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Dedication

I would like to dedicate this book to my niece, Debbie O’Connor whose fight with brain cancer started me on this quest of understanding. She began the final battle with cancer starting Memorial Day one summer and before Labor Day her battle was over. During that summer she made the greatest discovery of her life. She came to know the giver of life and she is now with her Savior.

I would also like dedicate this book to the memory of my wife who died of cancer. She was a good wife who stood with me through my 39 years of ministry and was an encouragement and mentor to me in so many ways. Nancy loved God and sought to glorify Him in all she did. She was faithful in the church, loved her family and friends dearly. I do miss her. The teachings of this book were a part of our lives and as we went through our difficult time these truths gave us such strength and allowed us to experience the peace of God that is truly beyond understanding.

I also want to dedicate this book to those who have lost a loved one to an untimely death, or faced some of those tragedies of life that turned their world upside down.
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How this book began

Prologue

This book was born out of the tragedy of loss. It is not when life is easy that we learn those difficult lessons that make us think deeper, and drives us to higher levels of understanding and commitment to God. The result is that this kind of process compels us to move into greater levels of maturity. We don’t enjoy those hardships of life, but if we are able to step back and consider the path we have traveled, we will observe important lessons we have learned. It may not be obvious if we only look at them from a human perspective, but when we see our tragedies, hardships, losses and pain from a divine perspective then some of life’s difficulties begin to make more sense and we can cooperate more with God’s purposes.

This book came as a result of me looking for answers to some of those questions that burn in our hearts and minds when a young person dies. For me, it was the death of my niece, Debbie. This book started as just a list. Later I taught it in our midweek services at the church. Eventually I taught a class in our church on grief and I got more serious in fleshing out this paper into a book. As I worked on the book, the direction broadened. I not only focused on why tragedy happens, but also important considerations we must explore as we face any kind of suffering. What we learn in dealing with an untimely death often applies to other difficult situations in life as well.

I consider the deaths of young people as untimely deaths. An untimely death can come in many forms. Some seek escape from unpleasant situations in life by committing suicide, some die of health problems and complications. Others die in unfortunate accidents and some are murdered. Physical death isn’t the only kind of event that brings difficult questions into our life, or causes us to question God. People experience death of relationships through divorce, or death of their childhood through abuse or rape. There is also the death of a dream caused by such events as having a miscarriage, losing a home in a foreclosure, or losing a long held job, or not being able to continue on or finish college.

We all form ideas and develop a personal views of life through our experiences, but suffering a loss of a loved one or experiencing a great difficulty is an invitation by God to explore our life from His perspective. In this book we will look at various facets of suffering and the kinds of questions that come to our mind, for which we are seeking answers. Facing the difficulties of life becomes our time to engage in various kinds of questioning. We seek to understand life, consider how we have conducted our life, as well as how God and the teaching of His word relates to us in such times.

As I wrote this book I felt that each section should have personal questions to help relate that section to life. Not every section will apply to you, but the ones that do offer you the opportunity to investigate that issue in more depth, and that is the purpose of the questions.

This book deals with the topics of death, grief, loss, tragedy and suffering from a biblical and Christian perspective. It is not meant to be an exhaustive study, but something that is helpful for those who are facing these difficulties and wondering how to answer the myriad of questions that bombard their mind and keep them from having God’s peace.

There are a lot of chapters in this book, but most of them are not long. Sometimes there is only a page or two in a chapter. The purpose of the book is to get you thinking in a new direction.  A word that stirs your thinking, or turns your understanding in a new direction is often needed in such times of confusion or questioning. 

As I shared this book with people over the years, I’ve come to realize that it is not a book for people when their emotions are still raw from their pain of loss. If you are having a hard time dealing with the loss of a loved one then I would recommend reading this book at least three to six months after your loss. I’ve sought to address issues people have expressed in their grief. I trust this book will facilitate you in gaining answers to the questions that have been plaguing your heart and mind. 

I was going through a difficult time a while back, and didn’t know what to do. I then got a book that spoke to the problem I was facing. It gave me understanding about the person of my concern. Even though things didn’t change, the teaching helped change me. I came to understand the ‘why’ of what was happening and it give me confidence in how I should respond in various situations. If we can gain a better understanding of how our difficulty or loss fits into the program of God and our life then we can go on with greater confidence. That is my prayer for you.

Chapter 1: Preparatory guidelines for your journey

Many men come home from war and they find that they cannot talk about what happened to their friends and family. Why is that? Because they have had to kill, and they have seen so many of their friends killed or maimed right before their eyes. Usually men like to talk about their adventures, but when it comes to death, suffering and loss it is hard for us to stand on the sidelines and talk objectively, for tragedy of people we know grips our inner being and we can’t let it go and we do take it personal.

There were two life wrenching experiences that caused me to write this book. I could not stand on the sidelines emotionally and do nothing. I had to work through the issues of death and suffering so I could relate it to my faith and the teachings of the Scriptures. We must relate death and suffering to our faith, to God and to what the Bible says as we search for realistic and satisfying answers for our heart.

The two experiences that sent me on this quest were the deaths of young people. Friends of ours lost their daughter in a sudden accident. She was only 20 and expecting a baby. My friends lost both daughter and grandchild that day.

My other loss was the death of my niece Debbie, who had a brain tumor and she died within three months. She was 23. Both deaths were difficult losses to their parents and weighed heavily on me as well. I too was searching for answers to understand the “why” of such tragedies, as well as wondering what I could say to these parents. I had several talks with my sister during their experience. We need to learn God’s lessons from such tragedies and difficulties of life. Even though God didn’t orchestrate these deaths; He wanted our eyes to be opened to see Him and His ways more clearly as well as His love and provision while He worked through our difficulty to bring about good.

Let me say this, when we face those tragedies of life we must come to solid conclusions about the purposes of tragic death, disease, severe accidents, and natural disasters so we can relate God’s sovereignty and goodness to these situations. If we don’t we will have difficulties in progressing in our faith in a meaningful way. We will be lost in a maze of unanswered questions and hampered in our spiritual growth. We may even lose our purpose or focus of life as we face our quandary. Proper answers do not exempt us from our pain, nor should they, but they help us to cope with the pain and the questions we have at such a time. They also give us direction for our life and prevent us from believing lies that take us deeper into the bondage of our pain.

The Harm of Unanswered Questions

When questions go unanswered we tend to distance ourselves from God, get angry with Him or disassociate ourselves from Him. Many who claim to be atheist point back to a tragedy in their life where they feel God failed them. They feel He did not help them or provide for them like they thought He should. It may be that they felt He did not help someone close to them who was killed in a tragic accident or died a painful death. We like answers that are neat and clean. We want an easy fix or orderly solution to our problems or difficulties. My purpose in this book is to get you to consider your difficulties from a biblical perspective that recognizes who God is and how he works. We find it easy to think that we didn’t deserve such harsh treatment, or that God should have protected our loved one. We need to consider that there is some other way to view the tragedy in our life.

As I mentioned earlier, this book is not for someone who has recently experienced a loss. It is the kind of book you want to read after you have distanced yourself from the tragic experienced. Hopefully it answers some of the questions you have asked, or addresses some of the concerns you have. When you first experience your loss you may ask these questions, but you may not be ready to deal with them or hear the answers. When you become a little more objective you can better reason your way through your concerns and are better able to accept deeper teaching and the ways of God concerning your tragic experience. This book is not just for people of faith. It is for people who want to be able to understand different reasons why God allows tragedy or does some things.

Did you know that God wants us to ask questions during these difficult times of life? To question God is to acknowledge that he has answers. God is not offended by honest questions. God wants us to ask questions for they cause us to dig deeper into our thinking as well as into the teachings of His word and to gain deeper understanding about life and our faith. Face your concerns and questions head on, for as you come to grips with the truth it will give you light for your way and this truth and light will embrace your whole being to make you feel secure in your journey. God is truth, so to know truth is to know God more fully. God is also light and if we want to draw closer to Him we must walk in the light.

When you walk through a valley you see all the ruts, trees, bushes, streams and animals. When you look at the valley from the mountain top, you see the beauty of all of the landscape coming together. When you go through the valley of pain, suffering and loss, you see all the details of it and how harsh, lonely, scary and severe it is. After you move through your difficult time and take a look at your experience from an elevated perspective, that is God’s perspective, you then see the beauty brought into your life and you understand God’s purpose in your suffering more fully.

This book builds on a list of statements that I put together as I sought to understand the untimely deaths of these two girls. What was God trying to teach during these times? Later I taught the material in our Wednesday night prayer meeting and from there I developed this material into a booklet. It was even later that I went back and compiled the questions to help people consider the subject of each section in more detail. While working through this book I realized that the issues I was considering applied to people as they faced their own tragedy or loss in life. Learning how to deal with loss and tragedy in one area will equip you to face other losses and hardships in life. Any time we face loss we need to know the answers to our questions so we can better understand the ways of God. Hopefully this book will help you think and give your grief more meaning so you can progress into what God intended.

Even if you haven’t been asking some of these questions, maybe these questions will make you think deeper, and even make you uncomfortable. When we walk into the light we can discover who we are, and our responsibilities. This can scare us because we more fully realize our frailty. We do not like what is new and different. We like the comfort of the familiar that does not require us to change, or to think too deeply or differently. But change in our life is one of God’s important purposes for suffering because it moves us into new direction and purpose. If we don’t change we will not grow. All the advancements made in our character and commitment to a good cause comes as a result of the difficulties we faced. We tend to grow more during the storms of life rather than during the sunny days of our existence. We don’t choose those difficult ways but they are thrust upon us and it’s not unusual for us to go into them kicking and screaming all the way. If our mind and heart are prepared to trust God when our difficulties come then we come away with a greater understanding of God and life, and our Christian character is developed.

Many Questions Bombard our Mind

The loss of a loved one is such an event that grabs our full attention and captivates our whole being. It causes us to experience feelings of emptiness, loss, abandonment and maybe failure. Many questions come to mind during such a time as this. Can any good come out of my tragedy? Is there a purpose for my loss? Is there purpose for the death of my child or loved one? How could God treat me in such a way? Is God punishing me for my failures in the past? Where did I fail? Does God really care about my feelings and what I want? Will God ever forgive me for my foolish failures? Is God judging me by taking the life of my child or loved one? Am I really important to God? Does God care?

We view our difficulties in various ways. In some difficulties we tend to think that God is not protecting us or caring for us. Sometimes we view our difficulties as only an inconvenience in our life that must be endured, rather than a training tool of God. The difficulties of life are actually more important to our maturing than the easy times of life. When we are in tune with God we may even get excited when difficulties come because then we have opportunity to see God work in ways that he doesn’t normally work in our life. James says “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you fall into various temptations,” James 1:2. How could James put joy and suffering in the same sentence? His focus was not on the suffering but the outcome of the suffering. Notice in James 1:3-4 that suffering brings one to maturity and completeness of faith.

There are some reasons that become easy and obvious during our suffering. Others are difficult and cause us to do a lot of soul searching. Sometimes we get so bogged down with the "what if" and "why" questions that we fail to ask the important questions or we neglect to make new observations from a different perspective that will give meaningful insight to our situation. If we think that everything is going to have to make sense in this life, then we may discover that we just aren't going to get some of the answers this side of heaven. There are times when we just have to trust God and realize that he has a purpose for us far different that we could imagine, or more comprehensive than we can grasp.

Sometimes we just have to adjust our thinking to realize that God is Sovereign and we are not going to be able to understand His purpose for every situation in our life. In some life’s difficulties we will discover their reason before very long. The reason why we suffering in some situations may take years before God reveals the reason why these difficulties invaded our life. Some reasons we will not understand until we come into the presence of God. In each case He wants us to deal with them by learning to trust Him fully and believe that He loves us and that He has a specific purpose for us in His plan. We have to trust in His wisdom and love, believing that He is going to do what is best.

Your Thinking Process Needs to Change

The questions and observations in this book are designed to help you look at your problem, trial, pain, death or suffering from a different perspective, that is, God’s viewpoint as well as a biblical perspective. Growth comes when we learn to view our troubles from God’s perspective, because then we can better understand what He is seeking to accomplish in or through our life. We may even see how He wants our life to impact others. Seek to make sense of your situation from an eternal perspective instead of just from your earthly point of view. Your goal is to see your life's situation from God's perspective and recognize opportunities and eternal benefits that you have, and up to this point never considered.

Some of the observations of this book are based on Scriptural teachings, some on scriptural principles and others on observations of life. As you read through this book you will come up with some of your own observations that I have neglected to mention or overlooked. Just like you, I don’t have all the answers. So jot down what you learn as well as the questions that help unveil truths to your understanding as you worked your way through your difficulty. Then you can, as I am doing with you now, share your insights with others who are also looking for answers in their difficult times of life. I have been taught by the Spirit of God working and teaching through the difficulties in my life. God also wants to teach you important truths from your experiences so you aren’t held captive by your pain and disappointments.

Fill Your Mind with God’s Truth

If you are facing the death of a loved one, make sure you spend a lot of time in the Bible, especially the Psalms. If you are going through some other form of suffering or difficulty spend time in Job, 2 Corinthians, and 1 Peter. Spend extended times in prayer. Realize that God understands how you feel. He had to watch His own son die unjustly and bear the sins of the world. He experienced a broken heart and wants to help you through your difficult time.

An Important Truth

Read through this entire book and think about the reasons presented. Sections are not long so you can spend time thinking on them. When God draws your attention to specific points of reasoning consider them more deeply and return to them. You might want to mark them and come back later and contemplate them more thoroughly. These are not a "quick-fix" to your problem but anchor points for you to attach your thinking and hopes to in the days ahead. Satan wants to destroy us and prevent us from progressing. God’s purpose is never to destroy the believer but to shape us, even as a sculptor shapes the great stone, into the likeness of Jesus Christ. Christ-likeness is God’s design for you in this time of suffering. Don’t ever lose sight of this truth. Through every difficult time in our life we should keep in mind that God is working everything together for our good and His glory. The good that God has in mind is not that we have an easy life, but His goal is to bring us into conformity to the character of Jesus. (Romans 8:28-29, Philippians 3:10)

Allow God to minister to you, and learn to trust Him and His promises and seek to develop in various areas of your life and faith. You are seeking to understand life on this earth from a foreign perspective, that is, a heavenly perspective instead of a worldly one. Our problem is that we have to learn to think in a spiritual and heavenly dimension if we are going to understand what God is seeking to accomplish in us. Remember also, that God is not just working in our life to change us, but he is working through our life to reach others and to be an example and encouragement to them about how He can change lives and sustain us in those difficult times. Purpose in suffering is not about our comfort and ease in life, but making God and His ways known to an unbelieving world.

The preceding two paragraphs are the key to this whole study. Come back to them often to remind yourself what you are seeking to do as you develop your understanding in how you face trials.

Candid Questions to take seriously

At the close of each point there is a series of questions for you to candidly consider. Be honest with yourself, for you are not seeking to impress anyone, but simply looking to discover the deeper truths by which you will desire to live. You are on a quest to elevate your thinking to a higher plain so you can integrate Gods ways into the way you do life. When you do this you then grow in your faith and that, in turn, renews your purpose in life. The maturing process is not easy or quick, but it brings great joy when you have grown through your trial or difficulties. Spend a month on this book because change does not come from a casual reading. Reread the sections several times that speak to you until you “get it”. Jot down ideas of how you can live that out in daily life.

A Training Exercise

As you contemplate the questions in each chapter, view your responses as a training exercise. Their design is to help point your thinking process and actions in a new direction. One of the main reasons we do wrong things, or go in the wrong direction is because our thinking process is corrupt. In renewing our mind (Romans 12:2) we need to think like God thinks, see life from His perspective, and promote the things of eternity in the way we live. We need to tear down the false perceptions in the way we think, so we can think like the new person that God has made us. (2 Corinthians 5:17, Ephesians 4:22-24)

Focus of this Book

This book deals with grief that comes into our life for various reasons. We face grief from death caused by tragedy, disease, accident, untimely or sudden death and even natural death at the end of a long life. Grief is not solely associated with death. There is also major grief when one loses their home, their job, their health or their independence. We will focus on facing grief caused by loss and how we can face these losses from a Biblical perspective.

If we don’t learn to think from God’s perspective then how can we walk in God’s ways?
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