
On Loss  
 

      The only reason time exists is so everything doesn't happen at once.  

              

      Posted by David Rogers, 2/11/02 at 8:09:46 AM.  

      Nothing ever stays the same. 

 

Some time ago, I wrote a little piece called All You'll Ever Have (Is All You'll Ever Need). I tried to 

describe what I termed the illusion of property. What was then unknown to me, although implicit in 

everything that essay was about, was the matter of loss. Understanding loss is, I believe, one of the 

keys to understanding life. We exist in a dynamic universe, it is not fixed, and things change. The 

present is always becoming the past. Somehow, we manage to blind ourselves to this, and try to work 

our way through life believing that some things do last forever, some more trivial than others. While 

we may not "possess" many of those things, in the sense that we possess property, we nevertheless 

"have" them; they are present in our lives in immediate and useful ways. We value them. Yet these 

things are no more permanent than anything else in the universe.  

 

One shouldn't be too distracted that many things in the universe last far longer than any single human 

lifetime, the point is endings are as common as beginnings. When we no longer have something in our 

lives that we value, when life changes in such a way that one or more of those things is gone, we call 

that "loss." I think Buddhists term this concept of "having and losing" as attachment, and one of the 

ways they try to teach transcending suffering is by giving up attachment. I thought I understood this, 

and generally agreed with it; but I now believe that my understanding was not complete unless I also 

understood loss and how human beings have adapted to it. 

 

This is going to hurt. 

The emotional consequences of loss far precede the development of any philosophical or theological 

response to it. We have had to cope with loss as individuals ever since we evolved consciousness. It 

appears that nature has given us a process that allows us, however imperfectly, to integrate loss into 

our lives. We've given a name to this process, and we call it grief. Grief has only recently begun to be 

studied as a process, but some have identified what seems to be a series of steps, or stages, in this 

process. They've been named: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. (Note: I believe 

the credit for these names goes to Elisabeth Kubler-Ross.)  

 

Grief is usually associated with major losses, such as the death of a loved one, the loss of a job, or the 

onset of a major illness; but I suspect that any time we experience any type of loss of something 

valuable to us, we go through this process, even if we're not conscious of it. As a trivial example: 

Consider what you might feel if you were to make a mistake while working on your computer, that 

caused the loss of weeks of valuable effort. Immediately after you realize the work is gone, and 

perhaps due to your error, your first reaction might be to say something like, "No way! It can't be!" 

Well, that's denial. Then you might engage in some activity that is intended to resurrect the lost data, 

look for an automatic backup or try to run some utility to restore it. That's an example of bargaining, 

albeit a somewhat poor one. When your efforts to appease the digital deities have failed, you'd 

probably be angry; and, as you know, anger is anger.  

 



Following this period of anger, you'd probably feel a sense of defeat, of hopelessness, or even sadness 

that all that work is gone and will have to be replicated. Well, that's an example, again, perhaps a poor 

one, of depression. When you put that aside and begin the effort to reconstruct your work, that's 

acceptance. I submit that if one thinks about it, one can begin to identify the five stages of grief in 

every act of loss in one's life. We do this all the time. I happen to think it's a good thing, and while 

cultivating a mindset of non-attachment would probably do much to limit the number of times one had 

to go through it, it is no substitute for the process. 

 

Getting stuck. 

I don't think it's a rigid process. I think we can be in more than one stage at a time, and I think we 

might regress a bit into one of the earlier stages in response to some stimulus. Some stages may be 

much briefer than others. But, in general, I think this describes how we've evolved to integrate loss into 

our existence. Because it is a process, it takes time; but it's a finite one, it does end and, ultimately, one 

does reach the point where life can go on without the grieving process being the dominant theme in 

one's life. It's a normal, healthy, positive response to a natural event, given to us by nature. While it's 

perhaps hard to think of grief as welcome, it is the way we've evolved to integrate loss into our lives.    

 

Except when we get stuck in one of the stages. And I think that happens a lot these days, because of 

some of the illusions we've been presented as reality. Here's an easy example: the loss of youth. I think 

many of us get stuck in denial and bargaining in response to the loss of our youth. Certainly, one       

can change one's appearance at any time and not necessarily be doing so in response to loss. But much 

of what we spend our time and energy on, in  respect to our appearance, has more to do with the denial 

of aging and bargaining to conceal its effects from ourselves and others, than it does with any playful 

exploration of changes in appearance.   

 

In spite of the utility of the grieving process, as conscious beings we experience fear. Fear is, in some 

ways, the anticipation of loss. Allow me a tiny digression. I still believe there are only two 

fundamental motivations for all human behavior, and they are faith and fear. Everything we do stems 

from this yin and yang. Love is faith in action, and hate is fear in action. In between is everything 

human beings do to themselves, to each other and to the world they inhabit. I think it will always be 

this way, for one cannot exist without the other.  But we can understand both faith and fear, and the 

grieving process. By doing so, we can make different choices; presumably better ones. 

 

Fear. 

In other places here in Time's Shadow, I've written of groups of human beings forming social 

organisms. I won't go into all of that again here, but I will refer to them in this context. Social 

organisms exploit our misunderstandings of fear and grief to harness our energies for their own       

purposes.  I've often read or heard that we have a society that worships youth. I don't think that's the 

case. Society is a social organism, or group of social organisms, that exploits our individual fears of 

loss to keep us in the first or second stages of the grieving process, in order to elicit repetitive 

behaviors that serve the needs of society more so than the individual. If we fear the loss of our youth, 

and society reinforces that fear by the beliefs it expresses, then we can get stuck in denial and 

bargaining.  

 

We do lose our youth that is inevitable. But if society can present us with the reasons for remaining in 

denial, through the careful cultivation of attractive illusions; and the means to do so, through products 



and services, then society can direct our behavior toward those efforts. Who benefits? Not the 

individual, who remains in denial and doesn't progress. The social organisms that are society benefit, 

through the creation and capture of material wealth that is the product of that behavior.  How much of 

our economic activity is devoted to preserving the illusion of youth?  It would appear it's not 

insignificant. There are the cosmetics, fashion, plastic surgery, "health-food, fitness, and overtly       

"anti-aging" industries and probably some others that don't come readily to mind. Then there are 

marketing efforts in virtually every other industry that are designed to appeal to youthfulness. 

Automobiles, entertainment, travel, recreation, and others all make appeals that rely to a great extent 

on preserving the illusion of youth. They certainly don't have to, all of these activities have virtues or 

worth quite apart from the preservation of any illusion of youth, but they rely on getting us stuck in 

denial and bargaining, because it works so well. Because once we reach "acceptance," well then, what 

motive is there for buying the latest fashion? Perhaps not the best example, but I hope you get the idea       

of the kind of fear that governs the pre-conscious thinking of social organisms. In fact, much of what 

seems to govern our economic activity is an effort to deny the fact of loss. We have insurance for any 

kind of material loss.  

 

We live in gated communities, we pay security services, we buy guns, we have pre-nuptial agreements, 

we put bars on our windows, we put bars on our souls, all to prevent loss. And there is no preventing it. 

I (don't want to) feel your pain. Grief makes us uncomfortable. For those grieving, the discomfort is 

downright painful. For those around the grieving, seeing it reminds us too well of our own grief, even 

if we are stuck in denial. So we try to encourage people to hide their grief by telling them to "cheer 

up," or otherwise admonish them not to burden us with the discomfort of our own fears in witnessing 

their grief.  

 

I believe this is a rather recent artifact of our reliance on denial. We have a set of tools available to us 

when confronting the grief of others, we simply don't have much skill in using them for lack of 

practice. We have empathy, which is what makes us so uncomfortable. If we weren't in denial about 

loss, our empathy wouldn't make us uncomfortable, it'd make us accessible to those in grief. 

Thankfully, it often still does. Sharing grief lightens the burden a little on the one grieving. It also, I 

think, helps those who are sharing it prepare for their own grief. Sometimes I think our discomfort also 

brings about confusion regarding grief.  

 

We regard grief as a form of suffering, and indeed it is, if suffering is the difference between the way 

things are and the way we'd like them to be. We sometimes have the well-intentioned notion that we 

have to save people from their suffering, when the reality is they're suffering to save themselves.  No 

one can save anyone else in this regard. Spiritually, emotionally, salvation comes from within, it 

cannot be delivered from without.  We can help each other, but we don't do so if we seek to suppress or 

short-circuit the process in some fashion. What we can do, is respect the process in others, and respect 

those going through it, by being present for them. I'm not advocating that one enable misguided 

destructive behavior if one witnesses that, but I believe we do need to acknowledge the feelings of 

those in grief, and acknowledge their loss.  

 

They will, indeed, never be the same, but that is okay. Nothing ever is, nor would we want it to be. It's 

that "Beware the Law of Unintended Consequences," thing. I think we do this, to some extent, to our 

children, by trying to protect them from the difficult feelings associated with the process. If they lose a 

toy, we buy them a new one, or we don't respect the process and tell them to stop crying. I suspect that 



most of our parents learned about grief, even if they didn't know about it as a process, in their 

childhoods in far more profound ways than most of us have. My father's father died when he was 10 

years old. He lost shipmates in WW II at 17. My mother had siblings die when she was a child. These 

things happen today, but I believe they're far less common than they were in our parents' generation, 

although I think we all feel they're far too common nevertheless. But I believe we must respect the 

process in ourselves and in others, especially including those we love. If we don't complete the 

process, we get stuck, and we don't progress; and we don't live, we merely exist. But eventually, we 

must complete the process.   

 

You can't get there from here.  It is in this regard that I've discovered that grief is the essential process 

in personal transformation. There are a large number of self-help books in the world. Some of them 

purport to help you accomplish something called a personal transformation. If one is motivated to seek 

personal transformation, then presumably one recognizes something about the current state of affairs in 

one's life is unsatisfactory. One then seeks to undergo some form of transformation to become the new, 

more desirable, person. Desirable in the sense of not having the negative qualities associated with the 

conditions that gave rise to the realization in the first place. I haven't read very many of these books, a 

few, but not many. The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People is one that I have read, and I thought 

it was very good. Indeed, it is very good. But I don't think it is good enough to complete a personal 

transformation. That's just my opinion, let me tell you why.  

 

These kinds of self-help books flourish in the "bargaining" phase of the grief process. You begin with 

some evidence that your life is not what you had hoped it would be, or you realize that it is not what it 

seems like it could be. You spend some time in denial, maybe move along into bargaining, trying this 

fix or that, then progress to anger. Somewhere between anger and the completion of depression and the 

beginning of acceptance, we seem to move back to bargaining, lured by the persuasive appeal of self-

help authors with a new program to help us accomplish a personal transformation, and we zip right 

back to bargaining, and if we bargain well, we can settle comfortably back into denial, doing the same 

things, only in different ways. Sometimes we settle uncomfortably in anger or depression as well; 

again, doing the same things in different ways.  

 

The Hero's Journey.  A personal transformation, if it is to be a genuine one, is the metaphorical death 

of the former self. This is the hero's journey myth. One's old self, which one definitely loves, no matter 

how low their self-esteem, or how deep their supposed self-loathing, must die in some metaphysical, 

metaphorical, but no less "real" fashion. That death represents a loss every bit as real as the death of a 

loved one, and the process that allows us to be born anew as transformed individuals is the grief 

process. There is simply no escaping it. Now, one can live one's entire life, quite happily, successfully 

and satisfactorily without ever undergoing anything as wrenching as a personal transformation. I 

suspect many people do. But for those for whom life is unhappy, unsuccessful and unsatisfactory, then 

nothing less will do. But it is a frightening, challenging endeavor, and it involves pain and suffering.  

 

Thankfully, it's usually just enough pain and suffering to accomplish the task. There is no shortage of 

well-meaning friends, family members and self-help authors who would wish to see us avoid that pain 

and suffering, and in their misguided efforts, they will help to get us "stuck" in the grief process, 

leaving the transformation incomplete. Well, prolonging it anyway.  Because eventually, you have to 

complete the process and achieve the transformation. Life becomes like Groundhog Day. You'll keep 

cycling through denial-bargaining-anger-depression until you break on through to acceptance. This has 



a great deal to do with determining just how much pain and suffering is enough to accomplish the task. 

If we recognize, and accept the process, then usually less is enough. If we don't, then more will have to 

be enough.   

 

There is something else that is important to note. Sometimes a personal transformation doesn't come 

about as the result of a kind of peaceful discovery that one can no longer find meaning in one's life. 

Sometimes it comes about as the result of an external event, often one involving violence, physical 

injury or illness. Traumas fundamentally alter the nature of one's life, and one's belief system, and in 

that regard they are the hero's journey. It is the grief process that facilitates the birth of the new 

individual. By your bootstraps. Which brings me to another point, it is the grief process that brings us 

to acceptance of the grief process. It's a bootstrapping thing.  For many of us in our rather wealthy, 

western culture, physical suffering is something we seldom encounter. Many, many people do, and 

everyone eventually must, but our wealth and our belief systems tend to keep genuine suffering, and 

growth, at arm's length.  

 

Many of us, myself included until just recently, are in denial about the necessity of suffering in life. 

We're in denial about the grief process. It's not for us, it's for someone else.  We try lots of books to 

find ways around the suffering, or we bargain with our faith. Eventually, we get angry that life has to 

be so unfair, that it isn't what we expected it would be from what our parents gave us and what we saw 

on TV. Then we get depressed. If we're lucky, we get through that to acceptance, most of us usually 

need help. I did.  I didn't think it had to hurt. I only thought it hurt because I was doing something 

wrong, so I kept trying to do it a little differently. It's like trying to pull the band-aid off sooooo slowly 

that it doesn't hurt, when that merely prolongs the discomfort.  

 

If I was clever enough with my words, or patient enough with my time, I could avoid hurting myself or 

others. That can't be done. Another limitation to my power. Tomorrow, the sun will rise. So then 

comes acceptance. Acceptance is the acknowledgement that who you are now, is not who you once 

were. You've been changed in fundamental ways, and though you aren't what you once were, you still 

are. And so you begin again, to discover just who you are in this new life, with a different set of eyes 

and a different set of beliefs. If you see the movie Cast Away, Tom Hanks' character, Chuck Noland 

describes this moment to a friend, "I had power over nothing. Then this feeling came over me like a 

warm blanket." I don't have a great deal of experience with acceptance yet. Perhaps soon. 
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