FEATURE

1 The BMJ

Medicine
aprice@bmj.com
Essay, doi:10.1136/bmj.n1803
Cite this as: BMJ 2021;374:n1906
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n1906
Published: 10 August 2021

Grief is an opportunity to offer empathy by honouring brokenness to support healing, writes Amy
Price
Amy Price patient editor for research and senior research scientist1 , 2
After the loss of my husband to covid-19, I kept
working and tried not to think about it, confident that
grief was part of life and time would heal.1 After all,
I signed on for the marriage knowing one of us would
die first. Even though our last words were, “I love
you,” my grieving did not go as planned. I find I am
not alone.2
Grief’s pain is raw, chronic, unremitting, and
cumulative, and we become isolated. Negative
thoughts are etched below consciousness. There is
no respite from the things we can’t unsee. Without
joy, we identify as the problem instead of the problem
solver. In pain we can react in anger, freeze in
confusion, or retreat, paralysed by fear.
Collaborations become laboured, motivation is lost,
and inspiration dies.3 Our power to transform hurt is
limited, and when the pain spills out, we can harm
others.4 The self-disintegration and guilt are
exhausting.
The ravages and side effects of grief cause survivors
to retreat, unable to seek help when it is needed most.
Prescribed drugs fall short of expectations because
when their effects wear off, the pain, defensive
behaviour, and realisation of the finality of death
remain.5 The journey back to feeling like a healthy
member of society is challenging.

Reversing the damage
We know that prolonged social alienation coupled
with loss can lead to increased suicides, domestic
violence, and irrevocable breakdown of valued
business and personal partnerships.6 Research shows
that the brain loses neural connections as it processes
grief and social isolation as severe pain.7 With
positive feedback, nurturing, and community
inclusion, this damage can be reversed.8
As professionals, we offer grief counselling to people
who have lost one or two relatives in the pandemic.
But we have little to offer the healthcare professionals
like me who lost at least one friend, relative, or
colleague a week to pandemic related death during
covid-19 surges. Not people that we have met only
once or twice but those with whom we work, love,
and play.
But community is a powerful and healing thing. While
working in resettlement and prisoner of war release
camps in four continents, my husband and I and the
teams of people who travelled with us noticed that
in general only people who were compassionately
and patiently supported thrived. They also grieved
their losses, but they were empowered to invest in
something outside themselves, such as preparing for
medical school, doing research, writing, or mentoring
others, and they experienced lasting recovery and
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reconciliation. Many recovered people paid this
forward by helping others. One way we can help is
by feeling the other person’s needs without judgment.
This is the practice of “radical empathy” that US
journalist Isabel Wilkerson describes as: “putting in
the work to educate oneself and to listen with a
humble heart to understand another’s experience
from their perspective, not as we imagine we would
feel. Radical empathy is not about you and what you
think you would do in a situation you have never
been in and perhaps never will. It is the kindred
connection from a place of deep knowing that opens
your spirit to the pain of another as they perceive it.”9

Radical empathy in action
There is an ancient Japanese practice that provides
a visual example of radical empathy in action. In
kintsugi, people choose to repair treasured pottery
or glass objects, emphasising the repair of cracks and
breaks with gold and resin. The owners and menders
treasure the restored items with self-forgiveness; the
obvious damage shows the time and care that went
into the repair.10
Kintsugi represents healing, resilience, and
restoration. It “symbolises the truth that repair
requires transformation, that the pristine is less
beautiful than the broken—and that the shape of us
is impossible to see until its fractured, until a wound,
like a crack, runs its length.”10
The pottery does not repair itself. It first has to make
itself available, exposed and harmed, with sharp
edges and a broken future. The people who love the
item, careful not to break it further, consider the
cracks as they gently repair, restore, and strengthen
it. The gold symbolises trust, permanence, and
beauty.
The healers honour, protect, and cherish the item,
and it responds by regaining function and beauty.
Just as the item is imperfect, so are the healers. Grief,
too, is an opportunity to offer empathy, to construct
relationships, to notice and honour the beauty and
permanence in the fissures and imperfections while
gently helping repair and strengthen them. Might we
choose to be there for someone who has no one, or
when grief changes them and they are angry, sad,
and hopeless? Forgiving and extending imperfect but
unconditional love to grieving people and ourselves,
taking one day at a time, may be all we can offer but
it may be enough.
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