Transitions: Using Ritual to Help Children Cope With Loss
By White Raven Woman
  Loss is a natural part of the cycle of life.  As pagans, we understand the cycle of birth, death, rebirth, yet this understanding doesn’t always make it easier to deal with the death aspect.  Especially when there are children involved.  

  We recently had to make the very difficult decision to put our long time companion, a black lab named Shadow, to rest. His advanced age was beginning to take its toll on him and we felt that it was time to let him pass on. Our decision was not an easy one as we love him dearly, but we wanted to relieve him of his physical burden, to free his soul, before great suffering took place.  Even more heartbreaking than coming to this decision was trying to explain to our two-year-old son why Shadow is no longer with us. His age limits his understanding, which in some ways is a blessing, but it also makes it extremely difficult for him to grasp that Shadow is not coming back (in his physical sense) and that his presence will no longer grace our house.  Dealing with the sadness and grief our twelve-year-old nephew and sixteen year old niece experienced was even harder for they do understand death and it’s seemingly finality.

  As a way to help ease the children’s pain, and ours as well, we gathered for a family ritual.  Each one of us brought something to circle that reminded us of Shadow.  Our altar had been adorned with items we felt represented Shadow best: photos, a few of his playthings, some of the dog cookies he loved and a black candle which shone forth like his shiny, black coat. After lighting a fire in our circle, smudging the area and calling in the Quarters we began.   

  We each took our turn speaking from the heart and sharing our memories.  Then we placed the item we had personally chosen to represent Shadow into the fire thereby releasing our pain and his spirit.  I then offered his spirit into the Goddess’ arms:

For the soul who goes before us;

May your feet forever fly over the spiritual ground;

May your weary bones be weary no more;

May your shining eyes and joyous bark be music to the Goddess’ ears;

May those who remain behind always remember you.

Cerridwen, open your arms wide to receive the soul of this most beloved animal;

He has been our friend and familiar for many a year now and will be missed dearly;

May you keep him by your side for he is a good protector and companion;

May you find his gentleness pleasing to your touch;

May you welcome him with love in your heart and compassion in your eyes.

Blessed Be.

  Afterwards we took some time in our Ancestor’s Area adding ribbons to our web of life that serves to remind us of all those who have passed before.  Several ribbons for Shadow are now there, among all the others people have placed in the web over the years.  This part of the ritual served as a closing, a reminder that although we are feeling loss our memories cause someone who has passed to live on forever.

  Although our ritual was not elaborate, it was from the heart and this is what matters most.  Especially when dealing with loss.  Children need a way to express their grief.  They need to know that it is natural for this type of passing to take place and that it is ok to feel pain over loosing a loved one, whether animal or human.  Using our feelings of grief we were able to create something beautiful that also served to ease our pain.

  When using ritual to help children cope with loss it is best to keep things simple and to have a loose  ritual guideline.  Their pain prevents them from knowing exactly what to do or how to express their feelings.  This is especially true of younger children who are unfamiliar with the experience of loss. Having a ritual format in place allows the children to have a starting point from which to release their sorrow.  If a child wishes to participate more fully in the design of the ritual, this should definitely be allowed.  Doing so will help to ease their grief even further.

  After the rite it is important to incorporate further ways of dealing with the loss.  Creating a photo album and a journal in which people can write their thoughts and feelings as they occur is a wonderful idea.  The album serves as a visual reminder of the loved one and the journal provides an additional way of coping with deep emotions. 

  Another way to honor the loved one and to acknowledge the time it takes to heal is to prepare a medicine bundle during the rite.  Have each member of the family add something to it that they feel represents the one who has passed over.  Keep the bundle in a visible location in the home until such time as all family members feel it is no longer needed to help relieve their grief.  Once this point is reached, perform another rite in which the bundle is burned ceremoniously.  The burning of this medicine bundle serves as a final release of grief and helps provide closure.  It isn’t unusual to have such a bundle around for a year or more as it takes different people varying amounts to finish their grieving process.  

  Small children may not exhibit true grief as their age limits the amount of understanding they have for such things.  They will most likely continue to ask where the person or animal is, but other than that they may not grieve at all.  My son asks every day “Where’d shadow go?” but other than this he hasn’t exhibited true signs of sorrow. 

  We all experience loss.  It is part of the cycle of life as we know it.  Ritual is a wonderful way of helping us to deal with the strong emotions that accompany loss.  For children, it is especially important as these emotions are oftentimes new to them and may be quite powerful and confusing.  In your sorrow, take the time to reflect and create something beautiful.  By doing so you ease your own pain, the pain of others and honor the one who has passed.

May your days be filled with love and your sorrows be few and far between.......
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