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Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone, 

Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone, 

Silence the pianos and with muffled drum 

Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come. 

 

Let aeroplanes circle moaning overhead 

Scribbling on the sky the message 'He is Dead'. 

Put crepe bows round the white necks of the public doves, 

Let the traffic policemen wear black cotton gloves. 

 

He was my North, my South, my East and West, 

My working week and my Sunday rest, 

My noon, my midnight, my talk, my song; 

I thought that love would last forever: I was wrong. 

 

The stars are not wanted now; put out every one, 

Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun, 

Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood; 

For nothing now can ever come to any good. 

 

This poem by Auden was made famous by its appearance in 4 weddings and a funeral. The verses 

are recited in the film by Matthew (played by John Hannah) at the funeral of his beloved, flamboyant 

partner Gareth. Hannah reads the lines falteringly and with due poignancy: it is a touching portrayal 

of an intimate bereavement. It has come to epitomise the loss experienced by those who grieve.  

 

Our Old Testament reading for this Sunday, 2 Samuel 1: 1, 17-end, is similarly a lament poem. David 

intones a lamentation for Saul and his son Jonathan who have died in battle.  

David and Jonathan had a famously close relationship and deep bond. This is David’s Lamentation for 

Saul and Jonathan: 

 

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. 
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 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, 
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    passing the love of women. 

 

 How the mighty have fallen, 

    and the weapons of war perished! 

 

The laments resonate with each other, particularly as David calls for the end of dew and rain and a 

bountiful harvest. However, they are also quite different style. I can’t see David’s lament working in 

the same way today in a contemporary film.  

We have needed to rediscover a language of lament over Covid-19, to find ways of mourning 

together. Laments work in different places for different times as each will come from a specific 

culture and context. And that’s another surprising thing to note about Auden’s poem.  Despite it 

having come to represent genuine heartfelt grief, in the play for which it was composed, its role is 

actually to mock the pompous, routine, public display of grief that accompanies the death of mighty 

rulers. The play The Ascent of F6 is about politics, power and sibling rivalry. 

The lament, ‘Stop all the clocks’ is written for an unpleasant senior civil servant who dies at the hand 

of his brother while seeking to gain political advantage over his nation’s opponents.  

Of course, the story of Saul, the King, and of David and Jonathan is also political. Saul has been trying 

to kill David for some time out of jealousy and Jonathan has been trying to protect him. But, texts 

have a life of their own – their original context and the intention of the author- is not all-controlling. 

Original meanings can be lost, historical context can be hard to recreate or understand, or new uses 

for a text change its meaning.  

This is important for us as Christians to remember. We rely on the reading and interpreting of sacred 

texts as an essential part of our Christian faith, yet the receiving, reading and interpreting of the 

Bible is never a neutral act. It is fed by our contexts, our stories, who we’ve read the text with before 

and what they’ve said and who we read the text with now. The church also has a history of 

interpretation and understanding.  

The David and Jonathan story, or more importantly, relationship, has come to be part of 

contemporary disagreements over homosexuality and its place and role within the Judaeo-Christian 

tradition.  

David says in the lament:  

 

 I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan; 

greatly beloved were you to me; 

    your love to me was wonderful, 
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    passing the love of women. 

 

The depth of feeling between David and Jonathan has provoked much consideration.  

Listen, for instance, to the description of their first meeting: 

 

Now it came about when he had finished speaking to Saul, that the soul of Jonathan was knit 

to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as himself. Saul took him that day and did not 

let him return to his father's house. Then Jonathan made a covenant with David because he 

loved him as himself. Jonathan stripped himself of the robe that was on him and gave it to 

David, with his armour, including his sword and his bow and his belt. So David went out 

wherever Saul sent him, and prospered; and Saul set him over the men of war. 

1 Samuel 18:1-5 

 

Some writers and commentators, especially in more recent times have seen between David and 

Jonathan a clearly homoerotic relationship; whilst the traditional interpretation is that they have a 

very deep friendship, but it is platonic one.  

What matters most? The author’s intention, the original meaning, how we receive a text today, or 

something else? Stop All the Clocks spoke a language of grief and mourning that resonated deeply 

with millions of viewers, even though it was written as satire, not authentic grief at all. Yet, the love 

that the two people in the film had for each other gave a different context to the words and so they 

were received differently.  

David and Jonathan cared deeply for each other, and that love led them to acts of selflessness; their 

love for each other crossed political divides and power games. Whatever the exact nature of their 

relationship (which we will never know), from them we see that love comes in many different forms: 

what marks it out as being from God is that it enables those who share it to be better people, to 

participate in God’s love.  

Love, similarly, today, brings people together across divides, to challenge family prejudices and to 

bring healing. The loss of those we love, whoever they are, brings deep pain – a pain that we can 

share with God and know that he hears. In giving voice to our lament we are not only sharing our 

pain with others, but raising it before God.  

Canon Imogen Nay 
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