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The Small Rituals That Help Us Live With Grief

The rain had stopped only an hour earlier, leaving the sidewalks dark and shining beneath 

a pale morning sky. I took the same path I had walked dozens of times before, following a 

narrow trail through a neighborhood park. Fallen leaves clung to the edges of the path. Water 

dripped from sycamore branches overhead. An old pair of earbuds sat in my pocket.

At a bend in the trail, I stopped and played a song I had not heard in months. The opening 

notes sounded thin at first against the breeze and distant traffic. Then the melody settled into the 

space around me. A dog barked somewhere beyond the trees. A cyclist passed without speaking. 

I stood still beside a wooden bench slick with rain and listened until the song ended.

Nothing unusual happened. The clouds continued moving east. The puddles reflected 

patches of blue sky. After a minute, I put the earbuds away and kept walking.

Only later would I have called this a ritual.

We often think of rituals as formal ceremonies, religious observances, or traditions 

passed down through generations. Yet many rituals are much smaller than that. A habit is 

something we do repeatedly, often without much thought. A ritual is also repeated, but it carries 

intention and meaning. It asks us to pause and notice. It marks a moment that might otherwise 

pass unnoticed.

A ritual does not need to be public. It does not need to follow established rules. It can 

happen at a kitchen table, on a walking trail, or in the quiet of a bedroom. It may be as simple as 

lighting a candle at dusk, preparing a favorite recipe, or touching an object that belonged to 

someone no longer here.

In grief, a ritual does not have to solve anything to matter. Sometimes it simply gives 

sorrow a place to go.
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Loss often disrupts life's ordinary structure. A familiar voice is missing from a 

conversation. A chair remains empty. Dates that once passed without notice suddenly carry 

weight. Amid that disorientation, small rituals can offer a brief sense of order. They create a 

designated moment to acknowledge a relationship and the absence left behind.

Researchers have found that people who performed or reflected on rituals after a loss 

reported reduced feelings of grief in experimental settings. These findings do not suggest that 

rituals cure bereavement or provide a universal path through mourning. Grief remains intensely 

personal and often unpredictable. What studies do suggest is that meaningful actions may help 

people feel more structure and purpose during periods of emotional upheaval.

Psychologists sometimes describe another idea known as continuing bonds. Rather than 

thinking of healthy grieving as letting go completely, this perspective recognizes that many 

people maintain an inner connection with someone who has died. That connection may be 

expressed through stories, photographs, music, traditions, recipes, prayers, or efforts to carry 

forward values that mattered to the person. For some, these bonds feel comforting. For others, 

they feel complicated. Neither response is wrong.

Across cultures and faith communities, rituals of remembrance take many forms.

In Jewish tradition, families may observe shiva, a period of mourning during which 

relatives, friends, and community members gather to offer support, share memories, and help the 

bereaved carry the responsibilities of daily life.

Día de los Muertos, observed in Mexico and in communities around the world, often 

includes altars decorated with photographs, flowers, candles, favorite foods, and personal items 

associated with loved ones who have died. These offerings serve as acts of remembrance and 

connection.
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In some Christian traditions, families may find meaning in prayer, funeral liturgies, 

memorial candles, anniversary services, or gatherings that bring people together to remember a 

life and reaffirm shared faith.

These examples are not prescriptions. They are particular traditions shaped by cultural 

histories and religious beliefs. Just as importantly, some people do not want a ritual at all. Others 

may not feel ready for one. The nature of the loss, family dynamics, personal beliefs, and the 

circumstances surrounding a death all influence what feels appropriate. There is no correct way 

to grieve.

For those who do find comfort in remembrance, rituals can emerge from the ordinary 

details of a relationship.

Someone may cook a recipe that always appeared at family gatherings and tell the story 

behind it. Someone else may write down a single memory on a birthday or anniversary. A person 

might visit a favorite beach, garden, fishing spot, or neighborhood street that still carries traces of 

shared experience.

Some keep a photograph, letter, piece of jewelry, or item of clothing nearby. Others 

support a charity connected to the person's passions or volunteer for a cause they cared about. A 

ritual may involve playing a song, saying a prayer, sitting quietly for a few minutes, or calling 

another person who also remembers.

What would feel true to the relationship you had?

What small act would acknowledge the loss without asking you to resolve it before you 

are ready?

At the same time, it is important to recognize the limits of ritual. Grief can be 

overwhelming, especially in the months following a death. Sadness, anger, confusion, loneliness, 
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and difficulty concentrating are common experiences. Yet sometimes additional support is 

needed. Persistent and severe yearning, profound isolation, hopelessness, or an inability to 

reengage with daily life over an extended period can signal that grief has become especially 

burdensome.

A ritual is not a substitute for care. It can exist alongside grief counseling, support 

groups, pastoral guidance, trusted relationships, or mental health treatment. No candle, prayer, 

song, or anniversary tradition should be expected to carry the full weight of loss alone.

I still walk that same trail from time to time.

The bench remains there beside the curve in the path. The trees lose their leaves and grow 

them back. Sometimes I bring the earbuds; sometimes I do not. On certain mornings, I stop and 

listen to that song again. The breeze moves through the branches. People pass by. The day 

continues.

The ritual does not bring the person back. It does not make the absence smaller. The song 

ends exactly where it always has. Yet for a few quiet minutes, an ordinary walk becomes a space 

where memory and love can exist together. And sometimes that is enough for that day.
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