
Reaching for Others in Grief – Tim Sumerlin 

 

In the fall of 2006 I received the most devastating phone call of my life–my 

mom had lung cancer. What? In my family?! How could this be? She had 

never smoked a day in her life, was always the picture of health, and we all 

expected her to live well into her 90s, maybe even 100. I was confused, 

overwhelmed, emotional, and distraught.  

 

The next few months were a blur of visits, prayers, tears, and then finally, 

the call in the early morning hours on February 20, 2007 that she had 

peacefully passed away. I was shocked and speechless. My grief landscape 

crumbled.  

 

A few short years later my father passed somewhat unexpectedly. One day 

he was at home on the phone, excitedly talking to me about his next trip 

with his newfound friend, Betty. The next day he was in the hospital, in a 

coma, facing death. I was able to rush to his bedside, pray with him, tell him 

how much I loved him, and be near him—I stayed up all night by his 

bedside.  

 

The next day we brought him home from the hospital and he died early in 

the morning in his home on January 1, 2011. I felt lost, lonely, confused, and 

hurt—again, prayers, shock, pain, and a flood of tears.  

 

For many years as an adult, I believed if my world fell apart around me, I 

could always go back to my parents’ home and be OK. I would have a bed to 

sleep on and food to eat, and now that was no longer possible. A 50-year-

old foundation was gone. My older brother Craig, said at the funeral, “I feel 

like an orphan.”  

 

Helen Keller said this about grief, “the only way to get to the other side is to 

go through the door.” These events started a personal grief journey for me 



and led to the Grief Journey groups and this book. I decided to open wide 

the door.  

 

Why Do This?  

• 100% in our fellowship many of us lost parents, family, and now each 

other 

• Bible is full of narratives – He honors life, so should we! Think about 

the many detailed and rich stories in the Bible.  

• Undealt with grief = burden (depression, apathetic about life, angry, 

suspicious at God, numb, or indifferent, can hurts our kids, families) 

• Opportunity to connect with God and others in meaningful ways that 

only the grief journey provides. 

 

• Resolve complex grief issues – can interfere with all other areas of 

life – like a computer virus to slow us down. Sometimes grief can 

attach itself to other areas of struggle we have and multiply the 

negative effects.  

• Learn vulnerability – like Jesus. We have many men who attend the 

Grief Journey groups who learn this. It’s OK to cry – like Jesus. 

• Valuable grief recovery concepts = life growth.   

• Restored relationships – current and even of those you’ve lost 

• Pioneers of Compassion 

 

In the book, there is an exercise called: A Lifetime of Loss, where you 

chronicle all the significant losses in your lifetime. My own lifetime of loss is 

probably similar to many of yours: friends, relatives, several students and 

teachers in my 31 years in education. I was astounded at the number and 

severity of losses I had experienced but had largely ignored. You may too 

be surprised.  

 

It was not only the number and variety of losses I’ve experienced, but how I 

had dealt with them. I found that I tended to experience losses by hiding 



and then moving on very quickly, spending as little time mourning as 

possible – I found it difficult and somewhat embarrassing.  

 

I’ve come to believe this refusal to mourn my losses dis-honoring to the life 

God had allowed me to be a part of with my mom and dad.  Instead of 

honoring those lives by properly grieving and mourning, I hid and quote, 

moved on. 

 

 

• Jesus engages grief - Share story of Jesus, Lazarus, Martha and Mary 

– very dramatic 

 

Instead of “No big deal” Jesus waded right into his grief. Clear up myth 

about “Jesus already knew…was he faking his crying? 

 

Understood Bargaining (Martha) – normal; trying to make sense 

 

Leaned into his personal pain – modeled, “Hold the Moment” – which 

I’ll share later.  

 

Served in his grief – when you don’t know what to do…serve 

 

Took his grief social (mourning) Not afraid of what others might think. 

 

• God’s compassionate heart for the griever – Psalm 31 God 

understands  

• Myths and social grief (spend most of the class on this) 

• A look at personal grief, including a Lifetime of Loss 

 

• Examining a Relationship – usually the one you came to group for - 

Examining a Relationship: often we see our relationship only through 

the eyes of all good or all bad;  



 

• Writing a letter to resolve issues in the lost relationship 

The Grief Narrative – a 5-part letter; a narrative of the heart, not a 

fact-finding mission. We write the essence of the relationship 

1) Laugh & Love 

2) Your apology  

3) Your forgiveness of how they hurt you 

4) Noteworthy statement – what you’ll miss the most or what sums 

up the relationship  

5) Goodbye to the hurts/Sign off – NOT goodbye to the relationship 

• Ongoing relationship with our loved one 

Enduring Relationships: Saying goodbye to the hurt but building an 

enduring relationship. 

 

Instead of words like closure, forgetting, or accepting we choose 

words like enduring or ongoing relationships with our loved ones. 

 

Memorials are important to God (museums, statutes, communion on 

Sunday) 

 

God uses stones for us to remember important people and events 

 

Exodus 28 – on the ephod whenever Aaron made decisions for the 

people – he called on his ancestors, their wisdom, experiences, and 

heart to make current decisions for the people; impossible NOT to do 

this.  

 

I Peter – living stones; as we live, we are building the same for our 

children, grandchildren – changes our relationships 

 

These are some of the helpful appendices at the end of the book because 

we know that loss comes in all sorts of situations. 

o Helping Your Hurting Friend 



o Why Grief Groups Should be an Integral Part of the Lord’s Church 

o The Unique Challenges of a Suicide 

o Losing A Pet: It May Be A Bigger Deal Than You Think!  

o Leading a Grief Journey group 

o Grief Dreams 

 

I will now spend a few minutes talking about mourning, that is taking our 

grief to the social realm and for most of us that is the church.  

 

The church is by far the very best place to walk the grief journey among 

friends. Think about it – we have a loving Father found in the perfect Word 

to comfort us. We see Jesus, a man of sorrows to lead us and show us the 

way. We have the Holy Spirit to guide us and we have each other to walk 

with. The church is indeed the perfect place to mourn our losses.  

 

The grief journey is not only an issue of the heart and mind but also a social 

matter that you will find in the Scriptures – Job and his challenges with his 

wife and friends, Jeremiah in Lamentations, David in the Psalms, Jesus, and 

Paul – all took their grief to the social realm – they mourned in a very public 

way.  

 

In our society, the grief journey is often only a private journey. We suffer a 

loss, we cry, attend the funeral, offer condolences or flowers and then life 

goes on.  

 

Too often the church is like our society. We practice private grief only and 

won’t go social with our mourning. Everyone should have the opportunity 

to mourn. The church represents the very best place to do so.  

 

My friend, Lisa said this after a grief group, “Tim, your group gave me the 

luxury to grieve.” When I asked her what that meant she explained, “My 

father died and I of course went to his memorial service, came home and 

started back to work on Monday – five kids to raise…life just went on and I 



did not pay much attention to my loss for years. Your group gave me the 

luxury to grieve among my friends. 

 

I was so moved this past year. Unfortunately, we have a dear family in our 

church in Denver who lost their son to a suicide. After one of the elders 

announced this to the church, we had an extended time of fellowship 

where the church surrounded the family with tears, love and care – right 

there in church!  

 

This dear couple spent time in the Grief Journey group that helped them 

along their journey. While a difficult time, it also created a pathway of 

healing for them and a time for the Lord’s church to mourn with those who 

mourn. 

 

There is a difference between grieving and mourning. Grieving is more 

what we do inside our own hearts and heads – how we personally work out 

our losses with God and ourselves. Mourning on the other hand is how we 

grieve socially, among friends and family. 

 

As most of us know, grief can often stop us in our tracks and present a 

challenge to our hearts for God and others. David, as we see in the Psalms 

knew the pain of mourning and yet was a man after the very heart of God – 

the mark of a true disciple!  

 

I love the Lord’s church—the good, the bad, and the ugly. It is the perfect 

place for the griever. Close, involved friendships, and spiritual insight 

abound. The church can be an encouraging, engaging, and effective social 

setting for our grief journey. Often a listening ear can be found as well. I 

love the church and am grateful for having this group of believers to mourn 

with.  

 

But, as in all areas of life, Christians are not perfect. We say ridiculous 

things to try and help those in grief—or we say nothing at all.  



 

Sometimes we try to “fix” grief or suggest after a week of mourning, it’s 

time to move on. In a good-hearted effort to help, we might actually hurt 

others.  

 

Remember the disciples with Jesus, Moses, and Elijah in Luke 9 up on the 

Mount of Transfiguration? The scene was fraught with intensity, intrigue, 

and mystery, so it was probably a good time to simply watch, listen, and 

look for Jesus to take the lead. But our good friend Peter jumped in with a 

dubious comment.  

 

As the men were leaving Jesus, Peter said to him, “Master, it is good for us 

to be here. Let us put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and 

one for Elijah.” (He did not know what he was saying.) While he was 

speaking, a cloud appeared and covered them, and they were afraid as 

they entered the cloud. A voice came from the cloud, saying, “this is my 

Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him.” —Luke 9:33-35  

 

You have taken from me my closest friends and have made me repulsive 

to them. I am confined and cannot escape; my eyes are dim with grief. —

Psalm 88:8-9  

 

As a leader, Peter thought he needed to say something and so he spoke. He 

didn’t make much sense, but he spoke. The Scriptures state that, “he did 

not know what he was saying”—sometimes we should just bite our 

tongues.  

 

People say things like, “Hey, at least your mom was around to see her 

grandkids” or “Try to think of nice things” or “It’s time to move on.” We say 

things to say things. God had to remind Peter of an essential feature of 

compassionate communication—listen!  

 



Sometimes we just don’t know what to say. We feel the need to say 

something so we say things that are not helpful, untrue, or downright 

damaging.  

 

Remember, grief is an issue of a broken heart, not so much a problem with 

our thinking. Our friends and family can say things that may be rational and 

intellectually true but emotionally desolate. The words someone uses in 

an attempt to heal may ring hollow and be detrimental to the griever’s 

soul.  

 

Think about Job’s struggle. Everything had been taken away from him—his 

children, his possessions, his job, and his health—virtually everything. Life 

had gotten so difficult for Job that he took a broken piece of pottery to 

scrape sores on his body while his wife said, “curse God and die” ( Job 2:8-

9). It was one tough grief journey for Job.  

 

Job’s friends were trying to explain and justify his losses with all sorts of 

rationale. They said it must have been his fault; he must have done 

something to anger God. They commented that perhaps God was 

extremely mad at Job, and everything that was happening to him was some 

kind of divine payback. Let’s look at Job and his friends and some of the 

ways they tried to help him in his grief. Have you ever said these words (or 

thought them)? I have.  

 

• They say nothing. Our friends may feel like they are intruding on our grief 

and simply avoid the topic. How does the griever deal with their friend’s 

silence? Honesty is usually the best approach.  

 

I’ve found it helpful with my friends to initiate a discussion on my grief 

struggles by simply saying, “This has been a hard week for me. Can I tell you 

about it?” or “I’m missing my mom a lot today. Can I tell you a bit about 

her?” It’s generally good to talk about death and its impact on you with 



your friends. I always appreciate someone asking me to tell them about my 

parents.  

 

• “You were lucky to have had them all these years.” I suppose this has 

some truth to it. I am fortunate to have my mom for 50 years— she was 

loving, kind, and a wonderful mom. But saying this is somehow supposed to 

makes the loss hurt less? What is the magic number of years where grief 

will not be present when we lose someone? Twenty years? Thirty? Forty? 

Fifty?  

 

This comment does not help. It’s as if there is a set number of years, after 

which we need to not feel the pain of a loss. I knew my mom for 50 years, 

but the pain of losing her was huge and has at times been overwhelming. 

Trying to mitigate one’s loss does not help.  

 

• “You should be over this” or “It’s time to move on.” Well, that’s easy for 

someone else to say, especially since they aren’t the one grieving. These 

kinds of statements indicate that there is a set way and timeline in which to 

deal with grief—which we know is not true. We all grieve in different ways, 

at different times, and for different lengths of time. Grief can sometimes be 

a complex phenomenon that can be relentless in its ability to hurt and 

distract.  

 

Trying to push a time agenda on others is not only insensitive but also not 

helpful. If you are concerned about the length of time one has been in grief, 

try to learn more about their journey. What else is going on in their life? 

Are there other struggles present? Are there relationship challenges among 

friends and family? Work to be present with your grieving friend. Ask 

questions about their experience, their loved one, and how you might be 

able to help.  

 

• “Don’t feel bad” or “Your loved one wouldn’t want you to cry.” This 

reaction adds to the guilt someone may already be feeling. It implies that 



somehow someone’s emotional display is wrong. This statement usually 

reflects the discomfort of friends as they try to comfort the griever. Again, 

honesty is usually the proper response. The griever should courageously 

allow his or her feelings to simply be what they are.  

 

I know that this can be quite uncomfortable and scary for the griever and 

denying one’s emotions may serve a shorter-term purpose. But God gives 

emotions to us for a purpose and we shouldn’t stuff them but rather fully 

engage them.  

 

Then Job replied: “How long will you torment me and crush me with 

words? —Job 19:1-2  

 

Crying is not only cathartic, it draws others to us. With our emotions on 

display we get more connected, become less isolated, and are able to 

engage our grief journey in a more appropriate way. 

 

Crying is not only cathartic but draws others to us. With our emotions on 

display we get more connected, become less isolated and are able to 

engage our grief journey in a more helpful and appropriate way.  

 

• “I know how you feel.” While this is often said with a good heart by 

someone wanting to help—it usually doesn’t. For two reasons: first, 

it takes the attention off the griever and puts it on the helper. All of a 

sudden it becomes about them. They’ve managed to hijack the 

conversation without even realizing it. The helper doesn’t know 

exactly how the griever feels. Other people didn’t know my mom for 

the 50 plus years like I did; they don’t have the shared history—good 

and bad—I had with my mom. This statement assumes all grief is the 

same, which we know to be false.  

 

• “Time heals all wounds.” No, it doesn’t—time can only delay the 

need to work through the grief, push the hurt down further, or numb 



someone to the wound found in grief. Time, combined with work on 

the grief journey brings healing.  

 

• “I know you’re hurting, but the pain you’re subjecting yourself to is 

doing more harm than good.” For healing to take place we must lean 

into the pain, not run away from it. Only time combined with walking 

the grief journey brings about healing.  

 

• “Your loss reminds me of when my dog died.” Not only is this 

hijacking the conversation—taking the attention off the griever and 

put- ting it on the helper—but a grasping-at-straws attempt to relate. 

Such a comment minimizes the griever’s pain by relating his or her 

loss to some- one or something else. Instead, ask questions, offer 

words of comfort, or listen and hug.  

 

• “Well, they’re in a better (or worse) place.” Our friends may 

intellectualize loss or become theologians, and comments of this 

nature can be offensive and compound someone’s grief. These 

comments are perhaps the most offensive. How do we know what 

God is doing? Are we now playing God? Have we studied the Bible so 

thoroughly that we’re ready to apply these truths to people we don’t 

know?  

 

These types of comments may produce immense pain during the grief 

journey. Not only are these comments not helpful, and often quite harmful, 

but they are simply not appropriate for the needs of the griever. 

Remember, even Job allowed God space to take care of some of the most 

difficult matters.  

 

I’ve found that many Christians try to frame their loss around the concept 

of whether or not their loved one was a Christian. This is not helpful for 

most and usually adds confusion to one’s grief journey. Instead, strive to be 

a com- passionate listener for your friend.  



 

The issue here is that you lost a loved one and the relationship that you had 

for many years. The real work of grief is the restoration and honoring of a 

lost relationship. Your loved one had a responsibility to know God.  

 

I have not found it helpful to rehash “what I could have done” or the “if 

onlys” of life. Spend your energies on grieving the loss in the relationship 

and not judging [a lost loved one’s] salvation. Judging someone is God’s job.  

 

Listening is essential to help the griever. Listening with a humble heart and 

a patient spirit is best when times get difficult and you want to “fix” your 

friend. Refuse the temptation to say something just to fill space. Learn to be 

OK with some silence.  

 

So how do we help? Often, we simply don’t know what to say or do. Here 

are some ideas for both the griever and/or a friend who wants to help: 

 

We often need to initiate these friends – don’t wait 

 

Review the story about Jesus’ BT and the four friends’ faith 

 

• Relater – Mark Young – been there, done that 

• Friend – non-grief activities -  

• Listener – Dave Walker, bought dinner - initiate 

• Truth-Teller – gentle with wisdom 

 

Often, we struggle with how to help the griever – what to say or not to say 

and how to love. Sometimes as the griever we have to direct this.  

 

Here are a few lessons we’ve learned on grieving and mourning in the 

church setting – I hope you benefit from them: 

 



Timing. Often, when a death occurs there is an instant outpouring of 

support. Neighbors and friends bring meals, relatives fly in from out of state 

and  cards usually pour in. The details of planning the funeral and time 

spent with family often keep us occupied and “dealing” with our grief.  

 

But weeks after the funeral may be the toughest part for many of us. 

Loneliness sets in, the reality that we now live without our loved one greets 

us every day and extreme emotional swings may suddenly appear.  

 

Keep an eye on those who are three or so weeks past the funeral. This is 

often a crucial time for the griever and an opportunity to meet important 

needs. I often wait until this time to reach out to those I am not the main 

support for. I will send a card and then reach out with a meal or initiate 

some time for coffee.  

 

Do not be offended if your grieving friend is not ready to talk. Be patient 

and offer help at another time. Allow your friend to direct such help if 

appropriate or offer other ways to support.  

 

Create a safe and confidential environment. Generally, the griever wants 

to talk, but careful planning and foresight is essential. A helping 

conversation is not the kind of discussion that is accomplished in a few 

minutes of fellowship or simply in passing. Ask your friend out for coffee or 

a place that is most conducive to this kind of conversation. Allocate at least 

an hour or so and be ready for more time if needed. Seek advise from a 

more seasoned mentor on how to help. Decide beforehand to be a listener 

and not a talker. 

 

Listen & learn. This is perhaps the most important and effective feature of 

helping those who are grieving. Listening in a non-judgmental fashion will 

allow your friend to open up in a safe and confidential environment.  

 



Listening with empathy – that is, going into your own painful experiences, 

to feel what they might be feeling. This does not mean you are trying to 

relate to their specific experience, but you feel similar hurts and are able to 

connect emotionally. Listen in a way that you learn some of the nuances of 

their grief experience.  

 

This kind of attentive listening takes great humility and will allow you to 

stay present in their pain. Refuse the temptation to fix. There is no “fixing” 

grief – just acknowledging the pain, staying in the moment and conveying 

love.  

 

Learn to hold the moment – that is, when things get emotional, remain 

present with your friend, sit in the silence if needed, stay with the emotion 

and simply let it be. Don’t try to fix! 

 

SHARE about Holding the moment for myself and then for Rachel. 

 

Also, be willing to hear the same story repeatedly – it may be cathartic to 

your friend. Always use sensitivity – appropriate touch, warmth and good 

eye contact. Allowing the space to think and feel is important.  

 

Listening is essential to help the griever. Listening with a humble heart and 

a patient spirit is crucial, if we want to help. Everyone is better off when we 

listen in difficult times, rather than so easily defaulting to fix-it mode by 

offering our unsolicited advice. Refuse the temptation to say something just 

to fill space.  

 

Learn to be OK with some silence, or ask a question that elicits more 

conversation from the griever. Sometimes we should sit in silence, as a 

“present” friend.  

 

Asking questions that provide for a good conversation. Well-placed 

questions are essential for a conversation to move in a positive direction. 



Typically, trying to relate to our friend’s grief is not useful at this time. Work 

on keeping your friend talking. Questions that may prove helpful are:  

 

• Tell me about your loved one. Most of us want to talk about those we’ve 

lost. 

• What do you miss the most about him or her?  

• What has been the most difficult thing so far?  

• What has helped you the most so far?  

 

This will require some practice and patience. Work at it.   

 

Love & act. Strive to develop the faith that allows for action. While your 

friend is in disarray and confusion associated with grief, acting on their 

behalf is demonstrating true love and concern that will make a huge 

difference. Finding ways to serve in the midst of your friend’s grief will not 

only ease their pain, but also communicate love.  

 

By the way, this statement is not helpful: “If I can help let me know.” This 

puts the burden back on the griever and is often not very caring. Instead 

say, “I know you need the lawn mowed this week, I’ll come over on 

Thursday.” Or perhaps initiate a project together.  

 

Many grievers want to find some normalcy in life and a simple activity with 

you will demonstrate that life carries on. At times your friend may simply 

want to do a “non-grief ” related activity – a movie or something just 

normal. Be perceptive to these opportunities.  

 

Pray for a heart that offers hope. This is not easy work. As a friend, we 

must have a faithful heart that believes in a God of compassion who 

comforts and offers relief. This can be tricky. You don’t want to offer 

platitudes and pat answers that belittle one’s pain. At the same time, we do 

want to comfort with God’s Word at appropriate times. Pray before you 



meet with your friend – ask for wisdom and insight. Have a well thought 

out scripture ready or leave a card with comforting thoughts.  

 

So what if things don’t get better? Life is complex and often uncertain and 

we may need more. Here are a few ideas: 

 

o Honored your loved one?  

o Friends and family 

o Topical study & prayer 

o Professional counselor? 

o Time 


