
 
 
 

 
 

Write Away: 
Thoughts on the Art of Writing to Heal 

by Joanetta Hendel 
 
 
I’m a scribbler. I leave little notes here and there, “Don’t forget...thought for the 
day...goals...” Jotting down my thoughts comes naturally to me. When Benjamin died, it 
was not even a conscious decision to begin writing; it was an involuntary reflex. 
 
The first notes were records of my five-year-old’s candid comments about the realities 
of death. “That’s not fair, babies are supposed to last!” Stephanie announced 
indignantly. I’d find her laying a “dead” dolly to rest and fashioning a pair of angel wings 
from construction paper so that she could “fly up to heaven to see how Ben is doing.” 
While Stephanie worked out her feelings in play, I worked mine out on paper. 
 
The sudden death of my youngest child left my mind full of garbled and ever-changing 
chaos. The shock was intertwined with denial, which eventually gave way to anger, 
depression, and unrelenting guilt. Those who assured me that the worst ended with the 
funeral were wrong. The tension, pain and uncertainty grew with each passing day, 
building and feeding on itself. There is a limit to the amount of internal pandemonium 
that the human mind will tolerate. When I reached my limit, my mind began dumping 
onto paper what it couldn’t process internally. 
 
Six weeks after Benjamin’s death, I sat down 
to write to keep from going crazy. I had no 
preconceived direction. The words simply 
poured out, a blow by blow account of the 
disaster that had changed my life forever. I 
wrote about waking to find him dead, I wrote 
about rushing off to the hospital in search of a 
miracle, I wrote about walking away from the 
hospital empty-handed with only Ben’s 
pajamas in a plastic bag. Playing it back scene 
by scene, I recounted for myself the earliest hours, the first days, the mortuary, the 
funeral. The writing gave order to my mental processes. I’d created a factual account of 
a nightmare and became obsessed with the reading and rereading, trying to convince 
myself that this was real. Later came poems, letters to Ben and to God, and written 
messages to myself. In unpredictable spurts, my mind sought healing on paper. 
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The human body is designed to mend itself. Given the proper attention, cuts and bruises 
heal, broken bones are repaired. The injured mind has the same qualities of restoration 
as the physical body. Emotional wounds are slowly and carefully restored to balance. 
However, the resolution of emotional trauma can be facilitated through concrete 
expression. There is an undeniable need for a physical outlet, a method of sorting and 
bringing forth internal stress. 
 
The bereaved experience an instantaneous overload in mental and emotional clutter. 
Stifled, left to fester and grow, emotional hurts infect the mind and soul. The need to do 
something with their grief, to work it through, becomes a primary focus for bereaved 
individuals. Grief can seek verbal expression—the overpowering need to talk about 
one’s loss. Grief can seek visual expression through any number of artistic endeavors. 
Music is a catharsis for some. The paths to internal healing are varied, but the written 
expression of grief is unsurpassed in therapeutic potential. 
 
Writing is a form of self-expression, self-
examination, and self-therapy. It is a means of 
externalizing the internal and facilitates the 
mind’s natural tendency to seek release. 
Writing to heal requires no particular talent. 
Begin very simply with, “I feel…” Make 
uncomplicated statements about anger, about 
fear, about pain. The words will follow, thought processes will expand. As with any other 
endeavor, skills of written expression are gained with practice. 
 
The lives of bereaved individuals are filled with chaos. Expect early therapeutic writing 
to reflect that confusion. Helping to sort and to clarify, writing provides an opportunity 
to pinpoint feelings. Many individuals understand what they feel only after seeing it on 
paper. No boundaries nor restraints should be placed on the words that flow from pen 
or keyboard. The bereaved will find himself doing what he needs to do to heal, writing 
what he needs to write to set the mind free. The heavy mental concentration involved in 
writing opens the door to an altered state of consciousness. This state of mind paves the 
way for insights and perceptions that might not be available at other times. Respect and 
follow all internal leads, expecting answers to come in their own way and in their own 
time. 
 
Writing can be considered a memorial to a lost loved one, and it can take a variety of 
forms and directions. There is value in writing a detailed account of the deceased’s life, 
the qualities shared within that relationship. Begin at the beginning, writing about the 
loss and what that loss has meant. Capture all random thoughts and fleeting memories 
with the first draft. Polishing can come much later. Talk with the deceased on paper 
about the relationship, the positive as well as the negative. Remembering the good as  
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well as the bad times makes the story real. Use pictures and memorabilia, to recall the 
events, the history. Memories and feelings will come flooding back. Recalling one 
memory will trigger another and another. Most people are surprised at exactly how 
much they are able to remember, one thought invariably leading to a dozen more. 
Elaborate on feelings in the story form as well as through letters. Consider poetry when 
the feelings become jumbled and imprecise. Thoughts can be condensed into concise, 
manageable size when prose is converted to poetic verse. 
 
It can be helpful to write about the death, the days leading up to and away from it, the 
details and events that form the fabric and the scenario. Thoughts and feelings that are 
just too painful to express in words can now find their way out on paper. The pictures 
within will take concrete form through the written word. Whether sudden or 
anticipated, death often leaves the bereaved with an overwhelming sense of unfinished 
business, a need for completion. Writing offers an opportunity to say what could not be 
said when the loved one was alive. In addition, it offers a chance to say good-bye. 
 
Written words provide a safe means of 
discharging anger. “Why did you leave me?” can 
be screamed out on paper. Doctors with human 
frailties, reckless drivers, and a mysterious God 
can all be called to task. Guilts, whether justified 
or contrived, can be expressed and forgiveness 
sought. This is an opportunity to apologize, to 
make amends. Consider writing from the 
perspective of the deceased. A powerful exercise 
in self-examination can occur when we allow 
ourselves to adopt the frame of mind and 
thought processes of the one who has died. 
Significant parts of that person live within us, that personality very much alive through 
stored memories and shared experiences. Spending some time in the deceased’s room 
or favorite place, sitting in the special chair, sorting through his things, heightens our 
sense of that other person. Writing from his or her perspective can offer soothing 
assurances and spiritual insights about the individual’s life and death. 
 
A bereaved individual may want to keep a journal reflecting personal experiences with 
grief. A chronological record of the grief process can be an invaluable tool in the 
resolution of loss. Day to day thoughts and experiences can be noted in as much or as 
little detail as is comfortable. Note, as well, the mental processing that is done at night 
through dreams. Grief can be such an overpowering experience that the bereaved is 
sometimes left with a feeling of certain hopelessness. But through journal notations it is 
possible to discern movement and motion, to track significant growth and 
advancement. A journal is a record of where an individual has been, one that offers 
tremendous personal insight. 
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Writing takes time, but the opportunities to write are all around us. Carry a notebook to 
preserve fleeting thoughts that come at random times—while riding in the car, during 
routine daily tasks, through conversations with others who knew the deceased. Put no 
time limits on your writing, and don’t try to tell the story all at once. Instead, do it bit by 
bit, little by little, as is comfortable. The spaces between the writing are as valuable to 
the process as the writing itself. Don’t rush. Allow time for what has been learned to do 
its internal work. Consider, as well, sharing some of what is written with a trusted 
friend. Sharing ourselves with another person validates our feelings and experiences. 
 
Indulge in the reading and rereading of what 
has been written, and read aloud from the 
written work as often as possible. The 
therapeutic value of reading aloud cannot be 
over-estimated. Feelings that remain barely 
shrouded beneath the surface emerge with 
overwhelming intensity and power when 
given a verbal voice. There is pain in 
therapeutic writing, just as there is pain in grieving. The written expression of grief is 
designed to play back the sadness and the heartache. But as the bereaved relives, re-
experiences, pain opens the doors to a heightened level of emotional health, and the 
accompanying tears are an important exercise in the healing process. Welcome the 
expression of strong, powerful emotions. Making peace with pain is the essence of the 
resolution of grief. 
 
We all possess the innate ability to heal. Writing heals the heart, the mind, and the soul. 
Each written word opens doors—to the past and to the future, and to a heightened 
sense of peacefulness and emotional well-being. Therapeutic writing becomes a gift to 
oneself and to the memory of the one we’ve loved and lost. Above all, expect miracles 
from therapeutic writing. There is magic in the written word. 
 

Originally printed in Bereavement Magazine, 1990. 
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