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A Grief 
Primer

By Paul Moon
paul.moon@alacare.com

This “grief primer” does not tell you all there is to know about grief, and it does not go 
into extensive detail about the various issues mentioned, but hopefully you will find some-
thing useful here—if not now, then perhaps in time to come. What you read below are con-
tributions from grievers I have spoken with over the years. These are some of the lessons 
they have learned from their grief experiences.
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We grieve because loss and death are real. Yet a loss to 
one may not mean the same as it does to someone else. 
The significance and meaning of a death event will vary 
between perceivers. While it is no surprise that different 
people grieve differently, commonalities in grief do exist. 
Grieving will demand from us:
•	 emotional attention
•	 mental energy
•	 physical energy
•	 spiritual energy
•	 time

Grief can be taxing; it is not something we can easily 
control or manipulate. Much of grief can feel abstract 
or surreal, yet the pain is palpable. When we grieve,  
different aspects of our lives may be disrupted. For 
instance, we may find ourselves sleeping too much or 
not enough. Our appetites may become uncommonly 
voracious or suppressed. Our ability to concentrate may 
be compromised for a time. We may get disoriented on 
driving routes we have frequented for years. We may miss 
scheduled appointments or social engagements. We may 
easily lose track of things. It only makes sense that when 
we face significant losses, our minds become preoccupied 
with associated thoughts. This preoccupation eventually 
affects our interests and motivations, which in turn 
contributes to a sense of irregularity or disorientation 
concerning ongoing life activities.

There is no single formula or blueprint for how we 
grieve. None of us can grieve apart from who we are—our 
personalities, temperaments, stages in life, responsibilities, 
family backgrounds, religious beliefs and understandings 
of reality. The list can go on and on. We grieve in the way 
we are. This means that we should refrain from:

•	 comparing our own grief intensity to other people’s 
grief intensity

•	 comparing how long we grieve to how long other 
people seem to grieve

•	 comparing our way (or ‘style’) of grieving to other 
people’s ways 

•	 comparing our pain to anyone else’s pain.

To experience grief is to be human. As humans, we 
engage in life and build special attachments to people 
and things. As humans, we care for others and express 
our love to specific persons. As humans, we form habits 
toward certain relationships and establish expectations 
and assumptions about life. However, at the same time, we 
often take people and things for granted. We tend to push 
aside the fact that our human relationships will one day 
have to end. 

Grief can reflect our love and care, our special attachments 
and our assumptions and expectations of reality. Grief 
can also reflect our regrets and guilt, our sense of missed 
opportunities and our denial of certain realities in the 
world (incurable diseases, fatal accidents, war, deadly 
crimes, etc.). Grief can be experienced with mixed 
emotions and an assortment of thoughts and memories. 
Some people have dreams associated with the loss, while 

other people don’t dream at all. Grief can sometimes make 
us feel numb and at other times be poignant. Grief can be 
confusing and yet bring clarity. Some aspects of our grief 
experience may remain mysterious. There is still much of 
human grief that we do not fully understand.

When we grieve, we may be burdened with deep sadness, 
tearfulness or a sense of emptiness and helplessness. But 
in grief we are also presented with opportunities. You 
may be wondering what ‘opportunities’ can there ever be 
in grief?! Grief tends to afford us a special lens through 
which we see certain things anew. Issues from our past, 
present, and future can be re-evaluated and perceived in 
new ways. Our beliefs and values may also be reviewed 
and perhaps refined. All of this may lead to re-valuing our 
ongoing human relationships. Ultimately, our grief can 
nudge us to truly look at ourselves. 

None of this is easy or necessarily inviting, but it is 
important. There are choices to make in grief. We can 
choose to be overwhelmed by our emotions only or we can 
choose to gradually allow our emotions to point us toward 
carefully re-considering where we’ve been, where we are 
now, and where we must go.

Someone once explained that grief is like a road sign 
along our journey through life that makes us re-think our 
direction. It is as if we were oriented to a certain path, 
then become disoriented by losses. Though the reference 
to orientations (and life directions) may suggest grief 
experiences to be straightforward or linear, we must 
realize that grieving is much more complex. Indeed, 
grieving has been popularly promoted as a set of stages 
or steps to go through. It is not this clear cut, however. 
Rather, we are encouraged to view grief as being more of a 
back-and-forth process…somewhat like a see-saw with ups 
and downs characterized by unexpected and unpredictable 
fluctuations. The one sure thing about grief is that it 
cannot be totally planned. Grief is not something to be 
controlled or manipulated—as if we really could.

Our grief can eventually foster in us a deeper 
meaningfulness toward what we value in life. Some adult 
grievers have informed me that they learned the following 
lessons along the pathway of grief:

•	 care and love more fully today
•	 extend forgiveness today
•	 ask for forgiveness today
•	 show more patience today
•	 minimize regrets by being gracious with words and 

deeds today
•	 have conversations that need to be had with particular 

people today
•	 express more appreciation to others today
•	 say ‘goodbyes’ today
•	 live and grieve and be grateful today.

We may ask, “Why all today?” It is because this day may 
be the only ‘day’ for any of us. Tomorrow cannot be 
promised. Yesterday cannot be re-done. Today is given to 
us to live in. 
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