Beating the Blahs #5

“Living with Loss”

selected Scriptures

We are in the midst of the 2018 Winter Olympics, and for two and a half weeks the world’s attention is focused on athletes from around the globe competing in a variety of sports. Most find themselves rooting for competitors from their own country, though sometimes we may find ourselves pulling for the underdog or the story that has captured our hearts. Either way, we see plenty of what Jim McKay called “the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat.” The latter is especially difficult when one loses by a fraction of a second or point. For every success story standing on the medal stand, there are many more who will leave the Olympics empty handed, living with loss.

Most of us will never know that exact feeling, but we all encounter loss in our lives, and the accompanying emotion of grief. Christian counselor Archibald Hart defines grief as “a longing for something that is lost.”
 Hard as we may try to avoid loss, we will all experience it along the way. The key is not evading loss, but living with loss.

This evening I want to consider the common suffering of grief, the complicating sentiments of grief, and the coping skills for grief. I realize that everyone’s experience with loss and the journey through it is unique. I do not wish to give pat answers that promise a quick solution to this issue, but to find examples and hope from Scripture.

The Common Suffering of Grief

We don’t like the word “grief” or “grieving,” but it is something we will all experience at one time or another. The common suffering of grief is mentioned many times in the Scriptures: the psalmist writes in Psalm 119:28, “I weep with grief; my heart is heavy with sorrow; encourage and cheer me with your words” (tlb). Jesus told His disciples in John 16:20, “I tell you the truth, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy.” 
 Specifically, we read of the sorrow of Abraham when Sarah died, of Jacob mourning over the loss of Joseph and refusing to be comforted, David grieving over the loss of his infant son and the death of his grown sons Amnon and Absalom, and Jeremiah lamenting the death of King Josiah. Especially moving is David’s grief when he learns that his closest friend, Jonathan, had died in battle. Isaiah introduces us to the Messiah, “a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief,” who knew the pain of being rejected by those whose sins he came to bear.
 And, of course, we know the grief of Jesus at the tomb of Lazarus, where John 11:35 simply states, “Jesus wept.”
Grief is a normal response to the loss of any significant person, object, or opportunity. It is an experience of deprivation and anxiety that can show itself in one’s behavior, emotions, thinking, physiology, interpersonal relationships, and spirituality.

Grief is not limited to the loss of a loved one through death. Any loss can bring grief, including divorce, retirement from a job, amputation of a limb, the departure of a child to college or a pastor to some other church, moving from a friendly neighborhood (or watching a good neighbor move), losing a home or other valued possession, the death of a pet, the loss of a contest or athletic game, health failures, or even the loss of one’s youthful appearance, confidence, or enthusiasm. Sometimes, desirable and long-anticipated events—like the move to a better job or graduation from college—can bring grief (mixed with happiness) because valuable memories or relationships are being lost and left behind. In short, whenever a part of life is lost or taken away, there can be grief.

When a person moves into the world of grief, he or she enters a world of unpredictability, chaos and pain. Each person in grief will have his or her own unique experience of it, but there are many common threads attached to grief for all who mourn.

When in grief, the bottom falls out of your world; the solid footing you once had is gone. With each step you take, it feels more like a floorboard is tilting or you’re walking in soft, pliable mud. The stability of yesterday’s emotions gives way to feelings that are so raw and fragile that you think you’re losing your mind. Grief takes the color out of life. Everything looks black and white. Those basic personal needs of security and significance are shaken. We question everything—even areas of our lives not directly affected by the loss.

Mourning is another part of the experience. Ecclesiastes 3:4 tells us there is “a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance.” This is the process where grief is expressed. It’s a natural, God-given process of recovery. It’s His gift to us to help us get through the pain. While everyone experiences grief, mourning is a choice. A person cannot make his grief better; he cannot make it go away, fix it or “just get over it.” Some choose not to mourn; they make a decision to repress all the feelings inside of them, so their grief accumulates. Saving it up won’t lessen grief’s pain; it will only intensify it. Silence covers a wound before the cleansing has occurred. The result is an emotional infection caused by unexpressed grief.

Grief and mourning are part of the Christian experience as well. We take comfort in the peace that comes from God and in the certainty of the resurrection, but these do not remove the emptiness and pain of being forced to let go of someone we love. Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 4:13, “Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.” He does not say that we are not to grieve, but that we do not grieve as those who have no hope. Christian grief is different, but it is still real. And it still hurts. When any of us encounters death, we face an irreversible, unalterable situation that cannot be changed. Even though “death is swallowed up in victory,” the loss of a loved one can be devastating, and grief can be overwhelming. Eventually everybody dies, but in the meantime most of us will grieve at least periodically.

One of the worst things we can do for someone who is grieving is to slap them on the back with a big grin, quote a Scripture or two and say, “Time to get over it! Turn that frown upside down and praise the Lord!” Many well-intentioned Christians actually do more harm than good with such shallow words.

The Complicating Sentiments of Grief

Loss is inevitable and grief is natural for all people. However, sometimes there are complicating sentiments of grief that often compound the mourner’s sorrow. The grief process is made up of a multitude of emotions that seem out of control and often appear in conflict with one another. With each loss can come bitterness, emptiness, fear, apathy, anger, guilt, sadness, self-pity and feeling of helplessness or hopelessness.

You may have unfinished business—plans or dreams for the future; conversations you meant to have or needed to have; the end of what you expected to take place in the next five years; not being able to share yourself with the person, or not being able to say “Goodbye” or “I love you” or “Please forgive me” or “I forgive you.” If the death was a child, you’re denied the opportunity to nurture and teach and watch the child grow up.

You may experience the continuing effect of a painful relationship. It’s difficult to cope with loss when there were strong negative feelings complicating your grief. You may experience guilt or anger over your feelings toward the person. Perhaps you were ministered to or, just the opposite, traumatized by the deceased, or perhaps it was the other way around. Possibly you feel responsible for the death or for failing to meet the person’s needs.

You may experience “disenfranchised” grieving. The support of others at this time is vital, but for various reasons, others may not recognize or validate your grief. They may not see the loss as that significant and thus may not give the comfort and support you need, or they may make inappropriate comments. This can be devastating and can intensify your grief as well as your feelings of abandonment and alienation.

You may feel vulnerable because of the circumstances surrounding the death. Sudden, unexpected and traumatic death can overwhelm as well as delay acceptance of the reality of what has occurred. If you were the caregiver for months or years, your exhaustion can make it difficult to process grief.

One example of the complicating sentiments of grief is found in 2 Samuel 18:33, after King David learned of the death of his son Absalom, 

The king was shaken. He went up to the room over the gateway and wept. As he went, he said: “O my son Absalom! My son, my son Absalom! If only I had died instead of you—O Absalom, my son, my son!” 

When the messenger tells David that Absalom is dead, the grief that David expresses is the multiplied anguish in the heart of a man dealing with decades of guilt, regret, and remorse.
 

In my personal experience, guilt is the most common compounding feeling that accompanies grief. While some try to pin blame on others and get angry, I find that more pin the blame on themselves and feel guilty. They believe they could have done more—should have done more—that could have changed the outcome. At times they may be right—they could have done something different or sooner that could have changed the result. But more often than not, there was nothing they could have done.

If there is responsibility, own it. Acknowledge where you may have fallen short, ask for forgiveness, and learn from it. We must forgive ourselves. Because of our acceptance and forgiveness by God, we can forgive ourselves.
 Perhaps you will be able to share your experience with others and help them to avoid a similar outcome. These are positive steps that will allow you to grow through this painful incident.

If there was nothing you could have done, admit it. We are able to control very little in life. (The sooner we learn that, the better off we will be!) Sometimes we try to do something to change the outcome and it didn’t impact the situation the way we hoped. We may have done everything right, but it turned out wrong. As I have told many people in a variety of situations, don’t judge your success by the results. When you’ve done all you can, leave the results in God’s hands.

Guilt weakens us and delays recovery more than any other factor. Our self-talk tends to become negative and we must make a conscious effort to be objective and self-affirming. 

Guilt is just one complicating sentiment of grief. There may be anger, bitterness, resentment, fear, anxiety, or other emotions going on. This may make our grief denied, delayed, intensified, prolonged, or otherwise deviating from the common expressions of sorrow. This is grief that keeps the mourner in bondage and prevents one from coping and moving on with life.

The Coping Skills for Grief

And that’s where I want to conclude this message, with the coping skills for grief. I firmly believe this is a major lack in our culture today. This is why many turn to drugs or alcohol—to escape the pain of life because they cannot cope with it. 

Grief does not build character; it reveals it. Even if you have good coping skills, you may discover that what worked before doesn’t work at this time. The onslaught of intense and overwhelming emotions creates a paralysis. Weak areas that were well hidden before will emerge, and unresolved issues and losses from the past will resurface. Personal and relational dysfunctions may intensify. To add to all of these issues is the problem of our culture’s inability to face death and the grieving process. Having to learn about the process of grief while experiencing its ravages is one of the most difficult tasks you will ever experience.
 I believe the best way to cope with loss is to prepare for loss.

“How can you prepare for the unexpected?” you might ask. In part, we need to learn what to expect in life—that loss is a normal part of life on earth. And we also need to develop a biblical perspective on life. For the Christian, your theology will affect how you respond to loss. Your response will be determined by your understanding of God.

The Bible tells us that our lives on earth are brief. James 4:14 states, “What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.” And as far as our possessions go, they, too, are temporal. Paul writes in 1 Timothy 6:7, “We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it.” You’ll never see a hearse pulling a U-Haul! We can’t take it with us!

What are we to do when we face the grief of losing someone dear to us? Getting beyond the grief can be so difficult. Here are five things we can do that will help us when death comes:

• Face reality. There is no need to dwell on death unnecessarily, but death is an inescapable fact. If Christ’s coming tarries, every person you love and know will die. Moreover, you will die. So will I. This is why we ultimately must hold one another loosely. God has the final control over our time on this earth. Make the most of the time with your loved ones while you have them!

• Grieve fully. So many people cut this process short or even deny it altogether. Instead, express your sadness. Let the tears flow. Talk about the loss. Say how you feel. Don’t be ashamed of it. Admit your feelings. Don’t hurry through these days. I would venture to guess that some of you reading this have not grieved sufficiently over the loss of someone very important to you. That may very well explain why you cannot seem to move forward in life. Abraham took time to weep and to mourn fully. Follow his example, and leave room for grieving, not only in your life but in the lives of other people who grieve.

• Plan thoughtfully. We see this with Abraham. He thought about where he wanted Sarah to be buried. He even had a place in mind. He bought the cave of Machpelah, which became a monument, a memorial of remembrance for the whole family—the first memorial in the pages of God’s Word. Sarah was not the only person who would be buried there. Ishmael and Isaac buried Abraham there. Isaac and Rebekah were buried there. Jacob buried Leah there. Joseph buried Jacob there.

• Communicate clearly. If you have preferences regarding your own death, say so. Let your spouse know who you would like to serve as pallbearers. Plan your memorial service. Select the songs and Scriptures to be sung and read. How wonderful it would be to have a process in place that your loved ones could follow because you communicated it so clearly.

• Value dignity. A burial is a statement. It is a lasting memorial, a reflection on a life. If it was worth it to the leaders of our country to erect monuments in honor of our presidents, then doesn’t it make sense to establish some kind of monument in honor of a life that has impacted yours? Treat it with dignity. Provide a message of hope, a message of encouragement, a statement of commitment. Don’t be afraid to reflect upon the significance of the life that has passed.

It is very much like us to ignore the messages of death. Because we are so life-oriented, we sometimes try to pass by death quickly or bypass it altogether. But you don’t recover from a death until you express your grief fully. You don’t get over loss until you express the loss. Just as God has given us laughter and joy, so also He has built into our bodies tear ducts and voice boxes that express feelings of sorrow, sadness, and grief.

You may ask, “How will I know when my grief is over?” It’s probably never really over, but you can see signs of progress. There are several other ways to see signs of healing. You can be confident that you have begun to heal when:

· You begin to look outside yourself at how others in your family are handling the loss.

· You no longer feel the need to escape from your emotions.

· You feel more comfortable about your grief and are willing to talk about it.

· You have a day without emotional stress.

· You can discuss, observe or experience memories (good and bad) without having feelings that overwhelm you.

· You see your socially conditioned behavior return, and it feels comfortable.

· You realize that no matter what happened, you did the best you or anyone else could have done under the circumstances.

· You begin to see glimpses of new or renewed meaning in your life again.

· You begin planning for the future again.

Grief is a universal experience. Few escape it, some are trapped by it, and those who come through it often feel that they have had a painful refining experience. Grief is not something that we seek or grasp eagerly. Sometimes, it comes without warning, is received reluctantly, and only can be conquered when it is faced honestly with divine help and with the support of other human beings. It is a pain that God often uses to mature us and to make us more equipped for the Master’s use.
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