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“When my husband was killed, I felt an overwhelming sense of isolation, anxiety, anger. As I 
made my way through my daily and weekly routines, I felt weighed down by something I really 
couldn’t put my finger on it. Then I heard about Thanatology Café and decided to give it a try 
even though I was never one to sit and share in a discussion group. Now I am amazed by how 
much I look forward to the monthly two-hour gathering and to the occasional “extraordinary” 
session when I can sit in a room with others who truly understand are want to hear about what I 
am going through. We wounded healers have met have become so special to each other and 
share such strength and support. I don’t feel so alone because I realize others suffer, too, but 
differently. In this room with our facilitator and my companions, I have the courage to face life 
and death, to talk about it, to heal, and to laugh again.” [Anonymous] 

 
he quote above describes a very common sentiment, one that you may be experiencing when thinking 
about joining the Thanatology Café group. The death of someone close to you suddenly and violently 
changes your life. You are faced with a multitude of emotions all at once, with unpleasant experiences, 

hard decisions, and unexpected changes that need to be confronted and managed; the unthinkable has to be 
assimilated into what was once a normal life but is now a life changed forever. 

T 
This experience brings with it a host of emotions including anxiety, loss, sadness, depression, and anger, and 
many more. You need to talk to someone about these experiences but it has to be someone who is 
nonjudgmental, who knows how to listen, who has had similar experience and wants to share your pain. We call 
that person a wounded helper. 

Since many individuals have not had a death experience, they have a lot to learn about the realities of the 
experience, its nature and how to cope with all that is involved. Those who have had a death experience can be 
very effective helpers by just being present, by listening, by sharing. Even though you may feel confused and 
powerless, even hopeless, you will find that you have the opportunity to go beyond simply “experiencing” with 
the death and all the procedures and rituals associated with it, to “coping” and discovering ways to grow 
emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually from the experience. You will most likely be transformed by the 
experience and transcend it, making meaning from the experience to lead a fuller life. 

In fact, research studies have found that survivors of a death have a greater appreciation for life after the death 
experience, form closer family and community relationships, develop a more positive outlook on life, and for 
the first time, felt entitled to be understood and to share their unique understanding with others. 

As one survivor said, “I found that talking about the death experience made me take a deep soul-searching look 
into my life and ade me face things instead of just letting them continue as usual, rolling over me. Talking about 
something I managed to deny until it hit me squarely in the face has given me a strength I never thought I had to 
do what I need to do—to live more fully, to accept my own mortality.” 

While recognizing that real growth can be a positive outcome from the discussion of death dying, and living, we 
also come to acknowledge all the other emotional and physical pain, suffering, and losses that we endure when 
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we confront the many other real losses and “bereavement” experiences we face in life. While we honestly admit 
that we would not have chosen this path for growth, when it did finally present itself, it became what we can 
rightly call a “dangerous” opportunity, an opportunity to grow and transform but with some risk associated with 
it. It’s a time when you need an experienced guide to help you navigate the trail. 

While the death experience is common to us all, the personal bereavement journey is unique and individual for 
each of us. There are, however, many common pathways to coping, meaning-making, and benefitting from the 
experience. Sharing these experiences is one way that we can derive real positive meaning and growth from an 
otherwise traumatic experience and turn that experience into one that becomes transformative. For many 
persons, participating in a discussion group has provided the much-needed opportunity for healing and 
transformation through the transition, what can be correctly called one of life’s major rites of passage. In a safe 
and sacred sharing space, we share thoughts that would otherwise be repressed, denied, or even taboo, we can 
shed tears that were long held back and needed to flow, we can let healing laughter burst forth and release the 
pressure inside, we can expose the wounds and the scars so long kept hidden under wraps, all masks come off, 
we fill our journals with rich reflections, we color our drawings and mark our maps, resculpt and repair our 
broken lives, our reflections and meditations echoed from our companion sounding boards, we exchange hugs 
with our other wounded healers, and our compassionate conversations are received by listening hearts. 

These conversations facilitate a wounded healer’s ability to endure the pain, to accept the gift of presence, to 
learn to listen and to share, to integrate the changes into his or her life and to come to terms with a positive 
future full of growth and meaning. 

Joining a Thanatology Café or any similar support or discussion group is a decision that each person must make 
for themself; I want to encourage everyone to consider the alternatives: to continue suffering alone, to continue 
denial of the inevitable, to stay stuck, to squander your gifts, to just die. At our sessions, we provide many 
different opportunities because we know that we each will benefit from the same program with different 
experiences, and that providing a variety of resources multiplies and diversifies those experiences. 

Some participants will benefit from our traditional supports, like intentional presence or simple listening, in 
which a trained facilitator may moderate. 

It’s a group of wounded healers talking about their experiences and learning from each other; it’s the most 
productive and beneficial kind of adult education. Creating art and literature appreciation and journal writing in 
a group environment speaks to those of us with more introvert natures. Because we are each unique, 
Thanatology Café offers other opportunities for of communication and exploration. We also offer 
“extraordinary” groups that are conducted more like traditional classes in which we explore specific questions 
or interests such as spirituality, death rituals and traditions, specific kinds of death, meditation, kinds of prayer, 
preparation for death, and coping with the dying process and its management, how to make post-death 
arrangements. These different group experiences are designed to address to the diversity of needs in our diverse 
population, and we hope that participants will experience one or more of these groups. 

Group experiences can be beneficial at different times during the death experience. They allow us at similar 
phases of the bereavement experience, the grieving, the mourning, the meaning-making, the healing, the 
transformation, the growth and the living to join together and share our personal experiences and 
understandings. 

For example, some of the groups that we can offer are specifically for those who have lost a loved one and who 
are having a difficult time with the grieving process, or those who have recently experienced a death, or those 
who are anticipating a death and need to prepare for it when it finally happens, or those who want to make 
preparations for their own death. The focus in each of these “extraordinary” groups will obviously be somewhat 
different because of the phase involved. 
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Death is a turning point, a crisis, for family members as well as for the person doing the dying. That’s why we 
offer “extraordinary” groups; the discussion falls outside of the ordinary discussion of death and dying in 
general, and deserves special treatment in smaller groups. These “extraordinary” groups will be for individuals, 
spouses and family members, and friends to help with their coping, understanding and growth. 

It’s an unfortunate fact that special groups are underutilized or simply not available; sufferers are deprived of 
the sharing that would benefit them in many ways. As silly as it might seem, some people do not participate in 
group programs because they think they can manage on their own — some can but others can’t and we all know 
of someone from personal experience who they are — or some might believe they won’t benefit from the group 
conversation, they don’t need it, they are not the group type or they do not have the time. Experience has shown 
and we have learned that when individuals participate in the conversation with an open mind, they find that they 
have more to offer than they ever imagined. True, it sometimes requires a leap of faith and a hell of a lot of 
courage and patience because the decision to invest time and treasure make take in several meetings before the 
potential benefits are become obvious. 

When formulating a support and education program for death awareness and education, it is important to 
include plans to respond to the psychological distress that is a normal part of the death experience. We believe 
that it also is essential to find ways to bring psychological and spiritual healing and growth into the experience. 
Many research studies done over the past several decades in many groups and cultures have demonstrated that 
people who participate in groups tend to live longer and have a better quality of life. In other words and simply 
stated: Groups can change survivors into thrivers. 

We have listed some questions below can help you to decide whether or not you would benefit from a group 
experience with Thanatology Café. Please take a few minutes to read and honestly reflect on them. 

• Do you sometimes wish you had access to a network of people who have experienced the death of 
someone close to them? 

• Are you anxious or worried about the death of someone close to you? 
• Are you anxious or worried about your own mortality? 
• Do you feel sad, lonely or blue when you think about the death of someone close to you? 
• Do you ever feel overwhelmed by the thought of death and/or its meaning? 
• Do you sometimes feel that others do not understand what you are going through? 
• Do you ever feel like you would like to bounce your ideas off someone who has been through a similar 

experience? 
• Do you ever wish you had a professional person who can help guide you on a regular basis? 
• Do you have problems associated with your reaction to a death that you would like to resolve? 
• Do you have the potential to find good meaning in difficult experiences? 
• Do you have some insight or understanding that might benefit others going through the same 

experience? 
• Do you sometimes keep your feelings inside instead of sharing them with friends or family because you 

are afraid of upsetting them? 
• Do you need additional information about death, dying, coping, and/or grief? 
• Do you ever experience death-related feel and wish that you could reduce it in some way? 
• Do you wish that you and your spouse (or other family members) could talk about death and death’s 

impact in a more open and constructive way? 
• Have you thought about writing or creating art as a means of expressing your death experience? 
• If you answered yes to any of the above questions then you probably would benefit from Thanatology 

Café or one of our “extraordinary”groups. 
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Once in the Thanatology Café program and once we have a reasonable number of initial registrations and have 
heard a core group’s interests, we will create a listing of possible “extraordinary” groups and contact registered 
participants by email about joining. 

To be very honest and realistic, some persons will try to find treatment or counseling in Thanatology Café 
events, and some persons will have potentially serious issues that cannot be supported by a program or group 
offered by Thanatology Café. If you realize that this is so in your case or if you notice that there is someone in 
your group who needs more intensive support, please let the facilitator know. It may be time for a referral to a 
specialist provider. The Facilitator is always present and will discuss any special individual needs and help an 
appropriate referral for you and/or your family, or another group member. 
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