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The Twelve 

Days of Christmas 

For Bereaved Parents 



Right from the get go, give yourself permission to do, or not do, 

what you feel/don’t feel comfortable with this Christmas season.  

If you feel up to decorating your house… pour yourself a glass 

of eggnog and do what you can.  If you can only manage to 

hang a wreath on the door, then allow yourself the freedom of 

leaving the boxes of decorations in the attic.  They’ll be there 

for you next year, or the year after, or whenever you feel more 

like enjoying the festivities of the season. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Take the pressure off of yourself by asking for help.  If you have 

other children, and you just don’t think you can put up the 

outside lights on the house, bake cookies or spend time at the 

mall, ask a friend or relative to step in for you and do some 

holiday activities with the other kids that will allow them to 

enjoy the holidays through a child’s eyes.  This is not the time to 

try to be “super mom or dad.” 

 

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day One - December 14 



Whether it’s your first Christmas season or your 20th, think of a 

way to brighten someone else’s holidays by doing for them what 

you cannot do for your own child.  This could be anything from 

selecting a child from an underprivileged home, or an elderly 

person who needs a neighbor to stop by on Christmas Day with 

a hot meal.  Lifting someone else’s spirits will definitely lift 

yours. 

 

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Two - December 15 



Enjoy the holidays by starting new traditions that incorporate 

memories of your child.  You may want to make or purchase a 

new ornament for the Christmas tree that reminds you of their 

personality or something they enjoyed.  You can create a 

scrapbook of past holidays you enjoyed with your child.  How 

about framing one of your favorite photos of your child and 

displaying it in your home?  Visit a place they enjoyed and have 

a toast in their honor.  Bringing good memories to mind will 

eventually replace the sadness caused by not having your child 

with you physically.  Eventually you’ll find yourself thinking 

about the good times you had with them more often that 

dwelling on the fact that they are no longer here. 

 

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Three - December 16 



Plan your day before it arrives.  

Communicate with those you will be 

spending Christmas with and plan your 

time together… To avoid the “Elephant 

in the room,” plan to include a time of 

tribute to your child.  You can include 

one of their favorite Christmas dishes in 

the menu.  Prepare a small gift of 

remembrance for each person who will 

be present to take home with them and 

bring a smile to their face.  Ask people 

to share some special memories of your 

child.  It’s better to make plans rather 

than regret that you didn’t. 

 

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Four - December 17 

 

Christmas is tears and precious memories of times gone by. 

Christmas is wishes and prayers, sadness and joy. 

Christmas is HOPE. 

 



 

Look for those special little blessings.  You may 

turn on a TV program and after watching it, you 

may say to yourself, “That was just what I 

needed… that was so appropriate for me today.”  

You may receive a card from an old friend that 

encourages you.  You might hear a song on the 

radio or read a short portion of a book that has 

just the right thought for you.   

 

Enjoy those moments! 

 

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Five - December 18 



The 12 Days of Christmas for Bereaved Parents provides 

suggestions for dealing with our grief during the holidays.  These 

ideas will work for some, but not for others because each person’s 

grief is unique.  A suggestion that seems totally off base this year, 

might fit for you next year… because next year your holiday grief 

will be different. 

  

Here’s a poem that means a lot to Susan during the Christmas 

Season, and she wanted to share it with you.  Below the poem, 

information is provided about the author, Wanda Bencke, and the 

story about why she so thoughtfully wrote it. relatives.”  

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Six - December 19 

"Christmas In Heaven"   
 

I see the countless Christmas trees around the world below  

With tiny lights like heaven's stars reflecting on the snow.  

 

The sight is so spectacular please wipe away that tear  

For I am spending Christmas with Jesus Christ this year.  

 

 



 

I hear the many Christmas songs that people hold so dear  

But the sounds of music can't compare with the Christmas choir up here.  

 

I have no words to tell you of the joy their voices bring  

For it is beyond description to hear the angels sing.  

 

I know how much you miss me, I see the pain inside your heart 

For I am spending Christmas with Jesus Christ this year.  

 

I can't tell you of the splendor or the peace here in this place  

Can you just imagine Christmas with our Savior face to face?  

 

I'll ask him to lift your spirit as I tell you of your love  

So, then pray for one another as you lift your eyes above.  

 

Please let your hearts be joyful and let your spirit sing  

For I am spending Christmas in heaven and I'm walking with the King.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This poem, Christmas In Heaven written by Wanda Bencke (© 1999), has 

appeared on the Internet in different forms. The above poem is the original. 

Here is what the author has to say about her original poem. “Lysandra Kay 

Bencke was my thirteen year old handicapped daughter. On Christmas day 

1997, Lysandra had a seizure and was in a coma for five days before she died. 

During those five days, I wrote the poem Christmas In Heaven. I sent it out in 

belated Christmas cards to friends and relatives that year. They also sent it on 

to other friends and relatives.”  



When we analyze our grieving process, 

we may conclude that there are two 

parts to it.  There’s “mourning” which 

is about us and what we do to help 

ourselves feel better.  Then, there’s the 

other part… our child, the object of our 

grief.  So let’s make a deal!  Both 

should get equal time.  For every 

minute we spend on our grief, taking 

care of us, let’s spend equal time on 

them…remembering and celebrating 

our child and the happy memories of 

Christmases past.   

 

It’s interesting, though, that we can do 

both at the same time.  Try pulling out 

some of those precious Christmas 

ornaments your child made, or the ones 

you gave them throughout the years.  

As you recall the memories each 

ornament represents, let the tears flow, 

and also remember the joy that your 

child brought you in years gone by, and 

let them put a smile on your face. 

 

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Seven - December  20 



Especially during the holidays, your friends and family want 

you to be happy and enjoy the holiday festivities with them.    

They may say, “Oh, you shouldn’t feel so sad.”  “You should let 

it go and move on.” Or the classic, “They’re in a much better 

place.”  Their comments may hurt you deeply because you feel 

so misunderstood.  There’s nothing you can say or do that will 

convince them that right now nothing can change the way you 

feel, it’s impossible to move on, and why is “where they are” so 

much better than right beside you!   

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Eight - December 21 

At this time of year, we may be 

overly sensitive to what others say 

or do.  Give others, and yourself, 

lots of leeway.  Be careful not to 

let anger build up over comments 

that are made.  Try to be forgiving 

because they truly do not 

understand our pain.  How could 

they?  They have never lost a 

child, and we wouldn’t wish that 

on anyone, would we?   

 

What do you think? 

 

  

 



Bereaved parents are some of the most creative people I know! 

Especially during the holidays.  The grief support group that 

Carolyn belonged to previously made special ornaments in honor 

of their children.  Sometimes they were simple store bought ones 

and sometimes they were handmade.  Each ornament was a 

symbol of something special they remembered about their child.  

For example, one mom made an ornament out of duct tape 

because her son used duct tape for everything.  Another was a 

picture of her son eating a potato chip and she attached a real bag 

of chips.  Others represented a child riding a horse, one was a 

ballerina, etc, etc, etc.  It was their way of putting their child's 

personality on an ornament. 

  

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Nine - December 22 

Carolyn’s Memory Tree 
Remembering Tom Holmes 

9/23/1963 – 11/6/1999 

What are some of the 

creative ways you've seen 

people remember their 

children during the holidays? 



There are many sides to 

Christmas.  The fun side, the 

spiritual side, the festive 

side, and the sad side, to 

name just a few.  We 

probably wouldn’t know 

anything about the “sad” 

side if we hadn’t lost a 

child.  Their absence seems 

to overshadow everything 

that used to be fun 

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Ten - December 23 

during the holidays.  We may try to avoid the festive side of 

Christmas, and unfortunately, many of us get stuck on the sad side.  

However, the spiritual side stands alone as the most important side 

of Christmas for many of us.   

 

Losing a child can challenge our faith, but our faith can also give us 

strength to get through the sadness, and provide the comfort we so 

desperately seek.  The fun and frivolity on the outside can 

disappear, but the joy that comes from our faith, can co-exist with 

the sadness we are feeling inside.   

 

I hope that this year you will be able to focus on the spiritual side 

of Christmas…the reason for the season. I hope that you can draw 

upon your faith to give you inner strength, hope and joy.  If you do, 

then perhaps you’ll find that the sadness will diminish and you’ll be 

able to join in on the fun side of the holiday season once again.  



T’was the month before 

Christmas and I dreaded the days,  

That I knew I was facing - the 

holiday craze.  

The stores were all filled with 

holiday lights,  

In hopes of drawing customers by 

day and by night.  

  

As others were making the 

holiday plans,  

My heart was breaking - I couldn't 

understand. 

I had lost my dear child a few 

years before, 

And I knew what my holidays had 

in store. 

  

When out of nowhere, there arose 

such a sound,  

I sprang to my feet and was 

looking around. 

Away to the window I flew like a 

flash,  

Tore open the shutters and threw 

up the sash.  

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Eleven - December 24 

Twas the Night Before Christmas for Bereaved Parents 

The sight that I saw took my 

breath away,  

And my tears turned to smiles in 

the light of the day. 

When what to my wondering eyes 

should appear,  

But a cluster of butterflies 

fluttering near. 

  

With beauty and grace they 

performed a dance,  

I knew in a moment, this wasn't 

by chance.  

The hope that they gave me was a 

sign from above.  

That my child was still near me 

and that I was loved.  

  

The message they brought was my 

holiday gift.  

And I cried when I saw them in 

spite of myself.  

As I knelt closer to get a better 

view,  

One allowed me to pet it - as if it 

knew - 



That I needed the touch of its 

fragile wing  

To help me get through the holiday 

scene.  

  

In the days that followed, I carried 

the thought,  

Of the message the butterflies left 

in my heart.  

No matter what happens or what 

days lie ahead, 

Our children are with us - they're 

not really dead.  

Yes, the message of the 

butterflies still rings in my ears.  

A message of HOPE - a message 

so dear. 

 

And I imagined they sang as they 

flew out of sight: 

"To all bereaved parents ~ We 

love you tonight." 

  

 

(Found on www.sugardoodle.net) 

http://www.sugardoodle.net/


Make this your day.  You are 

special.  Even if you don’t 

feel like it, get up.  Get 

dressed. Step outside into the 

sunshine and fresh air.  Take 

a walk.  Take a nap!  Be 

around people you want to 

spend time with.  Light a 

Christmas candle for your 

child and let their light shine.  

Remember the deal… for 

each minute you spend in 

grief, let them bring a smile 

to your face by remembering 

what Christmas was like 

through their eyes!  Look for 

somebody else whose life 

you can bless today. 

The Twelve Days of Christmas 

Day Twelve - December 25 

Today is only 24 hours long, just like any other day.  You will make 

it through this day and I’m hoping that tomorrow you’ll look back 

and say, “That wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be.” 



The  

Twelve 

Days After 

Christmas 



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day One - December 26 

You may be surprised to find out that today is an emotion-filled day 

for you as well.  For many people, the day after a big event is a 

letdown.  It’s no different with Christmas Day.  With all the 

emotional buildup before Christmas, and then getting through the 

day itself, it’s no wonder that we may fill “blue” (or downright 

depressed) on December 26.  The most important thing to remember 

is that if you’re reading this, you made it!  Christmas Day 2013 is a 

day in the past.  You’ve made it not only through another day, but 

you managed to get through one of the toughest days of the year for 

a bereaved parent.  Many of you who have been on this journey for 

several holiday seasons were able to do things this year that you 

haven’t been able to do since your child died, such as put up a 

Christmas tree, put the lights up on the outside of the house, or buy 

a gift for a child whose name was on the Angel Tree.  These are all 

proof that we can get through it… and we did! 

  

There are other emotions that you may be feeling, too, such as guilt 

that you actually enjoyed yourself for a moment or two, regret or 

anger that your child wasn’t here to enjoy it with you.  These are all 

normal feelings after Christmas.  But don’t let yourself get bogged 

down with your negative reactions.  Try to find something to be 

thankful for today, or that you can look forward to in the days ahead, 

even if it’s just getting out to see a movie or take a walk in the park.   

 



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Two - December 27 

Sometimes we may be tempted to compare our situation with 

another’s.  We might look at their journey and think that possibly 

their grief isn’t as intense as ours because their circumstances seem 

to be so much “better” than ours. Comparison is rarely a good idea.  

It’s too easy to end up having a pity party.  Instead of measuring 

your grief by another’s situation, invest your energy into making 

something good come from your loss.  As you work through your 

grief, you’ll find there are many opportunities to do something 

special to honor your child. it’s just a matter of finding the one 

that’s the best fit for you.  Your grief journey is unique, just like 

you, and just like your child.  It’s not fair to compare.   

 



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Three - December 28 

Just when we’re able to pick ourselves 

up after making it through Christmas 

Day, many of us have to prepare to 

return to work.  Perhaps some of you 

already have.  It’s almost as if we are 

back to ground zero… but it’s different, 

because we are not at the beginning of 

our journey… we are down the road a 

bit, but it feels like we’re back at the 

starting line.  Many of the people 

around us don’t understand why the 

holidays are still so difficult for us. 
  

The following came to me yesterday from Chelsea Hanson, one of 

my new Internet friends.  The poem from her friend, Kerry, might 

be something you will feel comfortable sharing with the people you 

work with. 

 
From Chelsea:  “Grieving is hard, especially around the holidays. This 
week I was catching up with my friend and colleague, Kerry Geocaris. 
She is a life coach who started her business after finding health and 
happiness following her father's passing. This week she was 
experiencing a lot of emotional grief outbursts. She said she was 
having a hard time explaining her tears and actions to family and 
friends. She decided to write about them in hopes of helping others. I 
want to share her sympathy poem with you. It has a great message for 
all of us.  
 

Love and blessings, Chelsea 
Chelsey’s website is www.withsympathygifts.com. 
 



To Those Who Aren’t Grieving 

To those who aren’t grieving, I feel 
there are things you need to hear.  
They will help you understand me 
when things may not be so clear. 
  
Although my loved one has been 
gone awhile, there isn’t a day that 
goes by that I don’t stop and think 
of them and wish I could simply say 
“Hi”.   
 
So many mixed emotions, random 
outbursts, and the cries; these are 
the things that you go through 
after your loved one dies.  If I am 
quiet or withdrawn, please know I 
may need to seclude.  I need to 
take care of myself.  I am not trying 
to be rude. 
  
I may not be talking because 
memories sometimes appear.  I 
want to remember them fully in 
silence before they quickly 
disappear.  These memories may 
bring smiles, but often that isn’t 
the case.  Just be prepared for tears 
to start rolling down my face. 
 

So many things can bring these 
outbursts on; a sight or a sound.  
It’s good for me to go through 
them, because great comfort can 
be found.   
 
I know it’s hard to 

understand my feelings.  My 
manner can be deceiving.  Please 
know that it can also be difficult to 
be around those who are not 
grieving.  There are things that I 
don’t say when I am silent and 
pensive.  I am afraid if I tell you, 
they may come off offensive. 
  
From this message I am writing, 
there is nothing for me to gain.  My 
hope is when you lose a loved one, 
this might help ease the pain.   
 
When you complain about the little 
things and the people you love the 
most, I want to tell you not to 
sweat it, and please hug them tight 
and close.  When you care about 
material things or complain about 
your spouse, I want to tell you it’s 
about the people, not the things in 
your house.   



When conversations are about 
money, power, and greed; I want to 
tell you, it’s okay, you have 
everything you need.   
 
When you fight with those you love 
because you don’t see eye to eye, I 
want to tell you to forgive and just 
give it another try. We are all 
unique individuals; we are not one 
in the same. We are different for a 
reason, even though we may share 
a name. 
  
When I lost my loved one, my world 
was cracked open wide.  The things 
that I once valued have now been 
pushed aside.   

They’ve been replaced by things 
that matter like gratitude, 
forgiveness, and love.   
 
I find strength, hope, and healing 
by placing faith in God above. 
  
For those who are not grieving, I 
hope you read this and find worth.  
You still have time to focus on what 
matters before your loved one 
leaves this earth. 
 
  
Simply, Kerry  
 
You can find out more about Kerry at 
www.simplykerry.com.   

http://www.simplykerry.com.com/


The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Four - December 29 

Christmas is a wonderful time of giving.  While 

your child was with you, no doubt you gave 

much thought to selecting just the right gift for 

them.  Most parents try to pick something their 

child will use and enjoy.   

  

Have you thought about the gift your child 

gave to you?  I don’t mean the things they may 

have wrapped up and put under the tree …like the beetle earrings 

Zack picked out for me when he was 10 years old.  Let’s think 

about the gift of who they were.   

  

My son gave me the gift of laughter!  He had the ability to say a 

sentence and it would be funny…it was just the way he said it!  He 

loved making faces in front of the camera.  If I tried to scold him, 

he would have me in stitches and I’d have to settle down and stop 

laughing before I could finish reprimanding him!  Even now, when 

someone tells me a story about Zack, it makes me smile.  More 

than anything else, my son gave me the gift of laughter that I can 

still enjoy!   

  

What gift did your child give to you?  Perhaps they developed a 

character trait within you, or helped you to see things differently.  

How did they make you a better person?  What about your child do 

you love the most?   

 



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Five - December 30 

Did you make New Year’s Resolutions 

before your child died?  Many bereaved 

parents experience a complete loss of 

motivation after the loss of their child,  

and sitting down to make a list of things  

we want to accomplish may seem daunting.  

I’d like to suggest three resolutions for 

you..   

1.   Be a student of grief.  Learning about grief won’t cause us to get 

stuck in our grief… it will give us the encouragement and strength to 

deal with it. When we know very little about the grieving process, 

our grief will easily have control over us.  But knowledge is power, 

and the more we learn about grief, the better we will be able to 

manage it.  We’ll understand about triggers and grief bursts.  We’ll be 

able to deal with those special days in a stronger way.  Reading, 

attending an educational grief support series, receiving daily email 

messages of encouragement, are all opportunities to learn about this 

journey we’re on. 

  

2.   Connect with other bereaved parents.  Many people who 

experience the death of a child are so devastated that they tend to 

draw into themselves, and they begin to feel as if they’re all alone.  

Attending a support group that is specifically for bereaved parents, 

allows us to see how others further down the road are dealing with 

their grief, plus a group situation provides opportunities to reach out 

and help others which, in turn, helps us.  A support group will allow 



us to connect with other parents we can identify with.  Even finding 

just one other bereaved parent to talk with can help.  Call them on the 

phone or go out to lunch with them.  Encourage each other. Dealing 

with the loss of a child is simply something most of us cannot do 

alone. 

  

3.   Resolve to find a new purpose.  My friend Susan reminded me 

that the death of our child creates a vacuum in our heart, an empty 

spot that needs to be filled with something else.  The energy and care 

we gave to our child needs to be transferred.  Some people find that 

caring for a pet helps… a pet can’t possibly replace a child, but 

caring for a pet can be very comforting.  Some people participate in a 

project.  Begin with something small, but begin with something.  

These are stepping stones that will help us find a purpose and move 

forward so we don’t feel so lost without our child.   



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Six - December 31 

“One of the lasting gifts of grief is a new appreciation of time’s 

value.” (Margaret Brownley¸- “Grieving God’s Way”)  One 

survivor said, “There will be no more time wasted on trivial things, 

minor disagreements, or irritations.  I no longer have time for 

negative people.  Time is too precious.”   

  

Today, instead of counting the minutes separating you from your 

child, count each minute you feel their presence (remember the deal 

we made back on the 7th Day of Christmas?  One minute for them 

and one minute for us.).  Cherish the time you are able to spend 

with the family and friends you still have with you. 

 

Counting the Minutes 



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Seven – January 1 

When I was still feeling the intense pain of my grief after Zack 

died, I would sometimes wish that I could erase the memory of 

his death and start fresh again on a happy note.  If we could do 

that today, it would certainly would be a magical beginning to the 

new year, wouldn’t it?   

  

One of the things that accentuates the pain of our loss is anger.  

Many of us believe that somebody (or something) is to blame for 

our child’s death.  There must have been some negligence or 

destructive behavior that caused or allowed them to die. 

  

Our anger might be focused on our child because they were in the 

wrong place at the wrong time, or they might have died by 

suicide.  But if they died by suicide, who or what was it that 

drove them to end their own life? Shouldn’t somebody have to 

answer for it? 

Perhaps your anger is directed at yourself.  

You may have regrets because you didn’t do 

or say all you could have; or you didn’t do 

or say the right thing; or you did or said the 

wrong thing.  Or maybe the doctors 

overlooked something, so your anger is 

targeted at them.  If your child was 

murdered, who would blame you for being 

angry at the person who killed them?  

A Clean Slate 



But what if you can’t blame your child, yourself, or somebody else?  

You may be blaming God for their death because certainly, God 

should have been able to protect them or heal them if they died from 

an illness.  People who don’t know where else to focus their anger 

will say, “It’s ok to be angry at God.  He’s got big shoulders and He 

can handle it.” 

  

What happens to us when we choose to be angry?  Over time, anger 

will begin to destroy us.  It will make us bitter and can result in 

behavior that causes us to say or do things that we may regret.   Our 

health can be adversely affected by the stress of anger, and it 

damages our relationships. 

Truthfully, anger doesn’t fix 

anything.  If you are angry at your 

child for doing something that 

caused their own death, ask yourself, 

“Will my anger change the fact that 

they died?”  If we are angry at 

another person, anger can easily turn into hate, but it won’t hurt 

them at all… unless we do something to hurt them, and then we’ll 

regret our bad behavior.  If you are angry at yourself, the only way 

to deal with that is to forgive yourself because, again, self-directed 

anger won’t bring your child back.  And what about the anger 

that’s directed at God?  Well, that may be ok for awhile… but if 

we continue to harbor anger toward anything or anyone, including 

God, it will turn into bitterness and rob us of our joy.  Would your 

child want you to become a bitter person?  I don’t think so. 

  



There is some good advice we can gain from the Bible about anger.  

It says, “Don’t take your anger to bed with you,” i.e., “Don’t let the 

sun go down upon your wrath.” (Ephesians 4:26)  In other words, 

clear the air, let go of your anger, so you can get a good night’s sleep 

and start tomorrow with a clean slate.  

 

I’d like to encourage you that if you are still harboring any anger 

related to the death of your child, let it go.  Wipe the slate clean and 

start this new year without the burden of anger robbing you of your 

ability to enjoy the life that you have for even one more day. 

 



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Eight – January 2 

We often encourage newly 

bereaved parents by saying, “It’s 

ok to grieve, to cry, to lean into 

your sadness.  In order to get 

through it, you have to experience 

it.”  It’s like swimming through a 

pond of mud - it’s hard work, the 

Swimming Through Mud 

progress is slow, and sometimes we may feel like we’re sinking.  

It’s not an Olympic swimming competition.  Every body’s 

swimming ability and style is different.  Each one of us is going 

at our own speed and there is no stop watch.  Eventually, we’ll 

reach the other side if we don’t give up. 

  

There is also encouragement for those who have been 

“swimming” for awhile and have reached the other side of their 

sadness.  To them, I would like to say, “It’s ok to be joyful, 

enthusiastic, engaged in life again.  It’s ok to plan a fun vacation, 

or join a club where the focus isn’t on grief.  This is the reward 

for doing the work of grief.  This doesn’t mean you might not go 

wading again in that muddy pond, because days of sadness will 

most likely touch you again.  But you’ll be able to extend a hand 

to someone who is struggling to get through it and you will give 

them the hope they need to keep swimming.   



Just because we have managed to step foot on the other side of our 

sadness doesn’t mean we are forgetting our child.  It’s ok to be 

happy, and I’m sure that’s what your child would want for you.  You 

don’t need to feel guilty about it.  You’ll be able to look at their 

picture and they will make you smile again, and again, and again, 

and that feels so good! 

  

Can you visualize yourself swimming across that mud-filled pond?  

Where are you in the pond?  Or have you reached the other side? 

 

When sadness crashes like an ocean, 

When fear is deeper than the sea, 

When I am swallowed by the darkness, 

Will you come and anchor me? 

 

All I really have to know 

Is that you are here 

And I am not alone. 

 
Words from “Anchor Me” 

Sung by The Tenors 

 

While we are on our journey, we will find some who will buoy us up as 

we swim, some will give us the hope to keep swimming, and others will 

swim along side us as we make progress on our way.  If we are trying 

to travel this journey alone, we may find ourselves sinking.   



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Nine – January 3 

When my husband broke his leg several years ago, he 

couldn’t just ignore it and keep on walking as of nothing 

had happened.  He had to rest, follow doctor’s orders, and 

give his leg time to heal.   

The Gift of Time 

When my husband broke his leg several years ago, he  

couldn’t just ignore it and keep on walking as of nothing had 

happened.  He had to rest, follow doctor’s orders, and give his leg 

time to heal.   

  

A traumatic loss like the death of a child is an emotional injury.  

There are some things we need to do to help ourselves heal, and 

we need to give ourselves time to do them.  

 

Many people (men are especially guilty of this) think they can 

ignore their grief and go on with their life as usual.  

Unfortunately, most of us can’t drop out of life for the length of 

time it takes to deal with the loss of a child.  We have jobs and 

responsibilities that need our time and attention.  However, 

setting aside small chunks of time for ourselves on a regular basis 

is manageable for most of us and is very helpful.  You can refer to 

these times as your own personal Recovery Retreats.   

  

You don’t have to leave town to enjoy a Recovery Retreat.  It can 

be a few hours on a Sunday afternoon, a day trip, or a weekend 

away.  Your retreat should allow time for reflection, some 



reading, writing, letting go of anger, regrets, disappointments, and 

recalling positive memories of your child’s life.   

  

If you feel up to it, make your retreat an opportunity for mild 

exercise.  Spending time in nature promotes healing, so going for a 

walk or bike ride on a nature trail, hiking in the mountains, or 

visiting a lake or the ocean can be very therapeutic.  You might have 

a project you want to work on that is a memorial to your child.  

Allow yourself time to work on it without feeling guilty. 

  

This year, put yourself high on your priority list. Schedule your 

Recovery Retreats on your calendar, and give yourself the gift of 

time.   

 

“My moments alone offer 

opportunities to count  

my blessings.” 
 

Margaret Brownley 

Grieving God’s Way 



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Ten – January 4 

Our grief journey started with a life 

changing experience… somebody died.  

Change is difficult.  Part of grieving is 

realizing all the many ways the death of our 

child will change our life, and then learning 

how to accept and embrace those changes.   

  

Change 

There are many things that we have to let go of .  Dreams for the 

future as we envisioned it would be.  Things that keep us 

connected to our child.  For  example, their clothes.  How many 

of us still have some of their clothing? They’ll never wear them 

again, but they are a connection that is difficult to let go of.  The 

room that used to be theirs will eventually have a new purpose, 

and we’ll need to make those changes when we are ready. For 

many of us, that’s one of the most difficult things to do because 

it’s like saying we no longer have room for them in our home. 

  

We may get a promotion at work which creates the opportunity 

for us to move to a new area… but it’s very difficult to embrace 

the idea of leaving the house that we raised our child in, where so 

many of our memories were made.   

  

Sometimes however, after making a change, we may realize that 

hanging onto what tied us so closely to our son or daughter was 

possibly causing us to be stuck in our grief.  In the end, the 



change might actually have been a good thing that gives us the 

freedom to move forward.   

 

Through all of these changes, we aren’t forgetting our child.  We will 

be learning how to accept and embrace the change in our relationship 

with them.  We will be learning how to make those changes while 

incorporating their memory into our  current daily experience.  

  

In the coming year, we may have opportunities for change.  Before 

saying “No,” think it through…give it a chance.  You may come to 

the conclusion that change is actually a good thing.  

 



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Eleven – January 5 

Attend an educational grief support series.  

These groups are valuable because they 

offer the tools we need to understand the 

grieving process.  Most of these groups 

Support 

Spending an evening with my bereaved friends at a grief support 

meeting quickly draws me back to several realities. 
 

• New grief hurts.   

• Circumstances surrounding the death of our child and our 

relationship with them deeply affects our grieving process.   

• We are all at a different place.   

• Life inevitably brings additional losses later on in life.  

Unattended grief will surface and make those losses more 

difficult to deal with. 

• Traveling this journey with other bereaved parents provides a 

unique comfort that we won’t find with others who haven’t 

walked in our shoes.  
  

What I’d like to encourage you with today is to give yourself first 

priority and take care of your grief care needs.  Here are some 

suggestions for you. 

welcome people to attend the series more than once, and many 

people do so simply because the first time around it’s new 

information that takes awhile for us to process.  Each time we go 

through the series, we’ll be at a different place and things will 

sound different to us.  We’ll also have an opportunity to see how 

far we’ve come.  It’s good to realize that we are making progress 

even though we still have days that are difficult.   



Find an on-going peer-to-peer 

support group that you feel 

comfortable with.  These groups give 

us marvelous opportunities to build 

relationships with other bereaved 

parents.  They endeavor to provide a 

safe place for us to share our feelings about our loss without being 

judged.  You won’t hear, “Aren’t you over it yet?”  These groups 

allow us to see the growth in other people who are traveling this 

journey.  We may look at newcomers and say, “I was there in that 

painful place, but I can see that I’ve made some progress.”  We can 

also look to those more seasoned grievers and say, “Someday I’ll be 

able to handle my grief like them.”  The exchange of information and 

ideas on the ways others have honored their child is invaluable.  It’s 

an opportunity for us to share those bright moments as we savor the 

memories of our child and learn how to creatively continue our 

relationship with them.  We learn to laugh again. 
  

In our age of technology, the Internet provides an 

abundance of resources for us from grief chat 

groups, to articles & poetry, to books (used are 

affordable) & tapes, to archived radio and 

television programs about grief.  These can be 

especially helpful during sleepless nights when 
everyone in your time zone is sleeping and you are looking for 

someone who understands.  Also, finding a grief buddy who will 

communicate with you by email or on the phone can be an option if 

you live in a remote area where there is no support group.  Plus, there 

are many newsletters and daily words of encouragement you can sign 

up for to receive via email. 



Support from family and friends.  If you have a 

spouse or best friend who is understanding and 

provides a measure of support, you are very 

fortunate indeed.  Because the grief journey as a 

bereaved parent is new territory for us, lack of 

understanding between partners is very common.  

It’s often difficult for you to communicate what 

you need because you may not even know, and 

giving each other space to grieve in their unique 

way is important, too.  If you are feeling the 

lack of support in your marriage relationship, 

please don’t give up.  Understanding should 

come in time and you’ll be glad that you were 

determined. 

Finding the source of encouragement that is a good fit for you is 

important, but you’ll need to seek it out. If you are still looking, 

please don’t give up.  Try something.  There is support and 

encouragement for us and we can’t do this alone. 

  

What has been your greatest source of encouragement? 



The Twelve Days After Christmas 

Day Twelve – January 6 

Look for Springtime! 

The seasons are often used as an analogy for the grief journey.  

Winter is that horrible dark time of new grief, Springtime is a 

season of rebirth and new beginnings, Summer is a time of 

growth and development, and Autumn is the reward for doing our 

grief work.  Each season is valuable.  When I lived in an area 

 where we experienced very cold 

winters with lots of snow for 

months on end, Springtime became 

my favorite season as we looked 

forward to sunshine, warmer days 

and color peeking through the 

snow!  In grief, Spring offers a 
special kind of hope… the hope that the pain will end, tomorrow 

will be a better day, and we will transition from sadness to joy.   

 

Our lives have changed, and we want to find meaning to life once 

again.   Spring will come in time.  It may be months or years 

before you feel as if you’ve transitioned from Winter to Spring, 

but please remember that Spring comes after Winter… always!  

Look for the Springtime in your life! 

  

What season of grief are you in? 
 

The day God created 
hope was probably 
the day he created 

Spring. 
Bernard Williams 



This series, “The Twelve Days Before Christmas for Bereaved Parents, 

and the Twelve Days After,” was created by Chris Harder.  Her son, 

Zachary, died on June 10, 2006, just 8 days after his 22nd birthday.  

While traveling home after receiving the devastating news of Zack’s 

drowning, she and her husband, Ron, realized that the experience of 

losing their son would give them many opportunities to touch the lives 

of others who also would travel this journey.  God never allows us to 

have an experience such as this without being given the opportunity to 

use it to help someone else. 

 

During the years since Zack’s death, Chris has done a lot of reading, 

attended many support groups and conferences for bereaved parents, 

and has worked at bringing hope to other parents who have a hole in 

their heart left by a child who no longer sits beside them.  Some of the 

many things she learned from others has been included in this short yet 

encouraging series. Some of the insights are her own.  Her hope is that 

you will be encouraged to keep swimming, don’t give up, gain a new 

passion for life after loss, and remember that Springtime will come! 

 

After Zack died and Chris’ son, Steve, gathered Zack’s things together, 

he called her and said, “I found a t-shirt that belonged to Zack that I 

think that you should keep it.  It has a picture of two angels together 

and it says, We are all angels with one wing, we need each other to 

fly.”  Chris did keep the t-shirt, and the motto has become her mantra.   

 

“We need each other to fly”   

“We need each other to fly” 
 

Dedicated to those who are traveling this journey 

 


