Navigating Grief and Loss

This week I have been reminded of the pain of loss and this happens to all of us from time to time. Loss hurts - whether it is the loss of a person, the loss of a planned future, the loss of how we viewed a person or situation, or all of the above.  It hurts and our natural instinct is to get away from that hurt.  We may try all sorts of things to get it to go away -  distraction, numbing ourselves with food and substances, creating other pain to distract from the hurt of this one, or keep ourselves extra busy so there is no room for it to creep in.  And this works for a bit, but one truth always comes back to bite us - it just doesn’t go away. Or at least not forever.  
With time it can get easier to bear, yet many things can crop up and throw us back into the thick of the hurt.  This might be a reminder; place, a smell, a sound, something someone says, a thought, or someone else experiencing a similar loss. This is normal and okay and even if we can know this, it doesn’t seem to hurt any less. 
So how do we manage this hurt if we can’t run away from it or erase it? Have you ever noticed that the more we try to control something often the less control we have? It works that way with our emotions too.  Another way of thinking of it is like being thrown into quicksand (which actually does relate quite well to that sinking, swallowing feeling of grief) – our natural instinct is to fight like mad to get out of there by waving our arms and legs, struggling to get out.  This is going to result in sinking further and further into that hole.  What is required is to acknowledge that you are in the quicksand, relaxing into it, and perhaps getting some help to pull you out of that hole.  Easier said than done right?!
The first step is simply acknowledging what is going on.  Being able to validate that this is hard and yes it sucks.  This can be saying to yourself ‘This is painful’ or ‘Here’s sadness.’  And instead of most of our automatic defaults of trying to block it or chase it away, see if you can just let it be there for a bit.  Remember we don’t have to like it or want it, just see what happens if you give it some space. Don’t be concerned if your mind goes back to the struggle again and again, just keep trying to make some space.  Notice how your body responds when you feel this way and again see if rather than fighting that, just give it some space.  
This is not easy for any of us and goes against a lot of what we have been taught and modelled in our lives so if you struggle that’s okay.  Keep trying and remember sometimes we need some help to get out of the quicksand – there is no shame in that.  And be kind to yourself during these times.  These are the times we need and deserve some comfort and care.
But we also need to look at the ways we comfort ourselves.  It’s not always about what we do either; but how and why we do it.  If we scoff down a bar of chocolate without even tasting it in an effort to feel better, it is not going to have the same effect as making the time to choose your favourite, and really savour every last bite.  Scoffing is an effort to push away.  Think about the intention behind your behaviour – is it in an effort to be kind to yourself, or distraction and numbing? Similarly, healthy behaviour such as exercise can be both a helpful strategy and something more unhealthy.  Someone who is using exercise excessively as a distraction or a punishment is trying to drive away or control the hurt rather than healing from it.  Someone who is acknowledging this is a painful time and chooses to take care of themself through sustainable exercise, is finding their way more healthily through pain. The difference is often subtle, so it is good to allow yourself that time to reflect – why am I doing this? And how? Am I doing this through gritted teeth, or am I doing this with an openness of ‘hey I’m going to roll with whatever comes my way’? 
And remember this is not easy.  So be kind to yourself and when we are doing things through gritted teeth or find ourselves struggling deeper into the quicksand. Remember this is human and expected, and that beating yourself up for this is not likely to lead to a helpful change in behaviour.  If someone falls flat on their face in the dirt, we don’t push their face down harder into the ground, do we? So why is it okay to do this to yourself? And like anything worthwhile, it takes time and practice, so give yourself that time and space.  And if you need some help to learn new skills, remember there are people who can help; and just like we call a plumber to fix a leak in a pipe rather than sort it ourselves, it’s okay to get someone in with the knowledge and tools for the job. 
