What Not To Say When Someone
1s Grieving

Last week my dear friend Sandi Glahn wrote another boffo blog
post about the myths of infertility, which included some of
the dumb things people say.

It may be insensitivity or a lack of education that spurs
people to say things that are unhelpful at the least and
downright hurtful much of the time. I still remember my own
daggers to the heart after our first baby died nine days after
her birth. And for the past several years, I have been
collecting actual quotes said to those already in pain.

So here’s my current list of What Not To Say when someone is
hurting:

Don’t start any sentence with “At least. . . .”

« “At least you didn’t have time to really love her.”

e “At least he’s in heaven now.”

e “At least you have two other children.”

e “At least that’s one less mouth you’ll have to feed.”

« “At least it didn’'t have to go through the pain of birth.”
“At least you’'ve had a good life so far, before the cancer
diagnosis.”

Don’t attempt to minimize the other person’s pain.

e “Cancer isn’'t really a problem.” (e.g., Shame on you for
thinking that losing your hair/body part/health is a problem.)
« “It’'s okay, you can have other children.”

Don’t try to explain what God is doing behind the scenes.

e “T guess God knew you weren’t ready to be parents yet.”

e “Now you’ll find out who your friends are.”

“This baby must have just not been meant to be.”

“There must have been something wrong with the baby.”

“Just look ahead because God is pruning you for great
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works.”
« “Cancer is really a blessing.”
e “Cancer is a gift from God because you are so strong.”

Don’t blame the other person:

e “If you had more faith, your daughter would be healed.”

« “Remember that time you had a negative thought? That let the
cancer in.”

* “You are not praying hard enough.”

e “Maybe God 1is punishing you. Have you done something
sinful?”

e “Oh, you're not going to let this get you down, are you?”
(Meaning: just go on without dealing with it.)

Don’t compare what the other person is going through to
ANYTHING else or anyone else’s problem:

e “It’s not as bad as that time I. . .”

e “My sister-in-law had a double mastectomy and you only lost
one breast.”

Don’t use the word “should”:
* “You should be happy/grateful that God is refining you.”

Don’t use clichés and platitudes:

« “Look on the bright side.”

e “He's in a better place.”

e “She’s an angel now.” (NO! People and angels are two
different created kinds! People do not get turned into angels
when they die.)

e “He’'s with the Lord.”

Don’t instruct the person:

e “This is sent for your own good, and you need to embrace it
to get all the benefit out of it.”

» “Remember that God is in control.”

 “Remember, all things work together for good for those that
love God and are called according to His purpose.” (Romans
8:28 is powerful to comfort oneself, but it can feel like



being bludgeoned when it comes from anyone else.)

What TO say:
e “T love you.”
e “T am so sorry.” You don’t have to explain. Anything.

What TO do:

* A wordless hug.

e A card that says simply, “I grieve with you.”

e Instead of bringing cakes, drop off or (better) send gift
certificates for restaurants or pizza places.

And pray. Then pray some more. It’'s the most powerful thing we
can say or do.

This blog post originally appeared at blogs.bible.org/what-
not-to-say-when-someone-is-grieving/
on January 20, 2009, and you can read the many comments there.

“T Don't Feel God’s Love or
Presence”

I don’t feel God’s presence or love. I know this sounds like a
nonchristian “question,” but I know 100% I am a Christian!
I've been through so many hard things in my 1life; for
instance, my dad, a professor at Dallas Theological Seminary,
died of brain cancer when I was a little kid. That’'s just one
thing. It feels like the more and more I live for God, the
more my life falls apart. I feel like He has abandoned me. I
know David wrote in the Psalms about feeling alone, but I’'ve
never heard about anyone not feeling God’s love. Please help!
I feel completely alone!

I'm sorry for the loss of your father. I'm truly devastated to
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hear that you don’t feel God’s presence. If you think you’'re
the only one to feel that way, please don’t. I certainly have
felt isolation and separation from God. Sometimes it was the
result of my unrepentant sin. Other times, I felt that
calamity had unfairly fallen on me and wondered if God cared
about my situation. Despite it all, I'm still here. I'm still
a Christian and a stronger believer because of the things I’ve
suffered.

King David experienced much grief and despair during his reign
over Israel. When he wrote much of the book of Psalms, he did
not just include the happy times of life; he included the full
range of negative emotions: bad, sad, melancholy, depression,
hopelessness, fear, sorrow, hurt, anger—-you name it. Psalm 88
is probably the epitome of the depths of human brokenness. He
felt as if he were in the darkest depths, surrounded only by
unrelenting grief. David felt the terrible sting of
death—those who were closest to him were taken away and he
himself felt abandoned and forgotten by God (which is like
death itself). The king had no idea why terrible things were
happening to him and his soul was in anguish because of it.

In the face of terrible suffering, there is one thing David
never included in the Psalms—faithlessness. Even at the
deepest valley of his misery, David gave God praise and
appealed his case before the Lord. He understood that no
matter what happens, it is the Savior-God to whom he could
appeal and the Savior-God who brings peace.

But also know this. God did not create us to be alone and to
suffer alone. God called us as believers to “bear one
another’s burdens” (Galatians 6:2). I would ask you to express
your situation to someone you trust for spiritual support. I
appreciate your email to us, but you would do yourself wonders
if you could interact face-to-face with a trusted friend,
church member, minister, or pastor. If your dad was a
professor at DTS, then I'm certain the counseling services are
open and available to you. I hope this helps. Remember, God is



not far from each of us (Acts 17:27). God has said that He
would never leave us, nor forsake us (Hebrews 13:5). Be
encouraged that you have the indwelling of the Holy Spirit,
the guarantee that you are God’s cherished child (2
Corinthians 1:21-22). God is always there for you.

Nathan Townsie

P.S. My colleague at Probe, Sue Bohlin, also had some thoughts
she wanted to share with you.

, many, many people have trouble feeling God’'s love, but
they don’t feel free to talk about it. There are a number of
reasons for the obstacles to experiencing His love, and while
I can’t know the answer in your case, maybe one or more of
these might resonate with you.

First, as I'm sure you know, we live in a fallen world.
Nothing works right, including our “feelers.” Sometimes our
perceptions malfunction. Sometimes we can sense that there are
feelings deep in our souls but we can’t access them. Life can
be like a radio with a broken antenna, unable to pick up the
radio signals that are present in the room but we’re unable to
receive them.

Sometimes we shut our feelers down after a painful experience
or trauma, believing that it just hurts too much, and we make
a private vow to not feel anything. The trauma of losing your
father wounded you and shaped you forever, and I am so very
sorry to learn of this. Do you think it’s possible you
decided, years ago, to shut down your heart so you wouldn't
feel the pain of loss and grief from the father-shaped hole in
your heart?

The good news 1is that God is able to heal broken receivers,
broken feelers. We need to give ourselves permission to open
ourselves up to both the negative and the positive emotions
that are part of life, and ask Him to bring healing to our
“feelers.” Many people report that when they renounced their



inner vow to not feel anything, God gradually restored their
ability to feel again.

Secondly, if we’'re angry at God, it’'s really hard to feel His
love because the anger gets in the way. I get that-I spent the
first twenty years of my life angry at God because He allowed
a trauma to shape my life in painful ways. It took me some
time to get to the point where I grasped the truth of His
sovereignty, the fact that He is in total control, which is
balanced by His goodness. If God allows something painful into
our lives, it'’s because He has a plan to redeem every bit of
the pain. I'd love to share my story with you, “How to Handle
the Things You Hate But Can’t Change” here:
www.probe.org/how-to-handle-the-things-you-hate-but-cant-chang
e/. You may also benefit from “The Value of Suffering” here:
www.probe.org/the-value-of-suffering/)

Third, different people have different ways of experiencing
God’'s love. Recently, a friend was thinking about the fact
that he has trouble feeling loved by his heavenly Father
because of his relationship with his earthly father. While on
vacation, he wondered what it would take for him to feel God’s
love, and at that moment he heard the squawk of a flamingo. He
turned toward the sound of the animal and smiled with
pleasure, and was suddenly aware that he had been touched by
an evidence of God’s love through His creation. Be on the
lookout for unexpected ways that God says “I love you!” I send
this with a prayer that God meets you in your feeling of
aloneness and assures you of His love.

Sue Bohlin

© 2010 Probe Ministries
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“I Need Help Resolving Past
Stuff In My Life”

I need help resolving past stuff in my life. I'm stuck and I
don’t know where to go or what to. Can you help?

I can tell you that from my study over the years, as well as
personal experience, I believe the key to emotional healing
(which is what resolving past stuff is about) is a two-pronged
effort: grieving and forgiving. That said, the overarching,
“big picture goal” is what David realized in Psalm 51:6 when
He told the Lord, “I know that You desire truth in my inmost
parts.” God brings freedom and healing when we allow Him to
show us the lies we have believed about what we’'ve experienced
and the conclusions we have come to about Him, about life,
about other people and about ourselves. When we renounce the
lies and embrace the truth, we actually experience Jesus’
promise in John 8:32, “You shall know the truth, and the truth
shall set you free.” But it needs to be more than an
intellectual assent to the truth; we also need to open our
hearts to the freeing power of truth.

It’s important to face our losses and our woundings, inviting
Jesus into the process (absolutely essential), so that we give
Him access to those places in our hearts that need healing. In
fact, one of my mentors calls Christian denial “the refusal to
give God access to the hurts He wants to heal for His glory
and our benefit.” Instead of going digging, it’s much better
to ask the Holy Spirit, our Comforter and Counselor, to shine
His light on which wounds and losses He wants to address,
since He knows the best order for untangling our messes. As He
brings memories to the surface, we ask for grace in facing
them, experiencing the feelings again but this time in a
redemptive way because we are giving them to God to heal, and
grieving the ungrieved feelings we haven’t yet dealt with.
This means tears, and sometimes screams. (The best definition
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I've ever heard of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, the
emotional debilitation that can follow an emotional trauma
such as sexual abuse, or war, or observing something horrific
like the workers who cleaned up the aftermath of 9/11, is
“failure to scream.”) Journaling is one of the most important
tools in grieving because there is something therapeutic about
the layers of sensory experience in writing on paper: holding
the pen, feeling the paper, smelling the ink and the paper,
hearing the sounds of pen on paper. And somehow, the Holy
Spirit seems to be able to direct our thoughts and our
feelings in the process of writing out what’s in our hearts,
and He dislodges the shards and splinters of lies that are
embedded in our souls so that we can recognize them, renounce
them, and embrace the truth He shows us.

One of the things God has shown me about grieving is that
there is a finite amount of grief for each wound and loss. He
knows how many tears are attached to each wound, and once
they’'re out of us, they are gone forever, collected by God
Himself in His tear-bottle (Ps. 56:8). (Consider this: if you
think about a childhood loss or painful experience that caused
tears, have you cried about it lately? Probably not, because
you finished grieving it years ago. There were a finite number
of tears over losing a beloved pet in fourth grade, for
example. And also consider that since there will be no sorrow
or crying or pain in heaven for the believer (Rev. 21:4), all
our grieving has a time limit.

The other part of healing is forgiving, where we face the
wrongs done to us and choose to let go of them into God’s
hands for Him to deal with. There are good resources on
understanding forgiveness and how to forgive (two of the best
are Total Forgiveness by R.T Kendall and I Should Forgive,
But.. by Chuck Lynch), but bottom line, we forgive because the
only one we hurt by refusing to forgive is ourselves. It'’s
like someone tosses us a hot potato, and we clutch it to our
chest exclaiming with pain, all the while continuing to hold



it to ourselves. Forgiving means letting go of the hot potato
so it no longer hurts us. When we forgive the people who
caused us pain, we release them into God’s hands for HIM to
deal with them as He sees fit. Louis Smedes said that when we
forgive someone, we set a prisoner free, and we discover that
the prisoner was us.

Refusing to forgive has terrible repercussions. Unforgiveness
is a bitter, corrosive poison that consumes a person’s soul
and diminishes their spirit. I watched a family member grow
increasingly invalid and weak with the years of holding onto
grudges and insults, whether real or perceived, as if they
were treasures. By the time she died, all of her life and
vitality was drained out, and there was nothing but a brittle
shell of who she used to be. But failing to grieve also has
painful consequences: uncried tears heighten stress and cause
all kinds of physical diseases and maladies. Because we are a
unit of body, soul and spirit, our bodies hold onto soulish
pain and it comes out as physical pain and illness. This is
why James 5 “connects the dots” between physical illness,
confession of sins, and the need for prayer.

Hope you find this helpful.
Sue Bohlin

© 2009 Probe Ministries

Virginia Tech Massacre:
Coping with Grief

As the world joins Virginia Tech in mourning a terrible
massacre, I’'ve found myself experiencing poignant memories of
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an earlier visit to that campus when students also struggled
with recent death. Though that tragedy was smaller in scope,
grief and confusion abounded then as now.

Several months before my evening lecture at Virginia Tech, I
had recommended that my hosts have me speak on love, sex, and
dating . . . nearly always a popular campus draw. But they
preferred I speak on death and dying: One Minute After Death.
Reluctantly, I agreed; they publicized accordingly. Though
they didn’t claim clairvoyance, their selection proved
providential.

A few days before my presentation, three Tech students died
tragically in separate incidents involving suicide and a fire.
The campus buzzed with concern about death and dying. The
lecture venue was packed; the atmosphere electric.

Death’s Shuddering Finality

I told the audience of similar sadness: The spring of my
sophomore year at Duke, the student living in the room next to
me was struck and killed by lightning. For some time after
Mike’s death, our fraternity was in a state of shock. My
friends wrestled with questions like, “What’s life all about?”
“What does it mean if it can be snuffed out in an instant?”
“Is there life after death?”

OQur springtime happiness became gloom. A memorial service and
personal interaction helped us process our grief. I vividly
recall a classmate driving Mike’s ashes home to Oklahoma at
the end of the term. Death had a shuddering finality.

Now, in the recent massacre’s immediate aftermath, stories
both heartrending and inspiring are emerging. Rescue workers
removing bodies from Norris Hall, where the bulk of the
killings occurred, encountered cellphones ringing, likely
parents or friends trying to contact missing students. Parents
wandered the campus that first evening seeking to learn their
children’s fate.
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During the siege, engineering professor Liviu Librescu, an
Israeli Holocaust survivor, blocked a door with his body,
sacrificing his life so students could flee.{1}

God and Evil?

As mourners process their anguish, it’s only natural to wonder
where God is in all this. Virginia Governor Tim Kaine, who
once served as a volunteer missionary, noted at the campus
convocation that even Jesus, in his dark hour on the cross,
cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”{2} He
encouraged grieving students to embrace their community to
help everyone process their pain.

The late William Sloane Coffin gained fame as a controversial
peace and civil rights activist during the Vietnam War. He
also served as chaplain of Yale University and had a helpful
take on the question of God and suffering.

“Almost every square inch of the Earth’s surface is soaked
with the tears and blood of the innocent,” Coffin told

Religion and Ethics Newsweekly, “and it’s not God’s doing.
It’'s our doing. That’s human malpractice. Don’t chalk it up to
God.”

n

“When [people] see the innocent suffering,” continued Coffin,
“every time they lift their eyes to heaven and say, ‘God, how
could you let this happen?’ it’s well to remember that exactly
at that moment God is asking exactly the same question of us:
‘How could you let this happen?'”{3}

The problem of evil has many complex facets, but the horror in
Blacksburg resulted from human action. Students and faculty
face considerable healing. President Bush reminded them,
“People who have never met you are praying for you... In times
like this, we can find comfort in the grace and guidance of a
loving God... ‘Don’t be overcome by evil, but overcome evil
with good.'”{4} Sound counsel for a grieving campus community.
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Notes

1. Laurie Copans, “Holocaust Survivor Killed in Virginia
Shootings,” Associated Press, April 17, 2007; on ABC News at
http://abcnews.go.com/US/story?id=3048967&page=1, accessed
April 18, 2007. See also Richard T. Cooper and Valerie
Reitman, “Virginia Tech professor gave his life to save
students,” Los Angeles Times, April 18, 2007;
http://tinyurl.com/2lnomg, accessed April 18, 2007.

2. Matthew 27:46, quoted here from the more contemporary
language of the New Living Translation. Kaine appeared to be
quoting from the King James Version. Audio of Governor Kaine’s
April 17, 2007, Virginia Tech convocation speech is at
http://www.vbdems.org/, accessed April 18, 2007.

3. “Profile: William Sloane Coffin,” Religion & Ethics
Newsweekly interview with Bob Abernathy, Episode no. 752,
originally broadcast August 27, 2004; rebroadcast in 2007;
http://tinyurl.com/2vdr6t, accessed April 18, 2007.

4. Text of the president’s April 17, 2007 speech at the
Virginia Tech memorial convocation is at
http://tinyurl.com/2t6txa, accessed April 18, 2007. The third
sentence in the Bush quotation here is from Romans 12:21.
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Starting Over: Facing the
Future after Significant Loss

February 13th fell on a Tuesday that year, but it seemed like
my unlucky day.

My wife of twenty years was divorcing me; it would be final in
two days. February 1, my employer had shown me the door—on the
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twenty-fifth anniversary of my employment. Now, on February
13, I was in my physician’s office getting test results.
Unaware of my difficulties, he asked, “Have you been under
stress recently?” Perhaps he was assessing my emotional state
to help him gently ease into the difficult subject he was
about to address.

He said I might have cancer.

That evening, a longtime friend called to encourage me. As we
spoke, I felt the weight of my world crashing in. Would the
haunting pain of spousal rejection ever end? Where would I
work? What of my life’s mission? Would life itself last much
longer? I wept into the phone as I struggled to make sense of
the swirling vortex of uncertainty.

Relationships, work and health absorb our time, energy,
memories and hopes. Ever had a fulfilling relationship turn to
ashes? Maybe you’'ve excelled at work; then a new or
insensitive boss decides your services are no longer wanted or
affordable. Or perhaps your health falters. Your parent or
best friend dies suddenly of a heart attack or perishes in an
auto wreck.

What do you feel? Shock? Grief? Anger? Desires for revenge or
justice? Discouragement and depression? How do you cope with
the loss, and how can you start over again?

Over dinner, a new friend told me he had lost both his parents
in recent years. “How did you cope?” I inquired. He related
painful details of their alcohol-related deaths. I listened
intently and tried to express sympathy. “But how did you deal
with their deaths?” I asked, curious to know how he had
handled his feelings. “I guess I haven’t,” he replied. Painful
emotions from deep loss can be difficult to process. Some seek
solace by suppressing them.

My wife lost her father, then her mother, during a five-year
span in her late twenties and early thirties. Focusing on her



mother’s needs after her father’s passing occupied much of her
thought. After her mother’s death, she felt quite somber.
“People who always were there, whom you could always call on
for advice, were no longer around,” she recalls. “That was
very sobering.” Over time, the pain of grief diminished.

How can you adjust to significant loss and start over again? I
certainly don’t have all the answers. But may I suggest ideas
that have worked for me and for others along life’s sometimes
challenging journey?

Grieve the loss. Don’t ignore your pain. Take time to reflect
on your loss, to cry, to ask questions of yourself, others or
God. I remember deep, heaving sobs after my wife left me. I
would not wish that pain on anyone, but I recommend
experiencing grief rather than ignoring and stuffing it. This
tends to diminish ulcers and delayed rage.

A little help from your friends. During divorce proceedings
and my rocky employment ending, good friends hung close. We
ate meals together, watched football games, attended a concert
and more. A trusted counselor helped me cope. A divorce
recovery group at a nearby church showed me I was not the only
one experiencing weird feelings. Don’t try to handle enormous
loss alone.

Watch your vulnerabilities. In our coed divorce recovery
group, I appreciated learning how women as well as men
processed their pain. It also was tempting to enter new
relationships at a very risky time. Some members, not yet
divorced, were dating. Some dated each other. Attractive,
needy divorcés/divorcées can appear inviting. After each group
session, I made a beeline to my car. “Guard your heart,”
advises an ancient proverb, “for it affects everything you

do."{1}

Look for a bright spot. Not every cloud has a silver lining,
but maybe yours does. After my divorce and termination, I



returned to graduate school and saw my career enhanced. My
cancer scare turned out to be kidney stones, no fun but not as
serious. I met and-four years after the divorce-married a
wonderful woman, Meg Korpi. We are very happy.

CNN star Larry King once was fired from the Miami Herald. “It
was very difficult for me when they dropped me,” he recalls.
King says one can view firing as “a terrible tragedy” or a
chance to seek new opportunities.{2}

Cherish your memories. Displaying treasured photos of a
deceased loved one can help you adjust gradually to their
loss. Recall fun times you had together, fulfilling
experiences with coworkers or noteworthy projects
accomplished. Be grateful. But don’t become enmeshed in past
memories, because the time will come to.

Turn the page. After appropriate grieving, there comes a time
to move on. One widow lived alone for years in their large,
empty house with the curtains drawn. Her children finally
convinced her to move but in many ways she seemed emotionally
stuck for the next three decades until her death.

Significant steps for me were taking down and storing photos
of my ex-wife. Embracing my subsequent job with enthusiasm
made it fulfilling and productive. Consider how you’'ll
emotionally process and respond to the common question, “Where
do you work?” Perhaps you’ll want to take a course, exercise
and diet for health, or develop a hobby. Meet new people at
volunteer projects, civic clubs, church, or vacations.
Consider what you can learn from your loss. Often, suffering
develops character, patience, confidence and opportunities to
help others.

Sink your spiritual roots deep. I'm glad my coping resources
included personal faith. Once quite skeptical, I discovered
spiritual life during college. Students whose love and joy I
admired explained that God loved me enough to send His Son,



Jesus, to die to pay the penalty due for all my wrongdoing.
Then He rose from the dead to give new life. I invited Him to
enter my life, forgive me, and become my friend. I found inner
peace, assurance of forgiveness, and strength to adapt to
difficulties. Amidst life’s curve balls, I've had a close
Friend who promised never to leave.

One early believer said those who place their faith in Christ
“become new persons. They are not the same anymore, for the
old life is gone. A new life has begun!”{3} Jesus can help you
start all over with life itself. He can help you forgive those
who have wronged you.

As you grieve your loss, seek support in good friends, watch
your vulnerabilities, and seek to turn the page. . . may I
encourage you to meet the One who can help you make all things
new? He’ll never let you down.

This article first appeared in Answer magazine 14:1
January/February 2007. Copyright © 2007 by Rusty Wright. Used
by permission. All rights reserved.

Notes

1. Proverbs 4:23 NLT.

2. Harvey Mackay, We Got Fired!..And It’s the Best Thing That
Ever Happened to Us (New York: Ballantine Books, 2004), pp.
150-153 ff.

3. 2 Corinthians 5:17 NLT.

Copyright © 2007 Rusty Wright


http://www.answermagazine.com/

9/11 and You

My sister had a 9:00 a.m. appointment at the World Trade
Center.

On September 12.

Since September 11, 2001, I’'ve often wondered what might have
happened had her appointment been a day earlier or the
terrorist attacks a day later. I could have been walking the
streets of New York City with her picture.

What were your feelings that tragic day? Shock? Fear? Anger?
Confusion? Sadness? How do you process those feelings now, as
reminders of the attacks come in anniversary commemorations
and media coverage? Nearly two-thirds of American Red Cross
9/11 adult counselees still grieve, according to a study of
those directly affected by the attacks{l}.

“T Hate You!”

In the immediate aftermath, my feelings of sadness blended
with intense hostility. Once when Osama Bin Laden’s face
appeared on television, I spontaneously shouted, “I hate you!”

I was and am a follower of Jesus. He taught his followers to
“love your enemies.”{2} Why was I yelling “I hate you!” to a
picture on a TV screen?

I wondered why this guy hated my sister. If Deborah Wright had
been among the victims, her death would have been included
among those he applauded. If I had been a victim, he would
have applauded mine. I wrote a radio series on “Why Radical
Muslims Hate You” to discover historical, socio-cultural,
political, religious, and psychological roots of such anger.
It helped me to connect with Muslims who shared similar
concerns but disavowed the radical methods.
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Dust of Death

Deborah’s experience as a corporate chaplain took her back to
New York to help WTC-based companies and their employees who
suffered loss on 9/11 cope with the emotional and spiritual
whirlwinds their worlds had become. Many suffered from
survivor guilt. Failure to process grief could lead to serious
consequences. Some firemen, for instance, were assigned to
look after widows of fallen comrades. “There can be enormous
intimacy and bonding in shared grief,” Deborah notes. “Some of
the firemen and widows ended up in bed together.”

Some competitive, driven businesspersons re-examined their rat
race—making big bucks and accumulating the most toys—and
asked, “Is that all there is?”. Long looks at corporate
culture prompted many to consider spiritual realities.

Part of helping survivors process their experiences involved
taking them to Ground Zero. Deborah comments, “As I stood at
Ground Zero and picked up the dust, I could not help but think
that we were standing in a giant crematorium. The ground
seemed hallowed to me.”

Personal Lessons from 9/11

What personal 9/11 lessons persist? Perhaps you can relate to
these that seem poignant to me:

We live in a contingent universe. Human decisions and actions
have consequences, often for good or evil.

Life is temporary. One early spiritual leader wrote of our
lives’ fleeting nature, “You are just a vapor that appears for
a little while and then vanishes away.”{3}

Link with the eternal. Jesus of Nazareth, whom people of
diverse spiritual persuasions respect as a great teacher, told
a friend grieving her brother’s death, “I am the resurrection
and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die



like everyone else, will live again. They are given eternal
life for believing in me and will never perish.”{4}

Cherish your friends. In the aftermath of 9/11, many
friendships were deepened as people linked with each other for
encouragement, solace and support.

Understand and love your enemies and intellectual adversaries.
Support national defense, but learning about state enemies can
help communication with moderates who share some of their
convictions. Getting to know neighbors or associates with whom
you differ politically, philosophically or spiritually can
help build bridges that foster civility in public discourse.

Notes

1. Amy Westfeldt, “Study: Sept. 11 Survivors Still Grieving,”
Associated Press, May 26, 2006, on AOL News. Also see full Red
Cross report,
http://www.redcross.org/images/pdfs/SRPClientSurvey.pdf, p. v.

2. Matthew 5:44 NASB.
3. James 4:14 NASB.
4, John 11:25 NLT.
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Grief and Grace

Former Probe staffer Rick Rood, a hospital chaplain who
understands the pain of losing his beloved wife, addresses
loss, grieving and God’s grace.

Over the past eight years that I’'ve had the privilege of
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serving in the hospitals, I've had the occasion and privilege
of interacting with thousands of grieving people, and to
become more than casually acquainted with the many aspects of
the “grieving process.” In seeking to become better able to
comfort those who are grieving, I’'ve read many books and
attended numerous seminars. But I’'ve observed that while it'’s
one thing to learn about the grieving process, it’'s quite
another to experience it. Australian pastor Donald Howard
wrote in the preface to his short book entitled Christians
Grieve Too that though he was prepared for the death of his
wife from cancer at the age of forty-six, he was “ill-prepared
for grief.”

Part of me didn’t want to write this short essay. I’ve gotten
in the habit of writing about some of the painful things in
life the past year or so (though from the perspective of
faith). And I wanted to write something happy, or even
humorous. But I guess it’s one of the occupational hazards of
a hospital chaplain that you are constantly confronted with
the realities of life that most of us would rather forget
about (until it’s no longer possible). This past year, I
didn’t have to go to the hospital to be confronted with this
kind of reality. So, please bear with me as I “reflect” one
last time.

One of the things I’'ve noticed about grieving people is that
though all people do grieve their losses, everyone grieves
differently. There must be a host of factors influencing how
people grieve: the kind of relationship they had with the
loved one, and its depth, the degree of dependence of one on
the other (either the dependence of the survivor on the
deceased, or vice versa), the presence of ambivalence in the
relationship (the presence of anger as well as love), the
degree of guilt (whether real or imagined) experienced by the
survivor, the kind of loss (sudden, traumatic, preventable,
etc.), the person’s temperament and personality, gender,
ethnicity, family background, past losses and accumulated



grief, one’s world view and spirituality. Wow. That’s just the
short list! Knowing just this much has kept me from comparing
how one person grieves from another, and from making judgments
about things I know little or nothing about.

There are many excellent books and resources available on
grief and loss these days, quite a number from a Christian
perspective. But few of them take into consideration in much
detail what the scriptures tell us about grief, except for
some passing references. My work and my own personal
experience have prompted me to pay more attention to this
topic in my Bible reading than I normally would. And
especially this past year I have tried to listen more closely
to what the Lord says to us about it through his Word. Some of
what I've found so far has surprised me. ALl of it has
encouraged me.

Grief and Loss

This first section will of necessity be a bit more somber. But
it is a necessary prelude to what will follow! The first and
most obvious thing one notices in reading the scriptures 1is
that death follows sin, like winter follows fall. God had
warned that Adam’s sin would result in death (Genesis 2:17).
And it did. The solemn refrain “and he died” appears eight
times in the list of Adam’s descendants given in Genesis 5.
Death is indeed the “wages of sin” (Romans 6:23a). Death is
not (as we are sometimes told) “a natural thing” or “just a
part of life.” Death was not part of the created order when
God pronounced it “very good” (Genesis 1:31). It is an
aberration, an alien invader into God’'s natural order. Isaiah
describes death as a “covering which is over all peoples,” and
a “veil which is stretched over all nations” (Isaiah 25:7). It
is the great equalizer.

The second most obvious thing one notices is that God promises
that death will one day be destroyed. The day is coming when
“He will swallow up death for all time” (Isaiah 25:8), when



the sentence of death will be “abolished” (1 Corinthians
15:26), and it will “no longer be” (Revelation 21:4). For all
who are in Christ, this is our great hope!

The third thing that becomes apparent as one reads the
scriptures is that while the sentence on death awaits its
fulfillment, sorrow and grief follow death and loss as
naturally as spring follows winter. If death were just a
natural thing, it would be unnatural to grieve the resulting
loss. But since death and loss are not natural, grief and
sorrow are. They are the expression of pain resulting from the
severing of relational bonds that were originally designed by
God to be permanent. But because of sin and death, they no
longer are. And it hurts.

It’s interesting that the first person described in the Bible
as grieving is God! Scripture tell us that because of the evil
and wickedness of man. God was “grieved in His heart” (Genesis
6:6). We don’t understand everything about the emotional life
of God. It is certainly not exactly like our own. But since we
are created in his image, we should not be surprised to learn
that our emotions are in some sense a reflection of his own.
One of the most remarkable statements of scripture in this
regard appears in Isaiah 63:9, “In all their affliction, he
was afflicted.” Edward J. Young, in his commentary on Isaiah
(vol 3, p. 481) says, “God feels the sufferings of his people
as his own sufferings.” In fact, every member of the Godhead
is described in scripture as experiencing grief. Not only God
the Father, as in these passages, but also God the Son. In
reflecting on his rejection by the nation’s leaders 1in
Jerusalem, it is said that He “wept over it” (Luke 19:41). At
the tomb of his friend Lazarus He “was deeply moved in spirit
and was troubled,” and indeed that he “wept” (John 11:33, 35).
In the garden of Gethsemane Jesus is described as pouring out
His heart to God the Father “with loud crying and tears”
(Hebrews 5:7). The Holy Spirit is described as experiencing
grief as well. Compare Isaiah 63:10 and Ephesians 4:30, where



we are warned against “grieving the Holy Spirit” by our sins.
The psalmist says that God “remembers” our tears (Psalm 56:8).
And it is even implied that He is in some sense moved by them
(Isaiah 38:5, “I have heard your prayers, I have seen your
tears”).

The fact that God experiences grief should not be seen as
contradicting his sovereign control over all things. For it is
clear that there are many things within God’s sovereign
purpose that are nonetheless grievous to Him. In fact, there
are many things within God’'s purpose that are the cause of His
anger and judgment.

If God, then, experiences grief, it should not surprise us to
find many scriptures which describe God’s people as
experiencing grief as well. Abraham is said to have “mourned
and wept” over the death of his wife Sarah (Genesis 23:2). So
Joseph at the death of his father Jacob (Genesis 50:1). The
nation Israel at the death of Moses (Deuteronomy 34:8).
Indeed, there 1is an entire book devoted to expressing the
“Lamentations” of the nation Israel over the fall of Jerusalem
to Babylon. True, God’s people were admonished not to mourn in
the same way that the surrounding pagan nations did at the
death of their own. Though we do not understand today the
meaning of these practices, the Jews were forbidden to “cut
themselves” or “shave their head” for the sake of the dead, as
their pagan neighbors did (Leviticus 19:28; Deuteronomy 14:1).
Nonetheless, there were traditional mourning practices among
the Jews that were viewed as entirely appropriate (e.g., the
covering of the head in 2 Sam 15:30, the baring of the feet in
Isaiah 20:2, and the covering of the lip in Leviticus 13:45
and Micah 3:7.) The fact that Ezekiel was forbidden these
outward expressions of mourning at the death of his wife
(Ezekiel 24:16-17) as a sign to the nation concerning their
impending judgment (v. 24), indicates that such restraint was
not considered normal.

In the New Testament we find similar expressions of grief on



the part of God’'s people. We’ve already noticed our Lord’s own
grief. Indeed he was called “a man of sorrows and acquainted
with grief” (Isaiah 53:3, cf. v. 10a). A curious description,
if indeed Jesus rarely wept. One aspect of our growth in
likeness to Christ is that we should be growing more
transparent about our emotions, and more empathetic with those
of others. We should also note the description of the “devout
men” who when they buried the martyred Stephen “made loud
lamentation over him” (Acts 8:2). A most interesting reference
appears in Paul’s letter to the Philippians (a letter devoted
to promoting the joy of the Lord), where he states that should
his friend Epaphroditus have died as a result of his recent
illness, he would have experienced “sorrow upon sorrow”
(2:27). Just as in the 0ld Testament, so in the New, God’s
people have reason not to “grieve as those who have no hope”
(I Thessalonians 4:13). But there is nothing in the New
Testament which suggests that God’s people nonetheless do not
or should not grieve the temporary loss of relationship with
those they love. Theologian J. I. Packer has stated: “Grief is
the human system reacting to the pain of loss, and as such it
is an inescapable reaction” (A Grief Sanctified, p. 12).

Of particular interest to me is the fact that the removal of
grief and sorrow from human experience is tied very closely in
scripture with the ultimate removal of death and loss. Compare
the following statements from both Old and New Testaments. “He
will swallow up death for all time, and the Lord God will wipe
tears away from all faces” (Isaiah 25:8). “And He will wipe
away every tear from their eyes; and there will no longer be
any death” (Revelation 21:4). Though I believe (as we shall
shortly see) there is substantial healing available from the
Lord in our grieving now, its effects will not be entirely and
completely relieved until the old order of life is fully
replaced by the new.

With this context in mind, before moving on to a consideration
of God’s comforting grace, there is an intriguing passage in



the 0ld Testament that we ought not overlook. It’s found in
the sometimes enigmatic book of Ecclesiastes: “It is better to
go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting,
because that is the end of every man, and the living take it
to heart. Sorrow is better than laughter, for when a face 1is
sad a heart may be happy. The mind of the wise is in the house
of mourning, while the mind of fools is in the house of
pleasure” (7:2-4 NASB). As with many of Solomon’s sayings in
this book, the italicized phrase is not easily understood. But
the RSV rendering seems to capture its meaning well when it
says, “By sadness of countenance the heart is made glad.” Or
as the NKJV puts it, “For by a sad countenance the heart 1is
made better.” What the writer appears to be saying is that
genuine “recovery” from grief comes not by denying it or
repressing it, but by giving appropriate expression to it.
This is obviously something that the 0ld Testament saints
understood, and practiced. And so may we. Someone well may ask
how sorrow and grief can be consistent with the joy of the
Lord. But it is interesting that St. Paul saw no contradiction
in describing himself on one occasion as “sorrowful, yet
always rejoicing” (2 Corinthians 6:10a). The former is the
result of experiencing painful loss; the latter the result of
contemplating the implications of the providence of
God—simultaneously.

Few people have experienced losses greater than those that
befell Job. Perhaps his initial response to news of the death
of his children provides something of a paradigm for us. “Then
Job arose and tore his robe and shaved his head, and he fell
to the ground and worshiped” (Job 1:20). Grieving, but
worshiping. Grieving profoundly. Worshiping humbly.

Comfort and Grace

In God’s economy, if grief follows loss, then comfort follows
grief. And this is exactly what we find in many passages of
scripture. Among the things for which the Lord is said to have



anointed his Messiah is “To comfort all who mourn” (Isaiah.
61:2b). Among those upon whom Jesus pronounced God’s blessing
are those who mourn, “for they shall be comforted” (Matthew
5:4). A fact sometimes overlooked is that it is only those who
mourn, who acknowledge their grief, who place themselves in a
position of being comforted by the Lord. God’s comforting
grace is the answer to our grieving heart.

One of the most endearing descriptions of the Lord in
scripture 1is found in 2 Corinthians 1:3, “The Father of
mercies and God of all comfort.” He is merciful and
compassionate in nature. And He is the source of all genuine
comfort and encouragement. The word used here for “comfort” is
related to the word used to denote the Holy Spirit as the
“Comforter” .. one called alongside to encourage and help (John
14:16,26). He is “the divine fount of all consolation to His
people—the ‘all’ both excluding any other source of comfort
and also emphasizing the complete adequacy of that comfort for
every circumstance that may arise” (P. E. Hughes, II
Corinthians, p. 13). The following verse states that God
“comforts us in all our affliction” (v. 4a). “The present
tense of the verb shows that this God of ours comforts us
constantly and wunfailingly, not spasmodically and
intermittently; and he does so in all our affliction, not just
in certain kinds of affliction” (Hughes, p. 12). Furthermore,
God comforts us “so that we will be able to comfort those who
are in any affliction with the comfort with which we ourselves
are comforted by God” (v. 4b). “Nor is the comfort received
from God intended to terminate in the recipient: it has a
further purpose, namely, to fit the Christian for the God-like
ministry of comforting and encouraging others, whatever the
affliction they may be suffering” (Hughes, p. 12). What a rich
description of the comforting grace of God! From Him. To us.
Through us.

But how does God’s comfort come to us? One means through which
God’s comfort comes to us has been alluded to already. And



that is that God identifies with us in our grief. We have
noted above some of the passages that state this very fact. He
“sympathizes with our weakness” (Heb. 4:15). “For He Himself
knows our frame; He is mindful that we are but dust” (Psalm
103:14).

But beyond this, God has provided his word with a view to
providing comfort in time of sorrow. “This is my comfort in my
affliction, that your word has revived me” (Psalm 119:50). “My
soul weeps because of grief; strengthen me according to your
word” (Psalm 119:28). God’'s words seem to find their way into
our heart particularly when they are set to music: “Your
statutes are my songs in the house of my pilgrimage” (Psalm
119:54). I have found great comfort in the music of praise and
worship to the Lord. St. Paul says that “through perseverance
and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope”
(Romans 15:4). And concerning his teaching on our coming
reunion with the Lord and with our departed loved ones, St.
Paul says, “Therefore comfort one another with these words.”
It is in part through letting the word of God “richly dwell
within” us (Colossians 3:16) that we can gain access to God’s
comforting grace. I have found it true in my own experience
that the Word of God has been a river of grace to my heart.

We are comforted also by simply experiencing the loving acts
of God in our life. “0 may your lovingkindness comfort me,
according to your word to your servant (Psalm 119:76)." It is
for the direct experience of the faithful love of God that the
psalmist is praying here. And I believe God does comfort and
encourage us by leaving his “fingerprints” on our lives in
many ways during our days of grieving. He lets us know through
his providential acts that we are not alone. That He is with
us. That He loves us. That He has a purpose for us still (cf.
Genesis 50:24).

As indicated in the passage examined above (2 Corinthians 1),
much of God’s comfort comes to us through his people. Later in
this very letter, Paul tells us that he was comforted by God’s



sending his friend Titus. “But God, who comforts the
depressed, comforted us by the coming of Titus” (2 Corinthians
7:6). When God provided Rebekah as a bride for Isaac, 1t 1is
said that he “was comforted after his mother’s death” (Genesis
24:67). When Paul was imprisoned in Rome, he wrote that he was
“refreshed” by his friend Onesiphorus who searched for him and
found him (2 Timothy 1:16-17). It is often overlooked that
much of God’'s grace comes to us, not only directly from His
Spirit or through His word, but through His people. Peter
tells us that it is as we steward the gifts God has given us
in serving one another that we administer “the manifold grace
of God” (1 Peter 4:10). The 0ld Testament people of God seemed
to put this understanding into practice in a very practical
way. It was apparently their custom to surround their grieving
neighbors with love and support by providing meals for them.
The “bread of mourning” and “cup of consolation” were biblical
terms meant to be taken in a very literal way (cf. Deuteronomy
26:14; Jeremiah 16:7; Hosea 9:4).

In what ways can God’s people administer God’s comforting
grace? Certainly through following Jesus’ example to “weep
with those who weep” (Romans 12:15b; contra Proverbs 25:20).
By learning to be comfortable and patient with those who are
actively grieving their losses. By learning to be “quick to
hear, slow to speak” (James 1:19b). By being a “ready
listener.” I've personally found that those who have simply
“listened to my story” have greatly comforted me. I once heard
a pastor speak of this effect as “healing through the laying
on of ears.” What a great phrase! When Job’s friends first
came “to sympathize with him and comfort him” (2:11b), it is
said that “they sat down on the ground with him for seven days
and seven nights with no one speaking a word to him, for they
saw that his pain was very great” (2:13). (0Oh that they would
have remained in silent mode!) Later, Job made this telling
statement: “For the despairing man there should be kindness
from his friend; so that he does not forsake the fear of the
Almighty” (6:14). The thought is that lack of kindness can



serve only to push people further from God when they are
despairing. I’'ve talked with many people in the hospital
through the years who have distanced themselves from various
churches. When I’ve inquired about what occasioned their
departure, too often I have been told that it was during a
time of bereavement. You can fill in the rest of the story.
One way I’ve learned that we “speak the truth in love” 1is by
being sensitive to the recipient’s present ability to receive
it and absorb it. (“I have many more things to say to you, but
you cannot bear them now", John 16:12.)

Closing Thoughts

A rather obscure passage that has served to guide me in all of
this is found in 1 Samuel 30:1-6.

“Then it happened when David and his men came to Ziklag on
the third day, that the Amalekites had made a raid on the
Negev and on Ziklag, and had overthrown Ziklag and burned it
with fire; and they took captive the women and all who were
in it, both small and great, without killing anyone, and
carried them off and went their way. When David and his men
came to the city, behold, it was burned with fire, and their
wives and their sons and their daughters had been taken
captive. Then David and the people who were with him lifted
their voices and wept until there was no strength in them to
weep. Now David’s two wives had been taken captive, Ahinoam
the Jezreelitess and Abigail the widow of Nabal the
Carmelite. Moreover David was greatly distressed because the
people spoke of stoning him, for all the people were
embittered, each one because of his sons and his daughters.
But David strengthened himself in the Lord his God.”

What a great passage for summing up our thoughts in this
article. We see first the experience of sudden loss. Then the
expression of understandable sorrow and grief. They wept ‘til
there was no more strength in them to weep. But then, as he
was able, David strengthened himself in the Lord.



It's that last phrase that I want to emphasize in closing. And
there are two thoughts that emerge from it. First, the
strength to move through our grief comes from the Lord. We go
astray when we seek to find comfort for our grief apart from
Him. I’'ve seen many in the hospitals who have fallen into
addictions or into unhealthy relationships due to their
attempts to find comfort apart from the Lord. We'’ve seen
already some of the ways in which the Lord comforts and
strengthens us in our grief, so that we can move on with our
life and fulfill God’'s remaining purposes for us.

But second, as David did, we ourselves must take
responsibility for obtaining God’'s comfort and strength. David
strengthened himself in the Lord his God. Gaining God’s
comfort involves our active participation in the process. And
if the people around us seem not to be helping us in this
direction, then we must ask God to lead us to those who will.
And seek them out. Not everyone is so equipped. A dear friend
who had previously lost his wife told me, a good while before
I lost Polly, “Rick, your recovery will be vyour
responsibility.”

The rate of recovery is unique for every person. But there is
at least one passage in scripture which speaks of those who
seemed to be stuck in their grief, “refusing to be comforted”
(Jeremiah 31:15; cf. 2 Chronicles 15:7), in need of
“restraining their eyes from tears” (Jeremiah 31:16), and of
remembering that “there 1is a hope for (their) future”
(Jeremiah 31:17). We do this as we utilize the means of grace
which God provides, placing our faith in Him one day at a
time, in pursuit of his purpose for the remainder of our days.
Part of that purpose may be (probably will be) serving others
who are still on the path of grief.

Do not fear, for I am with you,; do not anxiously look about
you, for I am your God. I will strengthen you, surely I will
help you, surely I will uphold you with My righteous right
hand (Isaiah 41:10).
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“T Am So Afraid—What If There
Is No Heaven?”

I am writing to you because I am very concerned and don’t know
where to turn for help. I am a Christian and have always felt
I had a great deal of faith. I lost my father, my mother and
an older sister over the years - and my faith sustained me
during those traumatic times.

Recently our 38 year old daughter died quite suddenly. I am
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just overwhelmed with grief — and I believe the medications
given her caused her sudden death. She had kidney problems -
but her doctor was aware of that, and the med he gave her
should not have been given to her because of her kidney
problems.

Now I seem to have lost my faith completely. I cry and want so
much to know she is OK and that she is not sad and lonely as
we are here without her. I have begun to question if there
really is a Heaven? I read recently that Heaven is something
Christians invented to take away their fear of death. Is this
true? I also read a book called Embraced by the Light by Betty
Eadie, and it really upset me. She claimed to have had an out
of body experience where she went to Heaven, and then she
wrote a whole book about what heaven is 1like - and the
different levels there, and how one may stay at a lower level,
or advance to a higher level.

I am so afraid — what if there is no Heaven? Or if there is,
is my daughter sad and lonely because none of her family are
there with her? I just don’t know anymore what to believe. I
try to pray - but find no peace. I am so afraid.

Dear ,

I am so very, very sorry to hear of your tremendous loss. You
must be in such shock you don’t know how to “do life” at this
point.

As a mother who has also lost a daughter, I want to encourage
you in how the Lord comforted me. Most especially, I am
comforted by the truth of Psalm 139:16-“All the days ordained
for me were written in Your book before one of them came to
be.”

______ , your daughter didn’t live one day less than God
intended for her to live from before the foundations of the
earth. It FEELS like a premature death to us who are left
behind, but no one is more powerful than God, and HE is the



one who determines the length of our days. So even though it
is hugely painful and grievous, and even though it’s tempting
to blame the medications, she died on the day God knew she
would die and planned for her to die. Not a day sooner, and
not a day later.

Secondly, Jesus said He came from heaven (John 6:51). It is a
real place. If there is no heaven, then Jesus lied. If Jesus
lied, then he was not the holy Son of God, and His death was
meaningless. If His death was meaningless, then none of us
have any hope. But our hope is REAL and TRUE! He died to make
it possible for us to be united with God and reunited with our
believing loved ones.

Paul said that to be absent from the body is to be present
with the Lord (2 Cor. 5:6,8). If your daughter trusted Christ,
she is immersed in a living sea of light and love and glory,
worshiping the Lord Jesus and enjoying the freedom that comes
from being released from this fallen, decaying world. When she
“graduated” from your womb to your arms, did you ever worry
that she was lonely for the comfort of the dark, warm place
inside you? I bet not! <smile> She was in a far, far better
place when she was born. When people are in heaven, it’s like
graduating from the womb to our mother’s arms only way, WAY
better. Being with the Lord is so much better than this earth
that we can’t even begin to imagine it, any more than the pre-
born infant can imagine what it’s like to be nestled in her
mother’s arms, to look in her eyes, to see a glorious sunset,
to listen to a symphony. To eat ice cream! To love and love
back. . . all those things cannot be imagined in the womb, but
they await the baby, just as the joys of heaven await us if we
have trusted Christ as our Savior.

I want to suggest to you that you read Joni Eareckson Tada’'s
wonderful book Heaven, because it will make you much more
familiar with heaven and it will greatly comfort your heart.
Unlike Betty Eadie’s book Embraced by the Light, Joni’s book
is TRUE and based completely on the Bible.
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I pray you will know the warmth of God’s comfort in growing
measure as you grieve the loss of your daughter. One of the
things that makes heaven so real to me is knowing that my
daughter and my parents are there. I pray the realness of
heaven will grow for you as well.

In His grip,

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries



