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Journaling As You Grieve

by Sarah Raison Letter from the

Talking to friends or a therapist, joining a Executive Director

support group, attending religious
services—these are all things that can be
helpful in grief. But one of the most simple
things we can do is write. Journaling as you
grieve is something anyone can do; it’s free,

Winter brings shorter days, more
time inside and the holiday season.
It can be a challenging time for
many people, but especially for

and it can be done at any time of day or
night, requiring only a pencil, paper, or
keyboard if you prefer to type.

When we experience grief, the enormity of our feelings is

overwhelming. Journaling can be a very effective way to start processing
those intense and often jumbled emotions. There are no restrictions to
writing—you can say anything you want without judgement, and better
organize your thoughts as you put them down on paper. You can write in
any style you choose—flowing paragraphs, lists, or some people even prefer
to talk into a voice-recording app on their phone. Journaling is about self-
expression, with no right or wrong answers. You can’t upset anyone or say
the wrong thing when journaling, and that is very freeing.

Journaling can be used to process the circumstances of your loved one’s
death, memories about them that you do not want to forget, and honoring the
person who died through reflecting on their life and your life with

them. Writing about these things can have a calming effect. Once memories
or events are on paper, the brain can in some ways “let them go”, because
you can always refer back to what you have written down.

As you continue to write, journaling can serve as a sort of progress tracker,
helping you identify things that trigger you, things that help you, what you
might be angry about and what you are still grateful for. The process of
journaling encourages self-reflection, helping identify your specific areas of
personal growth. Some people also write journal entries to their loved one, as
a way to say to them the things they wish they were still able to.

Some people find it helpful to find a quiet time to write each day, others set a
timer and write whatever comes out during that set time, and still others
prefer to write only when the mood strikes them. Again, there is no set way
to do this—only what feels best to you.

those who are grieving. Whether to
participate in holiday celebrations
and traditions is a personal and
often difficult decision. Nothing is
the same after the loss of a loved
one.

The focus of this newsletter is
journaling and how it can be a very
helpful support to those in grief.
Feelings need expression and for
many people the simple act of
putting words on a page can be
meaningful. A journal is a place to
put your thoughts and express the
strong emotions you are feeling.
It’s a place where you could write a
letter to your loved one or vent
about your struggles and the sorrow
you are feeling. It is a safe place.

Jill Bellacicco

“Fill your paper with the breathings of your heart.”
— William Wordsworth
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Haven is committed to the emotional support of the bereaved,
and to the seriously ill, the dying, and their families and friends.




HAVEN OF NORTHERN VIRGINIA, INC. %} WINTER 2025

;?‘? s

Tips for Grigf Joumalmg ‘ _*f ’#

e Regegp gour hands moving S 4 ‘r I
L’Q e don’t pausg to egdit or re-read %’l
D ° don’t worry about spglling or grammar .‘:
e allow yourself to writg about the tough staffi * %

_R’& =~ ¢ . allow yoursglf to be surprised ’,
% o,. =do not sgzlf cgnsor what comgs up ’!

’

%4‘ 3 v"

;% l B

WHAT WORKED FOR ME

JOURNALING
by Janice Moody

Someone once told me that the first thing writers do is sharpen all their pencils. And so, for me the first thing | had to do
before starting to journal to deal with the loss of my wife, Betsy, was to choose two items. First the pen, black ink,
comfortable grip. Second was to select the actual journal. Black leather bound with gold leaf edges and made in Maine.
Because we used to summer in Maine, and the fact that she was a writer by profession, this seemed a wonderful way to
remember our 30 years together.

I began writing within days of her death. It was meditative, cathartic, a peaceful way to end the day. As time went on, |
began to write whenever the mood struck- mornings, afternoons, evenings. Writing allowed me the time to reflect on my
emotional state, my grief, my memories of times past, and eventually my hopes for the present and the future.

Format of each entry mattered to me. | wrote each as a letter- date, salutation, and complementary close. Doing so made
me feel we were still connected. I would tell her how I was feeling, what I was up to that day or over several days’ worth
of activities. How I was feeling was, at the early stages, always a part of this reflection. Several years into writing, | tried
to write without addressing her. It didn’t work, I went back to letter writing.

In the first few years, Betsy would ever so often write back to me. She surprised me by writing to me on the very last
page of each journal. They were words of encouragement, of remembering our happy times, and a note to say not to
worry, we would meet again in the vast universe. She always signed off with ‘molecules to molecules.’

I began to leave the left side of the journal for what I called glittering mica, things, people, a quote, an image that made
me feel joyful. The phrase comes from a quote by Anna Quindlen in her book, A Short Guide to a Happy Life. “Life is
made up of moments, small pieces of glittering mica in a long stretch of gray cement.”

It has now been eight years since Betsy died, and | am about to start my tenth journal. | continue to find comfort and
relaxation in journaling. When 1 first started writing | thought- could I feel any worse? The sentences were filled with
grief and emotions all intertwined. As time passed, | began to see | was writing more about activities, and less about
emotional states. Journaling has helped me see my progress through all aspects of grief. This ability to reread early
entries and compare them with later ones has made it clear to me that | am thriving.

Journaling is a wonderful way to stay connected with your loved one!

“Your intuition knows what to write, so get out of the way.”
—Ray Bradbury

Avrticles may be reprinted only with the permission of Haven of Northern Virginia, Inc.
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One of the most helpful writing tools is to use a journal prompt, which can spark an idea of what to write
about. Here is an extensive list of ideas to get you started:

e Today, I'm having a hard time with...

e One thing I want to remember about them is...

¢ Describe a memory with your loved one that makes you laugh.

e Describe a memory with your loved one that makes you cry.

e Write down a running list of activities you can turn to in order to feel better.

e One cause they were passionate about is...

e Today, I miss...

e Write down a list of people you can turn to for support, either in person or virtually.
e One feeling I've felt coming up a lot lately is...

o Ifeel overwhelmed by...

e One thing I wish I could avoid is...

o Write about where you feel your grief in your body. Where does your grief stay?
e Where does your mind go when you let it wander?

o What is one thing you could try to make today easier on yourself?

e Ineed more of...

e Ineedlessof...

e What is something that makes you feel taken care of?

¢ Do you feel comfortable asking for help? Why or why not?

e People mean well when they ____, but it comes acrosstomeas

o Ifeel most connected to my loved one when...

e What is a way you can celebrate your loved one’s memory?

¢ Can you plant something, cook something, watch something, volunteer something?
e One thing I wish I could do over with them is...

e IfIcould forgive them for something, it would be...

e IfIcould forgive myself for something, it would be...

e If you could tell your loved one about your day, what would you tell them?

e How did your loved one make you feel?

e Write a mantra you can return to when you feel overwhelmed by grief.

e What is something you wish other people would understand?

o What is something you wish other people could help with?

o IfI'had to describe the person who died in one sentence, it would be...

o What songs make you think of them?

e Make a photo collage in your journal with some of your favorite pictures of them.
o Is there anyone else I know going through this right now? How can we support each other?
e How has your sense of identity changed?

e What goals or aspirations do you have for the future?

“Start writing, no matter what.
The water does not flow until the faucet is turned on.”
—Louis L'Amour

HOW HAVEN IS FUNDED
Haven is classified by the Internal Revenue Service as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. It is funded mainly by
donations from individuals in the community who wish to support our work and by those who donate in memory of a
loved one. Donations are tax deductible. If you are interested in making a donation, please contact Haven at (703)
941-7000 or at havenofnova@verizon.net
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Haven of Northern Virginia, Inc.
4606 Ravensworth Road

Annandale, Virginia 22003

Winter Schedule

Suicide Loss Workshop  January 17, 2026 10:00 am — 2:30 pm
Parent Loss Workshop ~ February 21, 2026 10:00 am — 2:30 pm

Journey through Grief Presentation
March 21, 2026 2:00 pm —4:00 pm

To Register or for information: Call 703-941-7000 or
Email: havenofnova@verizon.net

ZOOM Suicide Loss Support Group
1st and 3rd Saturdays of each month
11:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m.

In-person drop-in Suicide Loss Support Group
2" Saturday of each month
11:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m.

In-person drop-in Widow/Widower/Partner Support Group
4" Saturday of each month
10:30 a.m. to 12:00 noon

Haven also offers individual support by phone and in person; please
call to schedule an appointment. For immediate support without
an appointment, a volunteer is available on a walk-in basis Monday
through Friday between 10:30 a.m. and 1:00 p.m.

Contact Information

Haven of Northern Virginia
4606 Ravensworth Road
Annandale, Virginia 22003
Phone: (703) 941-7000
Fax: (703) 941-7003
E-mail: havenofnova@verizon.net

Hours of Operation

Monday through Friday
9:30 a.m. — 2:30 p.m.
www.havenofnova.org

Messages may be left on our
voicemail after hours.
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