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In this remarkable book, John Welshons weaves together his own personal awakening with

those of others he’s counseled to create a deeply felt and beautifully expressed primer on

dealing with grief. Grieving, says Welshons, offers a unique opportunity to develop deeper and

fuller life experiences, to embrace pain in order to open the heart to joy. Written for those who

have experienced any kind of loss — death, divorce, or disappointment — this book offers

reasonable, reassuring thinking on dealing with the death of loved ones and ourselves, finding

the inner gifts that promote healing, and much more. Awakening from Grief takes a rare and

compelling positive look at a subject needlessly viewed as one of the most negative in life. This

is a persuasive primer on drawing the joy out of grief.



Praise for Awakening from Grief“This book is exactly what you need to read to heal your aching

heart . . . it will feel like a warm shower running inside of you where coldness previously

lived . . . beautifully written!”DR. WAYNE W. DYER,author, 10 Secrets forSuccess and Inner

Peace“A must read for the soul. If you are grieving, this book will comfort you. If not, it will

prepare you for that which is not small stuff.”RICHARD CARLSON, PH.D.,author, Don’t Sweat

the Small Stuff“Everyone experiences grief. My great friend John Welshons has insights that

will source and serve you, get you through your pain, and mend your broken heart. I love the

great thinking in this book!”MARK VICTOR HANSEN,co-creator, Chicken Soup for the Soul

series“Outstanding! . . . Very moving . . . John’s heart, his years of experience, and his

expertise show through clearly on every page of this excellent book.The path of grief is full of

twists and turns. John accompanies the reader, torch in hand ... hand in hand ... along that

path.”STEPHEN AND ONDREA LEVINE,authors, A Year to Live, Who Dies?“Superb for

healing a wounded heart!”HAROLD BLOOMFIELD, M.D.author, How to Survive the Loss of a

Love“This is a wonderful work that shows us all how we can listen, speak, and act from the

heart. Simply put, it is an exquisite explanation of a simple truth: love heals. I recommend

John’s book wholeheartedly for those who are going through their own grief, and those who

care for them.”CHARLES GARFIELD, PH.D.,professor, Department of Psychiatry,University of

California School of Medicine,author, Sometimes My Heart Goes Numb“Great! Just Great!

Thoughtfully researched, lucidly and sensitively written, with personal stories and perceptive

images, Awakening from Grief is a life-affirming gift, affording understanding and solace to

grieving hearts and inquiring minds.”RABBI EARL A. GROLLMAN, D.H.L., D.D.,author,Living

When a Loved One Has Died“Awakening from Grief is a personal journey with universal

appeal. I highly recommend it for anyone who, after a loss, is seeking their own road back to

joy.”ALLEN KLEIN,author, The Courage to Laugh:Humor, Hope and Healing in the Face of

Death and Dying“Awakening from Grief is a powerful work laced with illustrative stories and

gentle wisdom. It is a gift for the grieving.”KENNETH J. DOKA, PH.D.,professor, The College of

New Rochelle,senior consultant, The Hospice Foundation of AmericaAWAKENINGFROM
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dedicated with deepest gratitude to my parents, Flo and Al Welshons.To Ram Dass, my

brother, teacher, and friend, whose presence in my life has been a gracious gift from God.To

Meher Baba, who showed me who we truly are . . . who taught me that “real happiness lies in

making others happy.”To Stephen and Ondrea Levine, my “spiritual family,” for teaching me

about love and compassion. To Ondrea for being the original inspiration for this book.To Charlie

Garfield, whose clarity and insight opened my heart.To Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, who with great

compassion and wisdom helped us all to take our heads out of the sand.To Allan Y. Cohen,

whose “simple prescription” has served me well for thirty years.To Tom Decker for being my

spiritual brother all these years.To Gary Horn for his incredible ability to turn loss and grief into

growth and awareness . . . and for being one of the greatest inspirations in my life.To Patricia

Hunt-Perry, for her steadfast friendship and for her enthusiasm and guidance.To my sisters,

Judy and Carole, who have shared their amazing capacities for love . . . who have worked

through the extraordinarily painful losses in their own lives with dignity, wisdom, and

courage.And to all those who have taught me, in one way or another, how to find the blessing

in whatever life offers.Each person who enters our lives,and every experience we have,is a

teacher.Some things we learn about ourselvesamaze us.Some trouble us.But through it

all,each relationship continues ...Everyone we have lovedhas become a part of us ...And no

relationship,created in love,can ever die ...CONTENTSAcknowledgmentsForewordPreface to
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BOOKS, I have never so fully understood its importance. But, quite clearly, this book could not

have become what it is without the assistance of so many people who read early versions and

gave generously of their time and wisdom. These are true friends who helped me shape this

book into what it is today. This is their book as much as mine.Heartfelt thanks go to Earl

Grollman, Patricia Hunt-Perry, Stephen and Ondrea Levine, Maureen Murray, Steve Morgan,

Michael Redmond, David Shipper, Aaron Shipper, and Todd Van Beck, each of whom made a

significant investment of time to make thoughtful, insightful comments that vastly improved the

quality of this book.I also thank Linda and Joe Budzinski, Richard Carlson, Leslie Dennen,

Wayne Dyer, Charlie Garfield, Jim Gorab, Mark Victor Hansen, Jerry Jenkins, Walter Joyce,

Laurie Matarazzo, Chris and Barbara Montan, Nils and Teresa Montan, Theresa Nelson,

Chuck Nussman, and Nikki Stahl for the invaluable role each of them played in making this

book a success.I thank John Elder, Chip McClelland, John Nelson, and Roger Jellinek of Inner

Ocean Publishing for their enthusiastic embracing of this work, and their decision to create this



“second edition.” And I thank Kirsten Whatley for her gentle, sensitive editing.I especially thank

Bonnie Solow, a wonderful friend, and extraordinary agent who does everything with a

commitment to integrity, a deep love of the world of publishing and a passion for

excellence.Finally, I thank Lori Katterhenry for helping me learn how to write from my

heart.FOREWORDI RECALL MY FIRST CONVERSATION WITH JOHN WELSHONS IN

which he told me about the book he had just written, Awakening from Grief. While I was

intrigued by the idea of finding the way back to joy in moments of deep disappointment and

sorrow, I was just as impressed with the man himself.I could feel John’s passion as he told me

of his lifetime of commitment to helping others, especially those who had suffered traumatic

losses of one kind or another. It was only a thirty-minute phone call, but I could sense this

man’s dedication.We talked about our mutual friend and mentor, Ram Dass, and when I hung

up the phone, I said to myself, This is a man who walks his talk, who lives his passion, and if I

can ever be of assistance in his work, I would be honored.So, when John asked me to write a

foreword to the rerelease of Awakening from Grief, I gladly consented. I might add that since

that initial telephone conversation with John, we have met on many occasions, and my first

impression of him was right on target.Here are my comments to you as you embark on your

own personal healing journey through the pages of this wonderful book and through the pages

of your own life as well.From the earliest days of my work as a psychologist, I have recognized

that the inevitability and unpredictability of death should motivate us to live our lives more fully.

In fact, my first book, Your Erroneous Zones, began with the suggestion that the reader look

over her or his shoulder and see that, as human beings, we have “a constant companion,” and

that companion is our own death. Life is “breathtakingly brief.”We might—if we choose—use

that awareness to learn to live joyfully, lovingly, and at peace. Unfortunately, in our culture, most

of the time we are encouraged to avoid thinking about death, or what leads up to it: aging,

illness, and loss. Consequently, we don’t prepare for it. We forget that these bodies are just

temporary vehicles for our souls. As a result, too many of us live our lives postponing real

happiness and real joy.And when death or some unwanted change—be it divorce, loss of a job,

or illness—comes into our lives, we feel devastated. We feel confused. We feel numb. We get

angry. Our hearts ache. We feel hopeless.The healing of these painful emotions comes through

rediscovering the love, peace, and joy that reside within us—eternally. We can never lose them.

No matter how sad, depressed, disappointed, angry, or hopeless we feel at the moment, we

can never lose love, peace, and joy; because love, peace, and joy are the essence of who we

are. In truth, we are beings of light and what we need when there is darkness in our lives is

more light.Awakening from Grief: Finding the Way Back to Joy is an extremely sensitive,

beautifully written guidebook that will show you just how to find your way back to the light. It is

exactly what you need to heal your aching heart. It will feel like a warm shower running inside

you where coldness previously lived. Throughout the pages of this wonderful book, you will be

led on a sacred journey in which you will be reminded over and over again about the beauty

and miraculous healing power of love.When love is the chosen remedy, there is no hurt, no

wound, no sadness that cannot be healed. There is no difficulty, tragedy, or loss that cannot be

used to awaken you to a deeper and more profound awareness of the love within you. Love is

the substance that holds everything together in our universe. Love and love alone dissolves all

negativity, not by attacking it, but by bathing it in higher frequencies, much as light dissolves

darkness by its mere presence. Everything in form changes. But love never dies.So I invite you

to let your worries, your fears, your hurts, and your doubts be bathed in this wonderful warm

shower of love. Open your heart to the subtle wisdom woven through the pages of this beautiful

book, and allow yourself to take a new perspective on the losses and disappointments in your



life—big and small. As you read John’s words—or perhaps I should say, the words that came

through John—allow yourself to keep an open mind and an open heart.Some of life’s problems

may seem unworkable, insurmountable, or just plain unfair. Just allow this powerful book to

guide you to the wisdom and peace that reside deep within you. Know that this universe is filled

with compassion. And know that you are never alone.Awakening from Grief by John E.

Welshons will help you to heal your heart, and rediscover your infinite inner resources. If you

honor the spirit of this book, eventually you will come to know, in your deepest intuition, that

everything that has happened in your life has happened not to make you eternally sad, but to

help you recognize that you are eternally loving, eternally joyful, and eternally at peace.May

God bless you on your own inner journey of awakening from grief.Dr. Wayne W. DyerMaui,

HawaiiPREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITIONAS I SIT DOWN TO WRITE THIS PREFACE TO

INNER OCEAN Publishing’s edition of Awakening from Grief, it’s a beautiful spring day. The ice

has melted. The trees are blooming. Flowers are peeking out from beneath the ground. Warmth

and sun are returning after a long, cold, snowy winter.I sit in my home filled with gratitude and

awe. Since the first edition of Awakening from Grief was published in April 2000, I have

received hundreds of letters, phone calls, and e-mails from people expressing their heartfelt

appreciation for this book. Occasionally people will run up to me in an airport, or come up to

greet me at a lecture or workshop. Usually they are smiling. And often they are refreshingly

exuberant and joyful. Many of them tell me how this book has changed their lives, how it has

helped them to heal some profoundly painful emotional wound that defied previous forms of

therapy and “self-help.”It is a great blessing to see the weight of sadness and despair lift from

the shoulders of our fellow human beings. It renews my faith that healing is always possible.

Although our lives are filled with unexpected losses and unwanted change, the human heart

has an infinite capacity to love, to embrace life fully, and to heal itself. Every long, cold, lonely

winter eventually comes to an end. And even in the darkest, coldest, loneliest hours, the sun

continues to shine. It’s just that temporarily we can’t see it or feel it.What those who have read

this book have discovered is that there is no secret teaching, no mysterious formula. There is

just an honest, clear exploration of life in this mysterious, uncertain world. That exploration is

done with an ever-present assurance that love cannot die. Through all of life’s confusion and

disappointment, we can never lose love, and we can never lose joy, because love and joy are

always within us. Each time life frightens us, denies us what we want, or gives us something

we don’t want, we need only learn how to find love, peace, and joy again. They are always here

within us—sometimes hidden—but always available, like a great, glorious, and beautiful

treasure buried deep in some dark, dreary cave.Finding that treasure can be a challenge. In

fact, it may be the challenge that underlies all of life’s other challenges. How do we awaken out

of the nightmare that our life can sometimes become? How do we find joy in the face of

danger, disappointment, and sadness?The way back to joy is coming into the fullness of who

you truly are, coming to know your own infinite capacity for love, coming to know your own

ability to forgive, coming to know that you are already equipped with everything you need to

handle anything that happens to you.This book doesn’t seek to convince you that the terrible,

heartbreaking things that have happened to you are good for you. It just seeks to affirm that no

matter what those terrible, heartbreaking events are, you haven’t lost your ability to be happy,

to be loving, and to be joyful. This book is a journey in which we hold hands and walk through

the valley together. We ultimately find our way to the path that leads up the mountain, back to

that sacred place where the healing sun of love always shines.John E. WelshonsLittle Falls,

New JerseyINTRODUCTIONONE BEAUTIFUL, SUNNY AFTERNOON IN MARCH OF 1976, I

HAD a startling, life-changing realization.I was sitting in a classroom on the campus of John F.



Kennedy University in Orinda, California, attending a five-day conference entitled “Perspectives

on Death, Dying, and . . . Beyond . . .” Charlie Garfield was presenting a workshop on

counseling people who were terminally ill.I had originally gone to the conference because I

was interested in the “. . . Beyond . . .” I was a student of world religions, and was fascinated by

different models of afterlife.Although I had already been touched by death and loss many times

in my life, I had embraced our culture’s commitment to ignoring the difficult emotions that are

brought on by loss. I had learned how to intellectualize the process. I looked for solace in the

hope of a “better hereafter.”But despite my intellectual hunger for fascinating, inspirational

theories about what happens to us after dying, Charlie Garfield, in his keynote presentation,

spoke more about the experience of working with people who were in the process of dying and

in the process of grieving than he did about what happens to us after death. Elisabeth Kubler-

Ross, the other keynote speaker at the conference, did exactly the same thing.Frankly, I didn’t

want to hear it.But I couldn’t help being deeply moved. Elisabeth’s and Charlie’s stories of

working with people who were dying and people in grief portrayed a depth of human

connection I had never previously experienced. Working with loss, grief, and death were things

our culture considered impossibly painful and difficult ... things most people wanted neither to

talk about or think about. Yet Elisabeth and Charlie were two of the most fully alive and fully

human beings I had ever encountered.They had so many special qualities: deep compassion,

profound honesty, an extraordinary willingness to look at the most difficult aspects of life and

death. And what amazed me most was their profound insight into how we can use these

difficult experiences in order to learn how to live.Something inside me said, “Whatever it is

they’re doing, I want to do it, too.”As Charlie guided us through a visualization about

confronting our own deaths, I began to realize that I had a tremendous fear around the issue of

death. And I realized that my fear had never been alleviated by belief in the afterlife.Then I

realized that it couldn’t be alleviated by belief in the afterlife. It had nothing to do with the

afterlife. It was a fear of life. It was a fear about not living. It was the startling realization that if I

had been given a terminal diagnosis by my doctor that day, I would have been devastated. I

would have felt that in twenty-five years of being alive, I had never really lived.I looked at all my

relationships and felt a profound sadness as I realized how incomplete they all felt, how

frightened I was of intimacy, how many walls I had constructed to keep people out of my heart.

I looked at my commitment to my goals, my dreams, my spiritual life, and realized how

lukewarm it had all been. I realized that although I appeared to be intelligent, and alive, I had

been stumbling around in a fog much of my life.I realized that if I had died that day, I would

have died feeling that I had never really known, never really touched, never really felt deep love

and commitment. I would have died feeling that I had never experienced life.To the extent that

we hold ourselves back from living life fully, we will fear our own deaths and the deaths of our

loved ones. And we will fear loss. And when loss comes into our lives, we are devastated

because of all of the ways we failed to experience, failed to commit to, failed to fully appreciate

that person, that relationship, that aspect of our lives that is now gone.What held us back was

fear.What locks us in grief is more fear. The fear that our lives will never be the same after loss

—that we will never get over the loneliness, find real meaning in life, fill the void. That somehow

we could have done something to prevent the loss.This book is about going beyond fear and

becoming fully alive. And the first part of that process is the willingness to look at the losses in

our lives, and our reactions to them, openly and honestly.A few years ago, I published a series

of articles on grief in a professional trade journal. I had intended to write from a relatively

academic perspective. But what came through me when I sat down at the computer was a

number of personal stories of loss and how those losses affected my life.I was a little



apprehensive about publishing the stories. But the editor liked them. And when they were

published, many readers called to tell me how much they liked them. I would ask what they

liked best. “Your personal stories!” they would say.So what I offer to you in Awakening from

Grief are those stories, and several others, woven together with strands of awareness that

comprise the essence of my understanding about grief and loss.I now realize that from the time

I was a child I was having experiences that were preparing me for this work. It is my hope that

you will find many points of connection, that you will realize these are not just my stories, but

our stories.Many of you will have similar stories. They are stories of the difficult events that

shape us, that exert profound, monumental influence over our lives, and yet are seldom

discussed in “polite company.” I am convinced that our reluctance to look clearly at these kinds

of events is what keeps us stuck in grief. It’s what keeps us from fully experiencing our lives.I

hope that you will find this open, honest exploration useful in your own growth. I hope that this

book will help you to “awaken,” to live your life, to love your life, and to love your loved ones

fully, openly, and exuberantly ... to heal through the losses you have experienced, and to feel

more prepared for the losses to come.May your life be filled with many blessings—the blessing

of love, the blessing of peace, the blessing of joy, the blessing of healing ... the blessing of

finding the joy inside your tears.THE LOSSES IN OUR LIVES ARE THE HARDEST THINGS

WE HAVE to face: A loved one dies. A relationship ends. We lose a job, a friend, a treasured

dream. A child is ill. We lose our physical health, or ability and ... our world turns upside

down.We lose our bearings. We lose our joy. We lose our security. We no longer know who we

are. We no longer know what our lives are about. We no longer trust.We long for something to

take away the pain, to change the circumstance, to bring back the ones we love—to return us,

and our lives, to wholeness.For many of us, the question is, How do I begin again? How do I

find happiness again? For others, the only real question is, When will this pain end?If we can

look at the losses in our lives a little differently, if we can change our perspective just slightly,

we may see that within this experience lie the seeds of a new beginning, of a new life, of a

deeper experience of love and fulfillment than we ever imagined possible.We may see that

when our hearts are broken, they are also wide open. We may find that no matter how

devastated we feel ... there is still boundless joy to be found in our hearts.This book is about

changing perception. It is about healing the losses we have already experienced, and

preparing for the inevitable losses to come. It is about learning to see the pain of loss as a gift—

a gift we didn’t ask for, but ... here it is.Loss is an inevitable part of being human. And our

choice is either to remain in pain and bitterness or to learn how to use this experience to grow

into a richer, more fulfilling life. It is in that sense that loss is a gift, a gift that will open our

hearts if we let it, a gift that can help us uncover the extraordinary love we always hoped, but

never dared imagine, is within us.It is about finding joy again.Chapter OneBEING FULLY

ALIVE ANDFULLY HUMANPeople say that what we are seeking is a meaning for life.I don’t

think that’s what we’re really seeking.I think that what we’re seeking is an experience of being

alive,so that we actually feel the rapture of being alive. JOSEPH

CAMPBELLIN THE MIDST OF EMOTIONAL PAIN, IT’S DIFFICULT TO IMAGINE ever being

happy. It’s difficult to see anything positive or hopeful. The world looks bleak, dark, and dreary.

Our heart hurts with a deep, relentless ache. All we want is to have our life, our body, our heart

returned to fullness, to have our loved one back ... to heal the hurt ... to heal our wounded

heart.We wouldn’t ask for experiences that hurt so much. We wonder what kind of God would

create a Universe where such sadness is possible. But these experiences are an inevitable

part of being human.We live in a culture that has sought to protect us from sadness. But we

live in a world where sadness is inevitable. So we have a problem.Every time people have said



to us, “Don’t cry.” “Be strong.” “Keep a stiff upper lip.” “Don’t think about that.” “Let’s talk about

something more pleasant.” “Here, have a drink, you’ll feel better,” they have taught us not to

grieve.These messages have come from our parents, our siblings, our teachers, our friends,

and, for the most part, they have been given with the best of intentions. They have been given

with the hope that our lives will be happier if we distract ourselves from sadness.But, inevitably,

we find that isn’t possible. And we usually find that out when something cataclysmic happens—

when we suffer a loss that is greater than all the other losses. A loss we can’t ignore. A

sadness we can’t subdue. Then the buried sadness from all the other losses in our lives rises

to the surface like an endless emotional volcano.We quickly shift into numbness. The feelings

are too overwhelming, too big. We fear we can’t contain them all. So we turn them off. We

stagger around in an emotional stupor, only partially alive, filled with sorrow, anger, confusion,

and despair.The numbness is a natural process. It is similar to the state of shock our bodies go

into after serious physical trauma. But when we turn off our sadness, we also turn off our joy—

if we turn off our feelings at one level, we turn them off at all levels. Then we don’t feel fully

alive. Eventually, our challenge is to come out of the numbness.This is difficult to do. Each time

we let down the barrier and allow ourselves to feel, we move right back into sadness, despair,

and anger. It seems that joy is nowhere to be found.But peace, love, and joy exist—always—in

the heart, just Being Fully Alive and Fully Human 3 beneath the despair, confusion, and anger.

The perplexing reality is that the only route to joy is through the despair, confusion, and anger.

Being fully alive requires us to be willing to feel it all.The world’s great religions offer us some

extremely helpful images. The Christian tradition refers to “The Sacred Heart of Jesus.” And

what is that “Sacred Heart”? It might be seen as a vast nurturing womb of love and

compassion, an immense, infinite fountain of healing and forgiveness for all human suffering,

all human failing—the sacred space where love and compassion meet suffering.Those

beautiful meditative statues of Buddha, so common in people’s homes and gardens, provide

another useful insight into the real challenge of human life: He is peaceful, still, meditative,

sitting cross-legged in the lotus posture, quieting to hear the inner wisdom, to experience his

full awareness.In that state of quietness, peace, and inner awareness, a subtle smile radiates

on his face. His smile is known as “the smile of unbearable compassion.” It is the smile that

radiates from the depths of his being. He sees it all. He is fully aware of all of the world’s

suffering. Still he smiles.Nothing is hidden. Nothing is ignored. Nothing is overlooked. He sees

all of the suffering clearly. He drinks it in. He understands its root cause. He experiences

unending compassion. He has made it his life’s purpose to alleviate human suffering.And still

he smiles.His joy exists within the fullness of the human experience. And this fullness includes

both joy and suffering ... both loss and gain ... both sadness and laughter.These elements of

our beings are not mutually exclusive. We do not have to push one away in order to feel the

other. The full experience of being human is to feel all of them existing within us at all

times.The challenge of being human is to find that “Sacred Heart” within ourselves, to smile

“the smile of unbearable compassion,” to give ourselves and others love, compassion, and

forgiveness no matter what happens ... even in the midst of devastating loss and grief.In

seeking to protect us from that which is unpleasant, our society has left us completely

unprepared for loss and sadness. Our work now is to begin learning that which our society

hoped we wouldn’t have to learn—how to be whole, to be loving and happy living in a world of

unpredictable, often uncontrollable, change.Chapter TwoTHE TEACHINGS OF LOSSLife is

what happens to youwhile you’re busy making other plans. JOHN

LENNONAFTER MORE THAN TWENTY-FIVE YEARS OF COUNSELING PEOPLE Who Are

Dying And People in grief, one thing has become abundantly clear: Most of us spend much of



our lives sleepwalking.Even when we are frantically active, a part of us is usually asleep. The

part we keep asleep is our full awareness, the awareness that observes and absorbs all of life,

in its totality ... both the joy and the sadness. The part of us that sees it all, all the time. The

place inside us that knows everything. We selectively filter out that which we don’t want to see,

that which we don’t want to acknowledge. We close our eyes to everything that frightens us.At

some level it is the frantic pace of our modern lives that forces us to keep that part asleep. At

another level it is the result of decades of cultural training.Our culture encourages us to avoid

looking squarely at the realities of human life. We live our lives on “autopilot.” We busy

ourselves with “the daily grind.” We distract ourselves with television and other forms of

entertainment. We numb ourselves with alcohol and drugs.We seek happiness outside

ourselves—in other people and external conditions. We seek fulfillment in the acquisition of

material objects and possessions. We look to others to tell us who we are, to affirm our worth

and value.This conditioning leads us to keep postponing our lives, thinking that if we just do

what needs to be done today, if we meet all our responsibilities now, happiness and fulfillment

will come later:... when we can drive a car.... when we go to college.... when we fall in love....

when we meet the right partner.... when we get married.... when we have children.... when we

buy the dream house.... when we buy the dream car.... when the children get through college....

when the children get married.... when the children have children.... when we get a new job....

when we lose fifty pounds.... when we have enough money in the bank.... when the therapy

begins to work.... when he or she comes back to us.... when we retire.... when we recover from

surgery.... when someone we love recovers from addiction.On and on it goes.We postpone

fulfillment. We postpone joy. We postpone happiness. We postpone our lives. We allow our

inner state to be dictated by external people and circumstances. Our heart tells us to give more

attention to our loved ones, to our inner selves, to our unique sense of purpose, to our secret

yearnings and our special talents.But we ignore our hearts. And we ignore our intuition.We

rationalize our lack of attention by telling ourselves we will take care of these things later. When

life calms down, when more of our ideal life—as we imagine it to be—is in place, we will make

up for neglecting these aspects of our lives now. Later we will be loving. Later we will be kind.

Later we will have time for family. Later we will be fulfilled.Then suddenly, unexpectedly, change

comes. Sometimes in the form of illness. Sometimes in the form of death. Sometimes in the

form of divorce. And our whole world looks different.Unfortunately, many of us will be shaken

into wakefulness only by some cataclysmic event. And it doesn’t seem to have any correlation

to age. Some people live well into their seventies, eighties, and nineties and still approach

death wondering what their lives were all about, feeling empty, amazed at how quickly the

years passed. They say, “I never thought about this happening. I thought I was going to live

forever. I always thought I was going to be happy later. I always thought my life was something

that was about to happen.”Others face the end of their time on earth with a sense of fulfillment,

gratitude, and completion.I have seen many people in their teens, twenties, and thirties who

have learned how to work effectively with some debilitating emotional or physical injury. And I

have seen people in these age groups face their own deaths or the death of someone they love

with grace and inner peace. Quite often they come through the experience pulsating with life,

enthusiasm, and hope. No matter how difficult the circumstances of their lives have been, they

find a way to be fulfilled.On the other hand, I have seen people in their teens, twenties, and

thirties who are experiencing good health and relatively secure economic circumstances who

still spend much of their lives frightened, becoming embittered and despairing about the ways

life has disappointed them. At some level, it’s as if they are already dead.What is the difference

between those who seem capable of finding happiness no matter what age they are, and no



matter what happens to them, and those who feel embittered and victimized no matter what

age they are and what happens to them?And how can we learn to use all of the experiences of

our lives—including the difficulties and losses—to open our hearts more fully, to quiet our

raging minds, to pulsate with life, enthusiasm, and hope?How do we keep from closing our

hearts and numbing our souls?How do we keep from drowning in sadness?Chapter

ThreeDEATHS AND REBIRTHSWe do not see things as they are.We see them as we are.

THE TALMUDMOST OF US WANT TO LIVE HAPPY LIVES. WE WANT PEACE AND

stability. We don’t want difficulties. But the difficult experiences in life are the ones that really

cause us to grow. We may not ask for these experiences. We may not want this growth—but

here it is. We have no choice.The difficult experiences capture our attention. They consume our

awareness. They change our perspective. They often force us to see ourselves differently, to

live our lives differently. They bring us face-to-face with our fears. They give us exactly what we

don’t want. The difficulties in our lives can wake us up ... if we let them.In that sense, death and

loss have been the greatest teachers in my life. Perhaps they can be for you, too. They have

taught me the significance of every day, the preciousness of each relationship, the need to stop

postponing what is important. They have forced me to explore deeper and deeper levels of love

and acceptance. They have forced me to learn that love and relationship exist beyond the limits

and constraints of the body.But they are fierce teachers. And like the other great teachers I

have had, they have pushed and prodded me, sometimes ruthlessly, to gain a deeper

understanding of who and what I am. They have forced me to deepen my understanding of

what life is about. They have brought me more and more into the moment. They have helped

me to learn what love really is.A raging storm of emotion is triggered by the loss of something

or someone we love. And in that storm we feel unprepared to navigate the turbulent waters of

our own grief. Sometimes grief is so overwhelming that we panic, we go into a kind of

“emotional shock.” We become numb. At times we say, “I don’t feel anything.” Hours, days, and

weeks go by. It’s all a blur. We feel “disconnected,” like we’re watching our lives through a hazy

fog. They don’t seem to add up to anything. Whatever peacefulness and security we once had

has been shattered by an inevitable reality we’ve spent our lives running away from.At other

times, in other circumstances, we feel panic. We rage against the seeming injustice of it all. We

cry, we sob, we pound our fists. We feel a pain that is all consuming. Our hearts are breaking.

Our minds feel violated. “Why, why, why?” we ask, but no one answers. Our friends, family,

clergy, and counselors may try to give us answers, but it all seems contrived, useless,

unrelated to what we feel.The teachings of death and loss involve much more than the grief

that follows a physical death or separation. Every loss in our lives forces us, to some extent, to

reexperience the grief we have carried with us for all of life’s unresolved losses.My own life has

been profoundly affected by many different losses. When I was three, I had polio. I lost the

opportunity to have a normal childhood. A part of me died. Because of the polio I was a terrible

athlete. Every time I failed to “make the team,” every time a classmate ridiculed me on the

athletic field, every time I found myself face down in the football field mud, a part of me died.My

most cherished companion, a beagle named “Punkin,” died when I was ten. And a part of me

died. My father became an alcoholic when I was eleven. My idol, my hero, my role model

turned into a raging demon ... and a part of me died. Vicious, screaming battles between my

parents became a nightly ritual. And a part of me died.On my twelfth birthday, my favorite baby-

sitter was hit and killed by a car while crossing the street. She was on her way to my birthday

party. A part of me died. Later that year, I saw a boy my own age drown in the surf in Puerto

Rico. His lifeless corpse was dragged onto the beach; his vacant, bloodshot eyes were wide

open but not seeing. His salt-parched body was covered with sand. He died, and a part of me



died.We came to the brink of nuclear war with Russia in 1962, and a part of me died. Our

president was murdered in 1963, and a part of me died.When I was fourteen, I didn’t pass the

audition for a rock band I really wanted to join. A part of me died. The next day, another boy

was cast in a theatrical role I really wanted, and a part of me died. When I was sixteen, my first

love left me to date someone else, and a part of me died.As those deaths added up and added

up, with no tools to process the feelings and no wisdom to integrate them into my life, each loss

became another stone in a thick, hard wall that surrounded my heart. When I was seventeen, I

left my second love because I could feel nothing. She loved me with a vibrant, nourishing,

heartfelt love. But I felt nothing. Too much of me had died.A few months later, when my mother

was diagnosed with cancer of the colon, I again felt nothing. And it only occurred to me in

passing that something was amiss, that my reaction, or lack thereof, was not what “normal”

people would feel. I loved my mother dearly. But her life with my father had become a tortured

nightmare. At an earlier age the possibility that my mother might die was my greatest fear. But

now I felt nothing. Perhaps it was just one too many tragedies for me to cope with.The great

irony was that my mother’s death was what finally tore away the veil of numbness I had hidden

behind for so many years. It gave me the first inkling that the parts of me that were dying were

paving the way for a much more profound “birth.” Fear, doubt, and anger were mysteriously,

almost magically, replaced with an intuitive sense that everything was “all right”—that there

was an underlying order to this seemingly random, chaotic, sometimes malevolent Universe.

Where that intuition came from, how I finally tapped into it, and the manner in which it has

grown in my life will all be explored in the pages of this book.Suffice it to say that I now know

that death and loss can be our greatest teachers. They’re our greatest teachers because, in

tearing away the people, the possessions, the hopes and dreams we all cling to, they offer us

the opportunity to find out who we really are, to discover the depths of our beings, to know that

which lies beyond our attachment to external people, places, and things—to find the place in

each of us that is never born and never dies. In that process, we have the opportunity to find

real and lasting happiness.Contemporary behavioral scientists talk about the “authentic self” or

“inner being.” And most religions refer to the “soul.” But do any of us really know what they are

talking about? Probably very few.In the face of profound loss, so much of what we know

ourselves to be and so much of what we know our lives to be are torn away. We have the

opportunity to glimpse, perhaps for the first time, what it is in each of us that underlies the

roles, relationships, and abilities by which we have defined ourselves. We may even have the

opportunity to glimpse our own soul.Make no mistake, it is a painful process. There are

moments of emotional despair in loss that we wouldn’t wish on our worst enemies. But birth is

always painful. And profound loss can pave the way for a new birth, a new beginning, a

recognition of something much more substantial than we have ever known previously—an

unshakable awareness of our “inner being,” an introduction to that in each of us which is, in

Ram Dass’s words, “invulnerable to the winds of changing time and space.”In that invulnerable

inner place, we come to know what it is in each of us that can never be lost, and can never die.

We find at last, in our own hearts, the source of all happiness. We find the dwelling place of

Love. We find the home of our loved ones, both living and dead. We find our Self.Chapter

FourAUNT MABELI WASN’T READY FOR ANY OF THIS.No one close to me had died before.

But just three days after my twelfth birthday, we were on our way to say good bye to Aunt

Mabel.She wasn’t a “real” aunt. She was my favorite baby-sitter. My grandmother had met her

on the train one day. And, although I was twelve and she was seventy-two, she was my first

real love.She and I had hit it off several years earlier, the first time she came to our house.

There was just something about her. I thought about her all the time. I talked to her on the



phone for hours each day. I rode my bike over to her house whenever I could. Sometimes I

rode back and forth past her house, even if she wasn’t home, just to feel close to her.She was

warm and sweet and graceful and elegant. She always seemed happy to see me or hear from

me. She had wonderfully interesting stories about her parents, her childhood, her husband,

and her son. I don’t remember any of the stories, but I do remember sitting and listening,

enraptured by her presence and grace.She always seemed upbeat and positive. She believed

in me, and she believed in life. She lived a very simple life with her sister, Jess, in the upstairs

apartment of a two-family house in Newark. Aunt Mabel had been widowed for some time. I

don’t think Jess had ever married.They had none of the trappings of wealth and success by

which I had been surrounded all my life. In fact, I don’t think I had ever seen anyone live in such

a small space—a flight of stairs up to a small living room, a small kitchen, two small bedrooms,

and a small bathroom. And there were strangers living downstairs. It was an unusual contrast

to the large mansion-like home my family lived in. Oddly enough, as I think back on it, there

were strangers living in our house, too. But we were all related.Aunt Mabel’s apartment was

furnished with big, old, clumsy furniture that didn’t really fit. The decor didn’t matter, though,

because the house always seemed to be filled with light, serenity, peace, and joy. In a very

short time, Aunt Mabel became the most important person in my life. She taught me so much

about strength of spirit and character and about living life with dignity and gratitude.My parents

had recently started drinking again. Our home was no longer fun, or safe. But Mabel was wise

and steady, an adult I could trust. I would tell her when my parents acted weird. She would be

reassuring and encourage me to be forgiving. I would sit in class all day thinking about her,

looking forward to getting home after school. As soon as I got home I would call her.It was

always a disappointment if she wasn’t home. Aunt Jess was deaf, so she wouldn’t answer the

phone. I’d worry about Aunt Mabel until I could get through to her. Then we’d laugh and joke

and talk about the events of the day.As I approached my twelfth birthday, I sensed that life was

requiring something new from me. I didn’t know what. I guess it was the beginning of a scary

transition into adulthood.I was in prep school. We were wearing jackets and ties every day. I

was looking a little too much like my father, who had clearly lost his way. And when my father

lost his way, my mother lost hers, careening out of control in his footsteps like a wagon

whipsawed by a deranged horse.But Mabel was steadfast, soft, and strong. She never

wavered. She never lost her cool. She knew how to be firm and gentle, and wise.When my

parents asked how I’d like to spend my birthday, I suggested a party on Saturday with my

schoolmates: hamburgers, hot dogs, ice cream, cake, and a funny movie. But the night before,

on the actual date of my birth, I wanted a quiet, candlelight dinner Aunt Mabel with and my

family.The truth is, I didn’t really want my family there. I had no way of knowing what mood my

alcoholic father might be in, whether or not he might create yet one more horrible,

embarrassing scene. Nevertheless, I wanted to try for some quiet “adult” time with Mabel

before Saturday’s party.It was arranged. My love would be with me on Friday for dinner. That

afternoon, after school, I went to my mother’s store in downtown Newark. I began calling

Mabel, to tell her how excited I was that we would soon be together. But there was no answer.A

little while later, there was still no answer. And after an hour, two hours, three hours, there was

still no answer. I don’t know why, but a sinister thought raced through my mind, stealing my life

force like some fleet-footed demon. Wouldn’t it be awful, I thought, if Aunt Mabel were dead? I

pushed the despicable demon away. I said to myself, Stop having stupid, ugly thoughts! But

they lingered.I dialed her number again. Still no answer. Finally, our phone rang. My heart sang.

It must be Mabel! I grabbed the receiver with glee.It was our housekeeper, Maude. She

sounded weird. “Johnny, put your mommy on the phone.”
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Catherine J. Pondozzi, “Finally the answer comes!!!!. If you never intend to buy a book again,

be sure to buy this one. It is the best, most complete & helpful book I have read on love, life &

death in my life. Having just lost my beloved husband of 35 years, I searched for the answers I

needed just to want to go on with life. This book gave me so much more....it is truly inspired.

John Welsons strips away all the myths & misunderstood information that our culture keeps

trying to make us believe is helpful. Not only is what we have been taught (for the most part)

not helpful, it is down right damaging. I can't thank John enough for his insight on life & what

needs to take place to live a fully happy life. He makes putting the pieces of the puzzles

together very easy so that people can see the truth & move on to joy. Did I say joy? That's

right....joy & happiness. I recommend this book to everyone not just those grieving a loss.

Catherine”

JaminJanFL, “I give this book instead of a sympathy card.. A dear friend gave me this book. It

took some time to read it after I experienced a deep loss. To my surprise the book touched my

soul in away no other book on living had. I pick this book up all of the time to give me a lift. I

give this book to anyone I know who suffers a loss; as I give it to them I say "you may not be

able to read it now, as the sharpness of the loss may be too great. However, someday when

the sharpness of the loss has subsided, you'll remember this little book that was given to you in

love". This book continues to bring me peace and comfort. I recommend this to everyone....”

Reluctant Tester, “Life Changing. I am not one who has had many "light bulb moments in my

life" but this book turned a switch in my life and allowed me to heal. Multiple losses (a foster

child back to her parents, fires, deaths, job, and a divorce) left me paralyzed. Overwhelmed by

the continuous waves of losses, my defense was to not feel. I finally understood that if I was to

feel joy again, I had to let the losses "be real". To not feel loss was to also not feel joy and I

have too much in my life to be joyful about.One of the things I liked about this book is that it

does not only address losses due to a death - there are so many losses one can experience -



loss of self, loss of family, loss of home. I am grateful to feel myself again and to have learned

how to integrate the losses into my life - they must surely are a part of me as much as the joys

are.I have bought this book for many friends and they have had positive results as well.”

Bonnie M., “If you had only one book to read on loss and healing, this fits the bill.. This is my

go-to book to send anyone who has experienced loss. It helped me profoundly during the

grieving of a parent, and those I've given it to have gone out of their way to share how much it

helped them as well (which is over a dozen people at this point). It is one of those books that

is a beneficial read for any human being, and you don't have to be in crisis to benefit from it's

message. Our culture doesn't prepare us for loss in any form, but John's gentle but powerful

voice goes a long way in making up for it. Can't say enough good things about the peace this

book offers.”

A reader, “THE FINEST BOOK I'VE READ ON THIS SUBJECT!. This book offers us a unique

and precious opportunity to open our hearts to the fullness of our human predicament. John

Welshons' approach is both incredibly loving, and - at times - breathtakingly honest. He is an

extraordinarily gifted writer, a wonderful meditation teacher, and a wise and compassionate

counselor. He seems to have a basic trust in our inherent inner strength and wisdom. He

skillfully guides us to finding a place of quiet, loving contentment within ourselves in spite of all

of the curve-balls life often throws at us. Through sharing some amazing experiences of loss

and disappointment in his own life, he demonstrates - repeatedly - how to find real and lasting

joy in spite of life's uncertainties. This book is a wonderfully accessible expression of the very

same wisdom shared by Stephen Levine, Pema Chodron, and Elisabeth Kubler-Ross . . . in a

somewhat less esoteric and more immediately comprehensible form. Awakening from Grief

has changed my life.  I hope you will allow it to work its magic on you!”

Gramma Reader, “The best thing about this book are the tools . . .. One of the best things

about this book are the tools the author offers for how to manage your grief and move forward

on a day-to-day and practical basis. I keep it by my bedside and re-read the most chapters

most meaningful to me. I only gave it four stars because it starts out kind of slow and

redundant and is initially full of a lot of cliche about grief . . . but I stuck with it and it was well

worth the time and the read.”

crazymama9, “Great book for anyone who is grieving. Great book for anyone who is grieving. I

lost my husband unexpectedly 8 months ago at the age of 47 and this book made me feel like

what I'm feeling is normal and okay.”

K. Fine, “A must read. My 29 year old daughter was murdered last year. I started reading

anything I could find at the library just trying to figure out how I was going to survive this or if I

really wanted to. After reading many books I found "Awakening from Grief" and couldn't put it

down. It made me look at things in a different way and with a different understanding. This book

has helped me more then I had ever imagined it would and I think just about anyone at

whatever point you are in your life needs to read this book. I have since bought my own copy of

it and am just finishing it for the second time. I am looking forward to reading more books by

John Welshons”

Mary Jo  Bade, “Five Stars. Wonderful book, a great help.  Thank you”



Sandra Street, “She loved it and said it was helpful. I gave this book to a recently bereaved

friend. She loved it and said it was helpful. I hope to get to read it as well.”

Sunbeam, “Five Stars. This is a really great read! Loved it! :)”

The book by John E. Welshons has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 84 people have provided feedback.
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