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We don’t want to forget.  We don’t want to forget a-n-y-t-h-i-n-g about our child and the life 
they lived.  If we forget who they were and the things they accomplished, then we have nothing 
to celebrate that will rescue us from the dark places we can sometimes go when we dwell on 
our loss.  “We can escape their presence, but we can’t escape their absence.”   
 
In the days, weeks, and months following our child’s untimely death, we may have been 
consumed with our loss.  The more traumatic and unexpected the circumstances, the longer it 
may take before we can climb up out of the depths of our despair and allow ourselves to smile 
again.  But we need to remember who they were, and the blessings they gave us, our family, 
and their friends. We need to allow them to help us smile again. 
 
Remembering the past will help us move forward. 
 
This month, we’re combining articles about two methods we can use to help us remember.  The 
sooner we start using these techniques, the better our outlook on the future will be.  It’s never 
not okay to allow our child to make us smile once again.  In the beginning, our thoughts may be 
bittersweet because our good memories are overshadowed by our immense grief.  However, as 
we are able, we can allow ourselves to recall, cherish and preserve our memories.  If we don’t 
bring them to mind, those precious experiences are likely to get buried deep down in our 
memory … so far down that it may be difficult to ever recall them again. 
 
Here are some things people have done to help them remember. 
 

Creating a Memorial Space 
Rev. Jennifer Malewski, MDiv, BCC, CT, Staff Chaplain at the University of Kansas 

 

Creating a personal memorial space is a 
way of honoring a loved one and inviting 
positive spiritual feelings into our home. A 
memorial space can include anything that 
reminds you of your loved one.  It might 
simply include a photo, along with a few 
possessions or symbols of that person.  
 

The memorial space doesn’t need to be huge or elaborate:  it can be something fairly simple 
and unobtrusive on a dresser, bookshelf, outdoor area or another location.  It is a sacred space 
with special articles of remembrance.  Many of us have an instinctive need to remember those 
who are most valuable to us in an atmosphere of music, candles, poetry, readings, incense, 
flowers, plants, and arts and crafts.  This space may be secular, spiritual, religious or a 
combination of all of these areas of life. 



 
The space can be a portable or permanent fixture in one’s daily habitat. It promotes the 
grieving process as normal and gives the griever personal meaning. It fosters good memories of 
the loved one, provides comfort, and gives us a safe place to mourn, pray, read, and remember. 
 
This space lets us express our emotions and can reduce stress, anxiety and depression. It shows 
that grieving is not about forgetting. Grieving is a sorting process. Its presence lets our grieving 
heal us and allows us to remember with love instead of pain. One by one we take hold of the 
things that have become a part of who we are and build ourselves up again. A memorial space 
lets us remember one person or many persons from our family of origin and special others. 
Some cultures, more than others, embrace the tradition of creating a shrine for their loved 
ones.  In a 2001 study, researchers found that creating this space is the second most important 
ritual activity that helps the bereaved. (The first most important activity is designing a 
remembrance ceremony or celebration… like our funeral and memorial services that we attend 
soon after the death occurs.) 
 
Many of us feel comfortable using a memorial space as often as it feels right to do so: daily, 
weekly, monthly or yearly on an anniversary date or on holidays.  
 
For myself, in my simple space are the photos of my Mom, Dad, and only sister, with candles lit 
at holiday time, a small ceramic angel, a porcelain flower my sister gave to me and an 
embroidered cloth from my Mom’s family.  This is all I need to bring me comfort and good 
memories of them. I hope you, the readers of this piece, find what is best for your memorial 
space and that it brings you comfort and peace as well. 
 

Rituals 
Chris Harder, Newsletter Editor, Bereaved Parents of the USA, Sacramento-South Placer County Chapter  

 
Since my son, Zack, drowned in 2006, every 
Mother’s Day my husband and I have made 
a pilgrimage to the location where he was 
last seen alive.  It’s a beautiful place where a 
lively river rushes through the mountains in 
the scenic foothills of the Sierra Nevada 
mountain range.  For us, it represents his 
aliveness.  We go there and remember him, 
his childhood, the funny things he did, and 
the amazing person he grew up to become.   
 
This is our annual ritual.  The more often we make this trip, the more we look forward to it.  It’s 
a day we set everything else aside and focus on Zack.  We bring a beautiful rose, stand on the 
bridge overlooking the river where Zack and his friends enjoyed a sunny afternoon, and we 
remember.  With each petal we gently remove from the rose, we recall a memory that warms 
our hearts, and we let the petal drift slowly into the river.   



 
This year was our eleventh pilgrimage.  After this many years, a lot of my memories about Zack 
have become obscure, and I sometimes wonder if I’ll be able to recall something new to share.  
(That’s a paradox, isn’t it?  Recalling “old” memories so we’ll have something “new” to talk 
about.)  Now I start a few days in advance searching my mind, looking at photos, rummaging 
through closets and boxes, to find souvenirs of Zack’s life that will jog my memory for stories to 
tell. This ritual has helped my mental scrapbook grow so my son can make me laugh again and 
again and again throughout the year.  Now, recalling Zack’s life has become a habit that far 
outweighs the sadness of dwelling on his death. 
 
We have other rituals that spark memories, too, such as enjoying one of Zack’s favorite 
restaurants on his birthday.  We celebrate his life, and sometimes we even dream together 
about who he may have become in the (almost) twelve years since he left us. 
 
Psychologists suggest that rituals are important for our well being.  I’m inclined to agree.  
Rituals that help us recall pleasant memories and bring us laughter are, indeed, good medicine 
for the grieving soul. 
 

Remembering Zack! 
 

 


