
O Come & Mourn: An Invitation to 
Sadness 

‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; 
    we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.’ Matthew 11:17 
 

If you pour yourself out for the hungry and satisfy the 
desire of the afflicted, then shall your light rise in the 

darkness and your gloom be as the noonday. Isaiah 58:10 
 

By Matthew Pinckard 
 

Growing up in New Orleans, I was very accustomed to traditions that I 
thought were normal but are actually pretty unique. For example, New 
Orleans loves festivals- like, a lot.  Some people call New Orleans the 
“Festival Capital of the World,” and with good reason.  Before the 
pandemic, there were approximately 130 festivals in New Orleans every 
year. That’s almost one festival every 3 days!  That’s a lot of jubilance! 
 
NOt every popular tradition in New Orleans is purely for feasting and 
dancing. One tradition that is sometimes for celebration and other 
times for mourning are known as “Second Lines.”  Second Lines usually 
consist of a main line of people with a band (usually brass band) that 
will walk through the streets (they have to have a parading permit to do 
this).  Followed by the main line of the band is a “Second Line” 
(non-musicians) who are enjoying the music in a very communal 
atmosphere. 
 



Second Lines are certainly a feature of many weddings in New Orleans. 
The two main phases of a wedding celebration in most of America are 
the ceremony and reception.  In New Orleans there is many times a 
third ingredient: the Second Line!  I was in a Christian friend's wedding 
where we did just that- dancing through the streets of New Orleans 
celebrating what God had done.  It was amazing to watch all of the 
traffic stopping- a pause in time, where the marriage celebration took 
precedence over all else.  Random strangers would join in on the 
sidewalks!  In the words of Proverbs 18:22, my dear friend ‘found a good 
thing,’ and lots of people wanted to join in the festivities. 
 
Second Lines aren’t just in weddings, however.  They are also in 
funerals.  The joyful ecstasy of glowy triumph makes way for a painful 
processing in a directed path of grief.  The waves of the raw dirge form 
a path for ‘formative mourning.’ Whether in joy or grief, the Second 
Line tells you “others are with you on this path- you don’t have to be 
alone.” 
 
In Matthew 11, Jesus compared His generation to children at the 
marketplace (of course their marketplace was just a little different from 
our modern shiny supermarkets).  What Jesus says in verse 17 is 
fascinating: ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a 
dirge, and you did not mourn.’  To clear up any head scratching, He 
continued: For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He 
has a demon.’ When the angel announced John the Baptist in Luke 1, the 
angel said that John would never drink wine or strong drink.  Jesus, on 
the other hand, didn’t fast according to the Pharisees' expectations and 
He associated with people they despised.  The Son of Man came eating 
and drinking, and they say, ‘Look at him! A glutton and a drunkard, a 
friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ Though they were close relatives, 
Jesus and John had very different types of ministries.  Neither of them, 



however, conformed to what the people expected them to be.  Jesus 
and John didn’t fit into their flute and dirge “boxes.”  There’s a good 
reminder for us here that many people will have differing ministries 
that accomplish different things but can both be valid in their worth to 
God’s kingdom- they may not fit nice and tidy in our preconceived 
‘ministry boxes.’ 
 
When I think of Matthew 11:17, I think of Second Lines.  Weddings and 
funerals make me think of flute and dirges.  Where am I going with this? 
 
The sinful world sometimes celebrates what should be mourned. 
Where the sinful world would throw a party (play the flute) for the 
exaltation of sinful lifestyles, laws, and so on- we don’t conform to that. 
We mourn.  Whereas the world may be grieved and angry by things God 
says and demands and wants to mourn and play the dirge, we celebrate 
God’s goodness and just decrees.  We don’t conform, we are 
transformed (Romans 12:1-2). 
 
To illustrate clear examples, consider two examples.  First, consider the 
crucifixion of Jesus in the Gospels.  The sinful world demanded His 
execution, justice demanded His release.  Second, consider Babylon in 
Revelation 18.  In this chapter we are told that those who loved the 
immorality of Babylon weep and wail over her destruction, but in 
Revelation 19 a great multitude in heaven praises God with a loud voice 
for judging “the great prostitute.”  Another example would be in the 
book of Esther, where Haman rejoices at what is wrong, and sinfully 
mourns at what is right.  His story was not exactly a ‘happy ending.’ 
 
The short of it: In a Matthew 11:17 spirit, let’s not conform to the world’s 
idea of how we should live and what we should rejoice in and mourn 
over.  Let’s not get it “backward” like those who wanted Jesus crucified 



or mourned the loss of Babylon’s sinful pleasures.  We should rejoice 
rightly and dance (the flute), and...we should rightly mourn (the dirge). 
 
There is no doubt that some people mistreat fasting and completely 
miss the whole point.  I’ve watched folks openly boast of how much 
they’ve sacrificed in their fasting  (Isaiah 58 & Matthew 6 show how 
detrimental such a prideful attitude is!).  Others inwardly smirk at how 
better they are than others for their devoted piety. Some fast from one 
thing only to indulge in all sorts of sins.  I’ve seen much adamant 
religiosity with no abiding repentance.  To use a metaphor Jesus used, 
“the outside of the cup is cleaned” but “the inside is filled with 
wickedness.”  It’s the appearance of godliness, but denies its power. 
 
A quick word on the term “spiritual disciplines.”  In the past I would 
typically think of prayer, fasting, giving, gathering with the local church, 
and various other formative components of our faith as “spiritual 
disciplines.”  And I do still like the term.  Disciplines are things that 
require repetition, sometimes sacrifice, and sometimes they aren’t 
always pleasant to do (i.e. fasting), but they are good for us.  But 
another term I’ve come across lately calls spiritual disciples “habits of 
grace.” I also like this term for a few reasons.  I think “discipline” is a 
word often viewed in a negative connotation (i.e. punishment for 
disobedience) rather than a positive one (i.e. rigorous devotion for the 
sake of growth and/or to prevent decay).  “Habits” are something we 
fall into, and while they can also be bad, “good habits” are something we 
all desire.  Isn’t it always a good thing to habitually remember God’s 
grace?  “Habits” may also be viewed from less of a begrudging viewpoint 
than “disciplines.”  Finally the idea of habits “of grace” reminds that 
ultimately these things we are doing are not about earning 
righteousness or trying to win God’s favor, but rather live out the grace 
God has so generously lavished us with.  Whatever terms we use, it’s 



just good to remember that these are important ingredients for 
spiritual formation and growth. 
 
Why fast?  Well, it depends. Maybe the better question is to ask “Why 
NOT fast?”  It doesn’t have to be food, but if I’m unwilling to give up 
something (food, entertainment, certain luxuries, etc) to spend more 
time in prayer, repentance and mourning, what does that say about my 
desires?  Shouldn’t I fast for God to raise up missionaries to go to the 
millions of people who need to hear the good news of Jesus?  Shouldn’t 
I be eager to fast over the many injustice issues in my nation and world? 
Shouldn’t I be ready to mourn my sins?  Shouldn’t I want to increase my 
longing for God and His kingdom? 
 
There’s a number of reasons people fasted in the scriptures.  Moses 
fasted before receiving the 10 Commandments.  David fasted for his 
son’s life.  Elijah didn’t eat for 40 days on his journey to the same mount 
Moses received the 10 Commandments from.  Ezra fasted and mourned 
over the marriage of Israelites with pagan worshipping spouses.  Esther 
fasted for the safety of the Jews.  Daniel fasted for an understanding of 
a vision.  Believers at Antioch fasted, and the result of this was the 
catapult of Barnabas and Paul around the world with the gospel.  Paul 
and Barnabas fasted as they appointed pastors in the newly formed 
churches. Jesus Himself fasted before beginning His ministry and 
calling His disciples.   
 
We know that we aren’t able to “manipulate” God by our prayers and 
fasting, and we certainly must be very careful to not think that fasting 
can in any way become a tool to leverage the will of the Almighty.  But 
isn’t it remarkable how often God uses fasting in seismic shifting ways? 
That certainly can be another motivator to fast, right (see the promises 
God gives regarding a righteous fast in Isaiah 58:6-14)?  How desperate 



are we to see God work in a mighty way?  If we want to see the fruits of 
our labor we have to put in the work! 
 
We have ample causes to fast and mourn.  There’s a lot of things we can 
mourn over right now and cry to God in repentance about, or pray for 
repentance in others!  If you aren’t convinced, let me name a few: 

● Start with you. Do you yearn to be rid of sin?  Do you yearn for 
Christ’s return?  Do you have an addiction or a particular area that 
you have been in rebellion?  Begin with mourning your own sin. 
Then mourn sins in the church.  Finally, mourn sins and grievous 
things in the world.  Let’s look at some: 

● Over 7,000 people groups are unreached with little to no access 
to the gospel of God’s grace. That makes up over 3 billion people. 

● Over 60 million children have been “legally” aborted in the USA 
alone since 1973. 

● Some estimates (see World Vision) say that nearly 9% or 690 
million people go to bed every night with an empty stomach. 

● On any given day there are 400,000+ children in the US foster 
care system, many of whom are not safely reunited with their 
families or adopted into new homes. 

● The porn industry continues to make billions of dollars and is a 
major player in sex trafficking. Many children trafficked were 
once in the US foster care system. 

● While we should be very thankful that America’s prison system is 
one of the best ones in the world, we should also lament that 
there are still 1000s wrongly convicted and sent to prison every 
year (only a small percentage of whom are later legally 
exonerated). 

 
These statistics can feel very overwhelming to consider, and we 
certainly aren’t able to bear the weight of all this sin and injustice alone! 



Maybe the old song “What A Friend We Have In Jesus” can minister to 
our souls here.  Isn’t it a privilege to carry everything to God in prayer? 
To cast our burdens on the Lord, because He sustains us?  We can’t 
carry the weight of the world, but He sure can. 
 
As we mourn, and we repent, and we fast, sometimes God gives clear 
direction.  Maybe the Lord is calling you to do something new, or go 
somewhere different.  Ecclesiastes 3 is clear that there is a time for 
every purpose under Heaven.  There is a time for dancing, but also a 
time for mourning.   
 
If you want a much more detailed investigation into the spiritual 
discipline aka habit of grace known as fasting, I recommend John 
Piper’s book “A Hunger for God” available here: 
https://www.desiringgod.org/books/all 
I also recommend “50 Reasons Jesus Came to Die,” also available for 
free using the link above.  You could easily read one chapter a day 
(they’re like 2 pages) starting next week and finish the book by Easter. 
 
I know I need to practice mourning.  I believe the church needs to 
remember the ministry of mourning.  We need to learn to sit in 
sadness.  Our own sadness, and the sadness of others.  It’s okay to wear 
suits and be confident and professional, but it’s also okay to wear 
sackcloth and be broken and bothered.  Healing isn’t always a straight 
line, but a circular process.  I believe this process of mourning also 
makes us more empathetic people. Would you consider taking up the 
discipline of ‘fasting’ in some form or fashion? 
 

https://www.desiringgod.org/books/all

