Families celebrate lives of loved ones they have lost 
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St. Joseph’s parishioner Juli Avery releases a white dove in memory of her grandson’s father, who died April 4 at 20 years old. “It was absolutely beautiful,” Avery said of the ceremony. “It was very peaceful and calming. It helps us feel better that we’re helping send (the children) on their way.” 


BRADENTON — Four-year-old Kristina Seely can tell a stranger the story of how her mom died.

“She was in a car accident. I was in the backseat. She wasn’t wearing her seatbelt. I was wearing my seatbelt,” said Kristina, who was only 2 when the accident occurred, but says she remembers warning her mother.

“She didn’t listen,” she said, tapping her ear. “She didn’t know what I was saying. I was saying, ‘Put on your seatbelt!’” 

Kristina now lives with her grandmother, Karen Mahlios. They moved to Florida from Arizona nearly two years ago and were among 50 people who attended the “Ritual of Tears: A Celebration of Life,” an annual memorial service for families from which children have been lost, whether as babies or young adults. The May 5 ceremony at St. Joseph Parish in Bradenton was organized by Children’s Memorial and Gardens Inc., a nonprofit group based here that creates memorial gardens for children in Florida and around the country.

Standing inside St. Joseph’s chapel before brilliant, stained-glass depictions of the birth and childhood of Christ, local clergy shared their reflections about the loss of a child.

“The tragedies you and I experience in this life ... they don’t get the last word,” said the Rev. Alex Knight, pastor of Christ United Methodist Church in Bradenton. “God gets the last word and his word is life eternal.” 
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Kristina Seely, 4, who lost her mother when she was 2, admires the flowers and butterflies in the children’s memorial garden. Kristina’s grandmother, Karen Mahlios, helped improve the garden’s landscaping and is one of the vice presidents of Children’s Memorial and Gardens Inc.
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	Hospice volunteer Harris Zeliff, 17, hangs crystal tears from the top of a 14-foot memorial May 5 in the children’s memorial garden at St. Joseph Parish in Bradenton. 


Father Jim Archambault, assisting priest at St. Joseph Parish, said God is always with his people.

“Although he seems silent, he is with you,” Father Archambault said. “He knows your grief and your sorrow. God gave up his only son .” 

Those who attended the Ritual of Tears also heard a speech by Christine Olson, a Manatee County woman whose daughter, Tiffiany, died in a motorcycle accident in 2005 that also killed Tiffany’s boyfriend, Dustin Wilder. Since her daughter’s death, Olson has been campaigning for Tiff’s Initiative, a program providing law enforcement with the contact information of family members in case their loved ones are involved in emergency situations. 

Olson, who is also vice president of Children’s Memorial and Gardens Inc., did not find out where her daughter was until six hours after the motorcycle accident, she said. Residents holding a current Florida driver’s license or ID can now enter their families’ contact information online, enabling law enforcement to scan the cards and obtain that data in case of emergencies. More than 500,000 people have signed up so far, Olson said. 

The ceremony continued in the children’s memorial garden outside the chapel, where a 14-foot wooden sculpture of two trees with no leaves stands in a small, shaded area full of flowers. Hand-blown crystal tears dangled in the sunlight at the top of the sculpture’s branches, in memory of children who have died. 

Family members were presented with their own crystal tears, which were blessed and added to the memorial as their children’s names were called.

“This is a way for them to come together and realize they’re not alone in their grief,” said JoAnn Glim, president and founder of Children’s Memorial and Gardens Inc. “It’s also a way for them to take something physical and place their grief in it and say, ‘Here, I will let you take care of the grief for awhile.’ The other nice thing about the memorial is that families who have children buried outside of Florida now have a place they can come where they feel close to their child.” 

Two memorial services are held locally each year, before Mother’s Day and the winter holidays, which can be the most difficult times for families to face, Glim said. 

The first Ritual of Tears was held at St. Joseph Parish in 2000, when the children’s memorial garden was dedicated. Other children’s memorial gardens stand at St. Francis Xavier Parish in Fort Myers, as well as at Protestant churches and other locations in Florida and seven other states.

“Wherever gardens of peace exist, they are places that are safe and places where people understand,” Father Archambault said. 
At the end of the ceremony, some family members were chosen to release 12 white doves. One woman tearfully whispered, “Goodbye,” to her dove before setting it free.

And as the names of children who had died echoed behind her like distant church bells, 4-year-old Kristina plopped down on her stomach in the memorial garden’s thick grass to admire the purple, orange and blue flowers.

“Look!” she exclaimed. “A butterfly!”

