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Although there are many methods of releasing grief, people experiencing it are often hindered by the fact that grief can virtually encompass every emotion there is and just when you think you’ve got a handle on it, another one can show up full force without warning.  Grief, I have discovered, is a multi-layered process that seems to evolve and change as time goes on and so there is no “one” prescription or answer when it comes to healing or releasing it. What may work one time may not work another—at least that’s how it has been for me.
Each person’s journey through grief is unique and very personal. “Grieving people often feel pressure from others and sometimes themselves to get over their grief and move on much sooner than they feel they are ready.”  I know I did and still do to a certain extent, and it is that very desire of wanting to “be done with it already” that can sometimes prolong the healing process.

According to a Hospice of North Idaho study, grief doesn’t follow a logical progression of decreasing intensity. The grief process is more like a roller coaster with dramatic ups and downs than it is a logical, step-by-step progression of getting better with time. It has been noted that even after a person has thoroughly worked through their grief, certain events and experiences may temporarily resurrect them. 

 After reading lots of literature on the subject and observing my own grief process, I’ve come to the conclusion that the #1 most helpful tool is understanding all the ways in which grief can impact your life.  According to Hospice of North Idaho, grief will impair your capacity to think clearly, make decisions, or solve problems systematically. Consequently, even minor problems or annoyances, which we would normally take in stride, become huge and feel more burdensome than they would have prior to this loss. 
In 1969 psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross introduced what became known as the “five stages of grief.” These included denial, anger, depression, and finally acceptance. There is no one, all-inclusive list of "appropriate grief feelings," but giving ourselves permission to feel and express those emotions is vital to healing.   Some of the more common healing strategies include getting plenty of exercise, support from family and friends, journaling, reaching out even though you may not feel like it, seeing a counselor, but the most important one in my experience is allowing ourselves to feel and express whatever we feel, knowing that what we feel is appropriate when dealing with loss. 
So…how does one go about healing grief?  There are probably as many answers to that as there are people.  It is an extremely personal journey even though there are commonalities among the grieving.   I feel I am extremely fortunate because of my intense love of singing and music and how that has helped me release.  I recently ran into a friend of mine whom I had not seen in many years after she became a Buddhist nun.  She did not know my partner had died and when I told her, she said: “Music saved your life didn’t it?”  

If it were not for all the singing I have done since the diagnosis of my partner’s cancer, I’m quite sure I would be a very different person today, and after starting sound healing classes I now understand just how important music has been as a release tool for me.  Now instead of trying to repress my vocalizations when overwhelming sadness hits, I allow them, realizing that I can move the sadness out.  What I find astonishing is that when I have the intent of allowing whatever sound to come out, the sound will generally raise in pitch, going from choppy to consistent on its own, and within a few minutes the intensity of the grief feeling is greatly lessened.  

As far as finding specific sound techniques on the Internet, I was not able to find much out about  healing grief through sound except for a Qigong release technique which involved deep breathing, paying particular attention to the lungs and emitting a Shhh sound on the out-breath; much like the sound we make when soothing a baby or small child.  Then, “as you exhale the sound, feel your lungs and chest releasing the sadness and grief from your whole body out through your mouth, again keeping your mind focused on your lungs throughout this exercise.”  It was recommended this be repeated 18 to 36 times once or twice daily.  I only had enough energy to do it two or three times and unfortunately I didn’t find it all that helpful.
 However, what I have found to be very helpful, especially during times of extremely intense feelings, is keening or wailing.  In order to wail properly one must let go of all dignity, pride, ego and allow the intensity of the feeling to ride on the sound until there is no more breath in your body.  For me, in the silence that followed each keening session, I found a huge amount of peace and relaxation.  The hardest part of keening is allowing oneself to actually do it.  I felt weak and embarrassed at first. Stuffing our emotions is such a hard habit to break!  
The other thing I have found is that the music we like is key to healing ourselves.  I believe we are drawn to certain music styles that contain the notes, intervals, and rhythms that our bodies need to heal in the moment, and most of us do this unconsciously.  Dancing also can be quite healing if we are drawn to do it.  I know of a woman who holds ecstatic dancing sessions once a month and has found it extremely helpful for releasing grief.  The thing is that releasing grief is an active process that must be expressed in whatever form that works for a person, but at the same time realizing there will probably be days when there just isn’t enough energy to do anything and that it is okay.
As a sound healer my prescription for someone who is grieving could be anything from singing, humming, keening, chanting, dancing, joining a drumming circle--anything that would allow the person to express on a regular basis in a way that is satisfying to him or her.  In terms of a sound treatment I would tone and send energy throughout all the chakras because many, if not all, could be shut down, but I would focus compassion directly into the solar plexus and heart center because (for me at least) that is where I feel grief the most and it is compassion that moves me the most.
According to the information I have read, acute grief lasts approximately a year, residual grief 2-4 years, and unresolved grief can last a lifetime.  As a sound healer I ultimately would want to help people who are grieving find a way to express the overwhelming emotion they feel and would suggest all the tools I’ve used in my own grief process so that they could help themselves—focusing again on whatever it is that allows them to best express what they are feeling.

 I wish I could say that I had a daily routine of some kind of music therapy for my own healing, but I have found that for me routine is simply not possible at this time and that every day I’m drawn to doing something different. I used to be very organized and focused before my partner died. Hospice counselors tell me this is normal and that I should be gentle with myself.  That said, it has been my practice to allow myself to do whatever I feel drawn to do—sing, wail, or even sit in long periods of silent contemplation because I know if I allow myself to do that, I will also allow myself to move in the direction I ultimately need to go.  
In conclusion, I suspect that finding my “true” voice is a little like finding my “true” self: both require letting go of what I think they should be. It is my deepest hope that by the time my own grief process nears completion I will have more tools and more understanding of how to help others release grief with and without sound.  
