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Mourners’

Most Oft-Questions
By Dr. Earl A. Grollman

Thus, the enigmatic theme, “Why do the righteous suffer?”
God decides to test the piously righteous Job with unbearable
adversities. A dramatic dialogue ensues with Job’s three friends.
They insist that Job admit his guilt. Even though this was not
humanly understandable, nevertheless, the punishment must be
deserved. (Doesn’t this sound like our bereaved clients, “I must
have done something wrong and therefore I must be punished”?)

“W

hat are the most frequent problems that are
expressed by bereaved clients?” When this
topic was discussed at a recent meeting of grief
therapists, there was immediate consensus: The first question the
bereaved asked is “why?” The second is what to say when others
may ask bereaved parents, “How many children do you have?”
What follows are some of my own thoughts about these issues.

Why?

Convinced that he is innocent because he has lived up to the
highest ethical standards, Job chastises his friends for their
illusory arguments. In the epilogue, God appears in a storm to
speak to Job. Many scholars believe that the lesson is our futility
in attempting to comprehend the complexity of God’s universe.
Can we agree that devotion and fidelity will not grant us God’s
protection from painful loss? Can we agree that “being good” may
not bring “good fortune”? Can we agree that the rain will fall
upon the righteous as well as the immorally corrupt?

Many of us have read Harold Kushner’s bestseller, When Bad
Things Happen to Good People. He writes that virtually every
meaningful conversation with mourners starts and concludes
with their inquiry about “why” there is an unfair distribution of
suffering in the world.

Accept mourners’ feelings when they ask, “why?” Respect their
pleas and demands for justice and fairness. Admit that long
ago, we learned that life isn’t always fair. (Otherwise, I would
have played for the Boston Red Sox). Admit that there may be
no satisfying response to unresolvable dilemmas. Unanswered
“whys?” are but a part of life. The English poet, Henry Kirke
White, explains, “But tell not Misery’s son that life is fair.”

Counsellors know that there are no simple answers to this
question. For centuries, philosophers have debated this thorny
topic. In fact, the question of Divine Justice is examined in
the third section of the Hebrew Bible known as The Wisdom
Literature which includes the Book of Job. Many consider this
story one of the greatest morality plays in verse ever written.

You might ask clients, “Even if there were an answer, would
our longings and loneliness be less agonizing or distressing?”
“Would we not still ache for our loved one’s companionship;
their emotional, physical and spiritual guidance?” Still in our
scientifically technical milieu, questions will continue to arise,
“Why do the righteous suffer?”

For me, one of the most satisfying responses to the disturbing
question of “why?” was written by Marlee Matlin, the winner
of the Academy Award for her portrayal of a deaf student in
Children of a Lesser God.

exit. Yet, for the bereaved parent not to mention the death is to
deny the daughter’s life on Earth.

Her words, “When I faced the loss of my dear grandmother Rose,
I asked the question ‘why?’ I could not comprehend a day without
her . . . the loss was so painful . . .

It depends upon the conditions such as the location and where
the question is posed. The setting just may not be conducive. For
example, they may be sitting next to someone on a brief bus ride
and don’t wish to delve into painstakingly particulars. No time to
clarify; no need to explain to a new acquaintance.

“The empty hole in my life was slowly filled with a warmth when I
remembered my grandmother’s words of encouragement. I began
to understand that my success and achievements were the result
of her hugs and her pats on my back.
“So the question of ‘why?’ became clearer. I realized that my life
was an extension of hers. When there is a hole somewhere, I
believed that warmth eventually fills it.... So as Rose gave to me,
I try to give to others. For me, that is my “why.”
Perhaps the secret is to change the word, “why” to “how.” How
can we enable ignoble misfortune by filling that empty hole with
undying love and devotion?

How Many Children Do You Have?

Perhaps, the best response is two words – it depends.

A well-known executive, John Dasburg, offers insight into this
most painful loss. When Meredith, his six-year-old daughter
was killed in a tragic car accident going to school, he was asked,
“When will the pain go away?” His answer: “Never.” He put
her picture away, hoping that his panic attacks would diminish,
but depression only increased. When Dasburg assumed another
position, he did something different. He placed the photo of
his deceased daughter, Meredith, on his desk, together with the
photographs of his two living children. His words: “I don’t want
to deny her memory. To say that I have two children is denying
that she was here for six years.” Pain may never cease but John
Dasburg had learned how to live more honestly with loss.

It’s the wrong chronology. It doesn’t make sense. Their belief
in the presumed order of life and death is forever demolished.
Yesterday was assumedly predictable; for today, there are no
guarantees. It appears so surreal, unnatural, inappropriate and
impossible to comprehend.

Having the courage to be open about their deaths, parents may
discover friendship and support that never before would have
been realized. For example, striking up a conversation in a local
grocery store, two women learned that each had a child who had
died. It was the beginning of an inseparable relationship. Of all
their sources of consolation, none was more therapeutic than the
chance meeting of the two bereaved parents daring to share their
thoughts. They often talk about the unexpected help they have
received from those that they had scarcely known before their
tragedy. Also, they received invaluable comfort and hope from
support groups such as Compassionate Friends.

Torn asunder is the unique parent-child bond. Bereaved parents
must now acknowledge that their future hopes, expectations,
dreams and fantasies are no longer possible. The child is the
direct link to the parents’ immortality.

No there are no pat answers to the question, “How many children
do you have?” It depends on where parents are in their journey
and how they feel at that moment. Often, the best response: go
with your instincts.

There follows the necessary rearrangements and remodelling
of the family constellation. Is the middle child now the eldest?
Extremities of emotion are intermingled with anger, guilt, sadness
and bitterness.

I love the words of the great pastor, Dietrich Bonheoffer, “It is
nonsense to say that God fills the gap. He does not fill it, but
leaves it empty so that our communion with one another may be
kept alive, even at the cost of pain.”

An inevitable question is asked of counsellors, “Since my
daughter’s death, I never know how to respond when asked, ‘How
many children do you have?’”
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Their child has died. The parents are in pain and anguish.
Regardless of age or the cause of death, the parents’ world is
forever altered. They wonder if they will ever survive their
piercing loss.

How bereaved parents dread this question. Conversations often
start with “Where do you live?” “What do you do?” “Tell me
about your family.” “How many children do you have?”
Ordinarily, these are simple questions to answer. However,
not when a child dies! If they state that they have three living
children and one who had died, they may behold an embarrassed
person struggling for the right words or likely seeking a speedy
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Helping a Friend
Who Is Dying

Y

our friend is dying. This is an extremely difficult time not
only for you, but for your friend and all who care about
him or her. This article will guide you in ways to help your
friend – and yourself – during the last days of his or her life.

When a Friend is Dying
Someone you care deeply about is dying. Confronting this
difficult reality for yourself is the first step you can take to help
your dying friend.
You will probably come to accept the fact of your friend’s
impending death over time, and it may not be until he or she
actually dies that you fully and finally acknowledge the reality.
This is normal.
For now, though, try to accept the reality of your friend’s medical
condition, if only with your head. You will later come to accept
it with your heart.

Give the Gift of Presence
Perhaps the greatest gift you can give your dying friend is the
gift of your presence. Particularly if you live nearby, you have the
opportunity to demonstrate your support by being there, literally,
when your friend needs you most. Visit your friend at the hospital
or at home – not just once, but throughout the remainder of
his or her days. Rent a movie and bring popcorn. Play cards or
Monopoly. Sit with him or her and watch the snow fall. Your
simple presence will say to your friend, “I am willing to walk this
difficult road with you and face with you whatever comes.”
Do respect your friend’s need for alone time, though, and realize
that a deteriorating physical condition may result in little energy.
He or she may not be up for company all the time.
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Be a Good Listener
Your friend may want to openly discuss the illness and impending
death, or may avoid discussing it. The key is to follow your friend’s
lead. Keep in mind that your friend will experience this illness in
his or her unique way.
Allow your friend to talk about the illness at his or her own pace.
And while you can be a “safe harbour” for your friend to explain
his or her thoughts and feelings, don’t force the situation if he or
she resists.
If you can listen well, you can help your friend cope during this
difficult time. Your physical presence and desire to listen without
judging are critical helping tools. Don’t worry so much about
what you will say. Just concentrate on listening to the words your
friend is sharing with you.

Learn About Your Friend’s Illness
“People can cope with what they know, but they cannot cope
with what they don’t know,” I often say. You will be better
equipped to help your friend if you take it upon yourself to learn
about the illness. Consult medical reference books at your local
library. Request information from educational associations, such
as cancer or heart and stroke organizations. With your friend’s
consent, you might also talk to his or her physician.
If you educate yourself about the illness and its probable course,
you will be a more understanding listener. You will also be more
prepared for the reality of the illness’ last stages.

Be Compassionate
Give your friend permission to express feelings about the illness
without fear of criticism. Learn from your friend; don’t instruct or

set expectations about how he or she should respond. Think of
yourself as someone who “walks with” not “behind” or “in front
of” the dying person.
Never say, “I know just how you feel.” You don’t. Comments
like, “This is God’s will” or “Just be happy you have had a good
life” are not constructive. Instead, they hurt and make your
friend’s experience with terminal illness more difficult. If you
feel the need to console your friend, simply tell him or her that
he or she is loved.

Offer Practical Help
Your dying friend will probably need help with the activities of
daily living. Preparing food, washing clothes, cleaning the house
or driving your friend to and from the hospital for treatment are
just a few of the practical ways of showing you care.

Stay in Touch
If you are unable to visit your sick friend due to distance or other
circumstances, write a note. What do you say? Tell your friend
how much he or she means to you. Reminisce about some of the
fun times you’ve shared. Promise to write again soon – and then
follow through on that promise. Avoid sending a generic greeting
card unless you’ve personalized it with a heartfelt message.
If you’re not comfortable writing, consider sending video- or
audio-taped “notes” to your friend. Or simpler yet, pick up the
phone.

Get Support for Yourself
Someone you care deeply about is dying and will soon be gone.
Odds are you will need support, too, as you explore your own
feelings about this illness and the changes you see in your friend.
Find someone who will listen to you without judgment as you
talk out your own feelings. And don’t forget to take good care
of yourself. Eat nutritious meals. Get ample rest. Continue to
exercise. Spend time doing things that make you happy.
Many hospices offer support groups for friends and family of the
dying – both before and after the death itself. Take advantage of
these compassionate resources.

Realize Your Own Limitations
Not everyone can offer ongoing, supportive friendship to
someone who is dying. If you feel you simply can’t cope with

the situation, try to understand your reticence and learn from
it. Ask yourself, “Why am I so uncomfortable with this?” and
“What can I do to become a more open, compassionate friend
in times of need?”
Do not, however, avoid your friend altogether. People with
terminal illnesses are often abandoned by friends and family,
leaving them lonely and depressed. Phone rather than visit.
Write if you can’t bring yourself to phone. Let your friend know
that this situation is difficult for you while at the same time
acknowledging that your friend’s fears and needs come first.
On the other end of the helping spectrum, don’t become obsessed
with your friend’s illness or feel that you must be the only means
of support. Do not emotionally overburden yourself.

Embrace Your Own Spirituality
If faith is part of your life, express it in ways that seem appropriate
to you during this difficult time. Pray for your friend and your
friend’s family if prayer is meaningful to you. Allow yourself to
be around people who understand and support your religious
beliefs. If you are angry at God because of your friend’s illness,
that’s OK. Find someone to talk with who won’t be critical of
whatever thoughts and feelings you need to explore.

Seek Hope and Healing
After your friend dies, you must mourn if you are to love and live
wholly again. You cannot heal unless you openly express your
grief. Denying your grief, before and after the death, will only
make it more confusing and overwhelming. Embrace your grief
and heal.
Reconciling your grief will not happen quickly. Remember, grief is a
process, not an event. Be patient and tolerant with yourself. Never
forget that the death of someone loved changes your life forever.
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