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“LOSING YOURSELF AND FINDING GOD” 

1 Sam 18:24-34 

June 18, 2017 

 

24-25 David was sitting between the two gates. The sentry had gone up to the top of the gate on the 

wall and looked around. He saw a solitary runner. The sentry called down and told the king. The 

king said, “If he’s alone, it must be good news!” 

25-26 As the runner came closer, the sentry saw another runner and called down to the gate, 

“Another runner all by himself.” 

And the king said, “This also must be good news.” 

27 Then the sentry said, “I can see the first man now; he runs like Ahimaaz son of Zadok.” 

“He’s a good man,” said the king. “He’s bringing good news for sure.” 

28 Then Ahimaaz called out and said to the king, “Peace!” Then he bowed deeply before the king, 

his face to the ground. “Blessed be your GOD; he has handed over the men who rebelled against 

my master the king.” 

29 The king asked, “But is the young man Absalom all right?” 

Ahimaaz said, “I saw a huge ruckus just as Joab was sending me off, but I don’t know what it 

was about.” 

30 The king said, “Step aside and stand over there.” So he stepped aside. 

31 Then the Cushite arrived and said, “Good news, my master and king! GOD has given victory 

today over all those who rebelled against you!” 

32 “But,” said the king, “is the young man Absalom all right?” 

And the Cushite replied, “Would that all of the enemies of my master the king and all who 

maliciously rose against you end up like that young man.” 

33 The king was stunned. Heartbroken, he went up to the room over the gate and wept. As he 

wept he cried out, 

O my son Absalom, my dear, dear son Absalom! 

Why not me rather than you, my death and not yours, 

O Absalom, my dear, dear son! 

 



 2 

 When you lose that which is most precious to you, it is a kick in 

the gut from which you are sure you will never recover.  And it is in the 

pit of your same wounded soul that God visits you, invited—or not. 

 Howard Inlet is a fictional character.  His journey through grief 

is the focus of tonight’s film, “Collateral Beauty.”  Howard loses his way 

when he loses his 6 year-old daughter to cancer.  Paralyzed by his 

grief, he abandons his wife, his work, and his friends.  Instead, his days 

are consumed with setting up elaborate dominoes formations and 

writing letters. 

 Howard doesn’t write letters to people; he writes letters to three 

abstractions:  Death, Time, and Love.  He rides at a furious pace with 

steeled determination through Manhattan on his bicycle each day, 

mailing his letters in the local mailbox.  His teeth are clenched most of 

the time and he rarely speaks. 

 Such is a father’s love; such is a father’s grief. 
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 “ O my son Absalom, my dear, dear son Absalom! 

   Why not me rather than you, my death and not yours, 

   O Absalom, my dear, dear son!” 

 

 David wails a father’s cry, a broken heart, a wounded spirit.  

David cries over the loss of his third son, even though to others his 

actions make no sense.  For Absalom, dear, dear son Absalom, was 

trying to kill his father, leading armies he had mustered against David, 

trying to take the throne of the kingdom.  No matter.  When David 

hears, that Absalom has been killed in the Battle of Ephraim’s Wood, 

he cries out to God to take him instead. 

 

 Why would I be preaching about such a thing on Father’s Day?  

Hallmark would strike me where I stand if they knew what I was doing 

right now.  We can’t talk about death and loss and grieving on Father’s 

Day, can we?  We can’t watch a film about this topic on Father’s Day, 

can we?   
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 Ah, but the collateral beauty in these two stories is exactly why I 

chose them for Father’s Day.  The life between every father and his 

child will someday inevitably be severed, but on Father’s Day, we honor 

the bond—the special bond—that is possible between a son or a 

daughter and their dad, a bond that no other can share or replace.  

 This is a bond that may be fully realized and appreciated in 

relationship, only partially fulfilled and mostly frustrated in 

relationship, or completely denied from relationship.  Our family 

stories are complicated, joyful, painful, affirming, cauterizing, 

confusing, enriching, and multi-layered, all at the same time. 

 This is kind of like our relationship with God: some of us hold the 

image of God as our Heavenly Father, a “he” that watches over us and 

wants us to live good stories and to love him with our whole being; 

others of us hold the image of God as a distant, cold, demanding 

taskmaster, a father-figure perhaps, but not the warm, fuzzy brand of 

father we all want, the father with kind eyes and a gentle, freely given 

smile.  And still others wrestle with what their relationship with God is, 
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could be, or should be, finding no parental image to hold onto and 

finding no comfort in endearing words of love or belonging or family. 

Our relationship with God of Our Understanding is as complicated 

and fluid as is our relationship with our birth father or our emotional 

father or fathers.  The collateral beauty of the relationship with our 

“Fathers” is lived out in our experiences of life, in how we grow up and 

become our own person, perhaps in how we become parents and/or role 

models ourselves for the next generations, in how we take the gift of 

life that God gives us and make it count for something. 

 When you lose that which is most precious to you, the 

collateral beauty is that amid total deprivation, there you find a 

profound connection to the Everything.  In our faith tradition, we call 

that Everything, “God.”  There in your time of collateral damage is the 

collateral beauty of the Everything loving you, attending your pain, 

walking with you in your grief, and comforting you in your sorrow.  

 God is there in your loss, though you might reject divine 

companionship at the time, though you might not recognize God in your 
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pain, or though you might be in so much of it that the overwhelming 

experience of it blurs your vision for what seems like an eternity. 

God takes many on many abstractions of collateral beauty during 

these times, appearing in ways you might not notice.  This is the point 

of the film.  God appears to us in Love, in Time, and yes, even in Death, 

waking us up to the impermanence of life and the importance of 

relationship.  God asks us in our lowest of times, “What is your ‘why?”  

 God asks of our hearts this impossible question at the most 

impossible of times to get our attention, to turn us on to this collateral 

beauty of connection.  We must be able to line up the dominoes in 

formation; we must be able to let go of the need to know to discover 

how and why we must live on. 

That is the proof of the love of the Father.  It is the teaching 

moment when we crash off our bike and break our arm; it is the voice 

of experience when we suffer our first dating failure; it is the gentle 

hand and steadfast expression of love when we lose our way in 
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countless ways, taking out our frustrations on the very source of our 

life, on the Great Mysterious Everything. 

 

The three abstractions come to visit Howard, bringing to him 

their expressions of the collateral beauty of life: 

Death meets Howard on a park bench and tells him, “We are here 

to connect!  Life is about people.  I don’t tell you how to do your job, 

and I really don’t appreciate you telling me how to do mine!”  Howard 

cannot accept Death’s condolence. 

Love comes along in a diner and tells Howard, “I’m sorry, so, so 

sorry.  We don’t get to say who loves us or who we’ll love back.  I’m the 

fabric of life.  I’m within you; I’m within everything.  If you can accept 

that, then maybe you get to live again.”  Howard cannot accept Love’s 

offer. 

Time catches up to Howard on a skateboard and tells the 

heartbroken father, “If Love is creation and death is destruction, then 

I’m just the terrain in between.  Einstein said I was an illusion.  I’m 
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abundant.  I’m a gift.”  Howard cannot accept Time’s Gift.  “I don’t want 

your gift,” he bellows back, “because you took hers!” 

 

It’s the hard work, the hard work of grief.  The collateral beauty 

of connection.  Grief visits all people.  I think grief besets our animals, 

too.  What does it take within a creature to be able to experience 

grief?  Is it the brain?  Is it the heart?  Is it the spirit?  Grief visits 

us-and them- and the collateral beauty is in the taking of the first 

small step on the way back to community, on the way back to living an 

abundant and joyful, though forever changed, life.   

Martin Luther King, Jr. experienced this way back by reaching 

out in trust and prayer.  He said, “Take the first step in faith.  You 

don’t have to see the whole staircase, just take the first step.” 

Take the first step.  If you grieve the loss of your father today, 

then the Spirit is calling out to you, “Take the first step.”  Think about 

him, conjure up a good memory of him—the way he smelled or the way 

he loved to eat pasta, or a good talk you had with him, perhaps-conjure 
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up a good memory of him and thank God that you enjoyed Love through 

him, Time with him, and glory with him in his Death and resurrection to 

eternal life with the Beloved. 

If you grieve today not the loss of your father, but the loss of 

relationship with your father, then know that Love and Time are on 

your side while Death waits its turn.  Make the phone call, write the 

card, plan the visit, or just plan, perhaps, simply to forgive him.  Death 

won’t wait forever for you to use the gifts of Love and Time. 

If you are the father and you have kids who depend on you, no 

matter how old each of you gets, then be generous—be generous with 

your time, with your treasures, but mostly with your ear.  They need 

you. 

And if you are the father and you are at odds with your children, 

well then call on the Three Abstractions to motivate you to invite God 

into your heart.  Invite God into your pain and your anger and your 

uncertainty and your bitterness.  Invite God into the mess of your 

emotions and let Love and Time and Death motivate you in the direction 
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of healing and truth.  You only have one life.  You have but this one 

chance to get it right. 

 

Howard questions Love and tells it why he has told it goodbye: 

“I did trust you,” he shouts, “I committed everything to you and 

you betrayed me.  You broke my heart!” 

Love fires back at him, “No!  I’m in all of it.  I was here in your 

life, but I am also here in your pain.  Don’t try to live without me, 

Howard, I am the only “why.” 

I am the only why.  God is Love and Love says, “I am the only 

‘why’.” 

 

When David loses his son Absalom, the people of his day and his 

kingdom question whether God has left him.  Even the most powerful 

man in the world of his day cannot save his son from death.  “What 

does that say about his relationship with God,” they ask.  It humbles 

him.  It brings him into grief, and through grief, and back out again.  
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Time has taken his son away, and like most people who lose a 

child, I expect, David begs God to switch places with his departed son.  

“Why not me rather than you, my death and not yours?” he wails in his 

frustration and pain.  But that’s not how it works, is it? 

When King David at last emerges to retake his throne, he walks 

out of the darkness back into his life with God by his side—not living 

against God, not living in spite of God, but living again for God.  He 

finds the light of God on the other side of his son’s death and the 

father walks back into life.    

  

Time takes our Love away, Death takes our Love away, and what is 

left is more agonizing Time and more feelings of Love for the lost one.  

Death seems to win the day.  And then it doesn’t.   

Death is not the final word for people of faith, even for those 

who seem to have lost their faith.  Death is not the final word for 

David.  Death is not the final word for the Howards of the world 

either.  Death is not the final answer for any of us who take the first 
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step into faith.  Just one step.  Not the entire staircase, mind you.  

Just one step.   

Faith will find you where you are.  God will find you where you are, 

even if you are very, very lost, even if you hate God in the moment of 

your anguish and curse God to the heavens and swear off God in your 

life!  You can send God away, but God doesn’t go.  God sends Love to 

recreate your life.  God sends Time to heal your wounds.  And when 

Death finally knocks at your own door, be assured that God is claiming 

you in a final and enduring gesture of oneness.  

 

The collateral beauty we all receive is an unconditional gift from 

God, for God is saying, “I am here with you and I won’t leave you.  Love 

springs forth from me, and Love knows no end.  Time means nothing to 

me.  I have all the time in the world to walk with you and to mold you 

and shape you in my image, in the image of Love.  And Death?  You need 

not fear it; it will surely come, but it’s coming is my coming, too.  You 

will not be alone.  Your father and your father’s father and the 
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generation of fathers ahead of them all knew me and they will all know 

you, too.  I was Love to and in them.  I was Time for and with them. 

And I was Death to and for them, too.” 

 

Sometimes, our greatest losses lead us to our richest discovery, 

that God is with us and as the apostle, Paul, assured us, nothing, 

nothing can ever separate us from the love of God.  It’s the collateral 

beauty we all are freely given; it’s the collateral beauty that helps us 

take that first step in faith, even when we can’t see the whole 

staircase ahead. 

May It Be So.  

 

 

 


