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This self-study is designed to slowly re-orient how you understand grief and bereavement, not by 

offering techniques or quick solutions, but by reshaping perspective, posture, and pastoral presence. 

It is intended to be read prayerfully and reflectively, one section at a time, with space for journaling 

and honest self-examination. As you engage in the material, you are encouraged to allow your own 

experiences of loss and grief to surface, recognizing that personal formation precedes pastoral 

application. This study is not a manual for fixing grief; it is an invitation to deepen understanding before 

attempting to offer pastoral care.

LOSS, CHANGE, AND THE UNIVERSALITY OF GRIEF 

Loss is not an occasional disruption of life; it is woven into the fabric of being human. From birth 

onward, we experience the loss of people, places, objects, roles, dreams, expectations, and even 

versions of ourselves. Alongside concrete losses are symbolic losses: youth, imagined futures, and 

ideals about how life should be.

Every significant loss involves change, and where there is change, there is grief.

Grief is not limited to death. Bereavement is one expression of a much broader human reality: the 

surrender of what once gave structure, meaning, and predictability to life.

Consider: 

If grief is universal, then pastoral care is always deeply entangled with human loss (not limited to death).

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 What losses have shaped your life story beyond death?
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2.	 Which symbolic losses have you underestimated in your experiences?

WHY STAGE THEORIES FAIL THE BEREAVED

Stage-based models of grief gained popularity because they offered order, clarity, and predictability. 

Kübler-Ross’s five stages (denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance) captured genuine 

emotional experiences, but they unintentionally created a false expectation: that grief follows a linear 

path toward resolution. 

What made these theories attractive was the illusion of control. If grief has stages, then it can be 

managed, timed, measured, and completed. But grief does not cooperate. Research and lived experience 

demonstrate that grief is:

•	 Untidy

•	 Non-linear

•	 Unpredictable

•	 Often lifelong

Even Kübler-Ross later clarified that the stages were never meant to package grief neatly. The problem 

persists not because she was unclear, but because we are deeply uncomfortable with grief’s messiness.

Consider: 

Stage models subtly imply that grief ends. The bereaved or those who have lost something know it 

does not.

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 What anxiety arises in you when grief does not resolve?
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BEREAVEMENT AS A PERMANENTLY CHANGED WORLD

Grief cannot be understood by focusing only on emotional reactions or behaviors. To do so is to 

mistake symptoms for causes. 

Bereavement does not merely upset emotions; it alters the person’s world. The problem is not that 

people are sad, angry, withdrawn, or disoriented. The problem is that:

“My world has changed … and I don’t like it.”

Attempts to “get people back to normal” fail because normal no longer exists. Loss does not create 

a temporary disturbance; it creates a new reality.

Consider: 

Grief reactions are logical responses to an illogical world.

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 When you hear intense grief, what do you want to “fix”?

2.	 What does “normal” mean after irreversible loss?

3.	 How often do you aim for restoration rather than integration?
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BEREAVEMENT AS TEARING, NOT AMPUTATION

The metaphor for amputation suggests something clean, surgical, and controlled. 

Bereavement is not like that. 

The word bereavement comes from reave, to be torn apart. Loss is not the careful removal of something 

unhealthy; it is the violent removal of something essential.

Grief reactions must be understood as symptoms of this tearing. Anger, confusion, despair, repetition, 

and withdrawal, for example, are not dysfunctions to be eliminated but expressions of protest against 

an unwelcome reality.

Consider: 

Grief is not weakness; it is resistance to loss.

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 How does this metaphor change how you recognize grief behaviors?

2.	 Which grief reactions do you unconsciously judge?
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GRIEF AS PROTEST AND MEANING SEEKING

Grief is fundamentally a protest against something we did not want, do not like, and cannot change. 

It expresses the demand: 

“This should not have happened.”

But grief is also a search, not for answers alone, but for meaning. Emotional and behavioral reactions 

are ways people attempt to locate themselves in a world they no longer recognize.

Your task is not to interpret grief, but to walk with someone as they try to understand where they 

now stand.

Consider: 

Listen for meaning beneath emotion.

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 How comfortable are you sitting with meaninglessness?

2.	 Where have you offered explanation instead of companionship?
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CHOICELESS LOSS AND CHOSEN GRIEF

Loss itself is choiceless. Even in cases like suicide, survivors experience profound helplessness. 

Bereavement arrives uninvited and refuses to leave.

Yet grieving involves countless choices:

•	 To engage pain or avoid it

•	 To speak or suppress

•	 To feel or distract

Avoidance often masquerades as coping. Busyness, spirituality, productivity, and stoicism can all 

function as grief avoidance.

Consider: 

Grieving is something we do, not something done to us.

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 What avoidance strategies are common in the culture of our Church?

2.	 How does productivity become a shield?

3.	 How can you invite choice without pressure?
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THE “LIFE SCRIPT” AND THE GRIEF OF UNMET EXPECTATIONS

Every person carries a life script, a narrative of how life should unfold. Loss disrupts the continuity 

of this story.

 

Some losses fit the script. Others shatter it entirely.

When the script is violated, people must either:

•	 Force the loss into old assumptions, or

•	 Rewrite the script to match reality.

Many losses demand rewriting.

Consider: 

Listen for “futures” that were taken away.

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 What assumptions do loss most often destroy?

2.	 How do clichés protect old scripts?

3.	 How do you help people tell the story they didn’t choose?
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IDENTITY AFTER LOSS: RELEARNING THE SELF

Loss does not merely remove someone; it alters who the survivor is. Roles vanish. Identities fracture. 

Faith shifts. The deeper question becomes:

“Who am I now?”

Grief involves relearning the world and the “self” simultaneously.

Consider: 

Identity loss is often more painful than death itself.

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 How often do you ask identity-oriented questions?

2.	 What identity losses do widows, parents, and caregivers carry?

3.	 How does faith survive identity collapse?
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MEANING, FAITH, AND REWRITING BELIEF

Loss forces doctrinal and theological reckoning. Either the experience fits prior beliefs, or beliefs 

must change. Faith that cannot accommodate grief becomes fragile. 

Faith that can hold mystery becomes resilient.

Meaning is not imposed; it is slowly constructed.

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 How do you respond when faith feels undone?

2.	 Do you give more weight to certainty or honesty?

3.	 How can doctrine and theology remain spacious?
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COMMUNITY, NOT JUST COUNSELORS

Modern society has professionalized grief. While counseling has its place, most bereaved people need 

informed, compassionate community.

You can help reclaim this responsibility by modeling presence and equipping others to walk alongside 

grief without fear. You can help to create a community that is able to support the grieving. 

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 How has grief care been outsourced?

2.	 What support systems already exist?

3.	 When is referral necessary, and when is presence enough?
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CONCLUSION

Grief is not a problem to solve, a process to complete, or a weakness to overcome.

It is a human response to a world that has changed forever.

Your calling is not to restore what was lost, but to walk faithfully with souls as they learn how to live 

again in a world they did not choose.

Write a prayer for someone who you know is grieving:
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Content based closely on the work of Dr. Bill Webster. 


