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Grief is a normal and individualistic

response to loss or anticipated loss. The

grieving process, while highly complex,

helps us adapt to the changes

accompanying that loss. The sense of loss

associated with death can be very profound

and impactful. While we may generalize

about the trends and patterns in the

grieving process, each person’s experience

is unique. Our role is first to understand the

grief and loss process and then to provide

compassionate support to those who are

experiencing it.

Once a loved one has died, the

bereavement process begins and is a

uniquely individual experience for all those

involved. Within the same family, members

may respond to death differently.

Bereavement is an important time of

transition, encompassing many responses

including the wide range of emotions

identified with grief and the ways that we

choose to live our lives following significant

change. While respecting the individual

experience, knowing about potential

reactions and patterns of behavior may

be helpful. With death, the role moves to

family and friends during their period of

bereavement. During this time, the

community is often drawn more to

supporting a family during bereavement.

WHAT IS
GRIEF &
LOSS

The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit.

My flesh and my heart faileth: but God is the strength of my heart, and my portion

forever. 
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Psalm 73:26

 Psalm 34:18

GRIEF & LOSS BEREAVEMENT



We can look at Kubler-Ross’ stages of grief

reactions as another way to try to

understand some dimensions of spiritual

struggle and growth. These stages are:

Denial: The individual refuses to believe

that the loss is happening. Serves as a buffer

in helping them mobilize defenses to cope

with the situation.

Anger: The individual resists the loss. Anger

is often directed at family and health care

providers.

Bargaining: The individual attempts to

postpone the reality of the loss. Serves as a

plea for an extension of life or the chance to

“make everything right”.

Depression: The individual realizes the full

impact of the loss. Serves as the preparation

for the impending loss by working through

the struggle of separation.

Acceptance: The individual comes to terms

with the loss. Serves as a form of

detachment exemplified by a void of

emotion or Interest in worldly activities.

There are many theories on the process of grief; however, we all go through

similar phases, thoughts and feelings. Each loss is different and unique – you

may not experience all the phases for each loss, nor will you go through them in

the same order or for the same length of time. No two deaths are the same 

and no two relationships are the same. Grief around the deaths of friends or

loved ones can be similar, but it is different each and every time.
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GRIEF REACTION AND
SPIRITUAL STRUGGLE

THEORIES ON GRIEVING

Source: Shelley Yeager, “Lecture Notes on Loss, Grief,
Death and Dying and Mission Hospice Society

Not everyone experiences all these stages.

People experience the different stages in

their own way and order, often jumping from

one “stage” to another and back and forth

rather than in a smooth forward journey

from “1.” to “5.”

When people are working through these

reactions to loss, there is often a great deal

of spiritual suffering. It is important that we

don’t try and take the suffering away by

trying to impose our own spiritual solutions

onto their spiritual struggles.

Each person needs to come to terms with

their own losses in their own way. We’re

there to walk with them in that journey, not

to tell them what to think, feel or believe.



increasing faith/religious connections,

reviewing your own priorities goals and

beliefs, abandoning spiritual practices,

taking up new spiritual practices.

What gets in the way of healthy grieving?

Getting stuck in one phase or feeling. Not

wanting to appear weak. Believing in the

myth that you should be able to just get over

it. Societal attitudes. Well-meaning others

who say unhelpful things. Not letting

yourself cry. Not acknowledging certain

thoughts or feelings. Not allowing yourself

to go through the process. Trying to be

tough or strong for others and thereby

denying your own needs. Drug and alcohol

misuse. Unresolved past grief. Unresolved

past grief – deaths, moves, divorces, cultural

losses, etc. 
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GRIEF REACTIONS

1. Physical reactions:

Tightness or lump in throat or chest,

shortness of breath, tendency to sigh,

hollowness/emptiness/discomfort/pain in

the abdomen, aching arms, dry mouth, over

sensitivity to noise, a sense of

depersonalization, muscle weakness, loss of

coordination, lack of energy, loss of sleep

or appetite, over-sleeping or eating, shaking,

tremor, inability to concentrate, feeling

heavy or weighted down.

2. Emotional reactions:

Feelings of loneliness, anger, guilt, fear,

depression, isolation, sadness, yearning,

inability to feel good or happy, feeling

disorganized or confused, crying.

3. Psychological and social reactions:

A desire to withdraw from others, a desire to

talk about your relationship with the

deceased, a desire to tell stories about the

deceased, feeling like the person is in the

room, having dreams of the person,

hearing the person’s voice or thinking you

see them, not wanting to burden others,

difficulty with interpersonal relationships,

avoiding people places and things that are

reminders of the deceased.

4. Spiritual reactions:

Losing or decreasing faith/religious

connections, searching for answers to and

meaning in life, searching for meaning in

death or for what happens after death, 

Grief can show itself in many different ways. One may experience one or more of

the following symptoms…or none of them. This list is not meant to be a complete

one.

Courtesy: Prince George Hospice Society
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WAYS TO BE CARING

Express your sympathy: If you’ve ever

wondered whether you should reach out to

someone with condolences, just do it! Even

if you’re not close, don’t be afraid to bring it

up. Your support will be appreciated, even if

silently.

Listen: Many people are afraid to talk about

someone who has died for fear of bringing

up painful memories. In reality, most people

want to talk about their love one—or even

just to hear their name spoken aloud. If

you’re uncertain, you can ask if they’d like to

talk about it. Then just listen. You can also

offer a prayer.

Check in: Don’t avoid a grieving person for

fear of intruding. Call, text, or stop by to see

how they are—if it’s a bad time, they’ll let

you know. Many people who are grieving

lack the energy to make plans or reach out

for help, even when they need it, so your call

could come at just the right time.

Tend to basic needs: Another way to help is

to offer to run errands or take care of some

of life’s basic chores. Making a meal is a

time-honored gift, but you could also call to

say you’re swinging by the grocery store

and could pick up anything they need, or

something similar. Daily tasks can feel

overwhelming at first, so these kindnesses

are essential.

Understand that a person grieving needs to

follow their own journey in their own way

and express their feelings in their own way.

Ask the grieving person what they need,

and regularly remind them that you’re there

for support if they aren’t ready to talk with

others yet. Remember to offer practical help. 

Talk about the loss. It’s common to avoid

the topic and focus on a loved one’s

feelings instead, but many people find

sharing thoughts, memories, and stories

helpful or comforting.

Remember that grief may be bigger than

the loss. For example, someone who loses a

partner may also experience a lot of fear or

stress around financial security and other

important matters.

Include grieving person in social activities.

Even if they often decline, it’s important to

show that they are still an important member

of your community.

Help grieving person to connect with

support services if they experience a lot of

difficulties.

Take care of your own well-being and seek

extra help for yourself if you need it.

Understanding how grief manifests itself should help prepare you for what you

may see when you reach out to a person who has suffered a loss. It’s important to

remember that there’s no right way to grieve. Even though grief is different for

each person, there are still several things that are universally helpful.

What Not to Say

Sometimes when we want to help, we can

end up saying the wrong thing. Try to avoid

saying thing’s like it’s part of God’s plan or

everything happens for a reason. Though

faith may offer clarity for you right now, the

grieving person may not be ready for that

level of acceptance—and that’s okay.



Grief is something that we often think of as

lying-in wait in the aftermath of tragedy.

That is, after all, when it’s most visible to the

bystander: in the days following a death in

the family, or surrounding an

inexplicable accident. But grief doesn’t

follow a specific timeline, and there’s just no

way to predict when someone will feel ready

to re-enter life as they used to know it — or if

that will ever be possible.

For many people, grieving takes on a life of

its own, and closure is something that may

never come. Grieving people need support,

and they may need help for many months or

even years after their initial loss. A strong

church community can be a huge help in

this regard, especially when church leaders

take a thoughtful approach to developing

communities and support networks that are

ready to catch someone falling headlong

into woe. There are several ways to create

spaces for healing for community members

with different needs:

Many people will seek out their pastor for

grief counseling following the death of a

loved one, and ministers are often the first

person turned to for guidance as they help

the bereaved plan a funeral.

Consider how others in your congregation

might also provide one-to-one care through

programs like the Stephen Ministries.
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CHURCH COMMUNITY
ROLE

CHURCH'S ROLE

While active church members may come to

you, people who don’t attend regularly may

not. Establish ways to reach out to bereaved

members to offer condolences and to listen.

You may wish to use several methods of

contact, whether via email, a personal note,

or a home visit.

In the weeks that follow a loss, many people

feel suddenly stranded with their grief: the

rest of the world seems to have moved on,

but the bereaved still struggle with strong 

SMALL GROUP SUPPORT

ONE-ON-ONE SUPPORT

emotions. This is typically when support

groups are helpful, so people can talk to

others who are grieving and enjoy a non-

judgmental place to compare notes and

simply express their feelings of sadness

openly. 

https://grief.com/the-five-stages-of-grief/
https://www.stephenministries.org/default.cfm


SUPPORT GROUPS
There are several ways to create a support group. Each congregation’s needs will

be different:

General Grief Support: This group is open

to all and defines grief broadly. It may

include members who have lost loved ones

to death or to more nebulous causes such

as addiction, mental illness, or Alzheimer’s. A

general group may have revolving

membership as people drop in and out over

time. 

Specific Grief Support: These smaller

groups are made of members who share a

specific type of loss. They can be helpful for

long-term support networks of people with

similar issues who enjoy building a

community of like-minded neighbors.

Grief Education: These groups involve faith

content, or perhaps a psychology,

sociology, or church curriculum that seeks

to guide members to a deeper

understanding of their own grief and

recovery.

While the previous two groups need a

facilitator, this group requires a leader who

will function as a teacher and guide.

Next, consider who in your community

could help facilitate support groups. 

Will church leadership take on this role

alone, or are there willing mental health

professionals or caring volunteers who can

assist? Where will you host meetings, and

how will you get the word out to those who

could benefit?

Finally, one of the best ways to find out what

your community needs is simply to ask. As

you reach out to someone in grief, it’s

worthwhile to ask what they would find

helpful to inform your ongoing development

of grief support in your church. Groups will

likely change over time, and some may

disband while others last for years. Stay

engaged and responsive to your

community’s needs, and you can

provide much-needed help through the

darkest times. 
Courtesy: Sparkhouse

ASSESSING YOUR
CONGREGATION’S NEEDS

To provide the most useful support for your

church community, it’s important to

understand what your congregation needs.

Gather a team to consider your population:

Are they older and possibly widowed?

Has there been a tragedy that recently

affected a wide swath of your membership?

Does your community struggle with

addiction? 
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RESOURCES
What does dying well mean to you? 

 John Swinton https://youtu.be/x-tQAj8Kxq0

Every Death Entails Resurrection- Brian

McLaren https://youtu.be/6mwPvbayl84

Helping Yourself Heal When Someone

Dies - Dr. Alan D. Wolfelt

https://youtu.be/eHS0yF2EfLY

What To Do When Tragedy Impacts Your

Family Part 1

https://youtu.be/6p2WPoJOD7k

What To Do When Tragedy Impacts Your

Family Part 2

https://youtu.be/la00y4wLIzw

VIDEOS

ORA Loss & Living Program

https://oramontreal.org

PROGRAMS/TRAINING

David Kessler

https://www.davidkesslertraining.com ›

Certification

Understanding Grief - David Kessler

Healing the Five Areas of Grief

Children's grief and bereavement certificate

program https://sickkidscmh.ca › Courses

GRIEF EDUCATOR
CERTIFICATION 

WEBINARS

Let’s Talk About Grief: Canadian Virtual

Hospice

https://www.virtualhospice.ca/learninghub#

gallery-9

Everybody Grieves: Canadian Hospice

Palliative Care Association

https://youtu.be/XFJaFTGVmxk

INTERVIEWS

ARTICLES

Becoming a Bereavement

Friendly Church - Loss and

Hope

lossandhope.org

BOOKS

Turn My Mourning into

Dancing

Henri J.M. Nouwen

In Memoriam

Henri J. M. Nouwen

Good Grief: A Companion

for Every Loss

Granger E Westberg

Trusting God through

Tears

Jehu Thomas Burton

A Grief Observed

C.S. Lewis

Grief support groups

Grieving.com

GriefShare
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https://youtu.be/x-tQAj8Kxq0
https://youtu.be/6mwPvbayl84
https://youtu.be/eHS0yF2EfLY
https://youtu.be/6p2WPoJOD7k
https://youtu.be/la00y4wLIzw
https://oramontreal.org/
https://www.davidkesslertraining.com/
https://sickkidscmh.ca/
https://www.virtualhospice.ca/learninghub#gallery-9
https://youtu.be/XFJaFTGVmxk
http://lossandhope.org/


RESOURCES
COURSES & TRAINING

LGrief Course - EK Lutheran Parish

https://eklutheran.ca

Faith and Grief

https://sanctuarymentalhealth.org

Death, Dying and Grief Certificate

https://www.tyndale.ca

Certificate Grief and Bereavement Studies

https://www.virtualhospice.ca

RESOURCES FOR COPING
WITH GRIEF

CAMH: Loss, Grief and Healing  

MyGrief.ca Canadian Virtual Hospice

Canadian Mental Health Association –

Grieving 

Hospice Palliative Care Ontario

Bereaved Families of Ontario

In you, O LORD, I have taken refuge; let me never be put to shame; deliver me in

your righteousness. Turn your ear to me, come quickly to my rescue; be my rock

of refuge, a strong fortress to save me. Since you are my rock and my fortress, for

the sake of your name lead and guide me
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Psalm 31

https://eklutheran.ca/
https://sanctuarymentalhealth.org/
https://www.tyndale.ca/
https://www.virtualhospice.ca/


Begin with participants introducing

themselves and what they hope to get out of

this discussion about Grief & Loss. (15 min.)
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INTRODUCTION

DISCUSSION
Guide

Begin with a short prayer and read one of

the scripture passages included in this

booklet. Ask participants to share how the

scripture reading has relevance to persons

dealing with Grief & Loss (10 min.)

SCRIPTURE READING

Show the video presentation Let's Talk Grief

and break participants into small groups. 

 Have them discuss aspects of acute and

prolonged grief and ways to support

affected families. (25 min.)

VIDEO PRESENTATION

Bring the discussion to a close with a

reading of another scripture passage and a

prayer for all those dealing with Grief & Loss

and the families and caregivers that support

them. (5 min.)

CLOSING

Have participants complete the Alive & Well

Evaluation included in this booklet. (5 min.)

EVALUATION
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EVALUATION

Hand out copies of this evaluation and have participants complete and

return to discussion leader. Note: Scale 1 low, and 5 High: ( 1 2, 3, 4, 5, )

EVALUATION

Did this talk improve your understanding of what grief is and how it

impacts people?  ( 1 2, 3, 4, 5, )

Did the talk increase your awareness of prolonged grief disorder and

common symptoms?  ( 1 2, 3, 4, 5, )

Do you have a better understanding of ways to care for people dealing

with grief and bereavement?  ( 1 2, 3, 4, 5, )

Do you feel more aware of how a church community can support

families dealing with grief?  ( 1 2, 3, 4, 5, )

Do you have a better understanding of how to assess and create

appropriate grief support groups for church community members? 

 ( 1 2, 3, 4, 5, )

How well did this talk meet your expectations? ( 1 2, 3, 4, 5, )



 


