Haunted By Your Past? #4

“Don’t Be Gripped by Grief”

selected Scriptures

Haunted houses and horror movies use fear, shock, and gore to elicit the desired effect on audiences. While these are made up and used “for entertainment purposes only” (though I personally don't see how being scared out of your socks is entertaining), over the past few weeks we have been considering real life issues that can haunt us, such as shame, guilt, and false guilt. This morning I want to add grief to that list. 

Grief has been defined as “the painful emotion of sorrow caused by the loss or impending loss of anyone or anything that has deep meaning to you.”
 We can be haunted by our past with grief that seems incurable. But there is a way to cope so that we are not gripped by grief.
Common Characteristics of Grief


To better deal with grief, we first must understand what it is. As the above definition states, grief is the normal response to loss. And grief is not limited to the loss of a loved one through death. Any loss can bring grief, including divorce, retirement from a job, amputation of a limb, the departure of a child to college or a pastor to some other church, moving from a friendly neighborhood (or watching a good neighbor move), losing a home or other valued possession, the death of a pet or plant, loss of a contest or athletic game, health failures, or even the loss of one’s youthful appearance, confidence, or enthusiasm. Sometimes, desirable and long-anticipated events—like the move to a better job or graduation from college—can bring grief (mixed with happiness) because valuable memories or relationships are being lost and left behind. Doubts about one’s faith, the waning of spiritual vitality, or disillusionment about the actions of a trusted religious leader can all lead to sadness and emptiness that indicate grief. In summary, whenever a part of life is lost or taken away, there can be grief.
 
Even though grief can have a variety of causes, most often it is associated with the loss of a loved one or other meaningful person who has died. This grieving is never easy. We may try to soften the trauma by dressing up the corpse, surrounding the body with flowers or soft lights, and using words like “passed away” or “departed” instead of “died,” but we cannot make death into something beautiful.﻿ Christians take comfort in the peace that comes from God and in the certainty of the resurrection, but these do not remove the emptiness and pain of being forced to let go of someone we love. When any of us encounters death, we face an irreversible, unalterable situation that cannot be changed. Even though “death is swallowed up in victory,” the loss of a loved one can be devastating, and grief can be overwhelming.
 

Norman Wright describes it this way:

You lie in bed at night, staring at the ceiling. Your thoughts are incoherent pieces of a puzzle you have grown weary of, yet can’t get rid of. The headache won’t go away. Or the guilt. Or the regret. You’re out of tears, out of prayers. You’ve waited in silence, wept in silence, wondered in silence. You wonder if anyone is up there, beyond the ceiling, if anyone was ever up there, or if it has all been just so much pious talk and positive thinking, reinforced by the peer pressure of your religious friends.


Perhaps you have experienced that yourself. 
Grief does not just impact one part of our personality; it affects us physically, emotionally, socially, and spiritually.


Physical Effects. Bereavement can be bad for your health because grief can put stress on the body at a time when people are least able to resist the onslaught of illness. Grief interferes with the body’s immune system so that viruses and other disease-causing organisms are more difficult to resist, especially during the first six months of mourning. ﻿ The death rate increases significantly during the first years of widowhood when there are marked increases in congestive heart failure, high blood pressure, strokes, and cancer. In addition, stress can lead to exhaustion, weakness, headaches, shortness of breath, loss of appetite, indigestion, and difficulties in sleeping.

Emotional and Cognitive Effects. It comes as no surprise to find that grief also affects both how a person feels and how he or she thinks. As we have seen, depression is common following the death of a loved one, and often there are feelings of inner emptiness, guilt, anger, irritability, withdrawal from others, forgetfulness, dreams about the deceased, declining interest in sex, nightmares, errors in judgment, and feelings of loneliness. For many there is a loss of energy, disorganization of routines, and a realization that even the most simple activities that once were automatic now require the expending of considerable energy. At a time when the grieving person feels least able to handle extra pressure, there usually is an increase in things that have to be done, including the submission of claims for insurance, consolidating and changing names on bank accounts, paying extra bills connected with funeral and hospital expenses, meeting with lawyers concerning the deceased person’s will, changing names on legal documents, such as the mortgage or car title, informing government agencies and providers of pensions, and even handling daily hassles like the tap that starts leaking or the lawn that needs to be mowed. All of this can create a lot of frustration and put additional stress on the grieving person. It is not surprising that anxiety and panic attacks are common during the bereavement period.

In writing about the loss of his wife, C. S. Lewis observed that symptoms of grief come in waves, and rarely are all present at the same time.﻿
 ﻿ As the months pass they tend to fade, but sometimes they come back with renewed intensity when they are least expected. For example, in the presence of outstanding reminders of the loss (such as later visits to the hospital where the person died), many of the old grief feelings and reactions sweep over the person with new intensity. 

In addition, almost all survivors experience anniversary reactions. The first Christmas, Easter, birthday, or wedding anniversary after the loss can be difficult emotionally, as can the anniversaries of the death. These anniversary reactions may continue for years.

You may also experience the “face in the crowd” syn​drome. You think you saw the one you lost or heard their voice or smelled their perfume or cologne. This can happen at home or in public places as well. You might wake up at night and swear you sensed their presence in the room or heard them call your name. We think we’re going crazy and hesitate to share the experience with others for fear of what they will think. But this is more common than most realize and can last for as long as eighteen months.

Social Effects. The death of a loved one is a major social disruption. When a spouse dies, the surviving mate must learn to relate to others as a single adult. Old friends may not know how to relate to the survivor, and a widower may feel awkward to be the only unaccompanied person at a gathering of couples with whom he and his wife used to associate. Relationships between the survivor’s spouse and the dead person’s family may show new and unexpected tension, particularly if the survivor starts dating. 

To avoid some of these social tensions, grieving people often withdraw from others, get busy so they won’t have to face their anxieties, or start traveling. In themselves, none of these is harmful, but each can become a way to escape and deny the reality of one’s new, unfamiliar, and uncomfortable social status.

Spiritual Effects. The death of a loved one or any other significant loss can be like a concrete roadblock that drops into the path of life and forces an abrupt stop. Sometimes, people can detour around the obstacle and move forward again with relative ease, especially if the loss was of minor significance. More often, however, there is a forced reevaluation of one’s life, goals, values, and beliefs.

In times like these, many people turn to prayer, meditation, Bible reading, and devotional books﻿﻿ to find comfort, as well as caring Christian friends who come alongside. Even as some people find God in the midst of loss and grieving, others turn away and abandon long-held beliefs and religious practices because these seem to offer little help. Often, they struggle with disturbing questions about why God permitted the loss to occur and about his nature and sovereignty.

Such struggles do not themselves indicate a lack or loss of faith. Many biblical characters wrestled with difficult questions brought on by sorrow and grief. The Lord can handle our questions, and even our emotions of anger, disappointment, and uncertainty. We just have to hold on to our faith until out minds are clear enough to understand the truth beyond the trials. We read in Psalm 34:18, “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.” Joseph Bayly, who with his wife lost three of their sons in separate incidents, writes, “This sort of honesty does not turn God away from us, but brings Him near. And it may hasten the healing process. Being brave, on the other hand, putting up a front, pretending that we have no problem may delay healing.”

Complicating Challenges to Grief

Grief, as we have seen, in a normal reaction to loss. It can also be a healthy way of handling the strong emotions involved with that loss. But not all mourning is healthy; there are sometimes challenges to grief that can do more harm than good.

Complicated grief reactions occur whenever grief is denied, ignored, delayed, or never ending, so there is ongoing fear, helplessness, withdrawal, and other evidences of psychological unhealthiness.
 Unnatural responses to loss may delay the healing process and be potentially dangerous. Unhealthy responses include:

· Absent Grief. The person acts as if the loss never occurred, denying its occurance and showing only minimal signs of grief. 
· Inhibited Grief. The person grieves only over certain aspects of the loss, or converts grief to physical symptoms, because in sickness the very real need for comfort is legitimized.
· Delayed Grief. Some people feel unable to deal with their grief, so they “stuff” it, hoping that at some point they will feel more able to experience the pain. Even a minor loss in the future may trigger an avalanche, releasing the older grief.
· Chronic Grief. The person keeps his loss alive through grieving, getting stuck in the initial stages of the grief process, avoiding closure.
· Conflicted Grief. The person exaggerates some of the characteristics of normal grief, while suppressing others.
· Displaced Grief. The person channels her feeling of grief elsewhere, perhaps complaining about work or relationships with others. She may become bitter toward life in general or become chronically depressed.
· Unanticipated Grief. The person is so devastated by a sudden loss that he is unable to grasp the totality of what has happened. Mentally, he has difficulty accepting the loss because of its unexpectedlness.
 

Unfortunately, the greatest challenge to grief can be the people around us, often well-intentioned Christians who want to help but, in reality, just make matters worse.

Grief is slow, and you need it to be like this even though you’ll probably want to rush it along. It will take longer than you have patience for. Time seems to stand still espe​cially at night. Don’t let others rush you through this process. They’re not experts, and you’ll discover others will be uncomfortable with your grief. Let your grief do its heal​ing work at its own slow pace. You need its slowness. Grief cannot be put on a fast track. You will hear advice—usually unsolicited. You will also hear conflicting advice and “shoulds” and “shouldn’ts.” There are many misguided notions about what “correct” or “healthy” grieving is about. Your grief experience is unique.

One of the harshest acts we mortals inflict on one another is the flippant way in which we automatically assume that any pain, anguish, or suffering visited upon another person must be as a result of that person’s sin. Such narrow thinking inflicts an unusual amount of cruelty where it is often least deserved, and it only adds to the suffering of the afflicted and their friends. It was just such short-sightedness that finally evoked the judgment of God on Job’s well-intentioned but badly-informed friends.


Unless we ourselves have been through the grieving process, don’t rush to judgment regarding those who have been left behind. Those who have experienced grief know that the goal is not so much conquering grief as coping with it.

Constructive Coping with Grief


So, how do we cope with grief constructively? I think we must begin by dealing with grief honestly. Let’s not minimize the trauma of death. We are free enough as believers to experience every event in life honestly and fully. But praise God that be​yond whatever painful moments life here holds we can look forward to the day when God Himself will wipe all tears from our eyes.


A number of Bible texts can be helpful in coping with grief—more than we have time to consider this morning—so I would like to focus our attention on one of them. Turn with me to 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18,

Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. Therefore encourage each other with these words.
Notice that Paul does not forbid us to grieve altogether. Mourning is natural, even for a while emotionally necessary. It would be very unnatural, indeed inhuman, not to mourn when we lose somebody near and dear to us. To be sure, it is appropriate at Christian funerals joyfully to celebrate Christ’s decisive victory over death, but we do so only through tears of personal sorrow. If Jesus wept at the graveside of his beloved friend Lazarus, his disciples are surely at liberty to do the same. What Paul prohibits is not grief but hopeless grief, not all mourning but mourning like the rest of men, who have no hope, that is, like the pagans of his day.
 

When we mourn, it is the expression of one’s own sense of loss, not concern for the one who has died.
 Also, Paul calls on his readers not simply to take heart, but actively to encourage each other with what he has written.
 One leading psychiatrist suggests that the solution to self-pity is to feel pity for someone else and move in the direction of helping that person. This sort of emotional investment may be a large part of the healing we need for death’s wound.
 This is one application of 2 Corinthians 1:3-4, that speaks of “…the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.” 

I also believe there comes a time when we need to move on from grief. Going back to the Scripture reading from Nehemiah 8, the Jews were weeping as the word of the Lord was being read. No doubt they were being convicted of sin and responding with appropriate sorrow. Yet Ezra and Nehemiah perceived that their grief crossed over to an unhealthy level, so they instructed the people to stop grieving and start rejoicing. As J. I. Packer writes, “While there needs to be a time for grief as well as a time for joy, expressing our joy from the Lord can reinforce our spiritual realizations every bit as effectively as expressions of grief can do. Not all service of God need be somber.”
 We can be gripped by grief to the point that we cannot function. This is not God’s desire; it is the Devil’s. He wants us to be emotionally and spiritually bound so that we cannot function in the church or the community. Grief is good as long as it is not permanent.
In closing, I’d like to share three steps that can help us not be gripped by grief:


First, allow tears to give us healing. When grief crashes in on us like a wave, don’t be afraid to express it openly. Find friends and family that will support you and will give you the permission to grieve.


Second, allow time to give us health. Grief is the healing process from the wound of loss. Just like the athlete who cannot rush the course of physical healing without risking further injury, so we must allow ourselves to work through the progression of grief at our own pace. (And let’s allow others who grieve this same privilege.)

Finally, allow truth to give us hope. Scripture assures us that death is not the ultimate reality. When the Christian dies we do not write the words, “the end”; we write, “to be con​tinued,” and turn over the page.
 It is true that we miss that person here and now. A teary child was asked at the funeral of her grandfather. “Don’t you know he’s in heaven?” “Yes, I know he’s in heaven,” she replied, “but I’m not.” 
 We are allowed to grieve and mourn, but not as those who have no hope. Allow the truth of Scripture to assure us that we will see them again one day. 

Let’s not allow grief to become debilitating in our lives. Begin the process to work through the sorrow so that we can learn to live with the loss, though the pain from that loss will never completely go away. Don’t be gripped by grief.
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