
Give Me An Authentic Voice 

THE VOICE OF UNSPEAKABLE GRIEF 
2 SAMUEL 1:17-27 

A. The Story: 1 Sam 18:1-5, 20:1-42; 23:15-18; 31:1-13 
 

Four Encounters of Friendship 
 

1. The Birth of a Friendship (1 Sam 18:1-5) 
 

Now it came about when he had finished speaking to Saul, that the soul of Jonathan was 
knit to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as himself…Then Jonathan made a 
covenant with David because he loved him as himself. Jonathan stripped himself of the 
robe that was on him and gave it to David, with his armor, including his sword and his 
bow and his belt. (1 Sam 18:1, 3-4) 
 
2.  Friendship Sealed (1 Sam 20:1-42) 

 
“If it please my father to do you harm, may the LORD do so to Jonathan and more also, if 
I do not make it known to you and send you away, that you may go in safety. And may 
the LORD be with you as He has been with my father. If I am still alive, will you not 
show me the loyal-love of the LORD, that I may not die? You shall not cut off your loyal-
love from my house forever, not even when the LORD cuts off every one of the enemies 
of David from the face of the earth.” So Jonathan made a covenant with the house of 
David, saying, “May the LORD require it at the hands of David’s enemies.” Jonathan 
made David vow again because of his love for him, because he loved him as he loved his 
own life. (1 Sam 20:13-17) 
 
When the lad was gone, David rose from the south side and fell on his face to the 
ground, and bowed three times. And they kissed each other and wept together, but 
David wept the more. Jonathan said to David, “Go in safety, inasmuch as we have sworn 
to each other in the name of the LORD, saying, ‘The LORD will be between me and you, 
and between my descendants and your descendants forever.’” Then he rose and 
departed, while Jonathan went into the city. (1Sam 20:41-42) 
 
3. Friendship Sustained (1 Sam 23:15-18) 

 
And Jonathan, Saul’s son, arose and went to David at Horesh, and encouraged him in 
God (lit. “strengthened his hand on God”). Thus he said to him, “Do not be afraid, 
because the hand of Saul my father will not find you, and you will be king over Israel 
and I will be next to you; and Saul my father knows that also.” So the two of them made 
a covenant before the LORD; and David stayed at Horesh while Jonathan went to his 
house. (1Sam 23:16-18) 
 
4. The Death of a Friend (1 Sam 31:1-13)  

 
The Philistines overtook Saul and his sons; and the Philistines killed Jonathan and 
Abinadab and Malchi-shua the sons of Saul. (1 Sam 31:2) 
 
Then David chanted with this lament over Saul and Jonathan his son, and he told them 
to teach the sons of Judah the song of the bow; behold, it is written in the book of Jashar. 
(2 Sam 1:17-18) 
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B. The Poem: 2 Sam 1:19-27 
 
R 19  Your beauty65 (or “gazelle”), O Israel, is slain on your high places!  [R = refrain] 
   How have the mighty fallen!  

 20 Tell it not in Gath,             
   proclaim it not in the streets of Ashkelon, 
  lest the daughters of the Philistines rejoice, 
   lest the daughters of the uncircumcised exult.  
 21 O mountains of Gilboa,  
   may you have neither dew nor rain, 
    may no showers fall on your terraced fields. 
  For there the shield of the mighty was defiled, 
   the shield of Saul–no longer rubbed with oil.  

 22 From the blood of the slain,  
   from the fat of the mighty, 
  the bow of Jonathan did not turn back, 
   and the sword of Saul did not return empty.  
 23 Saul and Jonathan– 
   beloved and admired in life  
    and in death they were not parted; 
  They were swifter than eagles, 
   they were stronger than lions.  

 24 O daughters of Israel,  
   weep over Saul, 
  who clothed you luxuriously in scarlet, 
   who put ornaments of gold on your apparel.  

R’ 25 How have the mighty fallen in the midst of the battle! 
   Jonathan lies slain on your high places.  
 26 I grieve for you, Jonathan my brother; 
   you were very dear to me. 
  Your love for me was extraordinary 
   surpassing the love of women.  

R’’ 27 How have the mighty fallen! 
   The weapons of war have perished! 

EXERCISE #2 

                                                        
65 The first word of the poem, tzevi, translated “beauty” or “ornament,” is also a homonym for the 

word gazelle. 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 a poignant song of personalized grief for an intimate friend, that swift footed gazelle, 
Jonathan. It is not until the refrain is repeated at the end of the poem (v. 25) that the secret is revealed. 
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GIVING VOICE TO OUR IMPOTENCE  
2 Samuel 1:20-21 

David’s graphic images give voice his impotency in the face of death: “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. 

 

tYÅgVb …wdy ∞I…gA;t_lAa 20	

NwóølVqVvAa tâOx…wjV;b …wërVÚcAbV;t_l`Aa	

My$I;tVvIlVÚp twâønV;b ‹hÎnVj‹AmVcI;t_NRÚp	

:My`IlérSoDh twñønV;b hÎn ◊zäølSoA;t_N`RÚp	
Ao#O;bVlˆ…gAb yâérDh 21	

r¢DfDm_lAa ◊w lªAf_lAa 

tóOm…wrVt yâédVc…w M™RkyElSo	

My$îrwø;bˆ…g N ∞EgDm lAo ◊gˆn M§Dv y ∞I;k 

:NRm`DÚvA;b Ajy¶IvDm y™IlV;b l…w$aDv N ∞EgDm	
 

 
20 Tell it not in Gath,    

   proclaim it not in the streets of Ashkelon, 

  lest the daughters of the Philistines be glad, 

   lest the daughters of the uncircumcised rejoice. 

21 O mountains of Gilboa,  

   may you have neither dew nor rain, 

    may no showers fall on your terraced fields. 

  For there the shield of the mighty was defiled, 

   the shield of Saul, not anointed with oil.  

 
 
 
I. David gives voice to his impotency in the face of death 

A.  “That which I dread, I cannot prevent” (v. 20)  

 David articulates Israel’s worst fear, and the painful irony is that by the time David’s 
composes the poem, the unthinkable has already happened. Life has dealt him his worst 
fears. The uncircumcised exult and Israel’s God is implicated. Shame slaps him in the 
face and David is impotent to do anything about it.  

 Note how the poet focuses our senses on “hearing.” Everything we “hear” is so tragic 
that the thought of engaging any of our other senses becomes horrific. 

B.  “That which I long for I cannot create”  (v. 21)  

 When we are consumed in grief, it is abhorrent to the human psyche that things should 
continue as usual; we long for the creation to groan with us in our pain. There is a 
discord in the soul if the Creator does not act in accordance with the events of history. 
David longs for Gilboa to mirror the horror that happened there, but as a human being 
he is impotent to manipulate the creation. 

Note how the poet focuses our senses on “seeing” a new reality he is impotent to create. 
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II. Giving voice to your emotions over loss  

A.  Consider a time in your life when you experienced a significant loss (the loss of 
friendship, a job, a parent or child, your innocence, the loss of “place” etc.). 

 

B. How would you articulate that which you could not prevent? (4 lines) 

 

C.  How would you articulate that for which you longed to create, but could not? (5 lines) 

 

III. Editing your lament 

 A. Read what you have written and edit it to make your language… 

  1.    more precise (avoid generalizations), 

2.    more concrete (no abstractions – instead of the adjective “sad,” use nouns to create a 
figure of speech – “tears on the cheek; instead of “I felt alone” consider “the door 
was shut”), and 

  3.   more concise – stay focused on one main thought. 

 B. As you re-read what you have written do you discover any new emotions? 

 

IV. Validation 

A. If you feel safe, briefly share the context of your lament with a small group of family or 
friends. 

B. Read your lament slowly, taking a breath in between the lines. This will allow the Holy 
Spirit to enter into the reading and allow you to experience the love of Christ (Rom 5:5). 

 C. How did it feel to have a voice? 

 D. How did it feel to give others a voice? 
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 EXERCISE IN LAMENT #3 
RESCUING LOST MOMENTS 

2 Samuel 1:25-27 

 

 
 25 How the mighty have fallen 
  in the midst of the battle! 
  Jonathan  
  on your high places lies slain.  
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.  
 

I. Embracing the all-consuming pain  
 a the mighty have fallen         
   b in the midst of the battle  
 a’ Jonathan! 
   b’ Gilboa is forever defiled 
II. Resurrecting the moment  
 a gives voice to his distress in direct address – “I,” “you” 
   b gives voice to friendship in the strongest possible terms 
 a’ sweet memories of past breaks through present distress 
   b’ savoring a sacrificial love that is beyond human  

“Jonathan’s love for David is the alpha and omega of their 
relationship.”66 

 
I. The Power of the Poem 
 A. Before the poem 

1. Jonathan was dead. 
2. David was absent. 
3. God seemed to have abandoned them.  
4. Gilboa was defiled. 
5. The past was lost; the present tortured by grief, and the future was unknown. 

B. After the poem 
1. Jonathan is alive (at least while the poem is read). 
2. David is fully present. 
3. God love is embracing the two brothers. 
4. Gilboa is sanctified. 
5. The past, present and future kiss in a moment of holy love whenever the poem is 

read. 
II. Rescuing Lost Moments and Opportunities 
 

A.  The Verbalization of Grief 
 

The poet crafts the poem by placing opposing images side by side. This juxtaposition 
creates strong tensions within the soul that intensify our weeping. “The poet...knows 
all the tensions of the soul.” (Martin Buber) 

                                                        
66 Fokkelman, The Crossing Fates, 679 

The broad view of 
the tragedy 
 
The excruciatingly 
painful close up 
view 



Give Me An Authentic Voice 

 
B.  Moving Grief through the Soul 

 
Through the repetition and variation of the refrain, grief has a way to move through the 
soul. Through the skillful use of an image that is ambiguous (vs. 19 ybx tzevi = “ornament” 
or “gazelle”), the poet mysteriously draws us to Gilboa not knowing fully what we will 
find there. Our tender emotions are suspended in the tension of ‘unknowing’ almost to 
the end of the poem, where the refrain repeats and the full reality is uncovered. Now we 
know all too well that our worst fears have been realized, but before we can turn away, 
the refrain rings out again thrusting us forward to the grim and final end of the battle. 
We have been held captive by the poet to see what we did not want to see, and we see it 
to the bitter end.  

 
C. Grief is Spent and Pain is Purged 

 
David, having spent his grief in the presence of God, finds himself strangely purged of 
the pain caused from Saul. There is not an ounce of bitterness left in the soul from all 
the abuse Saul thrust at David. And through the poem, David is able to ‘love’ his 
enemy by giving Saul the gift he always wanted in life, adulation and respect from the 
“daughters of Israel.” 

 
D. A Sacred Window into Heaven Opened...Forever  

 
The 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, being 
fully present. The poem’s power transforms a once tragic moment into a holy moment, 
for now, not only is Jonathan present (as if raised from the dead!), but so is David and 
to our surprise, God as well. Holy love flows freely between all three. Once the poem is 
constructed, this window into heaven remains open forever, inviting us to freely relive 
the event in the holiness of sacred memory. 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, drank from the cup and recited the poetic 
metaphors, “This is my body; this is my blood,” Jesus was more present and real than 
when he was physically present in the upper room. 
 
How ironic that, through the intensifying cadences of the poet, we are mysteriously 
drawn to a place and time where we did not wish to go. We are transported to a 
forbidden place and foreboding time, when memories were marred by tragedy and 
lacerated by loss. But now, “wed to a crevice in time” (Paul Celan), the tragic is 
transformed into the sacred.  
 
And now those poetic cadences and rhymes that we once dreaded now fill us with 
hope and anticipation of life, beautiful, holy life that we can relive again and again. The 
poem creates a window into the sacred that transcends time, a window that remains 
open...forever. 
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III. The Invitation is Yours to Take  
 

A. Are their memories in your past you have difficulty forgetting? The Lord invites us to go 
back and relive that moment with him at the center. 

B. What moment in your life would you like to rescue and redeem (a premature death? an 
act of violence against you? a time when you gave way to fear and abandoned a friend?) 

C. If one of David’s poetic techniques seems within your reach to help you recapture a 
moment in time and sanctify it, use it a way to launch your poem and see where it takes 
you.  

D. Share what you have written with a community of friends. You’ll be amazed at the 
transformation and healing that takes place within your soul.  

Jessica Dawn Morgan 
 

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 
had died from a year earlier. I knew Jessica was destined to die. Accompanied by a 
friend, I made one last trip to the hospital to visit her. 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. I was not there when Jessica died. 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. 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. 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’s67 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. 
 
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. 

 

                                                        
67 “shophar” – a ram’s horn used in Israel for a call to worship 
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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 was 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. 

 

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.”68 
 
         

 
 
 

 

 
 

                                                        
68 Adapted from George MacDonald’s, Diary of an Old Soul, (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1975), 131. 

MacDonald also lost a son and a daughter. 
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A Lost Moment I Would Like to Redeem 


