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Gift Of Experience
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Grief is a course our souls must take, 
and pass, in order to learn and grow; 
and animals are among our greatest 
teachers.

My pets are the only companions in 
my life who can always find something 
wonderful and lovable about me – even 
on my ‘Grade-F’ days when I’m feeling 
like a deeply flawed failure. 

Not only do they love me uncondi-
tionally, they also give me practice in 
unconditionally loving another being. I 
confess I still fall woefully short when it 
comes to ‘feeling the love’ for some of 
my fellow humans – say, for instance, 
that cell-phone-talking driver who cuts 
me off on the freeway – but we all have 
to start somewhere. 

Animals are experts in living in the 
‘now,’ bearing no grudges, forgiving the 
past. They are, in fact, more fully self-
actualized than most humans can even 
aspire to be. Yet, if all this is true, why 
do so many people trivialize the grief 
we animal-lovers feel when one of these 
precious creatures dies? They callously 
proclaim, “What’s the big deal? Geez, 
it was only a dog (cat/hamster/horse/
lizard, etc.).” Or, they impose their 
own timeline on our grieving process, 

saying, “Are you still crying about that 
pet? It’s been two days!” 

Why is it assumed by so many 
people that the human/animal bond 
is not worthy of grief? They give us 
permission and expect us to mourn the 
passing of Great-Aunt Tillie, whom we 
haven’t seen since we were six, simply 
by virtue of her being of the species 
Homo sapiens, but they scoff at our 
tears when they are shed in memory of 
our dearest nonhuman friends.

In my role as an animal chaplain, I 
work with human beings who are 
trying to process the pain of losing a 
pet. I consistently hear that people feel 
foolish, guilty, embarrassed, crazy, 
etc., for the intensity of their sorrow 
when one of their pets dies. This is 
surely because they are using that faulty 
societal filter through which to view 
their emotions. They judge themselves 
preemptively, before others have a 
chance to do so. Too often they go 
underground, so to speak, hiding from 
others what they feel will be perceived 
as a weakness or defect in their person-
alities. Other times they deny or stuff 
those feelings altogether, causing no end 
of negative psychological and physical 
consequences in the long run. 

What’s the alternative? We must view 
ourselves in these dark days of loss as 
our beloved companions did and/or 
do: as infinitely lovable and worthy of 
comfort, despite what unsympathetic 
humans may intimate to the contrary. 
Surprisingly, it takes enormous courage 
to show love and compassion to 
ourselves, but we honor the lessons in 
unconditional love that our pets strove 
to teach us when we recognize we 
can’t make it through the process all 
alone and seek help and support from 
like-minded people. (Pet loss support 
sites, such as ChancesSpot.org, can 
be good places to start if friends and 
family aren’t readily available or truly 
understanding.)

All their lives our pets love us, and that 
bond does not end when they transition 
to their next state of being. Taking care 
of ourselves and striving to heal our 
hearts in order to open them again – 
when the time is right and we’ve taken 
enough time to mourn, memorialize and 
celebrate our pets’ lives – to offer our 
love to another animal in need is the 
greatest thanks we can give them for 
their selfless teachings and the clearest 
evidence that we aced one of our soul’s 
toughest courses.
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Sid Korpi has combined her decades of 
varied professional experience—as an editor, 
writer, journalist, English teacher, actor and 
ordained minister/animal chaplain—with her 
lifelong devotion to the animal companions 
who have blessed and shared her life by 
creating “Good Grief: Finding Peace After 
Pet Loss.” Surviving a “tsunami of loss” in her 
own life led to her discovery of spiritual truths 
that brought her strength and facilitated her 
heart’s healing. She felt compelled to share 
these things with others who suffer—often in 
isolation—from the passing on of their very 
dearest nonhuman friends, their pets. 

She lives in Minneapolis, Minnesota, with her 
husband, Anthony Kaczor, and their six animal 
friends/family members: Blanche, Keely and 
Ambrose (Westies); Giles and Xander (cats); 
and Atticus and Scout (finches).  
www.goodgriefpetloss.com.

What Animals Teach Us
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