An Empty Place at the Table…Making the Holiday ‘Right for You
By Kay Bergen, Bereavement Coordinator, Houston Hospice

The Holiday season is approaching but this time someone is missing. Who will sit at the empty chair? Who really feels like celebrating anything? These are very real questions and concerns of bereaved family members. One of the things we know is that holidays will never be the same when that one special person is missing. As Nicholas Wolterstorff, in his book, “Lament for a Son,” states, “The worst days now are holidays, Thanksgiving, Christmas, Pentecost, birthdays, weddings – days meant as festivals of happiness and joy now are days of tears. The gap is too great between day and heart. Days of routine I can manage; no songs are expected. But how am I to sing in this desolate land, when there’s always one too few?”
The key to “making it through” these tough days is to have a plan – don’t let the day just happen to you. Take charge where you can. Look at holiday traditions and discuss with family members what changes need to be made. Also take care of yourself. Eat healthfully, exercise (even if it’s a quick walk around the block) and allow yourself time to rest. Try to spend time with people you enjoy and who you know will give you the support you need. When invitations to social events arrive you may not feel like accepting them; however, when the event arrives you may regret your decision, as that may be a good day for you. Ask the host or hostess if you may accept but be allowed to change your mind if the day turns out to be a “bad” day. 

Making use of ritual can be very helpful at a holiday time. Take time to remember the deceased in a special way. This can be done by lighting a candle or giving a toast mealtime, placing fresh flowers in an empty stocking, arranging a horn of plenty on the holiday table and filling it with objects representing a the missing one, donating to a favorite charity or planting a tree. Allow yourself to express your emotions. Recognized that there is pain associated with the holiday rather than just pretending everything will be just the same as always. Ways to express your feelings are through journaling, prayer or meditation, and finding a good listener. 

Author James Miller encourages bereaved people to harbor hope. Grieving leads one back to life. By allowing oneself to feel bad, one can again feel good. Until this happens, Miller says one must continue to hope because with hope you can go forward, find a new normal and find a way to carry with you the one you miss and love. 

