
No, You Don’t Need ‘Closure’
“As a cancer doctor, I see death—and see how 

the loss of a loved one is a part of 
each person’s life forever.”

By Stephen J. Forman, MD 
Jan. 6, 2016 

There are few among us who have not experienced the loss 
of a friend or loved one. Often it comes without warning, in 
an accident or, as we’ve seen all too often recently, an act of 
terrorism. The experience of loss after a lingering illness like 
cancer, though more expected, is just as deeply felt. As time 
passes, we often hear how important it is to gain closure—a 
way of tidying up to help us move on with our own lives.

The reality is that closure is a myth. My personal and 
professional experience with those who have lost friends and 
family, including children, has taught me that going on with 
life is not the same as gaining closure. The wound of loss 
is a part of each person’s life forever. We continue to think 
about those dear to us, though perhaps not every day or with 
the same intensity. Recollection is sometimes provoked by 
a date on the calendar or, less predictably, by a sight, sound, 
aroma, melody or place that evokes the missing person.

These personal moments, seemingly forever paused in time, 
can cause us to feel alone, especially during sentiment-filled 
holidays. The danger of the idea of closure is that it heightens 
this aloneness, by giving us a false expectation that these 
experiences should and will at some point end. They won’t.

No matter how much time has passed, memories remain. To 
deny them is to deny precious moments of love, fellowship, 
gratitude and inspiration. Grieving changes the experience 
of loss, but does not eliminate it, and is not intended to do 
so. To close the memory does not sustain the healing or help 
in proceeding with life. Such echoes from the past are voices 
in the present and are sometimes warmly felt.

As humans we all yearn to remember. Nearly every culture 
has its way of preserving the past. We build memorials to 
perpetuate collective memory, whether it is the Vietnam 
Memorial or Holocaust Museum in Washington, D.C., the 
field of empty chairs in Oklahoma City, or the 9/11 Memorial 
in New York.

Cemeteries offer a communal “safe space” where grief is 
openly welcomed and expected, forever. Visitation rights to 
a plot do not suddenly expire six months after a burial, a time 
that some in the medical community suggest is the “normal” 
grieving period. In the Jewish tradition, the acknowledgment 
of the annual yahrzeit, the anniversary of the death of a 

family member, is always done in the presence of others, 
provoking a collective memory of the person. 

These occasions—sometimes formal, but more often 
spontaneous—are not about closure. Rather they are about 
the fullness in each of our lives that came from our family, 
loved ones and friends, as well as others who were touched 
by that person’s presence.

In my work as a cancer physician, I often write to the family 
of a loved one who was under our care, months after the 
death. It is a time when most of the people who helped 
support them through the days and weeks immediately 
after have gone back to the busyness of their own lives. The 
bereaved are left alone with their own feelings and thoughts. 
The letters are a chance to remain connected, but also a way 
to convey that their loved one is an important memory for us, 
too. These words of acknowledgment are always welcome, 
reassuring those whose lives have become interwoven with 
ours that their loved ones are alive within us, as they are in 
their own families. 

A few months ago, I ran into a woman who many years 
ago had, at a very young age and early in her marriage, lost 
her husband to cancer. Since then she had moved away, 
met another man whom she adored, married him and had 
a family. Together they raised their children. She had built 
a successful career. Seemingly she had found closure from 
the tragedy of her early life. As we finished talking and she 
began to walk away, she turned around, and with eyes full, 
said: “I think of him almost every day.”
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An Unbreakable Bond
From the same roots

Nourished by the same soil
We grew, side by side.

One a little older,
the other a little taller,

Such different blossoms,
Different, yet strangely the same.

We grew, our lives entwined,
Held together by shared experiences,

Common joys and sorrows,
Whispered secrets known to us alone.

Though the bond of love,
We shared strength.

We grew, our different paths parting us,
an ocean between.

Yet slender tendrils of love still
reached out to one another.

They touched and they formed a
bond once more.

An unbreakable bond like steel,
through which strength and love

flowed once more.
Then, too soon, the bond tightened,

as I was drawn to her side.
Entwined once more, I held her and

watched helplessly,
As she withered and died.

I am alone.
Yet the bond of love,

That bond between sisters is eternal.
Even death cannot sever it,

Because my sister still lives in heaven
and in my heart.

~ Sharon Gray
written for her sister Jenny

Reprinted from We Need Not Walk Alone

e   Borrowed Hope   e

Lend me your hope for awhile,
I seem to have mislaid mine.

Lost and hopeless feelings accompany me daily.
Pain and confusion are my companions.

I know not where to turn.
Looking ahead to the future times

Does not bring forth images of renewed hope.
I see mirthless times, pain-filled days, and more tragedy

Len me your hope for awhile,
I seem to have mislaid mine.
Hold my hand and hug me,
Listen to all my ramblings.

I need to unleash the pain and let it tumble out.
Recovery seems so far distant,

The road to healing, a long and lonely one.
Stand by me.  Offer me your presence,

Your ears and your love.
Acknowledge my pain, it is so real and ever present.

I am overwhelmed with sad and conflicting thoughts.
Lend me your hope for awhile.

A time will come when I will heal,
and I will lend my renewed hope to others.

~Eloise Cole
Reprinted from Bereavement Magazine


