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Foreword

I had the great pleasure of getting to know Granger Westberg 
personally and professionally during my year of study at the Univer-
sity of Chicago Divinity School in 1960–61. He was on the faculty 
of both the Medical Center and the Divinity School. I was strug-
gling with my faith journey as it was being vigorously challenged 
by the intense intellectual atmosphere of the Divinity School. My 
struggle was both physically and spiritually upsetting. In retrospect 
I realize I was grieving the loss of my simple childhood faith.

So I sought out the counsel of this pioneer in the chaplaincy 
movement. His gentle physical presence, kind smile, and sooth-
ing voice were immediately therapeutic. And his insights about the 
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nature of my struggle—and his reassurance about the normalcy of 
what I was experiencing—were more effective than any pill could 
possibly have been. Our dialogue that year became the basis for a 
lifelong friendship.

At about the same time, Granger wrote a short book encapsu-
lating his vast experience with the many faces of grieving he had 
encountered in his work as a pastor, chaplain, and teacher. It was 
tantalizingly titled Good Grief and quickly became a best seller, 
with total sales to date of about three million copies! Its popularity 
is due in part to the fact that it talks openly about all kinds of grief, 
from loss through death to loss from divorce, being fired, moving, 
and struggles with children.

I just finished rereading this gem. It is immediately clear why 
it has been and will continue to be a best seller. It is written with 
the heart of a pastor, the insight of a psychologist, the humanity 
of a father and husband, and the hope of someone who has seen so 
many survive the process of grieving. It is simple but not simplistic. 
It is profound but not professorial. Most importantly, it describes 
the pathway through grieving that can only be found through hon-
esty. This is a book that should be in the hands of anyone grieving 
for any reason.

Dr. Timothy Johnson, M.D.
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Preface

I am deeply grateful that so many of you have found this little 
book helpful in your experience of grief.

I have learned during these many years that the various forms 
of loss that come our way need not be entirely damaging; they can, 
to some degree at least, also be life-enhancing. Suffering is not 
good, but you need not be devastated by it. Ultimately we can be 
healed of our bitterness and move ahead.

And so what can be the result of reading this book of good 
grieving?

We come out of our grief experience at a slightly higher •	
level of maturity than before. 
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We come out of our grief as deeper persons because we •	
have been down in the depths of despair and know what it 
is like. 
We come out of it stronger, for we have had to learn how •	
to use our spiritual muscles to climb the rugged mountain 
trails. 
We come out of it better able to help others. We have •	
walked through the valley of the shadow of grief. We can 
understand. 

That is why I have chosen to call this little book Good Grief.

Granger E. Westberg
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Introduction

We spend a good portion of our lives working diligently to 
acquire those things that make life rich and meaningful—friends, a 
wife or husband, children, a home, a job, material comforts, money 
(let’s face it), and security. What happens to us when we lose any of 
these persons or things that are so important to us?

Quite naturally we grieve over the loss of anything important. 
Sometimes, if the loss is great, the very foundations of our life are 
shaken, and we are thrown into deep despair. Because we know so 
little about the nature of grief, we become panicky when it strikes us, 
and this serves to throw us deeper into despondency. What can we 
learn about the “grief process” so that we can better cope with it?



~ 12 ~

Does people’s faith have anything to do with the way they 
grieve over whatever it is they lose? For instance, when we lose a 
job, or lose a loving friend, or fail in school, or are disliked by the 
people at the office because of our unpopular convictions, does our 
grief at these times have anything to do with our faith?

Faith plays a major role in grief of any kind. But not in the way 
some people think. They often seem to have the idea that a person 
with strong faith does not grieve and is above this sort of thing. 
Moreover, these people imply that religious faith advocates stoicism. 
They might even quote the two words from Scripture “Grieve not!” 
They forget to quote the rest of the phrase in which these two words 
are found: “Grieve not as those who have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13).

But religious faith—at least the Jewish-Christian faith—has 
never said that a truly religious person does not grieve. What it has 
said is that there are good ways and bad ways to grieve and that 
what a person considers to be of most importance in life will defi-
nitely affect the way he or she grieves.

�
The theme of this booklet is “good grief ” because we will try to 

explore the good aspects of grief. We will try to describe not only 
the pattern of grief but also what we can learn from it. And since 
everyone in a lifetime must, from time to time, confront the loss of 
something or someone he or she loves, this booklet is for everyone.
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If we include our “little griefs” along with our “large griefs,” we 
can say that grief is as natural to every person as breathing. It is inevi-
table! You cannot live without experiencing it in a thousand differ-
ent ways. Such a seemingly inconsequential thing as your husband’s 
phoning at the last minute, just before guests are arriving for dinner, 
to say that he has to work late throws you into a mild form of grief. 
Or perhaps the boss under whom you have worked happily for ten 
years is suddenly transferred, and the new one is pompous and over-
bearing. This is a form of grief. How you handle these “little griefs” 
will, in some measure, tell you how you will probably handle the 
larger griefs when they come.

�
It is now possible to predict fairly well some of the things that will 
happen to all of us when some thing or some one very essential to 
our particular way of life is taken away. Before we describe the pat-
tern that most of us follow, however, let us be sure we can picture 
grief in several more forms. We certainly mean to include grief 
related to death in this discussion, but we can observe the same 
grief process at work in many other kinds of losses as well.

For instance, one of the more common grief situations arises 
out of our mobile culture. In America one out of five people moves 
every year because of change of employment or promotion. The 
uprooting of families on the American scene has been going on 
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long enough for us to be able to identify certain forms of emo-
tional instability that result from it. The uprooted family is cut off 
from stabilizing relationships in the community that every child 
and adult needs so much. Every member of the family is adversely 
affected as they are pulled away from people and things that have 
grown dear to them.

There is every reason to raise the question whether corporations 
that transfer their key employees every two to five years are doing a 
wise thing, either for the family or ultimately for industry itself.

Let us look at a particular family that has been transferred 
three times in several years. They have lived in the present town 
for two years, and their children, after some difficulty, finally feel 
comfortable with their playmates and at school. The company now 
“invites” the father to move for the fourth time. The mother in this 
family says that they have never before felt such a sense of belong-
ing as they have in their present town. They had hoped they could 
stay there a long time. But her husband is on his way to a vice-
presidency, and the corporation operates on the assumption that it 
is good for its executives to move frequently.

In the light of our new knowledge of psychosomatic medicine, 
we are not so sure it is a good idea. We who have spent years teaching 
in hospitals and medical centers see a great many sick or upset people 
who have come into the hospital during such an uprooting experi-
ence. I have seen children who are thrown into turmoil three months 
before the move and for three months or more after the move.
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Certainly such practices contribute to the instability of our 
society, and business institutions would do well to take a second 
look at the long-term results of such constant moving.

Or think of the problem of divorce. Certainly divorce is a situ-
ation that creates grief in the hearts of those who have now lost 
someone who once was dear to them. It is almost like a living death 
to see the one whom you continue to love turning his or her back 
on you, figuratively slapping you in the face.

Another form of grief may be retirement. Not all people look 
forward to arbitrary retirement at any age. They feel that they are 
good for at least another ten years. They hope their employers will 
make exceptions in their cases. But when that birthday comes they, 
too, receive the summons. And many of these people leave their 
jobs with heavy hearts, having lost all reason for living.

We think of grief in relation to a man in his forties who is laid 
off indefinitely because of a business recession.

Then there is the person who has worked diligently to gain 
advancement, who has worked overtime and weekends to demon-
strate ability to fill a particular position. After several years that 
job is finally open, and he is sure he will be chosen. But the boss 
remembers he has a nephew who needs a job, and the nephew takes 
over. Is this a cause for grief? Of course it is!

Another grief situation may center around the children of a 
family. A child is lost not through death, but through marriage.  
He takes all his belongings from his room, and the house is lifeless. 
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A house once filled with laughter and joy is now as quiet as a tomb. 
Or another child may turn against her mother and father and live 
her life in a manner completely contrary to their teachings. Or 
perhaps a college-age son or daughter who is deeply in love and 
making plans for marriage discovers his or her future mate has been 
untrue, and the wedding plans must be canceled.

A list of losses would be inexhaustible. We can lose our health, 
our eyesight, our hearing. We can lose our home through fire or 
tornado or through financial ruin. In some families grief comes 
with the loss of a pet that has been a part of everything that has 
gone on in that household for ten years or more. Any of these 
things, and many more, can set in motion a cycle of grief.

Grief is a natural part of human experience. We face minor 
grief almost daily in some situation or another. 

�
To say a person is deeply religious and therefore does not have 

to face grief situations is ridiculous. Not only is it totally unrealistic, 
but it is also incompatible with the whole Christian message.

The one Bible verse every Sunday school child knows by heart 
is the two-word verse “Jesus wept.” These words describe a man 
who, when grief came, was able to weep, for He wanted and needed 
to express the feelings within Him.

When we say, “Grieve not,” then we imply we are to be Stoics 
like the Greeks of old. But we do not subscribe to the philosophy of 
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the Stoics. Christians should know the difference between Stoicism 
and Christianity. The Scriptures, both Old and New Testaments, 
see grief as normal and potentially creative.

I suggest that in this eight-word portion of Scripture we put a 
comma after the first word so that it now reads, “Grieve, not as those 
who have no hope,” and then I would add “but for goodness’ sake, 
grieve when you have something worth grieving about!”

�
We ministers discovered some years ago that many of the 

people we counseled were suffering from some form of sorrow they 
had not as yet been able to work through. As we began to try to 
understand the problems of our parishioners in distress, we sensed 
they were reacting to the loss of some precious relationship or pos-
session in much the same way as people react to the loss of a loved 
one through death.

�
We also began to sense that people in sorrow—from whatever 

cause—tend to follow a pattern that includes several stages.
The idea of stages of grief was first suggested to us by Dr. Erich 

Lindemann, professor of psychiatry at Harvard, who described the 
grief process in an article titled “Symptamology and Management of 
Acute Grief,” published in The American Journal of Psychiatry years ago.
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In this remarkable study he demonstrated the difference 
between normal grief reactions and abnormal or morbid grief. He 
showed the importance of helping the grief-stricken person face 
up to the struggle of “working through” grief. The person has to be 
helped to “extricate himself from the bondage to the deceased and 
find new patterns of rewarding interaction.”

Dr. Lindemann then described five things he saw in acute 
grief: (1) somatic distress, (2) preoccupation with the image of the 
deceased, (3) guilt, (4) hostile reactions, and (5) loss of patterns of 
conduct.

Dr. Lindemann’s studies encouraged clergymen to deal more 
objectively with grief reactions in their parishioners. They soon 
found that parishioners who faced up to their loss by wrestling 
openly and honestly with the problem came through the grieving 
experience stronger, deeper, and better able to help other people 
with their grieving.

Of course, this wrestling with problems connected with loss 
also caused the parishioner to reevaluate her own religious convic-
tions. This meant that the parishioner began to question aspects 
of her faith and often went through periods of doubt in which she 
questioned the relevance of the Christian faith to personal prob-
lems. If, however, she was able to maintain some kind of relation-
ship with God through regular worship and through fellowship 
with people of the congregation who really cared about her, then 
she looked upon the struggle as a growth experience that actually 
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deepened her faith. Like Job of old, she was beset on all sides, but 
she refused to give up her basic faith.

Through the centuries people who have been able to face grief 
in the knowledge that God still cares about them have said that 
grief can be counted among the great deepening experiences of life.

The ten stages of grief described here must be understood to be 
the normal process through which most people must go as they face 
up to their loss. In other words, we will be talking about the road 
the majority of humans must travel in order to get back into the 
mainstream of life.

As we look at these ten stages of grief, remember that every 
person does not necessarily go through all these stages, nor in this 
order. Moreover, it is impossible to differentiate clearly between 
each of these stages, for a person never moves neatly from one stage 
to the other.
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We come out of our grief as deeper persons because we •	
have been down in the depths of despair and know what it 
is like. 
We come out of it stronger, for we have had to learn how •	
to use our spiritual muscles to climb the rugged mountain 
trails. 
We come out of it better able to help others. We have •	
walked through the valley of the shadow of grief. We can 
understand. 

That is why I have chosen to call this little book Good Grief.

Granger E. Westberg


