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In this groundbreaking and “poignant” (Los Angeles Times) book, David Kessler—praised for

his work by Maria Shriver, Marianne Williamson, and Mother Teresa—journeys beyond the

classic five stages to discover a sixth stage: meaning.In 1969, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross first

identified the stages of dying in her transformative book On Death and Dying. Decades later,

she and David Kessler wrote the classic On Grief and Grieving, introducing the stages of grief

with the same transformative pragmatism and compassion. Now, based on hard-earned

personal experiences, as well as knowledge and wisdom gained through decades of work with

the grieving, Kessler introduces a critical sixth stage: meaning.Kessler’s insight is both

professional and intensely personal. His journey with grief began when, as a child, he

witnessed a mass shooting at the same time his mother was dying. For most of his life, Kessler

taught physicians, nurses, counselors, police, and first responders about end of life, trauma,

and grief, as well as leading talks and retreats for those experiencing grief. Despite his

knowledge, his life was upended by the sudden death of his twenty-one-year-old son. How

does the grief expert handle such a tragic loss? He knew he had to find a way through this

unexpected, devastating loss, a way that would honor his son. That, ultimately, was the sixth

stage of grief—meaning. In Finding Meaning, Kessler shares the insights, collective wisdom,

and powerful tools that will help those experiencing loss.“Beautiful, tender, and wise” (Katy

Butler, author of The Art of Dying Well), Finding Meaning is “an excellent addition to grief

literature that helps pave the way for steps toward healing” (School Library Journal).

Small Victories is so lively, so encouraging, and so filled with easy solutions that it's the perfect

book for someone who loves food but is nervous in the kitchen. I'll be giving it to every young

cook I know. -Ruth Reichl"Julia's SMALL VICTORIES is a HUGE VICTORY! It is the best

cookbook ever; a stunning visual memoir that you'll soon have filled with post-its and turned-

down pages."-Sally Field"As practical as it is beautiful, this book is primarily meant for the

kitchen novice. But the recipes are so intriguing and enticing that experienced cooks will be

tempted. Each carefully thought-out and explained recipe is followed by delicious riffs."-Mimi

Sheraton"Small Victories is a chatty primer for the hesitant or unconfident cook but gives as

much pleasure to those with years of kitchen experience. Rich in ideas, and far from basic in its

span of recipes, this is a book that earns a place on any shelf."-Nigella Lawson"I've been

waiting for this book! I love Julia's cooking and had a few lessons from her. She knows how to

make things that are easy, delicious, and chic!" - Sofia Coppola"Small Victories is precisely the

kind of book that I can give to two kinds of people: to my non-cooking friends to let them know

they can build their game, and to my professional chef friends to prove that there is always

more to learn and that simple doesn't mean dumbed-down."-Mario Batali"Electric with positive

energy"-- The New York Times Best Cookbooks of Fall 2016"This is Ms. Turshen's first

cookbook as a solo author, but she has co-written others with the likes of Mario Batali,

Gwyneth Paltrow and Dana Cowin. She's also a recipe tester and developer-a skill that shines

through in a book aimed at aspiring, eager home cooks; you won't find any molecular

gastronomy in these pages.Ms. Turshen is a self-deprecating, warm and charming writer."--

Wall Street Journal "The title of this book comes from the idea that learning to cook is a series

of small victories: tiny lessons that, in sum, form a culinary education. These include concepts

like putting a damp towel under a cutting board to keep it from moving while you chop, or



freezing pesto in ice cube trays for easier use. Who couldn't use to learn a new trick or two?"

Epicurious " An inspiring addition to any kitchen bookshelf" Real Simple "Small Victories by the

wonderful Julia Turshen will make you fall deeply in love with her simple and achievable

recipes, whilst teaching you the importance of mastering basic techniques that make us all

better cooks!"-April Bloomfield"Julia Turshen always knows exactly what I want to eat. She has

the kind of cook's intuition you can only gain though years of focus and passion. Her honest,

inspired recipes have reinvigorated my cooking routine and made Small Victories an invaluable

addition to my kitchen library."-Gail Simmons"Julia Turshen cooks exactly the way I like to eat:

simply, eclectically and with a lot of flavor. Her book is a perfect guide to countless delicious

dishes that are both interesting and imminently do-able."-Dana Cowin --This text refers to the

hardcover edition.About the AuthorJulia Turshen is the bestselling author of Feed the

Resistance, named the Best Cookbook of 2017 by Eater, and Small Victories, named one of

the Best Cookbooks of 2016 by The New York Times and NPR. She has coauthored numerous

cookbooks including It's All Good with Gwyneth Paltrow, and hosted the first two seasons of

Radio Cherry Bombe. She has written for The New York Times, The Washington Post, The

Wall Street Journal, Vogue, T Magazine, Bon Appétit, Food & Wine, Saveur, and SELF.

Epicurious has called her one of the 100 Greatest Home Cooks of All Time. Julia lives in the

Hudson Valley with her wife and pets.Ina Garten is a cookbook author and host of Barefoot

Contessa on the Food Network. She lives in East Hampton, New York, and Southport,

Connecticut. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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Praise for David Kessler’s Previous Books“It is now, fortunately, my time to face death. David

Kessler is my friend and student. He carries on my work, and his book will help.”—Elisabeth

Kübler-Ross“This book is a source of reflection over the most mysterious and beautiful moment

which awaits us all. It helps people to understand that death is full surrender of ourselves to

love, like falling into the arms of God.”—Saint (Mother) TeresaPraise forFindingMeaning“An

excellent addition to grief literature that helps pave the way for steps toward healing.”—Library

Journal“Finding Meaning [offers] potent insight.”—Spirituality & Health“Finding Meaning

certainly has a lot to teach anyone who reads it.”—Jewish Journal“I particularly applauded the

author’s take on the fact that meaning takes time. . . . The book taught me that grief pain is

inevitable, but suffering is optional.”—Thrive Global“Finding Meaning is a brilliant, caring,

practical guide to help us understand grief and embrace this important ‘sixth stage.’ . . . David

Kessler gifts us with deep insights and life-affirming wisdom that can support our well-being.”—

Daniel J. Siegel, M.D., author of Aware, Mind, and Mindsight“David Kessler’s work with us was

the first moment of healing that we felt after our daughter’s death.”—Jayson Greene, author

ofOnce More We Saw Stars“This beautiful, tender, wise book will help the many of us who

struggle, for years or even decades, after losing someone we love. To take our pain and

transmute it, and to find in our suffering a way of relieving the pain of others, can be a powerful

form of healing. Whether our grief arises after a suicide, a difficult relationship, the death of a

child or newborn, even the ambiguous losses that accompany mental illnesses and addiction—

David reassures us that we can find in our deep pain an opportunity to contribute to the wider

human story. Grief may not end, but David reassures us that it can change shape and be a

source of generosity, love, and meaning. David Kessler shows us how. Soulful, warm, friendly,

and clearly written, the fruit of much personal suffering and of David’s years of professional

expertise helping others. I only wish I’d had David’s book soon after my mother’s death. I will

give it to others.”—Katy Butler, author ofKnocking on Heaven’s Door andThe Art of Dying

Well“Grief is ultimately experienced by everyone. The sad truth is that loss leaves us not

knowing what to do or to feel. David Kessler has provided us with a grief compass and a way to

find meaning in loss. I will be going back and rereading it for years to come.”—Denise Jablonski-

Kaye, PhD,LAPD police psychologist“David has eloquently articulated an essential component

of living with grief: the ability to construct meaning out of tragedy. The book is filled with wisdom

and heart, beckoning and inspiring readers to live their lives in harmony with their loved one’s

legacy.”—Fredda Wasserman, MA, MPH, LMFT, CT,Our House Grief Support CenterThank you

for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing

list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon &

Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.Already a subscriber? Provide

your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read.

You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.To my son in heaven and my son on

earthAuthor’s NoteThe stories in this book recount the challenges that numerous families and

their friends have faced in grief and the insights they have gained. The names and other

characteristics of many of the people in these stories have been changed. Some of the people

portrayed in these pages are composites of two or more individuals.IntroductionIn 1969,

Elisabeth Kübler-Ross identified the five stages of dying in her groundbreaking book On Death

and Dying. As a psychiatrist, she saw that patients who were dying appeared to go through

common experiences or stages. Her work captured the world’s attention and would forever

change the way we talk and think about death and dying. She ushered the truth of this



universal experience out of shadowy euphemism and into the light.Decades later, I was

privileged to have been her protégé and friend, and to have coauthored with her a book

entitled Life Lessons: Two Experts on Death & Dying Teach Us About the Mysteries of Life and

Living. In the second book we wrote together, On Grief and Grieving, which was her last,

Elisabeth asked me to help adapt the stages she had observed in the dying to account for the

similar stages we had also observed in those who are grieving. The five stages of grief

are:Denial: shock and disbelief that the loss has occurredAnger: that someone we love is no

longer hereBargaining: all the what-ifs and regretsDepression: sadness from the

lossAcceptance: acknowledging the reality of the lossThe five stages were never intended to

be prescriptive, and this holds true for both dying and the subject of this book, grieving. They

are not a method for tucking messy emotions into neat packages. They don’t prescribe, they

describe. And they describe only a general process. Each person grieves in his or her own

unique way. Nonetheless, the grieving process does tend to unfold in stages similar to what we

described, and most people who have gone through it will recognize them. In the years since

that book’s publication, I’ve experienced a great loss myself, and I can confirm that the five

stages really do capture the feelings we experience as we grapple with the death of loved

ones.The fifth of Kübler-Ross’s five stages is acceptance. At this stage, we acknowledge the

reality of the loss. We take some time to stop and breathe into the undeniable fact that our

loved ones are gone. There’s nothing easy about this stage. It can be extremely painful, and

acceptance doesn’t mean that we are okay with the loss, or that the grieving process is now

officially over. However, there’s been an assumed finality about this fifth stage that Elisabeth

and I never intended. Over the years I came to realize that there’s a crucial sixth stage to the

healing process: meaning. This isn’t some arbitrary or mandatory step, but one that many

people intuitively know to take and others will find helpful.In this sixth stage we acknowledge

that although for most of us grief will lessen in intensity over time, it will never end. But if we

allow ourselves to move fully into this crucial and profound sixth stage—meaning—it will allow

us to transform grief into something else, something rich and fulfilling.Through meaning, we

can find more than pain. When a loved one dies, or when we experience any kind of serious

loss—the end of a marriage, the closing of the company where we work, the destruction of our

home in a natural disaster—we want more than the hard fact of that loss. We want to find

meaning. Loss can wound and paralyze. It can hang over us for years. But finding meaning in

loss empowers us to find a path forward. Meaning helps us make sense of grief, as you will see

from the many stories in this book from people who have gone through this sixth stage.When

working with people whose loved ones have died, I often see how hard they search for

meaning. It doesn’t matter whether the death occurred after a long debilitating illness or if it

came as a total shock after an accident or anything else that was sudden and unexpected.

There’s often a desire to see meaning in it.What does meaning look like? It can take many

shapes, such as finding gratitude for the time they had with loved ones, or finding ways to

commemorate and honor loved ones, or realizing the brevity and value of life and making that

the springboard into some kind of major shift or change.Those who are able to find meaning

tend to have a much easier time grieving than those who don’t. They’re less likely to remain

stuck in one of the five stages. For those who do get stuck, this can manifest in many different

ways, including sudden weight gain (or loss), drug or alcohol addiction, unresolved anger, or

an inability to form or commit to a new relationship out of fear of experiencing yet another loss.

If they remain stuck in loss, then they may become consumed by it, making it the focus of their

life to the point where they lose all other sense of purpose and direction. Although you can’t pin

all of your troubles or vices on getting stuck after a loss, there is almost always a



connection.Grief is extremely powerful. It’s easy to get stuck in your pain and remain bitter,

angry, or depressed. Grief grabs your heart and doesn’t seem to let go.But if you can manage

to find meaning in even the most senseless loss, you can do more than get unstuck. When

circumstances are at their worst, you can find your best. You can keep growing and finding

ways to live a good and someday even a joyous life, one enriched by the lessons and love of

the person who died.The search for meaning after loss will lead each of us along divergent

paths. Candy Lightner famously founded Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) in 1980 after

her daughter, Cari, was killed by a repeat drunk-driving offender. Even though she never

understood why her daughter had to die, she was able to find great meaning in forming a group

that saved the lives of others. For her, nothing was worth the cost of losing her daughter, but

the ability to create something good from that death helped give her the sense that her

daughter’s life as well as her own had meaning.John Walsh started the TV show America’s

Most Wanted after the murder of his son, Adam. He found great purpose in fighting to get

criminals off the streets so no other children would be harmed.Walsh and Lightner found

meaning in starting national organizations. Most of us are not going to act on such a large

scale, but that’s not an obstacle to creating meaning. We can find meaning in the smallest of

moments if we look for it and make a point of creating it.Marcy grew up with a father whose

favorite TV personalities were Milton Berle, Danny Thomas, and Morey Amsterdam. Because

her father told her he had met Danny Thomas once, a memory he cherished, after he died she

thought of him anytime she saw or heard any reference to Danny Thomas.One day she was in

line at the post office to mail a package and buy some stamps.“What kind of stamps would you

like?” the postal worker asked.“Forever stamps.”“We have flags and flowers and

commemorative stamps. Do you want to see them?”“Who cares?” Marcy thought. “They all do

the same thing.” But she decided to look at what they had. Out came a vast array of stamps,

and suddenly Marcy noticed a Danny Thomas stamp. Thinking of her father, she bought many

sheets of the stamps. She didn’t frame them or do anything special with them. She just used

them. Now, whenever she’s mailing a letter or paying a bill and she reaches for a stamp, she

sees Danny Thomas and smiles. In those little moments, memories of her father’s life come

back to her and bring her comfort. She doesn’t need anything more than a moment of sweet

remembrance to find meaning in the life of her father.In my work with grieving people, I’ve often

been asked, “Where am I trying to find meaning? The death? The loss? The event? The life of

the person I loved? Or am I trying to find meaning in my own life after the loss?”My answer is

yes, yes, yes, yes, and yes. You may find meaning in all of those, which will lead you to deeper

questions and deeper answers. Maybe your meaning will come by finding rituals that

commemorate your loved one’s life, or by offering some kind of contribution that will honor that

person. Or the loss of your loved one may cause you to deepen your connection to those who

are still with you, or to invite back into your life people from whom you’ve been estranged. Or it

may give you a heightened sense of the beauty of the life we are all so privileged to have as

long as we remain on this earth.Deirdre’s husband had died two years before the events she

recounted to me, and she still missed him deeply. They had had a very close, loving marriage,

the loss of which left a large hole in her life. Her father had lost his brother the month before the

death of Deirdre’s husband. She and her father had bonded in their grief. She said, “I knew his

pain. He loved his brother. I got it.”Deirdre and her family live in Hawaii, and on the day she

later described to me they had gathered at a campground near Pearl Harbor to watch a canoe

race in which her niece was participating. A few minutes before the race was supposed to start,

a nuclear warning siren pierced the morning air. Simultaneously, a text alert on Deirdre’s phone

read Inbound missile alert. This is not a drill.“A group of people came out from under a pavilion



where the coaches were meeting,” Dierdre later told me. “They announced over the PA system,

‘Okay, everybody be safe, get home safely, and make sure everyone’s got a ride.’ ” She

continued:My dad, brother, uncle, and the rest of the family started breaking down their tents. I

went to get my dad’s ropes from the car, and when I came back, everyone was gone, even my

mom.“Bye,” I said. “But where’s Mom?” Then I saw her in her car. She was rushing home, too. I

went to see my dad, who was the only one who hadn’t left yet. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry

and I asked, “Are you okay?”Why did everybody else just take off? Why didn’t they stay to say

goodbye? It seemed ridiculous. If we were going to die, why not be together with those we

loved when it happened? If there had actually been an inbound missile, everyone would have

died while they were in their cars racing home. No one said I love you or hope we see each

other again. No one shared any final memories. We are a close family. Usually.It was

interesting to me that unlike everyone else, the two people who felt no need to run were my

dad and me. We made a decision to be together in the time we had left. We had an amazing

discussion during that terrifying period, and I thanked him for being my dad. He thanked me for

being his daughter. We talked about what we loved most about life.As a psychologist, I have

tried to analyze why Dad and I stayed together for what we thought would be our last moments

while everyone else in our family fled. I think it’s because the deaths of people we had been so

close to had taught us about how valuable life is. If we only had five or ten minutes to live, we

didn’t want to squander them.It turned out to be a false alarm, but I love how Dad and I made a

decision to spend what remained of our lives doing something meaningful. None of us know

how long we have. Five minutes, five years, or fifty years. We don’t have that kind of control, but

we do have control over how we choose to spend whatever time remains to us.Ultimately,

meaning comes through finding a way to sustain your love for the person after their death while

you’re moving forward with your life. That doesn’t mean you’ll stop missing the one you loved,

but it does mean that you will experience a heightened awareness of how precious life is, as

Deirdre did. Whenever it ends—at a few days or in extreme old age—we rarely think that life is

long enough. Therefore we must try to value it every day and live it to the fullest. In that way we

do the best honor to those whose deaths we grieve.Here are some thoughts that may guide

you in understanding meaning:Meaning is relative and personalMeaning takes time. You may

not find it until months or even years after lossMeaning doesn’t require understanding. It’s not

necessary to understand why someone died in order to find meaningEven when you do find

meaning, you won’t feel it was worth the cost of what you lostYour loss is not a test, a lesson,

something to handle, a gift, or a blessing. Loss is simply what happens to you in life. Meaning

is what you make happenOnly you can find your own meaningMeaningful connections will heal

painful memoriesWhen I began writing this book, I had spent decades writing, teaching, and

working with those in grief. I was well into my fifties by then and considered myself to be deeply

acquainted with grief, not just as a professional, but also in my private life. Anyone who has

reached that age will have experienced grief. Both my parents had died, along with a nephew

who was like my brother. However, nothing in either my personal or my professional life as a

grief specialist had prepared me for the loss I experienced when I embarked on this book—the

unexpected death of my twenty-one-year-old son. This was a loss so shattering that despite all

the years I’d spent helping others through their grief, I didn’t know if there was anything that

could assist me through my own. And despite my awareness that the search for meaning is

one of the keys to healing from grief, I did not know if there was any way I could find meaning

in this loss. Like so many others who grieve, something in me felt that my grief was too great to

be healed.In the year 2000, I had adopted two wonderful boys from the Los Angeles County

foster care system. David was four years old and his brother, Richard, was five. By that time the



two of them had been in five different foster homes and had one failed adoption. Addiction in

their family background had hindered their permanent placement, as had the fact that David

had been born with drugs in his system. When I heard that, I feared that it might mean

something was wrong with him that would not be fixable. But it only took looking at the faces of

those two little boys to tell me that love conquers all. The adoption went through, and in the

years that followed, my belief in the power of love appeared to be confirmed. David and

Richard both made an amazing turnaround and were wonderful kids.Unfortunately, the trauma

of David’s younger years came back to haunt him when he became a teenager. At around

seventeen, David began experimenting with drugs. Luckily, he came to me not long afterward

and told me he was addicted and needed help. In the next few years, our lives were filled with

rehab and twelve-step programs. By the time he was twenty, however, he was sober, in love

with a wonderful woman who was a recent social work graduate, and entering his first year in

college. David had shown a real interest in following a career in medicine, yet had gone back

and forth on what kind of career—or whether he should be developing an interest in something

else, and yet I felt hopeful. But then a few days after his twenty-first birthday, he made some

typical relationship mistakes and he and his girlfriend broke up. That was when he met up with

a friend from rehab who was also having a tough time and they used drugs again. The friend

lived. David died.I was across the country on a lecture tour when I received a call from Richard,

sobbing that his brother was dead. In the months that followed, I was in an agony of grief.

Fortunately, I was surrounded by friends and family who saw me not as a grief expert, but as a

father who had to bury his son.In the early days after losing David, amazing people like my

partner, Paul Denniston, and spiritual teacher Marianne Williamson, one of the godmothers for

my sons, spent countless hours with me, listening, talking, trying to help in any way they could.

My friend Dianne Gray, who headed the Elisabeth Kübler-Ross Foundation at the time and is a

bereaved parent herself, told me, “I know you’re drowning. You’ll keep sinking for a while, but

there will come a point when you’ll hit bottom. Then you’ll have a decision to make. Do you stay

there or push off and start to rise again?”What she said felt true. I knew in that moment that I

was still in the deep end of the ocean, and I also knew that I was going to have to stay there for

a while. I wasn’t ready to surface. But even then, I felt I would continue to live, not only for the

sake of my surviving son but for my own sake as well. I refused to allow David’s death to be

meaningless or to make my life meaningless. I had no idea what I would do to wrest meaning

from this terrible time. For the moment, all I could do was to go through Kübler-Ross’s stages

and allow them to unfold as slowly as I needed. Still, I knew I couldn’t and wouldn’t stop at

acceptance. There had to be something more.At first I was not able to find any consolation in

memories of my love for my son. I had a lot of anger at that time—at the world, at God, and at

David himself. But in order to go on, I knew I would have to find meaning in the grief I was

feeling. In my deep sorrow, I thought about a quote I share at my lectures: grief is optional in

this lifetime. Yes, it’s true. You don’t have to experience grief, but you can only avoid it by

avoiding love. Love and grief are inextricably intertwined.As Erich Fromm says, “To spare

oneself from grief at all costs can be achieved only at the price of total detachment, which

excludes the ability to experience happiness.”Love and grief come as a package deal. If you

love, you will one day know sorrow. I realized I could have skipped the pain of losing David if I’d

never known and loved him. What a loss that would have been. In the moment when I really

began to understand that, I found gratitude for my son having come into my life and for all the

years I got to spend with him. They weren’t nearly long enough, but they had changed and

enriched my life immeasurably. That was the beginning of my being able to see something

meaningful in my grief.As time goes by, I have been able to keep finding deeper meaning in



David’s life as well as in his death, as I will describe in later chapters. Meaning is the love I feel

for my son. Meaning is the way I have chosen to bear witness to the gifts he gave me. Meaning

is what I have tried to do to keep others from dying of the same thing that killed David. For all of

us, meaning is a reflection of the love we have for those we have lost. Meaning is the sixth

stage of grief, the stage where the healing often resides.In the immediate aftermath of my

son’s death, I wasn’t sure if I would ever write again, lecture again, or even want to live again. I

canceled everything for six weeks. But then I felt I needed to get back to work. I needed to be

of service and keep my own pain moving. As hard as my son’s death was, I still wanted to live

in the face of devastating loss. I knew that David would want me to live fully.Writing this book

has been part of my return to life. When I began, I wasn’t sure if I believed my own words about

finding meaning in the face of life-altering grief. I had been in such deep pain that I didn’t know

if meaning was possible after such a shattering loss. But it has turned out that in exploring the

search for meaning in the devastation of loss, I have discovered that meaning is both possible

and necessary. I hope that Finding Meaning: The Sixth Stage of Grief will be a boon for anyone

who’s struggling to figure out how to live after a loss. I hope that reading it will be as healing for

others as writing it has been for me.PART IEvery Loss Has MeaningCHAPTER ONEWhat Is

Meaning?Birds sing after a storm; why shouldn’t people feel as free to delight in whatever

sunlight remains to them?—Rose KennedyIn 1975, my mentor and coauthor, Elisabeth Kübler-

Ross, said, “Death does not need to be a catastrophic, destructive thing: indeed, it can be

viewed as one of the most constructive positive and creative elements of culture and life.” Most

of us do not experience it that way.At one of my lectures, I asked my audience, “Who has been

with a loved one at the moment of death?” Many hands went up. I picked one and asked him

what his experience had been. He said that his father’s death was the most traumatic thing that

ever happened to him and that he was still overwhelmed by it. The next person said, “My father

died also. That moment was one of the most meaningful experiences our family ever

shared.”Both men had lost a father they loved, both had grieved deeply. But one man had

experienced the death as something meaningful and had moved forward; the other had found

no meaning in the experience, only trauma.We essentially die in the same way, but one family

can see it as meaningful and the other as traumatic. Grief is the experience and natural

feelings that come with loss. Some deaths are traumatic when they are accompanied by

exposure to the loved one’s physical agony, medical procedures, suddenness—as in a death

by suicide or homicide, motor vehicle accident, natural disaster, other catastrophic situation—

violence, and many other factors that shape our experience of loss. Trauma always has grief

mixed in, but not all grief is traumatic.There are many factors in how we experience death and

grief: age (both our own and that of the person who died), whether the death was expected,

and how the person died. There are also many factors involved in how we move forward—or

don’t. The person who sees death as sacred has found a way to find meaning in it. To those

who get mired in a seemingly endless slog of grief, death feels utterly devoid of meaning. But it

doesn’t have to be that way, even when we’re faced with the most terrible kinds of loss and

suffering. Viktor Frankl’s cornerstone work, Man’s Search for Meaning, is a beacon for those

who wonder how meaning can emerge from tragedy. His insight was born out of the years he

spent in Nazi concentration camps. Frankl wrote that each of us has the ability to choose how

we respond to even the most terrible of circumstances. “We who have lived in concentration

camps can remember the men who walked through the huts comforting others, giving away

their last piece of bread. They may have been few in number, but they offer sufficient proof that

everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose

one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.” Frankl suggested



that when we are faced with a situation that is hopeless, unchangeable, “we are challenged to

change ourselves.” When we make the choice to do that, we can turn tragedy into an occasion

for growth.Frankl’s work shed light on suffering—on how life’s most challenging moments can

produce amazing resilience, courage, and creativity. I spoke about this to a mother whose child

had died. “I don’t care about Frankl,” she said. “He lived. His suffering ended with a new life,

and mine ended in death. There is no meaning.”Though I believe that the potential for meaning

is ever present in our lives, I also understood that pushing her to accept it would have been a

violation. It was too soon for her to see any light in her pain. But there will come a point, after

she has honored the grief, when she will want to stop hurting. The yearning will be too much.

The emptiness will become too encompassing. I’m not talking about lessening her connection

to her loved one, but rather decreasing the suffering associated with the connection. In that

pain, that opening, she can begin to explore how to find meaning.The grieving mind finds no

hope after loss. But when you’re ready to hope again, you will be able to find it. Bad days don’t

have to be your eternal destiny. That doesn’t mean your grief will get smaller over time. It

means that you must get bigger. As the saying goes, “No mud, no lotus.” The most beautiful

flower grows out of the mud. Our worst moments can be the seeds of our best moments. They

have an amazing power to transform us.A decade after Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s assertion that

positives could be found in loss and death, psychologist Christopher Davis and his colleagues

wrote an article in the American Psychological Association’s Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology in which they asserted that having any understanding of meaning was preferable

to having none, and that the content of that understanding did not seem to matter. Some

people will find meaning in belief in afterlife. Others will find meaning in the memories of their

loved ones. Still others will find meaning in simply being able to be present for their loved ones’

last hours. Pain, death, and loss never feel good, but they’re unavoidable in our lifetime. Yet the

reality is posttraumatic growth happens more than posttraumatic stress. That is consistent with

what I’ve seen in my work with those who are grieving and also my work with the dying in

palliative care and hospice. Wherever you find it, meaning matters, and meaning heals.Early

LossesWhen people ask me what I do, I pause. Do I tell them that I write books about death

and grief and lecture around the world? Or that I have worked in palliative care and hospice for

decades? That I have a master’s degree in bioethics and help people decide when enough is

enough in medical care? When it is time to consider hospice or palliative care? Do I explain

that I’m a specialist police reserve officer on a trauma team, as well as serving as a member of

a Red Cross disaster team? Or that I trained for a pilot’s license and have taken part in helping

those whose loved ones died in two aviation disasters? Unlike my mentor, Elisabeth Kübler-

Ross, who mostly worked with death in a hospital setting, I’m trained as a modern-day

thanatologist. In other words, I don’t deal with death only in the hospital or hospice, but also at

crime scenes and plane crashes. I follow grief wherever it takes me, which usually brings me to

scenes of death and dying, but it can also lead me to divorce and other kinds of losses.The list

of my activities and affiliations may sound like a strange, incoherent mishmash. But the truth is

that although I am a hybrid of all those things, there is an underlying theme uniting them all.

When I look back on my reasons for following this unusual path, I see that my career choices

weren’t random. It was my destiny to become who I am because of what happened to me

during the course of a few days when I was thirteen years old.My mother battled health

problems throughout much of my childhood. On New Year’s Eve 1972, I walked into her

bedroom, gave her a kiss, and said, “Mom, 1973 will be the year you get better.” Within days,

she underwent severe kidney failure and was transferred from our local hospital to one in New

Orleans that was larger and better equipped.Mom was put in an intensive care unit that



allowed visitors to see their family members for only ten minutes every two hours. My father

and I spent most of our time sitting in the hospital lobby waiting for those brief, precious visits,

hoping for a sign that she was getting better and could go home. Since my father had no

money for a hotel, we also had to sleep in that waiting room.There was not much close to the

hospital, no mall or stores, nothing else to see. In fact, the only thing around was the hotel

across the street where we could not afford to stay. But boredom is boredom. Since we had to

be close to the hospital and that hotel at least offered us the possibility of a change of scene,

we spent many hours sitting in that lobby, too. That was life: Mom was in the hospital and we

were hanging out in hospital and hotel lobbies.One day when we were at the hotel, there was a

sudden eruption of activity, and someone yelled, “Fire!” Everyone began running outside

because there was a fire on the eighteenth floor. Flames appeared on the balcony and the fire

department and police arrived quickly. Then the unthinkable happened. As the firefighters

climbed the ladder to fight the fire, shooting began. This was not just a fire—it was a massacre.

The man who had set the fire was now on top of the building, taking aim at people with a

gun.Within seconds, police were everywhere while people rushed into the adjoining buildings

for cover. It was scary stuff for a child who had been sitting in the hospital for days on end

facing another terrifying thing—the serious illness of his mother. The siege went on for thirteen

hours and resulted in seven deaths, including three police officers. It is now considered one of

the first mass shootings in the United States. Today you can see it on YouTube if you search for

New Orleans Sniper 1973.During the two days that followed, my mother stopped talking and I

knew she was getting sicker. But seeing her was a challenge since there was a rule that you

had to be fourteen years old to visit a patient and I was only thirteen. Although most of the

nurses were lenient and allowed me to go into her room, some wouldn’t. One nurse even told

me to come back when I was fourteen!Three days after the shooting, Dad and I were told that

my mom didn’t have long to live, and unfortunately the next day it was the “Rule Nurse” who

was on duty. She refused to let me see my mother, or to ease up on the ten-minutes-every-two-

hours regulation. Therefore, my mother died alone that day. That’s the way things happened

back then. Families, especially children, were often not allowed to be present during a patient’s

final moments. When they were, it was only at the mercy of the caregivers.At the end of that

painful day, I went on my first plane ride. My father and I were flying to Boston to arrange for my

mother’s funeral. Since they knew I had just lost my mother, the pilots wanted to give a sad kid

a little fun. As a well-meaning gesture they invited me into the cockpit to “help” them fly the

plane. Although the captain told me I was flying it, I of course never really had control of the

plane, but as a child I believed that I did—and I was terrified. I remember looking out from the

cockpit, feeling lost and overwhelmed, and thinking I was going to make a mistake and crash

the plane. Luckily, all 148 passengers made it through my first “solo.”Now I see how all the

things I do in my professional life—dealing with death in the medical world, working in end-of-

life ethics, becoming a specialist reserve police officer, learning to fly a plane, and working with

the Red Cross on aviation disasters—are attempts to regain some of the control I felt I lost

when my mother died. And through these choices I found a healing process that gave meaning

to my own life and offered me an opportunity to use what I learned to help others. I’ve become

someone who could have helped that young boy who was in so much distress. My career is

living proof that we teach what we need to learn.But that is not the end of this story.To this day,

New Orleans will always be a city with lots of meaning for me because it’s where my mother

died. I’ve been back many times, and during some of those visits, I’ve stood outside the

hospital where she died and looked across the street at the Howard Johnson’s hotel where my

father and I had whiled away so many hours between visits to my mother. In 2005, the hospital



was devastated by Hurricane Katrina and it was deemed too damaged and old to rebuild.

There was a plan to tear it down and build a new modern hospital not far from there.In 2015, I

embarked on a one-year lecture tour that took me to the US, the UK, and Australia. The lecture

company that booked my US tour chose the cities and venues, and it wasn’t surprising that

New Orleans was one of the cities in which I would be lecturing. The bookers always make it

easy for me, putting me in the same hotel where I am scheduled to speak. As I was looking

over my New Orleans itinerary, I saw that I’d be speaking at the Holiday Inn Superdome Hotel.

When I Googled the hotel’s address, I discovered, to my shock, that it was the same hotel

where the fire and the sniper attack had occurred decades earlier. It had undergone a major

renovation and had a new name, but it was the same place.When I told my lecture company

the story, they said, “We’d be happy to move you to another venue. We don’t want you to be

uncomfortable.”“No,” I said. “I think it’s a full-circle moment of meaning for me.” I had decided

that staying there was something I should do. Healing doesn’t mean the loss didn’t happen. It

means that it no longer controls us.As the date got closer, my past began to demand more of

my attention. I wondered what had been built on the site of the old hospital where my mother

had died. After a quick search on the Internet, I found out that although the new hospital was

about to open, the old one was apparently still standing.Wanting to see it, I called the hospital

administration in New Orleans. A manager told me that the hospital was indeed still there, but it

had been condemned and entry was forbidden. I told her my story and asked, “Is there any

way I could get into the closed hospital?”“No,” she said quickly. “Because of Katrina, there

might be mold and it isn’t safe.”“What about with an escort, a hard hat, and a mask?”“I don’t

think so.”“I understand,” I told her. “But would you be willing to inquire for me? It would mean so

much to me.”An hour later, she called back. “I’m not sure what did it, your story or maybe they

were familiar with your work, but they said yes. The head of security for the hospital system will

meet you there Sunday, the day before your lecture, and escort you into the lobby. But you can

only see the lobby.”I was suddenly thirteen years old again. How ironic, I thought, that all these

years later I was still restricted to the lobby. At least now, as an adult, I understood why.When I

got to the hospital on Sunday afternoon, I was surprised by the kindness of the security

director. “When I heard your story,” he said, “I did a little research with some of the old-timers.

The ICU where your mother would have been is on the sixth floor west. Would you like to go

there?”“Yes, absolutely.”“The building has minimal electricity, so the elevators aren’t running,”

he said. “But we could walk up to the tenth floor, cross buildings, and walk down to the sixth

floor.”Before I knew it, we were on the tenth floor of the old hospital. Ceiling tile lay on the floor,

dislodged light fixtures swayed above us, abandoned patient rooms were empty, and everything

—beds, equipment, chairs—had been removed.As we walked down to the ninth floor, we

passed abandoned nursing stations and more empty rooms, and I couldn’t help but think about

all the lives that had passed through there. Finally we arrived at the sixth-floor ICU. Whatever

else may have changed, the ICU entrance double doors were the same, and decades later, I

could still recognize them.I turned to the security director and said, “These are the doors I

wasn’t allowed to go past.”“Now you can,” he said. “Go ahead.”As I began to push the door

open, I turned to him and said, “Her bed was the second on the left.” When I entered the unit, I

looked at the space where my mother’s bed would have been. Just above it, there was a call

light that was flashing green. I froze. We had walked through four floors of patients’ rooms and

hadn’t seen one call light blinking.My skeptical mind said it was a random light left on in an

abandoned building. Or perhaps the police chief had turned it on because he knew where my

mother died. But as soon as I thought this, I realized what a stretch it was. How could he

possibly have known that this was the room where she died? I hadn’t told him my mother’s full



name, and even if I had, he would have had to pull records from decades ago in an abandoned

hospital. Medical records are usually destroyed after seven years.What did the green light

mean? We often talk about “meaning making.” Life offers us layers of meaning. We make of

them what we will. What meaning did I give to this green light? What meaning did it have on its

own? A green light often means it’s okay to go. At that moment it meant I was finally able to go

to the place where my mother died. But the green light they often use in doctors’ offices has

another meaning. Once a patient is brought to an examination room, a green light outside the

room means that there is a patient waiting to be seen. Was the green light telling me that my

mother was waiting to be seen—by me? Could she somehow have known I was coming and

wanted to give me a sign that she was there? If this place was such a power spot for me, would

it be a power spot for her, too?Standing in that room, I thought about my friend Louise Hay,

who told me, “We arrive in the middle of the movie and we leave in the middle of the movie.”

We included that in our book You Can Heal Your Heart. We have finite time on this earth. I had

grown from a young boy questioning why my mother had to die, into a man who was healed.

That thirteen-year-old boy could never have imagined that one day he would be standing at the

exact same spot where his mother had taken her last breath forty-two years earlier. Now I was

about the same age as my mother when she died, and being there made me feel whole at last.

I was no longer a victim, but rather a victor over my loss. I could remember my mother with

more love than pain. I found great meaning in knowing that I had turned my loss into a vocation

that helps thousands survive the worst moments of their lives.Meaning MakingGail Bowden’s

child Branden was born with spina bifida. He had to use a catheter to go to the bathroom, wear

braces on his legs, and use a wheelchair. Yet Gail was determined to give him a great life.

Thanks to Gail, Branden grew up happy. He loved the color yellow, and he took a liking to cars,

especially yellow Volkswagen Beetles. Before long, he had quite an extensive toy car

collection.When Branden was seventeen, Gail walked into his room one day and found him

unresponsive. He was transported to the hospital and the doctor gave Gail the heartbreaking

news that Branden would never wake up. He said that her son was essentially dead, and she

might consider donating his healthy organs.
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Bonnie, “Uplifting, Comforting, Challenging and Wise.. This is a remarkable book. Given that

all of us, unless we die young ourselves, will lose someone close to us, grief is a deep and

painful wound that we will have to face. The author, a friend and close associate of Elisabeth

Kübler-Ross the late author of Death and Dying, in which she elaborated the now very famous

"Five Stages of Grief", has extended his mentor's work to a Sixth Stage --finding meaning.

David Kessler's groundbreaking book explores many ways to honor a loss by embracing the

uniqueness and value of the person or relationship that is gone. To describe these ways as

celebrating, learning from, taking lessons from the person we've lost is to do this subtle and

deep work a disservice. It's far more than that. No two losses are the same. David Kessler

writes from experience, both as a grief expert and counselor, but also as a man who lost his

son to the tragedy of addiction, shortly after the young man's twenty-first birthday. The pain but

also the hope, the stoicism but also the humor that flavors these pages provide a comforting

guide through our own grief. David Kessler has a wise and kind voice. I lost five people to

whom I was very close in the last two years and derived immense comfort and meaning from

this book, as well as an insight into my own needs for grieving, and for recovery. Highly, highly

recommended.”

Anna Hughes, “Finding Meaning honours the grief and allows us to live and love with our loved

ones in our hearts. I’ve just finished reading ‘Finding Meaning’ The sixth stage of griefThank

you David the book was so validating.Grief is personal and unique but for all of us that suffer

loss, Grief is real.The truth is my grief is real because I lost the person I loved, my son, my

husband.I wish I never lost them and I wish I never encountered the grief but I have and in

finding meaning I have realised that I would not have wanted to live my life without them.And in

knowing that, I would travel this road a thousand times to have had them in my life.In Finding

Meaning I’ve come to realise that though Alan and Les have passed;The sun , the clouds, the

sky, the rain are all opportunities to build new days, and to reflect on memories past and so it

is that as each new day dawns I take them with me into every new day; in sadness and joy but



with the greatest love that remains constant in my heart.Remembered each day, somewhere,

somehow i share moments that touch our hearts simultaneously and I am reminded that life

and death exist as one in eternal love.”

Cathy Cheshire, “Heartfelt Hope and Loving Inspiration. I wish there were more books like this

where grief education is enveloped in hope about the possibility to fully live when we are ready,

especially after feeling despair wants to keep us lost in darkness. Although every grief journey

is different, I believe the genuine sharing of grief experience and how we can go on as David

lovingly expresses, can inspire so many to find their own way after loss. We can feel less alone

and an easing of the terror that every second our heartache will always feel the worst. I so

much agree with what he says about not having to be destined for eternal pain or controlled by

our despair. Our spirit doesn’t have to die when a loved one does. David reminded me of the

power I have to tend to my thoughts and well-being so I can feel connection with the love I

share whether it’s with someone I cherish in physical form or not. The meaning I made from the

death of my loved ones is that being with them again someday in spirit is my eternal life, and

how I embrace the experience of love and adventure in this limited human life is in my power to

be wonderful. A greatest lesson I have learned about love is how it feels when someone is

there for you at the worst of times. I am grateful to have had this book to read on this

Thanksgiving. It made me feel alive.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Help in a Difficult Time. I bought this book on the advice of a Social

Worker who was helping me during a very difficult time in life - the loss of my wife of 47 years

due to cancer. For me it was a major shock and although it occurred sixteen months ago, I

struggled during that time to find meaning in the pain. David Kessler's book was an excellent

study in the different kinds of pain suffered due to the loss of a loved one via many different

causes (diseases, suicide, accident, even miscarriages, among others). I read the book a little

at a time, and much of it reduced me to tears as I came across insights from situations and

emotions which matched those I was encountering. In the end it is now a key reference for me

to re read and reinforce the knowings about what happened in my life and how I need to think

in different ways to find meaning in the time I have left.  I highly recommend this book.”

Magic Hands, “One of the best books I've ever read. I have never before ordered several more

copies of a book before I've even finished reading it. Yet this book is so full of kindness,

wisdom, acceptance and compassion for all those who are struggling with loss and

bereavement I had to share it. He doesn't minimise the awfulness of grief, yet gives us the

hope and inspiration that we will find a way to live with it and incorporate it.I thank him so much

for writing this profound and lovely book.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Best book on grief. This is by far the best book I've read on grief (and I've

read dozens). It is particularly good if you've lost someone from addiction or mental illness. It is

personal yet speaks to everyone and shows a wealth of experience and deep compassion.

Thank you David!”

whispering breeze, “Very helpful book. I lost my mother just over a year ago after six years of

caring for her with Dementia. It happened at the height of the second Covid19 lockdown and I

remained therefore in isolation, after a year of shielding with mum. The initial period of intense

grief on my own was the hardest period of my life. I ordered several books of Amazon to try

and make sense of where I found myself. Everyone is different and each case of grief is to a



degree unique. That said this book really eloped me put matters into some type of

perspective.Not only did it help with my grieving but it got me thinking about the future. I intend

to take on some voluntary work and more in the future when I retire. I realise now as a single

person with no direct family such work can give me purpose, but just as importantly it can

honour my mum’s good name. In that way she will live on in my heart and memories. I cannot

with confidence say this book got me through my initial intense grieving period, perhaps I

would have slowly recovered any way. What I can say is it helped the healing process to really

get started, gave me food for thought and guided me about what I might do in the future.Again

a tricky review to end. In am ideal world no one would have to face grief at the loss of a loved

one. That said the world is not ideal. This book helped me and I would recommend giving it a

read if you are trying to get over the grief of losing a loved one and make some sense of what

the future might look like, particularly after a full time caring role ends with the death as well.”

Bob Brotchie, “A crucial publication for all experiencing grief, or who help others through grief..

I was fascinated by the proposal of this book to find meaning after grief, both as a therapist and

a human who grieves. David Kessler is a wonderful author and weaves anecdotes and stories

into the pages and chapters, meaning the reader can get 'in the flow' despite the pain they may

be engulfed by. David's compassion and deep knowledge shines through as you would wish it

to from any great teacher. I commend this publication to all, because we are all going to grieve!”

Jackie Damuni, “An inspiring read. Such a well-written, sensitive book. I have recommended

this to so many people who have lost someone close to them.”

The book by David Kessler has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 1,863 people have provided feedback.
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