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Haven Herald 

 

Haven is committed to the emotional support of the bereaved, 

and to the seriously ill, the dying, and their families and friends. 

What are Rituals? 
by Michelle Hoffman 

 

When a loved one dies, a void is left that 

can alter your view of the world, causing 

distress and a deep yearning for your loved 

one.  A ritual may not bring them back, 

however, research studies conclude that 

rituals calm our mind full of different 

emotions and thoughts, and ease physical 

stress often associated with grief.  A ritual 

can provoke a memory hidden in your 

subconscious that brings a bit of joy for the 

day.  Rituals may just be actions, but also could include items connected with your 

person. 
 

You may have already been performing rituals for protection from the pain of grief, 

such as avoiding the location of your loved one’s death or avoiding movies with a 

hospital setting, as a hospital is where they died.  You may not realize you are 

avoiding, and that’s okay, as this is your mind’s way to give you a sense of control in 

your world.  Research in the Journal of Experimental Psychology concluded that 

people seek a sense of control immediately after someone dies.  A majority of the 

participants in the study created rituals of avoidance to lessen the magnitude of 

emotional anguish; however, others created rituals that fulfilled the desire for comfort 

and peace.  Several participants sought support of religion and family.  Others held 

memorial services, or kept a keepsake or piece of clothing from the person.  Brain 

scans revealed that such rituals mitigated their grief, even just for a few minutes and 

hence the void felt smaller. 
 

If you find yourself with a ritual of avoidance, ask yourself if it is preventing you from 

grieving or is it holding you back from a possible happy experience?  A grief 

counselor or a trusted friend could help you work through it to learn if avoiding your 

person’s photos, for example, is part of your grief or something more detrimental to 

your mental health.  Write it down and compare the positive and negative reasons why 

this ritual is happening.  Again, a ritual of avoidance is also a way of growing that 

sense of control lost when their death happened.  It takes time to process and find the 

answers. 
 

Rituals provoking comfort and peace may alleviate the need of avoidance.  Religion 

and spirituality have several common rituals, such as lighting candles, sharing 

blessings or attending memorials.  Your cultural background may guide you in ways 

to honor a soul.  Rituals may be private or public, complex or simple, or planned or 

spontaneous.  It's in your control as to what ritual brings you comfort and eases your 

pain.  Your rituals may be confusing to others, but for you, they connect with who 

your loved one was to you. 

 

Continued on page two 

 

Letter from the 

Executive Director 
 

Spring brings the warmer days, 

beautiful flowers and a chance 

to get outdoors after the cold 

and snow of winter.  It can also 

be a time when our moods 

lighten as nature renews itself.  

Spring is often a challenging 

time for those in grief because 

the joy of this season does not 

align with how they are feeling.  

In many ways, it is more 

difficult than the somberness 

and starkness of winter.  
 

Haven is a busy place in the 

spring as we welcome new 

volunteers and plan our 

programs for the months ahead.  

We are also planning for 

Haven’s 50th Anniversary 

Celebration, which will take 

place in September of 2026.   
 

The topic of this newsletter is 

“Rituals.”  Many people who 

come to Haven have mentioned 

how rituals have helped them 

with their grief.  It is a way to 

honor a loved one and give a 

sense of purpose for the person 

who is grieving.  Rituals are 

very personal and can be a 

shared or singular experience.  

They give an opportunity for 

expression and can be a comfort 

to those who are suffering a 

loss. 

Jill Bellacicco 
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Rituals also release endorphins that relax your mind and body, decreasing anxiety felt during grief.  Several practitioners of 

somatic release therapy and mindfulness advise the use of all five senses to connect your mind with your body, grounding you, 

and calming physical symptoms of grief.  Even one or two senses included in your ritual may have a profound effect on you.  

Again, a ritual is in your control and you can decide how it affects YOU and how it is meaningful to YOU. 

 

You may ask how do you figure out what ritual is for you.  Take your time!  Check out our list of examples of rituals.  To guide 

you, I suggest asking yourself the following questions: 

 

1. What do you want the ritual to mean to you?  Does it celebrate the life of my person, connect with them, or recall a 

particular memory? 

 

2. When and where will the ritual take place?  Some rituals are scheduled, but many are spontaneous when feeling the urge 

to perform the ritual.  Consider certain places that connect to your meaning, such as being in a park or church.   

 

3. Who will be present?  For some, being alone is easier and less awkward, but for others, having others present may 

alleviate anxiety or assist in feeling safe to perform the ritual. 

 

4. What will be done to fulfill this ritual?  Think of the action or activity to perform, and how long it may last.  Maybe it's 

during your bedtime routine or only requires a few seconds, such as glancing at a framed photograph. 

 

5. Will any of my five senses be engaged?  Do I need to feel grounded during the ritual, especially if it conjures memories 

that could upset me? 

 

Whatever you decide, it’s meant to help you heal during this process of grief.  

 

 

What Worked for Me 
by Michelle Hoffman 

 
I knew my Uncle Bobby struggled in life being deaf since he was two years old in a southern 

poor area of the country, but also due to contracting AIDS as a young man in the 1980s, 

dying at age 33. 

 

In my 20s, I became more curious about this man I was often compared to due to our 

similar quirks and artistic hobbies.  During COVID, I contacted the AIDS Memorial Quilt to 

see if any panels existed in his name.  I not only learned that his significant other (now deceased) created 

a panel for Bobby, but also an advocacy group in Texas called the Astro Rainbow Society of the Deaf.   

 

The Quilt staff provided photos of the panels and the notes submitted.  The note from the Rainbow Society stated: "Bobby was an 

active member and secretary of Astro Rainbow Society of the Deaf in Houston, Texas.  He surely would be proud of us making 

this panel to remember him by.  He will always be around us forever.  P.S. Goodbye doesn't mean he's gone."   

 

Through searches on the society’s website, I found group photos with Bobby, always with a smile and usually with a cowboy hat.  

I stay connected with his society, now called the Rainbow Alliance of the Deaf, after sending photos to them and learning more 

about their advocacy work.  Around Thanksgiving, near his birthday, I have the ritual of donating to them.  I feel a connection to 

him when I advocate for LGBTQIA+ rights, even here in DC.  Other than my advocacy work, I still have rituals on sunny days or 

when I feel nostalgic about my childhood.  It’s not difficult to close my eyes and picture Bobby jumping into my turtle sandbox 

to build Barbie houses with me, or feeling in my feet that stretch to stand on my toes at age seven, so I could get him to read my 

lips.  Recalling how he taught me "I Love You" and "Michelle" in American Sign Language.  There's only a few memories, but 

they stay unchanged and appear to boost my happy meter when I really need them.   
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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 

 

 

EXAMPLES OF RITUALS 

 

1. Altar - Designate a place in your home to connect with your person.  Perhaps a corner with photos, candles, or 

totems that remind you of them. 

2. Art - Create a painting, pottery or enjoy a craft they loved. 

3. Balloons - Attach notes, written on rice paper if able, on strings with balloons to send as a tribute into the sky. 

4. Candle - Light a candle for special days, such as a person's birthday, or specific times of the day, such as at 

dinner to represent them sharing a meal with you. 

5. Digitize - Combine old homemade videos on VHS or DVD through Legacybox or Kodak Digitizing apps to 

watch your loved one.  Shutterfly creates beautiful photo albums.  

6. Donation - Donate time or money to a charity your loved one supported. 

7. Food - Cook their favorite foods, eat their favorite foods or share their favorites with others. 

8. Journal - Write how much you miss them, how you are feeling or note experiences you had together to read in 

the future.  Create poetry!  A journal is for you alone and does not require perfect grammar or sentences.  

9. Letter - Pen a letter of love when you really need to chat with them.  Keep it, or burn it to send to their spirit.   

10. Mother Nature - Enjoy a picnic in a park they loved, lay in the grass and close your eyes for a minute to 

remember how they touched your heart.  

11. Memorialize - If you have access to your loved one's Facebook account, you will be able to memorialize their 

page, where others may leave dedications, photos and stories.  You can place memorabilia and photos in a 

Memory Box.  A Memory Quilt is created by sending their favorite t-shirts to an app such as Project Repat, 

who will sew the shirts together into a beautiful design.  

12. Music - Listen to their favorite tunes.  Create a mixed CD or playlist. 

13. Plants - Plant a tree, flowers or build a garden in their name. 

14. Scrapbook - Combine photos, articles, stickers or other items in a scrapbook that could be digitized by such 

apps as Shutterfly or EverPresent. 

15. Tattoo - Wear a tattoo to always remind you they are with you. 

16. Totem - Carry an item you can hold or touch any second to reach out to them, such as a keychain, worry 

stone, or friendship bracelet. 

17. Visit - Visit your loved one’s burial site and take your time to express your thoughts and feelings.  Breathe in 

the air around you, feel the grass under your feet.  Bring flowers or decor for the season.  (Flamingos every 

summer!) 

 
Feldman, Ph.D, D. B. (2019).  The Power of Rituals to Heal Grief: Four questions can help develop a ritual for honoring loss and 

healing grief. Psychology Today, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/supersurvivors/201909/the-power-rituals-heal-grief. 

Kowalchuk, K. (2020).  Grief Rituals and How They Help. Center for Grief and Trauma Therapy, 

https://www.centerforgrieftherapy.com/grief-rituals-and-how-they-help/. 

Norton, M. I. & Gino, F. (2013).  Rituals Alleviate Grieving for Loved Ones, Lovers, and Lotteries. Journal of Experimental 

Psychology: General, Vol. 143, No. 1, 266–272. 
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SPRING 2026 Schedule 
 

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

Widow/Widower/Partner Loss Workshop 

     April 18, 2026     10:30 am – 2:30 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 

2nd Saturday of each month 

11:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. 
 

In-person drop-in Widow/Widower/Partner Support Group 

4th 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. 

 

 

 

http://www.havenofnova.org/

