Kids Today-What They Want to Know About Death
 

by NIJH Lecturer, Rabbi Earl E. Grollman
 
What if?
What if God never took my father?   Would he have taken me instead?  What if I never get through this?  Will people still look at me the way they did before?  Or will I be looked upon as a girl with no father?  Will life be as easy or will I have to try extra hard?
 

What if my kids ask about their grandfather?  What will I tell them?  That he died when I was just a kid learning the lessons of life?  Will they want to see where he was buried?  Will I be able to take them?
What if?
 

Yes, children do ask questions about death. The above were the inquiries of a 14 year-old at Fernside, a Center for Grieving Children in Cincinnati.  When I wrote Explaining Death to Children almost four decades ago, youngsters were then the forgotten mourners.  At the time, the whole discussion was a taboo subject.  Somehow, many people believed that if death were not discussed, it would magically disappear.
 

Since that time we have learned that just as we cannot protect ourselves from life, so we cannot protect our youngsters from death.  Traumatic experiences belong to both adulthood and childhood.
 

Where can one turn in tragedy if no one will admit that there is a tragedy?  If loss can be acknowledged, we find comfort in what we can mean to each other - even in the midst of lingering pain and loneliness.
 

Death is a universal and inevitable process that must be faced by people of all ages.  Children who are able to participate with their families after the death of someone they love will be better equipped to understand and manage the emotions of their grief.  It is in that spirit that I share some of the most frequently asked questions that have been posed to me.  It is important to know that in responding to a child's question, keep in mind:
· What does the child need to know?
· What does the child want to know?
· What can the child understand?
It's okay to admit that you don't have all the answers:  No one does.  Even as you share with your children, you will gain fresh insights for yourself.  In other words, before you can explain death to children, you have to begin to explain it to yourself. 



 

Why do people die?
 

Dying is a part of life.  Every living thing in the world - trees, flowers, animals, and people - dies at the end of life.  As it says in the Bible, "To every thing there is a season... a time to be born, a time to die."
 

When do people die?
 

People die when their bodies no longer work right.  Sometimes people die when they are very old.  Other times people die because they are very sick.  Sometimes accidents such as a car crash cause people to die, even young children and babies.
 

When will I die?
 

No one can know when you will die.  We hope you will live a long, healthy, happy life and die only when you are very old.
 

Could you die at any time?  Could I?
 

It's possible that an accident could cause you or me to die suddenly, but because we are well and healthy, we can expect to live for a long, long time.  We can help avoid accidents by being careful when crossing streets, for example, and by fastening our seatbelts when riding in a car.
 

What do dead people do all the time?
 

(Be factual in answering this question.)  We don't know what dead people do.  We do know that when someone dies, their body is usually put in a casket and buried in the earth or burned in a place called a crematory and the ashes are scattered.  The person who is dead cannot see or hear or talk.  Death is the end of living.
 

Can someone die becaused you wished they were dead?
 

No. Wishing someone would die cannot make it happen.  Nothing you can do or say or think can cause someone to die.  Even if you feel you did something bad, you were not the cause of your someone's death.
 

Is it okay to cry?
 

Of course.  Crying is a natural way of letting go of painful feelings.  Tears are a way of grieving for boys as well as girls.
 

I feel bad.  Why don't I cry?
 

You can feel sad without crying.  Sometimes the death of someone you love is so hard to believe that you don't cry at first.  Some children don't cry at first.  Some childrendon't cry because they are afraid their tears will upset their family members.  Others don't cry because they don't want their friends or schoolmates to know how sad they are.  But it's okay to cry.  Grownups cry too.  It's okay not to cry if you don't feel like it.  Grieving is different for each person.
 

Who will take care of me if my parents die?
 

If your father dies, for example, you and your mother will still be a family so you will have someone to take care of you.  Many parents make sure that someone in the family who loves you will take care of you in the unlikely event that both of your parents die.  They do this by making a will, a legal document that says who is going to be your guardian.
 

Should I go to the funeral?
 

The funeral says "thank you" and "goodbye" to the person who died even though that person is not alive.  It is a sharing time with family and friends.  By being present yu are able to see what happened to that person.  You will want to ask the adults what will happen at the funeral and with whom you will be sitting.  You might invite your closest friend to come with you.  Of course, you should not be forced to attend if you really don't want to.  But most youngsters find it helpful and are glad they went.
 

And the cemetery?
 

By being present you know where the body is and where you may return to visit.
 

How will I feel?
 

No one can tell you.  Each person grieves in a different way.  There is no "normal" way.  Feelings are neither good nor bad.  There may be all kinds of emotions:  anger, loneliness, fear, sadness, unfairness, denial, guilt.  Feelings can change from day to day, even from hour to hour.  You need to honestly accept and express these emotions with a family member, a counselor, or even a support group.  Most of all, just be yourself. 



These are but a few of the many questions that children might ask.  No doubt, there are lots more.  You are the adult who will listen carefully to their concerns and help them throughthis difficult and sad time.

 

How to Help Your Grieving Child
 

· Listen to the children's questions-those spoken and non-verbal as well.  Allow open discussion in the home, the school, the church, the synagogue, the mosque.

· Do understand that mourning and sadness are appropriate for people of all ages.  Children are people.

· Do allow children to release their emotions.  let them name their feellings: "I am angry.  I am sad.  I am hurt."  Expressing these emotions is not harmful.  Supressing them is.

· Do tell your children's school about the loss in the family.  This will help teachers understan possible sudden changes in behavior.

· Do seek help if you feel unable to deal with your children during this crisis.  Even the best-informed and well-intentioned parent or adult may be unable to counsel a bereaved child, especially if the adult is also grieving.

· Do not tell a child that he or she is now the man or woman of the house.  It is difficult enough for a child to lose a loved one.  Do not deprive them of their childhood.

· Do not use stories and fairy tales as an explanation for the mystery of death.  Foe example, do not say, "Your mother has gone away on a long journey."  This gives the inpression that she may someday return.  A child's greatest need is for trust and truth.

· Do not let children believe that you have all the final answers.  Leave room for their doubts, questioning and differences of opinion.  Eventually they must find their own answers to the problems of life and death.

· Do not be afraid to express your own grief.  Repressing you feelings suggests that children should do the same.  Children receive permission to mourn from adults.  Showing grief openly and mourning without fear or embarrassment helps both children and parents to accept that death is natural but painful.

· Continue to give assurance of love and support.  Be willing to listen for minutes, hours, days.  Children need to talk, not just be talked to.

· Help children recall happy times with the person who has died, not just the sadness of death.  Remind children that the loss of one important relationship does not necessarily mean the loss of others, including the one with you.

· When words fail, touch!  Physical demonstrations of life and support can be more important than words.
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