


MOURNING WHILE IN PRISON

Task 4 — To Find an Enduring Connection with the Deceased While Embarking on a New
Life.

Higher Power

Task 4 Worden (2009) defined as “to find an enduring connection with the deceased in the
midst of embarking on a new life” (p. 50). While faith was also a constant thread through each of
the tasks it was of particular importance to Worden’s (2009) task 4 of mourning and this was
because most inmates found an enduring connection by relocating the deceased to heaven where
they would connect through thoughts and prayers. The meta-synthesis illustrates that sessions with
group or an individual resulted in twice as many grieving inmates finding solace in their faith. In
part, this was because the inmates’ healthy and unhealthy thoughts and emotions were validated
and explored by the group. Embarking on a new life in the meta-synthesis involved either
establishing new relationships in the jail or outside of the jail by reaching out to family and friends.
As this task, like task 3 is engaged more frequently after the first two tasks, the Chaplains in the
provincial system with briefer incarcerations, had little to say on the subject.

What if these same people were not in prison?

Ferszt (2000) raised an important point when she wrote, “It is questionable if Christine
would have been able to cope better if this loss had occurred out of prison.” The focus of this
dissertation was specifically about the positive things being done to support grief in prison.
Methods of distractions through use of addictive substances, which were prevalent in the meta-
synthesis wouldn’t appear to support healthy grief. Worden and Stroebe and Schut (1999) note
that distractions are only to offer a breather from more painful or tiring aspects of grieving. For
the many inmates who would be potentially resilient as Bonnano (2004) described, outside of the
jail would they continue to be resilient inside the jail? Moreover for those who are at high risk for
PCBD, how might they manage outside of the jail? The literature review identified inmates as
high risk for PCBD. Better support may be able to avoid inmates developing this disorder.
Treatment methods for PCBD have been identified and they require delivery by trained
professionals. While existing health care staff could be trained to deliver it, with current resources
they do not have the time to administer this therapy. A better option is to find methods to validate
and support inmate grief to mitigate the chance that these inmates that are high risk for developing
PCBD, develop it in the first place.

Conclusions

As a final point, despite the many challenges that packed each of the individual studies,
this meta-synthesis determined that some inmates are able to complete each of the four tasks of
mourning while incarcerated. Expanding the prevalence of effective mourning among inmates
requires support-staff and administration to systemically integrate through provincial policy some
initiatives. Despite overcrowding, maintaining safe, private, sacred space to mourn is a necessity.
Bereavement groups are effective in some prison environments; where possible they should be
promoted. Volunteers who offer one-to-one bereavement support through listening, caring and
understanding should be utilized in all locations and especially those places where bereavement
groups are not feasible. Art, music, poetry, stories, rituals and spirituality are tools that should be
incorporated into these groups and individual programs. When support systems are in place grief
support workers need to place greater emphasis on prompting and encouraging inmates to grieve.
This meta-synthesis shows that inmates, who are able to grieve effectively, offer support to others,
engage in more educational programs, grow emotionally and act-out less. Moreover, the literature
review shows that effective grieving reduces the occurrence of complicated grief and its inherent
recidivism (Leach, Burgess, & Holmwood, 2008; Walker & Shaffer, 2007; Wilson, 2011). It
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therefore provides evidence that including provisions for inmates to do grief-work is beneficial
economically and from a health and safety standpoint due to a reduction of resources absorbed in
prison assaults and recidivism.
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Theological Reflection

When studying mourning by inmates who have lost a significant person it begged the
question, for those outside of jail is bereavement support essential and if so what pastoral response
is required? When alone, people grieve by reflecting deeply in thought and emotion and some
may put this to pen. Others may watch a movie or TV program or read a book or poetry, or listen
to music or create something to elicit thoughts and emotions or to seek guidance. After the recent
loss of my brother-in-law, I took the time to reflect in writing on the experience, noting,
observations, thoughts and feelings surrounding the event and this will form the content of my
experience for this spiritual reflection. Reflective writing was a skill developed in seminary that
was honed through crises and often involved writing to God or with God. It was helpful in
organizing my thoughts and discerning the sources of pain and it was through writing that my raw
thoughts and emotions could be explored privately. Others may find guidance through the lessons
of'a Disney box office hit such as Coco (Unkrich, 2017), a Disney Pixar movie about what it means
to be dead. The final song titled ‘Remember Me’ (Anderson-Lopez & Lopez, 2017), emphasizes
the significance of music “a sad guitar” triggering memory and relocating the dead to a part of
those that remember them. This movie has been adopted by families as a way of helping one
another cope with loss as shown in the example of a child singing to his deceased sister (Hollywood
Scoop, 2018). Finding ways of remembering my brother-in-law was also common during and
after the funeral. My father asked me how he could ‘fix this’ because he was concerned about the
depth of grief affecting my mother and sister. Since there is no way to “fix” the death of a loved
one, he began to fix the house. This was a tangible & metaphorical way to fix the broken home
and a way of memorializing as my brother-in-law started many jobs but always left something to
be finished later. The words “it is finished” John 19:28-30 rang in my mind as I saw one room
after another come to completion. One of my sons was also deeply affected by the loss and wanted
to memorialize the death through a tattoo. This brief paragraph was in no way intended to span
the scope of ways that people grieve alone as there are many helpful books on this topic. Rather
it was to begin to illustrate that culturally and experientially people do find ways to grieve alone.

Grieving can be quite painful, and in the absence of community support it is unclear how
people manage it. For example, Wordsworth (1909) in his classic poem “Surprised by Joy” vents
about memory being quite painful. In the first part he feels joy about something unmentioned and
wants to share his joy but realizes that the one he loves, the one he would share his joy with is
dead.

Surprised by joy—impatient as the Wind

I turned to share the transport—Oh! with whom

But Thee, long buried in the silent Tomb,

That spot which no vicissitude can find?

Love, faithful love, recalled thee to my mind—

Then he admonishes himself, for feeling joy because in doing so he forgot his grief and
loss and a terrible pain returns, a pain surpassed only by the first moment he knew his love was
gone.

But how could I forget thee?—Through what power,

Even for the least division of an hour,

Have I been so beguiled as to be blind

To my most grievous loss!—That thought’s return

Was the worst pang that sorrow ever bore,

Save one, one only, when I stood forlorn,
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Knowing my heart’s best treasure was no more;

That neither present time, nor years unborn

Could to my sight that heavenly face restore.

Wordsworth chooses to suffer in the misguided belief that continuing to feel this pain was
necessary to honour his dead wife. With only his own thoughts and feeling to reflect upon, he is
stuck.

Is it necessary to experience this pain, if ultimately the bereaved want to move to a state of
remembering the loss in a more positive way? The Psychiatric community, as expressed in the
DSM V (2013) would argue that enduring pain is not compulsory and it could be life threatening.
Pies (2014) wrote,

The bereavement exclusion was eliminated from the DSM-5 for two main reasons:

1) there have never been any adequately controlled, clinical studies showing that major

depressive symptoms following bereavement differ in nature, course, or outcome from

depression of equal severity in any other context—or from MDD appearing “out of the
blue;” and 2) major depression is a potentially lethal disorder, with an overall suicide rate

of about four percent (p. 19).

While Pies (2014) also noted that bereavement and major depressive disorder are
distinguishable, only five of nine criteria must be met to qualify for medication. Someone that is
sad most of the day, does not experience much pleasure, is tired, has inappropriate guilt and cannot
concentrate is considered grieving by Granek, Ben-David, Shapira, Bar-Sela and Ariad (2017) in
their paper about Oncologists whose patient’s died. Yet those same five symptoms if sustained
over only two weeks following the death of a significant person could result in a major depressive
disorder diagnosis and medication to help alleviate the symptoms. Though medication can
alleviate pain, Bonhoeffer (2009) emphasizes that feeling pain is necessary when writes,

There is nothing that can replace the absence of someone dear to us, and one should not

even attempt to do so. One must simply hold out and endure it. At first that sounds very

hard, but at the same time it is also a great comfort. For to the extent the emptiness truly
remains unfilled one remains connected to the other person through it. It is wrong to say
that God fills the emptiness. God in no way fills it but much more leaves it precisely
unfilled and thus helps us preserve — even in pain — the authentic relationship.

Furthermore, the more beautiful and full the remembrances, the more difficult the

separation. But gratitude transforms the torment of memory into silent joy. One bears what

was lovely in the past not as a thorn but as a precious gift deep within, a hidden treasure of

which one can always be certain. (p. 289)

Bonhoeffer (2009) endures the pain and emptiness of the loss for the explicit purpose of
preserving the authentic relationship with the deceased.

Experiencing the pain of loss was seen as necessary by Wordsworth (1909) to honour the
dead, and as a negative by the American Psychiatric Association (2013) community because it can
lead to suicide, but as positive by Bonhoeffer (2009) as necessary to move through grief and as
positive through the music of Wiz Kahlifa (2015) and Anderson-Lopez and Lopez (2017) as a
means to relocate the deceased to memory.
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While Disney (Unkrich, 2017) promotes and Wordsworth (1909) explores the notion of
being alone with ones thoughts, the Bible encourages people to be with God. Boyd and Boyd
(2003) explore this idea when Greg responds to his father’s long-held undisclosed grudge against
God. Edward, Greg’s father writes,

When Arlyle was dying, we all prayed till we were blue in the face. Even you kids prayed.

Maybe God doesn’t listen to the prayers of sinful adults, but he should have at least heard

the cries of you kids! Instead you kids were left motherless and that set in motion a rather

unfortunate history you yourself know only two well. If God had been personally
concerned about us, Greg, He’d have spared your mother and spared all of us a tremendous
amount of pain. You can try to explain this, I suppose, with your cosmic warfare theory,
but it seems easier to simply conclude that He doesn’t give a damn. Whatever his personal
agenda is in the universe, I don’t see that has a lot to do with our little earth. There you
have it straight from the gut (p. 59)

Edward, alone with his thoughts reaches out to God but in the absence of a feeling or
experiencing answers to prayers he concludes God is callous and remains stuck. Greg came to
quite a different conclusion.

What I also experienced, dad, and what is shown throughout the New Testament, is that

Jesus suffers with us in our suffering. That’s how he heals us of our suffering. One of his

names in the New Testament is “Immanuel,” which means God is with us. However low

we sank, God is with us. He’s there at the bottom waiting for us! God was suffering with
you, and me, and Arlyle, throughout the whole affair. He cries too. And through His
participation in our pain, He wants to redeem it. He wants to bring out whatever healing is
possible to you, and to me, and to all involved. His healing strength is in His vulnerability

to pain. (p. 61)

In this example left alone with one’s thoughts or with God can result in very different
perspectives. Edward left the church and long after the death of his wife remained bitter. Through
his relationship and grief support of Greg, Ed’s narrative changed and he regained hope and joy
(Boyd & Boyd, 2003). How can two very different perspectives align with the Bible perspective
of God’s support? The Bible reveals in Psalm 23:4, Psalm 34:18, Lamentations 3:32-33, Matthew
5:4, Rev 21:4 that God is compassionate and will comfort us? More succinctly, MacLaren (1859)
wrote God is “bearing grief for us, bearing grief with us, bearing grief like us” (p. 93) and
according to the Bible this occurs through God sustaining Deut 10:18, Psalm 10:14, Psalm 55:22,
Psalm 68:10, John 14:27, healing, Psalm 147:3, Psalm 147:9, Jer. 49:11 and restoring Psalm 23:1-
3, His people. The Bible asserts that God will turn mourning into gladness and replace sorrow
with comfort and joy Psalm 30:11, Psalm 61:3, Jer. 21:13 & John 16:20. Note that it does not
suggest that the bereaved will not experience pain, instead God is present with them in their
suffering; sustaining, comforting, healing and restoring them and ultimately returning them to joy.
It is through Edward’s son that God provides bereavement care.

Even with faith in God some people like Edward (Boyd & Boyd, 2003) can feel and be
very alone. Following the service for my brother-in-law an internment for the family was held and
despite the cold my sister did not immediately leave though she wanted others to take shelter in
their vehicles. In a moment of reciprocal caring, most braved the cold until my sister could no
longer bear to let them. It was in trying to walk away that the gravity of the loss seemed to affect
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her most and she received many hugs in support. It was in this moment of ultimate pain that she
disclosed feeling the full reality of the loss. The opportunity to experience this moment would be
repeated many times in the near future. For example, after the formal events our family settled in,
continued repairs, tidying and to turned financial issues. We met with advisors and began the
process of renaming items from joint name into my sister’s name alone; each signature, a reminder
that her husband was gone and not returning. In each of these moments despite being surrounded
by caring friends and family, my sister was very much alone. Grief can be so overwhelming that
it isolates a person from those who love them most; family, friends and God.

Just as Edward Boyd had difficulty being alone with his thoughts and feelings, for some it
is chaotic and nothing may bring comfort as the following piece written by Noorchashm (2017)
would confirm.

“BELIEVE”, read festive signs all around us. “Joy”, read others. The call is to
believe in a God who loves us, sees us, guides us, protects us and intervenes on our behalf
with Mercy and Justice— in a world of uncertainty and rancor. “The Big Guy is in charge,
so don’t worry—have faith!”, they say. But when you are touched by raw tragedy, by
senseless loss, by youth destroyed, by potential dissipated, by heartless human
travesty....It’s not so easy to sit back and just “believe”—in anything, much less an
interventionalist, benevolent and merciful God, unseen. When the brutal emptiness of life
becomes 100% clear, when the death of your beloved tears your bones apart, it’s not so
easy to just “believe”—no matter how fancy and well-decorated a church altar the
“believe” menu is being served on. Add to that a life spent in scientific, intellectual and
logical pursuits—and the kind of rote and passive belief many “faithful” promote, in the
face of senseless injustice, brings the whole idea of “believing” to a profound low. The
benevolent and merciful “God” who intervenes personally on our behalf, starts to look like
a flimsy man-made idol designed to sugarcoat shit. I know I’'m not alone in this—and
maybe I’'m in good company...In the Bible, Job is said to have lost everything—but the
bible says that he kept on believing and so God restored him. I guess that’s why he ends
up being a character of biblical proportion—and I never will, because in the face of Amy’s
death, I do not have Job’s faith in merciful benevolence. The truth is that the manner and
timing of Amy’s death has not only caused me to question my faith in the idea of a merciful
and benevolent God who looks after us personally, it’s caused me to lose faith in our
medical institutions and leaders and in the whole ethically unhinged utilitarian construct
on which our society is being operated. And this loss of faith is no trivial matter—1I assure
you that it’s been well thought out and analyzed. Those who know how and why Amy died,
and what man-made monster she fought, will know what I mean.

This man left to his thoughts sees posters urging the reader to ‘believe’, he’s heard the
sermons exhorting God’s sovereignty, benevolence and mercy, he’s read the bible and knows the
stories intimately, and all of this infuriates him. He is extremely angry at God for not intervening
and it must have been difficult to want or even believe in God’s comfort or experience God’s
presence. C.S. Lewis (1961) after the death of his wife similarly wrote “Meanwhile, where is
God? This is one of the most disquieting symptoms. Go to Him when your need is desperate,
when all other help is vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of
bolting and double bolting on the inside. After that, silence. You may as well turn away” (p. 57495)
Even King David felt this way when he wrote, “How long, Lord? Will you forget me forever?
How long will you hide your face from me? > How long must I wrestle with my thoughts and day
after day have sorrow in my heart?” Psalm 13:1-2. At a time of great need, to be alone and without
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God can add to his suffering. However Noorchashm (2017) is also a learned man, who has tried
to understand the scientific, medical and ethical response and is equally enraged. He is angry at
the world for not healing his wife. He has done about as much as a person can do on their own,
including reflecting in this blog but where is he left? He is alone and not even his capacity to think
through his problems provides any comfort. He is stuck in this nebulous place that he refers to as
‘suspending disbelief.” Unlike Edward, he was willing to look for answers in God and science but
at this point in his grief he came up empty. Would enduring this pain in solitude lead to an authentic
relationship with the deceased as Bonhoeffer (2009) espouses or would he allow others to help
him change his narrative as Edward Boyd’s son (Boyd & Boyd, 2003) did for his father? On the
other hand despite the early support of Job’s friends their form of ‘help’ would only lead someone
like Noorchashm (2017) into deeper anger.

While Noorchashm (2017) seems to be looking for definitive answers, it is likely that
someone being with him in the depths of his pain would be helpful. Consider the funeral for my
brother-in-law which was well attended with satellite screens in other rooms to accommodate and
care for a large gathering. The music provided by local talent, was interlaced with Christian hymns
that spoke of the afterlife, God’s sovereignty and grace. The eulogists shared their love for the
deceased, celebrated his life, eccentricities and moments of laughter, working out some of their
own pain in the process. People cried openly in the loving presence of family, consoling one
another and they cried privately in the safe sacred spaces of the funeral home and church. The
readings were all from scripture and supported a highly therapeutic meditation that cautioned
people to take time to mourn, avoid taking shortcuts and made explicit the impact of the loss to
individuals and the community. This was an important message to share with everyone so that the
supportive listener could later share it with my sister and those closest to his loss who didn’t retain
a word. To be alone with one’s thoughts misses the opportunity for shared wisdom and expertise.
There certainly would be plenty in this example that might give someone like Noorchashm (2017)
material to rail against, but the sermon did not focus on a benevolent God but instead encouraged
people to comfort one another over the weeks and months to come. Greg Paul (2004) wrote “I
have learned too well the bitter emptiness of chirpy gospel-talk to ones so deeply wounded” (p.
28). Greg instead simply listens to the suffering and gets to know them and through Greg’s
presence, they experience Christ. People in PEI do provide ongoing support, being with one
another long after the loss. It’s been 2 years since my brother-in-law died and people still arrive
with food and offer childcare and a listening ear. The community also memorialized the loss
through an annual charity run and golf tournament in memory of him. Community support and
presence was culturally new to me, having grown up in the suburbs of Toronto. This notion that
God is with us in our suffering that permeates the bible and often dominates funeral hymns was
contested by none-other-than King David (Psalm 13:1-2), and C.S. Lewis (1961). It is interesting
to note that King David, and C.S. Lewis each attributed a purpose to God’s apparent absence. In
like manner I propose that God is present with the suffering, but just as my sister saw past me in
the depths of her grief, how much easier is it to be unaware of the presence of God? Greg Paul’s
(2004) incarnational theology places God in the flesh through His people.

This theme of family/friend care and presence with the bereaved continues through Wiz
Khalifa’s hit song “See You Again” (Cedar, Franks , Puth, & Thomaz, 2015) dedicated to the late
Paul Walker from the movie the “Furious 7 (Wan, 2015). According to Funeralcare (2016) pop
music is the most popular funeral genre today usurping contemporary and traditional hymns. This
suggests that even as people move away from their faith, there is still a need to get together in
bereavement for a ritual. “See You Again” (Cedar, Franks , Puth, & Thomaz, 2015) is one of the
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most requested pop songs for funerals according to Funeralcare (2016). One of the stanzas in this
song is, “How could we not talk about family when family's all that we got? Everything I went
through you were standing there by my side. And now you gonna be with me for the last ride.”
This verse illustrates the importance of family, simply being there for one another. In this case
family refers to his tight knit group of actor friends that made six movies together being with one
another through difficulties including the bereavement of Paul. In like manner philosopher Francis
Bacon wrote “The friend who can be silent with us in a moment of despair or confusion, who can
stay with us in an hour of grief and bereavement, who can tolerate not knowing... not healing, not
curing... that is a friend who cares.” To explore this notion of family support further, my family
have been though much together. When my sister’s husband was in-hospital dying, my parents
flew over to be with them. My brother and I joined for a week after his death. At the visitation,
my father noted how it should be a time of support for the widow and yet time and time again he
saw grieving people receiving support from her. However it is in my sister’s nature to help others.
As a business partner with her physiotherapist husband she was in a healing field. Helping them
through their loss may have helped her come to terms with the reality of the loss. There were
concerns that deep bereavement could affect my sister’s health and the safety or development of
the unborn twins, so my mother remained weeks after the funeral. The depth of loss for my mother
and sister was debilitating and each found themselves remaining strong for the other; my mother
out of concern for her daughter’s health and my sister out of concern for her aging mother’s health.
My father and mother have had a long and close relationship and now my dad found himself alone,
sacrificing time with his wife so that she could care for their daughter. Eventually my mother
returned home, seeing my sister’s strength returning and noting her need for aloneness to fully
come to terms with the loss. Regular phone calls continued and video chat where body language
and fatigue could be more readily assessed. Family and close friends in going through the
everyday crises of life come to know one another intimately and should be aware of signs for
concern. In being close by they can monitor mental and physical health, protect the vulnerable
from harm and seek outside support when necessary. In the example of my brother-in-law’s death,
my sister received a lot of support early on and as her strength improved support was reduced, not
by a timetable, but by careful consideration of her needs.

Caring for someone grieving may not be enough, as will next be explored through the story
of Job. The book of Job which begins by disclosing his multiple losses on many fronts. Job’s
livelihood of oxen, camels and donkeys were taken, his servants and sheep killed, his good health
ruined and all of his children tragically murdered Job 1:13 - 2:7. There is no mention of a funeral
ritual but instead a form of Jewish Shiva was observed,

“!l' When Job’s three friends, Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the

Naamathite, heard about all the troubles that had come upon him, they set out from their

homes and met together by agreement to go and sympathize with him and comfort

him. ' When they saw him from a distance, they could hardly recognize him; they began
to weep aloud, and they tore their robes and sprinkled dust on their heads. !> Then they sat
on the ground with him for seven days and seven nights. No one said a word to

him, because they saw how great his suffering was. Job 2:11-13

However after this period of being present, listening and not saying a word, his friends
attempted to explain Job’s losses by blaming him for bringing on these losses through personal
sinfulness Job 5:26, 8:2, 11.3. Job shows us that friends can also have a downside when he writes,

“I have heard many things like these; you are miserable comforters, all of you! 3 Will your
long-winded speeches never end? What ails you that you keep on arguing? *1 also could
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speak like you, if you were in my place; I could make fine speeches against you and shake

my head at you.5 But my mouth would encourage you; comfort from my lips would bring

you relief. These are the close friends that come to be with him. Many of his other friends
do not even take the time to be with him and Job writes “I have become a laughingstock

to my friends. Those who are at ease have contempt for misfortune” Job 12:4-5.

From the lesson of Job, it is important to be present with the suffering and provide comfort
as his close friends did at the onset of his suffering but what followed did not support his grief and
in fact may have exacerbated it. Nonetheless community presence in the mourning of the
individual is important according to theologian Abigail Rain Evans (Evans, 2011) who wrote,

With the central focus of most churches on the funeral service, what happens afterwards
is often left to chance. It is even more difficult to find the right word to describe pastoral care
after the funeral service. The book of common worship seems to have no particular instructions.
The Jewish custom of “sitting shiva” is a rite for aftercare from which Christians can learn. The
seven intense days help survivors face the reality of a loved one’s death, and help them move
from mourning to living. (P. 419)

Community presence is supported by the mainline religious community. For example
Lamm (2000) points out that Jewish mourning does not end with the Shiva, rather a second
period of mourning can last up to eleven months. During this period a prayer is recited daily
with at least ten people present. This is then followed by a family gathering within the first year
for the unveiling, or placing of the tombstone. It is not necessary for Rabbis or Cantors to be
present as this is a spiritual time for the family to comfort one another and remember their loved
one. Then each year on the anniversary of the death a candle lighting ceremony takes place —
once again bringing the family together. The Christian practice in bereavement support as Evans
(2011) observed is less structured but is the Church to be any less supportive? In 2 Corinthians
we read, > Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and
the God of all comfort, * who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any
trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from God” 2 Cor. 1:3-4. In writing this verse,

Paul argues that we are to comfort people, not for a specific period of time but for as long as they
are troubled, just as God comforts us until we return to joy. As a disciple of Christ, Paul and the
others were to emulate their teacher who “cared for the bereaved” 1 Thess. 4:14. Christians also
believe the Jesus is the earthly revelation of God as shown in the book of Matthew “?? and they
will call him Immanuel (which means ‘God with us’)” Matt 1:22. Consequently all of the ways
of caring for the bereaved that earlier were attributed to God, should also be carried out by God’s
people. We therefore should be, as noted earlier, sustaining, comforting, healing, and restoring
the bereaved until the mourner returns to joy. Evans (2011) sees bereavement care as a shared
mission of people and God, maintaining that just as God accompanies us all through our
bereavement, our Church made up of the pastor and the faith community should endeavour to
also provide pastoral care and we therefore need to “teach and equip the church for a condolence
ministry” (p. 379). Riggs (2006) observed that the Eastern Orthodox Church prescribes a
mourning period that lasts 40 days, with memorials that occur at regular intervals including the
anniversary of the death for at least seven years. Similarly the Shiite Muslims hold special
ceremonies at regular intervals including the anniversary, while Sunni Muslims have a mourning
period that lasts up to four months and ten days in the case of a widow. Correspondingly Hindus
consider the post-death period a state of pollution for the family and therefore live together for
up to a year with frequent visits from friends. On the other hand for Sikhs structured
bereavement support is quite brief (pp. 326-513). The notion of checking in on family through
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regular rituals that is observed by the Jewish, Easter Orthodox Christian, Shiite Muslims, and
the period of pollution for the Hindus appears provides a better chance to discover those who are
struggling and ensure they receive care. While Christians are called to care for the bereaved,
Evans (2011) points out they need condolence ministry training and this would help all people
who care for the bereaved.

Evans (2011) also believes that one way to care for people is through the practice of
rituals which “can help us recognize the ongoing nature of grief and mark those passages and
embrace the different stages of the bereavement process” (p. 389). Peter VanKatwyk (2003)
went into more detail about the potential make-up of these rituals. Peter writes,

Pastoral care is expressed in the public ministry word and ritual; facilitates life’s common

transitions and marks the endings and beginnings in our lives. There are the rituals of

remembering: a memory book, garden sculptures symbolizing an ongoing presence,
anniversary days of gathering wildflowers and meeting at the gravesites. There are rituals
of endings and the beginning: the transformation of Martina’s room into a study and
workplace, the memorial celebration marking re-entry into life with friends and relatives

(p. 122).

Given the expanse over time of the rituals noted, bereavement support is not seen here as
something that stops even when a person returns to joy but continues in those momentary lapses
that often reoccur around transitions or anniversaries. For example while the funeral for my
brother-in-law was a prescribed ritual we often have everyday rituals; notable moments in life
which when passed through also change us. My sister had time in the hospital with her husband
as he was dying and the moment of death. At the visitation she experienced her husband through
the eyes of others who loved, respected and admired him. She cared for them as they grieved
their loss. My sister heard the words from scripture, the words of the eulogies, and the words of
the sermon and finally walked away from the casket in the cemetery. Then returning to her daily
life she was reminded of the loss when changing property for joint name to her name alone. She
was reminded of him every time her husband was not there in the routine of their seventeen year
marriage. She was reminded of him at the birth of their twins when he was not there to hold her
hand and let her know it would all be alright and again at Christmas and each of the children’s
birthdays. Rituals seem to work in tandem with life or may act in their stead.

Consider the following assumptions; a situation where a person, grieving the loss a
significant person, was unable to attend the viewing or the funeral and could only visit with family
twice a week for 20 minutes in a location that wasn’t safe to grieve. Furthermore, they could only
express grief quietly at night because it wasn’t safe during the day. Is it possible with these
assumptions, to grieve the loss of a significant person in a way that will lead to recovery? The
answer to that question is quite complicated because it seems to come down to the personhood of
the individual as a consequence of nature and nurture. Since we cannot assume that all people that
find themselves in those circumstances can go it alone, bereavement support would be necessary.
Bereavement support could be provided through medication and in extreme instances medication
may be required to ensure the safety of the individual. However, the bereavement exclusion was
only removed in the DSM V (2013) and therefore the long term impact of widespread use of
depression medication on bereavement is as yet unknown so it is unacceptable to use as a general
treatment. The need for bereavement support is reinforced by current music and movies and the
mourning rituals found in contemporary secular society and in the ancient world religions. In
Judaism, Christianity, Muslim and Hinduism family and friends and those grieving are brought
together for extended periods of time or at regular intervals. During a Christian funeral ritual
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words of hope are found in hymns and ancient scripture readings, bereavement counsel may be
provided through a sermon, meaning is attributed to the dead through eulogies, grief is normalized
through the sharing of pain, people offer support through prayers, gifts and labour, and death is
faced. Consider how much is lost in the absence of just the funeral, never mind returning to a life
lived without the individual, or the follow up rituals held by some mainline religions. Then again,
not all outside support is helpful as Job’s scholarly friends learned. It is difficult to extract the
individual from the grieving community and while there are times of absolute aloneness these are
broken up by caring people.

So what should be the pastoral response for those inmates who are mourning the loss of a
significant person? There needs to be a way to change the assumptions. Attending a funeral ritual
and the visitation is an important part of grieving. While approved federal and provincial inmates
can attend the viewing, only federally convicted inmates in Canada are able to attend the funeral.
Remanded inmates should also be able to attend the funeral given the same security screening.
Inmates who are in bereavement should be allowed greater access to family and friends in the early
weeks of loss. This could mean extended phone calls in a safe space and family visits could be
significantly lengthened. Finally there should be cell space that is classified for those grieving
where inmates who get along could be combined and inmates who want individual space could
grieve in isolation.

However changing these assumptions might not be possible as they have been put in place
for security reasons but they must be challenged. Nonetheless in the meantime, families could be
encourage to record the funeral and the Chaplain or condolence ministry trained volunteer could
watch it with the inmate in a safe space such as the chapel. The inmate could be encouraged to
write their own eulogy and pause the funeral to allow them to read it. Support could be provided
in this place and follow up should occur at regular intervals. However follow up may not be
welcome without some explanation. Inmate grief is disenfranchised and consequently they often
want to avoid or at least defer grief until released. It may be worthwhile to develop a course that
informs the inmate population of the importance of grieving and how it can be safely engaged
while incarcerated. Then with their permission they could be followed up with on holidays,
anniversaries or other significant dates. Families can forget the incarcerated at times of grief and
contacting family and including an informational pamphlet describing the importance of family
support may be helpful. Willing families could then be encouraged to write the allowing the inmate
to offer written or phone support and share their grief. Writing is a wonderful tool in jail as it can
be read, reread and answered in those safe moments. For the same reason letter writing could
utilize volunteers trained in bereavement support who engage in a written conversation. While
bereavement books are often a staple in prison library, poetry or fiction books or short stories could
be added that help a person enter a bereaved space or subtly explore their grief issues. Books
maximize the utility of the limited safe space that is available by putting the timing of their use in
the hands of the inmate. A library of movies and music that help inmates explore grief issues could
also be maintained and used by trained volunteers on an individual basis or ingroup where
appropriate. In this same vein, rituals could be designed and performed that mark transitions and
the endings and new beginnings common to the bereaved. Safe sacred space such as chapels must
be maintained and protected, as much of grief support is spiritually centered. Properly facilitated
bereavement groups that encourage support for another one another are appropriate in some
institutional settings as are groups that utilize arts and crafts to help the bereaved memorialize
grief. Some of the ways people grieve outside of the jail such as organizing and attending a funeral,
preparing and offering a eulogy in the midst of loved ones, preparing food, caring for those in grief
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through a ministry of presence or fixing a house and checking on the bereaved until they are
restored simply are not available to the incarcerated. However the suggestions in this pastoral
response will better support those who need safe sacred space to think or feel their loss, family and
friends to share their loss, bereavement counsel to explore their loss and the time and space to
create to memorialize their loss.
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