
Lonely 
this 

Christmas?
Remembering those we love 

at Christmas



For many Christmas is a wonderful season of the year. Family and friends gather 

together for beautiful dinners in homes decorated with lights and trees. Gifts, cards 

and greetings are exchanged. A myriad of Christmas images surround us: In the background 

you may hear the melodic strains of ‘I’ll be home for Christmas…’ 

But sadly you know that your loved one will not be home for Christmas. A significant person 

in your life has died. The trouble is you cannot avoid reminders such as “tis the season to 

be jolly”. Everyone is shopping for the special person in their lives, cheerily wishing each 

other “Merry Christmas”: but you feel anything but merry. You could be browsing in the shops 

when suddenly you see what would be the perfect present for that special someone. It is a 

further reminder that your loved one is now missing from your life. There will be an empty 

chair at the Christmas table this year and things like pulling out the old familiar decorations 

and tree ornaments may now evoke the memories of years gone by in a different light.

“Christmas may be one of the most painful reminders of what we have lost.” 

“We are like a 
SNOWFLAKE  

all different in our own 

beautiful way” 
Unknown



The whole world seems to stop for Christmas. Frankly it’s a difficult time for many people 
because it is generally the season that more than any other means “family together”.  

But this Christmas is different because someone has died, which can make all the 
preparations more disheartening. We miss the person, we miss the memories, and we miss 
all that we would like Christmas to be. 

Many good, sincere and well-intentioned people may try to help us cope by taking our minds 
off the situation or encouraging us to go on as if nothing had happened, but it is important 
to understand that we are dealing with our grief. In fact the grief that we experience around 
this Christmas season, if acknowledged and validated, can be a very helpful stage in the 
reconciliation of our loss.

“I will not make a Christmas wish 
I know it won’t come true, 
I wish the same thing every year 
but still there is no you. 
 
And as I look at all the gifts that sit 
beneath my Christmas tree 
I know I’d gladly give them all 
to have you here with me.”

Renata Suzuki



When someone we care about dies, we will grieve. It is a normal response to a 

significant loss. No matter whether we grieve the loss of a spouse, a parent, a child, 

a sibling, a friend or any relationship: every loss is significant. Whilst every loss is different 

– every loss is difficult. To you it may seem that your loss is the worst thing that could have 

ever happened, and whatever the relationship, you will miss the person and grieve their 

absence. You miss the companionship, the love, the friendship, the affection, the security, 

and you miss all the special things you shared together. Grief is one of the most difficult 

human experiences. 

Grief expresses itself in many emotions: shock, exhaustion, numbness, confusion, lack of 

concentration, anxiety, panic, anger, sadness and yearning, to name just a few. What 

complicates the issue is there is no standard pattern for grief. 

Some people expect that grief will begin intensely and then become gradually less painful 

until we recover. Unfortunately, grief does not work in such a predictable way, it comes and 

goes. We may appear to be coping well after the death and seem to have the situation under 

control when suddenly, almost out of nowhere, an over whelming sense of grief can come.  

Often the pain is more intense some months after the event. Grief is like a roller coaster. 

One day we feel better, the next we find ourselves in the depths of despair. Just when we 

think we are over it, we may experience another devastating setback. 

These experiences are often known as ‘grief attacks’ and can be triggered by almost 

anything. Perhaps, you hear a favourite song on the radio that reminds you of the person. Or 

while rummaging through your belongings you find an old letter or a special photograph. 

Unexpectedly you are overcome by a sense of missing the person and struck by the reality 

of their absence. 

It is important to realise these emotions are all part of your grieving process, as you learn to 

adjust to your new circumstances and accept that your loved one is no longer present in 

your life.

Understanding Grief 



There are many expectations about how wonderful Christmas should be and, even 

though we rarely fulfil these expectations, our loved one’s absence makes this hope 

even less likely to become reality. 

Perhaps this is the first Christmas since your loved one died, perhaps, this is one of 

many, but each one brings its own challenges. Difficult as this holiday season may 

be for you, there are some ways to help yourself survive the season.

“Each person’s 
 grief journey is as unique 

as a fingerprint or 
a snowflake.”

Earl Grollman



Helpful Hints on Handling the 
Festive Period

There is always pressure around Christmas. Baking, shopping, gift wrapping, writing 

cards, parties; these and a thousand other tasks and activities add to the stress of 

the season. We may find we just do not have the energy to do very much because all our 

resources are being spent on our grieving which may lead us to feeling we do not want to 

be bothered with anything or anyone. 

We should ask ourselves two questions: “How much can I do?” and “What do I want to do?”. 

Your needs are important now. During other Christmas seasons, you may have spent all your 

time thinking of the needs and expectations of others. This year, acknowledge your feelings 

and do what you want. Leave the words “ought to” and "should" out of this time period. 

Figure out what you would like to do, and then establish what you feel able to do, finding an 

acceptable balance. 

Plan ahead. Try to decide what is really important. Make lists of the things you are going to do. 

Does the house really have to be cleaned, and do you have to do all the baking? Or is there 

another way? Sit down well in advance and decide what would be a meaningful way to spend 

Christmas this year in your unique situation. Include family and children in these decisions. 

Later on, when the day comes, you will remember that this is what you wanted to do and that 

will bring some peace and satisfaction. 

Shopping can be upsetting. If you decide to shop, try shopping on “good days” (or “better 

moments”). Why not make a special day to go to the shops with a friend, maybe including a 

nice lunch and a chat. The presence of a friend may be a help and comfort in many ways, 

such as with decisions, or assisting you if you meet someone who doesn’t know about the 

death. Shop early to avoid too many crowds, or perhaps make use of catalogues, internet 

shopping or gift vouchers which can be useful if you feel that buying gifts is not a priority for 

you this year. 

Reduce the pressure



Re-evaluate the traditions

There are many traditions around Christmas, each one unique to the family involved. 

These may include where to have the Christmas dinner, decorations, gifts, visiting 

friends, attending church, carolling… and you can add to this list. 

Should we put up a tree? It may be difficult to unpack the ornaments and decorate the tree 

as each piece holds special memories of your loved one and of days gone by. However, do 

not deny yourself the opportunity as it could be an important part of working through your 

grief to allow yourself the gift of tears that may arrive. It may be a good idea to ask a friend 

to be with you, so as not to do this alone. So who can help? 

What about Christmas dinner? Just because you have always had it in a certain place, at a 

certain time, does not mean the tradition cannot be changed. But perhaps you really want 

to have it at your place. So, instead of you doing all the work, why not delegate some of the 

responsibility for preparation. No matter what the arrangements, this Christmas will be 

different, and that sad reality needs to be faced. The important thing is getting together with 

people. The when and where and how is negotiable. 

Should you send Christmas cards? Some suggest not sending or cutting back on cards to 

save the bother. Certainly the world will not end if you do not send cards this year. On the 

other hand they may be a good way to keep in touch and let distant friends know about the 

death, and you may find you will receive a lot of support and love by return mail. Do anticipate 

the difficult moment when you receive a card or a letter addressed to you or your loved one 

from someone who has not heard. 

After a death we may struggle to know whether to maintain traditions or to develop new 

traditions. We may even feel a sense of guilt, anxious about doing what is “right”. There is 

no right or wrong here and each one of us must decide what is right for us. Often our fear 

is whether it will change the tradition. We may do things because the deceased “would have 

wanted it that way” but be open to considering and planning activities that you enjoy, not 

just the ones your loved one would have enjoyed if they were still alive. 

Try to find a balance between what others want you to do and what you want to do.



Realise that it isn’t going to be easy. Work towards doing the things that are important and 

special to you. Do your best in difficult circumstances, and go easy on yourself. If something 

doesn’t work out this year, you can change it and try again the next.

Redefine your expectations

Realise that you are responsible for your own happiness. When someone we cared 

deeply about has died we can feel lonely and isolated. We may long for some of our 

friends and family to come and rescue us, but we may be disappointed. The responsibility 

for making the best of your situation begins with you. It would be nice if it were otherwise, 

but often that is the best we can do. 

“Act rather than react” is good advice. Phone others who may also be on their own, or call 

friends you would like to be with. Don’t wait for others to invite you – they may want to, but 

it either slipped their minds or they mistakenly think you want to be on your own. Let people 

know what you need, especially those who said “don’t hesitate to let me know”. 

And what of the parties and social functions of the season? You probably don’t feel like going 

to any and that is understandable, yet social relationships are healthy and especially important 

after a loss. Accept invitations according to your desire and your energy. To ease the pressure, 

however, leave a way of escape by saying “I’d love to attend but I’ve been going through a 

grieving time. If I decide not to come at the last minute please be understanding”. Even after 

you arrive you can say; “I’m glad to have been invited but if I find it too emotional I know 

you'll understand if I excuse myself.” Your friends will definitely understand. 

You may, however, be tempted to shut yourself away and spend Christmas alone. Resist the 

temptation. Sometimes we avoid social gatherings because we are afraid we will cry and be 

emotional, and have people think we are weak, or not coping, or we fear “spoiling it” for 

others.



After a loss it is natural we should cry, and it is healthy. Your tears may provide others the 
same freedom to feel the loss. Sometimes we have feelings of guilt – here we are 
experiencing Christmas, and life itself, while our loved one is dead. It is difficult to work 
through these emotions, and the presence of friends, family, or the support of a minister or 
counsellor, can help us get a perspective on things. 

Doing other things and getting on with your life is not a sign of disrespect, nor is it in any 
way an act of disloyalty. If you do feel guilty, ask yourself what you would want your loved 
one to do if you had died, and see if that would not be what they might wish for you. Feel 
free to do what is right for you. Remember there is only one thing that is an absolute must 
over this season and that is to keep breathing. Everything else you can negotiate.

Relive the memories

Christmas will be a time of many memories. Encourage an honest and open sharing 
of these memories. It is amazing how often we try to avoid the subject of loss. You 

may find no-one seems to want to mention the fact that your loved one is not present this 
year. Perhaps it is because they are afraid that someone will get “upset” or “emotional”. Yet 
it is on everyone’s mind. Denying the pain and the difficulty is sometimes harder than facing 
up to it. 

❆ Let’s be realistic about the fact that this Christmas is different. What we do will reflect 
what is meaningful for us. 

❆ Perhaps you might acknowledge the person who is missing by lighting a candle at the 
dinner table and taking a moment of memorial. Let the candle be a celebration of the 
person’s life and a love shared rather than just a recognition of a death.  

Perhaps share special memories and stories. Humorous incidents and recalled special 
moments have a healing quality to them. Try not to ignore the fact that someone is missing 
this year. To pretend that nothing has happened is so unnatural and actually increases the 
tension. 

❆ If it is meaningful consider placing flowers at the graveside; or perhaps donate a living 



tree to a park, place of employment or other significant site. Some organisations, churches 
and communities hold a memorial service at this time, and may have some creative 
ways of remembering the person. 

❆ If you wish to, why not buy a gift for your absent loved one and then give it to someone 
who otherwise would not have a gift. It is the exchanging of love that we miss most and 
when we give to others it can help. Possibly a donation to a food bank or to another 
organisation who feed others can be helpful as well as thoughtful. But hold on to your 
credit card or cheque book because you can’t spend your way out of grief. Do what you 
want and what feels right to you. Don’t allow anyone else’s expectation to dictate what 
you should do.  

Remember that we can be thankful for yesterday but today is what we have. So look for the 
joy in each moment. Celebrate what you have as well as realising what you’re missing. 



Help and advice for bereaved children 
and their families at Christmas time

When someone important has died, Christmas can seem like an unbearably difficult 

time for children and equally challenging for parents, carers and other family members.  

Here are some practical ideas for how to support and look after yourself and your family over 

Christmas: 

1. Family members will have different ways of grieving, and it is important to try to be sensitive to 

everyone’s needs. Some children and young people may want to celebrate Christmas, and others 

may find the day very difficult. It is helpful before the Christmas period to have a chat as a family 

to think through how everyone is feeling about Christmas. 

2. Some families find it useful to continue old family traditions, whereas others may choose to create 

a new family tradition e.g. baking a special Christmas cake together. 

3. It may be important to mark the memory of the person that has died by doing 

something special. This could be visiting a special place, lighting a candle, or 

buying a new special decoration for the tree. 

4. It might be important to visit the grave or the place where the ashes were 

scattered and place a Christmas card there. 

5. You could ask the family to write cards or special messages on our tags and place it on the 

Memorial Tree. 

6. Ask other people for their memories of the person who died and begin to compile their life story. 

If family members are together at Christmas, it would be a good opportunity to record these. You 

could include Christmas memories, for example: ‘What was the worst or best present they ever 

gave you?’ ‘What was their favourite part of the day?’ 

7. You could choose to eat their favourite meal – fish and chips? Curry? Egg on toast? 

8. Listen to their favourite music, or their favourite Christmas music. 

9. Make and bake salt dough shapes to hang on the tree. You could decorate them with things 

important to the person who died. 

10. On Christmas day itself, remember to look after yourself, if things become a bit too much, try to 

find a way to take a breather. 

“Give yourself permission to not be ok and, equally, to have fun and smile.”



Rosedale Aftercare

Rosedale support groups

Grief is a normal response to a significant loss. At a support group, people come 

together, who are experiencing similar reactions to their personal loss. A support 

group provides a place to mourn, to share emotions and pain and to receive emotional 

support in a safe environment. 

Our support groups are NOT counselling sessions. It is felt that many grieving people do not 

need counselling, but need to share with others, to be able to talk and be listened to. If, after 

attending one of the groups, it is felt that counselling would be beneficial, we can recommend 

a counsellor in your area who could provide additional support. 

Rosedale run several bereavement support groups throughout Norfolk and Suffolk.  Please 

contact your local Rosedale Funeral Home to find out more information. 

The groups are led by trained facilitators and are supported by staff from Rosedale. 

We discuss many issues and concerns common to bereaved people including: 

– What to make of the anger and guilt experienced in grief 

– How to manage birthdays, anniversaries, Christmas and other special occasions 

– How to deal with the unfair expectations of other people 

– Where to look for people you can trust to help you 

– Where to go for additional support if you need it 

Please contact your nearest Rosedale Funeral Home 

for further details or go to www.rosedalefuneralhome.co.uk



Rosedale Funeral Home hosts a Service of Remembrance for anyone who will be 

without a loved one at Christmas. The services are held in December and each have 

available a special Book of Remembrance and a Memorial Tree on which you may place a 

card or personal message. Families are given the opportunity to take home a memory candle 

that they may wish to light on Christmas day in memory of their loved one. If you are unable 

to attend the service, you may collect a candle or card from Rosedale.

Christmas Service of Remembrance





ATTLEBOROUGH 
Yard House, High Street, Attleborough, NR17 2EH 

Tel: 01953 452538 
 

BECCLES 
Cross Keys House, 22 Hungate, Beccles, NR34 9TT 

Tel: 01502 714445 
 

BUNGAY 
12a Upper Olland Street, Bungay, NR35 1BG 

Tel: 01986 892790 
 

DISS 
Rosedale House, 63 Victoria Road, Diss, IP22 4JE 

Tel: 01379 640810 
 

HALESWORTH 
Arcadia House, 19 Market Place, Halesworth, IP19 8BB 

Tel: 01986 875588 
 

HARLESTON 
11 Exchange Street, Harleston, IP20 9AB 

Tel: 01379 853999 
 

WYMONDHAM 
16 Middleton Street, Wymondham, NR18 0AD 

Tel: 01953 601103 
 

Email: info@rosedalefuneralhome.co.uk 
www.rosedalefuneralhome.co.uk
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