
Hope & Endurance 
What Children Need 

By Steven Kalas 
 

 In this March 2008 E-Haven, guest writer Steven Kalas 
answers a sister’s question about the death of a child and how 
to support surviving children.   
 

Your recent column, “Grieving Par-
ents Need to Show Kids Optimistic 
Side,” hit home.  In fact, it almost 
seemed tailor-made for my own 
family right now. My sister recently 

became pregnant again, and the pregnancy 
failed. The loss for my sister was overwhelm-
ing, immobilizing. And my niece, of course, 
feels sad and helpless seeing her mom so dis-
traught.  Is there anything else you can say to 
my sister and my niece as they go through 
this? 
 

I don’t write the headlines for my 
columns [i.e., that parents  need 
to show kids the optimistic side 
of grieving]. Strictly speaking, it’s 
not “optimism” that grieving par-

ents do well to model for their children. Opti-
mism is not always appropriate.  What I think 
children are looking for from their parents 
during a time of tragedy or loss is a model 
for hope and endurance. 
 Hope is not “everything is going to be 

fine.” Because some things are never go-
ing to be fine. Hope is more like a deep 
commitment to the idea that life is essen-
tially good and no tragedy has the power 
ultimately to rob life of its goodness. 
 Endurance is the word I use for not 
giving up. Or, as my spiritual director is 
fond of saying, “Steven, you only have 
one job:  Keep showing up.” 
 To endure means not allowing any 
loss to convince us to “mail in” the rest of 

our lives, to spend our days with an enti-
tled chip on our shoulder. Cynical inertia 
does not become any human being, no 
matter how profound the loss that seems 
to justify it. I understand cynical inertia 
for a while, but I could never justify it as a 
committed world view. And it’s a terrible 
message for the children we are charged 
to rear up. 
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 The words I offer grieving parents are  
something like this: 
 

 Children respond to their parents’ 
grief differently at different ages. Toddlers 
and early elementary-age children tend to 
be some combination of inquisitive, curious 
and anxious about their parents’ sadness.  
They will stare. They will ask, “Why are you 
crying?” They will say, “Don’t cry.” They will 
crawl into our laps and physically rub the 
tears off our face. Pet us. 
 The balancing act is to be present and 
faithful to the reality of your own sadness 
while simultaneously narrating, explaining 
and soothing your anxious child. It can 
sound like this: 
•  “Mommy is really sad right now.” 
•  “I’ll be OK, I just have to get the tears 
  out.” 
•  “Tears are really important.” 
•  “I’m going to be OK.  I just have to be 
  sad for a while.” 
•  “When you love somebody, sometimes 
  you have to cry.” 
 Older children also have anxiety about 
their parents’ grief, but express it differ-
ently. Sometimes they will “adultify” them-
selves, becoming serious and hyper-
responsible. Sometimes they will act out, be-
coming cross and irritable, even contemptu-
ous of the grieving parent. Sometimes they 
will withdraw into themselves. Stoic silence. 
 The language changes, but the mes-
sage is the same. Mom/Dad is sad. Mom/Dad 
is going to be OK. Life is good. I won’t give 

up. 
 Some grief takes us to places primi-
tive and primordial. Beyond mere tears 
and heartache. Some grief journeys make 
us suck carpet, thrash and wail. Yeah, if it’s 
humanly possible to do this when your mi-
nor children aren’t at home, that’s a good 
thing. I’m not saying you’ve permanently 

damaged or traumatized your children if 
they have witnessed such a tableau, but I 
would think it important then for your chil-
dren to have the opportunity to debrief 
the experience with a trusted adult or a 
professional in family therapy. 
 In the specific case of a 12-year-old, a 
two– to three-session intervention by a 
competent therapist could be ever-so-
useful. Your sister and niece could learn to 
“normalize” the intimate human experi-
ence of grief—to embrace the experience 
with intention and the hope of healing. 
 Your niece is right. She is, in large 
part, helpless. Love regularly renders us 
helpless—but not hopeless. 
 
 Steve Kalas is a behavioral health consultant and 
counselor at Clear View Counseling and Wellness Center in 
Las Vegas.  His columns appear on Tuesdays and Sundays. 
Questions for his “Asking Human Matters” column or com-
ments can be e-mailed to skalas@reviewjournal.com. 
 

    Your heart is broken. It affects the 
way you sleep, eat and think. In a per-
fect world, you could take the next 
six months off, and the rest of us 
would just take over. I know it’s un-
fair, but you have a job to do while 
you’re grieving. You’re still a 
mother/father. Your job is to teach 
your children about grief. How griev-
ing well brings healing.  How pain and 
tears don’t kill you; rather, they ex-
pand you.  Make you more. 



 griefHaven’s support group meet-
ings began in February, and we wanted to 
make sure you know we are here for you in 
every possible way.   
 Our meetings are held every other 

Wednesday night. Kehillat Synagogue in Pacific Palisades, 
California, has generously donated its gorgeous, healing, 
and beautiful space to hold our meetings. 
 For additional information, please contact us at 310-
459-1789 or email us at hope@griefHaven.org. 

  Hi, everyone. One of the challenges I have as founder 
and president of The Erika Whit-
more Godwin Foundation and 
griefHaven is finding avenues to 
get the word out that we are here 
for anyone who needs us. It 
would be magical if there were a 
universal “bullhorn” that I could 
just put to my mouth and yell, 
“griefHaven is here for you! You 
are not alone!” But, alas, that is 

not possible. So I reach out regularly to the next best 
type of bullhorn—the media. 
   I work consistently to get articles written, to have ra-
dio shows include us as a guest or talk about us, to be-
come a guest on television shows, and to be a part of 
special events, including workshops and speaking en-
gagements. All so we can let others know we are here. 
   Last September, I contacted Katie Grim, a writer for 
Westside Today, a publishing organization that produces 
six monthly magazines: Beverly 
Hills 90210, Malibu Beach, Santa 
Monica Sun, Bel-Air View, Brent-
wood News, and Palisades 90272. I 
suggested they do a piece on our 
fund-raising dinner, but they didn’t 
have space right then.  
   In November, Katie contacted me 
and said they wanted to do a story 
in their December issue. That was 
very exciting because it meant people 

would hear about us dur-
ing the holidays—one of 
the hardest times of year 
for grieving families. Katie  
filled me with joy when 
she said, “ . . . AND we 
have decided that this 
piece will be the feature 
article.” That meant that 
our article would be pub-
lished in all SIX magazines 

and on the cover of the 
Palisades issue! AND that 
meant many  more people 
would read about us, as 
the magazine’s printed cir-
culation is 51,000, and 
thei r readership is 
128,000! 
   So, a magnificently writ-
ten article by Katie Grim 
appeared in all of the pic-

tured magazines you see 
here. And you can read the 
article in full on the next 
page. Though it’s a small 
dent in the larger scheme, it 
is fantastic coverage that  
reached the hearts of many. 
   If you have any media 
contacts, please let us know 
so we may continue to 
spread the word that we are here for anyone who 

needs us. That includes ra-
dio, television, news, maga-
zines, speaking events, and 
any other type of media you 
know of. 
   I regularly receive beauti-
ful letters from many of you 
telling how griefHaven has 
been your lifeline as you 
walk this path of rebuilding 

your lives without your child. I am so  grateful to 
be a part of that journey. And I regularly think 
about all of those “out there” who need us and still 
haven’t heard about us. Together let’s continue to 
spread the word of hope, love, and support to all 
of those in need, letting them know that they are 
not alone, that griefHaven is here, and that the 
support they need is just a heartbeat 
away.   

We are dedicated 
to you and your journey. 

griefHaven™ 

Support Group Meetings 
Have Begun 

A griefHaven Article 
Reaches Over 100,000 

by Susan Whitmore, Erika’s Mom 




