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LEWISBURG-December is a festive month, a universal time for the gathering of family 

and friends. But for some people grieving the recent death of a loved one, this Christmas 

may not be a happy one.  

 

“That first Christmas without a loved one can be very, very tough,” said Anthony G. 

Butto, of Selinsgrove, a therapist who specializes in marital and family issues.  

 

“Because of its religious and cultural importance, the emphasis we place on family, 

happiness and being together can make the holidays a desired and anticipated time, or 

one of dread,” said Mr. Butto, who holds a doctorate in social work.  

 

Getting through the holidays is one of many challenges some face in the first year after 

the death of a loved one.  

 

It was a challenge that almost overwhelmed Mark, a Lewisburg resident whose real name 

was withheld upon his request. 

 

Six month after Mark and Linda were married on May 21, 2005, the couple learned that 

she had terminal cancer.  

 

Although it still hurts him to talk about it, Mark, 38, said, “We spent our first Christmas 

and New Year’s Day as a married couple in the hospital.” 

 

Linda died in February 2006. She was 33 years old. 

 

“That first year after she died was an incredibly bad year for me,” Mark said. “I was a 

mess. I didn’t deal with her loss very well. I took some therapy for a while and I needed 

medication.” 

 

When the 2006 holiday season approached, things weren’t much better. Mark 

experienced first-hand the kind of grief that can be devastating during the holiday season.  

 

He spent Thanksgiving Day at his in-laws because his own family lives outside the area. 

But that didn’t help ease the pain because his wife’s birthday was in late November, as 

well. 

 

“I lived day to day. It was hard. Very hard,” he said. “In one sense, I knew I had to 

continue my life. Sometime, it was difficult to get up in the morning to go to work. I tried 



all these mind tricks to get through the day, but nothing really worked, nothing really 

changed the reality.” 

 

Mark, who works at Geisinger Medical Center, Danville, eventually started having 

problems that compelled him to seek professional psychological help.  

 

He is now facing his second holiday season after the death of his wife.  

 

“I can talk about her. It’s easier now,” he said, “but never better. I look back and I don’t 

know how I made it.” 

 

He offers this advice to others in a similar situation: “Take it one minute at a time. Then 

one hour at a time. Then a day.” 

 

Mark recalled a conversation he has with his wife in the hospital. 

 

“She wanted me to go on with my life,” he said. “To move on a go forward. 

 

“And finally, I thought, the best way to honor my wife’ memory and wishes was to do 

exactly that.” 

 

Many things can serve as a reminder to a lost loved one, especially during the holidays.  

 

Simple events like going into a restaurant can bring back a flood of painful memories, 

sadness or even anger.  

 

“Think about it,” Mr. Butto said. “You’re alone at the holidays and you see everybody 

together. Then you go to a mall and you’re just divorced, or your wife just died and you 

see couples walking around hand in hand…all these things bring back memories of past 

times.” 

 

What do you do? How do you celebrate Christmas? Should you celebrate Christmas?  

 

Making those decisions are more difficult when young children are involved.  

 

“For children who’ve had a devastating loss,” Mr. Butto said, “you have to decide: ‘Do I 

decorate for Christmas?’ Many times, the surviving parent will try to give kids a 

Christmas they’re used to. But how are they to be happy getting gifts when their mother 

is no longer there?” 

 

Of course, a parent has the dual problem of dealing with a child’s grief as well as his or 

her own. Questions of whether to hide grief during the holiday season is often a difficult 

inner struggle.  

 

“Learning how to cope,” Mr. Butto said, “is important.” 

 



“First, people need to understand that grieving is not only normal, but a healthly reaction 

to loss,” he said. “There is not set amount of time for people to grieve. We all do it 

differently. Don’t let others dictate how you should grieve. If, however, one’s grieving 

goes on for years, professional help should be sought because the person might be 

painfully stuck in the grieving process.” 

 

Another tip: Let people know how you are feeling. 

 

“Friends and loved ones might not remember or understand what you are experiencing,” 

Mr. Butto said. “Often, they are tied up in their own holiday and responsibilities.” 

 

Many people might want to be alone during these sad times and certainly, isolation can 

sometimes be healthy. But extended isolation is often not helpful.  

 

“I think it is best if people can find others with whom to spend time,” Mr. Butto said. 

“Not necessarily talking about their loss, but to find some normalcy in an abnormal 

time.”  

 

The single most important factor in healing from loss is having the support of other 

people, Mr. Butto said. 

 

“Event if you aren’t comfortable talking about your feelings under normal circumstances, 

it is important to talk about them when you’re grieving,” he said. 

 

“Knowing that others know and understand your situation will make you feel better, less 

alone with your pain, and will help you heal.”  

 

There is no timetable for grieving. Some people that find that within a few weeks or 

months, they are able to feel peace, renewed hope, and enjoy life more and more of the 

time. Others may face years of being hit with what feels like relentless waves of grief.  

 

Talking with a psychotherapist or grief counselor may be a good idea if the intensity of 

grief doesn’t diminish over time.  

 

“Wherever you can get support, accept it and do not grieve alone,” Mr. Butto said. “One 

of the key elements of healthly grieving is allowing your emotions to surface in order to 

work through them 

 

“In the long run, trying to suppress your feelings in the hope that they’ll fade with time 

won’t work.” 

 

More than anything, in the case of the death of a spouse or close loved one, remember 

that the deceased would not want you to suffer as a way to honor them.  

 

Because they loved you, they would want your life to go on in a happy, satisfied way.  

 



“It’s not honoring the person who died to be miserable for the rest of your life,” Mr. 

Butto said. “They would want you to go on and be happy. If they loved you, they’d want 

that for you. You would want that for them. It’s not honoring anybody by going on and 

making your life miserable.”  


