TEARS IN THE NIGHT
2 Samuel 1:19-27
SERIES: A MAN AFTER GOD’S OWN HEART

In our studies on David as a man after God’s own heart we have been focusing on
how David responds when he is confronted by his sin. Last week when David lost his moral
compass we observed how God sent Abigail to restore the king back to his right mind and
heart. Abigail’s inspiring words of grace and wisdom found their mark. Today we will see
the fruit of David’s repentance as he leads the nation in lamenting Saul’s death with a clean
conscience and grieves the loss of his loyal friend Jonathan.
David challenges us that growing spiritually has everything to do with how we
embrace loss and limitation, and at the core of it finding a mysterious love that keeps us
going when our dreams are shattered. David’s speech is a tribute to the one who
contributed the most to his life, Jonathan, and what his friendship means to him now that he
is dead. We live in a culture that doesn’t deal with loss very well. But David was a master at
it, and we can learn much from how he gives his grief a voice.
My first experience with grief occurred on a beautiful fall day in November. I was
twelve, a painfully shy introvert, entering my adolescent years and carefully trying to tiptoe
my way unnoticed among my intimidating peers. We were assembled at a co-ed gym class
in the school gym, learning to square dance. Our awkward attempts at dancing were
interrupted by the principal, who announced over the loudspeaker: “The President has been
shot.” We stood numbed, frozen in silence. Then came a second announcement: “The
President has been shot and killed.”
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How do adolescents cope with such news? The teachers consulted together as we
looked on, dazed. They concluded it was best we continue dancing. Anyone who felt that
would be inappropriate could sit out, they said. Stepping out from the crowd takes courage
for an adolescent; so I continued to dance. A nation was weeping, and I was dancing. The
scene was surreal, like a dance of corpses. My next class was English. I remember the
teacher walking toward the classroom to let us in after lunch. He seemed a bit flustered, but
he covered it over with his quick, deliberate stride. With military- like cadence he gathered
us together and announced to the little band of troops, “When a soldier falls in battle, the
troops must go on. We must go on!” I silently objected: This was no ordinary soldier. But we
went on. English, as usual. Death was never mentioned.
After school, my friend’s mother insisted we go shopping. Entering a quaint little
men’s store, I recall the radio breaking in on our transaction with the constant repetition of
Hail Marys. It was my first exposure to the rosary. I could tell my friend’s mother was
growing upset at being subjected to these religious incantations. The owner of store seemed
increasingly anxious that his shop was still open. Finally, he broke the tension. He walked
over to the storefront window and turned the “Open” sign around to “Closed.” My mother
voiced her disapproval all the way home: “How could that man have the audacity to close
his store when she wanted to buy a pair of pants for her son?” That night, alone in my bed,
the haunting tones of the rosary kept echoing in my ears. I felt unclean, as if I had violated
some unknown, holy boundary. But lest those holy drones penetrate too deeply, they were
quickly drowned out on Sunday, when all the National Football League games continued
uninterrupted.
That was the day the President was shot, and I was never allowed to acknowledge
grief. I was told to keep dancing, studying, shopping, and playing. That was the day I
learned how to use silence to confront the dark demon of death: just erect a wall of denial
and the dreaded beast will retreat back into the abyss from whence it came. Or would it?
David was in Ziklag when he first received the news that Saul and Jonathan were
killed on Mt. Gilboa. Saul was decapitated and his weapons were carried off as trophies for
display in the Philistine temple of Ashtoreths, while his body and the bodies of his sons
were nailed to a wall in Beth-shean. A valiant group of men from Jabesh Gilead pulled a
night raid and rescued the four bodies from further defilement. They pulled them down
from the wall, burned them and then gave their bones a decent burial.
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How will David give voice to his grief? How do you speak of a friendship so
precious yet so short-lived and now violently ripped away? Are there words for such
desecration? The poem that David wrote was so significant that the editors of the canon,
rather than placing it in the collection of the psalms, left it in the narrative portion of Samuel
so that future generations would take time to pause from the story and enter into David’s
grief. Perhaps this was in obedience to David’s instructions:
And David lamented with this lamentation over Saul and Jonathan his son,
and he said it should be taught to the people of Judah; behold, it is written
in the Book of Jashar. (2 Sam 1:17-18 ESV)
It is a holy act to stand with someone in his or her grief. I’ve come to treasure this
poem for decades, not only for “what” it says, but for “how” David constructed it as a tool to
process his grief. David didn’t deny his grief, ignore it or bury it. He faced it and embraced
it. It was unthinkable to David to continue his journey to the throne until he hewed out deep
channels to act as conduits for his tears. The process unfolds in four distinct stages.
I. Giving Grief a Name (2 Sam 1:20-23)
The first step in processing grief is to give it a name. If you can name something
accurately, you can begin to absorb it and integrate the experience into your life so that you
can move forward. Yet, when we are overwhelmed with sorrow, language often eludes us,
making it extremely difficult to give voice to our turbulent emotions. So we often cave in to
silence and venture on in numbness. David found that the secret to overcome our gaping
silence was creating metaphors, concrete images from the story, to give unspeakable grief a
name.
A. Impotent to prevent the inevitable (v. 20)
Tell it not in Gath,
publish it not in the streets of Ashkelon,
lest the daughters of the Philistines rejoice,
lest the daughters of the uncircumcised exult. (v. 20)
After the opening line of the painful image of the royal crown slain on Gilboa, David
cries out in anguish: “Tell it not in Gath!” Israel’s worst fears are realized, for her king is
dead. Saul was left unprotected, abandoned by God, subsequently slaughtered, defiled,
dismembered and displayed by the enemy. The painful irony is that Saul has suffered the
same fate as Goliath, and now the news is going to spread to of all places Gath, Goliath’s
hometown. We can hear the painful jeering and gloating of the victorious army on their
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homeward march. Upon arrival they are greeted with the cheers and songs of Philistine
women whose choruses glory in Israel’s defeat, while the daughters of Israel are weeping
(v. 24). The unthinkable has happened. Life has dealt us our worst fears, the uncircumcised
exult and our God is implicated. Shame slaps us in the face, and David is impotent to do
anything about it. In the next verse we hear David’s anguished cry for the creation to stand
with him in his grief.

Mount Gilboa

B. Impotent to create what he longs for (v. 21)
You mountains of Gilboa,
let there be no dew or rain upon you, nor fields of offerings!
For there the shield of the mighty was defiled,
the shield of Saul, not anointed with oil. (v. 21)
If the height of Gilboa was the place where God turned his back on his anointed
(depicted in the image of Saul’s shield lacking oil1) and the shield of the mighty was
defiled,2 may that be the place where all of creation laments forever. May the heavens hold
back their heavenly blessings of rain so that in that desecrated place there will never again
be worship.
When we are buried by grief we long for all of creation to groan with us in our pain.
When Emily and I lost both of our children it was raining. The skies’ downpour brought me
a mysterious comfort, as if the heavens were weeping with us. When consumed in grief, it is
abhorrent to the human psyche when things continue, business as usual. There is a discord
in the soul when the Creator does not act in accordance with the events of history.
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Elie Wiesel, who survived four Nazi concentration camps, felt this powerful dissonance
when he returned to Birkenau after thirty-five years. He writes:
The beginning, the end: all the world’s roads, all the outcries of mankind, lead to this
accursed place. Here is the kingdom of night, where God’s face is hidden and a flaming
sky becomes a graveyard for a vanished people. The beauty of the landscape around
Birkenau is like a slap in the face: the low clouds, the dense forest, the calm solemnity
of the scenery. The silence is peaceful, soothing. Dante understood nothing. Hell is a
setting whose serene splendor takes the breath away. A fluke of nature, or was it
planned by the torturers? This contrast between God’s creation and human cruelty is
to be found wherever the Nazis implemented their Final Solution: Here, as at
Treblinka, Maidanek, and Buchenwald, the theoreticians and technicians of collective
horror carried out their work surrounded by beauty, not ugliness. Only now do I
discover the harmony and beauty of Birkenau. Surely, I was not aware of it thirty-five
years ago. Then I saw only barbed wire; it bounded the universe. Sky? Birkenau had
no sky. Only today do I perceive its blinding and searing light; it consumes memory.1
Death shapes David’s future, and he gives voice to his pain: “That which I dread, I
cannot prevent; and that for which I long for I cannot create.” He is helpless to prevent the
inevitable, and powerless to accomplish the impossible. David has incredible freedom
before God to be honest about all the tensions in his soul. And in the careful selection of
each image, he has given his grief a name. David gives voice to everything we have ever
felt, but did not sense we had permission to speak. Yet David says it with a bold honesty, in
full view of the public, and in the sacred presence of God.
II. Moving Grief Through the Soul (2 Sam 1:19, 25, 27)
Once grief has been identified it has to find a way to move. For if grief remains
buried, with the passing of time it freezes over, and our hearts freeze over with it. In this
poem, David designs his images of the poem to unlock his grief, then uses the repetition of
the refrain to gently but firmly move grief through his soul until it is fully spent in the
presence of God and others. The refrain appears three times, but oddly enough it does not
occur at regular intervals, nor is it an exact repetition. A careful look at David’s use of the
refrain will reveal his genius as a poet that accomplishes his healing work on us.
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Elie Wiesel, From the Kingdom of Memory, Reminiscences (New York: Schocken, 1990), 105-106.
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A. First refrain (v. 19)
Your glory (or “gazelle”), O Israel, is slain on your high places!
How the mighty have fallen! (v. 19)
Fokkelman writes, “In the (opening) clause and the refrain he does not mince matters
for the length of one verse: the land humiliated, deprived of its pride and ornament, the
dead everywhere up there. It is, however, such a terrible sight to the poet that he cannot
bear this for longer than one verse.”3 So how does David get us up to this mountain to see
what we do not wish to see? The answer is that he crafts an image filled with ambiguity
that, by its very nature, invites our curiosity.
The very first word of the poem, “tzevi “ translated “beauty” or “ornament,” is also a
homonym for the word “gazelle.”4 Right at the outset the Hebrew listeners are launched
down the path of unknowing. They don’t know if David has written this poem as a national
lament for a dead king, the royal ornament of Israel, or as poignant song of personalized
grief for an intimate friend, that swift-footed gazelle, Jonathan.
It isn’t until verse 25 when the refrain repeats and we sing that anguished cry a
second time. But now with the change of a mere one word, the mysterious tzevi is identified,
and the harsh reality of what went on is fully uncovered.

B. Second refrain (v.25)
How the mighty have fallen in the midst of the battle!
Jonathan lies slain on your high places. (v. 25)
Now we know all too well, our worst fears have been realized; we are staring at a
dead gazelle, “my brother,” pierced through, slain. The poignant irony is that he has fallen
in the midst of what he did best, the battle! With these striking blows to our soul, we may be
tempted to turn away, but before we can collect our dazed thoughts, the refrain quickly
rings out again, thrusting us forward with amazing speed to the end of the battle. We have
been held captive by the poet to see what we did not want to see and now we are forced to
see it through to the bitter end.
C. Third refrain (v. 27)
How the mighty have fallen,
and the weapons of war perished!” (v. 27)
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There is stark finality and eerie silence that death brings over the poet. The image of
the “weapons of war perished” evokes a number of memories from David’s story. David’s
last act over a vanquished Goliath was to cut off his head and take his weapon as the trophy
of victory. When you capture the weapons of the enemy, it’s over. Here the image reminds
David of Saul’s misplaced trust in his weapons, especially that impotent spear which never
found its mark, and of Saul’s sword that ironically became the instrument of his own death.
“The weapons of war have perished,” and by implication so have those who trusted in
them. But the image has a dual edge; it is also a painful reminder of Jonathan, who is
portrayed as the one who is always giving his weapons away and held nothing back in his
loyalty to David. Could such a gift cost his life?
The repetition of the refrain moves grief through the soul. David is adamant that
Israel’s grief not remain stagnant, lest it petrify, encased within the bitter walls of unfeeling.
And so it works on us as well. Drawn in by the ambiguity, we are captured by the poet to
relive that dreadful day, and carried along by the quick repetition of the refrain to its severe
end. In each of the three repetitions we hear the same agonizing cry, “How the mighty have
fallen!” But each time it is packed with more emotion. Tears are released, the river flows
freely, and our grief is fully spent.
As David spends his grief before the throne of God, something very profound
happens. Mysteriously he is purged of his pain.
III. As Grief is Spent, Pain is Purged (2 Sam 1:23-24)
A. Honoring the deceased (vv. 22-23)
From the blood of the slain,
from the fat of the mighty,
the bow of Jonathan turned not back,
the sword of Saul returned not empty.
Saul and Jonathan, beloved and lovely!
In life and in death they were not divided;
they were swifter than eagles,
they were stronger than lions.
Here at the center of the poem is the eulogy, the place where one remembers the
person at their best. As David remembers Saul and Jonathan, he paints them in magnificent
splendor as invincible warriors, unbeatable in battle. They never went out to battle in vain;
their weapons always accomplished their aim. Overpowering all opponents, they ruled
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supreme. They were swifter than eagles, stronger than lions. But these once glorious images
are now forever ravaged by the present tragedy. Every image which once evoked praise and
awe - the archer’s accurate bow, the penetrating sword of the king, the spilled blood of the
slain, the eagle’s speed, and a lion’s strength - now becomes a painful reminder of how Saul
and Jonathan died on Gilboa. Once glorious memories are transformed into cruel reminders
of the savage power of death. The images are like two-edged swords which lacerate the
soul. Decades after the death of our two children the sweet scent of newborns had a similar
effect upon me.
Even more grievous to David is the painful irony that what killed Jonathan was not
his sin, but his loyalty. He took it as his highest role in life to be Saul’s son, and rather than
joining David in the wilderness, he stayed with his father in the royal court. Even when his
father charted a doomsday course for the royal family, Jonathan stood with his father, and
went down with a sinking ship.
In recounting the pain, David finds himself strangely purged of the pain caused from
Saul. Taking our pain directly to the Lord allows us to disconnect emotionally from the
hurts people have done to us. There is not an ounce of bitterness left in the soul from all the
abuse Saul had thrust at David. Through the power of the poem, David’s soul is purged of
bitterness, cleansed of spite and protected from retaliation. As David honors Saul with a
pure heart, I suspect that Abigail was intensely proud of how the king, now her husband,
had taken her counsel to heart (1 Sam 25:30-31).
B. Loving the deceased (v. 24)
You daughters of Israel, weep over Saul,
who clothed you luxuriously in scarlet,
who put ornaments of gold on your apparel. (v. 24)
If honor is not enough, David finds the capacity to love his former enemy. Through
the poem David gives Saul the gift he always wanted in life, the adulation and respect from
the “daughters of Israel.” Ironically, this is what first provoked Saul’s enmity and fueled his
obsession to kill David, when the women sang, “Saul has killed the thousands and David
his ten thousands” (1 Sam 18:7). But now David has no trouble giving Saul the praise of
women, for he had something far better, the love of his son. Such is the healing power of
David’s lament: to verbalize his grief, to air his pain, and to be cleansed from bitterness so
that he has the capacity to love his enemy.
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Once David’s pain is purged we come to the fourth stage of the poem: the ability to
transform what was desecrated into something sacred.
IV. Transforming the Desecrated into the Sacred

1:26

I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan;
very pleasant have you been to me;
your love to me was extraordinary,
surpassing the love of women. (v. 26)
This national lament for a dead king now takes a very personal turn as David speaks
in the first person. We have finally come to the destination David has been driving towards
throughout the poem – the chance to speak a final word to his friend. It is always a moving
moment at a funeral when the living speak directly to the dead. Years of buried feelings
surface and saturate a few well-chosen words with a lifetime of emotion.
To me, the most amazing thing about the power of the poem is David’s ability to go
back to a past time and place where he was once painfully absent, and now relive the event
as if being fully present. Before the poem – Jonathan is dead, David was absent, God was
distant, and Gilboa was desecrated. After the poem, Jonathan is alive (more a moment in the
recitation of the poem), David is present, God is intimately present between the two and
Gilboa is sanctified. Once the poem is constructed, it creates a window into heaven that
transcends time. And this holy window remains open forever, inviting all to freely relive the
event in all the holiness of sacred memory. Every time the poem is read, that transcendence
of heaven uniting with earth, of friends embracing, of love bursting the breast, breaks in
upon us again and again.
Through those intensifying cadences of the poet we were mysteriously drawn to a
place and time where we did not want to go, to a forbidden place and foreboding time
when memories were marred by the tragic and lacerated by loss. But now the tragic has
been transformed into the sacred. And those poetic cadences and rhymes we once dreaded
now fill us with hope and anticipation of life, beautiful life, holy life that we can relive again
and again. The poem creates a window into the sacred that transcends time, a widow that
remains open...forever.
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Where does David’s poem leave us? We are left to contemplate a love David
describes as “more wonderful than the love of women.” When David comes to the depths of
his sorrow he somehow embraces an indescribable love. The term David uses to describe
Jonathan’s love is from the Hebrew root pala’ that describes something so extraordinary and
miraculous that only God could have authored such a reality. The kind of love that
sacrifices career and family relationships for another person, and finally gives his life’s
blood that someone else might succeed is a love that describes the character of God. As
Jesus said, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends” (John
15:13).
When Jesus broke the bread in the Upper Room, the disciples had no idea of the
sacred significance of what he was doing. Then came his death, burial and resurrection.
When at last he appeared to them, following the resurrection, he said, “Remember...” He
was referring to what he had done in the Upper Room, and they remembered. From that
time on, every time they broke bread and drank from the cup, and recited the poetic
metaphors, “This is my body; this is my blood,” Jesus was more present and his love more
real in their hearts than when he was physically with them in the upper room.
One of the most painful moments of my life came on Friday, December 2nd, 1976. I
had just gotten a call from the hospital to say that Jessica, my newborn daughter, was very
sick. One medical test told the whole story. She had the same enzyme deficiency my son
David had died from a year earlier. I knew Jessica was destined to die. Accompanied by one
10

of our elders, I made my way to the hospital to see her for the last time. I could only look at
her for a short time before I turned away. I could not bear the pain. As I left the hospital
waves of grief came crashing over me. I wanted to weep, but was too embarrassed in front
of my friend. The following day I called to check on her condition. When I asked the nurse
how Jessica was doing, she tersely replied, “She expired.” I was stunned. Why didn’t they
call me? I was not able to be with my daughter to usher her into heaven. She died alone,
abandoned by her father. When the hospital graciously offered to take care of her body, I
welcomed that. I could not bear the thought of laying her little body in the ground. How
could we endure another memorial service? The thought was morbid to me.
Sixteen years later, God called me back to the same hospital. Again, it was in
December and, just as when both my children died, it was raining. There a precious boy of
one of our church families was fighting for his life. I did not want to go, but I was
mysteriously yet powerfully drawn to watch as a dear couple loved their son and refused to
turn away from the face of death. As he lay dying, we began singing hymns and psalms.
When we sang the words of the second verse of the hymn, “It Is Well With My Soul,”
heaven united with earth and love burst forth from our breasts. There came a transcendent
sense of peace, of power and victory over death that I will never forget.
God was gracious to call me back to my Gilboa to see what I did not want to see. I
discovered that even when I left my daughter, he was there all along, caring and loving.
Following David’s example, I wrote a poem for Jessica and shared it at church at the end of
my sermon the following Sunday. Through the power of its images I was able to reconnect
with her: to tell her I loved her, to experience holy love and the power of God that
transcends death. At the conclusion, a friend played a Welsh lament on his bagpipes, whose
piercing tones tore through the hearts of the congregation. After sixteen years I could finally
weep.
I have gone back to that time and place many times. It has become a sacred memory.
Now I tell my friends who are engulfed in pain, “Do not wait sixteen years to write your
poem. Write it now, and turn the tragic into the sacred.”
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Let it Rain
In appreciation for my daughter, Jessica Lynne
November 30, 1976 – December 4, 1976

O Jessica, nine months we waited
for your precious hidden frame
to break through the darkness
and turn our souls into day.
Unto us it was given,
morning came, its dawn so bright,
it loosed our sackcloth,
and girded us with light.
Your form so pure,
yours the sweetest gaze
a mother’s dream,
a father’s praise.
Then on the third night
while I slept, you cried;
your mother held you tight,
she knew, but it was hidden from me.
All through the darkness
she cared for you…
then gently laid you upon the altar;
she knelt beside those well-hewn
stones and wept.
Then I heard
the shophar’s ringing cry...
Terror struck, “Impossible!” I cried,
“Could it be to walk this way again–
conception to pain, never to regain,
when the first born, has already paid?”
I pulled back, withdrew,
traumatized by the pain I already knew.
I could not stay and watch,
for now I knew.
My eyes could not gaze on your little tent,
which would all too soon,
be broken down and laid to rest,
in the earth, rather than upon a breast.
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Waves of grief came crashing down,
heaven was calling through the rain,
“Pour out your heart like water,”
but I turned and left, numb from pain.
O Jessica, nine months we had waited
for your precious hidden frame
to break through the darkness
and turn our souls into day.
O Jessica, O Jessica, where are you now?
Where did the Sower plant the seed?
I long to know,
but it is hidden from me.
O could I now go back,
and that dark hour relive,
when you lay limp and still,
I would be your papa and give.
I wanted to forget,
it is easy to forget,
but I could not forget you,
my first precious daughter,
Jessica Lynne.
Sixteen years past,
and in my wanderings here,
I came across that valley again–
it was raining.
This time I did not turn away,
but obeying heaven’s command,
I knelt beside the stones
and stayed until dawn’s early light.
O Holy night, angels sang,
The grip of night grew limp,
he appeared
and each soul felt its worth.
He did not turn away
traumatized by pain,
but stretched out his hand
and placed it into the flame.
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Beyond his hand I saw
the wrist, impaled by my spear,
pierced so deep with wounds,
yet draws me near.
Beyond the wrist, his gaze,
O that gaze ablaze
with such love it burst my breast,
evoking deepest praise.
O death where is your victory,
O grave where is your sting?
Captured with awe, I stared
and stared, and then I knew,
that when I left,
he had cared for you.
O Jessica,
“Hardly your life clear forth of heaven was sent,
Ere it broke out into a smile and went.
So swift thy days, a gift to us was lent
You, now a daughter and saint inextricably blent,
Will one day teach your father in some heavenly tent.”5
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