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Speaker 1 (00:02):
Hi everyone. And welcome to this episode of ask a death doula hosted by doula givers. My name is Susan O'Brien today. We're gonna talk about grief and we're gonna talk about healing grief. My guest today is re Peterson. He is the creator of grief refuge, a mobile app for grief support. He achieved his master's degree in transpersonal psychology from the Institute of transpersonal psychology in 2007 and is certified in death and grief studies by the center for loss and life transition after losing his biological father to suicide in 2006 and his stepfather to cancer in 2016, Reed felt a calling to help the grieving find peace and purpose after loss Reed. Thank you so much for being here.
Speaker 2 (00:49):
Thank you, Suzanne. I'm looking forward to our meaningful conversation.
Speaker 1 (00:52):
Definitely. So I want to honor you and I also want to highlight your journey and coming to this space because I think one of the things that is wonderful is when we can turn a traumatic or painful experience into something that can help others in that space moving forward. And I often will share with people that you're helping other people, but you're actually also healing your experience as well. And as we know, and my listeners know that right now, we're not talking about end of life. We're definitely not talking about grief. So this is a wonderful interview and podcast for us to really get into the grief area of our life's journey and experience. So if you would be so kind to share a little bit about that background and what brought you to the passion to want to do this, uh, work?
Speaker 2 (01:43):
Sure. Um, it actually started in graduate school and I was studying to be a professor. I wanted to teach transpersonal psychology. And I, at that time I was really, um, if you think of dark heavy en energy and you think of light and joyful energy, I was really drawn to the light and joyful energy. And I was so excited about like helping people achieve transcendence and like really finding the higher consciousness of themselves. Sure. And then, um, and then in my, actually the spring of my first year of school, uh, my dad died. He and he died unexpectedly. He died by suicide. Mm. And I, I took on this, um, approach, uh, the way I reacted to the news and the events was, um, really a lot of relief. And it was at the time it felt very authentic truthfully because my dad, most of his adult life was a constant struggle.
Speaker 2 (02:48):
He struggled with post traumatic stress old with post-traumatic stress. He was in the Vietnam war. He also was an alcoholic. And so my communication with my dad was difficult and I just didn't have a solid bonded father, son, emotional connection. And so I really grasped the concept of, um, he is in a better place and also his suffering is ended. He's he's free. Those were some of the terms I would repeat in my mind. And then over, you know, over some time I realized, oh, I, I do feel sad about his loss. I miss him. And I also am slightly feeling guilty about the way I originally felt. And so I had to process that a lot for quite a few years. And then in 2008, my stepfather, who was an active father figure in my life, he was diagnosed with multiple myeloma. And so his battle with cancer was long.
Speaker 2 (03:50):
It was grueling. Um, I give him tremendous props for being like, you know, a warrior in his journey. And then in 2016, he, I think he said I've had enough. And he transitioned. And when, when he died, I thought, you know, I've been here, I've done that. I've grieved a father. I'm, I'm gonna be good. And Susanna, I was completely Sur surprised by how different and, um, how, how deeply emotional I felt, um, with Warren's passing. And so it led me to, uh, seek out local support groups and also grief counseling in my community. And those were very helpful experiences and tools that I relied on. But I also got to a point where I was like, what do I do in the, in between? Because there was kind of like this duality experience, you know, of like feeling really supported and then feeling really lonely. And then a week later feeling really supported and then feeling really lonely again. And that led me eventually to the work that I'm doing now,
Speaker 1 (05:05):
Really powerful. And I, and I love that you had two different, very different experiences, but I also really wanna highlight our veterans and it gets me really emotional. Um, because, you know, end of life is so complicated in and of itself for, for all of us, but you then bring in veterans and their past experience and post traumatic stress disorder. And, you know, it's a very, very unique, specific end of life or life that they carry with them. And I, I think we don't do, you know, nearly obviously enough and we have to bring back that awareness, how difficult it is for people. It's the most difficult end of lifes I've ever been part of are my veterans, honestly. So I thank you for those two journeys and thank you to your father for his service. I think it's very important that you share that. I feel good. And then all of a sudden, I don't feel good. I feel supported. And then wait a minute, like where, and this is a very natural, and I want people to know that. Cause I think if we don't talk about end of life, we definitely are not talking about the grief part of it and we're not sharing the natural way that grief works. So if you would be kind enough to give us just a definition, if you could, of what grief is,
Speaker 2 (06:24):
<laugh>
Speaker 1 (06:25):
As best you can.
Speaker 2 (06:27):
Well, I I'm laughing cuz I'm like, well, uh, maybe I can address grief in, in our connection in this conversation. Yeah. But then I, I really want to point out that if I were to talk to someone else, I might say different words. So let me preface it that way, but okay. In a, in a nutshell, let's go textbook grief is the thoughts and the feelings that are related to a loss. The loss doesn't have to be death related. It could be a significant experience in life. Um, but that's very generalized and taking it a little bit more specific to death related loss. I really think it's, um, it, it's the ability to journey and to come to understand, um, your life experience and also what you defined the relationship was while your loved one was still living. And now how you define the relationship going forward, because I believe there is still a relationship that can be maintained with somebody who has transitioned.
Speaker 1 (07:30):
Definitely. So thank you for that. And I want people to really understand that grief is a response to loss of any type and there's so many. And I think that we all probably can pick several things that we feel lost to in the last few years here. So people were, you know, grieving their life as they knew it or the situation or their jobs or all of it. It was just very layered and very intense, really honing into that. It's a natural and expected response. And so one of the things that I find in my work is that when we don't talk about this area at all, we don't know what is natural and what isn't and what is complicated and what's not. And also what tools that we can use for helping support each other. And one of the things that I often will say is that our presence is the best medicine we can give each other.
Speaker 1 (08:23):
So I am not here to fix things. I am not here to, you know, wave a magic wand and make things disappear. I'm here to be in this journey with you and to bear witness, and also to share whatever tools that I can offer that you would choose if you wanna use. But also just to say, I'm with you here as a compassionate human being. So I love that definition of brief. And, um, and again, I want to get into a little bit more, the next question I think we should talk about is why do you feel in your experience that we are at a place in our journey of this humanity? That grief is just really not talked about that so much complicated grief. Um, you know, I have my obviously thoughts on that, but what is your thought about that?
Speaker 2 (09:12):
I appreciate you asking because it's something I've pondered for quite a long time and where I tend to lean towards is pain and just the concept of pain in that quite simply, people really don't want to feel pain. Um, our healthcare system is really built to provide medication and the medication can help block, uh, feeling physical pain and then emotional pain. You know, a lot of grievers that I've supported, they just get so sick and tired of crying all the time. And it's really, they understand that's important, but yet they just want some sense of normalcy. So yeah. Um, somehow some way a lot of people learn when they are in pain, they define that as not normal. And then they want to feel a part of something that's normal. Yeah. And so that's why I think, you know, grief gets dismissed. It gets disenfranchised, it gets tabooed, it gets stigmatized. It really gets a bad rap. And you know, it doesn't get a lot of, uh, respect for lack of better term as part of the natural process to life and healing and experiencing. And I just wanna say really quickly, I love it when you say the word natural, because I can hear your energetic charge in it. And I'm like, we are definitely on the same page in that regard.
Speaker 1 (10:43):
Beautiful. I love that too. Um, so one of the things that was so, uh, shocking to me is that working as a hospice nurse, when people had their end of life, you know, this is the way we do it. We usually give people like a weekend off or maybe even two weeks off, if they're lucky enough and then they're supposed to be over it. They're supposed to go through the services, go through the motions and then kind of put it in a tight little box with a bow on and put it away. That's not how it works. In fact, I found that most of my families had the most heavy part of their grieving. Sometimes three weeks out from the actual death when they found themselves all of a sudden alone and, and realizing what just happened, it was kind of whirlwind. So for us to really identify the energy attached to grief.
Speaker 1 (11:28):
And when you said pain, let's talk about pain for a minute. We know pain is uncomfortable, right? But pain is a wonderful signal to you that something's there for you. And if we, again, and I love that you highlighted, every people don't wanna be in pain. We live in a society. We're like, oh, you have pain fix, you know, push it away, fix it, take a medication. It's a warning symptom. It's a symptom of something it's letting you know, it's you. And so we don't wanna be in pain, but we wanna say, what is that pain? And we have got to honor it to recognize it, to acknowledge it, to move it so you can play all the games that we want. And believe me, we're all works in progress. There's no judgment here about pushing it away about pushing things away about taking medication.
Speaker 1 (12:14):
You're just masking it. It never goes away. And what happens is it will just transmute or grow to something even more severe. So knowing that it's natural to me knowing that it's expected, but then also okay, what it, what's here to acknowledge it. And how do I sit with it, honor it, what are my tools to actually eventually transform it? So what I love with my families that have gone through a process of healthy grieving or in, in that space is when they can get to a place of looking back at the end of life. And it's not triggering that painful emotion anymore, but they're looking at it more with, okay, that person I loved. And they're, we're highlighting the positive aspects of that end of life and of that person, because it's almost like a highlight reel end of life. Everything goes so fast.
Speaker 1 (13:08):
This is how trauma works. That, and it's usually the negative things are highlighted in the real. So if we are remembering that quickly, we remembering, oh, when they were in pain or something mean that they said, or whatever that may be, you wanna reproces and go back and really start to reprogram that memory and, and cha take that highlight reel that was painful and say, what were those moments with my mom that were beautiful? What, what really happened there? And so it's a, it's a, it's a process, but unless we're willing and we have the courage, which again, it doesn't take a lot. I think it's more the awareness to sit with the pain, to make friends with the pain, to befriend the pain we're not ever really gonna be able to transform it and, and move past.
Speaker 2 (13:55):
Yeah. I, all I can really say is ditto. <laugh>.
Speaker 1 (13:58):
Yeah. Ditto. I like it, but it's, that's great cuz I really want people to hear that. So, and this is wonderful because this is the platform that you are offering. Just that kind of support that people can have a, um, tools and a platform and a, and a support group to actually transform it. So we will get to that, um, at the end to share what that beautiful app is. But a couple more questions before we get there. Do you believe that if you're aware at all that if we brought back ritual into the end of life process itself, would that have a bearing on jumping off point of healthy, grieving? Um, what is your feeling on that?
Speaker 2 (14:40):
That's a beautiful question. And actually when you asked it, I could kind of feel something sink into like my tummy, like viscerally, where it's like, oh yes, like that incorporating ritual more in the aspects of end of life and, or, um, grieving and memorials. I, I think that it can be so comforting and in the act of comfort, it can really help provide some insight into, uh, maybe not giant leaps, but some baby steps for the next phases of life. Mm-hmm <affirmative>. So I think that any ritual is helpful. I think that, oh man, when ritual is participated with, you know, loved ones, it's even that much more empowering. I'm all for ritual mm-hmm <affirmative> especially in nature
Speaker 1 (15:39):
<laugh> oh gosh. Yeah, for sure. What I have found right now we are living in a society that we treat death is optional. And you know, when it shows up, which we know inevitably it will right. One day, a hundred percent guaranteed when it comes, it's like a shock to people. And I'm even speaking about people who are in their nineties, that the family's like telling the doctor, what do you mean? They have a, what do you mean they have a terminal diagnosis fix it. So we put, we put pressure on our doctors and we've taught them that if somebody dies, they've actually failed, which is again, we have to really change our thinking here. We have to bring death back into the natural fold of life. But for me, that denial, first of all, I think death is our greatest teacher about how to live, because there's so much wisdom and beauty here, just your presence, the gratitude that you have, you know, purpose and all of that and how we're all connected.
Speaker 1 (16:35):
But also it really becomes a crisis at the end with that removal of it. So that when it does show up, we don't have any advanced care planning. We haven't thought about it. And usually there's a ton of regrets because if you live every day thinking you've got forever, well, you're not gonna get to that conversation. Or you maybe you won't climb that mountain or write that book or whatever it may be. And when you realize that your time is up, oh no. So there's a whole bunch here, not just for the person, but for the family. So I have found that the end of life is very complicated with that, but then the grief part is extremely complicated. The families that have done this and it's becoming more and more of an option that people are using. I slow down my families. Like if I'm there as a hospice nurse and a doula giver, I want them to take as much time at that end of life when that person dies.
Speaker 1 (17:29):
And usually it's kind of a, it's kind of a very fast process right now because if people not planning and that person dies. And I say, don't, don't rush this, don't call the funeral home right away. What do you mean? Don't call them right away. How, who needs to be here, take your time. And that window, that window of when that person has end of life for people to stop and be present, and maybe they sit in quiet, they read, they tell stories has had such a direct impact on the way that that grief and bereavement goes from that point forward. There's lots of documentation, about three day home wakes and things. And, and I'm really trying to be an advocate to help bring that awareness back. Do you have insight onto that as well?
Speaker 2 (18:13):
Yeah. I, I guess I can piggyback on your thoughts. I hear your passion and I, and I'm like, yes, I definitely advocate for slowing things down. Mm-hmm <affirmative> um, just to help process, because life changes almost like at the snap of a finger when somebody's so important now has died. Mm-hmm <affirmative> and so there's so much to take on there's, um, you know, all the administrative tasks and nobody really asks for that. So taking an approach to, um, to settle and let things just kind of like marinate for a minute is helpful. Yeah. It, you, you beautifully articulated it because it's like, there is no need to rush.
Speaker 1 (19:01):
Yeah. And we really shouldn't. We need to take this moment in, because if you think about it, we'll never get this moment again. Right. So even if, and again, it, I'm not ever telling somebody what they need to choose for, um, how they memorialize or, or, but I want people to know they have options. And this is really empowering because I feel like at end of life, people tend to feel such a loss of control. They have lots of choices and there's lots of beautiful options with natural burials and water cremations and home wakes, but allowing us to slow down in that moment, because usually things have gone very fast and really take in that your loved one has actually stopped living in that human body is very important for you to concretely understand when I have been a hospice nurse and when people have had end of lifes and they've gone so quickly, it's fight or flight, the internal diagnosis go home.
Speaker 1 (19:55):
Everyone is kind of frenetic, not sleeping. They have their end of life call the, the funeral home 15 minutes. They come in the body's whi away. Sometimes you don't even know what happened. And I think that really contributes greatly to the complicated grief that people are suffering. So I think that bringing back ritual is super important for this, especially against slowing things down and allowing processing, you did mention something and I wanna highlight planning ahead and preparing as much as we can, everyone. It is our responsibility. You and me not as practitioners, not as people in this space as individuals to take care of our paperwork, what we would want or not want are items. Um, because this shouldn't be left to family. You know, it's hard enough for them that they're dealing with saying goodbye to somebody they love in that physical form. But then to have to do all of the hunting and fishing and paperwork, it doesn't allow them to even step into that grief role. It takes about 16 months, they set on average to settle in a state. So they're dealing with a whole bunch of stress. They're not even having a moment to deal with their own grief. So I wanna really say to people, let's, let's do our advanced directives. Let's get our basic paperwork in order. It's the greatest gift you can give your family. So thank you for highlighting that. Um, stuck grief. Can you speak a minute about what complicated or stuck grief is and, and then we're gonna talk about tools that we can help healthy grieving.
Speaker 2 (21:26):
Sure. I, I guess I think of very practical statements shared by people and, um, I guess three common things come to mind. They feel very hopeless and you know, like a statement of like, I just feel like I'm treading water or barely treading water. Um, you know, that's often an indicator of the hopelessness there's loneliness. Um, I think any type of grief is a lonely process. It's I mean, let me rephrase that. It's for sure. Isolating and many people also feel very lonely and then, um, feeling lost, not knowing what to do now. That's, um, I feel like those, like thematically those three things. When you gel them together, you have some complicated grief and you have some what people refer to as being stuck in their grief. Um, that's really the.off the top of my head. I could go deeper, but I might start sounding a little clinical and I really wanna avoid that. <laugh>
Speaker 1 (22:29):
Yeah, no, I appreciate that. I think for me, the people that I have worked with that have those stuck, um, energies of grief, it has been where something happened in the experience where they feel that it can never be healed or undone or, or, you know, like for instance, one of the most common things. And I have to say, we had a webinar last night with a thousand people learning the level one end of life, doula, how to care for their loved one at the end of life. And people come to that webinar to learn how to do the care for those at the end of life, a skill that I try and get people to learn before they need it. And so many people talk about how this webinar healed them. Now I'll give you an example of that. One of the most common things that happens at the end of life is that people will wait for you to actually step away from the bedside for them to have their end of life.
Speaker 1 (23:19):
So these are people that are in sleep in coma at the very end, the transition, not talking, not having their eyes open the five minutes that somebody leaves to get a cup of coffee, go take a shower. That person decides to have their actual end of life. And people come back and are usually riddled with guilt that they missed it. Now, this is a very common occurrence globally. I've worked with people all over the world. And what is that saying on a bigger picture? And I'm told that that person does not want that to be the last thing you remember, because death is too hard. So they wait now, how do they know you left the room? So when people come to this webinar and they hear this and they've been holding this on, in fact, I'll give you just one quick example, cuz this is so important.
Speaker 1 (24:04):
I was working, I was training a certified group and this woman was going through the program. She was taking care of an 82 year old man while she was doing it every week, she was telling him what she learned. She came to this part of the training and she turned around, he was crying and she said, why are you crying? And he said, you just gave me the greatest gift I've been holding onto my mother's end of life for 35 years that I wasn't there. And so we have got to talk about end of life, as that natural part of the life's journey share skills. Again, this is not a death is not a medical experience. It's a human one. And talk about the tools that can help us in that natural place of grief and pain and then how we can move forward. And that leads me to your work with the grief refuge. Can you share the grief refuge, what it is, what services it provides and how people can get in touch with you about it?
Speaker 2 (24:58):
Sure. Yeah. If I fumble, I just want to say your, your experience in story brought me back to, um, one of my grandmothers, we, um, there were eight of us in the hospital room and she transitioned and it just, so is a little bit of a grief burst, uh, when you shared that. And fortunately for us, it, for me, it was a beautiful experience, but at the time I was 23 years old and I, you know, was still trying to figure out many aspects of life. Um, <laugh> trying to make it for that matter. And so, um, yeah. Uh, so I, I, um, sitting with a little bit of emotion of that, but I I'm deeply appreciative Suzanne, um, because it is so important. Um, what I can say about grief refuge is, um, we're a hybrid, um, organization and we're a hybrid organization of we do provide services like live services, such as retreats and or support groups.
Speaker 2 (25:59):
These days, our support groups are online. Uh, we focus on try to, we, we try to focus on unique aspects of grief experiences. So for example, at the time of this recording, a current group're facilitating is people that are coping with too much loss, um, people who are experiencing grief overwhelm. And so a lot of support groups focus on like types of loss, like loss of a parent loss of a spouse loss of a child. And those are fantastic, but I noticed that, um, there's a lot of unmet needs in some of the specific experiences. Uh, one other example is I identify as a highly sensitive person. And so, um, uh, I think two years ago I wrote an article about, um, kind of, uh, articulating, uh, a typical grief experience for people that are highly sensitive and I've received countless, um, thank yous and gratitudes from that.
Speaker 2 (27:04):
And, um, and it's really led me to understand like a lot of people that identify as highly sensitive and are grieving, could really benefit from meeting each other. And so, um, likely in the future will be setting up some of those types of support groups. So those are the in person events and the services we provide. I do a little bit of one to one. Um, I call it grief companioning, and that's what I learned from Dr. Allen. Wolfel at a, at the center for loss and life transition. And it's, companion's a little bit different than counseling. Well, it's very different from counseling because I just counseling tends to follow the mental health model. And unfortunately with the mental health model, I, I, you know, I'm over generalizing, but I will say like, there's, there's a basic assumption that something needs to be cured or something needs to be fixed.
Speaker 2 (27:59):
Mm-hmm <affirmative>. And, uh, you know, I, I, I mimic your words of like death grief, it's all a human experience. Mm-hmm <affirmative>. And so in with companioning, I really focus on the matter being heart centered and soul centered. And so I find myself doing a lot more listening and a lot more, um, being a soundboard for someone who just is that lonely and not being able to express a lot of what they're feeling. Um, and then we have the digital side, we have the product, um, in my story of my loss, when I came to learn that there was an in between, you know, you get support and then you don't and what do you do in the, in between mm-hmm <affirmative>? Well, the grief refuge app is the answer to that. It's, it's really a platform. It's an app on, um, both Android and iPhones mm-hmm <affirmative> and, um, anyone who's grieving can come to that and they can seek, um, seek and get validation.
Speaker 2 (29:00):
They can find comfort, they can, you know, hear stories. They can hear daily reflections, they can get a little bit of guidance. Yeah. And it's all there for them. And, um, it's really convenient. And I'm really proud of that because, uh, when, at the time that I was experiencing my loss, nothing like that existed. And so, and so we planted that seed and brought it to life and it, um, it's doing really well. A lot of people are finding it in the app stores and they're, um, really thankful for it. They're just grateful that something like this exists.
Speaker 1 (29:38):
So again, back to the start of this episode, just reiterating how taking your experience that was painful and difficult and turning it into a gift to make the world a better place. Amazing. I honor you the technology part, you know, again, we live in a world that, you know, we got shut down. Technology. People sometimes have technology, but it there's really beautiful benefits to technology. And when you find yourself in this grief journey, which is a journey, this thing called life, and you have those moments, you can click something and immediately be connected to support. That's beautiful, cuz we can't always get to a meeting. We can't always get to a retreat, love that. And we just have to end this on emphasizing the power of our presence. The power of true presence is the best medicine we can give one another at the end of life and in life. And that's what that open heart centered, compassionate. I'm walking this journey with you. I'm companioning in humanity to make it a better place. I love it. Read. I wanna thank you so much for being our guest on ask a doula. Thank you so much. I love your work that you do and I'm sure plenty people will be reaching out and using your services.
Speaker 2 (30:56):
Suzanne. Thank you. I love your passion. I I'm deeply inspired just by having this conversation with you. So thank you.
Speaker 1 (31:03):
Thank you so much. Okay. Well anyway, to be continued everyone. Thank you for watching this episode of ask a death doula again, my guest today read Patterson and we will continue. We'll put all of your links below, get in touch with him. And again, I will see you in the next episode. Thank you everybody.

	Why We Experience Such Complicated Grief Today (Completed  05/10/22)
Transcript by Rev.com
	Page  of 



