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As humans, we deal with losses in many ways. Some people feel the need to talk things 

out, either with a confidant or a relative stranger in particular social settings (such as a 

support group). Some of us handle it by spending time in solitude, in quiet, to internally 

mull over a constellation of recollections, images, and sentiments. Some people "work off" 

anxiety and the stress of grief through activity - physical exercise, painting a picture, taking 

a drive or a walk, and so forth. One option for working through grief is gardening, which 

may be an activity that cultivates more than just the soil.   

  

Gardening can be done alone, perhaps in wistful contemplation. Gardening can also be a 

communal affair with participants exchanging personal stories while engaging in the 

horticultural activity. Moreover, the task of gardening presumes both the senses of 

immediacy and future-orientation. It is that a gardener can choose to let one's ground to lie 

fallow or commence a series of preparations towards a future harvest.   

  

A grieving adult daughter once said working in the garden could be difficult because her 

tears got in the way. She told me, "I love to garden, but I could hardly see what I was 

doing in the yard." But then she noticed something curious. Her tears began to water the 

soil. Her tears also took up space in the holes in the ground dug out for the seeds. The soil 

was no longer just dirt, and the garden was no longer a mere plot of land. Indeed, 

gardening ceased to be an exercise of working in the yard. In the context of her loss, 

gardening became much more. 

  

Gardening can hold particular symbolism, such as death (...unless a grain of wheat falls into 

the earth and dies) or growth and change (blossoms, harvest). In both cases, time and 

attention is needed to gradually realize what will come of the gardener's labor and 

persistence. 

  

In the memory shared above, we could imagine the soil as the daughter's fertile past where 

tilling the earth is like working through her memories towards seeking comfort and solace. 

Maybe the holes she dug reflected her hollowed heart. Even the stance of kneeling (upon 

the soil) may portray her feeling of being weighed down by grief.   

  

Whatever symbols we might attach to this scenario, one thing was certain for that grieving 

daughter: Gardening became a way to actively and meaningfully face the pain of a changed 

reality. Hence, she was gardening grief. 

  

She now spends, or rather invests, intentional time in her garden, knowing it's time well 

spent; she will garden as long as she needs to in order to thoughtfully mind her grief. As 

seasons change, she will witness flowers blossom and wilt. It's a reminder that grief ebbs 

and flows. More broadly, it's important to remember that, just as a physical garden needs 

tending, so does the garden in our hearts - the part of ourselves where fruitful life pursuits 

and rejuvenating relationships can flourish with hope, grace, and care.     

  

Gardening may not be for everyone. Yet, it's essential to find a meaningful activity that may 

help to provide us time and space in which to sort through our losses. We all have grief. We 

all face the ebb and flow of sadness. So the encouragement here is to make the choice to 

cultivate grief towards what may blossom in time.   

  

Much courage to you in gardening grief. 

 

 
Source: Caring Concepts, May 2014 (a monthly e-Newsletter by Centering 

Corporation   http://www.centering.org/) 
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