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COMPANIONING PET LOSS (REV) SARAH BOWEN

OUR JOURNEY 
TOGETHER
PART 1. LEARNING 
Why does pet loss matter? 
What is animal chaplaincy? 
Approaching the end of an animal’s life
Grief in the animal world

[break]

PART 2. EXPERIENCING
Getting ready
Dealing with emotional overwhelm
Sacred sendoffs
Working with grief

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER LEARNING
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WHY DOES PET LOSS MATTER?

Until one has loved an animal, 
a part of one's soul remains unawakened.“ ”
Anatole France, French poet, journalist, and novelist
Winner of the 1921 Nobel Prize in Literature 
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TAKING GRIEF SERIOUSLY

1990: Lees surveyed 1,000 readers. 
Over 70% of respondents indicated 
they were “devastated” by the loss. 
Yet only 10 percent spoke with 
someone―usually the family 
doctor―and less than half of them 
found the doctor helpful.

TAKING GRIEF SERIOUSLY:
RESEARCH STACKS UP
1970‐2015: A systematic review of 
research revealed that pets are 
commonly labeled as family. 
Strong bonds were not limited to 
cats and dogs but included a range 
of species. The loss of an animal 
was as painful as grieving a 
human, especially for people who 
lived alone. In over half of the 
studies, people describe the grief 
as “intense” or “profound.”
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TAKING GRIEF SERIOUSLY: 
DAILY LIVING
•After the death of a companion animal, sadness, 
grief, or guilt will likely be present. 

•One study found that 93 percent of humans reported 
a disruption in their lives, such as trouble sleeping or 
losing appetite. 

•Over 50 percent reduced their social activities, and 45 
percent had job‐related difficulties. 

•Other studies have documented people’s loss of 
motivation, increased stress, anxiety, worry, and 
depression. Furthermore, animal death tends to 
resurface our memories of past bereavements and 
losses.

…It’s more than loss of a pet, it’s 
loss of the rituals of daily life.

TAKING GRIEF SERIOUSLY:
“HUMAN VS. ANIMAL”
2016: Closeness to the deceased 
was overwhelmingly the strongest 
predictor of grief severity, not 
whether human or animal.

2017: There were no significant 
differences between the levels of 
grief severity between animals and 
humans. 

…
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EVOLUTION IN
APPROACHES
TO PET LOSS
A move from “closure” to 
continuing bonds

ABOUT ME: MY FIRST LESSONS SARAH BOWEN
CIRCA 1978
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ACCEPTING A CALLING: 
ANIMAL CHAPLAINCY

ANIMAL CHAPLAIN
CLERGY & EDUCATOR, COMPASSION 
CONSORTIUM
DEAN, ONE SPIRIT INTERFAITH
WRITER, SPIRITUALITY & HEALTH
AUTHOR, SACRED SENDOFFS

THRIVING & GRIEVING IN AN INTERSPECIES WORLD…
Individuals of all ages
 Supporting the human/animal bond

 Ill, injured, or dying companion animals

 Weather disasters

 Wars and other issues of violence

Family relationship changes
 Children who harm animals

 Divorce/separation

 Homelessness

 Domestic abuse

 Mental health changes / Hoarding

Aging adults 
 Do not want to move (and leave a pet)

 Facility issues with pets

 Aging adults who can’t take care of pets due to cost, mobility 
challenges, dementia, and other complexities 

Careers, volunteers, & advocates
 Depression and suicide in veterinarians/vet techs

 PTSD/compassion fatigue/empathetic distress / moral injury 

 Animal rescuers & advocates

 Farm/industrial ag workers

 Environmental scientists
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& EVEN NEW KINDS OF PET RELATIONSHIPS!

BEYOND TODAY…
RESOURCES

https://www.sacredsendoffs.com/rr
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BEFORE THE “BIG” LOSS… (REV) SARAH BOWEN

BECOMING “AWARE”

A: Any behavior change or daily pattern. Changes in appetite, anxiety, aggression, 
sleeping patterns, responses to other pets/ people, are all things to take notice of 
and not ignore.

W: Weight shifting. Or signs of limping or lameness. These are all signs of pain, 
even though you may not hear wincing or yelping‐ if your pet were not in pain, they 
would not be limping.

A: Activity level changes. Including reluctance to move, or sleeping more (especially 
seen in cats).

R: Restlessness. Difficulty sleeping, difficulty getting in a comfortable position.

E: Expression & Appearance. Watch for signs like panting, trembling, shaking, facial 
expressions (dilated or constricted pupils), excessive licking, and vocalization.

Pet Hospice Providers
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ANIMAL HOSPICE
Highly recommended resource

PLANNING FOR THE 
BEST WORST DAY:
NATURAL DEATH
Understand what will happen

Explore your options

Get support
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THE BEST WORST DAY KIT

•Blanket

•Tissues

•Words

•Sacred items

•…Let’s brainstorm!

SACRED WORDS FOR DEATH

•Sacredsendoffs.com/words

•Blessing the Animals: Prayers 
and Ceremonies to Celebrate 
God's Creatures, Wild and 
Tame (Lynn L. Caruso)

•Prayers for Animals (Carol 
Adams)

•Peace to All Beings (Judy 
Carman)
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MAKING 
DIFFICULT DECISIONS

Medical

Moral

Spiritual

… all need to be supported

PLANNING FOR THE 
BEST WORST DAY:
EUTHENASIA
Understand what will happen

Explore your options

Get support
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CARING FOR BODIES (REV) SARAH BOWEN
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AN ANIMAL’S POINT OF VIEW:
GRIEF IN THE ANIMAL WORLD
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LEARNING MORE ABOUT 
ANIMAL GRIEF
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BREAK:

BRING BACK PAPER
& PEN/PENCIL

OUR JOURNEY 
TOGETHER
PART 2. EXPERIENCING

Getting ready
Dealing with emotional overwhelm

Sacred sendoffs
Working with grief

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER LEARNING
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YOUR LOSS LINE

•Who?

•How did you mark that loss? Or how was it handled? 

•What were you told? Or told yourself?

EIGHT MINUTES

Chipmunks, found dead
“Don’t touch them!”
Buried in rose bushes

Hamster, lost
“Be more responsible!”
Was given a new one

Max, accident
“Nothing we can do”
Cremated

Cocktail, still missing
“Something prob ate him”
Created memorial

1976 2017

Ringo, diabetes 
“It’s my fault”
Cremated

1977 Wednesday

Mouse
“Damn it! Who left 
the seat up?”
Blessed & buried

WTF PRAYER WELCOME THE FEELINGS
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A GROUP RITUAL FOR LOSS

MANAGING HUMAN’S 
LOSS & GRIEF

1. Accept the reality of the loss

2. Process the pain of grief

3. Adjust to a life after loss

4. Find enduring connections
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COMPANIONING PET LOSS

1. Accept the reality of the loss

2. Process the pain of grief

3. Adjust to a life after loss

4. Find enduring connections

SACRED SENDOFFS CREATING RITUALS & 
MEMORIALS
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SACRED WORDS FOR DEATH

•Sacredsendoffs.com/words

•Blessing the Animals: Prayers 
and Ceremonies to Celebrate 
God's Creatures, Wild and 
Tame (Lynn L. Caruso)

•Prayers for Animals (Carol 
Adams)

•Peace to All Beings (Judy 
Carman)
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THE FUNERAL
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THE FURRY WAKE
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THE ROLE OF RITUAL & MEMORIAL

1. Accept the reality of the loss

2. Process the pain of grief

3. Adjust to a life after loss

4. Find enduring connections

PET LOSS SUPPORT GROUPS
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MANAGING HUMAN’S LOSS & GRIEF

1. Accept the reality of the loss

2. Process the pain of grief

3. Adjust to a life after loss

4. Find enduring connections

IDEAS FOR ONGOING 
HEALING

Create a small memorial garden in your yard where you can go 
when you miss Fido or Fluffy
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IDEAS FOR ONGOING 
HEALING

Place items on a dedicated 
bookshelf, like a collar, favorite toy, 
photo, a poem, or painting. Return 
to it when you feel sad and offer a 
few words or recall memories of 
times with your beloved four-
legged.

IDEAS FOR 
ONGOING 
HEALING

Create a portable memorial altar
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IDEAS FOR 
ONGOING 
HEALING

Hang wind chimes and use the sound as 
a reminder to say a little hello to Spot 
in the “What’s Next” or offer a prayer

IDEAS FOR 
ONGOING 
HEALING

Being of service
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sacredsendoffs.com

Resources & links 

sacredsendoffs.com/rr
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QUESTIONS?

COMPANIONING PET LOSS (REV) SARAH BOWEN
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