Children’s Bereavement: Holiday Grieving


I think it would be fair to say that most of the 18 hospices that are licensed to serve Laurens County may not have a special bereavement program for children.  Like all hospice bereavement programs, there is no reimbursement from Medicare, Medicaid, or private insurance.  Hospice of Laurens County does have an active and flourishing bereavement program with two “day camps” for children, one in the Spring and one in the Fall.  Jaime’s Tree House is held here in Laurens County, so families are not forced to drive for miles for these services.  We are committed to all children in Laurens County who have suffered loss, not just those children that have connections to our Hospice patients.


When Hospice Volunteer Anne Sayre approached me about doing an event at her church, Broad Street United Methodist here in Clinton, BEFORE Christmas for the children of Jaime’s Tree House, I hesitated.  Anne’s enthusiasm quickly dispelled my anxiety about our   ability to plan another event for the children amidst the “busyness” of the season.  Holidays,   especially the FIRST holidays, and especially the FIRST CHRISTMAS without a loved one, is so difficult.  From personal experience within my own family; we were all at a loss with my Dad’s empty easy chair, his place at the family dinner table was a void of enormous proportion, and the absence of his quiet gentle presence weighed heavily and fiendishly mocked our attempts to be “normal”. Looking back, I wish that we had acknowledged our grief and perhaps burned a candle in his memory that day, gathered as a family to reminisce of Christmases past with my Dad, or gathered outside to plant a tree in his memory or plant Spring bulbs that speak of “life”             anticipated. .


We had 25 children to join us Sunday afternoon December 9.  Many of these same     children had joined us at our Hospice Memorial Service at Laurel Hill Baptist Church November 11 where they held spheres of light in memory of their loved one. However, there were 7 children who had never participated in a Jaime’s Tree House event; children who had suffered a loss since our last event.  During the 2 ½ hours at Broad Street Church, the children decorated “sweets” with Hospice friend Mrs. Bobby Nickelson.  They were instructed to decorate a cupcake, tree shaped sugar cookie, or spicy gingerbread man for each family member at home.  The goodies were then boxed up so each child could proudly display their edible “art work”, a token of their love, to their families mourning at home.  Just for fun, we shared snacks and watched the timeless classic, “A Charlie Brown Christmas”.  I think most of the children saw this classic differently as we discussed the very real significance of the true meaning of Christmas. We had special memory box tree ornaments for every child to decorate and fill with special notes to their loved one. Each box could be opened for additional memories to be added by family members at home - - - ornaments that will be treasured for years. Parents/families returned at 4:30 to join us in the sanctuary for a special service conducted by Pastor Bruce Sayre entitled, “The Longest Season”.  It was a very moving service committed “to those who have the blues” during the holiday season.  Scripture, carols, and words of comfort were culminated by every member of this congregation of some 150   using an indelible pen to inscribe an event that had occurred, a painful loss.  The small pieces of paper that spoke of the anguish were then placed in a beautiful vase filled with crystal clear water.  Each person watched in amazement as the losses were “washed away”, leaving the paper intact and white as new fallen snow. Hope was born anew.  The large vase filled with the paper pieces was then taken to the alter to stand as a reminder that prayers were being offered up in behalf of each person there. The children then left with trees to plant at home with their families in memory of their loved one.  


Thank you Bruce and Anne Sayre, thank you Bobby Nickelson, Emily Terrell, Jenny    Hardin, Claude Childs, Linda Wyatt, Wayne Deitz, Sarah Leishman, Audrey Able.  Our next Jaime’s Tree House Day Camp will be in April 2008, but meantime, I will be talking about loss in the schools through presentations and support groups. Thank you Laurens County for your support and financial contributions to this program.

Sincerely, 

Gwen Cartledge,

 LBSW, Children’s Bereavement Program Director
