
Grief Care©
Participant Manual






Ruth A. Whitt



























This material is not to be copied or distributed
without prior written permission from Ruth Whitt.
knitwhitt47@rogers.com

2



Copyright 2020
2




Contents

Welcome to Grief Care	ii
About Grief Care	iii
Contacts and emergency numbers	vi
Week 1 - What’s normal? What’s not? Am I going crazy?	1
Week 2 - What can I expect on the journey of grief?	7
Week 3 - What do I do with why questions?	11
Week 4 - What are the challenges of grief? (part 1) – Holidays, special days, ordinary days	25
Week 5 - What are the challenges of grief? (part 2) – Circumstances, places, people 	33
Week 6 - What are the challenges of grief? (part 3) – Regret, guilt, hurt, anger	41
Week 7 - What are the tasks of grief? (part 1) – Accepting, processing, adjusting	51
Week 8 - What are the tasks of grief? (part 2) – Continuing bonds 	59
Week 9 - What happens when we die? Is there life after death?	65
Week 10 - What now? How do I go on living?	73
Conclusion		81
Tips for Self-Care 	
Suggestions for Journaling	

Intentionally left blank.

Welcome to Grief Care

We are sorry for the grief you are experiencing from the death of your friend or family member, but we are glad you have reached out Grief Care for support. Though your grief experience is unique, there are many similarities to others who have or are experiencing grief. Your journey through grief can be much easier when you journey with others.
Throughout this series, we will share wisdom from ancient and modern writers, including those who wrote the Bible. It is interesting that death and dying are mentioned more than one thousand times in the Bible, from the first book (Genesis) to last book (Revelation). God takes death, suffering, and grief seriously. He grieves with us and invites us to cry out to Him in our grief and comes alongside to offer comfort through His person, His presence, His promises, and His people.
The old adage that time heals all wounds is bogus. Time itself does not heal grief; while grief may become less intense with the passage of time, what heals is leaning into our grief and doing things that will help us heal. And that is what we hope to help you do during this series. We cannot heal your grief, nor will it magically disappear at the end of these ten weeks, but we can give you tools to help you move forward to healing.

About Grief Care
Grief Care was launched by Ruth Whitt in 2020 at Northridge Community Church SA in Aurora, Ontario. In 2014, Ruth and her husband Irving were approaching their forty-fifth wedding anniversary when he died. Grief Care was birthed out of Ruth’s experience with grief and a deep desire to help others find comfort and renewed purpose in life. 
A former critical care nurse and minister’s wife, Ruth holds a Certificate in Thanatology (the study of death, dying and grief) and is completing an MTS in Thanatology at Tyndale University, Toronto. As well, she trains facilitators to offer grief support ministries in other churches and denominations.
This course material draws on a variety of disciplines, including psychology, psychotherapy, counselling, theology, and personal experiences of writers from all walks of life. Presented from an evangelical, biblical worldview, it respects all worldviews and is written for a Canadian audience.

Focus
Grief Care focuses on the unique and shared experiences of grief, providing practical tips suited to specific losses.

Guidelines
1. Participants are expected to maintain confidentiality, and sessions may not be recorded.
2. Participants may freely ask questions and express feelings, thoughts, concerns, successful milestones, or setbacks in appropriate ways.
3. Participants are expected to be respectful of one another and not to debate politics, religion, or lifestyle.
4. Participants who misrepresent themselves (i.e., using the group to find a date; being a group hopper; not presently grieving a human death; disrespecting others; or breaking confidence) will be dropped from the group.
5. Participants may socialize with other group members outside the sessions but are asked to refrain from dating another group member during the series in order to focus on the grief work (the exception being if they are already in a relationship before Grief Care).
6. Participants are asked to allow facilitators to use comments made or insights discovered by participants (without identifying information) to help others dealing with grief.
7. If a participant feels offended by what has been said or done, they will commit to talking to a facilitator or directly to the person (with another person present) and work through the offense in a respectful manner.
8. Participants are asked to silence electronic devices during sessions.

Attendance
Each week builds on the previous week. To gain the most through this series, participants are encouraged to commit to attending all sessions and completing weekly assignments. If you know you will be absent or something arises last minute, please inform the facilitators as soon as possible.



Format of meetings
Meetings include a welcome, a time for participants to share about their week, a review of the previous week’s journal assignment, a brief prayer, the evening topic, explanation of the journal assignment for the week ahead, and a closing prayer. The format is interactive, and participants are encouraged to engage with the topic. Each week, participants will be provided with a handout for that week’s topic.

Disclaimer
The author of this series nor the facilitators are experts caring for those in grief. Susan Duke expresses well our sentiments:

When we say we know something about grief,
we’re not saying we understand your pain—
we’re just whispering that we have also grieved.

When we speak of surviving grief,
we’re not saying we are strong—
we’re professing that we are weak and continue to pray daily for strength.

When we share our stories,
we’re not saying we have all the answers to grief’s questions—
we’re saying we’re willing to let you see inside our pain.

When we offer you our hand,
it’s not because we are more courageous than you—
we offer because we understand weakness … and vulnerability.

When we speak of God’s healing,
it doesn’t mean we don’t still feel the sting of grief—
it means we’ve found hope.

And when we mention faith,
it’s not because we have found a formula for surviving loss—
it means we are here because God helped us find our way through the darkness.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Adapted from Susan Duke, “What I Know about Grief” in Grieving Forward—Embracing Life Beyond Loss. New York: Warner Faith, 2006, 188.] 










If you know someone who is threatening suicide
or other form of self-harm,
or if you yourself are considering these,
immediate help is needed.
Contact a friend, a neighbour, a family member, a minister. 
In a crisis, call 911 or 1-855-320-cope (2673).
Help is available
24 hours a day, 7 days a week.


Contact information for professional counsellors.
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Week 1
What’s Normal? What’s Not? Am I Going Crazy?

In her book Grieving Room, Leanne Friessen says that “a lot of us don’t know what to do with grief. We often think that the best thing to do with grief is to avoid it . . . [but] there is no skipping, avoiding, or going around grief.”[footnoteRef:2] In order for our grief wounds to heal, we must face our grief head-on. [2:  Leanne Friesen, Grieving Room—Making Space for all the Hard Things after Death and Loss. Minneapolis: Broadleaf Books, 2024, 1-2.] 

Susan Duke, a mother whose teenage son died in a tragic accident, writes that “grief surprises us with emotions we’ve never experienced.”[footnoteRef:3] Grief leaves us bewildered and unsettled by the onslaught of emotions. We wonder what is going on and if we are going crazy. [3:  Duke, Grieving Forward, 27.] 

In this session, we will discuss the craziness of grief, what’s normal and what’s not. We’ll also examine the many ways grief affects us, why we grieve, and what grief is, and conclude with how we should grieve.

How some people describe grief
· “Grief is like the ocean. It is unpredictable. It comes in waves, ebbing and flowing. Sometimes the water is calm, and sometimes it is overwhelming.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Vicki Harrison, https://www.crazygrief.com/myownjourney/anoceanofgrief.] 

· “Grieving is like having broken ribs. On the outside, you might look fine, but with every breath, it hurts.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Author unknown.] 

· “I am weary with my groaning. Every night I soak my bed with tears, I drench my couch with my weeping.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Psalm 6:6, Amplified Bible.] 


How grief affects us
Grief affects each of us uniquely, emotionally, physically, mentally, socially, relationally, behaviorally, vocationally, and spiritually. It touches every area of our life, whether we realize it or not. We will look at each of these areas throughout this series, starting with the uniqueness of grief next week.

Why we grieve
Whatever we love—whether a person, a pet, an object, a home, a job—we may one day lose. And when we lose what we love, we grieve that loss. Grief also can occur when a person dies with whom there was not a good relationship—grief over what could have been and never was, or what once was and was lost, grief over not having reconciled.

What we grieve
We grieve
· the person who died,
· our future without that person, and
· the unexpected experience of grief itself.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Kenneth R. Mitchell/Herbert Anderson, All Our Losses, All Our Griefs. Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1983, 61.] 


What grieving is and what it is not
What grieving is not
· Grieving is not a sign of weakness.
· It is not a lack of faith.
· It is not an attempt to forget the person we loved.

What grieving is
· Grieving is our reaction to loss.
· It is the price we pay for loving someone or something.
· The more we loved, the more we were attached to someone or something, the greater will be our grief.
· “Grieving is as natural as crying when you hurt, sleeping when you are tired, eating when you are hungry, or sneezing when your nose itches. It’s nature’s way of healing a broken heart.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Doug Manning, Don’t Take My Grief Away from Me. 29th ed. Oklahoma: In-Sight Books, 1979.] 

· Another person has said that “it is reassuring to discover that there is a kind of normal craziness to grief.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Mitchell and Anderson, 72.] 

What’s normal? What’s not normal in grief?
Grief is a normal response to loss. In your grief, it is normal to wish that you had died with or instead of your loved one. What is not normal is self-harm or contemplating ending one’s life, which require immediate help. (See pages vii and viii for contact information for emergency services and professional counsellors.)

How should we grieve?
· There is no right or wrong way to grieve, but grieve we must.
· We must feel the pain and acknowledge our emotions in order to begin the work of healing.
· Time alone won’t heal us. While our grief may become less intense with the passage of time, what heals is leaning into our grief and doing those things that help us. And that is what we hope to help you do as we meet each week. 
· We cannot heal your grief, nor will it magically disappear at the end of these ten weeks, but we can give you tools to do your grief work, which will help you to move forward in healing.

This week’s journal assignment
1. In your own words, write what you learned this week about your grief.
2. Review Some Typical Responses to Grief (pp 5-6). Add other responses that come to mind.
3. Write what you hope to learn during this series.

Next week’s topic
What can I expect on the journey of grief?

Final thought
The ancient king David, whom we quoted earlier, wrote from his experience with grief: “The Lord is close to the broken-hearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.”[footnoteRef:10] Eugene Peterson paraphrases it this way: “If your heart is broken, you’ll find God right there; if you’re kicked in the gut, he’ll help you catch your breath.”[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Psalm 34:18, The New International Version.]  [11:  Psalm 34:18, The Message.] 


This page is intentionally left blank.


Some Typical Responses to Grief
Circle all the responses that you have had
or are presently experiencing and add others not on the list.

Emotional

Apathy
Anxiety
Depression
Fear
Feeling betrayed
Feeling neglected
Guilt
Hopelessness
Hurt
Loneliness
Love
Overwhelmed
Regret
Relief
Sadness


Others: _______________________________________________________________________




Physical

Blood pressure changes
Exhaustion
Fatigue
Headaches
Stomach aches
Hormonal changes
Insomnia
Muscular aches
Nausea and other gastrointestinal symptoms
Over sleeping
Oversensitivity to light, noise, or other stimulation

Pain
Responding to meds differently
Shortness of breath
Tightness in throat or chest
Weakness


Others: _______________________________________________________________________



NB – It is wise to book a physical with your doctor soon after the death of a loved one, especially if your own health care has been on hold during a loved one’s illness. ALWAYS seek emergency care if symptoms are severe, persistent, or concerning (i.e., shortness of breath, chest pain, etc.) 


Mental

Anxiety
Brain fog
Confusion
Disorientation
Forgetfulness
Lack of concentration
Lack of motivation
Memory loss

Others: _______________________________________________________________________



Please turn the page over.

Social/relational

Anger
Avoidance
Feeling abandoned
Feeling like fifth-wheel
Harshness
Ignoring calls/emails
Impatience
Intolerance
Jealousy
Misunderstandings
Rudeness
Shame
Withdrawal


Others: _______________________________________________________________________




Behavioural

Outbursts of anger
Overactivity
Underactivity
Crying
Laughter
Unwilling to ask for help
Unwilling to accept help
Withdrawal


Others: _______________________________________________________________________




Vocational

Compartmentalizing grief
Difficulty concentrating
Disinterest
Grief bursts
Hard to face colleagues
Impatience with others
Impatience with self
Making more mistakes than usual
Missing deadlines
Overworking
Underperforming


Others: _______________________________________________________________________




Spiritual
Change in beliefs
Doubts and disbelief
Inability to pray
Questioning how a good God could allow this death to happen
Questioning one’s mortality
Stopping going to church or synagogue
Turning away from God
Turning to God
Wondering about an afterlife
Wondering about the meaning of life
Wondering if God exists
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Others: _______________________________________________________________________




Please bring to next week’s Grief Care session.


Week 2
What Can I Expect on the Journey of Grief?

Grieving is a journey. You’ve been handed a ticket for a trip you didn’t want to take. When your family member or friend died, your journey began. You may have had time to prepare but realize now that nothing could fully prepare you for what you are experiencing. Or, you may have been shocked to suddenly find yourself on this journey and wonder how you got here. What just happened? Dying and grieving were not on your bucket list.
You may be familiar with Psalm 23, which is often read at funerals. It is one of many psalms or songs King David wrote around 1000 BC. Verse four is about journeying through a dark place. It reads: Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil for You [God] are with me. We learn in grief that we can’t walk around this valley, dig under it, fly over it, or even sprint through it. We have to walk through it. The goal of Grief Care is to help you walk through your valley.
In the coming weeks, we will look at the challenges you will encounter and the tasks to be completed on this journey, but for now we focus on what to expect.

What influences how we grieve?
Social media influencers build a reputation for their “supposed” knowledge and expertise on a specific topic or product. Their posts generate large followings of people who pay close attention to their views.
Similarly, many factors influence your grieving. External influences include how your family grieved losses, your cultural and ethnic patterns, your belief system or faith tradition, societal opinions, and gender stereotyping. Internal factors include your personality, your age and stage of life, and your attachment to the deceased. How you grieve is influenced also by how the death occurred—whether it was sudden, unexpected, traumatic, or anticipated. Were there other losses at the time or multiple losses within a short time? As well, unresolved griefs from the past may impact your present grief.



Every grief is unique
No two people grieve the same, even if they are grieving the same loss. In fact, your grief is as unique as your fingerprint. Your grief is unique because no one else shared all the same activities, conversations, and emotions that you and the person who died shared together––so no one can know exactly how your grief feels, nor can you theirs. Renowned psychologist J. William Worden describes the uniqueness of grief this way:
Each person’s grief is
like all other people’s grief;
like some other person’s grief; and
like no other person’s grief.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  J. William Worden, Grief Counselling and Grief Therapy. London: Routledge, 2009, 8.] 


What this means for you
It means that your grief journey won’t be like anyone else’s. How you feel, how you process your grief, and how long it takes you to heal will be different from everyone else. Others cannot dictate to you how to grieve or how long it should take you to heal because, quite literally, they have not walked in your shoes.

Working at your grief
Grieving takes time—there is no quick fix. It is not a five-step plan—nor is it linear; we do not complete one stage and then move to the next. Often, we will return to previous stages or jump ahead to another. Grieving is work—hard work. In his book The Last Thing We Talk About—Help and Hope for Those Who Grieve, Joseph Bayly writes: “Death wounds us, but wounds are meant to heal. And—given time [and work]—they will. But we must want to be healed. We cannot be like the child who keeps picking the scab from a cut.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Joseph Bayly, The Last Thing We Talk About—Help and Hope for Those Who Grieve. Elgin: David C. Cook Publishing Co., 1969, 47-48.] 

So, how do we walk through this valley? How do we move forward on our grief journey? During these Grief Care sessions, you will hear a lot of useful information. But to avoid getting stuck in your grief, you must do some hard work—including the practical steps we will suggest along the way.


Grief ambushes and triggers
Grief is unpredictable. There will be surprises along the way, and there will be times when something suddenly or unexpectedly impacts your emotions—this is called a grief ambush and is caused by triggers. A grief ambush happens when an event, a person, a place, a smell, a sound, or almost anything triggers a memory of the deceased, which then leads to an emotional reaction.

What helps
Recognize that triggers can’t always be avoided—withdrawing or avoiding all reminders is not helpful. You need to lean into your pain in order to heal. Don’t berate yourself when triggers occur; remember, they are to be expected and are a normal part of grieving. In time, triggers will lose their intensity. Triggers can remind you of funny and beautiful memories that you don’t want to fade. That special song perhaps brings an outburst of tears now, but in time may bring a single tear with a smile, a moment for pleasant reminiscing.

Tears
One manifestations of an ambush is tears. Susan Duke describes tears this way: “Tears release what our hearts cannot hold.”[footnoteRef:14] Crying won’t take the pain of your grief away, but it will release stress hormones that cause increased blood pressure, improve mood.[footnoteRef:15] Tears are our body’s built-in mechanism for relief, release, and healing. [14:  Duke, 120.]  [15:  https://www.pancreaticcancerjourney.com/healing-tears.html. © PancreaticCancerJourney.com] 


How to grieve
There is no right or wrong way to grieve, but grieve we must in order to heal. Remember the quote from last week? “He who has no time to mourn has no time to mend.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Anonymous.] 


This week’s journal assignment
1. Write about what has surprised you in your grief journey so far.
2. Write about what you learned tonight that can help you.
3. If comfortable, bring a picture or memento of your family member or friend to share with the group in an upcoming week. We will share one each week, depending on the size of the group.

Next week’s topic
What do I do with why questions?

Final thought
God keeps track of all our sorrows, even collecting our tears in a bottle, but one day he will wipe away all our tears (Psalm 56:8 and Revelation 21:4).


Week 3
What Do I Do with Why Questions?

The African savannah elephant is a massive creature and is much larger than its African forest or Asian counterparts. It weighs around 8,000 kilograms and is about 3-4 meters high; if you prefer imperial measures, that’s approximately 17,600 pounds and 10-13 feet high at the shoulders.
	When we lived in Kenya, East Africa, savannah elephants were a common sight on the road from the capital city of Nairobi to where we lived nine hours away in a small coastal town. I don’t ever recall not seeing a herd, either on the side of the road or on the road on these trips. When they were on the road, our travel time could be delayed by an hour or more as there was no way to go around them, over them, or under them—and no alternative routes. For however long we waited, these elephants commanded our attention—dominating our thoughts, conversation, and vision.
	This week, we address the elephant in the room—the subject that, like the elephant, often dominates our thoughts, our conversations, our vision in the midst of grief but is uncomfortable for others to engage in with us. It is the question that even the best and brightest thinkers have a hard time answering . . . and that is the question why.

What are your why questions?
It is normal to ask why questions. You may ask why did this happen? Why did it happen to me or us? Why did it happen now? Why did it happen this way? Why did it happen so soon? If you have experienced several deaths within a short period of time, you may ask why all these losses occurred at once or so close together. You may ask why do bad things happen to good people? You may also wonder if God exists, why he didn’t stop this from happening. Or, if God is good, why did he allow this to happen.
It may be that you aren’t asking why questions and that too is normal, but his week’s topic can still help you. First, it can help you respond to comments from friends and relatives who may express their sympathy with such comments as Why did this happen to such a good person, etc. Second, you can refer back to this lesson if later on in your journey you begin to ask why.


Why do we ask why?
Nancy Guthrie, who writes and speaks extensively on grief, says this: “The why question . . . goes back thousands of years. You may have heard the phrase Job’s comforters. It comes from the story of Job in the book of the Old Testament that bears his name. A wealthy man, in one day Job was financially ruined, most of his servants were killed and his ten children died in a tragic accident. Job asked God a lot of questions, including Why was I born? (Job 3:11-26).
“David wrote many psalms that are contained in the Book of Psalms. In these, he cried out to God with laments and questions. In Psalm 22, he asks, My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me? Why are You so far from helping me? And from the words of my groaning? Those familiar with the Easter account of Jesus’ death on the cross may remember that He too asked My God, My God, why have you forsaken me? (Matthew 27:46).”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Wilson Benton, Jr., “A Profound Answer to the Pressing Question, ‘Why?’” in Be Still, My Soul––25 Classic and Contemporary Readings on the Problem of Pain. Nancy Guthrie, ed. Wheaton: Crossway, 2010, 55.] 

In the twentieth century, those who witnessed two World Wars, the Holocaust, genocides in the Soviet Union, China, and Rwanda, the ethnic cleansing of Kosovo, the killing fields of Cambodia, the emergence of AIDS, and the devastating famines in Africa asked why. And the twenty-first century isn’t any better. There was 9/11 (September 11, 2001), the Tsunami of December 26, 2004, civil war in Syria, wars in Ukraine and Gaza, devastating earthquakes in Nepal (2015) and Turkey (2023), repeated mass shootings and tragedies. And we ask why?
When I was in school, we were taught to ask the six questions: who, what, where, when, how, and why. Wilson Benton Jr. says this: “It does seem that man is born to question, because he begins that exercise so early in his earthly pilgrimage. There is the innocent, incessant, inquisitive, why? why? why? of a three-year-old. There is the nagging, whining, complaining, why? Why? why? of a nine-year-old. Then there’s the haughty, challenging, rebellious, why? why? why? of a fifteen-year-old.”[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Benton, 55.] 

And, “because God is our Father and we are his children, we find ourselves asking him those same kinds of questions.”[footnoteRef:19] Authors Kenneth Mitchell and Herbert Anderson write that “the mystery of loss is part of the pain of grief.”[footnoteRef:20] Not having answers causes more grief. [19:  Benton, 55.]  [20:  Mitchell and Anderson, 138.] 



We ask why because death challenges our assumptions
Death challenges our assumptions about ourselves
We live with the illusion that we are “the master of our fate, the captain of our soul” as Henley wrote in his poem Invictus. While there is much we can control by our life choices, sometimes, regardless of good and wise choices, life seems unfair. David Jeremiah writes that “most of us live under the illusion of invulnerability . . . of controlling our own destiny. We determine our own fate (or perceive we’re doing so) by acting and taking things into our own hands. We feel we’ve got it all figured out, and everything under control.”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  David Jeremiah, Shelter in God. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2020, 34.] 


Death challenges our assumptions about life
We live as if we believe death won’t happen to us––at least not until we’re much, much older––but even then, we think we’re not there yet. It’s not yet time. And that is normal because we were born with eternity in our hearts, but with our finite minds we think of death as an end, not a beginning. In our Western, death-defying culture––death may be delayed through the advances of modern medicine. We don’t talk about it much; death is usually the last thing on our minds––until we are touched by it.
To quote David Jeremiah again: “The first thing a serious crisis does is burst [our] pleasant bubble [that we can control our lives].  Suddenly everything we’ve believed about life seems to be shattered. Our lives are in chaos just when everything seemed to be in such fine order.”[footnoteRef:22] We live with a sense of entitlement. If I’m a good person, I shouldn’t suffer. People living in developed countries “feel violated when life does not turn out [good] . . . when we get what we do not deserve and do not get what we feel we do deserve.”[footnoteRef:23] But who are the privileged to say they deserve this or that? What have we done to merit the health and wealth that the developing world lacks? Are we better? Are we more deserving? [22:  Jeremiah, 34.]  [23:  Jeremiah, 124. Or Sittser?] 

One writer expressed it this way: “We do not know what will happen tomorrow; our life is like a vapor that appears for a little time and then vanishes away” (James 4:14). An ancient writer examined life and concluded that life isn’t always fair (Ecclesiastes 3-6).


Death challenges our assumptions about God
If God is good, how can evil exist? The biblical account in Genesis reveals that God is not the creator of evil and suffering. He created “a world where tragedy and suffering didn’t exist [Gen. 1:31]. God created mankind with a free will [not robots], and mankind chose to disobey, which resulted in suffering and evil entering the world.”[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Lee Strobel, “Why Does God Allow Tragedy and Suffering?” in Leadership Journal, July 24, 2012, https://www.christianitytoday.com/2012/07/doesgodallowtragedy/. ] 

Rabbi Harold Kushner addressed this assumption in his perennial classic, When Bad Things Happen to Good People. He wrote this: “Why . . . do bad things happen to good people? One reason is that our being human leaves us free to hurt each other, and God can’t stop us without taking away the freedom that makes us human. Human beings can cheat each other, rob each other, hurt each other, and God can only look down in pity and compassion at how little we have learned over the ages about how human beings should behave.” Kushner goes on to say, “This line of reasoning helps me understand that monstrous eruption of evil we speak of as the Holocaust, the death of millions of innocent people at the hands of Adolf Hitler. When people ask, Where was God in Auschwitz? How could He have permitted the Nazis to kill so many innocent men, women, and children? [Kushner continues], my response is that it was not God who caused it. It was caused by human beings choosing to be cruel to their fellow men.” [footnoteRef:25] [25:  Harold Kushner, When Bad Things Happen to Good People. New York: Avon Books, 1981, 81.] 

“Evil . . . extends not only to the moral world, but also to the natural world. When human beings do bad things to one another, this is moral evil. But so-called natural disasters are often considered evil as well because of all the suffering they cause. Earthquakes, tidal waves, floods, and so forth, are all examples of what might be termed natural evil.”[footnoteRef:26] If God is powerful, why does He let bad stuff happen? God exercises restraint of His power by not interfering with our free will—a will that has long ignored the choices we make that affect climate change. [26:  Robert Velarde, “How Can God Allow So Much Suffering?” Focus on the Family, February 2, 2024, https://www.focusonthefamily.com/faith/how-can-god-allow-so-much-evil-and-suffering/. ] 


What helps
Like a hamster on an exercise wheel, sometimes our why questions keep spinning in our heads. We keep asking, asking, asking—but get nowhere with an answer. If our why questions keep spinning in our minds—demanding of ourselves, others, or God an answer or explanation before allowing ourselves to move on—we can get stuck in grief.
So, what do we do with our questions? Many people find it helpful to take their questions to someone who can help sort through them. Here are some practical suggestions:
· Talk with a friend, family member, or colleague who has dealt with tragedy and why questions.
· Find a counsellor who is trained in death, dying, and grief.
· Attend a  support group such as Grief Care; there’s wisdom in numbers, and you can learn from others.
· Read the Bible for comfort and peace in your struggle; see pages 17-18 for a sampling of verses.
· Read helpful books; see page 19 for a list of excellent resources.
· Talk with a minister, rabbi, priest, or other spiritual leader to understand your questions from a faith perspective.
· Talk with God.

An important source to whom you can go directly is God. A popular song by Whitney Houston, entitled Where do broken hearts go? includes these lyrics:
So here I am
And can you please tell me, oh
Where do broken hearts go?
It’s a ballad about the pain of loss and the search for love, for attachment. Interestingly Houston, who released the original track, reportedly disliked the lyrics for the stated reason that she had no idea where broken hearts go. Rabbi Kushner writes: “Because tragedy is not God’s will, we need not feel hurt or betrayed by God when tragedy strikes. We can turn to Him for help . . . because . . . God is as outraged by it as we are.”[footnoteRef:27] God invites our laments and understands our grief. The Psalmist David wrote that “the Lord is near to those who have a broken heart” (Psalm 34:18). And we were reminded last week that “You [God] have collected all my tears and preserved them in your bottle! You have recorded every one in your book” (Psalm 56:8). [27:  Kushner, 134.] 


In time, we can learn to accept the limitations of an answer to our why questions
If we had the answer to our why questions, would we be truly satisfied? Or would we be like the toddler who is never satisfied with the answer, continuing an endless litany of but why, Mommy to every offered answer?
We need to recognize also that we may never have the answer that will fully satisfy, and if we did, it wouldn’t change the fact that our family member or friend died––we still have an empty chair at the table. An autopsy report might give us answers as to how they died, but it doesn’t solve the question of why they died. Authors Mitchell and Anderson write that “living through grief requires an ability to tolerate unanswered questions.”[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Mitchell and Anderson, 138.] 

What is the point then of asking why if we may never get an answer? The point is that “questions can be a great help in mourning our loss, communicating our frustration, and expressing our feelings.”[footnoteRef:29] Why questions help us give voice to our grief. [29:  Laura Story. “When We Ask Why God? Why?” http://faithgateway.com/blogs/Christian-books/when-we-as-why-god-why, accessed August 2023 (?).] 

The Serenity Prayer has been helpful to many people with unanswered questions. Perhaps you may want to pray it whenever you feel stuck on the hamster wheel:
God grant me the
Serenity to accept the things I cannot change,
Courage to change the things I can, and
Wisdom to know the difference.
Amen.

This week’s journal assignment
If you have why questions:
· Wednesday: Add to your list of why questions.
· Thursday, Friday: Take time to ponder your questions. Consider why you are asking them. What assumptions have been rattled? Don’t write anything these days—just spend time thinking about your why questions.
· Saturday, Sunday: Write what insights you may have gained from Thursday and Friday.
· Monday: Write what you will do with your why questions, where you will go with them. Can you accept not having answers? Why or why not?
· Tuesday: Bring your journal to Grief Care.
If you don’t have why questions:
· Wednesday, Thursday: Write why it is you don’t have these questions or, if you had questions in the past, how you came to terms with them.
· Friday, Saturday: Write what questions others may have asked and how you responded.
· Sunday, Monday: If why questions arise in the future, how can you address them?
· Tuesday: Bring your journal to Grief Care.

Next week’s topic
What are the challenges of grief? (part one)—Special days, holidays, and ordinary days.

Final thought
With respect to the why question, Rabbi Kushner counsels us to “rise beyond the question ‘why did it happen?’ and begin to ask the question ‘what do I do now that it has happened?’”[footnoteRef:30] “A mother whose young son died in the 1988 crash of PanAm Flight 103 said, ‘It is not how to find an answer, but how to live without one.’”[footnoteRef:31] [30:  Kushner, 71.]  [31:  Worden, 49.] 
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PSALM 23

The Lord is

My Shepherd, Provider
1The Lord is my shepherd;
I shall not want.

My Guardian, Refresher
2He makes me to lie down in green pastures;
He leads me beside the still waters.

My Restorer, Navigator
3He restores my soul;
He leads me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.

My Protector, Discipliner, Comforter, Companion
4Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; For You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.

My Blesser, Saviour
5You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies;
You anoint my head with oil; My cup runs over.

My Retirement Plan
6Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life;
And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.

Add your favorites:
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


PRAISE FOR GOD’S DELIVERANCE
II Samuel 22

1Then David spoke to the Lord the words of this song,
on the day when the Lord had delivered him from the hand
of all his enemies, and from the hand of Saul.

2 And he said:
“The Lord is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer;

3 The God of my strength, in whom I will trust;
My shield and the horn of my salvation,
My stronghold and my refuge;

29 “For You are my lamp, O Lord;
The Lord shall enlighten my darkness.

40 For You have armed me
with strength for the battle;

47 “The Lord lives!
Blessed be my Rock!
Let God be exalted,
The Rock of my salvation!

51 “He is the tower of salvation to His king,
And shows mercy to His anointed,
To David and his descendants forevermore.


Add your favorites:
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Verses re: Dark days
· God will bring me out of my darkness into the light, and I will see his goodness. Micah 7:9-10
· The Lord is the strength of my life. Psalm 27:1  
· He floods the darkness with light; he brings light to the deepest gloom. Job 12:22
· My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever. Psalm 73:26
· Those who wait on the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint. Isaiah 40:31
· I can do all things through Christ, who strengthens me. Philippians 4:13

Verses re: Comfort
· Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, ... who comforts us in all our troubles. II Corinthians 1:3-4
· He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain ... Revelation 21:4-5a	
· I Thessalonians 4:13-18

Verses re: Encouragement
· I will refresh the weary and satisfy the faint. Jeremiah 31:25
· Weeping may endure for the night, but joy comes in the morning ... Psalm 30:5
· You have turned for me my mourning into dancing; You have put off my sackcloth and clothed me with gladness. Psalm 30:5, 11
· For the Lord has heard the voice of my weeping. The Lord has heard my supplication; the Lord will receive my prayer. Psalm 6:8b-9
· Meanwhile, the moment we get tired in the waiting, God’s Spirit is right alongside helping us along. If we don’t know how or what to pray, it doesn’t matter. He does our praying in and for us, making prayer out of our wordless sighs, our aching groans. Romans 8:22 [The Message]

Verses re: Loneliness
· The Lord is near to those who have a broken heart. Psalm 34:18
· And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age. Matthew 28:20
· Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you. Hebrews 13:5
· Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you, yes, I will help you, I will uphold you with my righteous right hand. Isaiah 41:10

Verses re: Fear/Protection
· I will fear no evil, for You are with me ...       Psalm 23:4
· He fills me with strength and protects me wherever I go. Psalm 18:32
· Do not fear therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows. Matthew 10:31
· When they call on me, I will answer; I will be with them in trouble. Psalm 91:5
· I will both lie down in peace, and sleep; for You alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safety.              Psalm 4:8

Verses re: Finances/Provision
· And my God shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus. Philippians 4:19
· Therefore I say to you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink; nor about your body, what you will put on ... Look at the birds of the air ... your heavenly Father feeds them ... Consider the lilies of the field ...  If God so clothes the grass of the field ... will He not much more clothe you ....? ... Your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. Matthew 6:25-32

Verses re: Guidance/Who to turn to
· Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; and the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus. Philippians 4:6-7

Verses re: Help/Strength
· God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble. Psalm 46:1
· In all these things, we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. Romans 8:37

Verses re: Lack of Hope/Purpose
· He rekindles burned-out lives with fresh hope.    I Samuel 2:8
· For I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope. Jeremiah 29:11
· Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless his holy name! Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits, who forgives all your iniquity, who heals all your diseases, who redeems your life from the pit, who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy, who satisfies you with good so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. Psalm 103:1-5
Book Suggestions

A Decembered Grief—Living with Loss While Others are Celebrating by Harold Ivan Smith. Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, 2011.

A Grace Disguised—How the Soul Grows through Loss (expanded edition) by Jerry Sittser. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004.

At Peace in the Storm—Experiencing the Savior’s Presence When You Need Him Most by Ken Gire. Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers, 2014.

Grieving Forward—Embracing Life Beyond Loss by Susan Duke. New York: Warner Faith, 2006.

Grieving Room—Making Space for All the Hard Things after Death and Loss by Leanne Friesen. Minneapolis: Broadleaf Books, 2024.

The Journey through Grief—Reflections on Healing by Alan D. Wolfelt. Fort Collins: Companion Press, 1997.

Tuesdays with Morrie by Mitch Albom. New York: Doubleday, 1997.

When Bad Things Happen to Good People by Harold S. Kushner. New York: Avon Books, 1981.

Winter’s Promise—Hope-Filled Reflections for the Difficult Seasons by Ken Gire. Eugene: Harvest House Publishers, 2013.





The Weaver

My life is but a weaving
Between my Lord and me;
I cannot choose the colors
He worketh steadily.

Oft times He weaveth sorrow
And I, in foolish pride,
Forget He sees the upper,
And I the underside.

Not til the loom is silent
And the shuttles cease to fly,
Show upper side of tapestry
Shall God unroll the canvas
And explain the reason why.

The dark threads are as needful
In the Weaver’s skillful hand,
As the threads of gold and silver
In the pattern He has planned.

Anonymous


The Serenity Prayer
God grant me the
Serenity to accept the things I cannot change,
Courage to change the things I can, and
Wisdom to know the difference.
Amen.

Ñ

1 Corinthians 13:12

For now we see through a glass darkly;
but then face to face:
now I know in part;
but then shall I know
even as also I am known.
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Week 4
What Are the Challenges of Grief? (part one)
Special Days, Holidays, Ordinary Days (and Sleepless Nights)

On the grief journey, you will face special days, holidays, and all the not-so ordinary days between. You may encounter some of these during this series—perhaps a birthday or an anniversary. Then there are special religious/cultural days such as Chinese New Year, Easter, Hannukah, Diwali, Winter Solstice, Kwanza, and Christmas. You also may be challenged by civic holidays such as Family Day, Saint-Jean-Baptiste Day, Victoria Day, Canada Day, Labour Day, National Day for Truth and Reconciliation, Thanksgiving, and Remembrance Day. You may wonder how to respond to invitations to other people’s events and celebrations or special family gatherings.
	It is natural, but not helpful, to want to hibernate during grief—especially on special days. Billie Joe Armstrong’s father died in September of the year Billie Joe was 10 years old. Reportedly, he locked himself in his room after the funeral. Later, when his mother knocked on his door, his response was “Wake me up when September ends.” Twenty years later, as frontman for the American rock band “Green Day,” he wrote and performed a song entitled Wake Me Up When September Ends.[footnoteRef:32] When the holidays and special days come, it is natural to want to yank the covers over your head and snarl, “Wake me up when it’s over.”[footnoteRef:33] It is not just natural—it is a normal desire when we are grieving—but it does not help. [32:  https://open.spotify.com/track/3ZffCQKLFLUvYM59XKLbVm?autoplay=true.]  [33:  Harold Ivan Smith, A Decembered Grief. Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, 14.] 


What helps
· Don’t ignore the day. Do accept that special events/holidays will occur, whether you like it or not. Nothing good comes from hiding your head in the sand like the proverbial ostrich.[footnoteRef:34] Grief must be acknowledged in order to be dealt with—it doesn’t go away by denying or suppressing it. As we’ve learned already, acknowledging our emotions, our pain, our grief are the first steps—and perhaps the hardest steps—of moving forward to healing. [34:  Interestingly, ostriches cannot fly so they are unable to build nests in trees. Thus, they bury their eggs in the sand. When they appear to be hiding their heads in the sand, they are simply repositioning the eggs.] 

· Don’t fake your emotions. We are not talking here of being selective with whom you share your grief and those that you give a polite reply of “I’m fine, thank you for asking.” Nor are we talking about faking sorrow that you do not feel. We are talking here about continually masking or suppressing your emotions—allowing no one into your grief or pain. Fake it till you make it doesn’t work when you are grieving. When you fake how you are feeling, you waste emotional energy that would be better spent on the work of grieving. As well, people will think you are okay and won’t offer to listen or help. Grief that is suppressed in this way may seem safer, but eventually it will surface as anger, rage, illness, or depression, and will be much harder and take much longer to heal.
· Don’t numb your pain. Some people try to numb their grief through drugs or alcohol, but grief will feel much worse when the numbness wears off, when you have to face your grief AND deal with the after-effects. Others shop till they drop—then literally drop when the credit card bill arrives. Still others attempt to numb their sorrow by working 24/7 or hyperactivity. In time, they suffer physical and emotional burnout, not to mention the impact on others around them. Numbing only masks reality and delays healing.

An alternative to ignoring, faking or numbing grief
I was born in the United States, soon after the end of World War II. If you have driven along its many highways, you may have seen signs that read Prepare to meet thy God. The message is simple—be prepared. During the early days of the Cold War, air raid sirens blared across our city every Tuesday afternoon, and school children took immediate shelter. We were being prepared for a possible attack by the Soviet Union on American soil.
I remember as a child hearing news broadcasts warning us to prepare for Hurricane Hazel—that is, the storm, not the former mayor of Mississauga, Hazel McCallion. When we lived in the tornado belt of the Midwest, we responded to tornado sirens by seeking immediate shelter. When we lived in California, we learned to prepare for potential earthquakes by screwing tall furniture to walls and attaching secure closings to cupboards to minimize injury and damage. School children continue to be taught the stop, drop and roll technique for fires.
Now living in Canada, I appreciate the media’s periodic reminders and checklists for what to do if there is a severe weather event, forest fire, or other emergency. Likewise, we who grieving would be wise to prepare for special days, holidays, and the not so ordinary days that occur after the death of a family member or friend.
Some benefits of advanced planning:  1) it helps relieve the stress of the event; 2) it helps you say no to events/activities in which you don’t want to participate; 3) it diminishes emotional ambushes; 4) it allows you to be pro-active rather than re-active in how you observe or celebrate events; and 5) it gives you time to think about new and meaningful traditions and volunteer opportunities. While it is wise to plan ahead, you need also to keep your plans flexible, allowing yourself freedom to change your mind about attending an event, how long you will stay. It helps, too, to have a back-up plan.

What helps for special days
Days that are special for you—birthdays, anniversaries. Grief counsellor Alan Wolfelt writes: “Anniversaries—of the death, life events, birthdays—can be especially hard when you are in grief.”[footnoteRef:35] Here are some practical suggestions that may help. If it is your birthday or anniversary or Valentine’s Day, buy something special for yourself that your loved one might have given you (or you wish they had given you). Or do an activity that you might have done together on these days. If it is your loved one’s birthday, think of volunteering at or donating to a charity that honors their interests. Plan a get-together with others who may also be missing the deceased. Prepare a special dish that they liked. Share memories, funny stories, pictures, etc. with family members and others. It is important also to schedule some quiet time for yourself on these days—time for reflection and self-care. [35:  Alan D. Wolfelt, Healing a Spouse’s Grieving Heart. Fort Collins: Companion Press, 2003, 53.] 

Days that are special for others—weddings, retirement parties, funerals, etc. Recognize that these occasions may be especially difficult to maneuver. Be selective in what invitations you accept—there’s no harm in admitting that you can’t do it yet or just politely declining. If appropriate, ask the host to allow you to change your mind at the last minute. If you want to attend, decide what you need to do to make the event the least stressful as possible. You may want to ask someone to go with you who would be comfortable exiting early if needed or who can run interference for you. Rehearse in your mind ahead what it will be like and how you might respond to questions or the lack thereof. Have an exit plan. If you wear mascara, make sure it is waterproof. Carry tissues. 🤣. If the event turns out to be miserable for you, learn what to do better the next time—but don’t decide to never again attend such events.

What helps for holidays
Our calendars are filled with annual holidays and holy days—in fact, each year starts and finishes with a holiday—beginning with New Year’s Day and ending with New Year’s Eve celebrations. In between are many ethnic and cultural holy days/observances, as previously mentioned, that reflect Canada’s multiculturalism. In addition to these, we have unique provincial and civic holidays. 
What makes holidays so tough? In Dr. Seuss’s book entitled How the Grinch Stole Christmas, the Grinch learned that the holidays don’t really come from a store—they come from the heart and soul. And that is why when a loved one dies, the holidays are so tough—the heart and soul seem gone. Nicholas Wolterstorff, in Lament for a Son, expresses it this way: “When we’re all together, we’re not all together.”[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Nicholas Wolterstorff, Lament for a Son. Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans, 1987, 14.] 

Each holiday tradition has special music or special wishes for happiness, but none more so than the year-end celebrations. Greetings such as Merry Christmas or Happy New Year make us wince. In other years, we would have responded And a merry Christmas and happy new year to you, too! A popular Christmas carol tells us:
It’s the most wonderful time of the year,
with everyone telling us to be of good cheer, and
it’s the hap-happiest time of the year, and
hearts will be glowing when loved ones are near;
it’s the most wonderful time of the year.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Words by Eddie Pola and George Wyle, 1963.] 

This year, however, doesn’t seem like the most wonderful time. This year you may want to scream, to shut down the frivolity, the songs, the laughter, to yell at the world—don’t you know my loved one died? The world has no right to be happy! As much as we wish we could, we can’t escape the sights and sounds which seem to start earlier and earlier each year. We wonder how we are ever going to get through this. Well, the way through is to have a plan and a back-up plan, and then to be flexible with your plans. Decide on the who, what, when, where and how much you will engage in the planned activity.
It also is important to note that winter festivals and holidays come during the season of the year when for those of us living in the Northern Hemisphere days are shorter and nights are longer. “Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) is a depressive mood disorder brought on by lack of natural light during the winter months.” [footnoteRef:38] Based on population forecasts, an estimated one million Canadians will suffer from SAD in 2025.  [38:  Canadian Psychological Association, “‘Psychology Works’ Fact Sheet: Seasonal Affective Disorder (Depression with Seasonal Pattern),” Canadian Psychological Association, posted December 31, 2020. https://cpa.ca/psychology-works-fact-sheet-seasonal-affective-disorder-depression-with-seasonal-pattern/, accessed August 19, 2025.] 

If you are experiencing symptoms of SAD, you may have a particularly difficult time coping with holiday grief because the holidays . . . coincide with the weeks of the least daylight [in North America]. Light therapy has been found to be an effective treatment for SAD sufferers.”[footnoteRef:39] Twenty-minutes outside in the sunshine or the use of a light therapy lamp are often very helpful. Intentionally bring light into your home, open the curtains and blinds, leave lights on when you will be coming home in the dark, use lots of LED candles, turn on the Christmas lights while at home. A trained psychotherapist can be of invaluable help as well helping you create a light therapy routine. [39:  Canadian Psychological Association.] 


What helps for ordinary days
In spite of our grief and our desire for the world to stop spinning, life goes on. Somehow we have to figure out how to carry on with the ordinariness of life. Following are some suggestions that have helped others.
	Set a goal or goals for each day. In the early days of grief, these may be focused simply on self-care: get out of bed, brush your teeth, and eat. Or they may focus on urgent financial and legal matters. Add at least one “feel good” activity per day (i.e., exercising or walking in nature).
If you and your loved one texted or called at certain times during the day or certain days of the week, reach out to others at these times, either by text, a call or visit. If you routinely visited your loved one in a care facility, consider visiting with friends of your loved one there. Or you may choose to meet with friends, go for a ride, or read during the time that you would normally make these visits. Plan for these times in advance.
If Friday night was your together time at the end of a busy week, get together with friends to watch a TV program or movie, or explore new areas, go bowling, play mini golf, etc. Plan to do something; don’t sit and mope. Perhaps Saturday night was family dinner night—what do you do now if one member is missing or your “co-host” is gone? Can you still host the dinner? Maybe now you order in food rather than cooking. Can someone else host the meal? Can you start a new tradition of a potluck dinner? Think about board games or activities to do together—perhaps what you did before or new things.
If you went to a cottage in the summer, what do you do now? Can you still go? Do you need to invite someone(s) to join you? If you need to give up this activity, what other special things can you do during that time? Consider staycations––exploring local attractions each day alone or with friends. If you were snowbirds, perhaps you can find a friend or friends to join you  or plan for local adventures, activities that you can do during the winter that are nearer home—perhaps a new hobby, etc. Whatever the activity, plan to continue it, change it, or find new activities.

What helps for sleepless nights
There are many causes of insomnia, but here are some non-medical ways to promote better sleep. During the day, exercise and eating well contribute to how your body reacts at nighttime. Caffeine and alcohol consumption negatively impact sleep, as well as nighttime snacks. Establish an evening routine. Things that help the mind and body to unwind include a soothing bath, gentle yoga, breathing exercises and breath prayers, relaxing music, dim lights, soothing scents and lotions such as lavender, and a cooler room temperature. Sleep experts advise turning off electronic devices—such as TVs, IPads, and computers—one to two hours before bedtime since their blue light interferes with sleep. Consider silencing non-emergency notifications on phones during the night. Alternative distractions are reading a book, devotional, the Bible.
Sleep experts advise turning off the lights at the same time each night; if this is hard to do, timers attached to the bedside lamp can help. Visualization is a useful technique that can relax your mind when the lights are turned off or if you wake in the night. Imagine walking through peaceful woods and listening to the soothing sound of leaves blowing in the wind or imagine walking along a sandy beach and hearing waves lapping along the shore. Repeating the same imagery each night also helps.
Instead of counting sheep, begin counting your blessings or praying (i.e., The Lord’s Prayer) or reciting favorite Psalms (i.e., The Twenty-third Psalm) or poems.
General help for holidays and special days
Interaction with others: Don’t ignore using your loved one’s name in conversations. Be cognizant of children and youth and their feelings and capacity for grief; tell funny stories, share pictures, special interests. Be gracious to people who wish you Happy Easter or Merry Christmas—they may not know that you are grieving, or are at a loss for words and blurt out the greeting without thinking.
Gatherings on special days or holidays: Think about how you want to observe these occasions and consider if you need to include others in planning. For Christmas, it is often helpful to make a list of all the things you normally would do—such as decorating indoors and outdoors, baking, entertaining, sending cards, buying gifts, etc. Then decide what you may want to eliminate, scale back, can do on your own, or need help with. Consider what old traditions to continue and what new ones to introduce.
Gift giving: Consider giving meaningful gifts—such as a framed picture of the recipient and your loved one, a letter about a special memory of the recipient with your loved one, a memory pillow, or something that belonged to your loved one that you know the recipient will cherish.
Self-care: Taking care of yourself is always important to your healing but especially so during holidays and around special days. Staying hydrated, eating healthy meals, exercising, resting, and connecting with others, nature, and your faith are vital.

This week’s journal assignment
Identify an upcoming special day or holiday.
1. If it is an event that you have celebrated in the past, reflect on how you observed it. Then write how you might like to observe it this year.
2. If it is the anniversary of your loved one’s diagnosis or death, write out a plan for what you will do that day—morning, afternoon, and evening.
3. Write about how you can honor your loved one’s legacy on this occasion.
4. If you are struggling with insomnia, write what changes you need to make. Commit to following through on these changes for two full months, the average time it takes to begin forming new habits and realizing the benefits of these changes.  

Next week’s topic
What are the challenges of grief? (part two)—circumstances, places, people.

Final thought
We talked about Job last week, a righteous man in the Bible who asked why questions after the deaths of his ten children and multiple other disasters. He discovered that in spite of all these tragedies that God would flood his darkness with light, bringing light to his deepest gloom and sorrow (Job 12:22). Lean on this truth and trust God that he will do the same for you as you face the challenges of special days, holidays, ordinary days and restless nights.
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Week 5
What Are the Challenges of Grief? (part two)
Circumstances, Places, People

Life is full of challenges—challenges that can pull us down or propel us forward. Two weeks ago, we talked about how why questions challenge us, threatening to derail our journey through grief. Last week, we talked about the challenges of special days, holidays, ordinary days, and restless nights. Let’s look at how circumstances, places, and people challenge our grief journey.

Circumstances
Grief and grieving may be challenged by what was going on in your life at the time of your loved one’s death. Perhaps you were on a time-crunch at work or about to move or start a new job or retire. The first signs of my husband’s illness and diagnosis of cancer occurred two weeks before my retirement from a highly stressful job. It felt like I jumped from the frying pan into the fire.
Perhaps you were sick or recovering from an illness or surgery. Maybe you were just plain overwhelmed with life and juggling too many balls at the same time. Possibly you had made plans for a vacation or special trip, which now had to be changed.
Perchance you were dealing with another death(s) (even the death of a pet), or non-death loss(es), such as the loss of a job, marriage, finances, or moving. Were there special celebrations, milestones, holidays happening or about to happen? Was it close to a graduation, birth, wedding, retirement, birthday, anniversary, or significant milestone? Were there events that had to be missed, canceled, postponed, or changed to accommodate the death?
Did the death occur suddenly with little or no chance to say good-bye? Was there a brief time from diagnosis to death, or a slow decline over months or years? Did they die of an accidental over-dose or suicide?
Did they choose MAiD or opt for palliative or hospice care? What kind of end-of-life care was given? Did you support or disagree with decisions? Did you feel conflicted or second-guess decisions? Was there acceptance of it among family/friends, or did it cause friction? Do these tensions linger? Are you able to speak openly about it, or do you hide the circumstances of the death from others? Did your loved one die alone or were others with them?
Grieving may be complicated if the death occurred during a pandemic such as COVID or other isolating factors, either in the home or a care facility. These resulted in a loss of normal activities, loss of visiting privileges, social distancing measures, decreased access to services, loss of rituals and the comfort they bring, often forcing us to literally “mask” our emotions.
How you feel about the circumstances surrounding your loved one’s death will challenge your grief journey.

What helps
Death never comes at a convenient time. Recognize that recalling the circumstances surrounding your loved one’s death or other events that were happening at the time in your life may trigger sad memories, but this is part of the healing process. 
When the month or season approaches at which time your loved one died, it will bring certain reminders of what was happening during that month or season. You may want to hibernate and wake up after that time passes. Instead of hibernating, embrace these markers and plan ways to honor your loved one’s memory at this time.
If you were unable to be present at the death or funeral because of distance or other reasons, consider inviting a few friends or family members to gather for a formal or informal time of remembrance. It may be near the time of death or on an anniversary of the death or other special occasion. Engage in meaningful rituals, perhaps an informal graveside gathering to unveil a stone or dedicate a bench or tree, or the scattering of ashes.
Practice self-care. Set aside intentional times to rest, reflect, journal, and enjoy the healing power of nature. Recognize that your energy level may dip during this period. Alan Wolfelt has learned that “it is only when we care for ourselves physically that we can integrate our losses emotionally and spiritually.”[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Alan D. Wolfelt and Kirby J. Duvall, Healing Your Grieving Body. Fort Collins: Companion Press, 2009, Introduction.] 


Places
Grief may be challenged by where the death occurred. If at home, it may be difficult to re-enter the house or room where the death occurred. If at work, it may be difficult to stand by the water cooler or see the new hire sitting at your colleague’s desk. If at a hospital or hospice, you may find it difficult to go there again––either for your own care or to visit someone else. If it was vehicular, you may avoid the intersection or road where it happened.
Grief may be challenged also by places that held special meaning for you and/or your loved one. Perhaps it is a favorite restaurant, vacation spot, walking trail, or place of worship.

What helps
Visiting these places, though hard, can help you heal by bringing out feelings which help you to accept the reality of the death and to mourn your loss. Some people actually find it comforting to visit places that were special to them or to their loved one (such as reminiscing by the lake).
Some people find going back to familiar places is better the sooner they do it––like getting back on a horse when you have fallen off. Some places you will not be able to avoid, so think how you can best handle those situations. 
Don’t try to visit all the places right away. Don’t allow others to push you to visit or warn you not to visit. You alone must decide if, when, and how. You may wish to go alone or to ask a friend or family member to go with you. In time, you will want to focus on the good memories you shared there. Some places you may choose never to revisit.
If you have difficulty entering a room at home, go slowly and be easy on yourself. Perhaps just open the door one day. Another day, just turn the light on. Another day, just look in. Gradually, go in for longer periods of time—perhaps by starting with just a couple minutes and then gradually increasing the length of time you are in there. Find a reason to enter—you may need to put something away in there or you may need to find something. This is referred to as “dosing”–– entering for brief periods of time, then gradually increasing the time. Some people find it helpful to ask a therapist, close friend, or minister to help them with this.
If a cottage, you may want to have someone go with you for a day or stay with you for a longer period. If you need to visit the hospital or hospice, again you may wish to have someone go with you. If it was a vehicular accident, consider safely placing a roadside memorial with others present. You may want to find alternate routes to your destination so that you are not distracted by triggers.
For a house of worship, you may want to arrive late and leave early to avoid conversation with other congregants, especially in the early days of grief. You may want to ask someone to sit with you or to run interference for you so that you are not inundated with questions, etc. You may need to change where you sit, or even the place of worship.
As Susan Duke grieved the death of her son, she learned that
As hard as it may be, calling those deep-seated emotions up
from the well of your soul is the only way they will ever find their voice.
Once that place inside is opened,
you unlock the chambers of your heart that imprison your grief.
Only when you allow grief to surface can you set it free
and bring it into the light of healing and restoration.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Duke, 111.] 


People
Grieving may be––dare I say, will be––challenged by people and what they say or don’t say, what they do or don’t do. For the most part, people do not intend to be unkind. They just don’t know what to say and are uncomfortable with silence. Nor do they not intend to follow through on offers of help. Sometimes they are afraid of getting in the way, or are afraid to be around raw emotions, or just plain get busy and forget or procrastinate, or second guess their best intentions.
As well, our feelings during grief are more sensitive, and we may read into the words/actions of others unintended messages. What once we might have let slip, now puzzles, offends, or hurts us. This is a time when we would be particularly wise to be gracious and forgiving. It does our bodies and minds no good to continuously rehash whatever was said or not said, done or not done.
We’ve talked about some of the factors that influence our grief, such as our attachment to the individual, family patterns, cultural expectations, faith traditions, and circumstances. One of the challenges we face is with people in our own families—their silence, their lack of expression of grief for a shared loss and for us. This can be especially troubling. We wonder, Don’t they care? How can they have moved on so quickly? and a myriad of other questions, adding more grief to our grief. It is important to remind ourselves that each person will grieve the loss differently.
Beyond the family circle, there are many other relationships. A few Christmases ago, one of my daughters gave me a puzzle depicting a series of concentric circles based on a famous piece of art. I’m not sure what the artist was drinking or possibly smoking that day, but each pattern of concentric circles is wildly different. Our experiences with grief and our relationships are somewhat like those circles—each is different; each is unique.
There are many models of concentric—or even eccentric—circles that illustrate our relationships. This is a rather simplistic one: At the very centre, is our dearest, closet attachment/relationship. For some, that may be God; for others it may be a friend or relative, either living or the deceased. Spreading out from there are intimate relationships with parents, spouse, children, siblings and other relatives. Beyond those circles are the ones with close friends, then neighbours, colleagues and acquaintances, and then strangers. Not all of our circles will be the same. For some of us, some relatives may be in the outer circles and friends in the inner circles.
During my husband’s journey with cancer, relationship circles tightened around us. Family gathered close and visited often, even from afar. Close friends became closer. Neighbours, colleagues and casual acquaintances drew close and journeyed with us. And strangers—medical personnel and others that heard of our situation (including fifteen “angels of the night” who assisted when PSWs and nurses weren’t available)—helped to lift our load. 
After he died, these circles of relationships began to relax and loosen—they weren’t so tight, so attentive, so present in my day-to-day life. People called or dropped by less often—some because the journey with us was for only a season, others because the relationship now seemed awkward, others because of geographic distance, and some for reasons unknown to me.
I came to view this not as abandonment or lack of support, but rather that God was orchestrating these relationships. He knew I could no longer emotionally or physically sustain all of them, and so gradually—or in some cases, quickly—seemed to allow people to move to more distant circles, leaving me only with those who could minister to or support me, sprinkled with a few to keep me in touch with reality and force me to show grace and mercy toward them.
Rather than getting upset because people that promised to call or come around hadn’t, I chose to believe that God was orchestrating all of this for my good––and chose to be thankful for the ones that did. God did this, I believe, to allow me time and space to grieve, to process my pain, to allow me time to gain new strength and insight. Though I am at times surprised that some people moved to the outer circles, I am equally surprised by those that have moved closer and the new friends that have entered my circles of relationships.
Ruth Bell Graham says that “thoughts will lead you in circles. Silence will bring you back to your centre.”[footnoteRef:42] And I would add, that as our centre becomes whole, so will our relationships. But the picture will change—it will be a different pattern than before. [42:  Ruth Bell Graham, __________________.] 


What helps
In looking at our many and varied relationships, we need to cut others some slack. We are better off to give the benefit of the doubt at all times, but especially during grief when we are much more sensitive to comments/actions of others. A New Testament writer named James gives wise counsel for dealing with people:
Everyone should be quick to listen,
slow to speak, and
slow to become angry.
(James 1:19)

This week’s journal assignment
1. Write about the circumstance or place that has been most troublesome for you. What can you do to help yourself better deal with that?
2. Write how your relationships with people have changed. How are you feeling about these changes, and what can you do about it?

Next week’s topic
What are the challenges of grief? (part three)—regret, guilt, hurt, anger.

Final thought
When you are overwhelmed by the circumstances surrounding your loved one’s death, have difficulty returning to familiar places, or are disappointed or hurt by people, remember that you can go to God for strength to face these challenges. The Apostle Peter encourages us to “give all your worries and cares to God, for he cares about you” (1 Peter 5:7). The following calming breath prayer is based on this verse:

Inhale deeply, then say
I give you my worries and cares,

Exhale slowly, then say
for you care about me.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Jennifer Tucker, Breath as Prayer. Nashville: Thomas Nelson,  2022, 52-53.] 


We encourage you to pray this whenever you feel overwhelmed by your grief.


Week 6
What Are the Challenges of Grief? (part three)
Regret, Guilt, Hurt, Anger

Regret, guilt, hurt, and anger are normal emotions in grief. But here is some good news––all these emotions are normal. There is nothing wrong with you or your faith if you feel these. However, these feelings can harm us and cause us to get stuck in our grief if we allow them to eat at us rather than to teach us and to motivate us to change, or if we act out in unhealthy, harmful ways. Let’s look first at regret and guilt.

Regret and guilt
Regret is the sadness, the disappointment we feel in ourselves over a missed opportunity to say or do something. What makes our regrets difficult is that there are no do-overs in grief. We can’t rewind the tape. Our regrets might sound like this: I could have made the doctor’s appointment for them rather than waiting for them to do it. I should have insisted they go to the hospital sooner. I would have called the paramedics sooner if I’d woken up sooner. And the list goes on.
However, even if things had transpired differently––that is, even if we had done all of the could haves, should haves, and would haves––that does not guarantee the death would not have happened. These regrets––the could haves, should haves, and would haves––sometimes lead to feelings of guilt.
Guilt is the feeling of having said or done something wrong. There are several kinds of guilt. Survivor guilt is the feeling that it should have been you that died, not your loved one. You may ask why them and not you. Relief guilt is the feeling of relief that our loved one died, released from their pain and suffering—yet sad because they are gone. Joy guilt is the feeling of being glad because we think of them in a better place though we miss them terribly. Imposed guilt is when someone else tells you that you are guilty.
Guilt affects us in many ways. It affects us physically by releasing cortisol, the same stress hormone that increases blood pressure; it also contributes to sickness and illness, lowers our immune system, and disrupts our sleep. It affects us emotionally by causing depression and depriving us of joy. It affects us socially, causing us to isolate, withdrawing from others and our usual activities. And it affects us spiritually by making us feel unworthy to worship or pray.
Feelings of regret and guilt are normal and are indicators that we care about others and want to be a good people. But these emotions are meant “to be worked through not lived in day after day, forever.”[footnoteRef:44] So, what do we do? [44:  Alan Wolfelt, The Guilt of Grief. Fort Collins: Companion Press, 2022. 2.] 


What helps
First, it is important to distinguish between false guilt and true guilt.
False guilt is blaming yourself for something over which you had no control, for which you are not responsible. You might think that if you had talked a little longer with your loved one or hugged a little longer, they would not have been at the intersection when the drunk driver ran the red light. Or you might think that if you had gotten them to the doctor sooner, they wouldn’t have died. 
True guilt, on the other hand, results from an action for which you are responsible. A drunk driver is truly guilty when they cause a vehicular accident or death.
Are you experiencing guilt over the death of your loved one? If so, is your guilt a false guilt (blaming yourself for something you had no control over, for which you are not responsible), or is it true guilt (you were directly responsible for your loved one’s death)? 

What helps with false guilt
You cannot live in the “what if” world; you must live in the “what is world” and deal with the reality of what now is. Recognize that hindsight is 20-20 and accept that in the moment you did the best you could under the circumstances. You were not acting out a script for a play; you were living real life. Accept that you are human, and humans fail—that is the nature of being human.
Perhaps someone else is directly responsible for your loved one’s death. You must not blame yourself. Confront false guilt with the truth, not feelings—feelings are fickle and are not reliable indicators of truth.

What helps with true guilt
If your guilt is real, then you need to take steps for forgiveness so that you can move forward in your grief journey. We’ll talk more about this momentarily, but true guilt may require professional help from a minister or counsellor, depending on the level of the consequence.
Hurt and anger
You may feel hurt or anger over your loved one’s death. Perhaps you are disappointed with them or others over things said or done, over things not said or not done. Regret is a feeling of unhappiness or sadness caused by our words or actions.
Hurt, however, is a feeling of unhappiness or sadness caused by someone else’s words or actions. Anger, internal or external, is a highly charged response to hurt and is characterized by antagonism toward the person(s) you feel has done you wrong. Remember, these are normal emotions, but they can become out of control or harmful––to ourselves and others. Sustained or volatile anger stresses the body, causes illness, hurts relationships, hurts ourselves and others physically and emotionally, and may have serious consequences. To move forward, to find healing, we need to let go of hurt and anger.

What helps with hurt and anger
Take the high road. Most people just can’t understand or may never understand what you are experiencing and feeling so they speak or act out of ignorance. They may say and do insensitive things because they are uncomfortable with silence. They may not think before they act or speak. Let’s face it; we don’t always know what to say or do either. Some people who say you should be over it by now, feel bad that you are so sad and want you to feel better––and soon––for your sake but also because they miss the old you. More often than not these people mean well and have no intention to hurt and may be totally unaware that their words or actions are upsetting.
Look at these situations from the other person’s perspective. This can lessen the intensity of your hurt and anger. It is easier when you realize that you too may have said/done similar things in the past––and likely will again.
If you have been genuinely hurt or wronged, you may need to confront the other person. If so, do it when you are calm and have processed your feelings; writing a letter to the person can help you sort out your thoughts and stay focused when confronting them. It may be wise to have someone with you. Consider what is the right way, when, where, and how to broach the subject. Always seek advice from someone else—a trusted friend, family member, counsellor, minister, or another spiritual advisor.
Anger can be experienced when a loved one died of self-destructive habits or by the negligent act of another, such as medical malpractice, texting while driving or other distraction, or driving under the influence of alcohol, or the misuse of prescription or non-prescription drugs. In these cases, you may need professional advice from a licensed counsellor, minister, or lawyer.

The difference between controlled anger, suppressed anger, and uncontrolled anger
Controlled anger expresses how we feel in appropriate ways. This is evident when we do not react in the heat of the moment but rather stay calm and take time to think before we speak or act. It addresses the actions or words that hurt or anger us rather than attacking the person or their character. It articulates our feelings without raising our voice or gesturing wildly.
Suppressed anger means that we are internalizing our anger and not allowing ourselves to express how we feel. If we suppress anger, we may be defensive when someone says we are angry. We may experience chronic headaches or muscle tension, use sarcasm, or hold grudges. This is by no means an exhaustive list, nor do these behaviors indicate that we are suppressing anger. These are simply some alerts that we may be. If not dealt with, suppressed anger can erupt as uncontrolled anger. Uncontrolled anger expresses how we feel in inappropriate ways. It may be demonstrated in verbal or physical abuse, or violence. 

What helps
Alan Wolfelt suggests five steps to control anger. [footnoteRef:45] One, stop what you are doing. Two, breathe deeply. Three, close your eyes, feel your anger in your body, and notice your thoughts. Four, after a couple of minutes, open your eyes. Turn your attention from your anger to your surroundings. Observe the sights, sounds, textures, and smells around you. Keep breathing deeply. Five, now that you are calmer, ask yourself why you were feeling angry and what you can learn from this encounter. Practicing this exercise will have positive results when worked at consistently. [45:  Alan Wolfelt, The Anger of Grief. Fort Collins: Companion Press, 2022, 34-35.] 

Here are a few other suggestions that may help. Talk to a friend, counsellor, or minister. Write about your feelings in your journal. Write a letter to the person with whom you feel angry—but don’t send it; this can help you articulate your feelings, recognize the triggers, and release emotions. Exercise or walk in nature. Engage in an activity that you enjoy. Take a relaxing bath, have a facial or manicure/pedicure, or wear a favorite piece of clothing. Or listen to soothing music, drink a special tea, go fishing, golfing, biking, hiking, or sitting by a river, pond or lake, or bird watching. Other calming activities might include painting, drawing, or coloring.

What to do with regret, guilt, hurt, and anger
Regret . . . guilt . . . hurt . . . anger––we all deal with these emotions at some point in our grief journey––as well as in life in general. Nelson Mandela, who was imprisoned in South Africa for 27 years, said this at the time of his release, “As I walked out the door toward the gate that would lead to my freedom, I knew if I didn’t leave my bitterness and hatred behind, I’d still be in prison.”[footnoteRef:46] Mandela chose to live in peace and hope. What a formidable testament to the power of forgiveness—a man who continued to live with the physical, mental, and emotional scars of imprisonment in the remaining 23 years of his remarkable life. [46:  Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom. Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1994.] 

Desmond Tutu, Archbishop of South Africa, said this in reference to the truth and reconciliation efforts following apartheid, “Without forgiveness, there is no future.”[footnoteRef:47] Mandela and Tutu knew that the key to moving forward was to forgive. You may be thinking that what happened to you was wrong and that you can’t and won’t forgive, or that the other person or persons don’t deserve it.  [47:  Desmond Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness. New York, Double Day, 1999.] 

You might think too that forgiveness is just a biblical commandment. You may be familiar with The Lord’s Prayer and verses that say if we forgive others, God will also forgive us. However, forgiveness is not just a biblical principle. It is an established counselling principle that recognizes forgiveness contributes to healing. But what does it mean to forgive?

What forgiveness is not
When we forgive, it does not mean that we no longer feel the hurt or pain of real or perceived wrong-doing or injustice. It does not mean that we forget or smooth over what happened. It does not mean that we pretend the offence or injustice doesn’t matter. It does not mean that we excuse the guilty person or let them off the hook of accountability. Though forgiveness can help repair a damaged relationship, it is not an obligation to reconcile with the person who has harmed you or your loved one. Nor is forgiveness thinking that life will be the same as before; it never can be or will be.

What forgiveness is.
“Forgiveness is a conscious, deliberate decision to release feelings of resentment or vengeance toward someone you feel has harmed you or your loved one. It is an action, not a feeling.”[footnoteRef:48] Forgiveness may not give us warm, fuzzy feelings about the other person, but it is letting go of our deeply held negative feelings about them. In this way, forgiveness empowers us to recognize the pain we suffered without letting the pain define us––thus enabling us to heal and move forward. [48:  John W. James and Russell Friedman, The Grief Recovery Handbook. New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2009, 139.] 


What are the benefits of forgiving?
Forgiveness helps us physically by releasing stress, decreasing pain, lowering blood pressure and heart rate, improving sleep, and reducing fatigue. It helps us mentally by clearing our mind of unhealthy thoughts, reducing anxiety, giving peace of mind, and increasing concentration and focus. It helps us emotionally by freeing us from corrosive anger and improving our mood. It helps us relationally by making us pleasant company. And, forgiveness helps us spiritually by not allowing guilt to interfere with our relationship with God.

What are the results of not forgiving?
Obviously, there are counter responses to not forgiving. Physically, we feel stressed, experience a plethora of aches and pains, risk the side effects of increased blood pressure and heart rate, have difficulty sleeping, and may be more tired. Mentally, our mind continually rehashes our regret, guilt, hurt, and anger. We are like the proverbial hamster on a wheel—constantly running but getting nowhere. Emotionally, negative emotions keep us from fully enjoying happy moments. We may experience mood swings—one moment we feel good, and the next we are mad at the world. Relationally, people don’t like to be around us when we are feeling angry—and we may find we don’t like being around ourselves either. Spiritually, we may feel alienated from God—afraid to go to him with a request or need because we are angry with him or with someone else.



How to forgive
The first step to forgiveness is to acknowledge your regret, guilt, hurt, or anger. Second, recognize what it is doing to you physically, mentally, emotionally, relationally, and spiritually. Third, acknowledge the benefits of forgiving and the side effects of not forgiving. Last, make a conscious decision to forgive. Journalling is a helpful tool for this.
It is important to realize, however, that forgiveness is rarely done at the snap of a finger. When we make a conscious decision to forgive, we must work at it––it is a process. Remember that God offers to help in that process––to help us forgive ourselves and others––just as he offers forgiveness to us. When the emotions of regret, guilt, hurt, or anger resurface and you struggle with unforgiveness, remind yourself that you have chosen to forgive. In A Grace Disguised—How the Soul Grows through Loss, Jerry Sittser writes that “though forgiveness may not have an ending, it has a beginning.”[footnoteRef:49]  [49:  Sittser, 145.] 


This week’s journal assignment
If you are experiencing guilt
1. Write how your guilt feels physically, mentally, emotionally, relationally, and spiritually.
2. Is this false guilt or true guilt? Why or why not?
3. What do you need to do with this guilt to move forward and to heal?

If you need to forgive someone
1. Identify who you need to forgive.
2. Write about your feelings toward that person.
3. Write why you are choosing to forgive.
4. Write what steps you will take to forgive.
5. If you are unable to forgive that person, write why you can’t forgive them, then write a prayer asking God to help you begin to understand the why and how of forgiveness.
Remember, this journal assignment is for you only. You are not expected to share it with the other person or with your Grief Care group.


Next week’s topic
What are the tasks of grief? (part one)—accepting, processing, and adjusting to the death of your loved one.

Final thought
Guilt, regret, anger and hurt are meant “to be worked through not lived in day after day, forever.”[footnoteRef:50] [50:  Wolfelt, The Guilt of Grief, 2.] 

“Be kind and compassionate to one another,
forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”
Ephesians 4:32



Forgiveness

It’s the hardest thing to give away
And the last thing on your mind today
It always goes to those that don't deserve

It’s the opposite of how you feel
When the pain they caused is just too real
It takes everything you have just to say the word
Forgiveness

Forgiveness
It flies in the face of all your pride
It moves away the mad inside
It’s always anger’s own worst enemy
Even when the jury and the judge
Say you gotta right to hold a grudge
It's the whisper in your ear saying “Set It Free”
Forgiveness

Forgiveness
Forgiveness

Forgiveness
Show me how to love the unlovable
Show me how to reach the unreachable
Help me now to do the impossible
Forgiveness, Forgiveness
Help me now to do the impossible

Forgiveness
It’ll clear the bitterness away
It can even set a prisoner free
There is no end to what it’s power can do
So, let it go and be amazed
By what you see through eyes of grace
The prisoner that it really frees is you
Forgiveness

Forgiveness
Forgiveness

Forgiveness
Show me how to love the unlovable
Show me how to reach the unreachable
Help me now to do the impossible
Forgiveness

I want to finally set it free
So show me how to see what Your mercy sees
Help me now to give what You gave to me
Forgiveness

Forgiveness
Forgiveness
Forgiveness

Ñ

Matthew West was inspired to write this song in 2012 after hearing the story of a mother whose daughter was killed by a drunk driver and who years later chose to forgive the driver. Her action changed the driver’s life and the lives of countless others.
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Week 7
What Are the Tasks of Grief? (part one)
Accepting, Processing, Adjusting

Over the years, counsellors, psychologists, and grief specialists have developed numerous theories to describe the phases and stages of grief. But many therapists, including Elizabeth Kübler-Ross who wrote in the mid-sixties, focused on feelings—feelings of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.[footnoteRef:51] Moving forward, however, involves more than learning to manage our feelings. [51:  Elizabeth Kübler-Ross, On Death and Dying. New York: Scribner, 1969.] 

Therapists now focus on specific tasks necessary for healing. These tasks generally are categorized as: 1) accepting the reality of the death, 2) processing the pain of our loss, 3) adjusting to a world without the person that died, 4) continuing our bonds with them, and 5) finding new or renewed meaning in life.[footnoteRef:52] Worden notes that though our griefs are unique, “we all have to deal with a common set of issues or tasks.”[footnoteRef:53] [52:  Kenneth J. Doka, Grief Is A Journey. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2016, 65-75.]  [53:  Worden, Grief Counselling and Grief Therapy. London: Tavistock Publications, 1983, 65.] 

It is important to note that we don’t complete one task before moving to the next. These tasks are not linear; that is, they don’t follow an orderly sequence. They overlap and are intertwined. And when we think we have finished a particular task, we may find ourselves going back and working at it again. By way of example, you may be beginning now to adjust to a world without your loved one yet have flashbacks of disbelief and shock while also beginning to re-engage in life around you. This is normal.
Life is about learning—learning to walk, talk, read, write, drive, cook, work, and a myriad of other tasks. We learn these skills with the help of others. And so it is with grief; we need others to help us directly or indirectly approach each task. This week, we will explore the first three tasks of grief: 1) accepting the reality of our loved one’s death, 2) processing the pain of our loss, and 3) adjusting to a world without the person that died.

Accepting the reality of the death
“In the beginning, grief seems unreal––a nightmare from which we hope to awaken. Part of us continually expects the person who died to walk through the door or be on the other end when the phone rings. There is a huge disconnect between our head (what we think) and our heart (what we feel). It takes time for our heart to accept what our head knows.
“When we talk about accepting the loss, we are not saying we are okay with it—we are simply acknowledging that it has happened, that it’s real, that our loved one is not coming back, and that life will never be as it was before.”[footnoteRef:54] [54:  Wolfelt.] 


What helps
Engage in rituals; funerals and celebrations of life are stark reminders that your loved one has died. Allow yourself to grieve and to ponder how your present and future are changed forever. Talk about your loved one by name; acknowledge the ups and downs of the relationship. Look at photographs, videos, or listen to recordings of your loved one’s voice. Many people find comfort in making memory albums and including captions or stories. Continue to celebrate birthdays, anniversaries, and other special occasions. Visit places you enjoyed together.

Processing the pain
To process our pain, we have to lean into our grief. We can’t shove it down—it will resurface. We can’t run away from it—it will catch up with us. We can’t numb it; that just adds more problems and pain. We can’t make the pain go away with over-activity—it will be waiting for us when we run out of steam. We can’t shop till we drop with hopes of distracting ourselves—as we were reminded earlier, the credit card will come due. Nor can we sleep it off—when we wake, it will be waiting for us. (That is not to say we shouldn’t get extra rest in grief; a well-rested body is much more able to deal with grief and stress and promote good health.)
We talked in week two about the journey of grief being through the valley of the shadow of death and that we can’t dig under it, go around it, fly over it, or sprint through it. We must walk through it to move forward. In leaning into our grief, we allow ourselves to feel the pain and in feeling, we are forced to acknowledge our loss. A popular saying advises us that we have to feel it to heal it. As in all of life, pain and joy co-exist. It takes both rain and sunshine to produce a rainbow.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Denise Levertov, “Talking to Grief,” in Poems 1972-1982. New Directions, 2001.] 




What helps
One activity that may help in accepting the reality and processing the pain of your loved one’s death is to deal with their personal belongings. Though going through their things can be emotional, it is an opportunity to recall memories––a special moment, a funny story, or even a painful incident that needs addressing.
First and foremost, don’t allow others to dictate to you when you must go through your loved one’s belongings; you will know when you are ready to do it. Second, don’t allow others to dictate what you do with your loved one’s things. Third, don’t try to do it all at once––pace yourself. Fourth, consider if you want to do it alone or if there are some things for which you would like help.
Whether you tackle the task alone or with the help of others, start with 1) a pile of what to keep, 2) a pile to decide about later, 3) a pile to give away (i.e., to other family members, friends, charities) or sell, 4) a pile to recycle, and 5) a pile to trash. At first, you may keep a lot, but as time goes by you will be able to discard more and more. Some people do an annual purging when a special date on the calendar is nearing, such as an anniversary of the death, a birthday, or a holiday. Following are further suggestions.
· Clothing can be repurposed as memory quilts, pillows, Christmas tree ornaments, christening gowns, teddy bears, doll clothes, etc. You may find comfort in wearing some pieces, as may other family members or friends. Jewelry can be restyled or treasured as heirlooms, gifted, or shared. 
· Vehicles can be sold, donated to a charitable organization (i.e., The Kidney Foundation), or transferred to a friend or family member.
· Sports equipment/tools can be sold, offered to family, friends, neighbours, charitable groups (i.e. Teen Challenge; Salvation Army, etc.)
· Papers, files, etc. should be sorted carefully. Keep legal documents (mortgages, wills, birth, death and marriage certificates, etc.). Generally, tax returns and financial records should be kept for seven years. You may wish to put poetry, letters, cards, etc. in a keepsake box.
For items being kept, label the containers with a general list of contents (i.e., clothing, books, games).



Hints for family groups sorting and selecting items
Allow each person to choose in rotation what they want (in choosing who goes first, you may want to start with the oldest or youngest, drawing straws, etc.). Keep going around until nothing is left that anyone wants. Then decide what goes to trash, what can be given away to friends/family, charitable groups, to be sold, or whatever. At this point, you may offer to swap with another person if you didn’t get something of particular interest.

Adjusting to a world without our loved one
Some losses will profoundly change the activities or patterns of your life. You have to figure out how to respond to questions, such as Are you married? What does your spouse/partner do? or, How many children/grandchildren do you have? How many siblings do you have? Do you see your parents often? 
As well, the death of a loved one brings a myriad of secondary losses. You “take on new roles, learn new skills, how to cook, maintain a car, or balance a cheque book. Your ways of life, your choices, even your relationships change after a loss.”[footnoteRef:56] You wonder with whom you can share your deepest thoughts, your day-to-day life, your concerns, who you can lean on, who will find you if you have an accident in the home, who will help you if you’re sick or just having a lousy day, etc. You may lose the network of friends of your child/grandchild, spouse, parent, sibling, or in-laws. You have to figure out how to navigate this changed landscape. [56:  ] 


What helps
Resist becoming helpless, bitter, or withdrawn. Identify your needs and assess what you can do, identify what new skills you need to acquire, and find people who can help with the tasks you cannot do. Ask for referrals from friends. Seek the advice of experts before making major decisions (i.e., financial, real estate, legal). Be intentional in seeking God’s wisdom and counsel.
“Be careful in managing change, and cautious of changing too much too quickly”[footnoteRef:57] (which may increase stress or cause later regrets). Pace change; sometimes make a decision, then sit with it for a while before implementation (i.e., If selling a house, you may come to the decision to do so, but you may need to process that as another loss, what you will miss, what you won’t miss, what a new location will mean––the pluses and the minuses). [57:  ] 

If older and living alone, consider implementing safeguards (i.e., alerts, wellness calls, removing hazards such as throw rugs, keeping stairs clear, installing grab bars in bathrooms, etc.) Be diligent in self-care.
	
Who Am I? 
Part of the adjustment to a world without your loved one is figuring out who you are now as a widow or widower. Unfortunately, the stereotypical image of widows and widowers is that they live in the past, are perpetually sad, seldom have fun, are overly emotional, totally helpless, and are uncomfortable to be around. They are seen most often for who they were and who they lost, and that is normal in the immediate period after the death. However, the problem comes when that is the ongoing image or mindset. 
Only you can change how you and others see you. Discovering who you are now and what you want to be in this new phase of life requires courage and hard work. Just as the passing of one year to the next causes us to stop and reflect on past accomplishments and failures and to set new goals for the year ahead, so too does death. It is an opportunity to re-examine where we have been and what we want to be and do moving forward. It is for you to decide if you will be happy or sour, content or bitter, a weed or a flower. 

What helps
· Accept the death and process the pain of the loss of your role as wife or husband. There is no value in living in the past.
· Reflect on life experiences and the lessons you have learned (good and bad).
· Examine your beliefs and values. 
· Consider the question that little kids have been asked for decades, what do you want to be when you grow up? and ask yourself, what do I want to be in this new phase of my life? 
· Dare to dream.
· Seek counsel from others and from God.
· Identify steps to achieving your new goals. 


· Be flexible, go easy on yourself, and resist self-pity.
· Gather strength and courage from others.

Enriching who you are does not mean you deny who you were or that you leave behind the memories of your spouse or partner. It is enrichment of who you were and who you can become. It is a refocus. Just as it took time to grow in your relationship together, it will take time to grow into your future.

Being alone versus being lonely
For some, the greatest adjustment is to the feelings of being alone or lonely which occurs when the person who died was your primary attachment, the person with whom you were closest. While this is particularly true for widows and widowers, it also applies to non-marital relationships in which each person was the primary physical, emotional, or mental support for the other. The surviving person is left with profound feelings of being alone and/or lonely.

Being alone vs loneliness
Though similar terms, being alone and lonely are dissimilar in meaning. Being “alone” is the physical state in which we are literally by ourselves—no one else is near. Being “lonely” is an emotional state when we feel disconnected from others. We can be lonely in a room full of people. Being alone at times can be a good thing. We all need some solitude to reflect, to rest, to recharge––to be still, to process thoughts, feelings and matters of the soul.
Feelings of being lonely or feelings of loneliness hurt. Wolfelt describes it this way: “It may feel like a twinge, a yearning, or an emptiness. It might be more pronounced at certain times than others, or it may be a constant dull ache.”[footnoteRef:58] We were made for relationship—with others, with God—as the song goes, we all need somebody to lean on.[footnoteRef:59] Some of us, however, have to learn to lean on others—trusting another person to come alongside, to enter our loneliness. [58:  Wolfelt, “If You’re Lonely – Finding Your Way.” Fort Collins: Companion Press, 2020, 1.]  [59:  Bill Withers, “Lean on Me.” 1972.] 

An irony of the twenty-first century is that with the increased ability to connect through technology, we have experienced increased loneliness. Prior to the pandemic, Britain appointed a Minister of Loneliness. During COVID, Japan appointed a Minister for Loneliness. Many countries, including Canada, are striving to address the physical, mental, economic and social challenges that accompany loneliness and social isolation.
Why are so many people lonely? Few of us live in multi-generational homes now where someone is usually present. Technology has replaced face-to-face get-togethers. In the workplace and classrooms, computer screens are the norm. COVID further compounded the issue. The western attitude of individualism—self-reliance, independence, and stoicism—is admired. Wolfelt says that if you keep your emotions to yourself and believe it’s wrong to rely on others, loneliness is a natural by-product. We may physically be alone, but that does not mean we need to be lonely.

What helps
Cuddle a pet, walk or ride through a park or forest, be creative—paint, sew, journal. Play music, sing or “direct” an imaginary choir or orchestra, dance. Pursue new or dormant interests. Join a life group/Bible study group/special interest group such as a book or hobby club.
Be proactive in countering loneliness—take initiative to reach out to others; don’t wait for others to reach out to you. Call or visit a friend. Invite someone to your home or to meet for coffee or a meal or to shop or cook together. Invite someone to a movie or watch a TV series together. Accept invitations from others.
Work at finding new purpose and meaning in life (more on this in an upcoming session). Work at liking yourself—that may mean you need to work at self-awareness, self-esteem, self-advocacy, and self-care (that’s quite a list!). Take care of yourself—physically, emotionally, mentally, socially and spiritually—do things for yourself that you enjoy and that contribute to your sense of well-being.
Be generous. Practice random acts of kindness. Make time for others, care about them, their needs, their interests. Find others with common interests, life challenges/needs—to encourage each other and problem-solve together. To have a friend, we must be a friend. Be willing to be vulnerable; not every effort on your part will be received or received well, but keep trying until you make satisfying connections.
Invite God into your loneliness. When I feel lonely, I begin to praise God by actively singing, dancing or even “directing” an imaginary church choir. (Research indicates that active participation with music has more benefits than passive listening.[footnoteRef:60]) I sense God’s presence when I praise (Psalm 22:3), and I no longer feel as lonely. This has become a way of life for me and has been a wonderful anecdote for loneliness. [60:  Aimee Patterson, Suffering Well and Suffering With, Reclaiming Marks of Christian Identity. Eugene: Cascade Books, 2023, 92-93.] 

Loneliness won’t go away on its own—we must actively work at it. When it hits, acknowledge it and then, rather than sitting and wallowing in it, get up and do things to help dissipate it.

This week’s journal assignment
1. Identify a task that you need to work at now.
2. List the steps needed to complete this task.
3. Write down the steps you have actually taken.

Next week’s topic
What are the tasks of grief (part two)—continuing bonds with our loved one.

Final thought
It is important that you “approach these tasks in your own unique way and work through them in your own time”[footnoteRef:61] but work at them you must in order to move forward. [61:  Doka, 65.] 



Week 8
What Are the Tasks of Grief? (part two)
Continuing Bonds

In week seven, we learned about the first three tasks of grief: 1) accepting the reality of death, 2) processing the pain of loss, and 3) adjusting to life without our loved one. This week, we will explore: 4) our continuing bonds with them. In week ten, we will look at 5) finding new or renewed meaning in life.

Continuing bonds
In the book Tuesdays with Morrie, author Mitch Albom writes about his weekly visits with his favorite university prof Morrie Schwartz, who is slowly dying with ALS. It is a classic, full of wit and wisdom. In talking about the perfect day, Professor Schwartz ends the conversation with these words, “Death ends a life, not a relationship.”
Have you kept anything of your loved one’s belongings? Do you wear a piece of their clothing or jewelry? Do you engage in daily habits or rituals that you and your loved one shared? Do you visit places where you went together or where they are buried or their ashes scattered? Do you talk to them or reminisce about special moments, events, or the life you shared? Do you cherish a picture, letter or gift from them? Each of these is an example of a continuing bond.
If you had lived during Sigmund Freud’s lifetime (1856-1939), you would have been subjected to his teaching that all remembrance of a person should cease completely upon their death; and if you mourned, he would have diagnosed you as being mentally ill. Fortunately for us, over the past 50 years psychologists and psychotherapists have debunked this theory. They recognize now that it is not only impossible to erase our loved one’s memory, but that memories and mourning are essential to moving forward and finding new purpose and meaning in life.[footnoteRef:62] [62:  Ruth Whitt, “The Integration of the Gospel, Church, and Culture with a Church-based Grief Support Ministry,” paper submitted for MISS 0782 1S, Tyndale University, April 15, 2024.] 

In the movie Titanic, Rose’s continuing bond with Jack is expressed in the iconic song entitled “My Heart Will Go On:”
Every night in my dreams
I see you, I feel you
That is how I know you go on
Far across the distance
And spaces between us
You have come to show you go on
Near, far, wherever you are
I believe that the heart does go on.[footnoteRef:63] [63:  James Horner and Will Jennings, “My Heart Will Go On.” © Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC, Universal Music Publishing Group, https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=my+heart+will+go+on+lyrics&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8 .] 


Because we have the gift of memory, “our loved ones remain part of our lives, though the connection is [emotional] rather than physical. . . . The attachment to our loved one . . . is part of our [life’s] story”––who we were, who we are now, and who we will become.[footnoteRef:64] [64:  Doka, 2.] 

It is important to remember that none of those that died were perfect, and some much less than others. Perhaps there are traits or characteristics or belongings that need to be shed. If you had a dysfunctional or traumatic relationship, it is important to understand that you need not be that person and that with professional counsel and God’s help you can become who He wants you to be. Whatever the relationship––good or bad––don’t let that relationship hinder the person you are now or can become. We can’t live in the past, but we can carry the healthy lessons and bonds into the future.

Four cautionary notes regarding continuing bonds:
1. If the relationship was abusive, continually dwelling on the abuse is harmful and will hinder moving forward. Forgiveness and professional counselling can help you focus on lessons learned and how to use them to build a healthy future.
2. If your grief and attachment to the deceased person takes precedence over living relationships that too is unhealthy, and you would be wise to seek professional help to change this pattern.
3. Attempting to connect with your deceased loved one through seances, mediums or psychics does not help with your grief, nor will it help you move forward. Mental health practitioners warn against these activities. The concern is that though mediums purport to be helpful, there is great potential and risk for exploitation or psychological harm for vulnerable and grieving persons. These activities can also be a substitute for facing the reality of a loved one’s death. As well, the Bible clearly warns against this (Leviticus 19:31; Isaiah 8:19-20; 1 Samuel 28).
4. Since 2023, AI has gained popularity and is widely used in education, medicine, finance, social interaction, etc. A CTV news article, published in April 2023 was entitled, “Can AI ‘bring back’ the dead?” It explores how AI technology can replicate images and voices of the dead, but notes that “AI can not ‘think’ on its own, it only makes decisions based on input and training from another human. . . [Thus] AI could only generate a superficial copy of a dead person.” The persona it creates is not and can never be the real or living person. This use of AI leads to “unhealthy coping mechanisms or avoid[ing] the reality of loss altogether.” In other words, it harms, hurts, and hinders our recovery.

Special messages from loved ones
You may have heard that the appearance of cardinals are often believed to mean that a deceased person is sending a message of comfort to the living. Some people claim the same with pennies or dimes, or random messages on signs. I too have experienced various phenomenon, signs that seemed more than mere coincidence.
Susan Duke, who we have mentioned previously, cites numerous ways that God has unexpectedly reached out to her. She doesn’t suggest that we look “for signs to help soothe our broken hearts, but that we leave room in our grief to see with new perspective the simple, often-overlooked gifts God provides when we least expect them and need them most.”[footnoteRef:65] [65:  Duke, 60.] 

In pondering these “signs,” I’ve concluded that these are not direct messages from my loved ones but rather that they are God’s way of reminding me of His love and comfort in grief.

Some healthy ways in which we can continue to feel connected to our loved one
· Through dreams, daydreams, or reminiscing.
· In a shared faith and hope of being reunited again.
· In a shared hobby or interest.
· Through memories, pictures, mementoes, videos, and voice recordings (actual videos and recordings—not those generated by AI).
· Through a hymn or particular song.
· A special gift or piece of jewelry, such as a wedding ring or birthstone.
· Physical features or personality traits in their children or siblings.
· Life lessons that we continue to benefit from.
· Through rituals and symbolism, such as remembering them on their birthday, placing an empty chair at a wedding, lighting a special candle at Christmas, or buying flowers or dining out on an anniversary.
· Cemetery visits.
· Speak of them by name.

A biblical account of a continuing bond
The biblical narrative of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead is a beautiful description of how Jesus enters into our grief—he comes to us, he comforts us, he listens to us, he weeps with us. But there is an oft over-looked aspect of this account. When we read about it in the Book of John, chapter 7, we learn that Jesus had a close bond with Lazarus and his sisters Mary and Martha. Jesus was in another city when he received news that Lazarus was sick and then shortly thereafter that he was dead.
The sisters refer to their sibling by name while he is alive but after he dies, they refer to him only as their brother. Verse 21 records Martha saying, Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died. Verse 32 records Mary speaking of her deceased sibling not by his name but also as her brother. Even at the graveside when Jesus asks for the stone covering the entrance to the tomb to be removed, Martha protests saying, He has been dead four days (vs 39). The other mourners refer to him as this man (vs 37), and neither do the disciples use the man’s name after he is dead. Interestingly, however, Jesus continues to refer to Lazarus by name after his death. After receiving news that Lazarus has died, Jesus tells his disciples that Lazarus is dead (vs 14), and then later at the gravesite with a loud voice calls him by name, Lazarus, come forth! (vs 43). This seems to speak of the continuing bond Jesus had with Lazarus after his death and before he miraculously raised him from the dead.

Continuing our bond by honoring our loved one’s legacy
A practical way to continue our bond with our loved one is by honoring their legacy. Ken Doka says that “one of the tasks of grief is . . . deciding how you will live and honor your memories of and associations with”[footnoteRef:66] your loved one. “The critical question is not if but how you will remember” them.”[footnoteRef:67] Two Canadian legacies come readily to mind. The origin of the War Amps program dates back to September 1918 when the Amputation Club of British Columbia held its first meeting. It was the first of many groups of World War I amputees to organize and eventually amalgamate into a national organization. Today, War Amp programs have grown from victims of war assisting each other to an organization assisting all amputees, including children born without limbs. [66:  Doka, 72.]  [67:  Doka, 73.] 

Another Canadian legacy is that of Terry Fox. In 1980, after one leg was amputated due to cancer, young Terry embarked on an east-to-west cross-Canada run to raise money and awareness for cancer research. Although the spread of his cancer eventually forced him to end his quest after 143 days (4 months and 23 days) and 5,373 kilometres (3,339 miles), and ultimately cost him his life at age 22, his efforts resulted in a lasting, worldwide legacy.
The annual Terry Fox Run, first held in 1981, has grown to millions of participants in over 60 countries and is now the world’s largest one-day fundraiser for cancer research; over $850 million Cdn has been raised in his name as of September 2022.[footnoteRef:68]  [68:  “Terry Fox.” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Terry_Fox. ] 


Suggestions for creating a legacy
· Journal or write their story and yours.
· Establish a scholarship or foundation in their name.
· Plant a tree or donate a bench at a park or cemetery.
· Volunteer with an organization that honors an interest or passion of theirs.
· Fundraise or make annual donations to a charity that they cared about or that reflects their interests or cause of death.

This week’s journal assignment
1.	What memories do I need to shed in order to move toward healing?
2.	How can I continue the bonds with my loved one in a healthy manner?
3.	How can I honor their life through a lasting legacy?

Next week’s topic
What happens when we die? Is there life after death?

Final thought
“You can count the number of seeds in an apple, but only God knows the number of apples in one seed.”[footnoteRef:69] Though the legacy you create to honor your loved one may seem small, nevertheless it has enormous potential and unless it is planted or launched, it will never bear fruit.  [69:  Author unknown.] 



Week 9
What Happens When We Die? 
Is There Life after Death?

When we are in grief, we are more keenly aware of song lyrics that reference death and the afterlife. Popular songs include: What’s It All About, Alfie? sung by Barbra Streisand, Knockin’ On Heaven’s Door by Guns N Roses, Everyone Wants To Go to Heaven by Kenny Chesney, Tears In Heaven by Eric Clapton, If Heaven Wasn’t So Far Away by Justin Moore, Dancing in the Sky by Dani and Lizzy, Heaven by Beyoncé, Heaven Is Closed by Willie Nelson, and When I Get Where I Am Going by Brad Paisley and sung with Dolly Parton.
Many Christian hymns and choruses also reference the afterlife, reflecting on biblical teachings about heaven and expressing the writers’ assurance of going there when they die. Classics include Blessed Assurance by Fanny Crosby, Rock of Ages by Augustus Toplady, Be Still, My Soul by Kathrina von Schlegel, Nearer, My God, to Thee by Sarah Fuller Flower Adams, I’ll Fly Away by Albert Brumley, The Holy City sung by Mahalia Jackson, Swing Low, Sweet Chariot an African-American spiritual, O That Will Be Glory by Charles Gabriel, and more recently I Can Only Imagine by Bart Millard of the Christian rock band MercyMe.
When we encounter death, our thoughts often turn to age-old questions about eternity. After the death of his ten children, Job too asked whether or not there is life after death. He expressed it this way: If someone dies, will they live again? (Job 14:14). Ancient philosophers Socrates and Plato pondered these questions, as did poets Homer and Virgil. The question continues into modern times. We, too, may wonder if there is life after death, why we believe there is or is not, and how we reach our belief. For some who don’t believe in life after death, they may suddenly want to—hoping desperately that this is not the end, that they will see their loved one again. 

Views about Life after Death
A 2024 Angus Reid survey of Canadians revealed that 30% do not believe in life after death, 60% believe life continues in some way after death, but 13% are unsure. (The variance is due to margins of error.)[footnoteRef:70] The three primary views of life after death are: 1) materialism, 2) theism, and 3) reincarnation. Materialists believe that this life is as good as it gets—that at death both the body and soul die forever. In other words, they believe that there is no life after death—just total oblivion. Theists believe that at death the body dies, but that the soul lives on.[footnoteRef:71] Reincarnation-ists believe that at death the body dies but the soul returns in some form—perhaps as a dog, a bug, or another person—and when that body dies, the soul returns again in yet another form. This cycle of life, death, and life continues until the person has achieved perfection and reached Nirvana—one with a great being of the universe.  [70:  Angus Reid Institute. “Is There Life after Death?” March 27, 2024. https://angusreid.org/do-canadians-believe-life-after-death-afterlife-reincarnation/, accessed April 2024.]  [71:  Some theists believe that the body will be resurrected and reunited with the soul, while others believe only the soul lives on.] 


Traditional Celebrations/Observances for the Dead
North Americans observe Halloween or “Hallowe’en” on October 31, which precedes Catholic and Anglican observances of All Saints’ Day on November 1 and All Souls’ Day on November 2. The former honors canonized (recognized by the church) and uncanonized (unrecognized by the church) saints in heaven. The latter is a day of prayer for all the faithful departed, particularly those believed to be in purgatory.
The annual Day of the Dead, November 2, had been celebrated in Mexico by the Aztecs and indigenous peoples in other Latin American countries for thousands of years before the arrival of Spanish settlers. Present-day celebrations are a blend of these ancient practices and Catholic tradition introduced by settlers. Adherents believe that the dead come back to visit on that day. The living celebrate by decorating their homes, parading in the streets, and organizing street fairs.
During the Qingming Festival, Chinese families clean gravesites and may offer the deceased food, flowers, and paper money. In Jewish tradition, the deceased are remembered on the anniversary of their death (Yahrzeit) by special recitations; a mourner’s Kaddish is a prayer recited at various times throughout the year. Some Muslims commemorate the anniversary of a loved one’s death by giving to charities, visiting the gravesite, and offering special prayers.

When death occurs
Death occurs when there is irreversible cessation of circulatory (heart), respiratory (lung), and all brain function. Though cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) can sometimes be successful in restarting (resuscitating) heart and lung functions, there is no way to resuscitate the brain after the brainstem (which regulates basic life-sustaining functions like breathing, heart rate, and blood pressure) dies.
You likely have read accounts or watched movies about people claiming they died, went to heaven, and then were brought back after death. Their stories have generated millions and millions of dollars, bringing wealth to the writers, publishers, and movie industry. I had a near death experience (NDE) at age 19 when I went into anaphylactic shock from an allergic reaction to penicillin and knew I was dying. For years, I told no one except my mother because I had never heard of such a thing happening.

NDEs—Near Death Experiences
Descriptions of near-death experiences may include being pain-free, seeing a bright light or other visual phenomena, floating out of one’s body, and seeing living and dead persons and/or spiritual beings. These accounts, however, vary from culture to culture, from religion to religion, and among the non-religious. Similar experiences also may occur with the use of psychedelic and hallucinogenic drugs (legal and illegal), in seizures, in electroshock therapy, and in deep meditative states, such as practiced by Buddhist monks.

Current research
CTV News published an article in 2023 that reported on a University of Michigan study of four comatose patients. Each person suffered cardiac arrest while their brain activity was being monitored by an electroencephalogram (EEG). At the time of cardiac arrest, two of the patients “showed a surge of gamma wave activity.” CTV science and technology specialist Dan Riskin told CTV’s Your Morning that this is “suggestive that there’s something going on that would be an experience that a person has as they pass away.”[footnoteRef:72] [72:  CTV News. May 15, 2023.] 

A similar study was published in 2022. In that study, an 87-year-old patient died of a heart attack and “showed unexpected activity in the memory retrieval area of the brain. The team behind that study said the rhythmic brain activity they detected could support the ‘life flashing before your eyes’ theory . . . They detected activity in the area between the temporal, parietal and occipital lobes in the back of the brain, a so-called ‘hot zone’ associated with dreaming, visual hallucinations in epilepsy, and altered states of consciousness.”[footnoteRef:73] The article goes on to say that further studies “could help determine whether bursts in gamma activity are evidence of hidden consciousness near death.” [73:  Michael Lee. “Brain Activity before Death: Study Pinpoints a ‘Hot Zone’ Surge.” CTV News, published May 15, 2023. https://www.ctvnews.ca/sci-tech/article/brain-activity-before-death-study-pinpoints-a-hot-zone-surge/#:-:text=In%20the%20latest%20study%2C%20the,and%20altered%20states%20of%20consciousness.] 


First-person accounts
NDEs can be either negative or positive. We hear little about the negative ones; perhaps this is because of associated shame, social stigma, and social pressures to conform to happy NDEs. Three famous accounts of positive NDEs are: 1) Heaven Is for Real, written by Todd Burpo, is about his four-year-old son Colton, who had appendicitis and purportedly visited heaven. Colton has since stated that he did not die, that his was a near-death experience.[footnoteRef:74] 2) Proof of Heaven is a first-hand account by Dr. Eben Alexander, a neurosurgeon who contracted encephalitis and claims he died. His story has been discredited by physicians who knew him and others who cared for him at the time.[footnoteRef:75] 3) The Boy Who Came Back from Heaven was written by father and son duo, Kevin and Alex Malarkey. Alex later retracted his story, saying it was a fairy tale that got expanded on by the publisher.[footnoteRef:76] [74:  Todd Burpo with Lynn Vincent. Heaven Is for Real. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2010.]  [75:  Eben Alexander. Proof of Heaven. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2012.]  [76:  Kevin and Alex Malarkey. The Boy Who Came Back from Heaven. Carol Stream: Tyndale House, 2010.] 

There are many, many near-death accounts; some have been disproved, and others are still held to be true. Benjamin Radford,[footnoteRef:77] who researches paranormal accounts, believes such books sell well because they support a standard set of beliefs about heaven. [77:  “The Boy Who Came Back from Heaven.” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Boy_Who_Came_Back_from_
Heaven. Quoting Benjamin Radford. "Why People Believed Boy's 'Visit to Heaven' Story". news.discovery.com. Archived from the original on May 11, 2016. Retrieved January 30, 2015.] 


A personal view of NDEs
I do not doubt that people see what they tell us they experience; after all, our dreams, apparitions, or visions often seem real, too. However, I do question the interpretation and the conclusions drawn from these experiences.
NDEs are subjective experiences; each person interprets their NDE through the lens of their personal beliefs or pre-existing knowledge. These are stories of near-death experiences (cessation of cardiopulmonary functions may have occurred but were restarted, but the brainstem continued to function). Thus, according to the definition of death, death did not occur. 
This leads me to conclude that rather than telling us what heaven is like, NDEs tell us what the dying process is like since each person was brought back, not from death, but rather  from the brink of death.

Life after Death
The common thread in NDEs—even across cultures and belief systems and in accounts of good and bad NDEs—is that the soul does not die; the person continues to live without an earthly body. This begs the question: If the soul does not die, where does it go?
For atheists, this is not a relevant question since they believe that after death, the body and soul are dead forever. Animists believe the soul lives only as long as someone remembers the deceased. Buddhists and Hindus generally believe that after death, the soul seeks out a new body to live in, a never-ending cycle of life, death, life, death, life, death, life. Sikhs believe the soul reunites with the universe from whence it came. First Nations and indigenous peoples traditionally believe departed souls go to be with ancestors or the universe. Followers of Abrahamic faiths—Christianity, Judaism, and Islam—generally believe that when the body dies, the soul goes either to heaven or hell until the soul and body are reunited at the resurrection.
Christian graveside committal services often conclude with the minister or officiant saying, “Dust to dust, ashes to ashes.” This comes from the biblical account of creation and the fall. Genesis, the first book of the Bible, says that God made Adam from “the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being” (2:7). After Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden of Eden for eating fruit from the forbidden tree, God said to them, “By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return” (3:19). American poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow captured this in his poem, A Psalm of Life, written in 1838 not long after the death of his first wife:
Life is real! Life is earnest!
And the grave is not the goal;
Dust thou art, to dust returnest,
Was not spoken of the soul.


In contrast to Judaism and Islam, whose followers believe people go to heaven based on their own righteousness, that is, how good they have lived, Christians believe that one gains entrance to heaven not through self-righteousness (let’s face it, as much as we strive to be good, we all fail) but through the righteousness of the sinless Christ. All that is required is for us to acknowledge that we have sinned and need a savior, believe that Jesus died for our sin and rose again to give us eternal life, and ask for forgiveness and for him to be Lord of our lives. Following are just a few of the many Bible verses about salvation:
All have sinned and fall short of God’s glorious ideal [for us].
Romans 3:23 TLB[footnoteRef:78] [78:  The Living Bible.] 


God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son,
that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.
John 3:16 ESV[footnoteRef:79] [79:  The English Standard Version of the Bible.] 


If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and
believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.
For with the heart one believes and is justified, and
with the mouth one confesses and is saved.
Romans 10:9, 10 ESV[footnoteRef:80] [80:  The English Standard Version of the Bible.] 


If you have questions or want to know more about salvation, please speak with your Grief Care facilitator.

This week’s journal assignment
1. What do you think happens to the soul after death?
2. How did you reach this conclusion?
3. How should your belief or non-belief in life after death affect how you live?

Next week’s topic
What now? How do I go on living?




Week 10
What Now?
How Do I Go on Living?

In weeks seven and eight, we talked about four of the five tasks of grief: 1) accepting the reality of the death of our loved one, 2) processing the pain of our loss, 3) adjusting to a world without our loved one, and 4) continuing our bonds with them. Task five—finding new or renewed meaning/purpose in life—is foundational to our ability to move forward, to go on living.

Finding new or renewed meaning/purpose in life
Death causes us to think about the meaning and purpose of life, why we are here. Viktor Frankl, a Jewish psychiatrist and neurologist, was imprisoned in Hitler’s concentration camps. Following liberation, he published a book about his observations of his and other prisoners’ responses to their circumstances. A classic, the English version is entitled Man’s Search for Meaning.[footnoteRef:81] Frankl discovered that life is not primarily about the pursuit of pleasure or power. Rather, “the greatest task for any person is to find meaning in his or her life,”[footnoteRef:82] even amidst abject circumstances. [81:  Decades after its initial publication in 1946, the book continues to be an international bestseller, translated into 50 languages.]  [82:  Viktor E. Frankl. Man’s Search for Meaning, trans. Ilse Lasch. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1959), x. ] 

After the death of someone we dearly love, we may feel lost in a wilderness with no signposts to guide us. We wonder what gives life meaning. What gives it purpose? Alan Wolfelt quotes Pablo Picasso, saying: “The meaning of life is to find your gift. The purpose of life is to give it away.” [footnoteRef:83] For Christians it is expressed in Jesus’ words: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength . . .  [and] love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:30-31). [83:  Alan D. Wolfelt. One Day at a Time—365 Meditations to Help You Heal After Loss. (Fort Collins: Companion Press, 2016), December 22.] 


What helps
Finding new or renewed purpose in life requires us to dig deep and ask ourselves:
· Who am I?
· What interests me that I can explore?
· What hobbies can I pursue?
· What new skills can, or do I need to learn?
· What can I do to honor my loved one’s life/interests/causes?. 
· What can I do to improve who I am – i.e., reading, studying, attending classes, joining small groups in the community or my church?
· What has life taught me that I can share with others – i.e., family, friends, strangers?
· What gifts/talents do I have that I can bless others with?
· What legacy do I want to leave behind?
· What can I do to help others? Where can I volunteer?
· What can I do to help my faith community – i.e., teach a small group, volunteer to help at events, greet people?

Digging deep to find purpose and meaning is not easy, nor is it quick, but it will move us beyond surviving to thriving. Finding purpose/meaning is linked to overall well-being—physically, mentally, emotionally, relationally, vocationally, and spiritually. In our pursuit, it may be helpful to explore ideas with friends or family who know us well, professionals in particular fields of interests or counsellors, spiritual directors, and through prayer and Bible reading.  

Where to from here?
In our journey through grief, we change. We see life differently, are more aware of its brevity, and contemplate what life will be without our loved one and ponder life after death. In time, we become more understanding and empathetic towards others in grief. Alan Wolfelt describes this as a transformation of who we are. “To the extent that you are different, you can say you have grown . . . [and] growth means change.”[footnoteRef:84] In speaking of grief, Richard Neuhaus says that “the worst thing is not the sorrow or the loss or the heartbreak. Worse is to be encountered by death and not to be changed by the encounter.”[footnoteRef:85]  [84:  Wolfelt, “Appreciate Your Transformation.” www.centerforloss.com, nd.]  [85:  Richard Neuhaus, The Eternal Pity: Reflections on Dying, quoted in W. Ross Hastings, Where Do Broken Hearts Go? (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2016), 83.] 


What to leave behind
Even in the best relationships, however, there may be attitudes, habits or perspectives that need to be changed. “One of the tasks of grief is . . . Deciding how you will live with and honor your memories of and associations with” your loved one. ‘The critical question is not if but how you will remember’ them” (Doka 72, 73).
What helps
· It is important to remember that none of those that died were perfect, and some much less than others. Perhaps there are traits or characteristics that need to be shed.
· For some who have had dysfunctional and/or traumatic relationships, we must remember that we need not be that person and that with the help of counsellors and God, we can become different people.
· Even in wonderful relationships, there can be things said or done that leave a bitter taste. Those too need to be shed—and focus placed on the good, the positive.
· Whatever the relationship––good or bad––don’t let that relationship hinder the person you are now or can become. Don’t live in your past.
· Is there something that your loved one said you should not, or could not, or would not do or be? A dream or goal or vision that you let die, but now you could revive?
What baggage are you carrying? What do you need to leave behind? Some baggage you can discard on your own, but some things may need professional help to work through. Don’t be afraid to seek help.

What to carry forward
· Good memories.
· Stories.
· Traditions/interests/causes you shared.
· Lessons learned, skills acquired.
What is something from your loved one that you want to carry forward? 
With respect to carrying forward our memories, “Sometimes this happens naturally. In other cases, we may have to work on revisiting and restoring these memories” (Doka, Grief Is A Journey, p.72). For a time, memories of an extended illness or events surrounding the death may dominate our thinking, so we must work at recalling memories of happier times to bring perspective and balance, or to re-examine our memory to find good in it. We must work at getting off the hamster wheel so that we can move forward.



Building faith
In week one, we looked at how grief affects us physically, emotionally, mentally, socially, relationally, behaviourally, vocationally, and uniquely. We turn now to how it affects us spiritually. We talked in session three about how death challenges our assumptions about life and our belief system. Ken Doka says this: “As we cope with the reality of loss, we have to re-examine our faith. Whether it’s a reaffirmation of a closely held belief or a complete reversal of years of assumptions, grief forces us to ask, What do I believe now?”[footnoteRef:86] [86:  Ken Doka, 74. ] 


What helps
Many people have found the following helpful:
· Reach out to another person who is further along in their journey of grief who has grappled with these questions and is willing to engage without judgment.
· Attend spiritual retreats.
· Reach out to a minister, priest, rabbi, or other spiritual leader.
· Pray, meditate, and practice other spiritual disciplines.
· Be part of a faith community or search for a new one.
· Read devotionals, the Bible, and other books on faith.
· If you are interested in exploring the Christian faith, join an Alpha group.
Your Grief Care facilitator can connect you with these resources.

Biographies and autobiographies often give us insight into how people survive and thrive the challenges of life. An ancient story that inspired me and gave me hope in my early grief journey is about a man named Joseph. You may remember his story, either from Andrew Lloyd Webber’s popular musical entitled Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Coat or the biblical account in Genesis. Joseph’s jealous brothers sold him into slavery. Years passed by and eventually Joseph earned a privileged status in a wealthy Egyptian home. His life was tumultuous, but his position was the means of saving his brothers and father from famine in their homeland.
An often overlooked part of the story is that Joseph married and had two sons. When the second son was born, he reflected on his life of hardship and declared that God had made him fruitful in the land of his affliction, or as The Message reads “in the land of my sorrow” (Genesis 41:52). I too have found this to be so in my life and seen it in the lives of others—God will not waste our pain or sorrow, but rather wants to take what is left of our lives and use it to help others.
A modern author whom I have read many times is Elisabeth Elliott, whose first husband Jim Elliott was murdered along with four other men while attempting to make contact with the Waorani people group in Ecuador. She and her ten-month old daughter continued to work among the Waorani for another two years. Elliott’s story is one of continuing her husband’s legacy, while finding renewed purpose and meaning in her own life.
Frankl learned that life is not so much about our circumstances—circumstances we do not choose, circumstances we may not like, or circumstances we cannot change. After Jerry Sittser’s wife, mother, and daughter were killed by a drunk driver, he was left to raise their three surviving children. He too struggled with the challenges and tasks of grief. Through this he discovered that “finally, we reach the point when we begin to search for a new life, one that depends less on circumstances and more on the depth of our souls.”[footnoteRef:87]  [87:  Sittser, 90.] 


When does grieving end?
Asking when mourning is finished is a little like asking, ‘How high is up?’ There is no ready answer.” Though there is no definitive timeline, there are particular indicators that our grieving has ended. (Note—healing from our grief does not mean we are forgetting our loved one. It simply means we have integrated their death and our loss into our new reality.) One indicator is that we are able to remember and speak of our loved one without the intensity of emotion we felt early in our grief. Another indicator is that we are able to reengage with life, are hopeful once again, and experience gratification and joy in life.
Healing is a slow process. It takes times to accept our loss, to process the pain and adjust to our new reality, to figure out our new relationship to the deceased, and to find new/renewed purpose and meaning in life. Our grief will always be with us, but it will no longer dominate our thoughts and actions. One writer expresses it this way: “Moments of happiness or pleasure don’t negate other feelings. Life isn’t a swap meet where we trade one thing [grief] for another [happiness] . . . Life isn’t either/or, it’s both/and.”
As we do the hard work of grieving, we acknowledge the past but work at building the present and future. It is figuring out how to integrate our loss and the lessons we’ve learned into our new reality. There still will be triggers—especially holidays, anniversaries, and birthdays. Healing our grief and integrating our loss means that we have more good days than bad, our loved one’s death and our loss are not the most dominate thoughts in our day, we cherish old memories and make new ones, our energy and motivation increase, and we find enjoyment in activity and relationships.
There won’t be a signpost to tell you when you have finished the hard work of grieving, but you will recognize it in hindsight. That was how it was with me after my husband’s death. I knew I was moving forward, but then one day around the third year or so I realized I had finished grieving and was fully engaged in a new life—a life that honored our past but was forward looking. 
This visual of grief helps give perspective:
People tend to think that grief shrinks over time:
[image: A screenshot of a computer
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What really happens is that we grow around our grief. 

[image: A screenshot of a computer
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We become much larger than our grief; it is no longer the dominate theme of our life—it is not our identity.



This week’s journal assignment
1. Summarize your grief journey over these past ten weeks.
2. What areas of the journey challenge you the most? What can you do about them?
3. What insights could you share with someone experiencing a similar loss to yours?
4. How can you build your faith?
Final thought
Herbert Humphrey, who lived through the Great Depression, is credited with saying: “It’s not what they take away from you that counts. It’s what you do with what’s left.”[footnoteRef:88] [88:  Hubert H. Humphrey,  https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/443883-oh-my-friend-it-s-not-what-they-take-away-from. ] 
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Conclusion
As quoted at the beginning of this series, Friesen writes that “a lot of us don’t know what to do with grief. We often think that the best thing to do with grief is to avoid it ... [but] there is no skipping, avoiding, or going around grief.”[footnoteRef:89] In order for our grief wounds to heal, we must face our grief head-on. [89:  Friesen, 1-2.] 

Over these past weeks, together we have faced our grief—shared our stories, our hurts, our fears, and our hopes. We’ve considered the craziness of grief, what it is and is not, what to expect as we journey through it. We explored our why questions and what to do with them. We spoke of the unique challenges of grief—including special events/holidays and people, as well as regret, guilt, hurt, and anger. Then we examined the tasks necessary to moving forward to healing—accepting the death, processing the pain, adjusting to the loss, continuing healthy bonds, considered if there is life after death, and how to find new/renewed purpose in life. We concluded where we go from here, what to do with this new reality.
	Yet one question remains. When is grieving finished? William Worden says that “asking when mourning is finished is a little like asking, ‘How high is up?’ There is no ready answer.”[footnoteRef:90] Though there is no definitive timeline, there are particular indicators that point to its completion. One indicator that grieving is finished is that we are able to remember and speak of our loved one without the intensity of emotion we felt early in our grief. Another indicator is that we are able to reengage with life, are hopeful once again, and experience gratification and joy in life. [90:  Worden, Grief Counselling and Grief Therapy, edit. 4. New York: Springer Publishing, 2009, 76.] 

Healing is a slow process. It takes times to accept our loss(es), to process the pain and adjust to our new reality, to figure out our new relationship to the deceased, and to find new/renewed purpose and meaning in life. Our grief will always be with us, but it need not dominate our thoughts and actions. One writer expresses it this way: “Moments of happiness or pleasure don’t negate other feelings. Life isn’t a swap meet where we trade one thing [grief] for another [happiness] . . . Life isn’t either/or, it’s both/and.”[footnoteRef:91] [91:  Megan Devine. How to Carry What Can’t Be Fixed: A Journal for Grief. Boulder: Sounds True, 2021, 168.] 

As we do the hard work of grieving, we acknowledge the past but work at building the present and future. It is figuring out how to integrate our loss and the lessons we’ve learned into our new reality. There will still be triggers—especially holidays, anniversaries, and birthdays. Healing our grief and integrating our loss means that we have more good days than bad, our loved one’s death and our loss are not the most dominate thoughts in our day, we can cherish old memories and make new ones, our energy and motivation increase, and we find enjoyment in activity and relationships.
Our hopes and prayers are that this series has encouraged you in your journey, given you hope for better days, and the tools to move forward in wholeness and health.
k
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What really happens is that we grow around our grief

| read something about grief the other day. There were two different images: a ball in a cup, and over time, the ball grew smaller. In the other image, the ball
remained the same size, and the cup grew larger. It said that "grief doesn't shrink over time" (the shrinking ball in the first image) but rather, "you grow
around the grief" (the cup growing larger as the ball remains the same). This depiction of grief really struck me. This grief will never shrink? I'm always going

to feel this way?




