
People of Faith in a Time of Crisis: Grief 
 
Reading #1 Pauline Boss, Ambiguous Loss: Learning to Live with Unresolved Grief  
 

A. “There are two basic kinds of ambiguous loss.” 
 

1) “In the first type, people are perceived by family members as physically absent but 
psychologically present.” (8) 

 
2) “In the second type of ambiguous loss, a person is perceived as physically present 

but psychologically absent.” (9) 
 

B. “Frozen Grief” “In both types of ambiguous loss, those who suffer the loss have to deal 
with something very different from ordinary, clear-cut loss.” (9) 

 
In Ambiguous loss, an outside force – “the uncertainty and ambiguity of the loss” – has 
the effect of freezing grief. “The confusion freezes the grieving process. People plummet 
from hope to hopelessness and back again.” (10) 
 

C. Ambiguous Loss and Trauma: “I assume that ambiguous losses can traumatize.” (23) 
 

• “PTSD is a disorder resulting from psychologically stressing events that were 
outside the realm of usual human experience. These events were never 
resolved and thus are continually reexperienced, even years after the original 
event.” (23) 

• “Ambiguous loss is also a psychologically distressing event that is outside the 
realm of ordinary human experience; like the events triggering PTSD, it lacks 
resolution and traumatizes. But with ambiguous loss the trauma (the 
ambiguity) continues to exist in the present. It is not post anything. 
Ambiguous loss is typically a long-term situation that traumatizes and 
immobilizes, not a single event that later has flashback effects.” (24) 

 
D. Ritual and Meaning-Making  
 

• “If we ask the fundamental question, ‘Why did this happen?’ we must be 
prepared to look beyond the neat equations of cause and effect and learn to 
live with uncertainty. We cannot know for sure why bad things happen to 
good people, but we do know that not everything that happens is a result of 
our actions. Learning to let go of cause-and-effect thinking is difficult because 
most of us have been trained to view the world as a rational place…” (126, 
italics in original) 
 

• “Families tell me that old stories filled with rituals, symbols, and metaphors 
are helpful when they are struggling to make sense of an ambiguous loss…. 



More than scientifically precise answers, metaphors and symbols allow us to 
transcend the immediate situation and find meaning in our loss. Often when 
we step outside the square, something we could not comprehend suddenly 
makes sense…. [People] are able to find meaning in the midst of ambiguity 
because of their ability to remain optimistic, creative, and flexible.” (131-132) 

 
Questions:  

• How are you experiencing or observing grief in this moment? 

• Are there ambiguous aspects to what we need to grieve in this moment? If 
so, how would you name them? 

• What rituals or structures of meaning can our faith give us to help us 
navigate loss in this moment, ambiguous and otherwise? 

 
The Prophetic Imagination, Walter Brueggemann 
 
“I believe that the proper idiom for the prophet in cutting through the royal numbness and 
denial is the language of grief, the rhetoric that engages the community in mourning for a 
funeral they do not want to admit…. 
 “I have been increasingly impressed with the capacity of the prophet to use the 
language of lament… as a way of bringing to reality what the king must see and will not. And I 
believe that grief and mourning, that crying in pathos, is the ultimate form of criticism, for it 
announces the sure end of the whole royal arrangement.” (47) 
 
“The grief of Jeremiah was at two levels. First, it was the grief he grieved for the end of his 
people. And that was genuine grief because he cared about this people and he knew that God 
cared about this people. But the second dimension of his grief, more intense, was because no 
one would listen and no one would see what was so transparent to him. So his grief was kept 
sharp and painful because he had to face regularly the royal consciousness, which insisted 
‘peace, peace’ when apparently only he knew that there was no peace.” (47) 
 
“In the time of Jeremiah the pain and regret [that was] denied prevented any new movement 
either from God or toward God in Judah. The covenant was frozen and there was no possibility 
of newness until the numbness was broken. Jeremiah understood that the criticism must be 
faced and embraced, for then comes liberation from incurable disease, from broken covenant, 
and from failed energy. This tradition of biblical faith knows that anguish is the door to 
historical existence, that embrace of ending permits beginnings. Naturally, kings think the door 
of anguish must not be opened, for it dismantles fraudulent kings. Kings know intuitively that 
the deception, the phony claims of prosperity, oppression, and state religion will collapse when 
the air of covenant hits them. The riddle and insight of biblical faith is the awareness that only 
anguish leads to life, only grieving leads to joy, and only embraced endings permit new 
beginnings.” (56) 
 



• What might it look like to grieve in the midst of ambiguous loss? What 
differences and overlaps might we identify between what Boss names as 
ambiguous loss and what Brueggeman calls “royal consciousness”? 

• How does the ambiguity of our external context(s) impact what 
Brueggemann calls the puncturing or piercing work of grief? 

• How can our grieving clear the way for a sense of hope and newness of life? 
 
 


