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GRIEV ING THE LOSSES
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If you have ever lost someone you love, or if you have ever been close to someone who has, you know the 
grief that follows. While grief is different for everyone, the purpose it serves is essential for us to recover 
from the loss. We also know that people who don’t grieve when they should ultimately suffer emotional 
consequences. Years ago, I had some Christian friends who lost their little girl in a freak accident. From the 
beginning, they comforted others. They talked about her being in a better place, the loss being God’s will, 
that it was just her time—and they uttered many other Christian clichés. It’s not that these weren’t true per 
se, but they served the purpose of denying the natural process of grief. They spiritualized something that 
was deeply emotional and important to the human experience—grieving. As a young Christian, I thought 
their attitude was a mark of their spirituality. Looking back and having witnessed their family life up close, I 
saw that this was consistent with how they functioned in their life—in denial of their feelings.

I am no stranger to grief. My grief was multiplied by five losses in a year. Grief lay upon grief, each resurrecting 
the former. It is so painful to feel that intense emotional distress. It was hard not knowing when it would 
be triggered. There is no way out of grief. True, it can be held at bay through denial and repression, but at 
some point, grief will manifest itself, often in destructive ways.

While grief over a death is expected and validated, there are “little deaths” throughout an abused child’s 
life that they don’t even know exist. It is difficult to know that something is missing if you have never 
experienced its presence. If you did not have loving, validating, nurturing parents who had pride and joy in 
you as their child, you would not know that this was something that was missing. If you were emotionally 
abandoned or neglected, you probably don’t know what it is like to be emotionally nurtured or fulfilled.

A child’s need for love and nurturing is as essential as a flower’s need for water and sunshine. When you 
begin working through the issues of your past and move toward emotional health, you will most likely feel 
a sense of grief surfacing. Many children who were mistreated were led to believe that they did not deserve 
to be treated with love, respect, and compassion. Allowing yourself to fully feel the pain of what you did 
not receive in the past allows you to empty out old hurts and disappointments and fill the vacancy with 
God’s love, acceptance, and peace. One counselor, Pete Walker, said it best: “…the broken heart that has 
been healed through grieving is stronger and more loving than the one that has never been injured. Every 
heartbreak of my life, including the broken-heartedness of my childhood, has left me a stronger, wiser, and 
more loving person than the one I was before I grieved.”

So, how does someone with a chaotic past even begin to grieve 
the losses? This can only happen after you have been moved 
to feel compassion toward the little girl you once were. You are 
grieving for the losses that you experienced as a child. You are 
acknowledging and validating what your little girl could not. As 
long as she was seen as guilty, her losses had no significance, 
because she was responsible for them. But when you shift to the 
truth of your little girl’s innocence and lovability, then the losses 
can be named, grieved, and resolved.
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What are some of the losses that may need grieving? 

Loss of innocence: If you were molested, your innocence as a child was stolen from you. If you witnessed 
violence against someone you loved, your innocence was also a victim of that violence. 

Loss of childhood: Children from dysfunctional families often become “adultified.” They take on the weight 
of adult responsibility for their siblings and parents. They worry about things children shouldn’t have to 
worry about. They want to protect their mothers and siblings, but they cannot. Their childhood is consumed 
with the need to protect, fix, provide, and comfort when they are the ones who should be receiving  
these things! 

Loss of feelings of safety: Every child needs to feel safe in order to develop emotionally. When the 
environment is marked by constant fear, the child loses her sense of ever being safe. When the people who 
cause the chaos and fear are the very people who should be comforting and protecting her, there is no one 
for her to turn to. Hiding, shutting out, and shutting down are necessary to survive.

Loss of the ability to trust: When the people who are supposed to protect you and cherish you hurt 
and neglect you instead, your first experience with trusting is broken. The message becomes that to trust 
means that you are vulnerable, which means that you will get hurt. Not only is trust destroyed for the child, 
but it is destroyed for the adult woman she becomes as well.

Loss of the experience of unconditional love: Love in abusive homes is twisted and distorted. The child 
becomes responsible for being lovable, yet she always fails because her parents are impaired, not her. She 
is just a child with a need to be loved, like every other child born. Yet through the mistreatment by her 
parent(s), she comes to the conclusion that she is unlovable. As she grows, she looks to others to fill the 
hungry hole that is left behind, but nothing or no one can make the gnawing ache go away. 

Loss of her voice: For children from oppressive families, expressing opinions and ideas contrary to a 
parent’s is a dangerous thing. A child quashes her normal inquisitiveness, and she silences the chatter 
that normally accompanies childhood. Even if there wasn’t a physical blow, harsh, demeaning words are 
sufficient to bruise and cut deep into a child’s heart.

Loss of spontaneity: Children in abusive homes are always 
watching and weighing what the adults around them will do 
next. They learn to be very careful and wary, never relaxing. 
Will it be a caress or a slap? Spontaneous, lighthearted fun as 
a family is not possible because being vigilant to the moods 
and actions of parents consumes a child.

Loss of hope for parental reconciliation: Inside every 
adult abused as a child, there is a fantasy, the hope that their 
loveless parents will turn into loving, nurturing ones and that 
their innocence will be restored. It is particularly difficult to 
give up on this hope and grieve the loss of it. Over and over 
the adult will go back with gifts or offerings of service for their 
parent with the same result—rejection. But the child inside 
refuses to accept that it is the parent(s) who are defective, 
and not themselves. 

How do you grieve your losses of childhood? The most important step is to name and acknowledge them. 
As you do, you may shrink from the strong emotions that threaten to overwhelm you. It is important that 
you remind yourself of Truth. You are an adult now, not a helpless child. Grieving will hurt, but you will live 
and actually be set free. Tears are not a sign of weakness. They are a cleansing of your soul. Come alongside 
the little girl inside of you and validate her pain and loss.
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For most people, this is not done in one sitting. It is a process that takes time and energy. Not always, 
though. One of the most remarkable experiences of grieving I have ever witnessed was accomplished by a 
man named Sam. While I don’t normally work with men, I did have an occasion to walk the healing journey 
with the husband of a client. He had come in to support her, and after a few meetings he decided he 
needed help for himself. Sam was open and anxious to move through the process. He had been raised in 
San Francisco and was utterly neglected by his parents. He recounted times when, as a little boy, he would 
leave in the morning and wander around the city all day, coming home after dark. Nobody ever missed 
him. There were no family meals waiting or hugs upon his return, just loneliness. After talking about and 
listing his losses, Sam drove to his old house in San Francisco. He told me, “I stood in front of my house for 
hours. I took out my list of losses and cried over each one of them. I must have been there for three hours.” 
And then he was done! It’s not usually this easy or dramatic, but whatever it looks like for you, it is important.

I have listed just a few of the losses that adult children from dysfunctional homes experience. As you start 
working on this exercise, the particular losses you experienced in childhood will emerge. Make a list of your 
losses. Give yourself time to feel and to grieve what has been there for a lifetime. At the end of each loss, 
after you have done this, place it in your hands and take it to the cross in surrender. The truth is, you can’t 
change it, you can’t fix it, and you can’t make it go away. Only Jesus can take it and replace it with His peace. 
This in itself is an act of trust. Yet this is what Jesus meant when He said: “Are you weary, carrying a heavy 
burden? Then come to me. I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).

This is your hope. This is what you must look to and cling to as you face your losses and pain. Remember, 
He never walks out on you. He is just as heartbroken at the painful and awful things that break your heart. 
You matter to Him, and He will not leave you in your pain and suffering. He is always good. He is eternally 
for you. This pain will not last forever. You can make it through this with Him by your side. On the other side, 
you will be unshackled from the lies and dance with joy in the Truth!

Here are some Scriptures to comfort you as you grieve:
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He was despised and rejected— 
a man of sorrows, acquainted with deepest grief. 

We turned our backs on him and looked the other way. 
He was despised, and we did not care. 
Yet it was our weaknesses he carried; 

it was our sorrows that weighed him down. 
And we thought his troubles were a punishment from God, 

a punishment for his own sins! 
But he was pierced for our rebellion, 

crushed for our sins. 
He was beaten so we could be whole. 

He was whipped so we could be healed.

—Isaiah 53:3–5

The LORD is close to the brokenhearted; 
he rescues those whose spirits are crushed. 
The righteous person faces many troubles, 

but the LORD comes to the rescue each time.

—Psalm 34:18–19

He heals the brokenhearted 
and bandages their wounds.

—Psalm 147:3

Don’t be afraid, for I am with you. 
Don’t be discouraged, for I am your God. 

I will strengthen you and help you. 
I will hold you up with my victorious right hand.

—Isaiah 41:10


