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When Our Grief Is Raw
2 Samuel 18:5-9, 15, 31-33

I still remember the day—more than twenty years ago, now—when my college choir started to practice an incredibly difficult piece of music concerning the life of David.  It was difficult in many ways, but the hardest part about it was simply this:  all of the parts of that anthem were written so that they were in conflict with each other.  Alone, the tenor part sounded OK, as did the other parts.  But when we sang our different parts together, it sounded like a mournful wail that didn’t make any sense at all.  Almost every note clashed.  Believe me, it was painful to behold.
It was painful because it was designed that way.  The composer wanted the hearers to understand not just the words, but the wrenching emotion behind them, and so we sounded like a confusion of pain and anger and longing and despair as each part sounded a different strain of the anguish being expressed.  I will never forget the text of that anthem:  “O my son, Absalom, my son, my son Absalom!  Would I had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son!”

Those words are some of the most heart-wrenching words in the Bible, and yet they sound so familiar to us because if we listen closely we can hear them being spoken today.  Our newspapers are filled with quotes from people grieving the death of someone they love, and our newscasts each evening show us in vivid detail the image of someone wailing for the dead.  In faraway places like Beruit and Baghdad to places much closer to home, the echoes of David’s cry of grief can be heard.
Of course, you have to listen carefully to hear it.  We are, after all, a culture that does its best to keep ourselves insulated against our pain.  We tell one another—directly and indirectly—that we should keep our suffering to ourselves, and so we do our best to “keep our chins up” and offer one another cheery slogans in the face of profound pain.

But we are fooling ourselves.  Almost everybody is carrying around some unresolved grief—whether from a recent loss or one from long ago.  I discovered that unexpectedly about myself while reading Psalm 23 during a graveside service for someone I hadn’t even known and still finding myself choked with emotion.

And not all of this grief has been caused by the death of someone we love.  Some of the grief we are experiencing comes from children who are making painful choices and who have cut themselves off from their parents.
Some grief comes from those who have felt the pain of being fired from a job.

Other times, it’s the pain of moving far from home and you grieve the time you had with your family.

This story of David weeping for his son Absalom—a story which could be told as a reminder about the consequences of our sins—can also be heard another way.  We can also find in this story a profound picture of human grief.

And I’m convinced we need to hear the story that way.  I continue to bump into folks who are living with the heavy weight of unresolved grief, and nothing saps your energy more than trying to live that way.  Joan Chittister, a Catholic nun, describes this well when she writes, “If we do not allow ourselves to face and feel pain, we run the risk of entombing ourselves in a plastic bubble where our lies about life shrink our hearts and limit our vision.”

What we see in this story of David’s weeping for his son is a man who is beginning to come to grips with his own humanity.  He was no stranger to sin and disappointment and tears and murder, but this event combined all of these elements like no other event in his life.  And he had a choice to make:  he could go on with a superficial life by seeking to avoid the unavoidable, to ignore his pain until he himself finally died, but in doing so he would not be fully human.  His tears at Absalom’s death reveal that he refuses to sleep-walk through life.  In his honest grief he begins to discover the human heart that had grown hard in his grief, for what we have no tears for hardens our hearts.

And yet, some of us refuse to weep.  There was a teenage girl I know about whose father had died, and she wore it as a badge of honor that she had not yet shed a tear at his death.  And it wasn’t the honest expressions of the Christian faith about people who die going to a better place and rejoicing for them.  There is a truth in that.  But, and here’s what we often forget, our tears at their death do not deny that hope but rather affirm the reality of what it means to live surrounded by the mystery of death.
The mystery of death that surrounds us.  That’s the way Nicholas Wolterstorff, a seminary professor, described it in his book about grief.  His son was killed in a mountain climbing accident, and he struggled to come to grips with his own faith through the tears of his loss.  He and his wife finally commissioned a composer to write a requiem in memory of his son.  The first movement of that requiem talks about what he describes as “the awfulness of death.”

“Truly terrible is the mystery of death.

I lament at the sight of the beauty

created for us in the image of God

which lies now in the grave

without shape, without glory, without

consideration.

What is this mystery that surrounds us?

Why are we delivered up to decay?

Why are we bound to death?”

That question has been on human lips as long as we have breathed.  I have used often some of the words of Ann Weems, a Presbyterian writer and poet whose son was murdered.  She finally wrote a book of lament psalms in which she poured out her heart before God in anguished grief.  In one of them, she captures what many of us feel about our own tears:

“I weep for what was

and will never be again.

I weep for a future

that is no longer possible.

I weep because I love.

Like a willow on the bank of a river,

I’m bent

from the weight of my tears.

They flood my world,

and there is no stopping their force.

Save me, O God, from drowning.”

Joan Chittister talks about this flow of tears as a release from the past.  “What gushes out of us in a torrent of tears has no more power to control us.  What has been dulled by years of suppression, perhaps, comes tamed from its lair as a melancholy tear that, stripped of its secret chain, weighs down our hearts no more.  The ungrieved deaths of our lives can finally go to rest once the tears come.  The losses of life lose their sting in the clear stream of sorrow.  The memory of hurts and rejections grown larger through the years shrinks to size in the water of tears.  Tears cleanse and rinse and irrigate our souls so that new life can flow where only silt had been.  They give us the right to grow beyond where we have been to a place where life beckons us to begin again.”

And that is close to the way Weems describes it in the poem which ends the preface to her book of lament:
“In the godforsaken, obscene quicksand of life,

there is a deafening alleluia

rising from the souls

of those who weep,

and of those who weep with those who weep.

If you watch, you will see

the hand of God

putting the stars back in their skies

one by one.”

If you listen closely, you will hear those around you—and perhaps even the voice from deep within you—calling out through the rawness of their grief.  Do not silence those voices—and do not send them from your presence, for their tears open to them—and to us—their full humanity.
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