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By Nancy Gardner-Messer, MSW, LISW 

As 
 late spring devel-
ops into early 
summer, the 

warm days and nights fill our 
neighborhoods and communi-
ties with lively activity.  The 
natural energy that turns bar-
ren yards and parks into lush, 
green landscapes teeming with 
life seems to be infectious.  
Everyone around us is sud-
denly infused with energy and 
enthusiasm for yard work, 
projects and summer plans 
and activities.  The smells and 
sounds of summer fill the air.   
 

F or those experiencing 
their first summer after 

the death of a loved one, the 
ñsummertime highò that in-
fects everyone around us 

can be sorely missing. The 
emotional demands of grief 
are often physically exhaust-
ing. In contrast to energized 
friends and neighbors, we are 
ñrunning on emptyò, strug-
gling to manage the basic de-
mands of daily living.  

G rief turns our attention 
inward as we struggle to 

adjust and adapt to our loss 
and the associated changes.  
Our inward focus, which is a 
normal and necessary part of 
the grieving process, diverts 
our attention and interests 
away from the world around 
us. 

A s healing progresses, the 
external world will 

slowly begin to engage us and 
pull us back into life. Energy 
will start to rebound, and with 
it, a growing interest in the 
world around us.  We will 
begin to take notice of the 
seasonal beauty that sur-
rounds us and find our spirits 
touched once more by the 
beauty of nature.  Our ability 
to laugh and experience the 
small pleasures of life will re-
emerge as grief continues to 
wax and wane. As we work 
through the seasons of our 
grief, we can do so secure in 
the knowledge that our ability 
to experience the 
ñsummertime highò is merely 
dormant this season, rather 
than lost forever. 
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G rief is experienced and 
expressed not only in 

our feelings, but also in our 
thoughts and in our behav-
iors.  Because thoughts and 
feelings are so closely con-
nected, we should not be sur-
prised that grief takes a toll 
on us mentally.   
 

A djusting to the chal-
lenges of life after loss 

can be compared to learning a 
new language.  Just as none of 
us would expect to become 
fluent in a foreign language in 
a matter of weeks, our brains 
do not seem to be wired to 
effortlessly accommodate the 
discrepancies that exist be-

tween the old life we once 
knew and realities of life after 
loss.   
 

G rieving people often 
complain that they feel 

like their brains are moving in 
slow motion as they struggle 
to answer questions or figure 
out something.  It may help to 
know that these difficulties are 
not uncommon and will usually 
abate as we make sense of our 
loss and become more fluent 
in the new ñlanguageò of our 
changed lives.   
 

G rief is both physically and 
mentally exhausting.  It 

may help to know that confu-

sion, concentra-
tion difficulties, 
and memory problems are 
common among grieving peo-
ple and should naturally dissi-
pate over time.  Distraction is 
a normal aspect of grief which 
interferes with our ability to 
stay focused on what we are 
doing, recall where we put 
things, or remember appoint-
ments and social obligations.  
  

I  n the event that these cog-
nitive problems persist or 

continue to cause you personal 
distress, talking with your phy-
sician or a bereavement coun-
selor is suggested. 

How Grief Impacts the Mind  
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O 
nce the funeral is over and their 

loved one is laid to rest, grieving 

people often find themselves 

struggling with guilt and other uncomfort-

able feelings related to cemetery visitation.  

Like many aspects of grief, the choice of 

when and how frequently to return to the 

gravesite is a personal matter.  The are no 

set òrulesó about how to handle this as-

pect of loss.  People differ widely in how 

they cope with this as well as the other 

challenges of grief. 
 

T ending to the grave with watering, flowers or me-

mentos is an important part of the healing process 

for some people. For many, frequent visits and gravesite 

òconversationsó provide a comforting connection to the 

deceased loved one.  òI somehow feel closer to themó ex-

presses that sense of connection experienced while visiting 

the gravesite. As the acute symptoms of grief begin to 

abate, the need for daily or weekly visits may decline, to 

be replaced by more flexible patterns of visitation. 
 

F or many others, visiting the cemetery provides no 

solace. It is not at all uncommon for grieving people 

to avoid revisiting the gravesite for many weeks and 

months following the funeral services.  For many, the idea 

of returning to the gravesite while the grief is fresh and 

raw is simply too painful.  The person 

who says òIõm just not ready yetó is 

entitled to grieve at their own pace 

and in their own way.  Many of these 

people find that, when ready, the first 

visit to the cemetery after the funeral 

can be an important milestone in 

their grief recovery. 
 

F or others, visiting the cemetery 

brings neither comfort nor ach-

ing pain, but rather a sense of emptiness.  òMy loved 

one isnõt thereó is often a reflection of personal beliefs 

about the relationship of the physical body to the indi-

vidualõs animating spirit or life force.  For these people, 

the cemetery may serve more as a site where a life 

lived is permanently recognized and memorialized in 

community with other deceased family/community 

members rather than a place to seek emotional and 

physical connection to a deceased loved one. 
 

R egardless of how frequently or infrequently the 

bereaved visit the cemetery, it is important to 

remember that visitation practices are in no way reflec-

tive of the intensity of someoneõs grief or the love and 

respect accorded to the deceased.  Respecting and sup-

porting the different needs, views and preferences of 

ourselves and others in the grief process is the key. 

Visiting the Gravesite 

By Deborah Holt, MS, LPCC 

L oneliness is an integral part of 

grief.  Someone very precious has 

been lost and the companionship, 

comfort and purpose they provided to 

you is suddenly gone and in itsõ place is 

a sense of emptiness and aloneness.  In 

the beginning, the loneliness may not be 

quite so noticeable as supporters are 

still providing  the òThree Csó:  calls, 

cards and casseroles.  But as time goes 

on, longing for your loved one and the 

resulting loneliness may grow very 

heavy indeed.   

 

L oneliness is part of the transition of 

grief.  The ending of the previous 

life with your loved one forces you into 

a ònew normaló and also new begin-

nings.  But until that new life fully devel-

ops, clinging to endings is natural and 

will be filled with loneliness. 

The Loneliness of Loss  
H ow does one cope with the loneli-

ness?   A first step is accepting that 

you will feel lonely.  You miss your 

loved one and long for things to be the 

same once again.  Acknowledge the 

loneliness as being a natural part of the 

grief process.  A second step is to 

reach out. Reaching out is a good cure 

for loneliness.  It will probably be diffi-

cult, as the loss of a loved one leaves us 

drained and often feeling insecure 

about ourselves.   Many bereaved 

report great satisfaction in volunteer-

ing , taking classes, or renewing old 

friendships. 

 

J oining a grief support group is a 

great way to connect with others 

in a meaningful way.  Grief often 

makes one feel alienated from others 

as they feel òno one could possibly 

feel as I do.ó   Gathering with others 

experiencing similar losses provides a 

wonderfully safe environment to ex-

press the deepest feelings and con-

cerns.  It also gives an opportunity to 

comfort others.  Pathways of Hope 

offers a variety of general and loss spe-

cific support groups. 

By Brenda Kempf, MS, LSW, LPC 


