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2 Samuel 1:17-27 
 

David intoned this lamentation over Saul and his son Jonathan.  
    (He ordered that The Song of the Bow be taught to the people of Judah;  
     it is written in the Book of Jashar.)  
He said: Your glory, O Israel, lies slain upon your high places!  How the mighty have fallen!  
Tell it not in Gath, proclaim it not in the streets of Ashkelon; 
or the daughters of the Philistines will rejoice, the daughters of the uncircumcised will exult.  
 

You mountains of Gilboa, let there be no dew or rain upon you, nor bounteous fields! 
For there the shield of the mighty was defiled, the shield of Saul, anointed with oil no more.  
 

From the blood of the slain, from the fat of the mighty, 
the bow of Jonathan did not turn back, nor the sword of Saul return empty.  
 

Saul and Jonathan, beloved and lovely! 
   In life and in death they were not divided; 
they were swifter than eagles, they were stronger than lions.  
 

O daughters of Israel, weep over Saul, 
   who clothed you with crimson, in luxury, 
   who put ornaments of gold on your apparel.  
 

How the mighty have fallen in the midst of the battle!  
 

Jonathan lies slain upon your high places.  
   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.  
 

How the mighty have fallen, and the weapons of war perished!  
 

__________________________________ 
 

“Greatly beloved were you to me; 
your love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women. 

2 Samuel 1:26 
 
This past February, Dr. Betty Youngkin, a covenant member here at Cross Creek and an English 
Professor at the University of Dayton invited me to facilitate one of her classes.  She wanted me to do a 
class on the story of David and Jonathan from the ancient Hebrew writings.  I guess Betty had found and 
read a book in our church library called Jonathan Loved David and it intrigued her so much that she 
decided to include the story of David and Jonathan in her course entitled “Gender and Fiction.”   
 
What she didn’t know at the time was that this book, Jonathan Loved David, published in 1978 and 
written by Tom Horner, an Episcopal Priest, was one of the first comprehensive investigations of 
homosexuality in the Bible and covered many biblical passages which allude to same-sex relationships.  
Horner criticized biblical scholarship for not taking the possibility of a sexual relationship between David 
and Jonathan seriously, and then presented his very persuasive arguments for the possibility of one.  
His book was part of the early “coming out” movement of gay and lesbian people in the church. 
 
I enjoyed studying and teaching on this topic for Betty’s class so much that it caused me to wonder:   
“When can I share some of this at Cross Creek.” So, I looked in the lectionary to see if and when the story 
of Jonathan and David ever comes up.  And sure enough, surprisingly I might add, there is one time, and 
only one, where the story of Jonathan and David is mentioned and it is the passage before us today.   
It is the Hebrew reading assigned to the fourth Sunday after Pentecost in Year B, which is the year we 
happen to be in now. But since I will be at the United Church of Christ General Synod next weekend in 
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Grand Rapids, Michigan, I decided to move this reading to this weekend…the third Sunday after 
Pentecost (just in case anyone is confused). 
 
Notice that the passage we read does not tell the story of Jonathan and David’s love.  It is only alluded to 
in this song of lament by David, grieving over Jonathan’s death.  So, to get the full story, we’ll have to dig 
a little further this morning. 
 
Notice too, that when this text comes up in the lectionary, it comes up at the end of June, which ironically 
is “Pride Month” in the GLBT community.   So here you have:  a Pride Month sermon too! 
 
In addition, Ruth Hopkins will be bringing to you a very interesting series of sermons in the month of July 
about the life of David.  She is calling her series, “The Trouble with Kings.”  You won’t want to miss it!  
And I hope my sermon today can at least get you thinking about this exemplar king, this saint and sinner, 
this model of faith, we know as David. 
 
I must admit, the first time I read about Jonathan and David’s love, I was blown away.  I was a teenager 
then.  I was a Southern Baptist young man with a real passion about the things of God.  I deeply desired 
to be a person of faith, but I was also struggling with how to deal with my gay sexual orientation as a 
Christian. So you can see why this story caught my attention and my imagination.  There was a sense of 
hopefulness and understanding in this story…my own sexual desire and longing seemed to be named in 
the Bible. But there was also this sense of complexity and confusion…What in the world was this story 
doing in the Bible?  So I agonized:  “If being gay was so wrong (that is what my Southern Baptist tradition 
taught me), then why does the Bible include this story of King David, whom the Bible says was a “man 
after God’s own heart?” It wasn’t until my seminary experience that I was finally able to resolve this 
question in my mind and in my heart. 
 
This passage before us today is the last we hear about Jonathan and David in the Bible.  You can’t help 
be drawn to the tenderness David professes toward Jonathan. The whole song reminds me of a climactic 
monologue in a great Shakespearean tragedy. The conviction and passion in David's expression of loss  
make it a truly beautiful confession of love. Perhaps you have felt, or feel now, this deep love and 
appreciation for someone in your life. Perhaps you know too how difficult this kind of bond is to define  
with words such as friend, lover, husband, wife, or partner. Some of us also know too well how David 
must have felt in lamenting the death of his beloved Jonathan.  
 
So what are we to make of this relationship between David and Jonathan? 
 
One of the things I admire about the story of David and Jonathan’s love is that it defies definitions.It is 
physical.  It is emotional.  It is a spiritual connection overflowing with the grace of God and the power of 
both divine and human love. And in the beauty of their relationship, I think there is a liberation to be found 
for us all in the limited ways we define love and relationships in our society and in the Church – especially 
in the Church. 
 
In order to deepen our understanding of Jonathan and David’s relationship, and to get us all on the “same 
page,” I will retell, as succinctly as I can, this truly epic tale of love, loyalty, obsession, and war leading up 
to David's lament that we have read this morning. 
 
 The story of David and Jonathan begins in I Samuel, chapter 16 and goes to 2 Samuel, chapter 1. David 
arrives on the scene as the youngest son of a sheepherder, Jesse, from Bethlehem. This name should 
sound familiar to you.  We hear the names of David and Jesse at Advent and Christmas.  We hear about 
the “stump of Jesse,” out of which come David and eventually Jesus.  The prophet Samuel is sent by God 
on a mission to anoint with oil the person who will succeed Saul, King of Israel, since Saul was being 
pushed out by God because of his disobedience.  God leads Samuel to David's family and after 
assessing each of David's older brothers – in a Cinderella's-step-sisters-and-the-slipper-kind-of-story – 
God tells Samuel to anoint David's head with oil. And Samuel says "the spirit of the Lord came mightily 
upon David."  
 
Saul, the king of Israel, first hears about David because of his beautiful musicianship.  Saul is tormented 
by a mysterious evil spirit and asks for a musician to come and relieve his anxiety with beautiful music. 
David's sweet playing on the lyre calms Saul and wins David a permanent spot in the king's company.  
During this time, Israel was at constant war with its neighbors, the Philistines. The early climax of the war 
is the arrival of the giant, Goliath, the champion of the Philistines. What follows is the famous fable of 
David slaying Goliath with his sling which we all know.  It is this act which turns the war around for the 
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Israelites and launches David's reputation as a warrior. Jonathan, Saul's youngest son, is present for this 
heroic act and he and David begin their relationship at this point. The scripture says,  
 

"When David had finished speaking to Saul, the soul of Jonathan was bound to the soul of David, 
and Jonathan loved him as his own soul…Then Jonathan made a covenant with David, because 
he loved him as his own soul. Jonathan stripped himself of the robe that he was wearing, and 
gave it to David, and his armor, and even his sword and his bow and his belt." (I Samuel 18:1-4)   

 
Whatever is going on, you can’t deny the real human tenderness here. Jonathan strips off his robe and 
armor, his defenses, and offers them and himself to David.  It is an act of incredible vulnerability between 
two men, where position and pretence are abandoned.  Remember, David is a sheepherder.  He is a 
peon, not royalty, or anywhere near Jonathan's social status as the king’s son.  Why would Jonathan risk 
such a gesture if his feelings weren't significant? And besides, what would this gesture have meant? And 
Can you imagine how this might go over today:  a powerful corporate CEO and a janitor blessing their 
friendship with the CEO taking off their suit, shirt and tie and giving them to the janitor? Even if Jonathan's 
act is only symbolic, it expresses an intimacy that is peculiar and evocative. 
 
Upon the return of Israel's army from fighting the Philistines, David is pronounced the hero. It is 
proclaimed, "Saul has killed his thousands, and David his ten thousands," (1 Samuel 18:7) even though 
David has only really killed Goliath in the story.  Saul's favorable opinion of David as the beautiful 
musician and humble shepherd shifts as the public perception of David's heroism crescendos. Saul 
becomes obsessive and angry with David and tries unsuccessfully to kill him on more than one occasion 
while he is playing music, fearing that David's intention is to usurp Saul's power and become the next king 
of Israel. This fear is rooted not only in David's growing military prowess, but also in his relationship with 
Jonathan.  And at one point the text clues us in that “Jonathan made David swear again by his love for 
him; for he loved him as he loved his own life.”  (1 Samuel 20:17) 
 
As a result, Saul has David removed from the King's personal service and David is sent off to lead the 
army in their continuing war with the Philistines. Saul hopes that the Philistines find a way to kill David.  
But David continues to carry God's blessing and becomes a very successful military leader. Neurotically,  
Saul continues to plot against David.  When Jonathan tells Saul of David and Saul's daughter, Michal's, 
mutual affection, Saul tries to use this to kill David as well. He asks David to provide a dowry of 100 dead 
Philistines, hoping David will not survive the quest. But this is no problem for the warrior David who kills 
two hundred instead, and so Saul is forced to let David marry his daughter. Saul's fear and loathing of 
David only grows and he tells Jonathan of his desire to kill David. Jonathan protests, asking Saul what 
reason he has for killing David.   And Jonathan, who scripture says "took great delight in David" (1 Samuel 
19:2), warns David of Saul's threats. (As if it weren't already obvious to David.) Michal, now David's wife, 
hears of Saul's continuing desire to kill David. She conspires with David to save him one night from Saul's 
assassins by putting a dummy in bed next to her while David escapes out the window. It is all so 
Hollywood!  It’s all in the Bible! 
 
Finally, as a test of Saul's resolve to kill David, David and Jonathan conspire to provoke Saul. One day 
David skips a royal function and Jonathan tells Saul that he has excused David.  Saul's anger erupts 
towards Jonathan. He says,  
 

"You son of a perverse, rebellious woman! Do I not know that you have chosen the son of Jesse 
to your own shame, and to the shame of your mother's nakedness? For as long as the son of 
Jesse lives upon the earth, neither you nor your kingdom shall be established. Now send and 
bring him to me, for he shall surely die." (I Sam 20:30-31)  

 
What is this “shame” that Saul names?  Is it Jonathan’s lack of loyalty to his father, the king?  Or is it 
because Jonathan is madly in love with David – a “love” that is embarrassing and risky to the king? It is 
hard to tell.  But immediately, Jonathan goes out to meet David to tell him of the king's reaction. David 
and Jonathan's love for and loyalty to one another motivates Jonathan to rebel against his father, the 
King, to protect David.  
 
Saul's anger towards Jonathan proves to be the last straw for David.  Once he understands the news he 
realizes that he must flee the city. The scripture offers a symbolic and emotional parting of the two: 
  

"David prostrated himself with his face to the ground. He bowed three times, and they kissed 
each other, and wept with each other; David wept the more. Then Jonathan said to David, ‘Go in 
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peace, since both of us have sworn in the name of the Lord saying, "The Lord shall be between 
me and you, and between my descendents and your descendents, forever."'" (I Samuel 20:41-42)  

 
At this point, Jonathan and David part company, never to see each other again. 
 
David, after a long period of running and hiding from Saul's assassins finally negotiates a refuge for 
himself and his followers helping the Philistines guard their southern border from invasion. It seems the 
only safe place to hide from Saul. This helps the Philistines strengthen their assaults on Saul. Finally,  
the Philistines ask David and his mercenary followers to help them attack and kill Saul. David feels he has 
no other chance of returning home to Israel except by helping the Philistines and so agrees to fight with 
them.  
 
The next time we hear of Jonathan is when the Philistines and David's army are camped on the hills of 
Gilboa across from Saul, Jonathan and Israel's armies. In this critical moment on the eve of the great 
battle, there is disagreement among the Philistines about whether or not they can really trust David to kill 
his own countrymen. They ultimately decide they cannot trust him and send him and his forces back 
home.  In the ensuing battle of Gilboa, the Philistines kill Saul and Jonathan. Days later, David receives 
the news of their deaths and laments the tragedy in the poem we read today, which culminates with these 
words:  “greatly beloved were you to me; your love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women.”  (2 

Samuel 1:26) 
 

According to Biblical scholars, there is general agreement that this poem can be attributed to David 
himself.  It is, therefore, one of the earliest pieces of the Hebrew Scriptures, dating back almost 3000 
years.   
 
It is interesting to note how artists have tried to depict the relationship between Jonathan and David.  And 
now that you have the story of Jonathan and David somewhat in mind, I am going to share a few of those 
images with you today.    You can see for yourself, from this small sampling, the various ways that 
Jonathan and David’s relationship has been depicted. 
 

1. The Children’s Bible, New York, Golden Press, 1965.    
 

2. Bible Tales for Very Young Children, Lenore Cohen, NY: The Union of American Hebrew 
Congregations, 1936.  
 

3. Frederic Leighton, Jonathan’s Token to David, 1868. Cover of Ken Stone’s Queer Commentary of 
the Hebrew Bible also described in Saslow. 78-181. “Stone Queer Commentary” 
 

4. P.R. Morris “Jonathan and David” side by side with bow. 
 
5. “Lavista Bible Images 1” colorful hand holding Jonathan and David from website. 

http://www.lavistachurchofchrist.org/Pictures/United%20Kingdom%20Artwork/target14.html 
 

6. Jonathan Lovingly Taketh His Leave of David by Julius Schnorr von Karolsfeld 
 

7. Jonathan embraces David from Caspar Luÿken's "Historiae Celebriores Veteris Testamenti 
Iconibus Representatae" 1712.  
 

8. Best Stories from the Best Book, An Illustrated Companion for the Home, James Edson White, 
South Bend Indiana: Review & Herald Publishing Assn., 1900.  
 

9. The Bible in Story and Art, Rev. Ulysses Grant Warren 1926  (no publisher given)  
Harry R. Mileham from the Bible Story in Art” Jonathan undressed.  

 
 
 
 
But back the question I asked early:  what are we to think of his relationship with Jonathan? "Dear and 
Delightful you were to me: your love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women." (2 Samuel 1:26) 
What is this love?  And what does it mean for us? 
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Some who have interpreted Jonathan and David’s love have simply emphasized the love between them 
as an exemplary model of love between friends, especially male to male friendship.  And God knows, 
men in our culture are having a hard time these days forging meaningful friendships with other men.  
Repeated studies have shown that male to male friendship is indeed, a rarity. 
 
Some interpreters have expanded on the focus of male to male friendship and noted the amazing and 
deep love shared between two individuals, whoever they may be.  Rabbi Kula, in his book, Yearnings:  
Embracing the Sacred Messiness of Life notes 

 
In the fourth-Century wisdom text called The Ethics of the Fathers, two very different forms of 
love are described. The first refers to the story of Amnon and Tamar, children of King David, half-
brother and half-sister.  Amnon becomes lovesick over Tamar and forces himself on his beautiful 
sister, then turns away from her in shame.  The second is the story of Jonathan, son of King Saul, 
and young David.  The sages said, “The first depends on getting something back.  And when that 
thing is gone, the love, too, disappears.  This is the love between Amnon and Tamar.  But a love 
that is not based on some external thing will not come to an end.  This is the love between David 
and Jonathan.”  The former is conditional love (born out of lust that Amnon had for Tamara and 
an obvious attempt to own the other person) and the latter is unconditional.  Between David and 
Jonathan, it would seem there’s no reciprocity expected; it’s a love without expectation or self-
consciousness, and at least no overt sexual expectations or desires (although this is debatable).   
 
For the sages, it’s a supremely pure love….the biblical authors wanted us to pay very close 
attention to this particular love story…it’s hard to argue with the fact that theirs was a pretty 
amazing love….The authors of The Ethics of the Fathers must have wondered about this 
relationship, and yet they saw this as the ultimate love story between human beings. They 
affirmed the supremacy of the relationship despite all the potential underlying political motives. 
They understood that David’s and Jonathan’s love was unconditional not because it was equally 
balanced or unsullied by self-serving motives – it was unconditional because it was transparent in 
its imbalance. 
 
The rabbinic sages are teaching something quite radical.  Purity of love is not about being 
perfectly reciprocal.  It’s about how honest people are to each other as to how they are giving and 
receiving.  David, the powerful and charismatic king-to-be, could be totally vulnerable with 
Jonathan.  He’s the only person David lets his guard down with and to whom he shows his fears 
and doubts.  Jonathan is able to give support and provide strength in a way that makes him very 
powerful.  Their giving and receiving in its inequality creates a depth to their relationship that is 
unmatched in the Bible. 

 
In the past several, and especially today, others are interpreting this text quite differently.  I am among 
those “others!” And it is that line: “Your love for me was wonderful, passing the love of women” that finally 
sends me in this direction. How many stories can you think of where people defy their family for love? 
Romeo and Juliet immediately comes to mind.  Maybe some of you have defied your family's wishes in 
the name of love. It may have been as simple as sneaking out of your house after your curfew to spend 
time with your sweetie. It may have been more risky.  But you have to wonder what kind of love is this that 
would make David and Jonathan defy the expectations of family, religion and society?  Clearly this love is 
deeper than the passion of an adolescent crush.  This love also seems to go beyond a significant 
friendship.  All of this has led others, like myself, to suggest that perhaps this love between Jonathan and 
David is indeed a counter-cultural love between same-gender partners, what Oscar Wilde, at his trial in 
1895, citing the example of David and Jonathan, called the “love that dare not speak its name.”  
 
But here’s a caution:  if we’re not careful, using words like “passing the love of women” can border on 
misogyny…that is the hating, demeaning or distrust of women.   But rather than being misogynistic, I am 
thinking that David’s words are simply an expression of the deep and intimate love that David 
experienced with Jonathan, a Brokeback Mountain type of love, experienced in a time and setting that 
had no category or place for that kind of love.   
 
So for obvious reasons, I think you see why this story of David and Jonathan resonates with me.  It is also 
why this story is so popular at marriage ceremonies between two men.  Dan and I even had the story of 
Jonathan and David read at our marriage ceremony back on October 12, 1996, which included the words:  
“The soul of Jonathan was bound to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul…Then 
Jonathan made a covenant with David, because he loved him as his own soul.”  (1 Samuel 18:1,3) Beautiful 
words these are for entering into and celebrating a covenant of marriage.  And today, on Father’s Day, 
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Dan and I will celebrate our love in ways we never imagined possible when we first came together; that 
somehow, by the grace of God, we are able to share our love as Daddy and Papa to two amazing little 
boys: Gideon and Aydan. 
 
I hope you can see that there are many ways that one can interpret the story of Jonathan and David’s 
love. No single interpretation is the “right” or “only” answer.  Each of us are simply invited to bring our own 
life stories to this sacred story, and, as Phyllis Trible would say, “wrestle with it until it blesses you!” 
 
Finally, there is another way to enter this story, a way that I think we can all relate.  It is to interpret this 
story as a story about the love of God fleshed out in real human beings and real human loving.  In the 
story of Jonathan and David, the word hesed (meaning loyal love, or steadfast love) was used five times 
to describe the bond between Jonathan and David.  And as Rabbi Kula noted, “It is the only time in the 
Bible that two individual human beings make a brit, a sacred pact, with each other, a ritual reserved for 
God and man.” (Yearnings, page 150)   

 
Could it be that the love David and Jonathan shared approaches the love that God has for us; a love that 
is willing to subvert our expectations; a love that inspires our life's passions; a love that sustains us 
though our very lives may be threatened from within or from without?  Hopefully, through Jonathan and 
David's courageous love, we can witness and experience God in new and inviting ways. For sure,  
David and Jonathan’s love is forged from vulnerability and intimacy, and sustained through loyalty and 
authenticity, and lasting well beyond the tragedies and struggles of life.  
 
Dare I say that this is the love we are looking for!  Dare I say that this is the love to listen out for and 
celebrate whenever and however we find it!  Dare I say that this is the love to practice in all our 
relationships, whether as close friends or intimate lovers!  Certainly this is the love to practice in our 
“fathering” and “mothering.”  This, my friends, is the love that God has for us–those to whom God says,  
"greatly beloved you are to me!"  
 
Amen. 
 
 
 


