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Relishing predictability, we humans cling to
familiar patterns. It’s often chance, not choice, that
throws us off course, forcing us to reorder our
lives. When one comes face to face with a
progressive, life-limiting or chronic illness, loss
and its counterpart, grief, become significant and
challenging. The inevitable changes imposed by
illness involve an array of losses: social, financial,
physical, loss of normal activities, plans and
dreams, familiar aspects of oneself or partner,
shared roles and responsibilities, freedoms, …
changes in almost every relationship, in self-image,
lifestyle, priorities and comfort. Often, one’s
fundamental or cherished beliefs must be altered.
Grief and loss in many forms will always
accompany the person living with serious illness as
well as their caregivers and loved ones.

Caregivers of those with degenerative or terminal
illness experience an unrelenting sense of loss as
they live through the constant adjustments that
come with the illness’s progression. They grieve
the losses occurring in their own lives as well as in
the life of the person who is ill. Looking back, they
may find constant reminders of what has been and
is no longer. These illness-related (“ambiguous”)
losses may be deeply felt, yet are often not
understood. The emotional consequences are not
the same as depression, not something to be
“fixed”. This grief is continually evolving, taking a
significant toll. 

During decline from dementias, ambiguous losses
are usually experienced in stair-step progression
as a person is physically present but different, less
able to be emotionally or mentally available. The
experience of a chronic illness is also invariably
one of an accumulation of losses, the depth and
breadth of which depend on the severity of the
illness and the limitations it imposes. 
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The resulting grief process involves moving back
and forth between coping with loss-related
stressors and the stress of remaking and managing
life to accommodate changes.

Anticipatory grief is future-oriented. Looking
forward, one often encounters uncertainty, fear
and dread about facing the changes to come.
People living with or next to certain illnesses are
likely to feel a profound loss of a felt sense of
control and predictability, especially when illness’s
progression and/or eventual resolution are
uncertain. They live with questions about what’s
next, what will be taken from them, what they will
never be able to experience, and how long any
phase of the illness might last. Planning almost
anything can be difficult to impossible.

Grieving styles vary, and are likely to involve a
spiraling process, possibly including sadness,
anger, guilt, frustration, distractibility, numbness,
sleeplessness, anxiety, disorientation, fear. Some
people become more active or agitated; others
might be immobilized. No matter how
compassionate and caring, one can easily feel
inadequate, or resentful about what’s been stolen
or what’s required to manage life. Loss of energy
usually accompanies the constant grind of ongoing
illness or decline.

When the feelings created by these ongoing grief
processes are not understood or acknowledged,
they compound the stress, confusion and
loneliness that accompany illness. Denial of grief is
natural, yet it can diminish one’s quality of life.
What helps is to name the experience, to feel one’s
feelings honestly and without judgment, and to
share them with someone who listens well and
understands.
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Jingle Bell Celebration
Sponsorships available now, tickets for sale in the fall.
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Living Well on Lopez: Living Losses, presented by
Elizabeth Landrum and Nancy Ewert 

Creaky Yoga: LIHHS has partnered with Creaky Yoga. For
more information about their offerings, visit their website
at creakyyoga.org

LIHHS Online: You can now access our DME catalogue and
our book library online at lihhs.org.

Emergency Flight Program : Thanks to your generous
donations during Give Lopez 2024, we have been able to
partner with the Lopez Fire Department to develop
resources and provide limited funds to Lopez residents
who need to return home after emergencies. Stay tuned as
this program rolls out soon.


