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“CHRISTIANS AND HEATHY GRIEF, I”
Psalm 23:1-4
The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want.

He makes me lie down in green pastures, 
       he leads me beside quiet waters,

He restores my soul. 
       He guides me in paths of righteousness 
       for his name's sake.

Even though I walk 
       through the valley of the shadow of death, 
       I will fear no evil, 
       for you are with me; 
       your rod and your staff, 
       they comfort me.

John 11:33-36

Jesus Has Gotten Word that Lazarus Has Died
When Jesus saw Lazarus’ sister Mary weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. "Where have you laid him?" he asked. 
      "Come and see, Lord," they replied.  Jesus wept.   Then the Jews said, "See how he loved him!" 

I.
EXPRESSION OF HONEST FEELINGS AND EMOTIONS IS NECESSARY
I think most of you know that internalizing the natural human emotions after the death of a loved one is generally harmful rather than helpful.  As I’ve said so many times, we’re not spiritual robots; God didn’t make us that way.  We’re human beings; we have feelings and emotions that are going to come out at difficult times in our lives and certainly at the loss of a loved one.

Without question one of the most poignant scenes in all the Gospels is the one where Jesus gets word that his close friend, Lazarus, the brother to Mary and Martha, is deeply sick.  By the time Jesus gets there, some four days later, Lazarus has died.  In what most Christians have come to know as the shortest verse in the Bible, the Gospel of John says, “Jesus wept.”  Even Jesus was not this staunch spiritual robot when he learned that his good friend had died.  He broke down and cried.  And my guess is that he cried at a deep emotional and visible level.  Obviously, he didn’t cry in private; he cried in public.

What, then, are some of the emotions that we can expect to feel and even need to express at the loss of a loved one?
· Obviously, deep sadness and sorrow; even ongoing spells of crying from time to time
· Anger; anger at God, anger at the loved one who has died, anger at doctors whom we feel may not have done enough, etc.

· Regret; struggling with things we should have done or should have said while the person was still alive

· Guilt; that we didn’t do our part to help the person  

· Apathy, listlessness; feeling like you don’t have the energy to go about daily life

These are honest, human feelings and emotions and can be experienced by the best and most 

faithful of us during times of real grief.  Our mental, emotional, and spiritual well-being, even our physical well-being, is not served by ignoring such feelings and emotions or internalizing them and not dealing with them.  At such times we need to find someone with whom we can be totally honest and who will not condemn us and share with that person how we’re feeling and what we’re thinking.

Clearly we should not condemn ourselves for having these feelings; God certainly doesn’t.

II.

GOD CAN HANDLE OUR TOUGH QUESTIONS AND DOUBTS

I’m sure by now you’ve heard about the new book that has come out about Mother Teresa.  It’s titled, Mother Teresa:  Come By My Light.”  There obviously have been many books about Mother Teresa but what makes this book so compelling is that it is a compilation of letters which Mother Teresa wrote over several decades from Calcutta to Rome, to her confessors and superiors.  In the letters, remarkably, we find that Mother Teresa at times greatly struggled with her relationship with God, experienced the dark night of the soul, found herself wondering if God really cared about her.  In a telling quote one Archbishop in the Catholic Church said the letters show that Mother Teresa was “both holy and human.”  The Catholic Church itself said that nothing in the letters would inhibit her status of sainthood; in fact, as with so many of the saints, it reveals her humanity.


Here are some of the things which Mother Teresa wrote:
· "I am told God lives in me -- and yet the reality of darkness and coldness and emptiness is so great that nothing touches my soul," she wrote in one of the letters. 
· In another letter she said, "Where I try to raise my thoughts to heaven, there is such convicting emptiness that those very thoughts return like sharp knives and hurt my very soul. Love -- the word -- it brings nothing," 
· And. In yet another letter she wrote:  "In my soul, I can't tell you how dark it is, how painful, how terrible -- I feel like refusing God." 

Remarkable, huh?  


Well, if mother Teresa can struggle with honest questions and doubts so can you and so can I.

Some of the burning questions which I one might feel and/or express during the time of loss, especially if a premature death or a tragic loss, are: 
· Why did this have to happen?

· Why didn’t God intervene?

· Why didn’t my prayers matter?

· I just don’t feel close to God now.

· This has hit me hard and I don’t know if God is as real as I thought He was.
God is not offended by our honest questions and doubts.  He understands them.  He knows
that we’re human beings.  God doesn’t condemn you for these thoughts and feelings and neither should you condemn yourself.

III.

THERE IS NO SET TIMELINE FOR HEALTHY GRIEF

Perhaps one of the most difficult aspects of this journey called grief is how long one can grieve the loss of a loved one and still be considered to be experiencing healthy grief.  Well, friends, as I think you know there is no timetable which fits every person and every situation.  Every person is differenct and every loss is different.  One thinker says this quite well:

 “We should not impose a timetable upon anyone.  Some people a year or two, while others may take less time.  A lot depends on the circumstances of the loss.  Holidays, anniversaries, and birthdays can trigger grief, especially the first year.”  [Cbn.com, “Living Through Grief”]

Naturally, then, one of the worst things that can happen is for a person to feel like he or she has to get over the loss, stop expressing emotions, get back to life as usual in a certain amount of time.  Can grief go on too long?  Do some persons unfortunately allow their grief, their sense of loss to affect them longer than it probably should?  Of course!  There is such a thing as extended grief.  But, folks, we have to be very careful here.  None of us know what the proper timeline is for any given human being.  Unless we’ve walked exactly in the shoes of another person, we cannot presume to map out for him or her a healthy timeline.  Unintentionally, sometimes well-meaning folks push someone who is grieving to get over their grief sooner than they can or should.

Another Christian thinker has a helpful word here:

At a time of loss few things are more significant in our lives than those friends and family who step forward to help us in our time of deep sorrow and pain.  None of us can handle such difficult times in our lives without the help and support of others.  Sadly, however, sometimes well-meaning friends or family believe one should recover more quickly than may be possible.  Statements, even when meant in love, like “You’ve got to move on” or “Don’t you think you should be handling things better by this time?” do little to help a person along the grief journey.  As long as the person can basically function and is not ignoring his/her own well-being or the well-being of the children, it is hard for any of us to know exactly what is the proper schedule of recovery.  The last thing a person suffering grief needs is some arbitrary timeline for which he or she is not ready. 

IV.

THERE ARE SOME THINGS WE WHO CARE SHOULD DO AND SHOULD NOT DO

In closing this part of the series, let me share with you some things we who care should do 

and should not do.  Without question each of us wants to do what we can when a friend or a family member has lost a dear loved one.  The issue is being sure that we know what helps and what typically doesn’t help.


As far as what we should do:

· Encourage the grieving person to talk.  If you’re close enough to the person that he or she might open up to you, encourage the person to talk.

· Just listen.  Allow him/her to express whatever he/she is feeling and thinking; and do so without judgment.

· Offer to do simple things like bringing a meal, mowing the lawn, helping with the children, helping clean the house, etc.  These little acts of love can mean a lot to a person struggling with grief.

· Send periodic notes of encouragement.  These expressions of sympathy and love make a real difference.

· And, obviously, pray for the hurting person and/or family.

Now, what are the things we should not do; the things we need to be careful to avoid.

A. AVOID PLAYING THEOLOGIAN.  Generally speaking, persons in the initial stages of grief don’t need someone explaining to them the nature of God, how God works, why the suffering happened.  Those questions and issues, as I said earlier, will eventually come but that’s not what the grieving person needs from you.  Even when I am dealing with persons in the early stages of grief, I don’t seek to be a theologian.  I come as a Pastor.  It is my presence in Christ’s name, my presence in the name of Christ’s Church, my presence as a representative of God’s grace and love that matters.

B. AVOID PLATITUDES.   Often folks, however well-meaning, offer simplistic platitudes that do little to help the person recover; in fact, may actually do some harm.  Examples of some of these platitudes are:

· “Well, at least he’s with God.”  Well, he or she may be with God, but I want the person with me.  I’ve got a hole in my heart and I need him/her here.

· “You’ll have other children someday.”  Pat and I lost our first child born prematurely, as many of you know by now, and we heard that countless times from well-meaning folks.  That doesn’t to help the feeling of loss for this particular child.

· “Just remember the good life you’ve had together.”  Well, yes, over time one will need to remember the good life you had with the one who’s died, but right now you’re hurting; right now your heart is broken; right your spirit is full of sandness and pain.  

· Etc.

C.  AVOID PLAYING COUNSELOR.  The person experiencing grief may indeed at some point need real counseling, professional counseling, but is not your role.  Be a friend, but don’t try to provide counseling.

D.  DON’T PUSH THE PERSON TO RECOVER TOO FAST.  I’ve already mentioned this.  There is no particular timeline that one can say is right for every person in every situation.  Each person must work out his/her grief recovery, with God’s help and the support of others, over time as he or she can.
CLOSING

We all will experience the reality of grief, walk the journey of grief, because we’re all going to experience the loss of a loved one.  Today and on September 23 I am sharing some insights for how Christians can and should handle grief.

I. EXPRESSION OF HONEST FEELINGS AND EMOTIONS IS NECESSARY
Deep sadness and sorrow, anger, regret, guilt, apathy are all very natural human emotions at a time of loss.
II. GOD CAN HANDLE OUR TOUGH QUESTIONS AND OUR DOUBTS
God doesn’t condemn you for these thoughts and feelings and neither should you condemn yourself.

III. THERE IS NO SET TIMELINE FOR HEALTHY GRIEF
Every person is different and every situation is different when it comes to the length of one’s grief journey.
IV. THERE ARE THINGS WE WHO CARE SHOULD DO AND SHOULD NOT DO
Playing theologian or counselor, offering simplistic platitudes, or rushing a person to recover too quickly serve no real purpose in helping a person on his/her grief journey and may even inhibit proper recovery.
