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Cover Story
By Patti Martin Bartsche

Making the

Connection

Minnesota Funeral Directors helping families heal.
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Left: A camper gets a hug from the
Hearts of Hope Family Grief Camp
mascot, HOPE, the teddy bear.
This page: The sand ceremony, part
of the closing ceremony, where
campers talk about the community
and connections formed over the
weekend.
(Photos courtesy of Children’s Grief
Connection)

It was in 2001 that a group of funeral directors
attending the annual Minnesota Funeral Directors
Association conference began talking about how
they could continue to help their grieving families
beyond the actual service. After much discussion,
the seeds for the Children’s Grief Connection were
planted. Fourteen years later, the nonprofit organization continues to grow, providing hope and healing
to Minnesota’s grieving children and families.
“We knew we wanted to do
something,” recalled Ken Peterson,
owner of Johnson Peterson Funeral
Homes & Cremation in St. Paul, who
was in on that initial discussion. “We
were batting around a lot of different
ideas, and then someone suggested
something to do with kids. There was
immediate agreement ... we had
found what we wanted to do.”
The Minnesota Foundation for
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Children was established to develop a
program that could provide help to
grieving children. The MFC board
partnered with Amanda the Panda, a
nonprofit organization that provides
services for children, teens, adults and
families struggling with a death of a
loved one, and in 2003 the first Camp
Amanda-Minnesota began with an
all-volunteer staff and almost 50
children and teens in attendance.

From the start, the program has
been offered free of charge, thanks to
the support of funeral directors in
the MFDA and funeral service
corporate supporters. “We’ve had
great support over the years,”
Peterson said. “The program speaks
to the heart of funeral service and
what we do as funeral directors.”
Under the direction of founding
camp director Holly Guncheon,
camps were held three times a year
throughout the state, according to
the organization’s website. In 2006,
MFC developed its first strategic
plan, which included staying current
with childhood grief research,
assuring that the organization’s
mission of bringing hope and healing
to Minnesota’s grieving children was
being met.
That strategic plan also brought
with it some changes. Licensed social
worker and grief counselor Coral
Popowitz – who began volunteering
as a grief counselor in 2004 – was
named the organization’s executive
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Above: Upon arrival, each camper is given
a name tag. The Smiley Face represents
the family member who has died.
Below: There is laughter during the Friday
Night dance. Opposite page: While there
are times of tears and sadness, camp also
provides attendees with laughter, smiles
and new friends. (Photos courtesy of
Children’s Grief Connection)

director, and MFC parted with
Amanda the Panda. In its place the
Children’s Grief Connection was
established, with its own camp
program – Hearts of Hope.
Other changes followed. The
Family Grief Connection was
developed and expanded further to
meet the needs of adult family
members of the campers. In 2009,
the Community Grief Connection
program was established to help
grieving communities – especially
schools – that had experienced a
tragedy. And in 2013, after
extensive planning and piloting,
Hearts of Hope Family Grief Camp
was launched.

For Popowitz, becoming part of
the organization was an eye-opening
experience. “Like many other people,
I had a stereotypical picture of
funeral directors ... stoic, pale faced,
dressed in black,” she said. “Add
into it an unfortunate funeral home
experience, and it wasn’t a positive
image; one that I think that is in
many people’s heads.”
What Popowitz immediately found
was that the funeral directors she
came in contact with were caring and
compassionate individuals who went
above and beyond for the families
they serve. “My opinion shifted,” she
said. “Watching the funeral directors
interact with the children at camp
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was amazing ... their caring and
concern really shined through.”
Through those interactions,
Popowitz also realized something
important: the first grief counselors
families come in contact with are
funeral directors. “I never thought
of it like that before,” she said. “But
funeral directors are the first ones
there for families, they are the first
ones who help families on the path
of grieving.”

Making a Difference
On its website, the Children’s Grief
Connection outlines its core beliefs:
• Grief and mourning are a natural
reaction to the death of a loved one.
• Mourning is a process – a
circular process – it is not a series of
steps where once you experience one,
you will never feel it again.
• Grief is not a one-time event.
• Families grieve together and
individually.
• Children grieve differently than
adults.
• Children learn through play.
• All feelings are OK.
“The natural inclination is that we
American Funeral Director • June 2015

want everything to get back to normal
as soon as possible (after a death),”
Popowitz said. “Grieving families,
though, have to find a new normal –
and that’s not always easy.”
Part of that desire to get back to
normal as quickly as possible,
Popowitz believes, can be traced to
“a nation that wants happy children,
eating Happy Meals and having
happy memories,” she said.
The reality, though, is that by not
talking about death, by avoiding the
feelings surrounding a death, it’s
almost like a second death for the
children. “If we can’t even talk about
death, what is the message we are
giving the children? We’re creating
another generation who doesn’t talk,
who doesn’t grieve,” Popowitz said.
It’s not by accident that campers
who attend the Hearts of Hope
Family Grief Camp hear this message
early on:
We’re glad you’re here, we’re sad
for the reason you’re here. You’re
going to have some fun times, but
you’re also going to have some hard
times. We are here for you.
In the 30-plus camps that have

been offered, “I can tell you that not
a single camping experience or
weekend has been the same,”
Popowitz said. “And that’s for a very
simple reason – every person is
different, and each person’s grief is
different.”
Over time, the camp has transitioned from children-only to families.
“We wanted to be more globally
focused,” Popowitz said. “We are a
grief community ... and recognize
that grief is universal.”
These days, the weekend camps are
held two or three times a year in
various locations in Minnesota. Camp
begins at 6 p.m. on a Friday, with
families being greeted by the organization’s mascot, a teddy bear named
HOPE, and a welcoming group of
volunteers, many of them Minnesota
funeral directors. Each family
member receives a camp T-shirt and
makes a nametag. The red heart-shape
nametag has the camper’s name, along
with a brightly colored Smiley face.
The color of the Smiley face indicates
the person in the camper’s family who
has died – sibling, mother, father or
grandparent.
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“It’s an instant connector without
saying a word,” Peterson said. “That
Smiley Face tells the story ... letting
campers know, without saying a
word, that they are not alone.”
Peterson, the camp’s unofficial
photographer, clearly remembers a
first-hand interaction between two
young boys. “After a couple of hours
of following some kids around, I
came across two boys, probably
around 10 or 11,” Peterson recalled.

56

“They looked at the circles on their
name tags and realized that both
their dads had died. One boy looked
at the other and said, ‘How’d your
dad die?’ The other boy responded,
‘Found him hanging in the garage.
How about you?’ To which the other
boy responded, ‘He shot himself in
the woods.’ Their conversation gave
me goose bumps.”
By lunchtime, the boys had
bonded, and spent the rest of their

camp time together, Peterson said.
“They were able to make a
connection ... and understand they
were not alone,” he pointed out.
“That’s the gift that camp provides
... it helps them see that there are
other people who are like them, who
they can talk to freely and who
understand, really understand, what
they are thinking and feeling.”
Friday night activities, Popowitz
explained, are designed for campers
and staff to get to know each other,
have fun and relax.
On Saturday morning, family
members divide into their specific age
groups and join Sharing Circles
groups with others who are their age
and who have had similar losses. The
Sharing Circle groups spend the rest
of the camp weekend together,
Popowitz said, doing fun camp
things and memorializing activities.
“We know that grief is a roller
coaster of ups and downs,” Popowitz
said, “so we move between camp
activities like climbing walls,
adventure hikes and group games, to
remembering activities, including
memory books and candle lightings.”
The activities are planned to meet
the developmental and grief and
mourning needs of each family
member, Popowitz said. “The
unique thing that we have is this
complete family program ... shared
experiences that are happening
simultaneously but separately
because of the individual grief
process,” she said. “The idea is for
us to be able to connect families
once they leave us.”
Saturday evening, the various
Sharing Circles come together to
enjoy social time, movie night and
campfires. A final Sharing Circle is
held Sunday morning, and family
members are reunited for the closing
ceremony.
The camp experiences, Popowitz
believes, offers families a first step in
the healing process.
“People come to camp at different
levels,” Popowitz said. “Some come
immediately after a death with a fixit mentality ... and want us to fix
things. Others come with a sense that
their children are handling things
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well but aren’t sure. Still others
come, saying that they’re OK,
because they have support, but their
kids aren’t doing well.”
By the end of the weekend, while
the healing isn’t complete, it is on its
way. “There is an acceptance of the
death and a realization that there are
other people who have had a similar
experience,” Popowitz said. “There
is understanding.”
Not surprisingly, many children and
families keep in touch after camp
ends. “They’ve made a connection at
camp,” Popowitz pointed out. “They
have that someone who knows, understands and accepts them ... and that is
huge. They also have our support and
know they can reach out to us.”
Over the years, the camp program
has grown from children-only to
families. Now, a specific program
for Emerging Adults is going to be
offered. The program is designed
especially for those family members
18-24 years old who may have left
home, gone to college, or married
and began raising children. “In my
field, these are the true forgotten
mourners,” Popowitz said. “There’s
a sense they should be handling
things on their own, that they’re
independent. That’s not the case,
and we want to serve their developmental and specific grief needs.”
Popowitz is quick to give credit to
the Minnesota Funeral Directors
Association for its unwavering
support. “I do conferences and
educational programs worldwide,
and I can’t find anywhere where a
state association such as the
Minnesota Funeral Directors
Association has a grief camp for
their families ... not just children,
but families.”
Peterson, who picked up his first
camera when he was 8 or 9 years
old, says he only needs to flip
through more than 30 camps’ worth
of photos to know how important
the camp and Children’s Grief
Connection has come to be for
Minnesota families. “Of course there
is sadness,” Peterson said, “but there
is
laughter,
positivity
and
unbelievable fun. You see the smiles
on their faces, you can feel some of
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the heaviness being lifted. And the
laughter ... I can’t remember a time I
laughed harder – or longer – than at
the camp where the boys were
showing the different ways to make
the sound of passing gas.”
While the kids are there to help
them with their grief, camp is also a
time for laughter and good times. “In
many ways, camp gives them
permission to have fun,” Peterson
said, “and isn’t that a great gift?”

The organization is committed to
continuing its mission of providing
hope and healing to grieving
families for years to come. There
are plans, Popowitz said, to expand
into neighboring states or perhaps
to partner with other state funeral
directors associations. “This is
something that I would certainly like
to see grow across the country,”
Popowitz said. “Our children and
our families need that.” •
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