
We Grieve Workshop Flow 
Grieving the Loss of a Sibling-Friend 

Some of the most precious relationships we 
have are those we grew up with or shared 
meaningful experiences with over a substantial 
amount of time. Siblings and friends usually have 
deep connections, and their common experiences 
may be both positive and negative. Losing 
someone who knows a lot about you, accepts you 
without judgment, and loves you without condition 
is a significant loss of intimacy in your life. As with 
any relationship, the quality of the bond affects the intensity and character of the grief. 

Week One: The Forgotten Mourner 

Alan Wolfelt, author, grief counselor, and founder of the Center for Loss and Life 
Transition describes the adult who loses a sibling or friend as the “forgotten mourner”. 
Traditionally when a loss occurs, those getting the most attention are parents, children, 
and partners. The adult sibling or friend often suffers silently. Feelings of being 
disenfranchised are common when a loss is felt deeply but not recognized by others. It is 
important to recognize your loss even if society does not. 

Group Discussion: 
• Tell us about the sibling-friend you lost
• How would you describe the pain you feel with losing your sibling-friend?
• In what ways has your loss been or not been recognized by others?
• In what ways have you experienced “competitive grieving”?

Handouts: 
• Experiencing Grief Exercise
• Acknowledging Loss - Exercise
• Physical Grief - information
• You May Not Know - information
• Journaling Exercise

Homework: 
• Complete the Experiencing Grief Exercise
• Complete the Acknowledging Loss Exercise
• Complete the Journaling Exercise



• Gather some happy pictures

Week Two: Losing Ourselves 

From our earliest memories we identify ourselves in the world as “the brother of…, the 
sister of…, or the best friend of…”. Stories of our youth are replete with those with whom 
we hung out or identified strongly. So much of who we are is caught up in those we 
spent the most time with during our formative years. That is why losing a sibling, or a 
close friend can be so challenging for us. When we lose a sibling or a close friend, we 
lose a part of ourselves.   

Group Discussion: 
• What positive, happy memories do you have of your sibling-friend’s influence on

you?
• In what ways have you been dependent on your sibling-friend?
• How has losing your sibling-friend changed your view of yourself?
• What do you miss most from not having access to your sibling-friend?

Handouts: 
• Missing My Reflection – Article
• CORE – Exercise
• Perspectives of Grief & Loss - Info

Homework: 
• Read the Missing my Reflection article
• Complete the CORE Exercise
• Reflect on your most recent Perspectives of Grief & Loss

Week Three: Loss of Connection 

When you can be separated from someone for months or years at a time, be reconnected 
and instantly pick back up where you left off, finish each other’s sentences, and know 
what the other is thinking, you have something rare. You have a relationship many have 
with their siblings and close friends. To lose that relationship leaves a huge hole in your 
soul. This loss can feel as if you have lost an arm or a leg. This person has been one you 
would always turn to when you felt alone or disconnected, and the thought of never 
being able to hear their voice or see the smile on their face is profoundly painful. 



Group Discussion: 
• Which of your emotional needs did your sibling-friend meet?
• What dream died with your sibling-friend’s passing?
• How did your relationship with your sibling-friend make you feel?

Handouts: 
• Stronger When You Lean – Article (Circles of Influence – Exercise)
• The Journey of Grief – Exercise

Homework: 
• Complete article, Stronger When You Lean, and exercise, Circles of Influence
• Complete the Journey of Grief exercise

Week Four: Competing Thoughts & Emotions 

When you spend decades of your life with a person you cannot help but have both 
positive and negative stories and memories of your time together. Siblings and friends 
can have been inseparable growing up, but then estranged because of a falling out or 
disagreement and go years without speaking to each other. Conflicting thoughts and 
emotions will easily compete after the death of this loved one. We can experience 
intense feelings of love in our grief, and at the same time a profound confusion because 
we also feel anger, frustration, and potentially resentment at the same time. 

Group Discussion: 
• What are a few of your most positive memories of your sibling-friend?
• What negative, painful memories of your sibling-friend have upset you?
• How are you dealing with those painful memories?
• What are you most grateful for from your sibling-friend?

Handouts: 
• The Principle of Replacement - Exercise
• Healing a Past Painful Experience – Exercise
• Domains of Resilience - Exercise

Homework: 
• Complete the Principle of Replacement Exercise
• Complete the Healing a Past Painful Experience Exercise
• Complete the Domains of Resilience Exercise



We Grieve thanks you for participating 
in our Grief Workshop.

All resources in the We Grieve Community are free! 
If you find these resources valuable, please make a donation.

https://wegrieve.net (scroll to the bottom of the page)

In addition to resources and free workshops,
We Grieve would like to connect you to others

who have experienced your same loss. 

If you would like to be connected to others with your same loss,
please send an email to karl@wegrieve.net

Make a donation and find more resources at https://wegrieve.net

https://wegrieve.net
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E X P E R I E N C I N G   G R I E F 
"normal reactions to pain & suffering" 
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A C K N O W L E D G I N G   Y O U R   L O S S  

 

 

One of the first responsibilities we face with grief is to accept the reality of our loss.  
Many people find they come to despise the word 
“accept” when it comes to grief. It has connotations of 
being okay with the death, or quickly moving on from 
the person we lost. You will need help with ways to 
accept your loss without the horrible feeling you are 
betraying your loved one’s memory. We will come 
initially to see acceptance more as acknowledgment. 
Acceptance will come gradually. 
 
I know my friend is gone. I was there. I talked to his family. I went to her service. I read the posts 
on social media. I know it happened. But I just cannot believe it is real. My brain has no trouble with the 
facts, but my heart will not accept that I will never see him again. The primary loss or death of a friend or 
sibling will be followed by waves of secondary losses just like the crashing of a boulder in a lake sends 
cascading waves across the water, one after another. It is these secondary losses that make the primary 
one so painful. Each is an agonizing reminder that we have lost so much. Acknowledgment of these 
losses are baby steps toward healing. 
 
Exercise 
 
Take out a sheet of paper and place it in a landscape orientation in front of you. Draw an arrow from left 
to right to across the page and write your loved one’s name at the top of the page. Starting at the far left 
mark a place on the line representing your first memory of your sibling or friend. Move along the line 
creating marks on the line and labeling them as events, memories, seasons, or moments between you. 
Mark and label as many as you can remember, all the way to the time of their death on the far right. 
Above the line write a phrase or sentence describing what you like about that memory. Below the line 
and that same memory write what you have lost in losing your person. 
 
This exercise helps you honor and appreciate your loved one while at the same time acknowledging why 
you feel so much pain. As you describe what you have loved and lost in your person there will be a 
corresponding pain associated with the loss. The recognition of your loss and the related pain allows you 
the opportunity to come to terms with what you are experiencing.  
 
When you complete the exercise, take some time over the next few days to write down what you were 
thinking, feeling and doing with regard to the exercise and your memories of your loved one.  You will 
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have a deeper understanding of what you are going through, and your thoughts, feelings and behaviors 
will be validated. As you become more familiar with the connection of your memories, losses, and grief 
experience, you will then be able to see how this loss will affect your life moving forward. The reality 
begins to establish itself in your thoughts, habits and daily routines as you adjust to the change.  
 
The pain of your loss will at times interrupt this process, and you will feel the overwhelm of 
emptiness, loneliness, abandonment, sadness, and even hopelessness. Hold tight to your memories of 
your experiences together and allow them to shape you in positive ways. You have the power to create 
meaning from the huge loss you have experienced.  
 
Choose to be the best version of the person your friend or sibling thought you were.  
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P H Y S I C A L   G R I E F 
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Y O U   M A Y   N O T   K N O W . . .   
 

 

You may not know… 

• You don’t “get over” a significant loss. 

• It takes a long time to feel normal again. 

• No one can tell you how to grieve. 

• Healthy grieving requires the release of emotional pain. 

• Grief changes you and your priorities. 

• You may feel like isolating and being alone. 

• Grieving is not forgetting but remembering in a new way. 

• There are primary and secondary losses. 

• You will discover triggers that stir your grief. 

• Unresolved conflicts and issues from the past will surface. 

• Not everyone you think will be there for you will be there. 

• Your grief will teach you things about yourself. 

• Society will not understand your grief journey. 

• You can do more than you think you can. 
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J O U R N A L I N G   E X E R C I S E 

 

 

Journaling of Thoughts, Feelings, and Behavior 
 

Self-Awareness is the Goal 
One of the best ways to maintain awareness of what you are experiencing is a targeted 
journaling exercise. Using the Cognitive Therapy Triangle of thoughts, feelings and behavior, 
stop 3 times a day to write about your experience. In your journal or notebook write the date at 
the top of the page, then write the time of day. It is best to choose three times each day, such as 
11:00am, 4:00pm and 9:00pm.  
  
Writing Should Include Specific Details 
Three times a day stop and ask yourself, “For the past 4-5 hours, what have I been thinking, 
feeling and doing?” Be specific with detailed examples. One or two-word answers will not be as 
helpful as descriptions and specific details. For example… 
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· “I’ve been thinking about how I have no one to talk to about my concerns.”  
· “I’ve been feeling anxious and worry that with my sadness I will never feel joy again.” 
· “I’ve been unwilling to leave the house and find myself drinking alcohol and watching 

television.” 
  
With Time You Will Begin to See Patterns 
Don’t worry if you miss a time or even a day. Pick up your journal and resume as soon as you 
can. Journal faithfully for at least three weeks and you will begin to notice patterns repeating 
themselves. Pay attention to these and speak with a trusted friend about what you are noticing. 
 
Grief Writing Prompts 

• Write down a list of people you can turn to for support, either in person or virtually.  
• One feeling I’ve felt coming up a lot lately is… 
• Write about where you feel your grief in your body. Where does your grief stay?  
• Where does your mind go when you let it wander? 
• What is one thing you could try to make today easier on yourself?  
• I need more of… 
• I need less of… 
• What is something that makes you feel taken care of?  
• Do you feel comfortable asking for help? Why or why not?  
• I feel most connected to my loved one when… 
• What is a way you can celebrate your loved one’s memory? Can you plant something, 

cook something, watch something, volunteer something?  
• One thing I wish I could do over with them is… 
• If I could forgive them for something, it would be… 
• If I could forgive myself for something, it would be… 
• Write about a time you got along well with your loved one. 
• Write about a time you had difficulty getting along with your loved one.  
• If you could tell your loved one about your day, what would you tell them?  
• How did your loved one make you feel?  
• Write a mantra you can return to when you feel overwhelmed by grief.  
• What is something you wish your support system would understand?  
• What is something you wish your support system could help with.  
• What songs make you think of them?  
• Make a photo collage in your journal with some of your favorite pictures of them. 
• Is there anyone else I know going through this right now? How can we support each 

other?  
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M I S S I N G   M Y   R E F L E C T I O N  

 

 

Loss reminds us of the power held by significant people in 
our lives. When our loved one dies, we are overcome with 
emotion. We feel the deep sadness of loneliness engulf us like an 
impenetrable fog, and we have trouble imagining a future 
without our person. For those people with considerable impact 
on our life, there is an even deeper level of loss we may 
experience. 

Sarah revealed much about her relationship with Josh when she 
told me she had lost herself when she lost Josh. As we unpacked 
her thoughts Sarah shared about how she felt most alive when 
she was with Josh, and about how being around him made her 
feel connected with something larger and more significant.  

For Sarah, Josh was a mirror. We all have people in our lives who reflect back to us what they see in us 
and inspire us to become the best possible version of ourselves we can be. The way Josh spoke to 
Sarah; the way he looked at her, and the way he treated her was how he reflected the value he saw in 
Sarah. For the decade and more of years Sarah had Josh in her life she enjoyed how it felt to be known 
intimately, accepted without judgment, and loved without condition. Life felt better because Josh made it 
better. 

Sarah became accustomed over the years to finding her worth and value in Josh as her mirror, and 
gradually her dependence on Josh as the source of truth for how Sarah defined herself increased. If she 
wanted to know the truth about Sarah, she would go to Josh for the answers. Sarah felt safe when Josh 
was close by and confident because Josh was consistently reflecting for Sarah the amazing person he 
saw in her.  

Sarah’s relationship with Josh was perfect until it wasn’t. When Josh died suddenly, Sarah’s 
emotional world came apart. As the overwhelming emotional pain slowly morphed into a dull ache, 
Sarah was left with an emptiness she had trouble recognizing at first. She began to realize that when 
she was with certain people, she felt more valuable, but alone she struggled and felt increasingly 
worthless. Sarah confided in me, “When I lost Josh, I lost myself.” As we talked about her revelation, she 
concluded that maybe she had not lost herself, but that she had lost her mirror. Living without Josh, 
Sarah was missing her reflection. 
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Sarah asked me a thoughtful question, “How do I find my “self” again?” I assured Sarah that her 
“self” was intact and still where it had always been, and maybe what she needed was a new and 
healthier way to see it.  

Deep in our core there exists a place where we hold the truth about us. For people of faith, 
we believe that truth was written there before we were born when our creator wrote it 
within us. Then on the day we were born the significant people in our lives began writing 
alongside our creator’s truth by the way they related to us. Often what they wrote was in 
direct alignment with what God says is true about us, and at other times it was in direct 
opposition to God’s truth. Consequently, we came to live with ideas and concepts about 
ourselves that were not all true. Our challenge became discerning which beliefs we lived by 
were actual truth and which were lies. 

It was time for Sarah to do the hard work of going deep into her core to discern for herself what 
was truth and what was not. She grieved the loss of Josh who had helped her see her worth and value, 
and Sarah decided that getting back in touch with her creator might help her re-establish a solid 
foundation for worth and value. Over time she began to realize her faith could provide a trustworthy 
reflection template against which she could measure the reflections of others in her life. 

Sarah’s journey of grief and loss has been painful, but it is leading her to deeper and more meaningful 
ways of discovering the amazing person and purpose that is Sarah. Loss changes us, but not always to 
destructive and meaningless ends.  

Refer to the document in Resources titled, “CORE Exercise” for a template to do this work yourself.
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C O R E   E X E R C I S E 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

wegrieve.net | 720.382.9420 | info@wegrieve.net 2 



 

 
 

wegrieve.net | 720.382.9420 | info@wegrieve.net 1 

T H E   P E R S P E C T I V E S   O F   G R I E F  
 
 
While an internet search of grief stages will reveal a variety of responses, these perspectives 
represent a very common set of conditions we find ourselves experiencing with loss. Remember 
these perspectives are not sequential and have no set time limits. You may find yourself 
experiencing several in a day, week, or a month. These perspectives are helpful as “handles” 
that help normalize what we are undergoing at any given time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

SH O CK  

PR OT E ST  

D I SO R G A N I Z AT I O N  

R E O R G A N I Z AT I ON  

N E W  LI F E  
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SHOCK: 

Whether or not the loss is sudden, and you are, or are not expecting 
it, the moment of death of a person you love is a powerful blow. The 
pain is excruciating, but reality has not quite set in at first, because of 
the effects of shock. Reactions to emotional shock vary, but often a 
person will later be told of things they said and did in the hours 
surrounding the death and have no memory of it. 

Much like the feeling of being punched in the stomach, the death of 
a loved one can leave you breathless, unable to focus for more than a 
moment, and struggling to understand or even know what is 
happening to you. Feelings of denial or disbelief are strong with shock, and may return long 
after the initial loss as awareness of the reality begins to set in. While experiencing shock, it is 
important to lean on the presence of trusted friends and family for support. 

 

ANGER: 

Another common reaction to loss is an unwillingness to accept 
reality. You may find yourself protesting and overcome with strong 
overwhelming emotions. We all express our anger differently. Some 
carry it deep inside, the intensity hidden away from public view, 
while others explode internally and leave no doubt how furious they 
are with losing their partner. Still others experience a sort of “low 
boil” just under the surface, stirring feelings of resentment, 
frustration and even hopelessness. 

At times it is hard to know exactly what you are angry about, and at 
other times the target is very specific. Commonly loss creates anger at a disease or healthcare 
organization or staff, or at a habit or addictive substance. Often there is even anger toward the 
person you lost for something they did or were perceived to do or not do that led to their death. 
Your anger does need a target with a name and a reason for why you are feeling it to be able to 
work through it and release it. This is an arduous process and takes time, so be kind and loving 
to yourself as you experience these strong, overwhelming emotions. Taking life one day at a 
time is truly about all you can do when you lose your person. 
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DISORGANIZATION: 

Following the loss, a general sense of disorganization replaces the 
common routines you might have been used to before losing your person. 
Nothing seems to work the way it is supposed to. Tasks you could have 
done easily before now take twice as long and often are not even 
attempted. Projects are started but not completed, and you may feel very 
little energy for even the simplest of tasks. Grief is exhausting! You may 
feel as though you have run a marathon and have never left the house. 
Your partner’s share of chores and responsibilities are left undone and you 
either have to attempt them yourself or find someone you can ask to 
volunteer or pay for the service. All this wrapped up in just the sheer 
unbelief that you are now alone to figure it out yourself is overwhelming. 
 
One of the most frustrating elements of your grief to those close to you is your desire to isolate and just 
be left alone. You may dread leaving the house or being forced to have conversations with people. Many 
fear interactions with people they know because they will be forced to answer the “How are you doing?” 
questions or explain what happened for the first time over and over, or cry in front of friends and 
neighbors at the grocery store. Loss of a partner creates an overall unhappiness with life and the 
looming fear that life will never be normal again. It is important to allow yourself to grieve the death of 
your loved one. Feel the painful emotions, and then get out of bed, take a shower, put on clean clothes, 
and step into your day. 
 
 
REORGANIZATION: 

There is no timeline upon which grieving the loss of a partner operates. 
Grief comes in waves, not stages. This is somewhat encouraging because 
it means the pain will not be unrelenting forever. The time will come when 
you have better days, when there are fewer grief bursts, and the intensity 
of your emotion is not what it was in the beginning. You will discover you 
can do things you never thought you could do, and hopefully you will be 
surprised that from seemingly nowhere, people show up in your life with 
love and helpful support.  
 
Learn to be grateful for these good days when you have a little more 
energy, or find yourself laughing at something funny, or choose to accept an invitation from a friend to 
do something interesting. They will come and go, but it is the goal of grief to honor the memory of your 
loved one, and accepting the reality of their death, adjust your life to the new reality of what life without 
your person looks like.  
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NEW LIFE: 

Few people early in the pain of losing their person appreciate the thought 
of a “new life”. What you want is your loved one back, healthy and strong. 
The harsh aspect of reality is that bringing them back physically is not 
possible, so the choice must be to adjust to this new reality and find 
meaning and purpose in it. Acceptance does not require liking this new 
reality, but at first just allowing it to be. Feelings of loneliness and 
hopelessness are gradually replaced with a connection to others. You do 
not betray your beloved person when you move forward. Your love for 
them is not proved by how long you suffer their loss. While your loved one 
is no longer here, you are. And you can gradually reengage in life to live 
and love again. 
 
There are many factors that will determine what your new normal will look like, and you do not have to 
know every detail of that picture right now. Do your best to refrain from creating rules about the future 
that you force yourself to live by that are based in the commitment you made to your person before they 
died. As much as you wish they had never left, they are gone and the rest of your life is ahead of you. 
Take your time, explore the new identity you now have without your person, and allow yourself to heal 
and grow healthy. You will always feel a sadness when you think of the person you lost, but you will feel 
normal again. You can do this. You will be happy again. 
 

 



S T R O N G E R   W H E N   Y O U   L E A N  

 

 

Popular opinion says you can just grit your teeth, bite 
your lip, pull yourself up by your bootstraps and soldier 
on.  
 
There is nothing wrong with being strong, but with grief that 
approach can leave you simply stuffing the pain deeper 
inside and securing a future of physical pain, poor health, 
anxiety, and resentment. This exercise will help you 
maximize your relationships to help you grieve well. 
 
You can be stronger when you lean on others. 
 
In Colorado we love our Aspen trees. The colors in the fall are beautiful and the quaking of the leaves 
you see walking one of our mountain trails is mesmerizing. A few years ago, I learned a few things about 
these amazing trees. They are one of the largest organisms on the planet. The largest is located in 
Fishlake National Forest in Sevier County, Utah. It is one root system that covers 106 acres. These 
beautiful aspens are all connected to each other. They are literally leaning on each other.  
 
Loss creates a desire to isolate. 
 
Growing stronger by leaning on each other must be intentional, or it will not be. When you allow your 
fear of talking with others about your loss or choose not to be around people because the energy you 
need is just is not available, you are placing yourself at risk. Losing a close friend and the excruciating 
pain associated with it can isolate us, and that is not healthy for your grief journey. 
 
We find support from the loving and caring people in our lives. Not everyone understands grief or knows 
what to do and say, but with our help in educating them, we can get the help we need. And we do need 
help. Sometimes we have to be specific with what we need.  
 

• “I need you to meet me for coffee or a beer and let me talk.”  
• “I need you to do a road trip with me to attend the service.”  
• “I need you to meet me at the park and walk with me so I can get some exercise.” 
• “I need you to listen without trying to fix me.” 
• “I need you to watch my kids for me so I can get some rest. I am exhausted.” 
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Exercise 
 
Take out a sheet of paper and draw five concentric circles on it like a target. Then draw a line in the 
middle of the circles from left to right. Think of the people in your life and how close you feel to them, and 
how effective they are or would be at helping you with your grief. Write the names of those you spend 
the most time with in the innermost circle. The most effective go above the midline and the least 
effective below the midline. Then move outward writing names in successive circles of people you spend 
less time with until you are writing the names of acquaintances in the space around the outermost circle.  
 
What you see in front of you will be your circles of support or influence. The relationships in your life who 
could potentially help you, or who may not be good for you to spend time with at all so that you can 
begin to manage those relationships to help you grieve. How many are above, and how many are below 
the midline? Who are some you need to spend more time with, and some you need to spend less? Who 
are some that with a little effort could move in toward the center? 
 
Moving toward trusted friends or family has the potential to make the difference in your grief 
journey.  
 
Answering the hard existential questions of why, why now, why my sibling or friend, or why am I so 
devastated, is best done in a trusted relationship. Our thoughts, emotions and behaviors can be filtered 
through a trusted relationship and the resulting conclusions and resolve felt deeply. Most of us are 
hardwired for relational connection. Our basic emotional needs are met in relationship. Grieving a 
powerful loss like a sibling or close friend is a great opportunity to draw close and find new meaning. 
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C I R C L E S   O F   I N F L U E N C E 
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T H E   J O U R N E Y   O F   G R I E F  
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T H E   P R I N C I P L E   O F   R E P L A C E M E N T  
 

 

 
“I can’t turn my brain off! How do I get these painful thoughts to stop?”  
Traumatic and emotionally powerful images, memories and thoughts root themselves in our 
brain and by force of their emotional weight create well-worn neural pathways that our brain 
uses to remember and recall. A problem with these thoughts is they carry with them painful 
emotions that make us feel like we are experiencing our loss all over again. 
 
Sometimes the thoughts come as we are lying down to sleep, or they wake us in the middle of 
the night and keep us from returning to sleep again. Often, they appear with no perceptible 
trigger or reason at all! The resulting onslaught of painful emotions can leave us with an 
inability to concentrate or focus, a panic or fear of re-experiencing a painful memory, or an 
overwhelming sadness or hopelessness associated with significant loss. 
 
Refuse to argue or fight with thoughts 
Because arguing or fighting with painful thoughts can embed them even more deeply, an 
effective course of action is to use the principle of replacement to “replace” the thought with a 
new and better one.  
 
Imagine a painful thought knocking at the door of your mind. 
Seeing it through the peephole with your mind’s eye, instead of 
welcoming it in and offering it a comfortable chair or inviting it 
for dinner to spend the night consuming your precious time 
and energy, simply refuse to open the door. If the painful 
thought is already deep inside and creating anxiety, choose a 
more desirable thought to take its place.  
 
We cannot stop painful thoughts from knocking at the door, 
but we can refuse to invite them in 
 
When you see the painful thought at the door, recognize it for what it is. There is no need to 
deny the reality of the pain and what caused it. Acknowledge the reality of your loss, but realize 
you are free to focus on whatever you want, and you do not have to be a victim to these anxiety 
producing thoughts. “I see you and I recognize you, and I know that you really did happen. I am 
not denying you, but I am refusing to give you control of any more space in my thoughts.” 
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Initiate the principle of replacement 
Instead of inviting the painful thought inside, inhale and exhale a deep, slow breath and as you 
begin to breathe normally again, relax your breathing slightly just a little deeper and a little 
slower than normal. At the same time, select a thought from your library of positive, 
regenerative, and happy memories. Play the thought like a video, welcoming it in and enjoying it 
as it unfolds.  
 
Allow for plenty of detail as you follow the story activating all your senses. Imagine how what 
you’re experiencing feels, tastes and smells, along with vivid colors and even the sounds 
involved. Memorize how this feels and make a sincere attempt to hold the feeling for as long as 
you can.  
 
Recognize your choice point 
From this place of calm, you realize you have a choice. You do not have to be a prisoner to your 
painful thoughts. You have agency. There are a few things you control. You can choose the 
thoughts to which you give more time and attention. Making healthy choices will always be 
easier from this place of calm. 
 
Keep working to collect a library of positive, regenerative videos from the stories you have in 
your memories. Some of those stories will involve the person you lost, and while connected to 
the painful memory, they are rooted in happier experiences and have the power to shift your 
emotions to healthy.  
 
Create new neural paths 
You will become expert over time at recognizing thoughts that demand access at the door of 
your mind, and skilled at replacing them with more encouraging, uplifting ones using the 
principle of replacement. This will create new familiar neural pathways in the brain and 
minimize the impact of previously painful memories. You will also find your other tools of 
mindfulness, being present in the moment, and grounding exercises to be helpful in replacing 
painful thoughts and memories.  
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Recovering from Past Painful Experiences 
 
Low self-esteem can be deeply rooted, with origins in traumatic childhood experiences such as prolonged 
separation from parent figures, neglect, or emotional, physical, or sexual abuse. In later life, self-esteem can be 
undermined by ill health, negative life events such as losing a job or getting divorced, deficient or frustrating 
relationships, and a general sense of lack of control. This sense of lack of control may be especially marked in 
victims of emotional, physical, or sexual abuse, or victims of discrimination. 
 
Past painful experiences such as those described above, can continue to speak negative, hurtful messages to us 
deep within our emotional, psychological and spiritual core. They can hold power over our image of ourselves 
long after the experience has passed. For this reason, it can be helpful to go back to that painful experience and 
establish the truth of it in the light of day. These painful experiences can be de-mystified, and relieved of their 
power over us. Lies can be revealed and truth can become the new message. 
 
Use the following template for each painful experience causing you emotional, psychological or spiritual pain 
today. The three examples listed in the template are there to help you understand your specific painful 
experience and do not necessarily have anything to do with your situation.  
(Be sure to write out your thoughts in complete sentences) 
 
 

1. Identify the painful experience  
• When did it take place? 
• Where were you? 
• Who was involved? 
• What was done to you, or by you? 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

2. Describe the pain you felt  
• Use at least 5 of your own ‘feeling words’ in your description to describe the pain (examples 

below) 
o wounded, attacked, alone, hopeless, judged, used, betrayed, lied to, misunderstood, 

isolated, devalued 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

3. Discern fault and assign blame 
• List all the people who were at fault in the experience and what they did wrong (examples below) 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/self-esteem
https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/trauma
https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/child-development
https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/parenting
https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/health
https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/bias
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o “My father was at fault for molesting me sexually” 
 

o “My spouse was at fault for cheating on me” 
 

o “I was at fault for drinking too much and getting drunk” 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

• Write a statement assigning blame for each person at fault 
(examples below) 

o “I blame my father for hurting me, using me for his own pleasure, not protecting me, and 
making me feel worthless” 
 

o “I blame my spouse for lying to me, breaking his/her promises to me, sleeping with 
someone else, refusing to communicate with me, and not valuing me and our 
relationship” 
 

o “I blame myself for not maintaining control and for making poor decisions” 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

4. Determine motives and the resulting false belief 
• Write a statement identifying as best as you can, the motives of each person at fault 

(examples below) 
o “My father’s motive was to satisfy his own pleasure, and to exert power and control over 

me and others. My father’s actions created a false belief that I am not worthy of love, 
without value, a tool to be used for someone else’s pleasure, and must always submit my 
needs to the needs of others” 
 

o “My spouse’s motive was to meet his/her own needs, experience selfish pleasure, and 
send a destructive message of being unhappy in our relationship. My spouse’s actions 
created a false belief that I cannot ever trust again, that I am not worthy of someone 
working hard on a relationship with me, and that I am flawed and unable to have a happy 
and satisfying mutual relationship” 
 

o “My motive was to escape my pain and let go completely. My actions created a false 
belief that struggle has no purpose, I am unable to endure pain, I do not control my life, 
and I am defined by the poor decisions I make in life” 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Decide to move forward
• Write a statement of resolution for each person at fault

o “I resolve that my father’s actions will be judged by a higher power, so I choose to turn
over punishment to that higher power, and accept the reality that my father was a deeply
flawed person, and that I am not responsible for his actions”

o “I resolve that my spouse’s actions will be judged by a higher power, so I choose to turn
over punishment to that higher power, and accept the reality that my spouse’s actions
were a result of his/her flawed character, and that I am not responsible for his/her
actions”

o “I resolve that my actions were the result of poor decisions, and placed me in a vulnerable
and compromised position. I ask my higher power to forgive me, and I choose to forgive
myself and learn from my painful experience. I am guilty of making poor decisions, but I
will not be defined by my poor decisions. I will make better decisions in the future”

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

• Write a statement of new belief based on truth for each false belief
o “I am worthy of love, a person of great value, a person who may or may not choose to

bring pleasure to another, and my needs are just as important as the needs of others”

o “I can learn to trust again, and to identify the signs of someone building trust with me; if
necessary, I deserve someone working hard on a relationship with me because I am a
person of worth and value, and because I bring value to a relationship, I can have a happy
and satisfying mutual relationship with someone who sees me for who I am”

o “I believe there is value in struggle and I do not have to escape pain to be happy; I am able
to endure pain, and I control the decisions I make in my life, and I will be defined by the
overwhelming number of good decisions I make in life”

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________________________
_ 

Karl Shackelford, MDiv, BCC  |  Peaks & Creeks Life Development|  karl@peaksandcreeks.com  |  720-382-9420 

http://www.buildresilience.today/
mailto:karl@peaksandcreeks.com
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