LEARNING TO GRIEVE

SERIES: DAVID: A MAN AFTER GOD’S OWN
HEART

Catalog No. 5258
2 Samuel 1
4th Message

Judy Herminghaus
June 15th, 2008

DISCOVERY
PAPERS

Have you ever considered what you would like to have
God say about you? I have often thought I would like to
hear something like what God says about David when
he calls him “a man after his own heart.” 1 Sam 13:14.
Whatever God calls a person is perfect, because only the
Lord can look on a person’s heart (1 Sam16:7) and know
for sure what is in it. When God looked at David’s heart,
he found it yielded to him. I want a deep connection with
God like the one David had, so I began a quest to uncover
what it was about David that made him such a man.

David Holds Nothing Back from God

WhatI found in studying David’s life and pondering this
question over time is that David holds nothing back from
God. He pours out his fears, hopes, disappointments, joys
and sorrow to God in prayer unedited. Unedited means
that God heard from David when he was angry, when he
was frustrated, afraid, when he really wasnt expressing
his best theology in prayer—and that is what is so great.
David brought his messy self to God, and as he worked
through his emotions and gave them to God, you can
see how God met him there—in the real stuff of David’s
soul—and the result was true worship. David’s emotions,
his will, and his mind are fully engaged with God over all
the circumstances of his life, both good and ill, and that is
a feat of trust and faith that most of us attain to but have
not mastered. David is the most spiritually vibrant and
alive person I can find in the scriptures (outside of Jesus,
of course). That is David’s legacy to us. So, how did David

develop such “God animation™?

I think the book Tuesdays With Morrie can shed some
light on this question. For those who might not have read
it, it is a story about a young man’s visits with his old
professor, a man dying of ALS. On their Tuesday visits,
Morrie, the older man, teaches his younger friend the
meaning of life.

Here is what Morrie says: “Learn how to die, and you
learn how to live.” Being a good teacher, he repeated it,
“Learn how to die, and you learn how to live.” Since
Morrie knew he was going to die very soon, he had to
come to grips with the reality of loss and finally death.
As Morrie experienced the daily loss of his physical self
to the disease, he learned to grieve fully and daily for his
losses. But in that process, he also learned to appreciate
more fully and deeply the people who inhabited his world,
and the simple joys of his everyday life. For Morrie, the
practice of grieving for what was lost in his life also acted
as a doorway to attentiveness to life, which produced
deeper appreciation and joy for life itself. Facing death,
Morrie learned to live.

I believe it was the same for David, and it is the same
for us if we will engage with God over both our sorrows
and joys equally.

Just as Morrie had to face his death and learn how to live
with loss, fear, and pain, David did as well—only David
faced it at a young age. David learned to hold nothing back
from God because there was no one else to listen to him
who could help him. Through no fault of his own, David
had to run for his life into the unwelcoming wilderness
lands of Judea and beyond to keep out of King Saul’s reach.
For ten long years, David lived as a hunted outlaw. The
reason for Saul’s mad pursuit? Simple jealousy. David had
done nothing wrong to deserve Saul’s hate, but still Saul
hated David. “Unfair, unfair, unfair,” I can hear myself
screaming in that kind of situation. David does just that,
but he does the complaining to the right person. David
pours out his grief, fear, and complaints before God. Look
at Psalm 18:4-6 as an example:

“The cords of death entangled me;
the torrents of destruction overwhelmed me.
The cords of the grave coiled around me;
the snares of death confronted me.
In my distress I called to the Lorb;
I cried to my God for help.
From his temple he heard my voice;
my cry came before him, into his ears.”

Henri Nouwen writes, “The great spiritual call of the
Beloved Children of God” is to pull their brokenness away
from the shadow of the curse and put it under the light
of the blessing.”1 Everything that David experienced, he
brought to the throne of grace in prayer, and God heard
him. And when God hears, he acts on our behalf. In Psalm
9:9-10 David tells us what he has learned:

“The Lorp is a shelter for the oppressed,
a refuge in time of trouble.
Those who know your name trust in you,

for you, O Lord have never abandoned anyone
who searched for you.’

David is as fully alive in lament as in joy because he

finds God there.

God Is Present in Times of Sorrow

I attended a memorial service several years ago where
God’s presence was almost palpable. It was during the
Christmas season, and the timing made it almost impos-



sible not to notice that this memorial service, which could
have been such a downer, was in actuality the most pro-
foundly worshipful service I had attended that season—or
actually ever attended. In the midst of so many friends
and family members grieving for this person, I have never
seen life so affirmed, dignified, and honored. People cried,

they lamented, they sang songs of faith, they laughed over
some funny stories from the deceased woman’s life, they
read poems, they told of her loving ways in the workplace,
at church, when traveling overseas. But what happened
through the mourning was a connection with God that was
so wonderful and deep that we didn’t want it to end.

And it did not for those of us who went on to attend her
burial. When we arrived at the gravesite, this small group
of family and friends stood on one side of the grave and
the minister on the other. I will never forget the scene.
The Episcopalian minister was dressed in his long white
robes, a golden prayer shawl falling around his neck. In
his right lgand, he held a rusty shovel—very ordinary, very
used—and in front of him was a rusted blue wheelbarrow
full of dirt. We were invited to take the shovel and dig out
a small bit of dirt to throw into the grave, and in so doing,
we acknowledged death. I felt I was in a holy place, for
the minister’s white robes spoke of another world, a world
of God and beauty and silence and holy words. And the
earthy shovel looked at home in that cemetery garden and
with the very human task it was helping to accomplish.
This was an image to me of heaven and earth meeting at
that spot. Heaven and earth meeting in that place of grief.
And isn’t that where the divine and human Jesus meets

us? In our places of grief? Bringing life out of death? Joy
out of sorrow? God meets us in our places of grief, and
saves us out of them. He does not run away from our pain,
our sadness, our loss, but he meets us in them and makes

those places holy.

Where are your places of grief? Have you suffered the
loss of a loved one? Have you lost a relationship that you
hoped would progress and instead it fizzled out? Have the
dreams you had for your children shipwrecked? Have you
lost a job? Your good name? Is your relationship with your
husband or wife strained? Have you been diagnosed with
an illness? Have you failed in your classes as a student? Are
your parents a source of pain for you? There are a million
little deaths in our lives, so many ways to lose something
that is important to us. Every time a member of this
congregation that I have loved and known well leaves,
I suffer the grief of that loss. What I learn from David,
though, is that these places of pain are opportunities to
draw near to God. He promises that when you do, he will
draw near to you.

It is a work of faith to move toward God when pain feels
so overwhelming. Sometimes we avoid expressing how we
feel because we are afraid of being lost to it. Though that
is our internal struggle with facing pain, sometimes we
suppress the expression of our pain because we fear our
community will think us spiritually immature or lacking
in faith if we are “too” upset. Where do we get the idea
that strong negative emotions are wrong? Upset doesn’t

scare God or make him run away from us. Scripture
says that God is close to the brokenhearted. One
thing is for sure: unspent grief ruins lives. Suppressed
grief collects unwelcome interest in many ways, and
these are just a few that I have identified: Suppressed
grief can make a person bitter, angry, afraid, hard,
depressed. It can drive materialism and addictions of
all kinds. It can also make you feel more self-sufficient
and in control so that you think you have no need
for God and you become hardened to his presence.
Times of confusion and struggle always challenge our
faith. Will we keep close to God? Or will we move
away from him in our pain?

Grief Expressed Creates a Softer
Heart

Once we learn to take our grief to God, what
happens? We become softer, more pliable in God’s
hands and more attuned to the God who has met us
in our pain. He teaches us the truth when we come
to him and want to hear from him, and he clears
up the confusion that pain brings. But this is not a
one-time deal; we will revisit our pain and grief when
new situations come up. But as we learn to return
to God in such times, we grow stronger in our faith
and trust in him.

As I noted previously, David learned to hold noth-
ing back from God in his wilderness years. Our pas-
sage for this morning finds him emerging from those
years ten years older and well trained in the ways of
God. He 1s about thirty at this time, and he will soon
begin his reign as king of Israel. The first thing he
does as he emerges as Israel’s leader is to teach God’s
people to grieve.

In 2 Sam 1:1-4, David hears of Saul’s death:

After the death of Saul, David returned
from defeating the Amalekites and stayed
in Ziklag two ays. On the third day a man
arrived from Saul’s camp, with his clothes
torn and with dust on his head. When he
came to David, he fell to the ground to
pay him honor.

“Where have you come from?” David

asked him.

He answered, I have escaped from the
Israelite camp.”

W}’lat happened?” David asked. “Tell

me.

He said, “The men fled from the battle.
Many of them fell and died. And Saul and

his son Jonathan are dead.”

If we had been following the David story closely
throughout the entire book of Samuel, we would
have been waiting for this point. Saul, the king whom
God rejected from being king over Israel and who
persecuted David for so long is now dead. The way
is paved for David to take over his rightful place as
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God’s anointed king of Israel. Good news, right?
Verses 11-12:
Then David and all the men with him took hold

of their clothes and tore them. They mourned
and wept and fasted till evening for Saul and
his son Jonathan, and for the army of the Lorp
and the house of Israel, because they had fallen
by the sword.

The Amalekite messenger’s blood must have run cold.
It is not wise to bring a soon-to-be king bad news. He had
hoped to be rewarded, but when David tears his clothes as
a sign of mourning and commands his people to mourn,
weep, and fast for Saul and Jonathan and all who perished
with them, the Amalekite must have known he was in big
trouble. He had miscalculated. David was not happy at
the news at all.

This is a moment of true greatness in David’s life, a high
point in the David story. David acts in perfect alignment
with the purposes of God in his amazing response to the
news of Saul’s and Jonathan’s deaths. He does not rejoice
because he personally gains from this news, but he grieves
with God that an enemy has won the day over God’s
people. That is how David immediately sees the situation.
He sees it from God’s perspective. His time alone with God
in the wilderness shows in his God-responsiveness.

David Leads His People to Lament

Why did David act so swiftly to teach the people to
mourn? Because David was sad. David was genuinely
distressed that Saul and Jonathan had perished.2 David’s
internal world and external behavior are a perfect match.
But what he does in leading them to mourn is to give his
kingdom a very good start.

David brings dignity to those that went before him and
gave the people of Isracl a common family history, and
in so doing, he also draws that stage of Israel’s history to
a close. Lifge comes out of death, scripture informs us. As
Saul’s kingdom is buried, a new kingdom is born under
David’s leadership. Grieving together allows the people
of God to leave the old behind, % el their common bonds
as God’s people, and look to the future hope of a new
Davidic kingdom.

For people of faith, death is not the last word. This Da-
vid story points to the greater story of the Son of David,
Jesus, who died at Calvary for our sins and was resurrected
on the third day in the garden of Gethsemane. In Jesus,
we are forgiven of our sins and given the Spirit of God to
dwell inside us today so we can live a God-infused life,
and we look to the resurrection from the dead in which
we will live with God forever. Those of us who know Jesus
have great hope. Grieving freely expresses loss but does not
mean we are hopeless.

We are a culture in denial about death in many ways,
and I think this is an outworking of hopelessness or lack
of faith. We do not have many prescribed ways of express-
ing grief, so we do not know how to act or respond to loss

and death. Without knowing how to grieve, we diminish
life by refusing to grieve over what is lost. God thought
grief was important enough to give instructions about
mourning in the book of Leviticus and to have a whole
book called Lamentations dedicated to the topic. Seventy
percent of David’s psalms, which became the prayer book
of Israel, are laments.3

If God thinks grieving is important and does not con-
flict with grea faith, then how can we apply this passage
to our grief and sorrow? First, we need to engage wit
it. Gr1e§ is expressed communally. It may be experienced
most profoundly in our own personal lives, but our faith
community has a part in it. Here is how David and his
community engaged with grief:

1. They gathered together. They did not isolate them-
selves at times of grief or isolate the one grieving, but they
gathered together to give one another support. There is
nothing sadder than to have no one acknowledge our loss,
ask us about it, or try to enter into it with us.

2. They let grief show. They threw ashes on their heads
and tore their clothing. These activities were a sign of
mourning, and the idea of mourning in Israel also implied
repentance, which was often part of it. What I think we
can do with this is say that grief shows. It is okay to let
our grief show, and when we see signs of grief in a person’s
demeanor or behavior, it is not to be feared but to be
shared. We can and should expect some painful evalua-
tions all around from the grieving, and repentance is part
of this process.

3. They fasted. The community altered the way it lived
to acknowledge and identify with the family of the lost
ones. How do we do this?

4. They cried loudly. Wailed, actually. This is not a sign
of weak faith but of deep sorrow because of the value of
the person lost. This does not suggest that keeping our
cool indicates mature faith.

5. They ended the grieving process in this passage in a
day. In Leviticus, it went on longer. What is important is
that there is a time to stop formally grieving. Grief will
ebb and flow, and no one knows for how long, but giving
voice to grief actually contains it by expressing it and giv-
ing it its due importance.

Do you see how very alive grief is? How expressive it is?
How life-affirming it 1s?

When we as a community hide our grief from each
other, or don’t acknowledge it in our community, we
diminish ourselves.

Finally, David formalizes their grief into a song of lament
and tells them to teach it to the next generation. Why
teach it? The next generation will thereby have a shared
history with their fathers; they will identify with all of
Israel as family. They will learn to respect life. Ritualizing
death gives it significance. David’s lament draws on the
good of Saul, aCEnowledges it, affirms it, and lets God be
Saul’s judge.
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2 Samuel 1:19-20:
Your glory, O Israel, lies slain on your

heights.
How the mighty have fallen!

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.

Laments often begin with the word how. How the
mighty have fallen is repeated three times and is the expres-
sion that gives voice to the tragedy of Saul’s and Jonathan’s
deaths. In the first verse, “the mighty” is general and can
refer to any of God’s warriors, allowing all Israel to give
voice to their losses.4 God’s glory is seen in his people who
now are dead. It is a sad day for Israel.

David is saddened that their archenemies, the Philis-
tines, will rejoice over this. As the women sang when David
killed the Philistine giant Goliath, so will these women
rejoice at the defeat of God’s people. God promised Israel
that if they kept their covenant with him, he would fight
for Israel. Evidence that Israel did not keep her covenant
is the defeat here lamented. David is again concerned for
God’s reputation before the nations.

2 Samuel 1:21:
O mountains of Gilboa,
may you have neither dew nor rain,
nor fields that yield offerings of grain.
For there the shield of the mighty was defiled,
-lthe shield of Saul—no longer rubbed with
oil.

David calls on creation to stop along with Israel. How
can the world continue when my loved one is dead? That
is something we all feel when our world is changed so
permanently but the rest of the world continues to move
ahead unaltered.’

The warriors are pictured as offerings. This is the lan-
guage of the temple. Saul and Jonathan have offered their
lives to God in battle. Saul’s shield, once oiled for battle,
is now thrown aside on the ground in death.®

From the blood of the slain,
from the flesh of the mighty,
the bow of Jonathan did not turn back,

the sword of Saul did not return
unsatisfied.

Saul and Jonathan—
in life they were loved and gracious,
and in death they were not parted.
They were swifter than eagles,
they were stronger than lions. (2 Samuel 1:22-

23)

These two verses comprise the center of the lament.
Jonathan’s weapon was the bow and Saul’s weapon was
the sword: each man is pictured as an aggressive, effective
warrior. They are remembered as standing their ground
and not fleeing in battle.7

Saul and Jonathan are each given equal place and honor.
It is perhaps amazing to us that David loved Saul, but he
really did. David is magnanimous toward Saul and honors
their fidelity to one another—father and son—in lament.
David gives them highest praise for their abilities as war-
riors. They shared the attributes of the best of what nature
commands in her predators. They were swift as eagles that
rule the skies and strong as lion which rule the earth.®

O daughters of Israel,
weep for Saul,
who clothed you in scarlet and finery,

who adorned your garments with ornaments

of gold. (2 Samuel 1:24)

As the Philistine women were certainly going to cel-
ebrate this event, David calls on Israel’s women to mourn
for Saul, who made them prosperous.

How the mighty have fallen in battle!
Jonathan lies slain on your heights.
I grieve for you, Jonathan my brother;
you were very dear to me.
Your love for me was wonderful,

more wonderful than that of women. (2
Samuel 1:25-26)

And now Jonathan is mentioned alone: In verse 26
David becomes personal and speaks in the first person.
Instead of Saul’s shield, which lay defiled in verse 2, now
it is Jonathan himself that David pictures in his mind as
laying dead on the mountain. Jonathan is remembered
as David’s true brother. He was more self-giving and
wonderful than David’s natural brothers, and his love
amazed David because Jonathan gave up his crown for
David, yielding to God’s will and doing everything he
could to promote David. Jonathan had nothing to gain
from loving David. This kind of brotherly love, which
gives without getting, is more wonderful than that of a
woman. Unfortunately, David did have too many women
in his life, and he only had one loyal brother. Jonathan’s
loss was huge in David’s life.

While the poem really has Jonathan more as its focus,
Saul is given honor as well. He is not shorted by any means.
2 Samuel 1:27:

How the mighty have fallen!
The weapons of war have perished!

When he ends the lament, the loss of Saul and Jona-
than as God’s weapons of war is again grieved. David
concludes by giving both of them dignity and place in
Israel’s history.

David’s lament draws the formal mourning of Israel for
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Saul and Jonathan to a close. He has drawn the community
together and brought dignity and place to the lives of those
that went before him. Israel’s grief formalized and written
down gives sorrow voice and a place of honor that can be
revisited and remembered. David shows following genera-
tions how to grieve for people who have great value. He
has used what he learned in the deep recesses of his soul to
administer God’s grace to others. Eugene Petersen writes of
this lament, “Doesn’t the lament provide a vehicle of spirit
that enables us to transcend self-centeredness? Lament has
to do with loss; but David isn't less. Why is he not less?”9
That is a great questions and one that I invite us to keep
reflecting on in our lives, for David’s ability to hold noth-
ing back from God in either joy or sorrow is one of the
things that made him “a man after God’s own heart.”

Lord, may we learn to hold nothing back from you. May
we follow David’s example in coming to you with our hopes,
dreams, disappointments, and losses, so that you can meet
us there, heal us, and make us new. Mostly, make us wholly
devoted to you and use us in your world to draw others ro
your throne of grace and mercy. Amen.
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