“Just as graduation is called a commencement and not a termination, one’s
life is about the never-ending beginnings we all experience through loss and
change. The courageous recreate themselves and their lives and enter love’s
service because of their wounds. Read and learn from Judy’s experience.”
—Bernie Siegel, MD,
author of 365 Prescriptions for the Soul
and Prescriptions for Living

“From loss to renewal, STUNNED by Grief provides clear, inspirational
steps to manage the death of a loved one. There isn’t a single solution, or
prescription; rather, a series of personal thoughts and actions derived from
Brizendine’s own experience and those of others. Everyone, from military
spouse to parents and friends, will find calm, steady guidance that resonates. Definitely a book worth reading, as we all need inspiration to overcome our personal loss, and reminders of the joy of life and the strength of
the human spirit.”
—Scott Rutter (LTC, U.S. Army, Ret.),
national spokesman, Tragedy Assistance
Program for Survivors (TAPS)

“STUNNED by Grief brings purpose and direction to the painful grief process from someone who’s been there. Judy shares ‘real life’ as she reveals how
God can give you strength and courage to overcome tragedy. STUNNED
will meet you right where you are. It’s a book about grief unlike any other.”
—Darrell and Stevie Waltrip,
founders of Motor Racing Outreach
FOX Sports commentator and
former NASCAR Winston Cup champion

“This book is a true gem and a must read for anyone who has experienced
the grief of a close personal loss. The author opens her heart, mind, and,
most importantly, her soul to examine the devastation of her husband’s
death and her ultimate triumph through her faith in God. This book is a
true inspiration. She is painfully honest, open, and extremely uplifting in
her writing.”
—Gary L. Malone, MD,
board certified psychiatrist and psychoanalyst
author of Five Keys for Understanding Men: A Woman’s Guide

“Ready or not—the experience of the death of a loved one is stunning. Like
being left blindfolded in a deep dark jungle, finding one’s way to a safe and
familiar territory will overwhelm you with hopelessness. You might ask, ‘If
only someone who has been here could walk me through this . . .?’ Well,
your map and guide are within your grasp.
“More than just answers, Judy Brizendine will ‘red dot’ your heart’s
location and give you a clear sense of direction and renewed destiny. My
wife Jeannie and I serve as pastors to Judy. She is a joy to work closely and
passionately with, and we love doing ‘life’ with her and Jon. We both trust
Judy, and the God she has come to know in a deeper way through her pain.
Pain that can now become your gain. You will laugh, live, and yes, love
again!”
—Phil Munsey,
founding pastor, Life Church
author of Legacy Now: Why Everything about You Matters

“Out of her tears and personal grief, Judy Brizendine has created a warm
and sensitive message that is filled with great wisdom, practical help—and
a pathway of hope for the future. Make this book a gift to every person you
know who is in the midst of grief.”
—Paul A. Eshleman,
vice president, Campus Crusade for Christ, International

“Judy has so eloquently portrayed the process of grieving and of subsequent healing. Reading her excellent book has released a river of Hope that
springs eternal. I am amazed at the insights and clarity that she projects.
Many will be blessed who read it.”
—Moses and Betty Vegh,
Ambassadors of Hope to the Nations

“For anyone who has ever walked through the dark days of grief—or knows
someone who is there right now—STUNNED by Grief is a must. You’ll
find hope, help, and honesty between these pages. Written by one who
has been there, STUNNED will encourage and equip those caught in the
throes of loss.”
—J.P. Jones,
senior pastor, Crossline Community Church

—Donna Jones,
speaker and author
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D e d i c at i o n

. . . first and foremost, I dedicate this book to God.
Without His love, inspiration, presence, and hope, I would not
be telling my story.
. . . to each person who shared your journey with us by participating
in the grief-support workshops Jon and I facilitated.
I extend my deepest thanks. We received far more from each
of you than can possibly be imagined—and more than we could
ever give back. Priceless insights came directly from you, and your
words and experiences interwoven throughout this book will inform,
comfort, encourage, strengthen, and give hope to others facing the
pain of grief.
. . . to my dear husband and best friend, Jon Kreider, my partner in
every area of life, including our mutual desire to convey God’s love
to grieving people.
Your passion about helping others face grief inspired me to give
more of myself, and convinced me that I have a meaningful story to
share. Only a strong, secure man could handle reading entries from
his wife’s journal about her late husband, even if a worthwhile purpose is involved. Seeing the words in print for everyone else to read
is even more difficult. However, you firmly agreed that we can help
people in a more powerful way by being transparent about grief, and
your commitment took precedence over any personal discomfort.
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I am very happy God’s plan for my future included such a caring,
generous, and wonderful man. And I’m grateful that we’ve been given
a second chance for love after losing both of our spouses to death.
. . . to the precious life and memory of my late husband, John
Brizendine.
Your death began my struggle with grief, but the sorrow evolved
into a slowly unfolding story of hope. This book is a way of honoring
your memory and bringing something good out of the most painful
period of my life. If the truth about my experience helps anyone,
then telling it is worthwhile. That’s what the circle of life is all about,
isn’t it—each of us loving and helping one another.

———
Celebrating the lives of:
John A. Brizendine III (Maj., USMC, Ret.), my husband
William L. Luttrell, my dad
Verlene Kreider, Jon’s mom
Donna Kreider, Jon’s wife

———
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P r e fac e

Do what you can with what you have, right where you
are.
—Theodore Roosevelt

W

hy write a book about grief? Because, frankly, when the harsh
reality of my husband’s death became real, I had absolutely
no idea what to do. I was painfully unprepared to face grief and the
effects of loss. And the thought of others (just like me) struggling to
gain control over something they can’t grasp or explain, concerns me
deeply.
Grief is not what we expect, and its reality is nothing we can
imagine.
Grievers urgently need to know what is happening. But pain
alters one’s ability to focus. I understand. Steady concentration was a
battle for me, and a regular complaint among grief-group members.
Despite the difficulty, you need information. Because of my challenging experience, I want to ease the way for other hurting people
to navigate through the fear, confusion, and uncertainty of their grief
journeys without bogging down in too many details—or groping to
find answers.
This book is different. Think of it as a no-nonsense look at the
essentials. When you read this material, you will readily understand
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the basics—what you really need to know at first about grief. You
will find out about critical obstacles and challenges—flashpoints—to
expect during your grief. And you’ll learn about what is happening
and what to do.
Rather than a comprehensive look at the subject by a therapist
or medical professional, this book is a fellow traveler’s down-to-earth
approach to grief. It breaks down the material into
bite-sized pieces that are easy to follow for anyone
Grief is not what
going through the distress of grief. You do not
we expect, and its
have to read the book straight through; in fact, if
reality is nothing
you quickly need help with a certain topic, turn
we can imagine.
to any chapter or section and read it separately.
I am an ongoing survivor of grief and this book is the story of
my journey—that of a person who faced devastating loss firsthand
and slowly worked through it. It’s a book about insight. And change.
The details are intimate. By revealing an inside look at grief, my aim
is to give a realistic perspective. I want you to know what to expect.
Also, I have connected with others who are experiencing the
effects of pain and loss by facilitating grief-support groups. During
these workshops, certain key issues repeatedly surfaced—either
because they were especially hard to handle (complex, explosive, or
unpredictable), or because they were essential in a participant’s journey toward healing. This book accentuates these crucial topics.
Grief, hope, determination, and faith are the focus of this easyto-read guide meant to inform, inspire, encourage, and support all
those facing the loss of someone vitally important. While my perspective is that of a person who lost her husband unexpectedly, this
book presents relevant information to anyone facing profound loss
and trying to understand it.

Preface

My goal throughout the book is to come alongside you—wherever you are—and help you unscramble the turmoil of grief. My
desire is to comfort you as you face your own grief questions and
uncertainties. I will tell you about things I wish I had known. I want
to encourage you with hope, and convince you that you do still have
a future—and that your future can be positive and meaningful.

Grief is a demanding, confusing detour in life’s journey, but
it is not the final destination. Your road does not end here.

I wish you Godspeed as you travel toward healing.
You are not alone. God loves you more than you can possibly
imagine. And He’s looking for you, even if you’re not yet trying to
find Him.

Judy Brizendine
Judy Brizendine

P.S. At the end of each chapter is a “Thought to Write About.”
These statements and questions provide an opportunity for you to
write your thoughts and feelings about the subject covered in the
chapter.
Just start writing . . . about what is tearing at your heart, what
you can’t stop thinking about, what keeps you awake at night, makes
you angry, frightens you, confuses you, what you’re grateful for, or
whatever comes into your mind.
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Writing—or journaling—helps release everything bottled up
tightly inside. Sometimes talking about personal feelings is difficult,
so writing helps you process these painful emotions and advances
your healing.
Pick up a journal or notebook and start writing.
You have nothing to lose and everything to gain.
The best way out is always through.
—Robert Frost

P A rt

o Ne
U n pac k i n g G r i e f
What Is Happening to Me?

I n t r o du c t i o n

Life changes fast . . . Life changes in the instant.
The ordinary instant.
—Joan Didion
(from The Year of Magical Thinking)

Y

ou’re probably wondering what happened to bring me to this
place, so I’ll briefly share my story with you. Little did I know
my life was about to change—irreversibly and forever. While that
statement may sound dramatic, if you are reading this book, in all
likelihood either you or someone you love has experienced grief.
Tragedy generally strikes unexpectedly, while we are just living our
everyday lives.
On a beautiful spring morning in April 1998, everything was terrific. I was content. My marriage was happier than it had ever been,
and I was working in a challenging, satisfying design career.
When we moved to southern California several years earlier, we
did not know anyone so we had to start at square one. Establishing
ties and settling into our new community took time and effort, but
now we were comfortably entrenched in a routine and lifestyle. We
had joined a dynamic church, formed close friendships, and discovered many ways to enjoy our new surroundings.
At last, all seemed to be in order. Such was life on Saturday
morning, April 25. I had absolutely no idea, vague uneasiness, or any
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sort of premonition that at exactly 2:44 p.m. that afternoon, in a split
second my entire life would change.
My life mate, best friend, and constant companion of nearly
thirty years, my husband John went on a mountain bike ride, as he
had done hundreds of times before. I kissed him good-bye as he finished preparing for his ride. The next time I saw John was a day
later—at the mortuary—to identify his autopsied body. Details of
that thirty-something-hour interval and its harsh reality are permanently engraved in my mind.
After completing my errands, I returned home late in the afternoon. John should have been back from his bike ride, as we had
planned to meet friends at church. At first, I was not concerned,
simply thinking he had taken a longer ride. However, as the time
continued to pass, fear crept in. My husband was overly reliable, and
his failure to show up on time was uncharacteristic.
I didn’t know what to do. John had gone on a mountain bike
ride—so he could have been anywhere. I did not actually know
where to look. But I had to do something. I started driving down
roads he might have traveled on his way to the “off-road” locations,
hoping to spot him in case he had run into trouble on his way
home. This search was futile, so I returned home. Two friends met
me there.
Unsettled, dazed, scared, I did not know what to think. A sense
of foreboding settled over me like heavy fog. My stomach churned.
Something terrible had happened—I just had no idea what it
was. I called several hospital emergency rooms, but found no answers.
Images and questions frantically darted through my mind. Was John
injured and lying somewhere on the side of the mountain? Had he
been involved in an accident on the road? Had an animal attacked
him? He had encountered mountain lions on previous rides.

Introduction

Several hours had passed beyond the time I expected John to
be home. I called the office of the Orange County Sheriff to inquire
about my husband and request help.
Soon after my phone call, a sheriff’s deputy arrived. He opened
his laptop computer and began to ask all sorts of questions as he
filled out his report. The detailed inquiry seemed to drag on forever.
Periodically, the deputy made and received phone calls. I did not realize he was painstakingly trying to piece together all the parts of the
gradually unfolding puzzle.
For some unknown reason, on this particular day, John was riding
without any identification. I had no way of knowing that emergency
room personnel had already pronounced him dead (at 2:44 in the
afternoon) as an unidentified “John Doe.” Many hours passed before
the authorities were able to process the information I supplied, along
with military medical and dental records, to identify my husband’s
body.
John was less than a mile from home when a massive heart attack
hit, accompanied by a fatal arrhythmia. He had taken a short cut
through an apartment-complex parking lot, and when he collapsed,
someone saw him and called 911. John was unconscious when the
paramedics arrived. He never regained consciousness. The event happened without warning.
Images of that evening remain with me today. The deputy excused
himself and went outside to retrieve something from his car. When
he returned, two officials from the coroner’s office came with him.
Dispassionately, they said John was dead. They informed me that he
had had a heart attack. I didn’t believe their report, and told them so.
The details they conveyed were sketchy, but they handed me a small
bag containing a few of his personal belongings—a worn, soiled, blue
nylon fanny pack, a small set of bicycle-repair tools, and a black sport
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wristwatch. John could not possibly be dead, so why did they have
his things? Nothing made sense.
How surreal that night was. I had only heard of the term “out
of body experience,” but that night, I felt as though I had stepped
outside of myself. Observing everything that
I did not make it
was happening in the room, I even heard myself
through the toughtalk—somehow separated from my physical
est experience of
body. I felt as though a movie were playing before
my eyes, except I was actually in the movie.
my life on my own.
I vividly remember phone calls to tell the
unspeakable news to family and friends. The worst was a dreaded and
heart-wrenching call to our daughter, Kelly. She was out of town, and
I tried for hours to reach her—not to tell her the news about John, but
to ask her to come directly to our house when she returned. Yet she
demanded to know what was wrong. She was distraught and hysterical.
Unexpected death. Instantly, my entire world—and the way I
related to it—changed. Only those who have experienced the devastating loss of someone extremely close will understand. Only those
who have faced, firsthand, the unbelievable depths of grief have the
capacity to understand. And until my grief experience, I did not
understand either.
Incomprehensible, indescribable grief. Thus began an inescapable journey—one I did not expect and certainly did not want. Yet,
this unwelcome journey has been a life-changing experience of widespread proportions—with changes that are still happening today,
more than twelve years later.
I did not make it through the toughest experience of my life on
my own. My faith in God gave me the will to go on when the pain was
more than I could bear. He helped me do what I could not do alone.
He did not let me down. He took care of me.

Introduction

In spite of everything, I can tell you with absolute certainty there is
hope, even during the darkest, seemingly most hopeless times of grief.
I can also tell you with confidence that, in time,
your life can be rich, satisfying, and fulfilling in
Grief is a process.
new ways because of your grief experience—if you
It takes time.
allow it to be so. The choice is yours.
Hold on.
Grief is a process. It takes time. Hold on.
And remember, hope is still alive, even if you can’t see it yet.
Just as an acorn holds the promise of a mighty, towering oak (and from a seemingly lifeless cocoon emerges
an amazing, glorious butterfly), the miracle of hope
lives within you . . .
—Judy Brizendine

7

a p t e r
C h

1
What Does Grief Look Like
—and How Does It Progress?

Grief comes in unexpected surges . . . mysterious cues that set
off a reminder of grief.
It comes crashing like a wave, sweeping me in its crest, twisting
me inside out.
Then recedes, leaving me broken.
Oh, Mama, I don’t want to eat, to walk, to get out of bed.
Reading, working, cooking, listening, mothering.
Nothing matters.
I do not want to be distracted from my grief.
I wouldn’t mind dying.
I wouldn’t mind it at all.
—Toby Talbot
(from A Book About My Mother)
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GRIEF—in the beginning is . . .
. . . an overwhelming, indescribable pain
. . . all-consuming
. . . shocking and numbing to our senses
. . . aloneness
. . . a multitude of tangled emotions
. . . an altered reality
. . . heavy and exhausting
. . . a total upheaval
. . . an inward-focused look
GRIEF, as it progresses, is . . .
. . . a disorderly process
. . . a journey through unknown territory
. . . unpredictable tears
. . . ocean waves that crash suddenly upon us
. . . an intense emotional pain and sadness
. . . moments of sharp, unexpected anger
. . . living life on “autopilot”
. . . at times, completely draining—physically, emotionally,
and spiritually
. . . intermingled with fear, anxiety, and confusion
. . . realization of shattered dreams
You may also experience . . .
. . . hollowness
. . . detachment, disconnection
. . . a state of lost security and instability

What Does Grief Look Like— and How Does It Progress?

. . . difficulty concentrating and making decisions
. . . overly sensitive feelings
. . . physical discomfort—such as tightness in the chest; rapid
heartbeat or skipped beats; sleep disruption; change in
eating habits; nausea; and hyperactivity or complete
exhaustion
Along with grief comes . . .
. . . the need to talk
. . . the need to be heard
. . . the need to know someone cares (really cares)
GRIEF—later on (could be years after the loss), may show
up as . . .
. . . tears, especially when triggered by reminders
. . . changes in feelings, thoughts, and attitudes—“new
perspectives”
. . . a changed identity and new roles
. . . an ongoing, lengthy recovery that lasts much longer than
we wish or think
. . . a remapping of life—a need to form new routines,
interests, and relationships
. . . a progression of letting go or “release”
. . . a new “normal” (whatever that is for you)
and then, perhaps . . .
. . . refocused thinking and planning
. . . a new examination of life, priorities, and faith
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. . . a greater awareness of others’ needs and hurts
. . . a heightened sense of time’s finite nature
. . . renewal within yourself (if you choose)
. . . new dreams for your future
GRIEF—possibilities, even later in the process, may include . . .
. . . a desire to help others
. . . a compassion for others
. . . a greater comprehension of love
. . . personal growth
. . . a stronger faith and desire to know God at a deeper level
Grief—unpredictable, disorderly, disruptive, unimaginable—
is difficult to capture in words, and even tougher to comprehend.
Grief—a confusing maze—is as hard to navigate as to understand.

Grief is like a foreign language when we first confront it:
awkward, unfamiliar, unwieldy, and overwhelming.

Making sense of the chaos of grief is a process of your own design
carried out on your timetable, along with certain people you choose
to let in as you travel your path to healing.
Take one step at a time. You’re stronger than you think. You can
do this, and it’s worth the price. But no one else can do it for you.
You may feel as though you are alone, but God promises He will
not leave you, He is in control, and He has good plans in store for
you. Trust His words. And hold on to His promises. Hold on tight.

What Does Grief Look Like— and How Does It Progress?
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I know what I’m doing.
I have it all planned out—plans to take care of you,
not abandon you,
		 plans to give you the future you hope for.
—Jeremiah 29:11 (MSG)

Write about the details of your loss. Describe what
happened and how you feel.

T h ou ght
to Wr ite
A b ou t

u

Hope Thought:

God answers “knee mail.”
—Unknown Author

