
LEARNING TO LIVE WITH LOSS

THE WEIGHT OF WHAT
IF

BOOKLET

A guided journey of remembrance and hope

GRIEF IS NOT A CHECKLIST. YOU ARE ALLOWED YOUR OWN WAY THROUGH.
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BOOKLET 03 / THE FIVE GRIEF LENSES

The Weight of What If
Living with unanswered questions and learning the difference between love and
control

A NOTE BEFORE YOU BEGIN

THE FIVE-STAGE MODEL IS A LENS, NOT A TIMELINE. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross originally
described common responses among people facing death. The framework was later widely
applied to bereavement. Grief does not follow a required order, a fixed schedule, or five
mandatory feelings. You can experience several responses together, repeat them, or not
recognize any particular stage. These booklets are invitations to reflect, not tests to pass.

You may start with any booklet. None is a level you must pass before opening another. If an
exercise feels too intense, skip it, take a break, or do it with a trusted support person. The
Scripture references invite reflection rather than promise a schedule for recovery.

READ IN YOUR OWN TIME

Keep a pen nearby. Circle what resonates. Leave blank what does not. You may revisit a
page months or years from now and find different words. That does not mean you have
returned to the beginning; it means you are a person whose love and circumstances
continue to change.

SCRIPTURE FOR REFLECTION

Psalm 77:1-12; Romans 8:26; Ecclesiastes 3:1-8

HOW TO USE THIS BOOKLET

• Read the three brief teachings without rushing.

• Try one gentle exercise, not necessarily every exercise.

• Use the journal pages for your own words.

• Choose one act of care, connection, or remembrance.
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BARGAINING & REGRET

A Gentle Beginning
“If only I had called.” “What if we had gone sooner?” “Maybe things would be
different if I had said the right thing.” Grief often searches backward for a moment
to change. Sometimes there are lessons to learn. But endless replay can place a
burden on one person that no human being could carry. This booklet will help you
separate responsibility from imagined control.

Before the Reading
What brought you to this particular part of the series today? You can answer with a single
word, a sentence, a memory, or a blank page. There is no correct amount of sharing.
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TEACHING 1 / BARGAINING & REGRET

Why the mind replays the
scene
When a loss has changed the future, the mind may search for a point in the past
where a different decision might have prevented it. Replaying details can feel like a
way to regain control. You may reconstruct conversations, medical timelines, travel
plans, or ordinary decisions. Some questions can be answered with additional
information. Others remain forever uncertain. The more distressing the loss, the
harder it may be to tolerate that uncertainty.

Notice the difference between “I wish things had been different” and “I had the
power to guarantee a different outcome.” The first is often grief speaking. The
second may assign yourself certainty you did not have. You acted with information,
limits, and pressures that existed at the time. It is fair to review what you truly knew
and could reasonably do. It is not fair to judge yesterday using every fact discovered
afterward.

Psalm 77 shows a distressed speaker remembering, questioning, and returning to
what can be held in faith. This passage does not promise that every painful event
will make sense. It gives language for bringing the relentless questions into prayer
rather than carrying them alone.
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Pause and Reflect
After reading Why the mind replays the scene, what feels most important or difficult to hold
today? You may write an insight, an objection, or a prayer.
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TEACHING 2 / BARGAINING & REGRET

Responsibility without
impossible standards
Occasionally grief involves real regret. You may wish you had been more patient,
apologized sooner, or paid closer attention. You can acknowledge a specific mistake
without making yourself responsible for an entire death or loss. Ask: What exactly
did I choose? What did I know then? What was outside my control? What can I learn
that might shape my life now? Be careful not to replace guilt with a sweeping denial
of all responsibility; the more honest approach is specific.

If you owe someone an apology for a living relationship, consider whether a safe,
respectful conversation is appropriate. But there are regrets that cannot be repaired
through contact. A letter you do not send, a changed habit, an act of service, or a
conversation with a counselor can help you honor what you wish had been different
without pretending you can rewrite the past.

Romans 8:26 describes human weakness in prayer. The point is not that the right
wording will unlock a different past, but that prayer is possible even when words fail.
Give yourself permission to pray an unfinished sentence.
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Pause and Reflect
After reading Responsibility without impossible standards, what feels most important or
difficult to hold today? You may write an insight, an objection, or a prayer.
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TEACHING 3 / BARGAINING & REGRET

Learning to live with
unanswered questions
There may be no single sentence that makes the loss acceptable. Some deaths
leave unresolved medical, relational, or moral questions. You do not have to treat
unanswered questions as proof that you are doing grief wrong. You can preserve a
question in a journal, seek appropriate information when it is available, and still
choose to care for yourself today.

Try making three columns: FACTS I KNOW, QUESTIONS I CAN INVESTIGATE, and
QUESTIONS I MAY HAVE TO CARRY. Include a wise next step for the middle column.
For the third, write a compassionate response such as, “I wish I knew. I can live
honestly while I do not know.” This is not surrendering the person you loved. It is
refusing to let an unsolved thought take every moment that remains.

Ecclesiastes 3 names a range of seasons in human life. Its poetry makes space for
both sorrow and care. It does not tell us why a specific death occurred. Read it as
permission to live in a season without pretending you control its ending.
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Pause and Reflect
After reading Learning to live with unanswered questions, what feels most important or
difficult to hold today? You may write an insight, an objection, or a prayer.
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A Story from Ordinary Life

Room for a Human Story
David kept returning to the last conversation he had with his sister. He remembered
being hurried and thought he should have stayed longer. In counseling he wrote two
statements: “I wish I had known that was our last conversation” and “I could not
have known it then.” He kept both, allowing regret to become a lesson in
attentiveness rather than a lifelong sentence against himself.

Faith and Honesty
Read Psalm 77:1-12; Romans 8:26; Ecclesiastes 3:1-8. These references are invitations to
encounter the passages in context. They do not claim that faith makes grief predictable or
painless. Consider where compassion, patience, honesty, or hope appears in what you read.

What would you say to someone living this story?
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YOUR REFLECTION

Four Questions Worth
Sitting With
1. Which “if only” thought returns most often?

2. What did I actually know at the time?

3. Where am I carrying a responsibility that was never mine?

4. What is one way I can honor the relationship now?
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GUIDED EXERCISE

The Three-Column What-If
Page
Divide the page into facts, unanswered questions, and reasonable responsibility.
Under each item, distinguish what you could influence from what you could not
control. If a question needs factual guidance, list someone qualified to ask.
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PRIVATE LETTER

Words You May Never Need
to Send
Write a letter beginning, “I wish I had known...” and ending, “What I can choose now
is...” Leave room for mixed feelings rather than forcing forgiveness.

This page belongs to you. You do not have to share it, finish it, or keep it.



POSITIVE TALK  /  LEARNING TO LIVE WITH LOSS THE WEIGHT OF WHAT IF

GOOD CONVERSATIONS, BETTER PEOPLE.  |  thepositivetalk.com 13

A QUIET PRAYER

An Honest Place to Begin
Father, You know the questions I replay. Give me honesty about what I did and did
not control. Help me learn without condemning myself for what I could not have
known. Meet me in the unanswered places. Amen.

Three Possible Next Steps
• Name one unhelpful “if only” story without arguing with it.

• Speak one factual, compassionate correction to self-blame.

• Perform one small act that reflects the love or value you carry forward.

A permission slip

You are allowed to close this book today. You are allowed to laugh, cry, rest, remember, or
ask for help. None of these actions erases the love that brought you here.
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CARE & SUPPORT

You Do Not Have to Do This
Alone
This faith-based educational workbook is not therapy, diagnosis, or crisis care. You
may skip prompts that feel overwhelming. Consider a trusted friend, faith leader,
licensed grief counselor, or clinician for support. If you feel unable to stay safe or are
in immediate danger, call local emergency services. In the U.S. call or text 988 for
crisis support.

Getting Support
• Ask for company without advice: “Could you sit with me or take a walk?”

• Tell someone what practical help would be useful, such as a meal, errand, or phone call.

• Consider a grief support group or bereavement counselor, including community or
faith-based options that respect your needs.

• If sleep, appetite, functioning, or feelings of hopelessness worry you, speak with a
licensed health professional.

Sources and Further Reading
American Psychological Association — Grief: Coping with the Loss of Your Loved One (apa.org/topics/death)

Cruse Bereavement Support — Understanding the Five Stages of Grief (cruse.org.uk)

NHS — Get Help with Grief after Bereavement or Loss (nhs.uk)

Elisabeth Kübler-Ross Foundation — Five Stages of Grief (ekrfoundation.org)
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