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Question

Please tell your readers not to ask grieving people like me, “How are you doing?”  I get asked that more than 
anything since my son’s death. I always feel put on the spot. It’s like taking my emotional temperature out of 
the blue just because I see them in the supermarket. It would be much more comforting to say something like, 

“I’ve been thinking of you lots.” Most days I don’t have any idea how I am doing. And even if I did, I may not want to 
disclose how poorly or well I happen be doing at the moment. It’d be so much better to be with me rather than to inter-
rogate me. What do you think?

Answer

I am so glad you wrote about this. I think you speak 
for nearly every griever who has felt intruded upon 
rather than supported by well-meaning friends and 

family. Grief is always a very private reality; questions 
from others can feel intrusive rather than helpful. There 
are several approaches to this that I hope might help you 
going forward.

First, be mindful that those asking are well-intentioned. 
There may be rare occasions when someone wishes to 
cause harm, but in all my years working with bereaved 
persons I’ve only seen others genuinely trying to help. 
That said, they need to learn how to be useful and sup-
portive friends. Asking willy-nilly, “How are you?” is a 
demand and an intrusion. Better to say, “Do you want 
to take a walk and catch up?” Or, “Are you up for going 
to lunch or a movie soon?”  This way they are joining 
your life without your son, rather than asking a question. 
Questions can make you feel obliged to give an update 
rather than more naturally share your day-to-day life.  

A second perspective is to realize that grief, as many 
have noted, is a roller coaster of emotions, thoughts, and 
physical reactions that go deep in questioning the past, 
present and future. It is also largely an invisible reality un-
less one happens to be openly crying at a given moment. 
There is no simple answer to “How are you?”  If someone 
does ask, you can say, “Thanks for asking but it’s compli-
cated. Let’s talk about it some other time.” 

You are not required to answer questions, even well- 
intentioned ones. However, friends and family are cru-
cial along the way, so don’t give up on those who ask you 

questions. Change the focus to something you do want to 
talk about.

The custom has been largely dropped, but there was a 
time when grievers wore black clothing to signify grief. 
My grandmother wore “widows-black” for many years 
after my grandfather’s death. It helped those around her 
know her status so they could more easily respect her 
sorrow and not intrude. Megan Devine’s recent book, 
It’s OK That You’re Not OK: Meeting Grief and Loss in a 
Culture That Doesn’t Understand, offers insights into the 
challenges of grieving in our time. She offers useful ideas 
to shape the experience so that a griever builds a new 
life alongside grief rather than unrealistically striving to 
overcome it or finish grieving. 

All our losses go into the future with us. The key is how 
to transform the loss into new insights and a clearer direc-
tion moving forward in life. Please know you can achieve 
that over time.

■  The Rev. Paul A. Metzler, DMin, an Episcopal priest and 
psychotherapist, is semi-retired following over 40 years of service 
as a clergy, therapist and hospice-based grief counselor.
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Grief Chat with Rev. Paul A. Metzler, DMin
Join Paul Metzler on February 4th from 1-1:45 pm ET for 
an online chat. Bring your questions on the topic, When 
Well-Meaning Comments Make My Grief Worse, or general 
questions about grief to an online discussion between Paul 
Metzler and other Journeys readers across the country. 

Sign up at hospicefoundation.org/griefchat.


