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Week 1: Setting the Container—The Covenant and
Grounding

This session is tailored for families grieving the death of a retired LEO. The focus is on
establishing safety and acknowledging the complex grief that is often disenfranchised
(not publicly recognized) after the uniform is put away.

I. Welcome and Intent (3 Minutes)

"Welcome to our grief support group. Thank you for showing the courage it takes just to
walk through this door. | want to acknowledge that grief after retirement is often unseen
and confusing. You lost the person you were just starting a new life with, but the world
may act like the danger passed years ago. This is a private, safe space for you to
acknowledge the full weight of your loss.

My role as the chaplain here is to be the steward of this space. The healing power
comes from the empathy between you, but for that empathy to work, we must first
establish two things: Trust and Safety."

Il. The Foundation of Trust: The Covenant of Confidentiality (7 Minutes)

"In the law enforcement world, trust is everything. In this room, it is the only rule that
matters. We call this the Covenant of Confidentiality.

| am going to read this aloud, and | ask you to hold these words as sacred.

1. What is said here stays here, period. Your personal grief must be protected
from outside scrutiny, especially since the loss may not be publicly known.

2. No Advice or Fixing: We are here to witness your pain, not to fix it. Do not
interrupt, suggest solutions, or offer advice. Healing comes from being heard, not
from being judged.

3. No Agency Politics/Litigation: This is a space for personal grief work, not for
litigating retirement or administrative issues. We focus on the impact of the
loss on you.

4. The Duty to Warn (The Single Exception): If you express an active plan to
harm yourself or someone else, | must break confidentiality to ensure safety.

(Pause, make eye contact with each person.) "By choosing to return next week, you are
affirming your commitment to upholding this covenant.”

lll. The Foundation of Safety: Inmediate Grounding (5 Minutes)

"Even if the death was anticipated, the finality is a trauma, and your body carries years
of built-up vigilance. We need to settle it.
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Activity: 5-4-3-2-1 Grounding Technique
(Chaplain leads the group slowly and calmly.)

"l want you all to plant your feet firmly on the floor. Take a moment to feel the ground
beneath you. This is the physical reality of safety.

5 — See: Name five items around the room.

4 — Feel: Notice four things you are touching right now.

3 — Hear: Focus on three sounds outside this immediate space.
2 — Smell: What two faint scents can you detect?

1 — Taste: Notice the last taste in your mouth.

"Now, take one deep, slow breath. This is safety. This tool brings your nervous system
back to the present. Use it anytime you feel overwhelmed, in this room or out."

IV. Transition to Sharing (3 Minutes)

"For our first sharing session, we are going to keep it simple and focused on present
safety and connection.

Our prompt for today is:
‘Introduce yourself, and tell us one small thing—a small act of kindness, a
moment of quiet, or a feeling of hope—that brought you a brief sense of safety or

peace this past week.'

"Remember the covenant. We are listening only to understand. [Participant Name],
would you like to start?"

V. Session Closing (5 Minutes)
Final Check-Out (2 Minutes)
(After all members have shared, the Chaplain leads the check-out ritual.)

"Let's bring our awareness back to the room. In one word, how are you feeling right
now compared to when we started?"

(Chaplain accepts the words without comment and notes any signs of acute distress.)
Self-Care Pledge (2 Minutes)
"Now, let's make a single, small pledge of self-care you will commit to completing in

the next 24 hours. Your pledge should be an act of comfort or gentleness toward
yourself."
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(Example: "I pledge to make myself a cup of tea and sit by a window for five minutes,"
or "l pledge to leave the dishes until tomorrow and go to bed early.")

Closing Reflection (1 Minute)
"Thank you for the immense courage it took just to be here and entrust us with your
truth. You honored our covenant. Go forward, knowing that your complex grief is valid

and that you are deeply respected. We hold the peace you found here until next
week."

Version: 12March2026



Week 2: The Two Backpacks: Grief vs. Trauma

I. Review and Check-In (3 Minutes)

"Welcome back to Week 2. You upheld our covenant and returned, which is a powerful
act of self-care. Last week, we established this room as a safe container.

Before we begin | remind you of our covenant and let’s quickly settle our bodies with the
5-4-3-2-1 grounding exercise." (Pause and guide the quick exercise.)

"Today, we are going to look inside two separate, heavy burdens you may be carrying.
Even with an anticipated loss (like illness) or a non-service-related sudden death, your
body may be reacting with the same high alert carried over from the years of LE
vigilance. We need to distinguish Grief from Trauma."

Il. The Two Backpacks Metaphor (7 Minutes)

"You are carrying two distinct backpacks right now. Understanding which feeling
belongs in which pack helps you choose the right tool to manage it.

Backpack 1: Grief (The Loss Backpack)

This is the profound, natural emotional response to absence and the loss of a shared
future.

o Core Emotion: Sadness, yearning, deep missing, and fatigue.

e Focus: The Past and the Absence. Your mind is preoccupied with the memory
of the person and the life you were supposed to share in retirement.

« Healing Tool: Expression. Grief needs to be talked about, cried out, witnessed,
and processed with patience.

Backpack 2: Trauma (The Fear Backpack)

This is the physiological response to a threat, which in your case, is the years of high
alert combined with the shock of the final loss.

o Core Emotion: Fear, anxiety, frustration, and hyper-vigilance (e.g., checking
doors, jumpiness).

e Focus: The Present and the Threat. Your body’s alarm system is stuck on high
alert, even though the service ended.

« Healing Tool: Stabilization and Grounding. Trauma needs structure, routine,
and tools like 5-4-3-2-1 to signal: 'The immediate threat is over, and you are
safe now.'
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The Crucial Distinction: The sadness over the loss is grief, but the constant, low-
grade anxiety that may be a carryover from the LE years is trauma. They require
different kinds of care."

lll. Symptoms and Self-Care (5 Minutes)
"ldentifying the source of the feeling is the first step toward relief. If you are struggling

with Fear Backpack symptoms, you are not failing at grief; you are successfully
surviving a physiological response.

|Symptom |Backpack & Why | Actionable Self-Care
Trauma (Hyper-arousal). Action: Use a deliberate calming
Inability to Your body has been ritual (e.g., progressive muscle
Relax conditioned over years of relaxation) before watching TV or
service to be on alert. reading.

Avoidance (of Action: Set a time-limited goal: 5

sorting Grief (Fear of confronting minutes of sgrting,.followed by 1.5
belongings) finality). minutes of distraction. Success is
showing up, not finishing.
Grief (Emotional Overload). ||Action: Allow yourself restorative
Pervasive Processing this profound loss |[rest, and forgive yourself for having
Fatigue consumes immense physical |[less energy than you did when your

energy. partner was active.

IV. Transition to Sharing (3 Minutes)

"The goal this week is simply to name what you are feeling.

Our prompt for today is:

‘Share one emotional experience you had this week, and identify whether it felt
driven mostly by the deep, sad ache of Grief, or the pervasive anxiety and
jumpiness of Trauma. Which backpack felt heaviest this week?"

"Remember our covenant. We are here only to witness and validate your experience.
[Participant Name], would you like to start?"

V. Session Closing (5 Minutes)

Final Check-Out (2 Minutes)

(After all members have shared, the Chaplain leads the check-out ritual.)

Version: 12March2026



"Let's bring our awareness back to the room. In one word, how are you feeling right
now compared to when we started?"

(Chaplain accepts the words without comment and notes any signs of acute distress.)
Self-Care Pledge (2 Minutes)

"Now, let's make a single, small pledge of self-care you will commit to completing in
the next 24 hours. Your pledge should use your Restoration side to actively counter
one of your heavy backpack symptoms."

(Example: "l pledge to use the 5-4-3-2-1 technique at least twice before | try to fall
asleep tonight,"” or "I pledge to deliberately pause a task and rest my eyes for one
minute.”)

Closing Reflection (1 Minute)

"You successfully named your two burdens today. Remember, the fear you feel is real

but is often a carryover from the job; your sadness is the truth of your love. Thank
you for honoring both truths."
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Week 3: The Pendulum Swing: Normalizing Oscillation

I. Reviewing the Journey (3 Minutes)

"Welcome back. Last week, we separated the long-term anxiety of Trauma from the
sharp sadness of Grief. Today, we need to dismantle the harmful myth that your grief
should be a tidy, straight path. This is especially true after a retirement loss, where
people expect you to be 'fine.'

Before we begin, | remind you of our covenant and let’s quickly settle our bodies with
the 5-4-3-2-1 grounding exercise." (Pause and guide the quick exercise.)

If you feel functional one moment, and then a wave of despair crashes in the next, that
is not a sign you're failing. It’s a sign you are grieving healthily because your mind is
actively protecting you from constant emotional overload."

Il. The Dual Process Model: The Pendulum (7 Minutes)

"You don't go through linear stages; you oscillate—you swing back and forth—between
two absolutely necessary states. This is the Dual Process Model (DPM), and we can
visualize it as a pendulum.

Side 1: Loss Orientation (The Pain)

This is the side where you fully immerse yourself in the pain. This is the vital work of
acknowledging the finality of the absence.

e Focus: Yearning, feeling intense sadness, dwelling on the circumstances of the
death, mourning the lost retirement years and shared plans.

e Purpose: To process the emotional debt of the love and shared future.

o The Risk: Staying here too long leads to emotional burnout and paralysis.

Side 2: Restoration Orientation (The Break)

This is the side where you focus on rebuilding and distraction. This is the work of
surviving and creating a new life narrative.

o Focus: Dealing with logistics, cleaning, working, connecting with new people, or
simply enjoying a momentary distraction.

e Purpose: To give your mind and body a mandatory break from the emotional
weight.
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lll. Addressing the Guilt Trap (5 Minutes)

"The secret to long-term healing is the swing itself. Your brain cannot process the pain
of Loss Orientation 24/7. Your mind's ability to shift you to the Restoration side—to let
you laugh or focus on a chore—is a survival mechanism.

The Guilt Trap (Specific to Retirement Loss): This loss is often disenfranchised. You
may feel guilty for the relief that the years of hyper-vigilance are over, or guilty for crying
over the lost retirement plans more than the job-related risk.

The DPM Truth: That moment of laughter or focus was a victory. It doesn't diminish
your love; it means you are surviving. You earned that break, and you need that break
to have the energy to return to the difficult work of mourning. Trust the swing."

IV. Transition to Sharing (3 Minutes)

"Today, let's honor both sides of your pendulum.

Our prompt for today is:

'Describe one moment this past week when you were fully immersed in the
sadness (Loss Orientation), and one moment when you were successfully
distracted or focused on rebuilding (Restoration Orientation). What internal
pressure (guilt or expectation) did you feel during that moment of distraction?’
"We are here to witness both the depths of your sadness and the quiet moments of your
survival. [Participant Name], would you like to share?"

V. Session Closing (5 Minutes)

Final Check-Out (2 Minutes)

(After all members have shared, the Chaplain leads the check-out ritual.)

"Let's bring our awareness back to the room. In one word, how are you feeling right
now compared to when we started?"

(Chaplain accepts the words without comment and notes any signs of acute distress.)
Self-Care Pledge (2 Minutes)
"Now, let's make a single, small pledge of self-care you will commit to completing in

the next 24 hours. Your pledge should use your Restoration side to actively give
yourself a break from the burden of guilt."
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(Example: "l pledge to stop working on a difficult project and listen to music for 15
minutes," or "l pledge to deliberately enjoy a meal without guilt tonight.")

Closing Reflection (1 Minute)
"You successfully validated the swing today. Remember, your moments of rest are not

disloyal; they are necessary for survival. Thank you for giving yourself permission to
swing between the pain and the break."
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Week 4: Liminality: The Loss of the ‘Second Life'
Identity

I. Reviewing the Journey (3 Minutes)

"Welcome back. Over the past three weeks, we’ve given ourselves permission to swing
between the pain and the breaks, and we’ve validated the complexity of grief after years
of LE conditioning.

Before we begin, | remind you of our covenant and let’s quickly settle our bodies with
the 5-4-3-2-1 grounding exercise." (Pause and guide the quick exercise.)

Today, we address the unique source of your loneliness and confusion: the feeling that
you were robbed of the future you had finally earned. This suspension between worlds
is called Liminality."

Il. Defining the Liminal State (7 Minutes)

"Liminality means being on a threshold—suspended in transition. For an LE family,
the first phase of life was the danger and hyper-vigilance of the active career.
Retirement was supposed to be the 'second life'—the reward of stability, peace, and
shared time.

The loss didn't just take the person; it violently destroyed that promised 'second life.'

gteai:fg“ The OId Life (Active Duty) The Liminal Space (The Void)
old Partner of a serving officer, Loss of the Retiree: Lost the identity

you were just building together (e.g.,
'We are travelers,' '"We are settled').

The Promise: The vision of long |The Void: Lost the future plans, the
vacations, quiet mornings, and a |[shared anticipation, and the specific
relaxed, shared schedule. retiree identity you both were forming.

Identity ||defined by rank and schedule.

New
Future

The Experience of Liminality: You feel profound disorientation because you spent
decades planning for a peace you never got to fully enjoy. You are grieving not just the
person, but the unlived shared future. This feeling of being robbed and adrift is a
normal, profound response to a double identity loss."

lll. Why Retirement Loss Intensifies Liminality (5 Minutes)

The suspension is amplified by the unique timing of the loss:
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1. Grief is Disenfranchised: The public and even some family members think,
"Well, at least he/she retired and had a few good years." This lack of validation
forces you to carry the intense grief privately, which deepens the liminal isolation.

2. Shattered Scaffolding: You had successfully navigated the rigid structure of the
active career. The retirement phase required building a completely new
scaffolding of routine, which was likely still fragile when the loss occurred. Now,
that structure has been destroyed again, leaving you feeling less equipped to
rebuild.

3. The Constant Reminder: The house, the shared retirement projects, and the
empty travel plans become constant, painful reminders of the unlived future,
trapping you in the limbo state.

IV. Transition to Sharing (3 Minutes)

"Today, we honor the truth that you were robbed of your future. We will not rush you out
of this confusion, but we will validate your immense disappointment and sadness.

Our prompt for today is:

'Describe one specific plan or anticipation for your retirement that was shattered
(your loss of the 'second life'). And what is one small, new personal routine you
managed to create this week that is yours alone, acting as an anchor in this
liminal space?’

"We are here to hold the space for the future you lost. [Participant Name], we're ready
for you."

V. Session Closing (5 Minutes)
Final Check-Out (2 Minutes)
(After all members have shared, the Chaplain leads the check-out ritual.)

"Let's bring our awareness back to the room. In one word, how are you feeling right
now compared to when we started?"

(Chaplain accepts the words without comment and notes any signs of acute distress.)
Self-Care Pledge (2 Minutes)
"Now, let's make a single, small pledge of self-care you will commit to completing in

the next 24 hours. Your pledge should be an act that is focused on claiming a moment
of your new future."
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(Example: "l pledge to buy myself one small item that is only for me and not the house,
or "l pledge to spend 15 minutes planning one trip that | want to take, even if it's months
away.")

Closing Reflection (1 Minute)
"We honored the deep wound of Liminality today. Remember, your grief is complex

because you lost not only a person but a promised future. Go forward, trusting the
small anchors you commit to building in your routine."
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Week 5: Moral Injury: The Fight for Benefits and
Recognition

l. Reviewing the Inner Conflict (3 Minutes)

"Welcome back. Over the last month, we’ve established our safety, given ourselves
permission to swing in our grief, and named the disorientation of Liminality—the loss
of the promised 'second life.’

Before we begin, | remind you of our covenant and let’s quickly settle our bodies with
the 5-4-3-2-1 grounding exercise." (Pause and guide the quick exercise.)

Today, we address a source of anger unique to retired LEO families: the profound
frustration and rage that comes from feeling unsupported after the uniform is put away.
This is Moral Injury (MI) in a civilian context."

Il. Defining Moral Injury in Retirement (7 Minutes)

"We learned that Moral Injury is the wound of conscience—the feeling of being
betrayed by a system you trusted. For retired LEO families, this betrayal often manifests
not through active danger, but through administrative neglect and the fight for basic
recognition.

o The Systemic Betrayal: The system that demanded loyalty for decades often
ceases to care once the retirement papers are signed. You may feel:

o Anger at Administrative Hassle: Fighting for pensions, denied disability
claims, or accessing simple, earned benefits.

o Anger at Lack of Recognition: Feeling that the years of stress and high
alert led to chronic iliness or early death, but the system denies any causal
link or formal honor.

o The Emotional Cost: This betrayal turns into rage, cynicism, and
frustration, often having to be managed alone because the agency is no
longer actively involved.

o The Internal Conflict: You may feel guilty for being angry about paperwork or
benefits when you should be 'grieving.' But this anger is righteous. You are
fighting for the resources your loved one earned, and the frustration is a valid
expression of your Moral Injury.

lll. Processing the Administrative Rage (5 Minutes)
"We must validate this administrative rage, as it often masks deeper, emotional pain.
1. Administrative Anger is Valid Grief: When you are fighting for a pension, you

are not fighting over money; you are fighting for recognition of your loved
one's service and sacrifice. That fight is a necessary part of your grief work.

Version: 12March2026



2. Challenging the Isolation: You may feel you can't burden others with the
bureaucratic fight. Here, we validate that the frustration is heavy. Your goal is to
channel the rage into specific, time-limited action (Restoration Orientation),
not let it consume your peace.

3. The Goal: We acknowledge that the system failed to protect the dignity of the
retiree. Your job is to reclaim that dignity for yourself.

IV. Transition to Sharing (3 Minutes)

"Today, your work is to name the source of your administrative or institutional anger.
Our prompt for today is:

'What is the single hardest piece of administrative paperwork or systemic fight
(pension, insurance, recognition) that has caused you the most rage since the
loss? And what is one non-negotiable step you will take this week to delegate or
dedicate just 15 minutes to that task, refusing to let it consume your peace?’
"We are here to witness that valid frustration. [Participant Name], we're ready for you."
V. Session Closing (5 Minutes)

Final Check-Out (2 Minutes)

(After all members have shared, the Chaplain leads the check-out ritual.)

"Let's bring our awareness back to the room. In one word, how are you feeling right
now compared to when we started?"

(Chaplain accepts the words without comment and notes any signs of acute distress.)
Self-Care Pledge (2 Minutes)

"Now, let's make a single, small pledge of self-care you will commit to completing in
the next 24 hours. Your pledge should be an act that is a direct release of
administrative stress."

(Example: "I pledge to close the laptop and play a game instead of checking email one
more time," or "l pledge to write down a question for the VA and then forget about it until
tomorrow.")

Closing Reflection (1 Minute)

"You bravely faced the burden of Moral Injury today. Remember, your rage at the

system is justified because you are fighting for recognition of the life that was lived.
Go knowing you honored that fight by sharing it here."
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Week 6: Spiritual Injury: Surviving the War, Dying at
Home

l. Reviewing the Deepest Wound (3 Minutes)

"Welcome back. Last week, you bravely brought your frustration and rage over Moral
Injury—the administrative betrayal of the system—into the open. You honored the fight
for what your loved one earned.

Before we begin, | remind you of our covenant and let’s quickly settle our bodies with
the 5-4-3-2-1 grounding exercise." (Pause and guide the quick exercise.)

Today, we go one step deeper, addressing the existential wound that can accompany
the death of a retiree. We confront the crisis of meaning that arises when you question
the fairness of fate itself. We call this Spiritual Injury (Sl)."

Il. Defining Spiritual Injury (7 Minutes)

"Spiritual Injury is the shattering of your core worldview—your belief in order, fairness,
or a higher purpose—when an event profoundly violates your sense of what should be.

« The Core Crisis for Retiree Loss: The deep injustice is this: your loved one
survived the war only to die at home. They navigated a high-risk career, faced
death many times, and earned the right to a long, peaceful retirement. The final
loss feels profoundly unfair because the danger was supposed to be over.

« The Question of Sacrifice: This leads to profound questions about the value of
their sacrifice: "What was the point of all the risk and hyper-vigilance if we only
got five years of peace?" "Why did we make all those sacrifices for a future we
never got to live?"

o The Existential Rage: While Moral Injury is anger at the department, Spiritual
Injury is anger at the universe or God for failing to uphold the promised
contract of a safe retirement. This rage can lead to cynicism and hopelessness.

The Chaplain's Role: We create a safe space to express this rage at fate. We hold the
existential questions—'Why?' 'Was it worth it?'—without attempting to provide easy
answers. Your anger is proof that you believe the world should be better."

lll. Processing the Unlived Future (5 Minutes)

Spiritual Injury is often processed by focusing on the unlived future you were robbed
of.

1. Validate the Disappointment: Acknowledge the deep sadness and

disappointment that your 'second life' was stolen. This is not selfish; it is a valid
grief for the unlived shared experiences.
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2. Channeling the Rage: The rage you feel is energy. We must channel it away
from destructive thoughts (like "nothing matters") and toward Meaning
Reconstruction (\Week 8). Your loved one's values—the courage that got them
through the active years—must be claimed as your strength to build a new,
meaningful life.

3. The Antidote: We acknowledge that you cannot control fate, but you can control
your response to the loss of fairness. The healing begins when you decide
that the best way to honor the survival of their career is to live your life fully.

IV. Transition to Sharing (3 Minutes)

"Today, we honor the questions that shake your foundations. Your spiritual wound is
real, and acknowledging the injustice is essential for healing.

Our prompt for today is:

'What is the hardest truth about your loved one’s death (e.g., the timing, the
disease, the suddenness) that most violated your belief in a fair or orderly world?
And share one time this week you felt a strong cynical detachment, and how that
feeling stopped you from taking a desired action?"

"Thank you for bringing your difficult, honest questions into this sacred space.
[Participant Name], we're ready for you."

V. Session Closing (5 Minutes)
Final Check-Out (2 Minutes)
(After all members have shared, the Chaplain leads the check-out ritual.)

"Let's bring our awareness back to the room. In one word, how are you feeling right
now compared to when we started?"

(Chaplain accepts the words without comment and notes any signs of acute distress.)
Self-Care Pledge (2 Minutes)

"Now, let's make a single, small pledge of self-care you will commit to completing in
the next 24 hours. Your pledge should be an act that is focused on reclaiming a piece
of the peace you were owed."

(Example: "I pledge to ignore all administrative mail tonight and sit in a comfortable

chair for 15 minutes," or "I pledge to look up one small trip or activity | want to do next
month.")
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Closing Reflection (1 Minute)
"You bravely faced the crisis of Spiritual Injury today. Thank you for trusting us with

your profound questions. Go forward, knowing that the strength that survived the high-
risk years now resides in you. Trust your courage."
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Week 7: The Shadows of Guilt: Processing the
Caregiver’s Burden

l. Reviewing the Existential Wound (3 Minutes)

"Welcome back. Last week, we waded into the deep waters of Spiritual Injury—the
existential rage that comes when a loved one survives the 'war' of the career only to die
at home. We honored the injustice of that stolen retirement.

Before we begin, | remind you of our covenant and let’s quickly settle our bodies with
the 5-4-3-2-1 grounding exercise." (Pause and guide the quick exercise.)

Today, we transition from the injustice of the universe to the heavy burdens we carry
within ourselves: The Shadows of Guilt.

Il. Defining the Shadows of Guilt (7 Minutes)

"Guilt is often the 'silent partner' of grief, especially when a retirement is cut short by a
rapid physical or mental decline. We categorize these shadows into two distinct areas:

e The Caregiver’s Burden (Tactical Guilt): This is the feeling that you failed in
your 'performance' as a caregiver. Because LEO families are conditioned to be
'fixers' and 'protectors,’ the inability to fix a terminal iliness or prevent a sudden
cardiac event feels like a professionalized failure of duty.

e Relational Guilt (The Unfinished Business): The transition from active duty to
retirement is notoriously rocky. You may feel guilt over arguing about the garage,
his 'retirement depression,’ or not being 'kind enough' during those final months
when you were both just trying to find your footing in a new life.

e The 'Safety lllusion’ Violation: We believed that once the badge was turned in,
the danger was over. When death comes anyway, we often experience a 'shadow
guilt'—searching for symptoms we 'should' have seen or medical appointments we
'should' have forced.

The Chaplain’s Role: We are here to hold these 'if onlys' without judgment. We
recognize that your guilt is often just a misplaced expression of your deep love and your
desire to have protected them one last time."

lll. Processing the Burden (5 Minutes)

We process these shadows by moving from irrational guilt toward Meaning
Reconstruction.
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1. Validate the Resentment: It is not 'selfish' to be angry that your 'second life' was
stolen by a hospital bed instead of a vacation. Acknowledging this resentment is
the first step in releasing the guilt that follows it.

2. Distinguish Influence from Control: You had the influence to schedule a
doctor's visit, but you did not have the power to control the biology of a career’s
worth of cumulative stress.

3. The Antidote—The 'Final Watch': We reframe your caregiving not as a medical
failure, but as your own Final Watch. You stood watch for them at home just as
they stood watch for the community.

IV. Transition to Sharing (3 Minutes)
"Today, we bring these shadows into the light.
Our prompt for today is:

'What is the loudest "If Only" you have been carrying regarding your role as a
caregiver or partner in those final months? And share one moment this week
where you felt you had to be a "fixer" for someone else, and how that prevented
you from tending to your own grief?"

Thank you for your honesty. [Participant Name], we're ready for you."
V. Session Closing (5 Minutes)
Final Check-Out (2 Minutes)

(After all members have shared, the Chaplain leads the check-out ritual.)

"Let's bring our awareness back to the room. In one word, how are you feeling right now
compared to when we started?"

(Chaplain accepts the words without comment and notes any signs of acute distress.)
Self-Care Pledge (2 Minutes)

"Now, let's make a single, small pledge of self-care you will commit to completing in
the next 24 hours. Your pledge should be an act an act of self-forgiveness"

(Example: 'l pledge to stop replaying the final hospital conversation for tonight,’ or 'l
pledge to do one thing today purely for my own comfort.’)
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Closing Reflection (1 Minute)
"You bravely faced the shadows today. Remember: You were a spouse, not a savior.

Your love was the most important 'equipment’ you provided on that final watch. Trust
your courage."
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Week 8: Continuing Bonds: Honoring the Whole Story

I. Reviewing the Inner Work (3 Minutes)

"Welcome back. You’ve completed the deepest, most complex emotional work. You've
confronted the administrative anger (Moral Injury) and the existential unfairness of the
unlived future (Spiritual Injury). Crucially, you've faced down the burden of personal
guilt (Week 7).

Before we begin, | remind you of our covenant and let’s quickly settle our bodies with
the 5-4-3-2-1 grounding exercise." (Pause and guide the quick exercise.)

Today, we take that immense love—the source of all your pain—and intentionally
channel it forward. We are moving from asking, "What happened?' to the most healing
question: 'How do | live a life that honors the person who survived the job and
earned their peace?"

Il. The Truth of Continuing Bonds (7 Minutes)

Society’s old myth demanded you achieve 'closure.' We reject that. The truth is that the
relationship with your retired loved one does not end; it changes. This is the essence
of Continuing Bonds Theory.

o The Goal is Integration, Not Erasure: The healing work is not to forget the
person but to find a healthy, sustained way to integrate their full influence,
values, and humor into your new, independent life story. You become the living
vessel of their legacy.

o Honoring the Whole Person: For retirement loss, this means honoring the
officer and the retiree. You honor the courage that got them through the career,
and you honor the peaceful, flawed, human person they were in retirement. You
must consciously refuse to let the grief define the decades of life.

lll. Identifying and Claiming the Legacy (5 Minutes)

You now choose which memories get to define the future. You identify the positive
essence of your loved one and find actionable ways to carry that forward, transforming
pain into purpose (Meaning Reconstruction).

1. ldentify Their Core Value: Think about your loved one's best quality in their
retirement: Was it their dedication to family, their newfound patience, their
sense of humor, or their commitment to service?

2. Define the Action: Now, you choose one small, deliberate action to perform
weekly or monthly that embodies that value. This channels the love into
actionable living.
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Their Core

Example of a Continuing Bond Ritual Outcome
Value

You start a new, low-stress family tradition |[You affirm that
(e.g., Sunday game night) that they would |family remains your
have loved. focus.

You commit to starting a small new hobby
that you wanted to do, channeling their
retirement desire for peace.

You send a letter of support to a younger You channel their
officer who just retired, acknowledging their |wisdom into
transition. advocacy.

Commitment to
Family

Patience/New
Hobby

You claim their right
to quiet enjoyment.

Service (Retiree
Focus)

The Power of Choice: You are affirming that their life had profound value and that their
influence remains strong. You are actively choosing to turn your love into action.

IV. Transition to Sharing (3 Minutes)

"Continuing Bonds gives us the framework to move forward with love, not just pain.
Today, let's look at the legacy you will claim.

Our prompt for today is:

'What is the one core quality of your loved one (officer or retiree) that you most
want to embody in your own life? And what is one new, small ritual (internal or
external) you will create this week to channel that specific trait into a life-affirming
action?’

"Thank you for embracing this profound and courageous step toward life. [Participant
Name], we're ready for you."

V. Session Closing (5 Minutes)
Final Check-Out (2 Minutes)
(After all members have shared, the Chaplain leads the check-out ritual.)

"Let's bring our awareness back to the room. In one word, how are you feeling right
now compared to when we started?"

(Chaplain accepts the words without comment and notes any signs of acute distress.)
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Self-Care Pledge (2 Minutes)

"Now, let's make a single, small pledge of self-care you will commit to completing in
the next 24 hours. Your pledge should be an act that is a direct expression of your
Restoration Orientation."

(Example: "I pledge to deliberately spend 30 minutes in the garden they loved," or "I
pledge to write down three reasons why their life was meaningful to me, regardless of
the end.")

Closing Reflection (1 Minute)

"You affirmed today that your love does not end; it becomes legacy and influence.

Thank you for choosing to honor their full life—the courage of the officer and the peace
of the retiree. May you feel their strength guiding your steps."
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Week 9: Scaffolding and Re-entry as an Advocate

l. Reviewing the Transformation (3 Minutes)

"Welcome back for our final content session. You've embraced the core truth of
Continuing Bonds, channeling your love into a defined legacy. You've also recognized
the injustice that stole your 'second life.'

Before we begin, | remind you of our covenant and let’s quickly settle our bodies with
the 5-4-3-2-1 grounding exercise." (Pause and guide the quick exercise.)

Today, we take that forward. For retirement loss survivors, re-entry requires not just
rebuilding your routines (scaffolding) but defining your new social identity as someone
who both survived the loss and honors the sacrifice of a full career."

Il. Building the Scaffolding of Routine (7 Minutes)

The chaotic nature of loss after retirement requires the creation of predictable, non-LE-
dependent structures. The Restoration Orientation (DPM) is your daily tool for
stability.

o Goal: Stability, Not Perfection: The scaffolding is built on small, achievable
routines that send a constant signal of safety and control to your nervous
system.

Pillar 1: Logistical Action (Slaying the Paper Dragon)

o The Problem: The shame and fatigue of fighting for retirement benefits or sorting
through administrative tasks (Moral Injury).

o The Scaffolding Step: Dedicate 15 minutes, twice a week, to one single
administrative task. Success is showing up for the 15 minutes, not finishing
the task. This is a small, achievable victory against the bureaucracy.

Pillar 2: Identity Routine
o The Problem: You lost the joint retirement identity you were building.
o The Scaffolding Step: Create new, protected time for activities that affirm your
individual identity—activities that are yours alone and not a reminder of what was
lost (e.g., a new class, a new exercise routine, or a new hobby).

lll. Creating Scripts for Re-entry and Advocacy (5 Minutes)

Your new identity involves navigating social settings where your loss may not be
acknowledged (disenfranchised grief) or where people ask about the "good old days" of
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the job. You need tools to protect your energy and advocate for the complexity of your
experience.

o The Re-entry Challenge: You are grieving the loss of the retiree, but people
often only remember the officer. You need scripts to protect both your privacy
and the full truth of their life.

e Tool: The Advocate Script: This is used when you need to educate or correct
someone gently, especially regarding the lack of support for retirees.

. . |[The Advocate Script (Brief and .

Challenging Scenario Assertive) Why it Works
"He got the pension, |["Thank you for your concern. It's a Validates the financial
so at least you're complex administrative fight, and it's a |ffight (Moral Injury)
set.” (Minimizing the |constant reminder that retirees often  ||and asserts the
struggle) don't get the support they deserve." complex reality.
"How did he die?" "We lost him after a long Hgnors the loss ,
(From a casual struggle/suddenly, and I'm focused on without oversharing,
acquaintance) my family right no;/v " and sets a personal

g y yng ' boundary.

o The Social Exit Plan: Never commit to open-ended time with a group. Use your
Anchor Person plan and set a time limit (e.g., "I'm staying until 7:00 PM") to
protect your fragile energy.

IV. Transition to Sharing (3 Minutes)

"Today is about taking intentional control over your life and your narrative. We are
defining the planks of your scaffolding and the shields that will guard your peace.

Our prompt for today is:

'What is one administrative chore you will commit to tackling for 15 minutes this
week? And what is one Advocate Script will you rehearse to protect your energy
when someone minimizes or misunderstands the pain of losing your retired loved
one?'

"We are cheering for your victories over chaos and neglect. [Participant Name], we're
ready for you."

V. Session Closing (5 Minutes)
Final Check-Out (2 Minutes)

(After all members have shared, the Chaplain leads the check-out ritual.)
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"Let's bring our awareness back to the room. In one word, how are you feeling right
now compared to when we started?"

(Chaplain accepts the words without comment and notes any signs of acute distress.)
Self-Care Pledge (2 Minutes)

"Now, let's make a single, small pledge of self-care you will commit to completing in
the next 24 hours. Your pledge should be an act that reinforces your scaffolding or

your boundaries."

(Example: "l pledge to use my Advocate Script if the situation arises this week," or "l
pledge to take 15 minutes to sort one photo box and then stop.")

Closing Reflection (1 Minute)
"You dedicated this time to action and protection. Remember, your courage is in

reclaiming your life and ensuring the sacrifice your loved one made is honored. Go
forward, trusting your new routines and your voice."
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Week 10: The Road Ahead: Advocacy and Resources

I. Acknowledging the Journey and the Transition (3 Minutes)

"Welcome back for our final session together. Take a moment to acknowledge the depth
of the work you've done. You faced the complex grief of losing the retiree, you named
the anger over administrative betrayal (Moral Injury), and you bravely looked at the
crisis of the unlived future.

Before we begin, | remind you of our covenant and let’s quickly settle our bodies with
the 5-4-3-2-1 grounding exercise." (Pause and guide the quick exercise.)

The group container may be closing today, but your support does not end. Our final
work is equipping you to manage future challenges and connect with specialized, lasting
support.”

Il. The Reality of Grief Waves and Relapse (5 Minutes)

"You are graduating from this program, but your grief is not 'done.' It has changed
shape. You will continue to experience intense grief waves—a sudden, intense return
to the feelings of panic and sadness.

« Normalize the Relapse: A grief wave is not a sign of failure; it is evidence of
your love. For retirement loss, these are often activated by the calendar (the
death date, retirement date, or holidays) or physical reminders (shared
retirement projects, travel gear).

e Your Response Tool: When the wave hits, immediately retreat to the
scaffolding we built:

1. Ground: Use the 5-4-3-2-1 technique to stabilize your nervous system.

2. Act: Go to one of your established Restoration Orientation routines
(e.g., a planned walk, dedicated reading time).

3. Reach Out: Call your trusted anchor person or a peer. Do not suffer in
silence.

lll. Pre-Grieving and Honoring the Future (4 Minutes)

Pre-grieving—planning for painful dates—is your key to resilience. For retirement loss,
this means acknowledging the disappointment of the unlived future.

o Acknowledge Early: Do not try to ignore the anniversary or the holidays. Two
weeks prior, tell yourself: 'This is going to be a hard time."

o Make an Intentional Choice: Decide now if you want to honor the memory (a
service project, quiet reflection) or mourn the loss (time alone). The most
powerful choice is to claim a new activity for yourself that they would have
loved, turning loss into legacy.
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o Control the Environment: Give yourself permission to change the plan if it
becomes overwhelming. You are in charge of your peace.

IV. Sustaining the Legacy Through Advocacy (4 Minutes)

"Your journey of Meaning Reconstruction is sustained by channeling your pain into
purpose. For retired LEO loss, this often means moving toward advocacy to support
others facing the same administrative and medical neglect.

1. The New Narrative: The energy you used to pour into administrative rage (Moral
Injury) can be channeled into specific, achievable goals, such as advocating for
better retiree health benefits or increased disability recognition.

2. Connecting the Bonds to Action: Use the loyalty and courage of your loved
one as your motivation. Your experience can prevent another family from
enduring the same administrative struggle.

3. The Connection Mandate: Do not stop seeking connection. The isolation you
fought so hard to defeat must be kept at bay.

V. Transitioning to External Support (4 Minutes)

"While this group ends today, your access to specialized support does not. You must
commit to using the resources we provide:

1. Clinical Support (The Specialist): If the Trauma Backpack (anxiety, chronic
worry) is still heavy, you need to transition to a trauma-specializing MHP who
understands chronic stress and loss.

2. Peer Support (The Lifeline): Your most critical resource is veteran and first-
responder retiree organizations. Seek out networks that specialize in post-
service medical and benefit support. They understand the complexity of the
fight for dignity after the job ends.

(Hand out the final resource sheet.)
VL. Final Prompt and Conclusion (3 Minutes)

"You have all demonstrated incredible strength and vulnerability. | am profoundly
honored to have been the steward of your healing.

Our final prompt for today is a reflection on the future:
'What is one single, small thing you have learned about your own strength in this
process, and what is one promise of self-care will you commit to upholding

during the next major holiday or anniversary date?'

"Thank you. Remember, you are never alone on that bridge of transition."
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VII. Session Closing (5 Minutes)
Final Check-Out (2 Minutes)
(After all members have shared, the Chaplain leads the check-out ritual.)

"Let's bring our awareness back to the room. In one word, how are you feeling right
now compared to when we started?"

(Chaplain accepts the words without comment and notes any signs of acute distress.)
Self-Care Pledge (2 Minutes)

"Now, let's make a single, small pledge of self-care you will commit to completing in
the next 24 hours. Your pledge should be an act that is focused on your long-term

commitment to living well."

(Example: "I pledge to write down the name of one retirement advocacy group to
research this week," or "l pledge to schedule one non-grief related activity this week.")

Closing Reflection (1 Minute)
"The container closes, but your support does not. Remember that you bravely faced the

loss of your future and the fight for recognition. Trust the resources in your hands and
the strength in your heart. Go in peace."
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