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Ah, Grief, I should not treat you 
like a homeless dog 
who comes to the back door 
for a crust, for a meatless bone 
I should trust you. 
(from Levertov, “Talking to Grief”, 1978) 

 
We don’t really know how to trust so raw an emotion as grief. It appears in our 
lives suddenly, the dog at our back door looking for a home we don’t want to 
give. In our culture, we tend to perceive grief as something that happens to 
someone else, something to be met with stoicism and a steady eye to the future 
when we will have gotten over it. The challenge in our own lives, much less 
our clients, is to learn to trust this deep sadness, to turn toward rather than 
avoiding it. So how do we do this? 
 
One way I have found to learn to trust is through poetry. Certain poems bring 
me solace because they speak words I cannot not find myself in the moment.  
They allow me to feel understood and they show me that the person writing has 
survived their sorrow. They become a kind of pathway, a guide to experiencing 
and expressing this pain. 
 
In my world view, grief is part of living a meaningful life. Without it, we 
cannot fully comprehend what it is to be human. I want to share with people 
that we need not be afraid of sadness and death so that they can fully open 
themselves to joy. The more deeply you love, the more you will hurt when that 
person dies. So, if you don’t want to feel the anguish of grief, you must not let 
yourself feel the joy of loving fully. It became clear to me that was not a choice 
I was prepared to make.  
 
Poetry may seem an odd companion to learning about grief and loss but, in 
fact, it has been both necessary and healing for me.  This has led me to believe 
that poems are one of the few things we can offer ourselves or others when we 
are grieving.  
 
My first encounter with a significant death was through two miscarriages. What 
I experienced from others was avoidance, embarrassment, false cheer (you’ll 
get pregnant again) and silence. Later, a course on bereavement was 
transformative; it acknowledged my grief as nothing else had. At that point, 



though I searched the written word for comfort, I had not yet found refuge in 
the beauty of poems. 
 
As part of my healing, I began to talk about death and dying and grief out loud 
despite the changes of subject and discomfort I knew I was causing. I was 
persistent because I knew it was important. I avoided the platitudes I’d heard 
(and, sadly, repeated in the past). I used the word died, rather than ‘passed 
away’ in my condolences because it felt important to be real that way. And I  
began to explore the words of the poets who so eloquently expressed my own 
grieving heart. 
 

It is not the weight you carry 
but how you carry it- 
books, bricks, grief – 
it’s all in the way 

                                 you embrace it, balance it, carry it 
                                 when you cannot, and would not, 

put it down.  
(from “Heavy”, Oliver, 2006) 
  

  
This was my companion after my father’s death when my world was radically 
altered. Suddenly the one person who loved me unconditionally was gone and 
at the same time I became a caregiver to my mother with Alzheimer’s, shortly 
followed by the death of my dear sister-in-law. But it was the loss of my father 
I grieved the most and Oliver’s words made sense to me, became my guide. 

 
  And when my world was turned inside out some years ago by the sudden and 

many cancer diagnoses of close friends, I wrestled with disbelief, rage, grief 
and perhaps most of all helplessness. Still, it wasn’t until the last round of 
diagnoses and deaths that the words of Stephen Dunn’s “Sweetness” arrived to 
bear me up. 

 
Just when it has seemed I couldn’t bear 
one more friend 
waking with a tumor, one more maniac 
with a perfect reason, often a sweetness 
has come 
and changed nothing in the world 
except the way I stumbled through it. (1-7) 

 
 



The more deeply I move into this life, the more certain I am that grief is as 
natural a part of living as joy. And grief, for me, is no longer a heavy sadness 
that permeates everything continuously. It is an acute sensation that comes with 
certain losses, not a chronic condition. I have learned that like all beings, I have 
the resilience to meet my losses and I know, too, there will be poems to guide 
me, comfort me, challenge me. I “placed my grief / in the mouth of language,   
/ the only thing that would grieve with me.” (Mueller, “When I Am Asked”, 
19-21) 
 

   I have noticed how all the poems I am drawn to about grief are also about joy. 
They give voice to my deepest convictions and they create beauty in the world 
– the necessary and inevitable outcome when you mix sorrow with joy. What I 
have learned about the dark emotions, grief in particular, is that they can be 
trusted. When we mindfully listen to them, there is an innate wisdom that 
emerges, allowing for profound healing and a renewal of life. I believe that the 
underlying challenge we all face is to seek some balance between the 
exhilaration and beauty of life, and its counterpoint of darkness. As Jane 
Hirshfield writes in “The Weighing”:  

 
So few grains of happiness 

  measured against all the dark 
  and still the scales balance. 
  The world asks of us 
  only the strength we have and we give it. 
  Then it asks more, and we give it. (15-20) 
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