
 REAL MEN AND TEARS 

2 Samuel 1:1, 17-27; Psalm 130; Mark 5:21-43.  Pentecost 3/00 

 Men are going through an identity crisis in our culture.  Many of the 
roles traditionally assigned to men are changing.  The idea of the man as the 
sole provider and protector of his family is disappearing.  Most men do not 
hunt and fish and farm and fight off wild animals to provide for their families 
anymore.  Many men have little contact with the land.  Most men will not go 
off to war to fight for their homeland and their families.  The 50s ideal man, 
John Wayne, strong, courageous and detached from his feelings no longer 
meets the aspirations of young men today.   

 So many of the old models of what it means to be a man have faded.  
There has been no consensus about what should replace the old models.  
The models of manhood in the media and TV are usually very inadequate.  
They consist of weak, rather stupid men, pushed about by their wives and 
kids.  Or men who drink a lot and scream at football players on a TV screen.  
Or overgrown adolescents, who believe that violence is the way to deal with 
conflict. 

 The question of what the new man should look like is a big one – much 
bigger than I can tackle in a few minutes today.  But I believe the King David 
stories can give us some good material as we study them this summer.  
Perhaps David is a good model for men today. 

 He was no sissy, that’s for sure.  He was courageous and daring, but 
he found his courage in God’s leading.  He did not claim victory over Goliath.  
He attributed the victory to God.   

 Today’s passage from 2 Samuel 1 shows David grieving over the 
deaths of Saul and Jonathan.  Grieving practices were a lot more formalized 
in those days.  Certain rituals were established over a period of a week or 
longer.  There were even paid mourners, those who would wail and cry and 
sing expressions of grief.  Grief was expressed loudly and passionately, quite 
a contrast to our Western ways.  The lament was one of the practices of 
grief and there is no more eloquent nor passionate lament in the Bible than 
this one by David. Read v.19, 23, 24 -26.  It's hard to imagine David saying 
these words about King Saul, the one who had been jealous of him, who had 
hunted David as an outlaw and tried to kill David.  It's a testimony to David's 
great spirit that he forgave Saul and genuinely wept for him and the loss of 
the nation's leader.  David and Jonathan had been deep friends - their 



friendship is legendary.  It must have torn David's heart to see his friend 
slain in battle and here we read his words and see his tears for his friend. 

 The Chinese have a folk tale about the building of the Great Wall of 
China.  A man was killed in one of the many accidents that happened during 
the building of the wall and he was buried inside the wall.  His wife, Lady 
Meng, went to the wall to retrieve his bones, so he might be buried properly.  
But when she saw the wall, saw its size, its solidity, its invulnerability, she 
could do nothing.  So she sat down and wept.  And her tears touched the 
wall and its rigid mortar dissolved.  It collapsed and laid bare her husband's 
bones.  When an Asian theologian, C. S. Song, talked about this tale he 
talked about tears.  He talked about how Jesus wept.  And about how 
survivors of disaster must weep in order to begin again.   

 "Tears mean the capacity for love", he said.  "That is why we must not 
run out of tears".   Tears are like prayers.   For those who value practicality 
tears and prayers seem useless.  They reveal weakness.  They accomplish 
nothing.  Weeping is an act of helplessness, so too is prayer.  Yet tears can 
break down walls and build bridges between peoples.  Wasn’t it the tears of 
people in Ireland that brought about the end of a civil war that had been 
festering for most of the past century?  Wasn’t it the tears of people in South 
Africa which brought the end of apartheid?   Tears can move us to daring 
action. 

 David realized that if there was to be a new beginning in Israel there 
would have to be grieving for the old king and his son, Jonathan.  David had 
no problem with tears – he saw them as a human not just feminine quality.  
He knew how important it is to grieve, otherwise one gets stuck in the past.  
Grieving lets go of the past and it shows how much a person cares.  And 
furthermore, he had no problem doing it publicly.  I wish I could grieve as 
naturally and publicly as he did. 

 A few years ago veterans returned to the Normandy beaches where 
they landed on D-Day for the 50th anniversary.   Bill Moyers had a sensitive 
TV program where he revisited France and Germany with a group of 
veterans.  They retraced their steps from D-Day to the occupation of the 
Rhineland.  It was an emotionally powerful experience.  I could hear the men 
struggling with their feelings as they relived those terrible experiences. They 
had been through a nightmare as young men of 18 or 19, narrowly escaping 
death and seeing their buddies killed in front of them.  They had not been 



given time nor encouraged to grieve these losses.  50 years later they burst 
into tears, many of them for the first time, weeping for a part of their life 
that had remained buried for so long.  It was a healing experience for them 
and also for the family members who accompanied them. 

 In our Western culture we have been taught for so long to deny our 
grief.  I doubt that John Wayne ever shed a tear in any of his movies and he 
was the American hero for so long.  Things are changing slowly.  It has 
certainly been one of the struggles of my life to express the feelings of grief, 
and I continue to struggle with it.   It's one of the drawbacks of an Anglo 
heritage. 

 It is vital that we get past the notion that real men do not cry and 
replace it with the notion that real men do cry. The idea that tears betray 
weakness is ridiculous.  David was not a weak leader – he was Israel’s 
greatest leader and became the model for the coming messiah.  He was a 
warrior and stood up for what was right.  He could also admit when he was 
wrong.  We can learn a great deal from him. 

 Many boys are growing up today without the close presence of a father 
figure.  Robert Bly in his book, Iron John, says it takes a clan of older men to 
raise a boy to adulthood, and one of the things the boy needs to learn to 
become a man is how to deal with his feelings.  At every stage of life, 
including from adolescence to adulthood, a person has to grieve the past, let 
go of childhood dependencies and illusions.  The pathway to expressing love 
deeply involves the road of grieving, feeling loss deeply, the weeping of 
tears. 

 In the process of grieving one hopefully finds faith in God. Grief raises 
issues which are too profound for human answers.  Why does suffering strike 
so unfairly?  why is life so temporary when our souls cry out for lasting 
relationships?  what is the loneliness in grief which we fear so much?  why 
does life hurt so much?  The only One who can answer these questions is 
God and in my experience we don't get intellectual answers to these 
questions.  The only answer we get is: trust me and I'll lead you through the 
darkness.  But in this territory there is much darkness and a great need for 
trust. 

 The gospel story of Jesus and the 12 year old girl who had died gives 
the answer to our grieving: Jesus is the one who has authority over death 
so we need not despair.  We can grieve in the assurance that God will lead 



us to a new beginning.  And that is precisely what happened to David.  His 
grieving over Saul and Jonathan prepared him and the nation to accept 
David as the new King.  

 So as men in our culture learn how to weep tears for their lost 
identities, then they will be on the road to discovering new identities and 
be better able to guide the young ones who follow them. 


