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It felt so surreal. Here I was, a young woman with young boys. I should 
be getting dressed to attend a PTA meeting at the elementary school, or 
preparing to chaperone a field trip. But this Thursday morning as I 
stood and looked in the mirror, the one who looked back at me was 
dressed in black. She was trying to look less exhausted and haggard. She 
wanted to be going anywhere else that day. But the woman who stared 
back at me from inside that mirror, was me. And I was getting dressed 
to attend my own husband’s funeral.  

It really seemed otherworldly at the time. Something I was watching in a 
tear-jerker chick-flick. But it was none of that. It was real. It was my life. 

As I walked through the moments and hours and events of that day, all 
I could think about was getting into bed that night. I wanted my boys to 
survive the day. I wanted to survive the day. I wanted us to all go to bed 
and wake up the next morning with the relief that it had all been 
nothing but a terrible nightmare. 

But the realities of the day became all too clear as a procession of black 
limousines pulled up to a church full of mourners. It was a January day. 
Actually, it was my 15th wedding anniversary. But the sky was clear and 
the sun shone brightly. The air carried a briskness that grabbed the 
breath, but at the same time was refreshing and invigorating. I think 

God knew I could never endure this under the oppressive heat of summer. 

As I put one foot in front of the other throughout that day, I did so without much feeling. There were so 
many people to greet and thank and hug. The line at the cemetery seemed endless and I remember wondering why 
I could no longer feel my feet beneath me.  

Finally it was time to travel back to the church for the customary family meal. I don’t remember what was 
served. I don’t remember if it tasted good. I don’t really even remember if I ate any of it. I felt empty. I didn’t feel 
sad or anxious or depressed. I just didn’t feel. 

Things had been so busy since my husband had died two days earlier. Much of what we did was pre-
planned because he had been sick for so long. But there was still so much to do to prepare. And the people. There 
were always lots of people everywhere. I don’t remember conversations. I don’t remember what people said or 
did. I just remember people. 

After lunch, the processional brought everyone back to my house. I remember getting out of the car and 
going into my house. I stepped in the door and just stood. So many people. So much food. So many flowers. My 
house was a-buzz with activity, but I felt completely and totally alone.  

My seven and nine year old boys were preoccupied at the time with their cousins. I was glad they were 
playing and seemed to be having fun. I have since learned that children often deal with their grief by doing what 
they normally do. I sat on the sofa and heard voices having conversations, but I didn’t follow what anyone was 
saying. It was just noise.  

Exhausted family members and friends began preparing to leave. It had been such a long journey and 
everyone was so tired. My boys were going home with my parents for the weekend. Grandma’s house would be a 
nice distraction. 



As I sat listening to all the voices in the room, I suddenly had an overwhelming need to just get out. I 
needed out of that house. I couldn’t breathe. I had to get out. So I changed clothes and left for the mall. That 
may sound strange, but I longed to do something that a normal 37-year-old woman would do. The only thing I 
could think of that didn’t require energy or other people was to go to the mall. It had been so long since I’d 
done anything that felt normal. So I left. I spent the afternoon at the mall. I spent the evening eating at a 
favorite restaurant alone. I returned home to an empty house. It actually felt good to be alone. 

People who mourn do so in different ways. At that moment, what I needed most was just to do 
something normal. I’m not sure anyone understood, but that was how I was processing my grief in that 
moment. As I read Jesus words, “blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted,” I am reminded of that very 
real experience and how the comfort of God so overwhelmed me that day. 

 

Understanding  the Stages of Grief 

Grief is not something that is quickly healed. Depending 
on the depth and source of the grief, you may continue to 
experience some level of grief for a longer period of time.  

Psychologists have defined seven stages of grief that 
everyone will likely cycle through. Those stages include unbelief, 
denial, anger, depression, guilt, bargaining, and acceptance. While 
there are variations and different words used to describe the 
stages among some psychologists, these are the most widely 
accepted. Grief is not an exact science. It is an emotional and 
physiological process we experience in order to find healing and 
acceptance after a loss. The stages do not necessarily occur in a 
certain order, they may vary in duration from stage-to-stage and 
may vary in intensity.  

Sometimes the one experiencing grief can get “stuck” in a 
stage. Awareness of this is important in learning how to move 
forward. While other people may try to define your grieving 
process, you need to trust yourself in the grief. However, if you 
think you may be stuck, consider confiding in a trusted friend or 
family member, pastor or professional counselor or life coach to 
help you see your grief in the light of healing. Remember, the 
purpose of grief is to help you heal.  

I liken the grief process to living in a wheel. While the loss is fresh, the wheel is very large and turns 
very slowly. Grief consumes you and it feels as though you will never move beyond where you are in this 
moment. As time passes and you learn to experience comfort in the grief, the wheel becomes smaller and 
begins to move more quickly.  

As you consider your own experience with grief, perhaps reading through the stages and how they 
manifest will help you identify your own journey. Keep focused on the grief as a process. Also remember that 
the stages are necessary to help you achieve healing. Trust the process and the timing. Your grief is individual. 
Who you are. How you process. And the loss you have experienced.  

 



Disbelief 

This stage usually occurs early in the grief 
process. Disbelief involves the rational mind trying to 
process what seems completely unreal. The medical 
diagnosis cannot be right. There must be something 
less serious that is causing the symptoms. The accident 
victim has somehow been misidentified and isn’t your 
relative after all. Your boss really didn’t mean that you 
are losing your job. There could not have been a fire 
that has claimed your home. There must be a mistake. 

Disbelief is how our mind responds when the 
thing we think could never happen to us, does happen 
to us. Our rational mind is unable to make sense out of 
it.  

Sometimes disbelief is also described as shock or numbness. Your thoughts don’t make sense. You are 
processing what you hear, but it doesn’t seem like a reality. Sometimes onlookers don’t understand this stage. 
People who are in this stage of grief may appear un-phased by the tragedy or loss. But in reality, they have not 
been able to fully grasp the reality of the loss. They are numb. Simply going through the motions.” 

Psychologists would tell us that this stage allows us to do necessary tasks in the face of loss. Planning a 
funeral service for a loved one who has died suddenly is impossible in light of the event of loss, yet we are 
able to function and accomplish the task. 

 

Denial 

There is a fine line between the stages of disbelief and denial. If the loss is unexpected, the stage of 
denial can be longer. While your mind knows the person is gone, you seem to live expecting the person to 
return. Your mind knows that death has taken your loved one, but you sometimes find yourself expecting 
them to walk through the door.  

 

Anger 

This stage is an expression of anger at the loss. The recipient of the anger, however, can vary. Anger 
can even be turned inward. It may feel inappropriate to express your anger at another, or you may not know 
where to “vent” your anger, so you may turn it inward. Sometimes self-destructive behavior is a symptom of 
internalized anger.  

Anger can also be aimed at another. Even in death, there can be anger at the one who died. 
Sometimes anger might explode out of situations where the missing loved one would have handled a 
circumstance.   

Anger can sometimes be the most difficult stage to deal with. Anger in itself is a necessary expression 
of life. Paul, in his letter to the Ephesians, says it like this: “In your anger do not sin. Do not let the sun go down 
while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold.” (Ephesians 4:26-27). Anger is an inevitable part of life. 



 Even Jesus expressed anger when He overturned the tables of the moneychangers in the Temple. 
But Paul exhorts us to manage our anger in such a way that we don’t sin. Anger can be expressed in very 
hurtful, damaging ways, both verbally and physically. However, there are also positive outlets to express 
anger.  

There is great wisdom in “the countdown” some people exercise in their anger. Words are like 
toothpaste. Once out of the tube, it can never be put back in. Same with words. Once expressed, the 
damage they do cannot be undone. As the proverbial saying goes, “you can’t un-ring the bell.”  

Anger can also be expressed in a way that is physically harmful. A bloody nose at the other end of an 
angry fist may come to mind. But also anger unexpressed and turned inward can manifest itself in self-
destructive or careless behavior. I once had a friend who said, “You don’t want an angry 16-year-old behind 
the wheel of a car.” Anger can alter our ability to make rational decisions and choices and can also numb our 
ability to make careful decisions.  

 

Guilt 

Guilt is the stage where grief asks if you were somehow to blame for what happened. Perhaps there 
is guilt because it might somehow be my fault that the loss occurred. If I had insisted that my spouse visit 
the doctor sooner, the disease could have been diagnosed and treated earlier with a different outcome.  

Although spiritual guilt can be a 
stumbling block, guilt in a loss can be a 
beginning to healing. Perhaps you could 
have done something differently. In 
death, this stage may lead you to a point 
of realization that you did, in fact, do all 
you knew to do in order to help your 
loved one survive. Perhaps you lost a 
loved one in an automobile accident that 
occurred because they were running an 
errand for you. Guilt will certainly take 
you to the point of “if only.” This is good 
place to pause and consider what God’s 
Word has to say about processing past 
events.  

The Apostle Paul spends a fair bit of ink telling the recipients of his letters to beware of worry. 
While worry may not seem like a relative of guilt, I think they make nice cousins. Worry is a divided state of 
mind. It is allowing yourself to live in bondage to what could happen in the future at the expense of the 
experiences of today’s journey. While worry is bondage to the future, guilt is bondage to the past. Worrying 
about tomorrow does absolutely nothing to prevent the occurrence of the objects of your worry. In the 
same way, guilt over the past does nothing to change what is behind you. Both of these views do nothing 
but rob you of the joy and peace God desires that you experience today.  

In Philippians 3:13-14, Paul reminds the Philippians that God has something ahead for them. God 
has a plan and purpose for you as well. What the enemy would love to do, is to keep you buried in guilt so 
you can’t see the future God has for you.  



Let this stage of grief be a springboard to 
take you out of the “if only’s” and spur you on 
toward what God has for you and your future. Take 
ownership of the things that you would have liked 
to have done differently. Release those things to 
God. Allow Him to forgive you and help you see 
His hand of redemption. This is the beginning of 
overcoming the hurdle of guilt. Recognize that this 
can be a true turning point in your healing process. 

 

Depression 

This stage of grief must be handled carefully. It is important to make a very real distinction when 
using the word depression. Depression resulting from a loss is often referred to as situational depression. 
On the other hand, clinical depression is independent of circumstances and is largely physiological in 
nature. If you are suffering from clinical depression that does not go away, please seek professional help 
from a trusted psychiatrist or psychologist. 

However, if your depression is a result of loss, it is transient and is a normal stage in the grief 
process. Depression as a stage of grief generally occurs once the reality of the loss has fully set in. The 
realization that the person is truly gone and will not return brings deep sadness and longing. The 
depression may be the result of the realization that the family you had so cherished, will never be the 
same. The dreams you had for your family will not look like you had always imagined. You may be 
grieving the loss of security. You may be grieving the loss of what you have always known as “normal.”  

In the grief process, depression may actually be a positive turn for you. Realizing the truth of your 
loss may be the beginning of acceptance. Once you have fully given in to the reality of the loss, you can 

begin to recover. How you process your depression is 
also important.  

Simply giving in to the sadness that makes you want to 
stay in bed may be briefly necessary, but over the long 
term will prevent you from moving forward in your 
healing. Processing your feelings is important in 
depression. Many people find healing through keeping 
a journal. Even children can keep a journal. Journals 
don’t have to be written documents. Younger 
children, or children who wish to express themselves 
without many words might find comfort in drawing or 
painting their feelings.  

If you are helping children through this stage, you can aid their progress by helping them identify 
feelings they might not be able to verbally identify. As they are willing to share their journals or pictures, 
you can ask questions that will help you understand what they are feeling. Children sometimes do not have 
a full vocabulary for their feelings. You can help them understand what they are feeling based on what you 
observe in their drawing or writing. See this stage as an opportunity for you to grow as a family by 
processing openly and honestly. 



The goal is to provide an opportunity for everyone to process their feelings. Understanding 
and identifying feelings provides opportunity to process them. It is easy to get stuck in depression. 
Providing a safe place for family members to process their feelings will help keep the healing process 
moving forward. 

 

Bargaining 

There is a phrase in the military that refers to “foxhole confessions.” The idea is that when a 
soldier is in a foxhole with bullets flying overhead and bombs exploding all around, he is faced quite 
boldly with his own mortality. I often wonder how many soldiers surrender to the ministry while in a 
foxhole. When death seems imminent, we can begin to make deals with God. Africa would likely be 
overrun with missionaries if everyone who bargained with God in a moment of desperation actually 
followed through on the deal. 

Lest we think such bargaining is only a current phenomenon, let me take you to a story in the 
Bible where a great King bargained with God. King Hezekiah was a King of Judah. He was one of 
the few Kings who followed God and was considered a good king. The story of King Hezekiah tells 

us that he did what was right in the eyes 
of the Lord (2 Kings 18:3) and he trusted 
in the Lord, the God of Israel (2 Kings 
18:5). In time however, we find that the 
good King had fallen ill.  

Hezekiah did not want to die. He 
bargained with God to let him live. When 
we have lost someone, we may feel the 
same desire to bargain with God. 
Bargaining can happen in the midst of 
losing someone. If you are experiencing 
the illness of a loved one, you may bargain 
with God to extend their life.  

Bargaining is an attempt to change the 
outcome. You may have tried to bargain with God during this stage of grief. In grief, the outcome of 
the situation has already been secured. Death has ended a relationship. You may see bargaining as an 
attempt to control. Everything may feel out-of-control, and bargaining with God, or even with 
yourself, may feel like regaining some control.  

 

Acceptance 

This is the goal of the grief process. Once the feelings have come full circle, there is a time 
when you accept the loss. You are then able to move forward with your life without the person who 
is absent. Understand that acceptance is not denial that the person existed or was part of your life. It 
is, however, the freedom to move on with your life without that person being a part of it. Helping 
children especially to know that acceptance does not require that they forget the person or deny the 
relationship even though things are different now. It is more a matter of reframing how the 
relationship is expressed.  



Knowing the stages of grief, and understanding that these feelings and experiences are normal 
may help you move forward. The stages may reappear at times. Don’t be surprised if, during a season 
change in the life of one of your family members that a return to one or more of the stages will occur. 
A child who has lost a parent may experience one or more of the stages even after years have passed. 
Sometime children re-process their loss when they graduate from high school or when they get married 
or have a child. Realizing that grief is a process and not a goal, will help everyone in the family in their 
ability to empathize.  

So wherever you are in the grief process, you can be confident that you do not grieve as one 
who has no hope. You have a Comforter who is ever-present providing hope and healing. So how can 
you manage your own emotions as you grieve? Here are a few practical suggestions. 

Talk to God. Be open and honest with 
Him. Discuss your feelings with Him as if He 
were a cherished friend. He can hear your 
anger or pain. He understands your grief. And 
He can help you through it. He knew before 
you did about what would happen to you.  

God has gone before you and He goes 
behind you. “You hem me in – behind and 
before; you have laid your hand upon me” 
Psalm 139:5. Nothing surprises God. He 
knew before the foundation of the world that 
you would be exactly where you are at this 
moment. But better still, He has made a 
provision for you, where you are at this moment. He has everything you need. He has prepared the 
path ahead of you, and He’s got your back. You don’t have to endure this alone. He is with you every 
step. 

Keep a journal. Sometimes it’s difficult to follow your own progress. It’s a bit like gaining 
weight. While I see myself every day, I may not notice as the pounds pile on. But when I see someone I 
haven’t seen in a while, their words may not tell me I’ve put on weight, but their face sure does. In the 
midst of your grief, you may not see progress. But progress is happening. By keeping a journal, you 
have a snapshot of where you have been. You may be pleasantly surprised at how far you’ve come. 

Writing down your thoughts and feelings is a 
good way to map your progress. It will also help 
keep you on track. Conversely, it will likely be a 
good indicator if you are stuck or digressing.  

Do one thing every day that makes you 
happy. In the midst of your grief, you may 
believe that there will never again be anything 
that will bring you joy. Try to spend some of 
your energy every day doing something that you 
enjoy. It may be something as simple as 
enjoying a cup of coffee on your back patio in 
the morning. But find something each day that 
will remind you that life is continuing, and you 



can find joy in the midst of your pain. Realize that this kind of self-care is important and is not a selfish 
behavior. It may be just what you need to get through another day. 

Remind yourself that nothing lasts forever. The pain you are experiencing today will 
eventually fade. In the early days of grief you may believe you will never, ever feel good again. But you 
will. I remember vividly the day I heard the birds singing again. I knew they had been there all along, 
singing their little beaks off. But I had not heard them in the tomb of my grief. Then, there was that day, 
when I walked outside and there they were. Singing. And I actually heard them. In that moment I shed 
tears of gratitude instead of pain.  

Let yourself feel. People have a way of trying to help you through your grief from the outside. 
The trouble is, they are on the outside. They 
really don’t know what’s best for you. Only you 
know what’s best for you. People will likely give 
you lots of advice. They have good intentions 
because they don’t want to see you hurt. They 
love you and want to help you. But sometimes 
they share advice that is not helpful. They want 
you to hurry through your grief. They tell you 
that it is time for you to get out. They suggest a 
variety of activities. You will feel better if you’ll 
get involved in, well, you fill in the blank. They 
want to stop your tears. They don’t want you to 
talk about your loss. They don’t understand how 
you can laugh sometimes when you remember 
your loss. But it is your grief. Let the feelings come and then let them go. Trust yourself to move through 
your feelings at the pace that feels best for you. 

Help others. It is easy to become so deeply entrenched in your own grief, that you lose sight of 
others. When the Pharisees asked Jesus about the greatest commandment, He replied that loving God is 
the first and greatest commandment. But He quickly added that the second greatest commandment is 
that we love others as we love ourselves. If you really want to begin to experience healing and hope, reach 
out and help someone else. It doesn’t have to be big or difficult. But simply helping someone else will 
bring a new perspective, and move the focus off of you for a while. 

Give yourself the freedom to say no. It takes a tremendous amount of energy to grieve. After I 
lost my husband, a friend sent me an article on grief that gave a statistic that surprised me. In the article, 
the author said that it takes 86% of our energy just to grieve. I don’t know exactly where and how that 
statistic originated. It may not even be accurate, but I know it helped me understand why I had such a 
hard time getting even the simplest task completed. If the stat is true, that means you only have 14% of 
your energy left to do everything else your life demands. For me, it included working, taking care of my 
boys who were hurting, keeping the house and the yard done, grocery shopping and cooking, laundry, bill 
paying, car servicing and home maintenance. I never realized how much easier life was with two adults 
working together.  

Realizing that you don’t have 100% of your energy to focus on the tasks of daily life gives you 
permission to choose carefully what you do with the energy you do have. I have a friend who reminds me 
often that there is a period at the end of the word “no.” Not a comma, but a period. That means, when 
you need to say no to something or someone, it can just be no. Period. No explanation is necessary. It’s 
just no. 



I hope this resource will help you feel equipped and empowered to work through any 
unfinished grief in you or your family. All of life is a process and we never actually arrive. I do believe 
that God is so much more interested in our daily journey than He is in any kind of an overall 
outcome. Once we become His, He begins the process of preparing us for eternity.  

Allow Him to become your source of strength and hope as you journey the road of grief. 
Remember that grief is the tool He uses to help you heal. Give yourself time and space to process. 
Psalm 23 is a familiar scripture passage that many quote when dealing with the death of someone we 
love and cherish. One of my favorite lines in the Psalm says, “though we walk through the valley of 
the shadow of death, I will not fear for You are with me. Your rod and staff will comfort me.”  

Great encouragement in that short verse. We walk through the valley … we don’t stand or sit or 
remain. We keep moving through the valley. And the death we experience in that valley isn’t even the 
full-force of death. What we experience is merely a shadow of death. Jesus has already defeated death 
on the cross. He has taken away the sting of death and provides a way for us to overcome. For those 
of us who have chosen to accept Christ’s gift of life, death is no longer a reality. Though our physical 
bodies wear out and die, our spirit, the part of us carrying the essence of our being, simply steps from 
the earthly into the eternal. The death we experience today is merely a shadow.  

And finally, we can find hope in knowing that we don’t have to fear death. Our Good 
Shepherd is protecting us with His rod and providing for us with His staff. He has all the comfort we 
need in the midst of life’s most difficult seasons. I pray that you might find His hope, healing and 
comfort as you walk through the valley of the shadow of death.  

“I tell you the truth, those who listen to my message and believe in God who sent me have 
eternal life. They will never be condemned for their sins, but they have already passed from 

death into life.”  

John 5:24 (NLT) 
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