciated Bowman’s 
teaching that if  something is not spo-
ken; a secret, it is also unmanageable. 
He told a story about a British mother 
who wanted her dead son’s name to be 
said aloud. It reminded me of  a dinner 
many years ago in San Francisco we 

Review: Rachael Freed continued from page 1

Review: Rachael Freed continued on page 6

Review: Amy Dircks continued from page 4
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had with my husband’s associate and 
his wife. The men were talking busi-
ness; I knew they had lost a child. I 
asked her what his name was. She burst 
into tears…of  relief  and told me that 
since Alex’s death, no one had spoken 
his name and that she yearned to talk 
about him…our conversation contin-
ued and I was gifted to hear of  her 
love and stories about Alex. Here’s a 
sample from Bowman for therapists to 
initiate such a conversation: “Do you 
ever want to talk about grandpa or do 
you never want to talk about grandpa?”

Both of  their lectures suggested to 
me a personal story of  both my ambig-
uous loss and my loss of  dreams. 

This month I will turn 83, so I was a 
teen in the 50s, a naïve time when our 
values came from our social media, the 
movies. Romance, of  great interest to 
young teens, was defined by Doris Day, 
with champagne glass in hand, being 
chased around a heart-shaped bed by 
Rock Hudson. I “fell in love” with 
great dreams of  a life of  romance and 
married at 20. In retrospect, I think 
our marriage was over a decade later, 
when I was pregnant with our first 
child and my husband began to look 
elsewhere for the attention I’d given 
him exclusively for the first decade of  
our marriage. I stayed married 27 more 
years, clinging to my dream of  “happily 
ever after” and growing old together. 
He remained physically present, but 
we had no meaningful relationship, no 
physical or emotional intimacy. Finally, 
I awakened, filed for divorce in 1995, 
and realized that I’d been grieving my 
lost dreams for years. I’d put on such a 
good front that I’d half-believed it my-
self. What a relief: To face my losses, 
allow my grief, and eventually become 
a real whole single person with new 

purpose and a new career. Thank you, 
Ted Bowman and Pauline Boss.

To close, here’s a second story that 
illustrates my ambiguous loss, my even-
tual creative resilience, and Gail Noller.

In 1972, when I was 35, a psycho-
therapist and LCISW, my mother was 
admitted to Mt. Sinai Hospital for five 
days. On that fifth day, my father and 
I sat in a waiting room outside the 
cubicle where she lay. No one, personal 
or professional, spoke to us or entered 
the room the whole day. We sat, frozen 
with fear, no information, not even 
being offered a cup of  coffee. About 
three in the afternoon, nurses began 
to roll my mother down the corridor. 
I asked where they were taking her, 
and a nurse told me, in what felt like a 
condescending voice, to a room where 
they could do a procedure. I knew in 
my heart I’d never see her again. About 
5:30 an intern appeared, hiding a clip-
board behind his back. He led us to a 
small space behind an elevator, told us 
that my mother was dead, and asked 
my dad to sign the permission form for 
an autopsy. He signed, the intern left, 
and we left the hospital: numb, lost and 
helpless.

I tend to react to most things, 
including loss, first, with anger. My 
former husband and I went often to 
dinner with friends, and I would com-
plain bitterly about how Mt. Sinai had 
mistreated us. One evening, after many 
months of  listening to my rant, one of  
our friends, Dr. Arnold Kaplan, said 
that he was tired of  hearing me, and 
why didn’t I go do something about 
it? He was about to be chief  of  staff  
at Mt. Sinai and said he would help me 
make it happen. 

I knew that I couldn’t do it alone; the 
only source of  information then avail-
able was Kubler-Ross’ On Death and 
Dying. It did not speak to my purpose, 

which was to educate staff  at all levels, 
that patient’s families were feeling help-
less and lost, and needed humane treat-
ment. I didn’t know anything about 
the way Mt. Sinai operated. I decided 
to ask the hospital social worker if  she 
would help me. 

(Prior to earning my MSW, I had 
been a high school English teacher.) I 
walked into the social work office and 
who should be the social worker, none 
other than one of  my favorite students 
from a decade earlier, Gail Noller. So 
together we created the first Minnesota 
hospital program in Death and Dying, 
before MCDES was born. 
Editor’s Note: After her work at Mt. 
Sinai Hospital, Rachael Freed worked 
for a decade with cardiac families 
(ambiguous loss) and wrote Heartmates: 
A Guide for the Spouse and Family of  the 
Heart Patient. In 1999, she founded 
Life-Legacies, (www.life-legacies.
com) and wrote Women’s Lives, Women’s 
Legacies, Passing Your Beliefs and Blessings 
to Future Generations, and in 2013 Your 
Legacy Matters for all genders and 
generations. She is a senior fellow at 
the University of  MN’s Center for 
Spiritual Healing. She can be contacted 
at rachael@life-legacies.com.

Rachael Freed

Review: Rachael Freed continued from page 5

http://www.life-legacies.com
http://www.life-legacies.com
mailto:rachael%40life-legacies.com?subject=
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Thoughts on the MCDES Fall Conference
By Charlie Greenman

Whenever I attend a MCDES 
conference, I usually have a feeling of  
eager anticipation beforehand. I know 
that I will be enlightened and have an 
exceptional experience. I just don’t 
know what it will be. As I reflected 
on the fall conference this year, what 
occurred to me most prominently was 
Pauline Boss’s quote by Pulitzer Prize 
winning videographer Darnella Frazier, 
who made the video of  the killing of  
George Floyd. She said: “The world 
needed to see what I was seeing. Stuff  
like this happens in silence too many 
times.” 

Throughout the day, these words 
came back to me repeatedly, as Pauline 
Boss and Ted Bowman described as-
pects of  their work, their personal ex-
periences with loss and the impact of  
ambiguous loss on all of  us. The world 
does need to see and know these things 
about ambiguous losses and how we 
have all experienced them, especially 
since the COVID-19 pandemic began 
and George Floyd was killed. We need 
to hear, share and listen to the myriad 
ways in which many have kept these 
experiences to themselves and suffered 
for it. 

For me, this day and the generous, 
wise, enlightened teaching and sharing 
by Pauline and Ted was a “booster 
shot” of  the most vital kind. It opened 
me up to ways of  engaging with those 
who have ambiguous losses; helping 
them by closely paying attention and 
assisting them in finding their own 
meaning and understanding of  these 
losses. 

The idea of  summerizing the con-
ference is daunting. My mind swirls 
with the stories, information, and 
literary references that were presented 

during the day. Pauline and Ted were 
masters at weaving their own losses 
and clinical approaches and theories 
with research and literary passages that 
acknowledge the “myth of  closure.” 
This myth wants completeness and the 
security of  statements like “they’re in 
a better place” or “of  course you have 
your other children.” This approach 
clearly is not reassuring or validating 
to parents, spouses or siblings who 
have loved ones who have never come 
home, whose remains have never been 
found, or whose child was killed by a 
stray bullet. 

With their careful, thoughtful and 
compassionate guidance, Ted and  
Pauline led with Darnella Frazier’s 
words as they relate to the complexi-
ties, and especially the individual expe-
riences of  deaths and losses. “Leaving 
without goodbye and goodbye without 
leaving” are presented as two kinds of  
ambiguous loss. As I let this sink in,  I 
felt a visceral reaction as I thought of  
my clients whom I said goodbye to, 
when I retired last December. I re-
membered the ambiguous losses of  my 
loved ones, including my sister-in-law 
who left her home country as a young 
woman and a refugee when the U.S. 
left Vietnam. 

I noticed being briefly distracted 
from the presentation at times because 
of  these mental/emotional detours 
of  my own. This was validated by the 
reactions of  others in the Q and A 
with Ted and Pauline. They repeatedly 
addressed the sometimes ( especially 
in the past two years ) overwhelming 
aspects of  the huge losses in our daily 
lives. Losses that stem from the pan-
demic and the increasing exposure of  
racism and the ongoing oppression it 

brings to bear 
on so many 
lives. 

They ad-
dressed our 
powerlessness 
over what I 
heard recently 
called “the 
cascade of  
tragedies,” 
heaped on so 
many people 
today. Pauline stressed that when “the 
world is unmoored,” we need to help 
“externalise the blame to the context” 
of  the loss. These events are not our 
fault, nor is there something wrong 
with us. 

So what are we to do with all of  this 
loss over which we have no control? 
In the conference, we were guided to 
listen closely, carefully and patiently to 
those who are struggling and trying to 
make sense of  themselves and what 
has happened. We do not impose our-
selves or our losses on others, unless 
sharing will aid them in finding their 
way. We are to allow them to express 
what they have had to be silent about, 
so that they might find meaning and 
answers for themselves that fit. 

I used to think that my job as a 
therapist was to use my experience, 
wisdom, and judgement to give people 
answers to their questions and solu-
tions to their ambiguous losses. As we 
were reminded by Ted and Pauline, 
these answers come from within each 
of  us. Our job is to extend the hope 
and attention to our clients and loved 
ones that allows answers to come in 
their own time, and in their own way. 
Pauline’s guidance: “Listening means 
listening.” 

Charlie Greenman

Thoughts continued on page 8
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The Guest House excerpt which Ted 
highlights is a guide for how to do this. 
By inviting momentary awareness in 
our clients and being persistently curi-
ous about the emotions and experienc-
es of  their losses, we validate them and 
invite them to listen to their own inner 
wisdom. This curiosity has proven to 
be invaluable to me in my work and 
many other relationships. It frees me 
of  having to know something or be 
right about something. 

Finally, Ted reminds us that listening 
to stories of  our clients, telling parts 
of  ours when it may assist them, is 
a vehicle to healing and acceptance. 
Here, the idea of  impermanence plays 
a key role. As we hear the stories, the 
result is often a shift and a change for 
our clients; that the experience of  their 
loss is not fixed or permanent. Emo-
tions, thoughts, and physical sensations 
change, often subtly, when the stories 
are told and truly heard by another. 

What an incredible gift we were giv-
en this day! The generosity, the hones-
ty, the humor, dedication and humility 
Ted and Pauline shared are a treasure 
for me; I think for all of  us. Thank you 
for showing us what needed to be seen.
Editor’s Note: Charlie Greenman, 
MA, LP, is a recently retired Licensed 
Psychologist who previously worked 
at Headway Emotional Health. He has 
been privileged to work in community 
mental health centers for much of  his 
career. He has extensive experience 
working with addiction and its impact 
on individuals and families. At Head-
way, he was a member of  the DBT 
team and worked with clients who 
suffered from trauma, abuse, loss, and 
PTSD. He appreciates all the lessons he 
learned from his clients. Charlie can be 
reached at 763-746-2434 or c_green-
man@msn.com. 

Thoughts continued from page 7

The importance of  completing conference evaluations following a day of  learning 
together cannot be overstated. It is valuable to the Education Committee and the 
MCDES board to understand what objectives and expectations were met, and which 
may not have been. To those of  you attending the fall 2021 Zoom conference with 
Pauline Boss and Ted Bowman, who took the time to submit your comments and 
suggestions, thank you. To those of  you who didn’t, please know we missed your 
insights and hope next time you will consider sharing your thoughts. Here are a few 
highlights from the tabulated results of  the October 1, 2021 conference.

We had 204 attendees with 146 respondents to the survey: The survey return rate 
was 71.5%. We had 42 first time attendees responding; 92 who responded to the 
survey were returnees from past MCDES conferences. 

Job affiliation or primary jobs of  those who registered and attended included 
nurses, bereavement coordinators, behavioral case managers, chaplains, hospice 
workers, caregivers and consultants, psychology professors, LMFTs, clinical psy-
chologists, social workers, volunteers, grandparents, education directors, employee 
assistance consultants, mental health service workers, family physicians, grief  care 
providers from funeral homes, students, oncology workers, pastoral care directors, 
nurse consultants, music therapists, private counselors, youth program directors, psy-
chotherapists, program youth and grief  directors, recovery coaches and several other 
retired professionals. Primary ways registrants learned about the conference were 
from the newsletter and MCDES website, Facebook, colleagues, and/or personal 
emails. 

Comments related to both speakers filled six pages of  our survey results; almost 
every comment was positive! One of  my favorites related to Pauline Boss’s presen-
tation: “Relatable, timely reminders of  a need for grace as one bears witness to grief  
and mourning.” And about Ted Bowman’s, one respondent said, “Ted’s biblio-ther-
apy was much appreciated. This was a unique opportunity to learn from some of  
our finest local experts. How lucky were we to witness and participate in this day of  
learning and sharing. Thank you!” 

According to these tabulated results of  the Fall 2021 conference evaluation, this 
was by far one of  the best and the most well-received conference, maybe in MCDES 
history! Thanks to Pauline Boss and Ted Bowman, who worked tirelessly with our 
Education Committee to offer a day of  rich learning and sharing. 

Thanks to Verla, our administrative support staff, and Tony Bowen, for seamless 
registration, planning, and overall orchestration of  our virtual gathering. Thanks to 
the Education Committee for imagining this delightful combination of  two of  Min-
nesota’s best experts in the field of  death, dying and bereavement. And big thanks to 
Verla for the daunting task of  tabulating and compiling our resulting 10-page survey 
results! 

We certainly look forward to our spring conference, May 6, 2022, with Darcy  
Harris on “Self  Compassion.” We hope you’ll join us and if  you do, please remem-
ber to complete your evaluation form when invited to do so. It helps greatly with 
future programming and planning! Thank you! 

From the Editor: 
MCDES Fall Conference 2021 Evaluation Highlights

Thoughts from page 7

mailto:c_greenman%40msn.com?subject=
mailto:c_greenman%40msn.com?subject=
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Book Review: No Cure For Being Human  
(And Other Truths I Need to Hear)
By Kate Bowler. (2021) Random House
Reviewed by Eunie Alsaker

Many people I know claimed new 
hobbies, habits, or insights during 
this pandemic. While I didn’t start 
making sourdough bread or organize 
my photos or life, I did discover Kate 
Bowler. With excitement, I’d download 
her latest podcast, “Everything 
Happens For A Reason,” and head out 
on a walk.

Bowler is a professor of  theology at 
Duke university, author, and podcast 
host. A native Canadian, she is 
connected to Minnesota through her 
degree from Macalester College. She 
is refreshingly honest, courageous, and 
funny. One of  her goals is to provide a 
needed alternative voice to the cultural 
messages we endlessly hear about 
having the perfect life—if  only we 
believe hard enough, if  only we make 
all the right choices. Kate believes 
we are obsessed with positivity and 
knows that having the right attitude is 
not enough to beat hard things. “The 
sustaining myth of  the American 
Dream rests on a hearty can-do spirit 
surmounting all obstacles, but not all 
obstacles can be overcome.” (p. 124) 

At age 35, she was diagnosed with 
stage IV colon cancer. Her response 
to her doctor? “But I have a two-year-
old!” She writes of  this experience 
in her new book, a book she calls 
“medium-sad,” No Cure for Being Human 

(and Other Truths I Need 
to Hear). This is a book 
of  wisdom for anyone 
grieving the loss of  the 
life they thought they’d 
have. She knows from 
her own experience 
that life is messy and 

that any of  us could, and often do, 
encounter pain we previously thought 
would be impossible to bear. Kate likes 
to refer to our “oh-so-shiny” culture. 
But she prefers to talk openly and 
frankly about the real stuff —about 
how hard it is to be human. Kate 
eschews shallow theology and easy 
platitudes, as evidenced by the title of  
an earlier book, Everything Happens For 
A Reason: And Other Lies I’ve Loved. 

As a theologian, questions guide 
her, and she poses many in her books 
and interviews. “How do I love now? 
What can’t you live without? What 
amounted to enough?” And this 
prompt from her on-line reading guide 
for No Cure For Being Human: “The 
terrible gift of  a terrible illness is that 
it has, in fact, taught me to live in 
the moment,” writes Kate, except it’s 
not the rapturous moments but the 
mundane ones that began to sparkle. 
What moments are sparkling for you 
these days—and how is appreciating 
these moments different that “seizing 
the day”?  https://katebowler.com/
discussion-guide-for-no-cure-for-being-
human/?mc_cid=3e45c41e0d&mc_
eid=937bd0f584.

Many of  her podcasts are about 
grief; all are about living with hard 
realities. MCDES members will 
recognize many of  her guests. Bowler 
also writes a weekly blog, and if  you 
sign up, you will receive a welcome 
weekly blessing or reflection. I 
encourage you to check out her 
website, which includes links to her 
podcast and books, https://katebowler.
com/. Perhaps you will feel as I do, 
that you have a new friend and mentor. 

Comfort in Poetry
Editor’s Note: Cherished old poems 
stand the test of  time. Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning’s verses, especially 
this one, continue to inspire me. There 
is comfort in poetry. As a child, I 
experienced the sudden deaths of  an 
aunt, an uncle, a dear friend, and sadly, 
my own chronically-ill father. Almost 
instinctively, as I grew, I was drawn to 
the lyrical, heart-warming classics. This 
poem reminded me, even then, of  the 
permanence of  love.

Sonnets from the Portuguese 43: 
How do I love thee? Let me count 
the ways 
By Elizabeth Barrett Browning

How do I love thee? Let me count the 
ways.
I love thee to the depth and breadth 
and height
My soul can reach, when feeling out of  
sight
For the ends of  being and ideal grace.
I love thee to the level of  every day’s
Most quiet need, by sun and  
candle-light.
I love thee freely, as men strive for 
right;
I love thee purely, as they turn from 
praise.
I love thee with the passion put to use
In my old griefs, and with my 
childhood’s faith.
I love thee with a love I seemed to lose
With my lost saints. I love thee with 
the breath,
Smiles, tears, of  all my life; and, if  God 
choose,
I shall but love thee better after death.

https://katebowler.com/discussion-guide-for-no-cure-for-being-human/?mc_cid=3e45c41e0d&mc_eid=937bd0f584
https://katebowler.com/discussion-guide-for-no-cure-for-being-human/?mc_cid=3e45c41e0d&mc_eid=937bd0f584
https://katebowler.com/discussion-guide-for-no-cure-for-being-human/?mc_cid=3e45c41e0d&mc_eid=937bd0f584
https://katebowler.com/discussion-guide-for-no-cure-for-being-human/?mc_cid=3e45c41e0d&mc_eid=937bd0f584
https://katebowler.com/
https://katebowler.com/
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Thankfulness and Gratitude in the Midst of Grief and Grieving
By Ted Bowman

Several years ago, I was asked to be a speaker for a grief support series for a Saturday in November. Because I had spoken in previous series, had 
found it to be strong resource for grieving persons, and because, when I looked at my calendar for the requested Saturday, it was clear, I said Yes.

It was only as the date grew closer that I looked more carefully and realized that I was to be the speaker the Saturday before American Thanks-
giving. It was only then that I faced the challenge of  addressing loss, grief and thanksgiving. 

The following draws on that experience and a resulting journal article published in 2007, augmented by additional insights in 
the intervening years. 

The suggestion that one could or should be thankful for 
grieving may seem like a slap in the face of  grievers. Such 
a statement could be seen to undervalue a person who 
has died and their circles of  care. Or, it might be heard to 
diminish realities such as death, cancer, cerebral palsy, de-
pression, or loss of  job. Thankfulness for grief  could even 
appear to be a “spin” strategy used by people who wish to 
avoid pain and sorrow. 

While acknowledging these perspectives AND the count-
er position, expressed by many, that grief  includes real pain 
and sorrow—realities that should not be overlooked or 
avoided—could it be possible to fully grieve losses AND, 
at the same time, be thankful? Unlike oil and water, can 
thankfulness, gratitude and grieving complement each other, 
enriching each by their paradoxical connections? 

Thankfulness for support, for insightful perspective, 
and for resiliency and unexpected capacity, come to mind, 
because they have been heard often in conversations with 
grievers. Other possible categories for thankfulness heard 
from grievers or found in their words and writings include: 
Thanks for unusual intimacy.
Thanks that joy can over-ride grief, even if  momentarily. 
Thankfulness for helpers/carers.
Thankfulness for new ways of  coping, especially writing, 

music. 
Thankfulness for deeper faith . 
Thankfulness FOR grieving? Not necessarily. 

Thankfulness in the midst of  grieving may more accu-
rately describe people’s experiences. As discussed here, a 
sense of  appreciation for resources, one’s own and others; 
for perspective; and for capacities during tough times can 
enrich and expand the grieving process. Anne Lamott, after 
discussing the many ways people attempt to avoid the pain 
of  grief, made this statement: “But the bad news is that 
whatever you use to keep the pain at bay robs you of  the 
flecks and nuggets of  gold that feeling grief  will give you.” 
(p. 73). 

There it is, the paradox; thankfulness for grief  and grieving. 
Grieving must be done. And in the doing of  grief, one may find 
experiences for which to be thankful. 

These reflections were reinforced by a poem recently discov-
ered. The poet, Alberto Rios, described his poem this way: This 
is a poem of  thanks to those who live lives of  service, which, I 
think, includes all of  us—from the large measure to the smallest 
gesture, from care-giving to volunteerism to being an audience 
member or a reader. He describes MCDES members, I believe. 
Here are portions that complement gratitude and thankfulness 
in the midst of  troubling times.
When Giving Is All We Have by Alberto Rios

One river gives
Its journey to the next.

We give because someone gave to us.
We give because nobody gave to us.
We give because giving has changed us.
We give because giving could have changed us.
We have been better for it,
We have been wounded by it—
Giving is, first and every time, hand to hand,
Mine to yours, yours to mine.
You gave me blue and I gave you yellow.
Together we are simple green. You gave me
What you did not have, and I gave you
What I had to give—together, we made
Something greater from the difference.

Sources
Bowman, Ted (2007) “Thankfulness for Grief  and Grieving: 

Exploring Paradoxes,” Illness, Crisis & Loss, Vol. 15(4) 285-296, 
2007.

Lamott, Anne (1999) Traveling Mercies: Some Thoughts on Faith. 
New York: Pantheon Books.

Rios, Alberto (2015) A Small Story About the Sky. Port 
Townsend: Copper Canyon Press, p. 32.
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Death & The Arts: Poetry
Editor’s Note: Thanks to 
Vermont poet, James Crews, 
for granting permission 
to reprint his poem about 
self-compassion. I recently 
discovered his work on the 
Poem A Day website from the 
Academy of  American Poets,  
https://poets.org/poem-
a-day. You can listen to an 

audio of  this poem there.
If  you find poetry helpful to yourself  or your clients, 
you can subscribe to the poem-a-day podcasts from 
Academy of  American Poets. You can also visit James’ 
website: http://jamescrews.net/. 
About this particular poem...James Crews says, “I 
wrote “Self-Compassion” the summer after the pan-
demic first began when I was so worried for the state 
of  our country and the planet, when everything in our 
individual lives also seemed to be falling apart—the 
leaky pipe, my husband’s health. I’m a recovering cynic, 
so self-care practices can still seem silly to me, but in 
this care, I had no choice but to be kind to myself, the 
wise words of  Wendell Berry echoing in my mind: “Be 
joyful though you have considered all the facts.” 
James has several other collections available, including: 
Bluebird (Green Writers Press), Healing the Divide: Poems 
of  Kindness and Connection (Green Writers Press), and 
Telling My Father (Southeast Missouri State University 
Press).
He is also the editor of  How to Love the World: Poems 
of  Gratitude and Hope (Storey Publishing). This collec-
tion offers readers uplifting, deeply felt, and relatable 
poems by well-known poets from all walks of  life and 
all parts of  the U.S., including inaugural poet Amanda 
Gorman, Joy Harjo, Naomi Shihab Nye, Ross Gay, 
Tracy K. Smith, and others.
James Crews’ most recent book, The Path to Kindness: 
Poems of  Connection and Joy, is forthcoming from Storey 
Publishing in April 2022. The co-founder of  the Poetry 
of  Resilience seminars, he lives in Shaftsbury, Vermont, 
on Wabanaki and Mohican land. Mr. Crews’ poem, 
“Self-Compassion,” is reprinted with permission.

Self-Compassion
By James Crews 

My friend and I snickered the first time
we heard the meditation teacher, a grown man,
call himself  honey, with a hand placed
over his heart to illustrate how we too 
might become more gentle with ourselves
and our runaway minds. It’s been years
since we sat with legs twisted on cushions,
holding back our laughter, but today
I found myself  crouched on the floor again,
not meditating exactly, just agreeing
to be still, saying honey to myself  each time
I thought about my husband splayed
on the couch with aching joints and fever
from a tick bite—what if  he never gets better?—
or considered the threat of  more wildfires,
the possible collapse of  the Gulf  Stream,
then remembered that in a few more minutes, 
I’d have to climb down to the cellar and empty
the bucket I placed beneath a leaky pipe
that can’t be fixed until next week. How long
do any of  us really have before the body
begins to break down and empty its mysteries
into the air? Oh honey, I said—for once
without a trace of  irony or blush of  shame—
the touch of  my own hand on my chest
like that of  a stranger, oddly comforting
in spite of  the facts.

James Crews

https://poets.org/poem-a-day
https://poets.org/poem-a-day
http://jamescrews.net/
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Brighter Days Grief Center
by Carolyn Kinzel

We are often asked how to best support a grieving loved 
one, especially during the holidays. Here are a few helpful 
suggestions: 
• No pressure. Do not put pressure on them to take part in 

any gatherings. Life is different now, and everything feels 
especially painful without their loved one. 

• Follow their lead. If  they cannot commit or decide to 
spend the holidays elsewhere, understand and respect that 
they may need a change. 

• Invite them. If  they are not sure if  they will be attending, 
still give them an official invite. Let them have the choice 
to attend or decline rather than feel excluded. 

• Meet them where they are at. Understand that no matter 
how much glitter, champagne or singing, they may not be 
fully present. Do not push them to be festive; love them 
however they show up. 

• Expect that they may change their mind. If  they show 
up and decide they need to leave, let them, while making 
sure they are okay to do so. 

• Honor their loved one. Perhaps they had a favorite 
dessert or appetizer; make it in their honor. Or they had 
a favorite song or movie; play it for them. Let them know 
you remember them, too. 

• Show your emotion. Cry WITH them. Give them per-
mission to let it flow. The more comfortable they are being 
authentic in your presence, the more they will feel seen 
and heard. 

• Send the card. You may be wondering how to navigate 
your annual holiday cards. Do not take a grieving person/
family off  your list because you feel it will hurt them to see 
your family picture. They will appreciate you thinking of  
them and will open it when they are ready. 

• Say their person’s name. Share a favorite memory in your 
card and let them know that you are missing “John” too. 

• Be mindful. Instead of  asking “How were your holidays?” 
just say, “I have been thinking of  you” and offer them a 
hug. 

• Stay. Continue to be there for them. It does not matter if  
it has been one month or one year. Stay present in their life 
and be there when they need you. 
Remember that there is no “fix” for their grief  and that 

they are not looking for you to provide one. They just want 
the comfort and unconditional love of  the people who are 
closest to them while they try to navigate this painful new 
reality. Let them know they do not have to do it alone. More 
importantly, every day can be painful for a griever, not just 
specific holidays. Stay by their side for all of  them. 

Within every griever there is a deep and permanent shift. 
Their perspective on everything is different now. It is up 
to society to understand this and factor it in. If  they have 
“changed”, they have certainly earned the right to do so. 

Author’s Note: Brighter Days Family Grief  Center is a 
“family-focused” grief  center dedicated to grieving Minneso-
ta families. It is the only stand-alone nonprofit Family Grief  
Center in Minnesota that provides free grief  support resourc-
es and services to children, young adults, and adults who are 
grieving the terminal diagnosis or death of  a beloved family 
member. Through their many partnerships and gracious 
donors, they tailor compassionate services for each family 
member including access to grief  and trauma support, legal 
and financial guidance, youth/young adult programs, and 
meaningful workshops, retreats, and events. To learn more 
about Brighter Days, visit their website, https://www.bright-
erdaysgriefcenter.org/.

Within every griever there is a deep and permanent shift.  
Their perspective on everything is different now. 

It is up to society to understand this and factor it in. 
If  they have “changed,” they have certainly earned the right to do so.

Carolyn Kinzel

https://www.brighterdaysgriefcenter.org/
https://www.brighterdaysgriefcenter.org/
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Sundries

Grieving a Death During the 
Pandemic
The heartbreak of  losing someone 
can feel overwhelming at the best of  
times. During the pandemic, the death 
of  a loved one can leave an even more 
intense and lingering grief. Listen to a 
discussion, first aired on November 4,  
with Rev. Ronald Bell, educator and au-
thor Ted Bowman, and Rabbi Marsha 
Zimmerman at https://www.mprnews.
org/episode/2021/11/04/grieving-a-
death-during-the-pandemic.

Coping With Grief During 
the Holidays
Hospice Giving Foundation offers a 
reflective, hopeful program to learn 
ways to manage grief  during the holi-
day season. This year includes a special 
segment to explore how to honor our 
loved ones with arts and crafts. In 
this 90-minute presentation, experts 
talk about grief  and loss, especially as 
we remember those we are missing. 
View at https://hospicegiving.org/
workshops/?fbclid=IwAR34O3wp-
cpdzwa4-UPmzhnUhoRwj-_lA-d1Xx-
FE_qxRz0qyYB6UclX4Pc0.

Healing From Grief
Death is a universal experience and 
every person will encounter the loss 
of  a loved one at some point in their 
life. Individuals, influenced by fac-
tors like their culture and family, react 
differently to death. There are many 
resources that people can find, both on 
a personal level with friends and family, 
as well as on a community level. Read 
more at https://lmcexperience.com/
features/2021/09/16/healing-from-
grief/.

The Messy Truth About 
Grief
In a talk that’s by turns heartbreaking 
and hilarious, writer and podcaster 
Nora McInerny shares her hard-earned 
wisdom about life and death. Her 
candid approach to something that will, 
let’s face it, affect us all, is as liberating 
as it is gut-wrenching. Watch at http://
tedtalks.social/grief.

Navigating Loss Without 
Closure
This 2016 conversation from “On 
Being” is an interview by Krista Tippet 
with Pauline Boss. Within this text/
audio is the poem, “Walk On” from 
Madison, WI poet, Donna Carnes. 
Pauline shared this story of  ambiguous 
loss at our fall conference. Listen at 
https://onbeing.org/programs/pau-
line-boss-navigating-loss-without-clo-
sure/.

Responding to the Grief of 
Others
• Prolonged grief  reactions—severe, 

persistent responses to the death of  
a close other—affect 1 in 10 people 
experiencing loss.

• The way we perceive and respond 
to people who have lost a loved one 
varies, and has a strong impact on the 
bereaved.

• Research finds greater public stigma 
toward those who have a severe grief  
reaction to loss.

• Understanding the stigma around 
loss helps us support those in need 
and anticipate our own needs around 
grieving.

These are key points from a recent 
Psychology Today article, https://www.
psychologytoday.com/us/blog/
experimentations/202111/respond-
ing-the-grief-others.

Prolonged Grief Disorder 
Recognized as Official 
Diagnosis. 
With the United States surpassing 
727,000 deaths from COVID-19, the 
disease caused by the coronavirus, mil-
lions have been left grieving the losses 
of  their loved ones. They often feel 
as if  there is a wall between them and 
the rest of  the world, like our acceler-
ated, progress- and positivity-centered 
society does not allow for grieving 
and honoring the deceased. Read the 
Washington Post article about prolonged 
grief  disorder, at https://www.wash-
ingtonpost.com/lifestyle/2021/10/21/
prolonged-grief-disorder-diagno-
sis-dsm-5/.

Coping With Loss and Grief 
During COVID-19 Pandemic
It has become a common sight nowa-
days to see profile photos on social me-
dia switched to black. People who have 
lost loved ones to COVID-19 usually 
let their friends and family know that 
they are grieving by changing their 
profile to black or sometimes a candle 
light with black background. Due to 
restrictions, attending wakes have been 
limited, which makes it difficult for 
those who are mourning to find com-
fort during this sad moment of  their 
lives. More at https://www.gmanet-
work.com/entertainment/celebritylife/
health/81656/coping-with-loss-and-
grief-during-covid-19-pandemic/story.

End In Mind Project
End In Mind is “leading a movement 
to change how our culture engages 
with loss, dying and death.” Access 
their podcast, blog, and resources from 
their website, https://www.endinmind-
project.org.

https://www.mprnews.org/episode/2021/11/04/grieving-a-death-during-the-pandemic
https://www.mprnews.org/episode/2021/11/04/grieving-a-death-during-the-pandemic
https://www.mprnews.org/episode/2021/11/04/grieving-a-death-during-the-pandemic
https://hospicegiving.org/workshops/?fbclid=IwAR34O3wpcpdzwa4-UPmzhnUhoRwj-_lA-d1Xx-FE_qxRz0qyYB6UclX4Pc0
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https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/experimentations/202111/responding-the-grief-others
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dig deeper. If  you’re not familiar with 
author Kate Bowler and her books 
and podcasts, this is a good place to 
start. And by the way, if  you’ve read 
a book you think our members might 
enjoy, please know we welcome reviews 
of  books, poems, and even movies 
relating to the topic of  grief, loss, and 
bereavement, sdardis@aol.com.

Speaking of  poetry, MCDES contin-
ues to make connections with won-
derful poets throughout the country, 
whose words speak to and comfort us. 
Thanks to Vermont poet, James Crews, 
who so generously granted permission 
to reprint his lovely poem, “Self  Com-
passion.” His newest book, The Path to 
Kindness: Poems of  Connection and Joy, will 
be released in April 2022. His response 
to our request to reprint, was, “I be-
lieve in sharing poetry far and wide.” 
Thanks, James! http://jamescrews.net.

And speaking of  poets, thank you 
again to prolific Ted Bowman for his 
latest reflections, in this issue, on the 
act of  being thankful whilst grieving. 
Ted’s connections to MCDES are 
far-reaching. As a former board mem-
ber and conference presenter, as well 
as frequent contributor to these pages, 
we are grateful for his presence in our 
professional, as well as personal lives. 
Thank you, Ted, for keeping MCDES 
ever-close to your very creative and 
compassionate heart.

More good news: We are proud 
of  MCDES’ past and current board 
members who continue to teach and 
contribute. Check out the link under 
“Sundries” on page 13, to hear a panel 
discussion with Ted Bowman, MDiv, 
past board member, and Rev. Ron Bell, 
a current board member.

In the midst of  this ongoing pan-
demic and other crises, and in an effort 

to continue to support those who serve 
the dying and bereaved, your MCDES 
Board and Education Committee have 
invited Darcy Harris, a Professor of  
Thanatology at King’s University in 
London, Canada, to join us for the 
spring conference on May 6, 2022. She 
will address “Self  Compassion: Sus-
taining the Ability to Care in Challeng-
ing Times.” Please consider a day for 
self-care and join us for this day-long 
Zoom experience of  networking, edu-
cation and support. CEUs are available. 
Online registration will be available in 
early March 2022.

As always, check out the Sundries, 
Resources, and Calendar sections for 
other upcoming trainings, symposiums, 
and conferences. If  you have future 
events you would like listed, please 
note the next newsletter deadline is 
February 1st, sdardis@aol.com.

Today, the sadly ever-growing list of  
“my much-loved dear dead ones” still 
hangs inside my cupboard door. I’m 
not sure when or if  I’ll take it down, 
or if  I will ever stop recording names. 
I even imagine my own name written 
there! As a “senior,” I understand (and 
fear) the undeniable fact that, as we 
age, these losses, pandemic or not, will 
continue. As the latest variants wax and 
wane, there are other unrelated trage-
dies, other deaths to add, some not vi-
rus-related; some, almost too tragic for 
words. Yet, the thought of  the deads’ 
presence still “walking in our hearts” 
rings lovely and true. Love both “leaves 
with us in death” and “stays with us in 
life.” Of  that, I am certain.

In her book, Loving and Leaving the 
Good Life, author Helen Nearing tells 
of  intoning an old Native American 
chant at the bedside of  her dying 
husband of  53 years: “Walk tall as the 
trees; live strong as the mountains; be 
gentle as the spring winds, keep the 

warmth of  summer in your heart, and 
the Great Spirit will always be with 
you.”

All my much-loved dear dead ones 
still walk in my heart. They linger 
in all seasons. I say their names as a 
reminder that they lived. Their love and 
memories return to me, in my waking 
and sometimes, when I’m especially 
open and yearning, they appear in my 
dreams. Love never dies.

Wishing you a holiday season filled 
with whatever warms and sustains your 
hearts. MCDES is thankful for all you 
do, so well, for so many. Stay safe, well, 
and in touch. We hope to see you all at 
the Spring Zoom conference on Friday, 
May 6th.

Editor continued from page 2

Rilke and Walker
By Verla Johansson

I was reminded of  a poem by this 
statement from Charlie Greenman’s 
article, Thoughts on the MCDES Fall Con-
ference, “Our job is to extend the hope 
and attention to our clients and loved 
ones that allows answers to come in 
their own time, and in their own way.” 

In the mid-1980’s, while reading  
Alice Walker’s book, In Search of  our 
Mothers’ Gardens, I came across her 
poem, “Reassurance,” in which she 
referenced Rilke: “I must love the 
questions themselves,” and “await the 
answers.” I had never heard of  Rilke, 
but I was so taken with the poem, that 
I stopped at the library the very next 
day on my way home from work. I 
found the shelf  with all of  the Rilke 
books, spread them out on a table, 
and searched them until I found the 
reference to loving the questions them-
selves. It was from Letters to a Young 
Poet. I borrowed the book, and eventu-
ally purchased my own copy. 

Rilke continued on page 15

mailto:sdardis%40aol.com?subject=
http://jamescrews.net
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A few days later, I typed up Alice’s 
poem, and the excerpt from Rilke, 
and posted it in my office at work. 
Since then, that half-sheet of  paper 
has moved with me to whatever office 
I inhabited, and now, 35 years later, it 
hangs on the wall, in my home office, 
next to my computer.
_____

I must love the questions
themselves
as Rilke said
like locked rooms
full of  treasure
…
and await the answers
as unsealed 
letters
…
And in the hourly making
of  myself
no thought of  Time
to force, to squeeze
the space 
I grow into.
~ from Reassurance by Alice Walker

You are so young, so much before 
all beginning, and I would like to beg 
you, dear sir, as well as I can, to have 
patience with everything unresolved 
in your heart and to try to love the 
questions themselves as if  they were 
locked rooms or books written in a 
very foreign language. Don’t search for 
the answers, which could not be given 
to you now, because you would not 
be able to live them. And the point is, 
to live everything. Live the questions 
now. Perhaps then, someday far in 
the future, you will gradually, without 
even noticing it, live your way into the 
answer.
~ from Letters To A Young Poet by 
Rainer Maria Rilke

Rilke continued from page 14 MCDES Spring Conference: May 6, 2022
Self Compassion:  
Sustaining the Ability to Care in Challenging Times
Darcy Harris, PhD, FT,  
Professor, Deepartment of Thanatology 
King’s University College at Western University 
London, Ontario

Clinicians who work with people experiencing loss and 
grief  are often defined by their compassionate nature and 
ability to care for others in incredibly difficult situations. 
The ability to sustain this compassionate stance begins 
with self-compassion. There is a growing body of  evi-
dence supporting the cultivation of  compassion-based 
practices as a buffer to fatigue and burnout that can be 
readily experienced when working with vulnerable individ-
uals in organizational settings. This workshop will discuss 
the current research and trends related to compassion in 
care delivery, and introduce participants to practices to 
enhance the cultivation of  a greater sense of  compassion 
for themselves and those in their care.

Darcy L. Harris, RN, RSW, MEd (Couns.), PhD, FT, is a Professor of  Thana-
tology at King’s University College in London, Canada, where she also maintains a 
private clinical practice specializing in issues related to change, loss, and transition. 
Dr. Harris developed the degree program in Thanatology at King’s University 
College in London, Canada. In addition, she is a faculty member of  the Portland 
Institute for Loss and Transition, dedicated to training in grief  therapy leading 
toward Certification in Meaning Reconstruction in Loss. She has served on the 
board of  directors of  the Association for Death Education and Counseling and is 
a current member of  the International Work Group on Death, Dying, and Be-
reavement. She is the series co-editor for Routledge Publishing Company’s Death, 
Dying, and Bereavement Series and she is an internationally-recognized speaker 
and author.  Her publications include Counting our Losses: Reflecting on Change, Loss, 
and Transition in Everyday Life (Routledge), Grief  and Bereavement in Contemporary Soci-
ety: Bridging Research and Practice (Routledge), Principles and Practice of  Grief  Counseling 
(Springer), The Handbook of  Social Justice in Loss and Grief: Exploring Diversity, Equity, 
and Inclusion (Routledge) and Non-Death Loss and Grief: Context and Clinical Implications 
(Routledge). Her upcoming book, Compassion-Based Approaches to Loss and Grief, will 
be published in 2022.

Conference brochures and online registration (www.mcdes.org) will be avail-
able in early March, 2022. CEU’s will be available for professionals in Psychology, 
Marriage and Family Therapy, Social Work, Behavior Health and Therapy, and MN 
Nurses.

Darcy Harris, PhD, FT



16

Minnesota Coalition for Death Education and Support www.mcdes.org

Coalition News
December 2021

Minnesota Coalition for 
Death Education and Support
P.O. Box 50651
Minneapolis, MN 55405
715-733-0265

MCDES Board Members

Eunie Alsaker, Secretary

Diane Bauer

Ronald Bell, Jr.

Allison Chant

Sharon Dardis

Kay Johnson, Vice-Chair

Kelli Kinney

Christine Lewis

Andrea Tatley

Peter Thoreen, Treasurer

Tim Thorpe

Florence Wright, Chair

MCDES membership does
not imply certification or

accreditation of  its members.

Grief Resources
 Jewish Grief  Education/Support Group:  
www.jfcsmpls.org.
Pathways—A Healing Center: www.
pathwaysminneapolis.org.
North Metro Grief  Support Coalition: 
763-413-2985.
Allina Support Groups: Search for “grief  
support” at www.allinahealth.org. 
Capitol City Grief  Coalition: Contact 
coordinator Lois Knutson, 651-227-4430.
Downtown Coalition for Grief  Support: 
www.mplsgriefsupport.com.
MN Network of  Hospice & Palliative Care: 
https://www.mnhpc.org/grief-support.
Children’s Grief  Connection:  
www.childrensgriefconnection.com.
Compassionate Friends:  
https://www.compassionatefriends.org/.
Hastings Area Grief  Coalition:  https://
account.allinahealth.org/events/59327.
Weathering Life’s Losses—Adult Support 
Group, and Kids in Grief  Support Group. 
Thurs., Stillwater, 651-430-4586.
Grief  Support-Essentia Health-St. Mary’s 
Medical Center (Duluth):  
www.Essentiahealth.org/griefsupportduluth. 

West Suburban Coalition:  
www.westsuburbangriefmn.org.
Dakota County Grief  Resources: 
https://www.co.dakota.mn.us/
HealthFamily/MentalHealth/Training/
Documents/GriefLossSupportServices.
pdf.
Youth Grief  Services, Fairview:  
www.fairview.org/youthgrief.
The Young Widowed Support Group: 
mcraem@parknicollet.com.
Center for Grief, Loss & Transition: 
http://griefloss.org or 651-641-0177.
South Mpls Coalition for Grief  Support: 
www.trustinc.org/programs/grief-support
Bloomington-Richfield Grief  Coalition: 
www.brgriefcoalition.com.
Prince of  Peace Grief  Support, Burnsville: 
https://popmn.org/mission/support-groups
Edina Coalition for Grief  Support:  
www.edinagriefsupport.org.
The Grief  Project: www.griefproject.org. 
Brighter Days Family Grief  Center: www.
brighterdaysgriefcenter.org.
Crisis Text Line: Text “MN” to 741741.
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: Call 
1-800-273-TALK (8255).
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