Caught Off-Guard - How to Cope With a Sudden Death in the Family
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The age of medical technology has made it possble for 80% of al desths to be anticipated,
dlowing time to plan for and emotionaly adjust to the loss. Losing aloved oneis hard enough to
endure when you see it coming, but having a family member or friend die suddenly can put
additional dress on you and can produce emotiond trauma.  This shock and trauma, if
unrecognized and unattended to, can lead to depression and long term grief reactions. When
you experience an unexpected deeth, the tasks of grief are more difficult and there are additiond
ones that must be addressed related to its suddenness and the circumstances of the desth.
There is no time to say good-bye, no time to plan the funera, and no time to make sense of the

event.

Initidly, a person will often experience a sae of shock and disbdief when ghe is informed of
the deeth of aloved one. This event hdts the flow of daly life as you know it and disrupts the
fabric of current rdaionships. It is very difficult to relae to the world when in this sate and
people often find it hard to concentrate or make even the easiest of decisons. They smply
need some time to let their heart catch up with what their mind has just learned.

Alarm and fear are other frequent reactions to sudden deeth. Especidly with a death related to
violent or crimina activity, you may find yoursdf afraid for your own persond safety. It may fed
like you have logt dl control of life This can cause you to be congantly on the defensve;
rescting to the world instead of participating in it.

Emotions that emerge when a sudden death occurs can be very powerful and confusng. They
can be triggered when you least expect it and by unlikely events, such as the smdl of afood the

loved one used to make. It is not unusual to experience extreme mood swings aswel. Anger



and defiance can suddenly replace fedings of sadness and remorse, only then to be replaced by
guilt and confusion.

These fedings can be overwhdming and frightening. Y ou may be tempted to conced them by
trying to be strong for others. Being the “strong one’ can be helpful in the beginning because it
can give you a sense of control and alows you to stay connected with others. This stance takes
agreat ded of energy, however, when you are trying to adjust to your unforeseen loss and you
have so many needs of your own.

Another common response to sudden degth is distancing from family and friends. Some fed the
need to withdraw because sharing with others is just too painful or they are afraid that others
will be unable to handle their fedings. They may be ashamed for some reason. Holding
themsdves or the loved one respongble for the desth. This makes it hard for family and friends
to know how to help or even if help is wanted. If this isolation goes on too long it can turn to
loneliness and then depresson. When unattended, a person can get stuck in a depression that
thrives on quilt, anger and fear. If this happensto you it is very important to talk to your doctor
or pastor to get the help that you need to get free of such a sdf-destructive state.

Another form of isolation that can occur as a reaction to sudden degth is “ spiritua isolation”.
Often people fed deserted by God and have unending and confusing questions about how this
could have happened and what it means to them, their lives and their reationship with God.
These quegtions of faith are very difficult and frequently people gain answers only through much
soul searching and the passage of time.

If you or someone you know experiences the sudden desth of a loved one, there are many
things you can do to cope and begin to hea from the shock of thisloss. One of the most helpful
things you can do isto recruit afriend to be your confidant. 'Y ou will need someone with whom
you can be completely honest and who is not afraid to be with you when you are experiencing
powerful fedings. This person should aso be accepting of your fedings and not try to talk you
out of them or try to make you fed better. It helpsif your confidant was not very close to the



deceased, S0 they are not at risk of aso getting caught up in the strong fedings of grief. They
need to be your rock to lean on.

Re-egtablishing your routines and sense of safety can help you stay organized as you ded with
the shock and grief of a sudden death. Y ou may want to have your confidant stay with you for
a few days just until you get comfortable with yourself again. Setting daily routines and
following them will free your mind to ded with problems as they arise and give your heart asafe
environment to sort things out and hedl.

Exercise should be apart of your routine. Even a short walk in the park with your confidant can
be hedling and refreshing.

This can be a confusing and overwhelming time. You may fed out of control and at a loss for
power over your own life. But remember you do have choices. Deciding whether or not to est

breskfast is a decison you can make. Start with the smal ones, and work your way up.

Don't try to do everything. Ask for hep. You may want to have a friend make cdls to other
family members and friends to inform them of the news. Ancther can take incoming cals of
sympathy when you are not up to it. You can dso get help with funerd arrangements and
stling the edtate.

Take the opportunity to talk with your clergy about your questions of faith. They want to be
there for you and can often provide comfort and safety as you sort through your relationship
with God & this time and search for the meaning of this sudden deeth.

It is a traumatic experience to lose aloved one, especidly when you don't get to say good-bye.
Panning the funerd can be more difficult since their wishes may not be known. What is
important to remember isthat the funerd is atime to reflect and gppreciate your loved one'slife,
to say goodbye in a meaningful way, to connect with your spiritual support and begin making

sense of your own life again. Arrange for the sarvices to have poems, songs, readings and



eulogies that will give you and others peace of mind and comfort in the days and months aheed.
Include symboalic objects, articles of clothing and momentos that help you fed close to the one
you have logt.

Y ou should aso remember that the memoria service is not necessarily bound by time or place.
If you are not restricted by religious deadlines, it is possible to hold off on the service until you
can get a better grip on the Situation and think a bit more clearly. Y ou can dso choose to have

the memoria service someplace that had particular meaning to you or your loved one.

As time passes you may find that a grief support group is felpful. There are many support
groups throughout the city that focus on every possible need. A support group, whether short
or long-term, can give you a safe place to come to terms with the desth of your loved one.
These groups offer gentle, understanding support to help you ded with the range of emotions
you are feding. With the sudden death of aloved one, it may be important for you to talk with
others who truly understand what you are going through. It can be helpful to compare fedings
with another person who has gone through the same experience and see that they are getting
better: that you can hedl, too.

It is very difficult to lose a loved one suddenly. The shock will effect you both physicaly and
emationdly. It will take time and alot of tenderness to gradudly work through your fedings and
give your life meaning again. To get to know who you are in light of this important loss. 1t will
be a true tribute to the one you have logt and a cdebration of your own life if you have the
courage to take care of yoursdlf and let others care for you as well during the difficult months
ahead.



