
Sermon: Stages of grief, (non)acceptance and resurrection – Mark Laynesmith 

 

In 1969 the Swiss-American psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross published a book that was to 

have lasting impact on the care of the bereaved. It was entitled On Death and Dying: What 

the dying have to teach doctors, nurses, clergy and their families. 

 

Kübler-Ross had been born in Switzerland in 1926 and had had various brushes with death 

and suffering. Aged 5, when she'd been hospitalised with pneumonia, a child sharing her 

room had died peacefully in her presence. After the war she visited Majdanek concentration 

camp in Poland, which reinforced her growing sense that her vocation was to care for those in 

distress. Despite family opposition she trained as a doctor and in 1958 emigrated to America 

where, as a psychiatrist, she began to work with patients diagnosed with schizophrenia. It was 

in 1962 when teaching at the University of Colorado's School of Medicine that she undertook 

the first of what were to be a series of investigations into the psychological impact on patients 

of receiving a terminal diagnosis. Kübler-Ross interviewed a young terminally ill woman in 

front of a roomful of medical students. Her hope was to help the students see the person in 

front of them, not just the disease, and for them to develop empathy. 

 

Within a few years, Kübler-Ross's seminars on patient psychology led her to publish her now 

famous five-stage model of human grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and 

acceptance. The first reaction on receiving bad news is denial, she argued, where people 

temporarily insulate themselves against the pain of bad news by just refusing it accept it. But 

this cannot usually last, so next might come anger: the 'why me! It's not fair!' and the seeking 

of blame either of oneself or some other. A phase of bargaining might follow: hopeful 

promises to live a reformed lifestyle if things could get better, promises sometimes expressed 

in prayer. What might follow next is depression, a sort of giving up and retreating within. 

And finally, there might come acceptance. 

 

Denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Since the publication of On Death and 

Dying, Kübler-Ross's stages of grief model has become the bread-and-butter of psychological 

and pastoral care. Of course, it has undergone many modifications. Few now think of discrete 

emotional stages that are gone through one after another; a person might not experience all 

feelings; he or she might cycle back and forth between several. The theory has moved from a 

hard-and-fast description to something more like a rough-and-ready impressionistic sketch of 

what often occurs. And the application of the model has expanded far beyond the medical 

world, adapted now into a broader 'change-management tool' to explain the sorts of emotions 

a person might go through when facing any major challenge: a divorce, a redundancy; or 

some other unpleasant shaking of the foundations of life. Here's one version, applied to how 

institutions might manage change, expanding the original 5 stages to include exploring new 

options, making a group decision, and final reintegration. 

 

I find Kübler-Ross's model a useful albeit simple tool for recognising why people manifest 

otherwise odd and illogical emotional responses in the face of difficulties, and I include 

myself in this. I notice its usefulness in understanding my own responses to the election of 

President Trump or the rise of polling numbers for Reform UK. I recognise, for example, my 

avoidance of the news about the disturbing significance of the right-ward shift in electorates 

towards trusting in those with apparently common sense programs. I note how this can then 

be punctuated by my own angry responses, say when a president suggests the deportation of 

an entire people as a solution to a conflict. Or, when the political denial of climate change 

gives licence to major oil companies like Shell and BP to roll back on their investment in 



renewables. And of course, the appeal of Trump and Farage, and AfD in Germany, could 

each be understood to be the result of those who vote for them themselves responding to 

difficult news: in denial, in anger, by making bargains at the ballot box. 

 

So there may then be some highly useful insights from Kübler-Ross's model as we seek to 

navigate our ways wisely through our own and others' peculiarly heightened and erratic 

emotional responses during situations of stress. But are there any limitations to the model? 

Kübler-Ross's model, at least in its original formulation, ends with 'acceptance'. The ultimate 

stage was to help a person with a terminal diagnosis accept that there isn't anything that can 

be done. But if that logic is applied too simplistically to other spheres of life, it might lead to 

a kind of complacency, a passive acceptance that there's never anything that we can do in the 

face of disturbing news. 

 

There is a nice thought-experiment which involves hosting am imagining dinner party with 

guests invited from different times and places. I wonder how a conversation over supper 

would go between Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and St Paul. As we heard in the first reading, St 

Paul writing to the Corinthians, wanted to remind his readers about Jesus' resurrection for, he 

felt, the news of the resurrection changed everything about the normal calculus of human life. 

"If Christ has not been raised, then ... your faith has been in vain ... But in fact 

Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died". How might the 

proclamation of the resurrection of Jesus interact with Kübler-Ross's model, particularly its 

acceptance stage? 

 

What Jesus' resurrection precisely looked like is anyone's guess. All the writers of the New 

Testament were adamant that it was something very unexpected and peculiar. For Paul on the 

road to Damascus, his meeting with the risen Jesus was something like experiencing a vision. 

What we do know is that each time a person experienced it, it changed their life. 

 

The word resurrection is just an Englishing of a Latin word which means 'to stand up again'. 

Saenna told a group of students a while back at the Chaplaincy that the Dutch (in their rather 

more down-to-earth manner) simply use the word 'wederopstanding'. We might get up again, 

with someone's help, after falling. In Jesus' case he was knocked down by the Roman state 

(with the connivance of the Temple authorities) but God stood him back up. To believe in 

resurrection is more than to be interested in an odd one-off past miracle; it is to believe that 

God is saying: 'no, you can't dismiss Jesus, I shall stand him back up again before you. Have 

another go at listening to him, of letting his life change your life, his spirit become your 

spirit.' 

 

I imagine that, with the best of intentions, a caring counsellor in the first century might well 

have encouraged the disciples to acknowledge their grieving process: to work past the denial, 

through the bargaining, beyond the anger and depression, and to accept that their time with 

Jesus had been worth it... and then to move on. And indeed, there might be wisdom in much 

of that. But I wonder if sometimes acceptance can be too passive a response. To experience 

God's resurrection of Jesus  - God's re-standing up of him – led his disciples not to 

acceptance, but to a renewed trust, a renewed belief that what he stood for, though knocked 

down, remained true. And by extension, as we live through our own emotional responses to 

difficult news, a belief in God's resurrection might cause us to stand back up again with a 

continuing sense that some things are indeed wrong, to be resisted not accepted. 

 



For we believe that to follow Jesus is not just to accept and bless the status quo, but that it 

sometimes involves saying no. The three woes we heard in the Gospel might well be 

uncomfortable but however we apply them, they remind us that in Jesus' eyes some things in 

the world are not right. And though I may be wrong, I dare to say that a rules-based 

international order, the idea that countries should seek to work together, the view that wealth 

should be equally distributed, the belief that we should deliberately seek to include those who 

have less power or who have previously been excluded, and the view that for the good of the 

planet we should rein in our habits of consumption, these views remain, I believe, true. 

Though shockingly they may be knocked down for a time, we should not accept this but 

continue to hope and yearn and work for better, trusting in the one who raised Jesus from the 

dead. 

 

The church provides us each week with a collect, a prayer themed to the readings. We used 

the modern one earlier, but I shall end with the traditional one. Let us pray: Almighty God, 

who alone can bring order to the unruly wills and passions of sinful humanity: give your 

people grace so to love what you command and to desire what you promise, that among the 

many changes of this world our hearts may surely there be fixed where true joys are to be 

found; through Jesus Christ, your son our Lord, who is alive and reigns with you, In the unity 

of the Holy Spiri One God, now and for ever. Amen. 
 


