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Article 3 
 

Mourning and Spirituality as Agents in Career Happenstance 
 

Peter A. Manzi 
 

Manzi, Peter A., is a Contributing Faculty member at Walden University’s 
School of Social and Behavioral Sciences in both the Mental Health Counseling 
program and the Marriage, Couples and Family Counseling program. He has 16 
years of experience in counselor education, over 25 years of experience as a 
career counselor, and is a consultant regarding disability and employment. He is 
also interested in stress management, spirituality and philanthropy, GLBT 
identity development, and maintains a private practice in vocational counseling. 

 
 
 I was going through my basement collection of academic boxes and came across 
some old case notes from the middle 1980s containing records of my work as a doctoral 
intern in two college counseling centers. The records were in the form of diaries or log 
books. Names and identifying data had been changed in the original notes. They were 
sealed and the discovery was like a time capsule. When I was an intern at the University 
of Rochester, I counseled "Eric" a 19 year old first semester sophomore who lost his dad 
in a car accident. The father fell asleep while driving home after a weekend of 
snowmobiling, and crashed into a large tree on a country road. The father, a form 
carpenter, was only 42 years old. Alcohol had not been a factor. This discovery seemed 
like a good time to reflect on my work as a mental health and vocational counselor, 
which can also inform the practice of other such counselors and counselor educators. 
 

Rationale for Paper and Presenting Concerns 

 
 Eric came to the center about a month after his father died, complaining of 
anxiety, poor sleeping, and stomachaches. I reflected on this past experience because I 
had recently lost two aunts, my mother, a young cousin, and a few colleagues, over the 
past 4 years, with grief work of my own to interpret. The writing of this paper was also 
motivated by the observation that the current career development field and literature is 
dominated by articles and research on the vocational and occupational aspects of career 
development (e.g., assessment, multiculturalism, counseling, ethical codes, and web site 
based listing jobs, which in an era of high unemployment and economic uncertainty is 
understandable). I believe that mental health and vocational development are impossible 
to separate. Some career development textbooks have argued that personal and career 
counseling are inexorably linked, but not enough examples of death and grief and their 
impact on career development processes are elucidated, particularly in the context of 
counseling internships (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2009). Reviewing my own 
development as a counselor was also a way to reconstruct (or perhaps first deconstruct) 
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myself, and thus, review and gauge my own professional development as a vocational 
counselor, and later, as a counselor educator. I posit that a fortuitous discovery of old 
course notes is a form of "accidental" but valuable historical research based on personal 
documents used in my doctoral training, and it helped create a new narrative for 
counselors doing grief counseling in a vocational and educational context to use for their 
own practice (Creswell, 2007). 
 At the time I worked with Eric, I had never worked with so young a grieving 
client, and had not done much grief counseling at all, and I was apprehensive about how I 
would respond to (and thus, be able to help) the young man. I was 29 at the time. I was 
able to do a bit of reading about grief work before meeting Eric and during our ten 
sessions in conjunction with my supervision. The sources I used were very eclectic, and I 
added new ones as the relationship unfolded over the first five sessions. The five sources 
included works about crisis counseling, counseling theory and techniques, Native 
American history, career development interventions, and qualitative research. They have 
been updated with more current editions. In 1984, there were no Internet resources to use. 
 

Supervision 

 

 My supervisor, an outstanding counseling psychologist with over 10 years of 
experience, helped me to set out a flexible grief plan for Eric, and was critical in helping 
me to understand my own responses and reactions to my work with Eric. One point both 
she and the sources I used agreed upon; that each path of grief and transformation is 
unique with much unpredictability- in terms of what is said and done and what is not said 
and done. I saw this positively, and believed my performance would be better if it 
required flexibility and counseling agility. 
 I asked Eric to tell me how his life had changed after his father's death. This was a 
powerful question and was open ended enough to allow Eric the space he needed to 
reflect on how his dad's death was impacting him. He was reluctant to speak and was 
tensely sitting in the chair, with his fists slightly clenched. His non-verbal behaviors were 
consistent with his presenting symptoms of a constricted body and emotions. I waited a 
few minutes, moved my head closer and asked, in a lowered voice, "What kind of 
relationship did you have with your father?" I was glad I had waited that long to respond, 
again, a practice endorsed by my supervisor. 
 

Relationship With Father 

 

 In the past, I would have chimed in after a lull of 25-30 seconds. Patience is 
essential when doing grief counseling. He softly said, "we were real close…" and his 
voice quivered as he tried to continue and then he just started crying and shaking... for a 
good five minutes. I had a lump in my throat until he stopped and then he described the 
shared hunting trips, how his father always supported him, even when he "messed up," 
and that his dad would first punish Eric yet still make him feel like he loved him. I tried 
to show empathy using "attentive listening and presence" (James & Gilliland, 2001, p. 
436). I asked Eric to give me an example of messing up and how his dad responded. My 
supervisor said that an opened ended question can be followed by a request for an 
example- to get more details about the client's worldviews and behaviors and to allow the 
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client to open up about a painful event- perhaps a precursor to a discussion of a larger and 
more significant event. Eric described when he first got drunk at age 17 and came home 
staggering up the stairs, and then went into the bathroom and started puking. His father 
knocked on the door and asked him what was wrong, but he knew of course. Eric 
mumbled something and then flushed the toilet. He came out, said good night and went to 
bed. Eric's dad spoke to him the next day- his mother was quite upset, even though Eric 
did not drive home that night. His father said he was glad he did not drive, but that he 
was grounded for two weeks, because he and his friends could have hurt themselves or 
others, with so much alcohol imbibed.  
 Eric protested throughout the two week period but his father stood his ground. 
Eric said he was not mean or nasty about it, and a week after the punishment ended, 
Eric's dad told him he had done the same thing with a pint of vodka and orange juice- at 
age 16! He was punished (the strap and also grounded) and Eric needed to understand 
there are consequences in life. Eric came back to our present session and said, "My dad 
was gold," and then sighed sadly. 
 During the five minutes of crying I felt sad and I wanted to cry but I held back. 
My supervisor later asked me what would have happened if I had cried, and also, how 
crying would affect my work with Eric? These were excellent questions. I indicated I was 
reluctant to shed tears because it might be construed as sympathy and not empathy. I also 
thought that it might make Eric feel worse, and I wanted to avoid that. She probed, 
knowing I was avoiding the real issue, and I finally said, I was protecting myself- I did 
not want to lose control and feel worse. She sagely said crying can convey great empathy, 
and that many clients will remember that more than any words. 
 I asked Eric about his most recent conversation with his dad, and he grew quiet 
and looked down. He and his father had an argument. He called his dad the Friday night 
before he died. Eric was struggling, getting mostly C's and a few C-'s this semester after 
being an A student in high school, and in his first year, a C+ student. He wanted to quit 
and come back home, but his father would have none of it. Eric said he had been thinking 
about taking a semester off but did not raise this prospect with his parents. I confronted 
him and asked, "What do you have to keep from your parents, and then, what would you 
gain by doing this?" I used insight to help him connect some of the dots that jumped out 
at me. I was more directive here, and I discussed that with my supervisor. She asked me 
if I liked this style, and I said yes. She then asked me, are you using this approach 
because you like it or because it is the best way to help Eric? Wow, I first felt very 
defensive, like my motives were being questioned, but then I calmed down and reflected 
on this potential dilemma. I said I was trying to get him to see that there is a reasonable 
basis for his father's reaction, which admittedly reflected a need to instruct him. My 
supervisor and I discussed the need for client autonomy and not unduly influencing a 
client's perspectives, especially one as young as Eric. 
 I asked Eric if there was any benefit to exploring his father's response to his desire 
to leave college, and how doing so he may help him understand why his father reacted so 
strongly. He agreed and I used the Gestalt technique of "becoming" the other person 
(Sharf, 2007). We did a few role plays where I played Eric and he played his father. After 
role playing, I asked him if this was the first time he expressed quitting. He said yes. 
Then I asked, "What do you think angered your dad so?" He said, "Well maybe, I have  
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already been here a year and have spent a good deal of money and time- and he does not 
want me to throw it all away." And I asked Eric if he ever even suggested quitting before 
and he said no. I suggested that this scenario may have made his father's reaction easier to 
comprehend- there was little if any preparation for the father to hear of his son quitting 
college and it just hit him out of the blue. My thinking was that Eric might feel less guilty 
about the argument if he could see that he was lacking understanding of the father's basis 
for his own reaction, and thus Eric would be less angry at him and would not have needed 
to hang up. 
 Eric said he felt pressure, being the first in his family to attend a four year college, 
and that no one really knew how challenging the engineering curriculum was. Other U of 
R engineering students complained of the work load, and even looked down at liberal arts 
majors, whose work was seen as "fluff" in comparison. Hours and hours of studying were 
wearing on Eric and he wanted out. We talked about how he might be able to better 
manage his academic demands, frustrations, and privations in future sessions. The 
University offered workshops on study skills and time management, too. When Eric 
called his father and told him he wanted to leave the University and come back home he 
did not get the support he was hoping for. He father said, "You got into a very good 
school by working hard- you are not going to throw it away the first time you have a 
problem." Eric, who has a temper, shot back, "You don't understand. You have never 
been to college and don’t know how much work there is." He said his father paused and 
then said, "Yes, you are right, I have never been to college, but I have worked hard all my 
life and know that quitting is the easiest thing to do. Your mother and I are making 
sacrifices to send you there. Damn it, you want to be an engineer!" 
 During his phone call, Eric grew frustrated and resented the guilt trip his father 
laid on him and hung up. He intended to call him back but decided to study his 
engineering notes for a more few hours. He knew his dad was getting up early to go 
snowmobiling so he did not call him. Two days later, his mother called him and gave Eric 
the bad news, which devastated him. I reviewed the center's intake notes about Eric. I 
researched materials about counseling techniques and approaches specifically addressing 
guilt and regret. I also closely reviewed the Adlerian technique of "acting as if" (Sharf, 
2007). 
 I asked Eric about his beliefs about life and death, and in particular, about any 
religious views he held. He said he was not really interested in formal religion. He did 
say he found Native American history and culture "interesting." I asked him if he wanted 
to read any sources about Native American culture and religion, and suggested he read 
the famous speech of Chief Seattle, agreeing to move his people to a reservation, in 1855. 
Seattle converted to Catholicism in the 1830s, but also maintained beliefs in Native 
American spirituality. My recommendation amounted to a very minimal form of 
unstructured bibliotherapy. The last few sentences of Seattle's famous speech addressed 
the bond between the living and the deceased. "Let him be kind and just with my people, 
for the dead are not powerless. Dead did I say? There is no death, only a change of 
worlds" (Eagle/Walking Turtle, 1989, p. 221). Eric said he would look into this but never 
raised the topic again. 
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Acting As If Activity 

 

Our next session began by using the Adlerian techique of “acting as if” (Sharf, 
2007). I said, "Eric, what would you want to tell your dad, if he was still alive?" Eric 
grimaced and said angrily, "He's not alive, so what's the point!" "OK", I said, "I know 
that and you know that, but let's assume you can still talk to him." He screwed up his face 
and said, "Really?," in a sarcastic tone. "Absolutely," I replied, with certainty, although I 
was really feeling the heat thrown at me. "Here, take this sheet of paper and write this 
down." I mentioned that these activities would help to normalize the different feelings 
and emotions he was experiencing and that it was OK to feel angry, betrayed, hurt, 
disappointed, aimless, and any other feelings following the death of his father. He said 
the unexpectedness of his father's death caught him off guard, but added, he didn't think 
there was any way to really prepare for it. 

So, our first acting as if item was: 
Dad, I want to tell you that ___ He added, "I am so sorry I got mad at you and hung up.. I 
feel bad right now... I wish I could change what I said and did but I'm stuck with it. 
Please forgive me.. I miss you a lot and ..... love you so much." I sat there speechless and 
barely moving, with more than a few tears running down my cheeks. I had progressed to 
allowing myself to cry in front of the client, and I thank my supervisor to this day for 
freeing me up to do so. 

The other two sentences were:  
Dad, what I feel about you right now is ____ (Focus on father, and the enhancement of 
his awareness of feelings) 
Dad, I want you to know that I am (activity) (Focus on behaviors and relationships with 
others in father's life- Promotes a sense of being connected to all who knew and loved his 
father) 

We did the first one together, but he requested to take the sheet home to do the 
others. I asked him if he would ever consider going to his father's grave to do this, but 
only if he felt ready or comfortable. He said, "that's a great idea because when I visit his 
grave, I just choke up." I read many accounts in literature and watched films where loved 
ones and significant others would visit the graves of departed friends and spouses, 
children and lovers, and have conversations with them. I asked Eric in our next session if 
he visited the grave with the form. He said he did and at first it felt strange but later felt 
OK, and even relieved. I asked him if it might be helpful to visit the grave with his 
younger brother. He shook his head and said it was not the right time to do this. His 
younger brother was still very sad and withdrawn. I suggested writing his responses and 
not visiting the grave, if that was easier and still beneficial. He agreed to do that. 
 A week later, I saw Eric informally in the counseling center and asked him how 
he was doing. He said better but it was still tough. He talked more about his mother and 
younger brother, and I said I understood and empathized with their difficulties, and asked 
him to come back for another appointment in a week. He said he had exams but would do 
so the following week. During our fifth session, he told me he got the best exam scores 
he ever got at the University, and thanked me profusely for my help. He indicated the 
workshops helped him focus on his studies and I said, "You did most of the work and 
your dad helped, too." He paused, briefly looked a bit nonplussed, and then smiled and 
said he would not quit and would dedicate himself to his B.S. degree in honor of his dad's 
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life, a goal he ultimately accomplished. We had two more sessions, which wrapped up 
monitoring and promoting his academic progress and anticipated future family needs and 
concerns. 

The role of his dad as a facilitator of Eric's adjustment and successful 
reengagement of his college program could be looked at in a number of reinforcing ways. 
As the living dad, he was a positive force in Eric's life, growing up and helping Eric as a 
parent and role model to become the person he is today. When his father had departed or 
"changed worlds," Eric may have felt that much more pressure to feel responsible for not 
only himself, but for his mother and younger sibling. The death of his father also raised 
the possibility that his father's spirit or life force was present in some form or capacity in 
Eric's life. Was his father helping him with this burden? Many people have told me, 
following the loss of a family member, they have a strong sense that the departed person 
is still near or present, and in a supportive, protective, or guiding role. The real issue is 
not whether this is actually true, but that people hold to the belief it is true. Native 
American culture certainly endorses the role and value of the dead walking among the 
living in the everyday lives of Native peoples. I did not raise the issue of whether Eric 
thought his father was any kind of presence- his death seemed too fresh and still raw for 
Eric and the family, and Eric never addressed this issue specifically. 
 I would encourage counselors and counselor educators to learn more about the 
different worldviews of different cultures in understanding how clients respond to the 
death of significant people in their lives and in maintaining a focus in educational and 
career related commitments. Death did I say? There is no death, only a change of worlds. 
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