




Trust
Trust is about consistency and safety. Grieving people often 

naturally feel a lack of trust in the world because of the death 
of someone loved. They sometimes wonder if they should risk 
trusting or loving again. As a companion, you have an obligation 
to help the mourner feel consistently safe with you. When trust 
happens between two people, there is a noticeable exchange of 
energy. And conversely, when trust is lacking or absent, no energy 
is exchanged and nothing happens.

Immediacy
This quality has to do with being present to the mourner 

in the here and now. It goes beyond the content 
of what is being said to the process of what 
is happening from moment to moment. 
The high-functioning companion has 
the gift of high levels of immediacy. 
The mourner’s needs are right 
there in the present moment 
and immediacy allows you to 
be empathetically responsive 
to those needs. The present 
moment is where the needs 
of the soul reside – and grief 
work is anchored in soul 
work. 

Humility
This connotes a willingness 

to learn from one’s own mistakes 
as well as an appreciation of one’s 
limitations and strengths. Humility 
also means continually being aware 
of how your own experiences with loss 
are impacting your presence to the mourner. 
Helpers who are humble remember to ask questions of 
themselves such as: How am I being impacted by sharing in the 
mourner’s experience with grief? Does the mourner’s experience 
with loss remind me of some of my own losses? Where can I 
share the feelings that supporting this mourner stimulates in me? 
Humility means you are not the expert but are open to learning 
what each new companioning relationship has to teach you about 
being helpful at this moment in time. And humility interfaces 
with developing a service ethic – genuinely wanting to care for 
others, while at the same time realizing you are not “in charge.” 
Instead, you submit yourself to the tenets of companioning (as 
opposed to treating) and open your soul to the mysterious journey 
called grief. 

Patience
To be patient with the mourner is to let him mourn in his own 

way and time at a pace he is comfortable with. Some of the deepest 
communication you may have with a grieving person comes 
during times of silence and solitude. Being patient is a means of 
building trust and enhancing the mourner’s awareness that you 
are there to bear witness and learn from his unique experiences. 

Patience is a very quiet, unassuming quality – the capacity to wait 
for what is unseen and unspoken to be gradually made manifest. 
Patience also denotes a quietness of spirit, a deep inner knowing 
that you will stay present and stand at the mourner’s side.

Hope
I believe it is impossible to be a true companion without this 

quality, for it is in having hope that you communicate your belief 
that the mourner can and will heal, or “become whole again.” 

Hope is an expectation of a good that is yet to be. It is an 
expression of the present alive with a sense of the possible. 
You create hope in the mourner by having hope in your heart 

and providing acceptance, recognition, affirmation 
and gratitude in the context of your helping 

relationship. Hope rallies energies and 
activates the courage to the commitment 

of mourning.

Heart
To have “heart’ as you 

companion people in grief is to 
be true to your own feelings, 
humanness and vulnerabilities. 
When you work from a place 
of heart, you function as a 
whole. When your analytical, 
thinking self is in charge, you 

may be just in your head. Yet, the 
centerpiece of the integration of 

grief is not the mind, but the heart. 
Being a companion naturally occurs 

when you relax into yourself and bring 
compassion to all of your helping efforts. 

This allows you to fulfill not only your 
personal passion to help those in grief, but also 

your highest purpose that will be part of your contribution 
to helping all people mourn well so they can go on to live well 
and love well. When you minister from the heart, you are in a 
state of deep connection with the divine, with yourself and 
with other human beings. You do not minister alone, but in the 
companionship of other companions.

Humor
Even in the midst of grief, moments  of humor spontaneously 

occur. How much lighter we feel when we laugh in the midst of 
our pain. Too much sitting in seriousness violates the laws of the 
universe. 
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A TIME TO SPEAK
“To everything there is a season, a time to every purpose under 

the heaven. A time to be born, a time to die.” – Ecclesiastes 3:1

There is no doubt as to the inevitability of death – that our 
season will come. And no one is more aware of this inevitability 
than those who have reached the so-called “golden years.” They 
know that “young people can die, old people must die.” Older 
people often want to discuss their thoughts of dying and death, 
but too often, we let them know that we are not ready for the 
conversation. Does any of this sound familiar?

	
Elderly Parent: “I hope I won’t ever have to suffer like Uncle Jack.”
Son/Daughter: “What are you talking about? You’re in great 	

	 health.” (End of discussion.)
Elderly Parent: “You know I won’t be here forever.”
Son/Daughter: “You’ll outlive all of us.” (End of discussion.)
Elderly Parent: “I’ve been thinking about what I’d like for my 	

	 funeral . . .”
Son/Daughter: “Do we have to talk about this at dinner?” 
(End of discussion.)
	
We avoid the topic. Redirect the conversation. End the 

discussion. We think that by not talking about it, we can 
postpone his or her death. Our task is to move beyond denial 
into a realization of the inevitability of our loved one’s death. 
Open conversation is a gift that we can grant elderly parents and 
ourselves. One woman recently told me that she asked her uncle 
who was failing about his wishes for his funeral. “I was afraid to 
talk about it. At first, anyway. Would it upset him (me) too much? 
But I learned so much from our talk. I found out about friends I 
never knew he had, music that I never knew he loved – I learned 
about what really matters to him. Since our talk, I feel a lot closer 
to him.”

ACT NOW
End-of-Life Decisions
Of the thousands of people who die each day, two thirds 

will invoke end-of-life decisions. Now is the time to seek out 
information about advance directions from physicians, attorneys, 
hospitals and hospices. While many have considered the 
advantages of having such documents, only 15 to 20 per cent are 
ever completed. But it might not be that simple. Be aware: there 
is a crazy quilt of laws that vary not only from country to country, 
but from state to state, and from province to province.

Whatever the geographical location, the challenges are similar. 
“How would our loved ones wish to be treated when they are 
physically or mentally unable to make vital decisions?” “Under 
what circumstances would they choose life-prolonging methods?” 
And most importantly, “what trusted individuals would they 
legally empower as their advocates were they so incapacitated?”

These questions are not only for the elderly. Can we talk?
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Today, there is a surge of those living to 100 and even beyond. To be old today need not 
be synonymous with being weak, or frail, or helpless. It is estimated by the year 2030, 
35 per cent of the population of the western world will be older than 65 years of age. 

The question – How to understand their needs?
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