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If you have lost your spouse recently or know someone who F " ™.
has, it is my prayer that you find encouragement and hope as you traverse these

dark and lonely waters. By avoiding the top seven mistakes made by widows and widowers,

you can lessen additional storms in your journey ahead.
My Story

On December 20, 2003 my dear wife, Linda, gave birth to a beautiful baby girl, whom we
named Hannah Rose. What a joy to see a new life enter this world! This was our 4™ child, and
like any Dad, | was as proud as could be. The pregnancy and birth seemed to go as normal as
the first three children’s births. However, within eight short days my world was shattered and
my wife was gone. A brain aneurysm stole the life of my young 41 year-old wife. All |
remember from that dark and devastating moment in life was the neurosurgeon explaining to
my pastor and me that the bleeding was so extensive there had only been about a ten minute
window to have operated.

Words can hardly describe the anguish and agony | felt as | realized my wife would never feel
pain again. In that moment, | remembered the words of Job 13:15, “Though He slay me, yet
will | trust Him...” Clinging to the One who gives hope, my faith in God kept me going during
those perilous waters. His Word was a beacon of light. Whether you are a person of faith or
not, it is my hope to inspire and help you through the pain you are experiencing. For me, those
days after the death of my dear wife were filled with shock, surrealism, and an acute sense
aloneness. Despite the constant interaction with people bringing meals and helping out in
various ways, the emptiness in my heart could hardly be dismissed.

The Blg Question

Perhaps the biggest and most common question you may ask yourself going forward will be,
“Am | going to be OK?” Hopefully, this brief guide on mistakes to avoid can provide some relief
to that question. However, | will answer it for you now: YES, you will be okay! Although may

you feel like you are going through the “valley of the shadow of death,” there is comfort and
peace in the road ahead—regardless of the financial pressure and emotional pain you are
experiencing. Many who have traveled this road before can attest to that. So, let’s get started
helping you avoid the 7 most common mistakes widows or widowers make. | know these
because | have made most of them myself!

1. Not doing anything. Too often it is easy to shut down and feel a sense of paralysis or
helplessness after losing your spouse. It is important that you move forward and learn
to put the pieces of your life back together. Doing nothing will only prolong the process




of getting on track again. Remember, you cannot shut yourself in or shut others out,
you cannot deny what you are experiencing, you cannot deny your emotions by holding
it all in, and you cannot ignore the mail and bills. Studies show many people shut down
so much that they can’t function properly to the point of not opening any mail or bills.
Do something! As Elisabeth Elliot, a widower who lost her husband on the mission field,
said, d Wdza i R2 (K& meftBebnéxt thingvlay/gekting back to work. | went
back to work after about 2 weeks. It was a way to keep my mind occupied, work
through the process, and get my focus off myself. Sometimes at work, | think | simply
went through the motions; | was present in body but not in my heart and spirit. My
staff at work had been very encouraging and helpful during this time.

Because it was near the holidays, one of the first things | also did was to go to our
traditional annual New Year’s Eve get-together with some close friends and their
families from church. | needed to be around them. Yes, things were certainly different.
| was exhausted emotionally, and somewhat physically, by the funeral and what took

place the prior couple of days. But being able to talk and share was good for me.

@m Key: Do the next thing!

Not allowing yourself time to neither grieve nor understand the process.

Whether you had been married for a few months or for many years, working through
the loss of a spouse is a process requiring time. Take the time you need; everyone goes
through this process differently. Many people experience a process of shock, denial,
anger, release, acceptance, and a myriad of other emotions. Grieving may be less than
a year or much longer depending on the person.

Everyone’s journey through these lonely waters will be different; the process may be
different, the emotions may be different, the time may be different. That is okay. Most
people experience some form of shock or denial as they work through feelings like, “did
this really happen?” or “l can’t believe it!” Even after several years and many times of
sharing my story, | still find some level of emotion welling up within me. Despite
preparing themselves for the inevitable, even those whose spouses faced terminal
illness will still indicate a certain level of shock or denial of its reality. An oft occurring
emotion, which happened for me, is one of a sense of a “loss of direction,” —a compass
that is not functioning or one who is stumbling around in the darkness. There will be
times where you may cry and not even understand why. Other times, there will be
triggering events such as a smell, a location, a person, or an object that may cause you
to burst into tears over your loss.

Another struggle | faced was being accused of not going through the grieving process,
which would sometimes stir up anger in me because | would think: how could they ever




know? They weren’t there; they didn’t see the tears; they didn’t know the pain; they

didn’t feel the hurt, or experience my “aloneness”. Even if | didn’t often cry overtly, |

cried internally. At the same time, | knew that | could fully trust God and stand firm on

His everlasting promises and unconditional love. A Scripture verse | clung to frequently
wasRomans8:28:¢ ! f f (GKAYy3I& 62N)] G23ISGKSNI F2NJ 37
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allowed it to happen. And, | knew He had a greater purpose behind all of it. Whether |

could make sense of it or not, | could rejoice knowing that Linda was in heaven. She had

a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, and for the Christian death is a transition from

earthly pain to eternal peace.

However, after the initial shock and denial of your loss, it is not uncommon to
experience anger. You may blame God, you may blame others, and you may blame
yourself. This is normal, but be careful not to stay in the position for long. If so, you
should seek additional counsel.

Release and acceptance is another phase; it occurs when you “release” your loved one,
accept what has happened, and move forward in life. Again, there is no rhyme or reason
for how or when this occurs. It is a time when you truly “let go” and move toward a
healthier mental and emotional state.

Although | thought it quite unusual at first, a dear widow friend of ours hosted a
“memorial birthday” party on her recently deceased husband’s birthday. At first, |
thought it strange, but then | realized that this was part of the process for her and a
sense of release. For her deceased husband, Nick, she released a balloon into the sky as
a way of letting him go. Ironically enough, the balloon got stuck in the tree in her back
yard. Just like Nick, he liked to hang around a while! Then, without anyone noticing, the
balloon somehow disappeared. This is so analogous of life and death. We hang around
for a while, and then we disappear. James4:14saysad X F2 NJ g Kl G A a @
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In the process of grieving, | also believe there are times you simply need to come apart
from the crowd and rest awhile. You may simply need to “come apart.” These are
times for healing, for weeping, and for pouring your heart out to God, to another, or to
nature. God can handle anything. So, tell Him! What helped me was to simply take an
a trip with my 3 oldest children while child care was provided for my baby. That time
alone with the older children was such a blessing. You certainly can find a way to get
away from the crowds, too. Jesus, knowing the agony he was about to experience at
the cross, went away to a solitary place to be alone with the Father.

O ~~>2 Key: Understand and allow yourself to go through the process.




3. Failure to enlist the help of others. Whether your support is from family, friends,
church, professionals, or colleagues, don’t try to “go it alone.” Regardless of who you
go to, please letothershelpyou. As | look back, | should probably have gone to a
support group and taken the kids there as well. My problem, and to a large degree, the
problem of my children is that we internalized the pain rather than talking through it.
Sharing things with people is very important. Within a few months of Linda’s death, |
was given the opportunity to share with our church congregation. Since, then, | have
shared my story of tragedy to triumphmany times with others. | wondered, at times, if
| sounded like a broken record. | heard a great interview on the Moody Bible Broadcast
where Brian Kluth,thed a A Y A & i S NJ 2othe ubBdyatSals® shaed Bisévife’s
long-term bout with cancer 1 month after he lost wife due to the ravaging disease. It
was very moving and inspiring. It was a great example of being able to share and work
through his grief.

Speaking of sharing, one of the greatest blessings | received came from my family, my
church family, my neighbors, and my staff. | experienced the reality of God’s love
through their generosity and service in an incredibly special way for which | am
extremely grateful. My sister flew in from Arizona to stay with me for two weeks to
help with the children. People brought meals and did laundry three days a week for
about five months until | hired a nanny. The church body provided me with a year’s
worth of diapers and wipes for Hannah! A rotating cleaning crew from church came in
and cleaned the home once a week. One of the nurses at the hospital got me free
formula for as long as | needed it. Child-care from family and people from church
happened Monday-Thursday every week while | took Friday’s off. Others ran errands,
planted a garden, and helped sort through the children’s clothes.

The outpouring of God'’s blessing was truly amazing! My staff and the Pastor’s wife
were totally involved in the process of hiring and interviewing a nanny. On a personal
side, | had an accountability partner from church that | admired hold me accountable
and talk with me occasionally during the grieving process and the process of finding a
“new wife.”

Key: Find one or two close friends who can hold you accountable, or join a
support group.

4. Failure to understand your current financial position. | have worked with

many widows whose husband’s were the primary financial decision makers and
handlers of the financial affairs, and | can’t tell you how many of them | have met who
didn’t have a clue financially where they stood. Fortunately for me, when my wife died,
I had many life experiences in the financial world with the settling of estates and death
claims. However, | can’t imagine how difficult it is for those who have a lower level of




financial awareness to sort through the entanglement of the financial web that usually
follows. Even if you are a very private person, don’t be afraid to have someone offer to
help you get organized and work through priorities when determining:
a. Your available income sources: pension, social security, employment, etc.
b. Your expenses
c. Your assets (what you own) & liabilities (debts-what you owe)
d. Allinsurance benefits: Life (individual and group, disability, long-term care,
health, homeowners, auto, and any other potential property/casualty
insurances).

There are “Survivor’s Checklists” for your benefit to help you navigate the financial
road ahead. Feel free to get professional help in this area.

@m Key: Understand your current and future financial status.

5. Thinking things will somehow be the same again. Since death is no respecter
of persons, it has an immediate impact on family dynamics. You need to be aware that
there are several areas change will occur and things will seem different going forward:

a. With immediate family: children, grandchildren, siblings
In-laws
Friends
Annual traditions
Holidays
Life values and perspectives

You need to swallow the pill that things will be different going forward. There will
be a “new normal.” | made this mistake thinking that when it came time for family
gatherings around the holidays, | could celebrate with the in-laws as | (we) always
did in the past, but through the grieving process and subsequent interaction, this all
changed. Perhaps it was too painful for them to get together with me as it reminded
them too much of Linda. Whatever it was, things were different. It felt more like a
divorce. The in-laws were okay with seeing the kids, but they weren’t comfortable
with having family functions together, especially around the holidays, with my new
wife, Anne. It was sad and hurtful to me. | can say that Anne has gone the extra
mile when it came to reaching out to “Grandpa, the sister, and the brother” and she
was very honoring of Linda, not wanting to “sweep her memory” under a carpet or
hide what happened. She was very good, even though difficult for her, at trying to
draw out our emotions and feelings of the death and how we did or didn’t handle
our grieving process.
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6. Moving too quickly or too slow. This is a very tricky thing, which affects many

aspects of life: finances, personal belongings, new relationships, etc.
Finances:
Be sure not to make any major financial decisions quickly. It is important to
focus on paying the current bills. Buying or selling a car, home, moving, or other
major things should be put on hold, if possible. You need to take inventory of
where you stand. Beware: It is often a mistake that when people receive
proceeds from insurance or other sources that they might make a rash decision.

It is very important to put in place a well thought out plan of what you need to
focus on:

i. Cash reserves in checking, savings and money market accounts are
needed for paying the day-to-day bills. There needs to be some level of
safety and liquidity until the “dust settles.”

Debts. Know what is owed but be careful about putting all the available
resources into paying off every single debt. Some debts you may not be
responsible for and others may have clauses or credit insurance for
paying them off. Make sure bills are legitimate. Paying off too much debt
can leave nothing for future expenses and can be disastrous especially if
the surviving spouse doesn’t have an income or very little income.
Monthly income & other resources. Know what you have, where it is,
and when it is available and how liquid it is. Are there any penalties for
accessing it? Professional advisors can help with this.

List expenses: know what your day to day bills are by listing them out.
Giving: you may desire to give to church, charity, foundation, and/or
family. | remember tithing (giving 10%) of the insurance proceeds that |
received from Linda’s death. It was one of the ways that | believed |
could honor God to show my love and commitment to Him.

Investing for the future. Be sure the strategy you put in place allows for
the ability to draw as you need it, provides diversification, and enables
you to keep pace with inflation, or potentially provide some opportunity
to guarantee income that you cannot outlive.

Again, | will underscore the importance of seeking professional help in
this arena. It can be a challenge to try and go through things alone here.

Belongings:
When do you get rid of the clothes? When do you get rid of your spouse’s belongings?

What do you keep? What do you give away or sell? These are all hard choices to make
and knowing the answers is no easy task. Enlist help if needed. |did and other widows |
have met did too. Far too many people get rid of everything right away while others




keep their spouses clothes in the closet for a year or more because it seem too painful
to part with it. After having been through the loss of my wife, my mother, and other
loved ones, | am still amazed at when it is all said and done how everything can almost
can be packed into just a couple of boxes of memories! What you value may or will
change.

Relationships:
It is interesting to note that if you desire to be involved in a future relationship, you will

find people will accuse you on both sides of the coin of either moving too quickly or too
slowly. | am sure that many people thought that after my wife died, | moved too quickly
to find my future wife. Of course, finding a new wife as a young man with four young
children is no easy feat. However, many people were praying for me, which was good
since it was going to take Divine intervention to meet a new spouse. At first, it was
really weird. | had never really taken my wedding band off, and to start the “dating”
process again was so strange. How could a single dad of four children find a new wife?
Being “alone again” comes with some acute pain.

It wasn't like | could just go out on a date; | had to be smarter about connecting with
someone. | am sure that it may have come as an offense to some that | was looking as
very shortly after my wife died, but | certainly didn’t mean it as an offense nor did |
intend it in any way as a lack of respect for my precious wife, Linda. There were a lot of
pressures. It was through the internet that | met another widow at a large church in
Troy, MI. After interacting a few times, it was evident that she would not be able to go
down the path of being an instant mom to four kids. However, she told her associate
Pastor and his wife about my situation and they immediately said: “That sounds like a
good fit for Annie. Do you mind if we introduce Annie to him?” To which she replied
that it was no problem. The rest was history! God provided a great answer to prayer.

On the other hand, my brother with three kids still at home, who lost his wife due to
cancer 10 months after | lost my wife, was accused of moving too slow to find a new
wife—even when his wife, Charlotte, before she passed indicated to the family that she
was okay with him looking for a new mate. His process and time-frame were much
different than mine, but nonetheless, he met his current wife, Tammy, a few years later.
Some people are perfectly okay with being single again. You need to also be okay with
that if that is God’s plan for you.

@m Key: Proceed with caution.

Not focusing on the future. Last but not least, it is important to focus on getting to

a healthy perspective emotionally, mentally, and financially. All the emotions that you
have experienced and will experience with various triggering events, like going through




all the firsts without your spouse: 1* Birthday, 1°* Anniversary, 1** Thanksgiving, 1*

Christmas, etc. can be very overwhelming. Take it one day, one week, and one month at

atime. Itis okay to express your emotions, it is okay join a support group, and it is okay

to enlist the help of others. There will be brighter days ahead. Remember this verse

from Psalms30:50Y &8 LAYy 3 Yl & SyRdz2NE F2NJ I yA3IKGZHod

Friend, as you read this, recognize that you don’t have to go it alone. Really. Whether

you believe it or not, you have a Heavenly Father that is madly in love with you and

desires your best; He is fighting for you to overcome the pain and to embrace the next

steps in your healing journey. Jeremiah 29:11 says: “For | know the plans | have for

yourBSOf F NB&a (GKS [hw53X aLXFya G2 LINEA&LISN 2 d
hope and a future.€ Read His love letter to you—it is a source of Hope, Encouragement,

and Truth for all ages.

If you have found this to be of help and encouragement to you, please let us know. We
are always looking to reach out as James 1:27 states: “Pure and undefiled religion
before God and the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their trouble, and to
keep oneself unspotted from the world.”

Key: Focus on the future, the healing, the positives, and the blessings.

You can call the Lamplighter Group toll-free at 1-888-548-5267 for a complimentary
consultation to see how we can come alongside of you in this process.
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