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                         SHARING YOUR GRIEF 

 

                     Including Your Children in Memorial Services 

 

                       Dr. Donna Gaffney, FAAN 

 

As parents we are faced with the overwhelming task of deciding how to include 

our children in funeral and memorial services. Sometimes the question is not 

how to involve children but if they should be present at all.  A century ago 

families mourned their dead in the living room parlor.  Home funerals were as 

commonplace as home births.  Very often small children were forced to kiss or 

touch the dead person.  I know many fifty and sixty year old parents who 

remember those times with great anxiety.  When those traumatized children grew 

up they vowed to spare their own youngsters the same pain.  The less their 

children knew about funerals, wakes and burials the better off they would be. 

But nothing could be further from the truth!  Children miss being included and 

carry the empty space and "not knowing" with them for the rest of their lives. 

 

There has to be a middle ground.... how much do you urge your children to 

participate without 'forcing' and how much do you keep from them without 

'sheltering'?  The wisest advice I can give is to take cues from your children 

themselves. They cannot make all decisions by themselves but with your 

guidance they will have a good sense for what to do.  On the following pages 

you will learn how to answer frequently asked questions and deal with your 

greatest concerns ...your children's reactions to formal mourning rites. 

 

Making the Decision.... Should we include the children? 

 

Children need to focus on formal mourning events in a very positive way.  This 

is not a time to see "what dead people look like" or to satisfy any curious 

intentions a child may have.  In other words, when a parent or teacher 

approaches a child about going to a funeral, wake or memorial service the reason 

for the child's attendance should not be because "it is time he went to a 

funeral" but because there is a special meaning in the loss of the person to 

that child.  Making the decision for children to participate is not easy.  All 

children are individuals with different circumstances and so to make uniform 

suggestions on this very sensitive topic would be a mistake.  However, there 

are some important guidelines to consider as you decide what to do. 

 

If a member of your immediate family has died every effort should be made to 

include children from at least the age of two years.  This may seem to be a bit 

uncompromising but even very young children will benefit from this experience. 

Toddlers and preschoolers will not understand the circumstances but they will 

be able to integrate the event on their own level. 

 

It is important to remember that the amount of time a child participates in 
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services is related to his age.  While two or three year olds will not 

understand or acknowledge that a family member is dead from looking at the 

casket or body, they will remember the moment their parents carried them into the 

funeral home.  As children take in the visual experience, parents can use gentle words 

to explain that they would no longer be able to talk or play with that special 

person who has died.  An older child will be able to endure longer periods of 

involvement but try to remember that breaks and rest times outside of the 

funeral home or church may be needed. 

 

Preparation is the Key... 
 

When there is a death in the immediate family the most useful information to 

convey to your child is the idea that the days of formal mourning will be very, 

very busy.  There will be many people surrounding the family and lots of 

activity.  Remember the times that you have gone to a funeral or a wake or 

visited a family after the death of a loved one.  Those few hours or even the 

day spent in services are intense and emotionally and physically exhausting, 

multiply those feelings by three or four and you have the experience of a child 

who has lost a member of their immediate family. 

 

Children who will be attending the services of a relative, friend or community 

member will also have to understand the feeling of busy-ness when attending 

these formal mourning rites.  Explain to your child that many people who knew 

the person who died will come to honor their life and give words of comfort to 

close family and friends. 

 

                     What Happens At A Formal Service? 

 

Funerals, Wakes and Memorial Services 

Tell your children that formal or public expressions of grief can occur in 

several ways.  Families decide what they would like to do based on their 

religious and ethnic backgrounds.  Local customs also help a family decide how 

they will share their grief with the community.  Your explanation should begin 

with those customs most familiar to you and likely to be observed by your own 

family.  Some brief explanations you might use are: 

         "A wake is a period of time where people come to visit the 

          family of the person who has died.  This is called "paying 

          your respects" to the dead.  Wakes are usually held in a 

          funeral home or in a person's own home.  The casket holding 

          the dead person is in the room, it might be open or closed 

          depending on the family's wishes.  There are special times 

          for people to visit, the wake may last one, two or three 

          days.  Visitors look at the casket, talk to the family and 

          other visitors.  It is a time when everyone shares their 

          feelings of grief with each other and the family." 
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When describing a funeral you might say: 

         "Funerals are services that take place before a person is buried. 

          They can be held in a funeral home or church.  Relatives and 

          people who knew the dead person come to this service.  The 

          service has prayers, readings, eulogies(short speeches telling 

          about the person who has died) and music.  In some religions 

          the funeral takes place at a mass, or special church service. 

          After the funeral family members follow the hearse to the 

          cemetery.  At the grave site more prayers may be said by the 

          minister, rabbi or priest." 

 

It is important to talk about the difference between a funeral and a memorial 

service: 

         "A memorial service can take place after the person has been 

          buried or cremated or in some cases when the body of the dead 

          person has not been found.  Memorial services can take place 

          in churches, temples, or any other place where large numbers 

          of people can gather (schools, government buildings or even a 

          park).  The memorial service has many of the same things that 

          a funeral has; prayers, readings, eulogies and sometimes music. 

          The difference between the two is that after a memorial service 

          there is no burial." 

 

The best approach to preparing children for any kind of formal service is to 

fully explain to them ahead of time what they can expect.  This includes more 

than the time frame for events or who will be there but also the visual 

experience that children will be exposed to.  Very young children will want to 

take in every aspect of the environment.  Preparing them includes describing 

the physical appearance, smells and feelings of the setting.  What is often 

overlooked or taken for granted by adults may be the focus of immense curiosity 

by children.  The description does not have to be morbid or gloomy but 

factual.  Use words or analogies that are familiar to your children. 

 

Some important aspects to include are: 

             The physical layout of the room... 

                   how big is it? 

                   how are the chairs placed? 

                   where are the doorways? 

                   is there a casket in the room? 

                   where is the casket located? 

 

              The appearance of the room . . . 

                   what is the color of the room? 

                   are there flowers? 

                   how many flowers are there and where are they? 
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              The casket appearance... 

                   how long it is (compare it to a table or other piece of 

                          furniture)? 

                   what is the color or texture of the wood? 

                   is the casket open? 

                   what does the inside look like? (the pillow, lining, etc.) 

 

Once you have described these less frightening aspects you can then proceed to 

the potentially more upsetting parts of the experience.  We all fantasize about seeing a 

dead person.  It is perhaps the most chilling of human experiences.  Children 

are filled with questions and curiosity.  They are repelled and attracted at 

the same time.  Because this part of the mourning process is so frightening it 

is important to prepare children for seeing a dead person, especially for the 

first time. 

 

We need to accurately describe the physical appearance of a nonliving body to 

children.  We might hesitate because it is difficult to talk about the 

characteristics of a dead body or we may not want to upset our children any 

more than necessary.  Giving factual information will not add to a child's 

anxiety.  Fantasies tend to spring up from lack of information and feed into a 

child's fears.  Try to avoid using the analogy of sleep or sleep-like 

appearance at any time. Children, especially younger children may equate sleep 

with death.  It is too easy to say, "Aunt Mary will look just like she is 

sleeping."  The truth is that Aunt Mary looks nothing like that at all.  Use 

clear, unambiguous words, which will help children, visualize what to expect: 

         "Aunt Mary's body will be laying down in the casket.  Only the 

         top half of the casket will be open, so we won't be able to 

         see her feet or legs.  There will be a pillow underneath her 

         head.  The people at the funeral home will try to make Aunt 

         Mary's hair and face look like she did when she was alive but 

         it will not be the same.  Her eyes will be shut.  Her hands will 

         probably be folded.  You can touch her hands if you want. 

         The skin will feel cool and firm, it will not feel like Aunt 

         Mary when she was alive.  I will be there next to you, you 

         won't be alone." 

 

Begin by describing the position of the body, hair, facial appearance, 

clothing, and the hands. If there are any objects in the casket with the body 

mention this as well.  Children will often ask if jewelry or other items will 

be buried with the body.  If you know the answer tell your child. If not, 

mention that families sometimes feel very strongly that certain favorite things 

are buried with the body.  Other times family members want to keep jewelry for 

the people who are still living, as a reminder of the person who has died. 

 

Children need to know what others will be doing so as not to confuse them or 
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frighten them.  When children witness formal mourning services they may not 

understand conversations in the room.  Sometimes talk among relatives seems to 

have a lighter quality, in fact many of the people may not have seen each other 

for a long period of time.  Children may expect that everyone will be very sad 

and crying.  While this is true for part of the time there may be periods when 

there is smiling and maybe even some laughter.  Children need to be told that 

this doesn't mean that people do not care or are not interested. 

 

          Explaining Funeral Customs and Rituals to Your Child... 

Encountering services that are unfamiliar can be confusing to children and  

Parents alike.  Behaviors of family members and clergy may seem 

strange at first.  Simple explanations will help children appreciate these 

differences and feel comfortable enough to ask more questions.  The following 

are brief descriptions of the ways various religious and ethnic groups mourn 

the dead. 

 

Many religious groups believe that people go on to another life after they 

have died.  Roman Catholics, in particular, believe that the funeral mass is a 

celebration of the person's life on earth and going to heaven to be with God. 

Most Catholics talk about the "happiness" of the person who has died now that 

he will be with God.  If a person is dying it is very important for the priest 

to be present to give "Last Rights", the priest helps the person ask for 

forgiveness from God for the wrongdoings during life.  Catholic funerals are 

usually held in a church and burials take place in a catholic cemetery.  It 

would be very unusual for a casket to be open during the mass, although it can 

be open during the wake.  Catholics generally do not believe in cremation 

although that has changed in recent years. 

 

Some religions are described as fundamentalist because they believe a person's whole 

life on earth is spent trying to get to heaven.  When someone dies the preacher 

talks to the congregation about the good deeds this person has done while on 

earth.  Fundamentalists believe that a person is judged at the moment of death 

by God.  If that person has been good he will go to heaven.  If the person has 

sinned against God he may not receive "eternal salvation". Funerals and burials 

are generally very emotional with the preacher talking about "Good" and "Evil" 

and eternal happiness the person has earned.  There may be readings or 

quotations from the bible and talk of the beauty of heaven. 

 

More mainstream Protestant religions also believe that death is very important.  Their 

understanding of how a person gets to heaven may not be as explicitly defined as the 

Catholic or Fundamentalist religions.  Funeral customs vary among protestant 

religions, families and local customs of observance.  Services can take place 

in a church or in the funeral home. 

 

Judaism communicates the importance of life and helps the family of the person 

who has died a great deal.  There is planned support for family members through 
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out the time of grief.  It is customary in the Jewish religion to bury the dead 

as soon as possible.  Following the funeral there is a special meal prepared 

called the "meal of consolation" for the chief immediate family.  The next week 

the family remains at home receiving family and friends who bring food since 

the family is not allowed to prepare meals.  This period of seven days is 

called "Shiva".  The family of the person who has died will be seated on 

furniture that is lower than usual and may wear a torn garment or a small piece 

of cloth that is torn.  These activities symbolize the mourning period of the 

family.  These first seven days are not a time for socializing or entertainment 

but for grieving.  Sometimes the men will not shave, the women will not wear 

make-up and mirrors are covered in the home.  Again, these are signs of the 

grieving time for families. 

 

Religions of the Far East have customs very different from those of the western 

part of the world.  Some religions believe that the spirit of the person who 

has died will find a home in a new body, this is called reincarnation.  After a 

person dies the body is draped in clean white clothes or cloth.  Visitors come 

to pay their respects to the family but only the family attends the funeral. 

The body is then cremated.  The family begins a period of praying for the next 

ten days.  This helps the soul find a new body.  There is sharing of food and 

gifts from friends and relatives to celebrate the new home of the soul.  In 

some far eastern religions people are bathed in rivers to cleanse their bodies 

before death, in others lanterns are floated on the rivers or canals during the 

funeral ceremony. 

 

In addition to religious differences there are also different customs and 

rituals based on a family's cultural or ethnic background.  The behavior of the 

family and mourners may be surprisingly varied from one culture to the next. 

Irish families believe that funerals are a very important social event.  The 

Irish wake may be the most significant family gathering of the year.  There is 

often much celebrating, joking, laughter and remembering of the dead.  One 

family even took pictures of all the aunts, uncles and cousins at the wake. 

 

Families of Hispanic origin may be very expressive of their feelings when  

a person has died.  Catholic masses and other prayer rituals are used to  

help mourn the loss in the family.  Relatives gather at the funeral and  

openly express their emotions, sometimes in very dramatic ways. 

To a non-Hispanic who witnesses crying, wailing and other outpourings of grief  

the behaviors appear exaggerated or hysterical.  However, their effusiveness 

doesn't mean they have difficulty coping with the death rather 

it is cultural custom for families to be so open. 

 

Other Mediterranean families, Italians and Greeks, are also very open in the 

sharing of their grief.  One young woman recalled her first Italian funeral. 

She was not prepared for the almost hysterical grieving at the side of the 

casket.  Each family member openly cried, sobbed and lamented over the person's 
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death.  There was much discussion over the death of the person and each time a 

mourner returned to the casket the feelings were openly expressed again. 

The church, especially the Baptist church, is a very meaningful part of the 

lives of some black American families.  The wake is an important time for 

friends and relatives to mourn the loss of the dead.  There is much crying and 

other open expressions of grief.  The preacher and other church officials play 

prominent roles in the formal grieving services.  Funeral services are filled 

with songs and music.  No better example is the New Orleans funeral that 

includes a procession through the streets accompanied by musicians playing 

brass instruments. 

 

It is quite appropriate for children to visit friends or relatives to offer 

condolences, no matter what their religion or ethnic background.  Children will 

feel especially helpful if they can bring some food or small gift for the 

family.  If time permits they may even want to make the food or wrap it by 

themselves.  Most children would be curious about the traditions observed by 

other families.  Parents can contact a friend or acquaintance of the same 

religion or ethnic background as the person who has died and ask about 

customary practices of mourning.  If parents do not have anyone to ask, a 

telephone call to the community church, temple or cultural organization will be 

helpful. 

                    Participation in Formal Services 

 

By giving children a role in formal grieving services they can begin to work 

through their feelings of loss and grief.  Children need to feel useful in 

almost everything they do.  Funeral or memorial services honoring the life of 

someone who had died is certainly not any different.  By having some kind of a 

role your child will feel a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction that he 

has been able to help.  As parents we may think that participation might be 

"too much" for our children...too trying or too difficult.  But this is really 

not the case at all.  The experience of participation is something that 

children will be able to look back on in the years ahead, not with a feeling of 

anguish or trauma but very often with warm feelings of remembrance for the 

person they miss. 

 

Experiencing a loss thrusts us into a dizzying spiral of confusion...we are out 

of control.  We can't change the course of events.  Try as we can to make sense 

out of the ordeal we can't.  By contributing in a small way we feel in 

control.  Such contributions, no matter how insignificant they seem, help us 

begin to resolve that terrifying sense of helplessness.  Children experiencing 

the mysterious customs of mourning will benefit from taking part in services, 

although their participation depends on the relationship with the person who 

has died and the child's age. 

 

                           But What Can We Do? 

There are a number of things you and your child can do to feel a part of the 
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formal grieving services.  Remember, your child's relationship to the person 

who has died is very important in making decisions. 

When a child's parent has died it is not always a good idea to stress formal 

participation.  Being close to the surviving parent, or grandparents during 

formal mourning services is more important.  Children feel the loss and 

separation of a parent most acutely.  It is better for them to be with a person 

who can give love and a sense of security during the services.  Answering 

questions, drying tears and providing comfort will help children feel a part of 

the services even if they do not have a formal role.  There is plenty of time 

after the first two weeks for children to take part in memorial activities for 

their parent. 

 

When children lose a brother or sister, formal participation can be 

accomplished in a number of ways.  Roles do not have to be extensive or require 

a great deal of concentration.  This is a time for a small but meaningful 

contribution to the funeral or memorial services by the surviving siblings. 

When their brother died, Keith and Brett were confused by all the activities 

surrounding the funeral services.  A close family friend helped the boys' 

parents plan a funeral service that would have meaning, a role for both 

brothers and their dead son's friends.  The following program was from the 

"celebration" of Joey's life. 

                                                                     

                         Celebrating the Life of 

                           Joseph Alan White 

 

              Prelude...........................Wesley Brighton 

              Tolling of the Church Bells.......Keith and Brett White 

              Opening Words and Invocation......Rev. A. Traxton 

              Solo of the Lord's Prayer.........Nina Kravatts 

              Readings from the Old Testament 

              Readings from poetry and prose 

              Readings from the New Testament...Pastor J. Anders 

              Five Friends......................Christopher 

                                                        Brenda 

                                                        Mark 

                                                        Karl 

                                                        Michael 

              Color Guard.......................Troop #39, Boy Scouts of 

                                                         America 

                                                         Donald Thomas, Scoutmaster 

              Prayer 

              Commendation 

              A Memorial Moment 

              Postlude and Recessional..........The Hallelujah Chorus 
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Needless to say this was a most touching service for everyone who attended. 

Adults are not used to children participating in such a prominent way.  At 

first some parents were shocked by the role their children would have during 

the services.  But the children wanted to participate and even wrote their own 

"letters" which to read in front of the congregation of mourners.  Joey's 

brothers were younger than these friends who would read from the pulpit.  Their 

roles included ringing the church bells at the beginning of the service, a 

meaningful yet uncomplicated task.  After they were finished they joined their 

parents to be close to them for the rest of the service. 

 

Joey's friends had roles that required thought and "bravery" as they would read 

their letters to the members of the congregation.  Christopher and Mark, both 

aged eleven, wanted to share their letters with the readers of this book. 

 

                             To Joey from Chris 

         Joey White was a tall, good-looking boy.  He had brownish 

         hair with eyebrows that matched equally.  He had quite a 

         strapping body. 

         Joey was very good in school, he got mostly A's, with a 

         couple of B's stuck in there too.  He was very good in math. 

         After almost every test he's ask me what I got.  He would 

         usually have a higher grade than I would. 

         In sports he played football, basketball and he wrestled and 

         he swam.  He had lots of stamina and was quite a kid! 

         Joey and I did lots of things together because we were very 

         close friends.  We built a tree house.  We went downtown 

         together to buy books, candy or stereo cassettes.  We 

         would climb trees and watch T.V.  We would ride bikes or 

         go on hikes.  Joey was quite an active boy, and I loved him!! 

 

                             To Joey from Mark 

 

         We are here today to give our last respects to Joey White. 

         I would like to say a few things about him.  Joey was one 

         of my closest friends.  We would play a lot together.  We 

         had so much fun together.  We played football, Dungeon's 

         and Dragons and guns together.  Many of Joey's friends are 

         here today also to say good-bye.  I hope that you will 

         pray for him. Thank You. 

 

The words of children do not have to be formal or eloquent eulogies.  These two 

letters simply tell of the relationships these boys had with their friend. 

Don't try to "help" your children write letters or condolence notes.  Let them 

think about what they want to say and struggle with the words a bit.  Have them 

read it to you when they are finished, if they wish.  Rehearsing has two 

benefits, your child will become familiar with the words and will begin to 
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grieve the loss of the special relationship with the friend. 

 

                             Other Ways to Participate 

 

Friends, brothers and sisters can participate in funeral or memorial services 

in a number of different ways.  For example, in Catholic or Episcopal masses 

there may be roles of altar server, reader or presenter of gifts. 

One family in particular wanted to personalize the mass for their dead son.  He 

had been an avid football player who died in an accident.  During the part of 

the mass where gifts are brought to the altar, a means of offering part of 

one's self to God, the family brought up his football uniform.  His uniform and 

football equipment were then donated to a sports program in the community. 

 

Occasionally families decide to use brothers and friends as pallbearers at 

funerals.  This is an experience that both observer and participant will not 

easily forget.  How many of us remember young Robert Kennedy, Jr. struggling 

under the weight of his father's casket?  Again, remember to ask your child if 

this is something that he would like to do.  When Joey White was buried the 

older of his brothers, Brett, was a pallbearer.  Brett looks back on the 

experience with pride, "I felt good that I could do something for my brother." 

 

                             Some Guidelines 

Participation in memorial services or funeral services is an individual 

decision.  Children need to be asked if they would like to participate and then 

encouraged to decide on their own for what they will say or write.  If there is 

an activity to be performed a child should have the role described fully so he 

can make an "educated" decision.  Telling your child that his role will take 

only a "few minutes" or will be "so simple" may lead to anxiety if his part 

turns out to be anything more.  Be honest, find out the scope of the role and 

prepare your child for the experience. 

 

Some children want very much to be a part of formal mourning services others do 

not.  Either way the decision must be left to your child.  If you as the parent 

have a great desire to have your child participate you need to be as objective 

as you can when presenting the request to him.  You may even consider asking in 

such a way that your child think it is his own idea!  Forcing or pushing 

children to do something they are not willing to do will only lead to 

resentment towards you.  The grieving experience is painful enough. 

Participation can help children and adults begin to work through the early days 

of grief work.  Roles and activities will give children a sense of mastery at a 

time when they are feeling helpless.  With support and guidance your children 

can participate in formal mourning services in a constructive and meaningful 

way. 

 

                       Finding the Right Words... 
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One of the most difficult and uncomfortable times for all of us is greeting a 

friend or relative who has experienced a death in the family.  We struggle with 

the challenge of finding the right words.  Somehow "I'm sorry" seems a weak and 

meaningless gesture for the intensity of feelings one has for the person who 

has died.  Likewise, receiving the words of others is equally uncomfortable for 

the grieving family.  I've heard parents murmur "Thank you” time after time as 

visitors expressed feelings of sadness.  Sometimes expressions of kindness are 

frozen on their faces for hours.  You are probably asking yourself what can I 

say to truly let my friend or relative know how I am feeling?  Or what can I 

say when visitors express feelings of grief to my child or me? 

 

Accepting Condolences 

What should we say when people offer words of sympathy to us?  Children may be 

especially perplexed about this.  As parents and other concerned adults we 

often don't think about "the right words" since we naturally assume to know 

what to do.  But, it is hard to find the right words.  You may find yourself 

nodding or weakly smiling when someone extends his or her condolences.  It is 

especially important for us to prepare children in similar situations.  At 

wakes, funerals or memorial services numbers of people approach children with 

words of concern.  These moments can overwhelm even the most mature adult. 

Children need to know what to say.  Some very useful responses for children 

are; "Thank you very much," "It makes me feel good that you care," or even "I'm 

glad you could come today." 

 

It is far easier for children to remember one of these phrases rather than 

trying to say something that is individualized for each visitor.  It is also 

helpful to explain to children the reason for thanking people who have come to 

visit the family of the deceased. 

         "It is very hard for people to come and pay respects 

         after a person has died.  Truthfully, people find this 

         quite difficult and may even try to avoid these times. 

         So when someone comes to visit us, it is because they 

         care so very much about us.  We need to thank our 

         friends and family for sharing our sadness." 

 

There are times when children and other survivors in the family feel as though 

they are providing comfort and support to visitors at a funeral or wake.  While 

this is not at all unusual, children need to be told that they may have this 

experience.    "Debbie and Tom had lost their eleven year old 

                son after a tragic boating accident.  They 

                decided that a wake would be important for their 

                son's friends and the family.  There were two 

                daughters to consider and they too would 

                be a part of the mourning services.  Some of their 

                neighbors came and started to cry.  The girls 

                saw their mother hug and tell them everything 
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                would be all right.  Abbie and Leslie were quite 

                surprised to see their parents consoling and 

                comforting other people who came to see their 

                dead brother.  They asked each other, 

                shouldn't this be the other way around?" 

 

Children witnessing this phenomenon may feel a sense of unfairness and possibly 

even anger.  Tell your children that immediate family members have had several 

hours or even days together to share their feelings of grief.  Of course, the 

feelings are not yet resolved but families are together and support each other 

through the first difficult hours.  Visitors meeting with the family for the 

first time after a death are confronted with shock and disbelief.  They are 

also confronted with the intense feelings and emotions of the survivors.  And 

so it seems as though visitors are more upset than family members, and are 

comforted by the very people who have suffered the loss.  There is a simple way 

to explain this experience to children. 

                "I know it seems like you and I are helping your 

                 Aunt to feel better about your Mom's death. 

                 It's not that we are braver or stronger or 

                 that your Aunt is more emotional, we've 

                 had a little more time together to share 

                 our sad news and our feelings.  Every time you 

                 see someone for the first time at the funeral 

                 you'll have new feelings.  Sometimes we'll be 

                 able to comfort that person; sometimes we'll 

                 start to cry all over again.  We never know 

                 which feelings will happen when we see people 

                 who mean a lot to us." 

 

Children may be confused by the things people say to them at formal services. 

Relatives and friends who are somewhat unfamiliar to the child will approach 

them, hug them and talk to them with endearing words.  We need to convey to our 

children that this is the way people reach out and try to help when someone 

dies. By giving children the words to use when people offer condolences we let 

them know that sharing is an important and necessary part of the grieving 

process. 

 

Offering Condolences 

Just as it is uncomfortable to receive words of consolation it is also 

difficult to find the right words to extend to those who are grieving. 

Children are puzzled as to what to say, and often they remain silent.  We can help 

our children by giving them the tools to feel more comfortable in these 

situations.  Make sure that the words you suggest are simple and meaningful to 

your child, not complicated and easy to remember.  Some examples are: 

                   "I feel so sad that this has happened." 

                   "I feel so badly that your father died." 
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                   "I'm really sorry to hear about your father's death." 

                   "I wanted to come here to be with you." 

Sometimes children will be quite spontaneous and say things like, "It's just 

not fair, and I don't understand why this had to happen."  If your child has a 

special relationship with a friend who has experienced a loss, it is all right 

for them to use words with which they are familiar to verbalize their 

frustration or surprise.  Remind them to avoid the words, "It must be hard, I 

know how you feel." This is false reassurance.  Unless you have truly 

experienced a loss yourself in the very same way, you really don't know how 

that friend feels.  We can only imagine the pain of loss for that person. 

 

Children may resist visiting a friend or family when there has been a death. 

They often don't know what to expect and are not sure what to say.  We need to 

let children know that it is perfectly all right to say and do the things they 

would ordinarily do with their friend.  Maybe their activities won't be as 

animated or as carefree but children need to have visits with friends at times 

of loss.  They don't always have to talk about the person who has died or 

feelings and details related to the mourning services.  Let your child know 

that the beginning of the visit is the time to express feelings of sympathy and 

let the griever know how we feel. 

         "If we don't tell our friends how we feel when we first 

         greet them, it will be harder to say the words later on. 

         There is also the chance that a friend or relative might 

         think we don't want to talk about the person who has died. 

         Let the conversation go from there.  Maybe the subject of 

         the death will come up again, it is important not to change 

         the subject.  If the death is not talked about again it doesn't 

         mean that the person doesn't care, rather they may not be ready 

         to talk at that time." 

 

Difficult Questions..........and Sensitive Answers. 
 

    What is a wake?                                                     

         Some families want to allow everyone the time to pay respects or to 

         visit the family of the person who has died.  One way to do this 

         is to have a wake.  It usually is held in a funeral home.  The 

         special place where people who have died are prepared to be buried 

         or cremated. The casket is in the front of a large room with chairs 

         for the family, friends and relatives.  Visitors come to tell the 

         family how sorry they are that their family member has died. They 

         usually stay for about an hour or so.  If the casket is in the 

         front of the room some visitors go to the casket say a prayer or 

         just remain silent for a moment.  If the casket is open 

         visitors will look at the person and try to remember as much as 

         they can about the person who has died.  Sometimes people need 

         to do this several times.  It helps us know that the person 
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         is really dead. 

 

    What happens at a funeral?                                               

        "A funeral is a special time when family and friends gather together 

         to publically share their sadness that a person has died.  It is 

         also time for some families to pray together, this can depend on 

         the family’s religion.  Usually a funeral occurs in a church or 

         a funeral home.  There may be a minister, priest or a rabbi to 

         talk about the person who has died and the love and special feelings 

         the family has for this person.  Sometimes other people talk about 

         the person who has died.  This talk is called a eulogy and mentions 

         important things about the dead person.  It often makes other 

         people feel sad.  A funeral can last about an hour.  After the 

         funeral services the dead person is buried at the cemetery." 

 

    Why do I have to go?  (Sometimes preceded by "I don't want to go")    

        " You really do not have to go with us to Grandma's funeral.  Your 

         Dad and I think that it is very important for all of us to be 

         together at this time, we would like you to be with us.  You 

         don't have to decide right now, you can think about it for a 

         while.  You can ask questions.  I want you to know that if you 

         feel uncomfortable at the funeral you can sit outside for a 

         short time.  Sometimes it's hard to do things like this and 

         going to a funeral is probably one of the hardest.  I can 

         see how you feel.  It's important to remember that every- 

         one you love will be there and we're feeling a bit nervous too. 

         But we'd really like you to be there with us." 

 

         If a child is very upset about attending a funeral it is probably 

         wise not to "push," but this depends on who has died.  When the 

         funeral is for a member of the immediate family you can use gentle 

 persuasion and repeat the above several times. 

 

    Who will be there?                                                  

         "There will be lots of people at the Grandpa's funeral (wake). 

         You will know many of them but there will be some who are strangers. 

         These are people that knew Grandpa from work or the community. 

         There will even be some of your Grandmother's coworkers and 

         friends.  Everyone comes to tell Grandma and the rest of our 

         family how sorry they are that Grandpa has died." 

 

    How come the coffin is open...why do we look at a dead person?          

         "This is a really good question and I'm glad you asked.  Everyone 

         thinks about the answer to this question.  Not all families decide 

         to have an open casket.  Some families and religions believe that 

         it is important for everyone to see the person they love dead.  It 
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         makes the death seem real not just a bad dream.  Sometimes when we 

         lose a favorite book or toy we keep hoping to find it and have 

         it back again.  It is sort of the same thing when someone dies. 

         If a person has been sick for a long time or in an accident and 

         suddenly dies that person isn't there anymore for us.  If we 

         don't see the person dead we may wish and hope that the person 

         will come back.  Seeing a person dead helps us to understand 

         how final death is, and no matter how hard we hope and wish 

         we won't be able to find that person again. 

         Lots of times mothers and fathers think that their children 

         shouldn't have to look at a dead person because it might scare 

         them.  It will at first but I'll be there with you and if you 

         don't want to stay by the casket you don't have to." 

 

    How come the coffin is closed...why can’t we see the dead person?  

        "This is a really good question and I'm glad you asked.  Everyone 

         thinks about the answer to this question.  Not all families decide 

         to have an open casket.  Sometimes they think it is better to have  

         lots of pictures and other memories to remind of us of (name here). 

         Many times people want us to remember (name here) as we last saw  

         him or her, in school, on the playground. 

 

    Why do people laugh at the party after the funeral?         

         "This seems very confusing to many of us.  When a family gathers 

         together after a funeral it is a time of relief.  There have been 

         long, hard days of grieving and feeling sad.  Sometimes it feels 

         good to laugh and smile. For the first few days after the 

         death of a person in the family we haven't smiled very much 

         at all.  This doesn't mean we've forgotten about the person 

         who has died as a matter-of-fact we often talk about all the 

         good memories we have of this person." 

 

     Why are some people cremated (or burned or turned into ashes) 

          after they die?                                                 

         "People are not really burned after they die.  Cremation is the 

         process of turning a body into ashes.  There is no fire but a 

         very high heat that dries out the body.  People can choose 

         what they would like to do with their bodies after they die. 

         Some people choose cremation, after the body is turned into 

         ashes; those ashes are put in a special place.  For example, 

         a person who likes the ocean might like their ashes sprinkled 

         over the water.  There are people who wish to donate their 

         bodies to science.  They leave a special will telling their 

         family that they would like their body given to a medical school 

         or to donate their organs to others." 
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    Why are some people put into the ground (or buried) after they die?    

         Some people decide they want their bodies to be buried in a cemetery 

         after they die.  For many years families have buried mothers, fathers 

         aunts, and uncles in cemeteries.  Burial is a way for us to remember people  

         we love after they have died.  The body of a person who has died is put in a special      

         wooden or metal box, called a casket and placed in a deep opening in the ground.   

        Very often we plant flowers on the ground above the casket.  There is usually a 

         stone that marks the grave and tells the name of the person, his birthday and the day  

         he died.  Families visit the cemetery and think about or pray for the person who has  

        died. 
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