I Love to Tell the Story - David Mourns for Saul and Jonathan

June 28, 2009 - 2 Samuel 1
What a week it has been for deaths in our country. First it was Ed McMahon’s passing on Tuesday, then Farah Fawcett and Michael Jackson on Thursday. The news networks have been talking nonstop about  them, particularly Michael Jackson because his death was so untimely and unexpected. Expressions of grief and sympathy have been pouring in to Jackson’s family from around the globe, a tribute to the power of his music to touch people’s lives. 
There have been some notable funerals in the last few years. One thinks of Pope John Paul’s funeral and the crowds gathered at St. Peter’s Square. It was fascinating to watch the rituals of the Roman Catholic Church as it laid its leader to rest. And it wasn’t too long ago that our nation said goodbye to former President Ronald Reagan. We watched the events that day including the interment at his Presidential library in Simi Valley, California. And I learned something about the tradition of flying a flag at half-staff or half-mast. We all know that it is a sign for grief and mourning. There are rules for how long it is flown at half-mast: thirty days after the death of a president, ten days after the death of a vice president, on the day of and the day after the death of a member of Congress. Only the President of the United States or the Governor of the state may order the flag to be at half-staff to honor someone’s death.

Our Bible story for today from the life of David comes after a great national tragedy. Israel’s first king and it’s crown prince were killed in battle. Imagine the grief in England if both Queen Elizabeth and Prince Charles were to die in a terrible accident! There would be tremendous grief, as there was when Princess Diana died. The Israelites had lost a terrible battle and David called the people to a period of mourning and grief. He wrote a lament and ordered that it be taught to the people of Judah. 
Grief is something we must go through and experience deeply. It is not something we can avoid or push aside. We can’t pretend as if everything is okay and it’s business as usual. The author of Ecclesiastes said it this way: “For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: a time to be born and a time to die…a time to weep and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance.” There is a season to grief. It does not last forever, but we must go through it. Perhaps you have experienced this in your own life. Most of us don’t get very old before we have some experience with death and loss. It is important to take the time to grieve and to give each other permission to grieve. Only then can we make way for something new to happen.
There once was a little boy who ran into the house in hysteria, announcing that his pet turtle had rolled over and died. He was inconsolable. His mother called her husband, and when daddy came home, he gathered up the tearful boy in his arms. As he sat in front of the dead turtle and told his son that maybe they could have a funeral for the turtle. Yes, and not only that but daddy would bury him in a little tin box they kept the candy in. By this time the boy had stopped crying and was listening intently. His mother chimed in, Then we can have a party afterwards. Wouldn’t that be nice?” By this time the boy was smiling. Encouraged, the father went on, “Yes, and we’ll have balloons and some of your friends over.” The boy was grinning from ear to ear. But then suddenly, to the surprise of them all, the turtle rolled back on his legs and began slowly moving away. The boy looked startled and then exclaimed, “Oh Daddy, let’s kill it!” 

Our culture is not good at grieving. We are uncomfortable with pain. Our over-the-counter prescription for grief is denial or distraction. We are a bit like that boy’s parents, trying to distract ourselves from the pain by throwing a party. A few days after the funeral and we are back to work. Life goes on, and yet the work of grieving is not done. We are expected to wear a happy face and pretend everything is okay. But we are not okay. If we deny our grief the result is depression. We can try to numb our pain with all kinds of distractions, with alcohol or drugs, or with other behaviors like eating or shopping. Often those things just leave us out of touch with reality, going through the motions of living, but feeling dead inside. What we need is a season of grief.
People mourn for other reasons than death. They can mourn the loss of health, the loss of a job, the end of a relationship. They can mourn the bad choices they have made and the consequences of those choices. If we are going to heal from these experiences we simply must face them head on, grieve what has happened and look to God for a new future. Jesus said, “Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted.” Healing will come for those who mourn. It’s like a form of repentance, feeling sorry for what is, so that we can give birth to what is to come in God’s mercy. That can happen to individuals and it can happen to groups.
David knew that. He called for a time of national mourning. Even though King Saul had tried to kill him several times, David had maintained respect for Saul as God’s anointed king. It was time for the people to mourn together. It was also a time of intense personal loss for David. David had a different relationship with Saul’s son, Jonathan, the crown prince who, out of his love for David was willing to give David the crown. Listen to the passion in his words as David mourns for Jonathan. “I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan; greatly beloved were you to me; your love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women.” Scholars have debated the meaning of these words. Everyone agrees they point to David’s intense and personal grief at Jonathan’s death. Through his words David gives us an example how to deal with grief. 
Jesus himself knew about grief. He stood weeping at the grave of his friend Lazarus. But it was that grief that gave way to something new. Lazarus was raised from the dead. In his letter to the Thessalonians the apostle Paul gave some advice to those who were grieving. “But we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, about those who have died, so that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope. 14For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have died” (1 Thessalonians 4:13-14). People of faith do indeed grieve, but our grief is tempered by hope in God. 
God does not want us to be stuck in our grief. God wants us to grow through our grief so God can bring something new into our lives. Listen again to God’s promise from the book of Revelation.  “And God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain with be no more, for the first things have passed away. And the one who was seated on the throne said, ‘See, I am making all things new’” (Revelation 21:3-4). Amen.
