Learning to See as God Sees: Blessed are Those Who Mourn
Isaiah 61:1-4 2Corinthians 1:3-7 Matthew 5:4
Matthew 5:4: Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

2 Corinthians 1:3-7
3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of
mercies and the God of all consolation, 4who consoles us in all our affliction,
so that we may be able to console those who are in any affliction with the
consolation with which we ourselves are consoled by God. 5For just as the
sufferings of Christ are abundant for us, so also our consolation is abundant
through Christ. 6If we are being afflicted, it is for your consolation and
salvation; if we are being consoled, it is for your consolation, which you
experience when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we are also
suffering. 7Our hope for you is unshaken; for we know that as you share in
our sufferings, so also you share in our consolation.

This is the word of the Lord!
There is probably no experience that reveals more our ultimate lack of
control, our ultimate dependency on someone greater than ourselves, than the
experience of loss, and the mourning, or grief, associated with loss. Regardless of
whether our mourning takes the shape of intense sadness, or remorse, or even
anger (which often masks sadness), it reveals our vulnerability and sense of
helplessness—in a way it overlaps with the first beatitude, ‘blessed are the poor
in spirit’ because like the poor in spirit, those who are truly mourning are in some
ways at the end of their rope. And therefore the restoration that brings true

comfort and healing must come from the Comforter himself. Therefore, this
beatitude is great news for those who are in grief or remorse—who are mourning.
Like I said last week, Jesus is taking an experience, and persons who are
having such an experience, uncomfortable as it may be, and placing them in our
field of vision to say, “See these people? They’re blessed. God sees them, I see
them, and I want you to see them too.” And sometimes we are that person
whom Jesus is placing in others’ field of vision, when we are in mourning.
Because in today’s beatitude, Jesus legitimizes a life experience that
everyone goes through: the experience of loss. Not everyone mourns, though,
unfortunately, when there is a loss, and some people work very hard at avoiding
loss, or they just don’t accept loss. I’m going to make the case that accepting loss,
and mourning it, is actually a necessary and vital human experience. Because a
person who doesn’t mourn cuts themselves off from comfort. The blessing of
comfort that God gives. And as we hear from Jesus, it is a blessing.
Some of us are natural criers, and some of us aren’t. I worked with
someone at a church years ago who said, “I cry at a hockey game, that’s how
much of a crier I am.” Some of us cry easily and naturally, some of us don’t, which
is okay—there is no requirement to become a crier. But we have all had the
experience of shedding tears over a loss. As physicians tell us, tears are good for

us. Tears are therapeutic and healing, both emotionally and physically. Crying
helps the body shed stress hormones and it stimulates endorphins. Weeping is a
natural and essential part of being human. I’m not advocating that we should all
cry more! I’m just saying, when tears come, they’re good for us. Some did
advocate for it, though…
In the very early church, in the second and third centuries as the church
was trying to figure out its theology and what its practices would be, and what the
sacraments would be (the Catholic church landed on 7 sacraments eventually;
many protestant churches have 2: baptism and the Lord’s supper) … while they
were still figuring all of this out in the very early church, some of the early church
leaders proposed that tears be a sacrament in the Church. One of these ancient
saints named Ephrem went so far as to say until you have cried, you don’t know
God. The thinking being, that we humans tend to try to construct our own
perfect personal environment, a kind of bubble that will insulate us against
everything that is unpleasant. Yet in attempting to build this insulated
environment we actually insulate ourselves against God, and our need for God,
and the comfort that God longs to give us.
In addition to this, true mourning is an act of hope. It says that we care, we
were invested. Someone, or something, mattered to us, and we have lost that

person, or that object or that experience that mattered to us. And we hold onto
hope, and the faith that God will bless and restore and comfort us. Loss does not
have the last word.
From the earliest days of God’s people of faith, it was understood that
sorrow is woven into the very texture of life. Every human being experiences
pain, disappointment, depression, illness, change, and bereavement. This is why
the saints throughout the centuries and today speak of “the gift of tears.” The gift
of tears. They are a gift because the vulnerability that tears creates invites God’s
presence and comfort. That’s why the promised blessing is given that those who
mourn will be comforted.
But tears of mourning seem ridiculous in a culture like ours which is so
focused on diversions and entertainment and power and acquisition—where it’s
all gain and no loss. And because of this, we are a death-denying culture (or a
death-avoiding culture at least), so this isn’t always easy to talk about, let alone
show or experience, especially in front of others. Crying is embarrassing to many
people, and sometimes people will apologize for crying, even when they are
grieving a real loss. But historically and biblically, there is nothing to be
embarrassed about.

In Psalm 56:8, David says: “You (O God) have kept count of my tossings; you
put my tears in your bottle. Are they not in your record?” The prophet Jeremiah
weeps his way through Jerusalem after it was invaded by the Babylonians. His
reflections and weepings are called Lamentations. It’s an important book of the
Bible, not only for the wonderful content, but because it shows us what good
grief really looks like.
There is no shame in any of the biblical characters about tears. Because
they understood that difficulty and loss, and even death, were part of life.
We’re not as comfortable with it today, however.
Teacher: one of the kids in Sunday school asked, “Is it okay to say the word
“d-i-e” in church?” He didn’t even say the word, just spelled it because he wasn’t
sure if it was a bad word or not. In some ways that’s an innocent question from a
child; but it’s been asked in other ways by adults too, which reveals that the
expectation at church might be that we’re supposed to put on a happy face and
not talk about such things; it’s too negative. So in answer to the question, can we
say the word “die” in church, the answer is Yes! Not only can we, we have to. If
we can’t say that word, then we can’t say that Jesus died. That’s a fairly essential
part of our faith!

Again, death is a reality. All things die, in time. Not just persons and pets
and all living things, but also programs, and institutions, and so forth. There is a
natural life cycle built into creation that includes death. But the good news that
we celebrate is that death doesn’t have the last word! The good news is that we
are people of the resurrection, people of hope, because Jesus overcame death.
Yet, on the way to resurrection, we mourn. And so does Jesus, btw…
We see Jesus, in John 11, who had just told Martha “I am the resurrection
and the life” after Lazarus died… we see Jesus weeping at Lazarus’ tomb. Jesus
knew what was coming, that Lazarus would be raised, yet he mourned for him
and for this family still. And Jesus mourns with us, and for us, when we grieve.
I think my favorite scene of mourning in Bible, though, happened on Easter
morning. It’s Mary Magdalene, standing at the empty tomb, weeping. She is
literally standing in the loss and the experience of it, thoroughly. Everyone else
has scurried away in fear, or had cloistered themselves somewhere trying to
figure out what to do. But Mary Magdalene stayed in the place of loss and grief.
She didn’t run off; she didn’t cheerily try to make the best of it; she didn’t go and
make a casserole for the disciples while they figured out what to do. She dove
into the mourning, at the site of the loss.

And what’s beautiful about this is that because she stayed and mourned,
she was the first to be comforted. She was the first to see the risen Christ and
receive the news that he had risen. She became the first apostle to herald the
good news because she stayed courageously in a place of experiencing the
fullness of mourning. Had she not stayed there to take it in, she would not have
received the comfort of the risen Christ appearing to her there, in that place.
Now, when we talk about mourning, it certainly means grieving the loss of a
person who is near and dear, for sure. Yet mourning is a faithful and appropriate
response to any loss, and the burden of grief we bear because of that loss. So we
certainly mourn the death of a family member or a friend, and, we also mourn a
divorce or a loss of relationship of some kind, changes in our life situation or our
health. We mourn the loss of beloved pets. We can mourn on behalf of others.
And, we can mourn over the state of affairs in the world today, and our
country. A proper—and in my opinion needed—response to the unnecessary and
awful deaths from gun violence, and our seeming inability to do something about
it, is to mourn and lament—which, when done, can lead to hope and action. We
should all mourn; not just those who lost loved ones. We also mourn the
devastating loss during two years of covid; we grieve over the divisions in our

country and the systemic racism that continues to circulate through our culture
like a virus.
We, as a country, and we as God’s people, need to mourn and lament. We
can’t just stay angry; or indifferent. We grieve. Then, we do something. We do
our part (we’ll talk about that when we get to “blessed are the peacemakers”).
For today: blessed are those who mourn; who bear sorrow and grief.
When Martin Luther translated the Bible from the original Greek into
German, he took the Greek word for mourning and translated it in the German
bible as “Leidtragen” which means “sorrow-bearing.” It’s a solid translation
because it can indicate anyone who is carrying sorrow of some kind, not just for
themselves but for others, or for the world. It’s something that is carried, the
same way that a person might carry a picture or keepsake of someone or
something they care about in their purse or wallet. It’s just there. They carry it
with them.
So, I like this translation from Luther because bearing sorrow doesn’t
necessarily mean that we’re crying, or outwardly manifesting grief. Maybe
someone else is, and perhaps we are simply carrying it on behalf of others. Or,
after our tears we continue to bear sorrow for our own loss. It’s just there. It

doesn’t just go away like that (and sometimes it sneaks up on you when you least
expect it; many of you know what that experience feels like).
So, therefore, bearing sorrow can easily coexist with an outwardly happy
life. There is something to be said for the beatific truth—the blessed truth—that
the deepest joy often resides in persons who also carry the deepest sadness.
Somehow, and I can’t explain it, many people who carry sorrow also have deep
joy. I’m pretty sure there is a cause and effect there, somehow. Spiritually, it’s
just one of those realities that sorrow often leads to joy. Or they coexist,
comfortably.
It makes me think of good, classic, blues music (originating from African
spirituals, working songs, chants, which came out of slavery). Blues convey a
sense of longing and sorrow, while at the same time, joy. Joy and sorrow. And
hope.
I like Luther’s translation of this word as ‘sorrow bearer’, also, because it
points to Jesus, the ‘man of sorrows’ who bore our sorrows on the cross. This is
the promised comfort. Better put, Jesus himself is our comfort. Remember, he
promised us the Holy Spirit whom he called ‘the comforter’—in Greek,
“parakletos,” which, by the way, is the same Greek word for “comfort” in the
beatitude: blessed are those who mourn, for they will be “parakletos”—

comforted—Holy-Spirited!—and this Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the risen Christ,
who bore our sorrows on the cross, and who continues to bear our sorrows. That
is part of our comfort.
The promised blessing for those who mourn is “…for they shall be
comforted.” God will intervene. This is the wonderful imagery from Isaiah 61,
that the coming savior would provide comfort: a garland to crown the head
instead of ashes, the oil of gladness for mourning (here they are, together; joy
gradually replacing mourning, though they coexist), a garment of praise instead of
a spirit of despair (depression). God will intervene.
God intervenes directly, through the Holy Spirit, according to Jesus’
promise. And divine intervention also comes though other people, God’s people
who come alongside us. Especially those who have previously experienced loss
and pain and grief—as it says in 2Cor.1: God comforts us in our sorrows, and then
we can comfort others. This is how it works in God’s economy: nothing from our
lives goes to waste, including our losses and pain. God doesn’t promise a painfree life, or a life free from sorrows, but in the midst of our pain and sorrows God
comforts and heals us so we can be the blessing of comfort to others. The Holy
Spirit in us, reaching out and comforting others.

Not cheerfulness; that’s not the same as comfort. Jesus didn’t say “Blessed
are those who mourn, for they will be cheered up.” But, “they will be
comforted.” Consoled. Embraced. Walked with.
Great story told by Eugene Peterson: woman who started attending their
church because she experienced a devastating loss through a car accident. She
lost her husband and one of their children—with that loss, of course, came the
loss of dreams for the future. So she showed up at church one Sunday and sat in
the back and just wept. Sunday after Sunday, she would come to church and just
sit in the back and let the tears flow. And folks from the church would see her,
and simply sit with her. Some of them prayed for her if/when she wanted it.
Some invited her over for lunch after church, and occasionally she would go with
them. Many of them just sat silently with her. So for a year or so this woman
came to worship and prayed, sometimes she would sing the songs, sometimes
just listen. Sometimes she listened to the sermon, and sometimes wrote in a
journal instead, or let her mind wander.
After a year she moved away because she found a job in a location where
she was being led to move. After having moved away she sent a letter to the
church, and the letter said, in part, “Thank you. Thank you for letting me come to
your church to grieve. Thank you for letting me just be. You didn’t try to fix it,

you didn’t try to solve my problems, you didn’t try to cheer me up and get over it.
You just came alongside me and let me be here, and that provided the best
comfort for me in my loss.” What a wonderful testament and witness to this
beatitude, and to God’s people seeing as God sees. Coming alongside, and letting
the grieving process run its course, and providing the comfort of simple presence.
There was one last part of the letter. At the end of the letter she wrote:
P.S. “I ordered a crate of Kleenex to be delivered to your church next week; I
hope it resupplies what I used up while I was with you.” There’s a little joy mixed
with mourning!
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. By Jesus, by the
Holy Spirit, by God’s people. That is our comfort.
Here, also, is our comfort: In the book of Revelation, at the end (21:3-5)
when God has won the final victory and defeated all the forces of evil, John sees
the vision of the new heaven and the new earth, and as he sees this magnificent
vision, he says:
“3And

I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “See, the home of God is

among mortals. He will dwell with them as their God; they will be his
peoples, and God himself will be with them; 4he will wipe every tear from
their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no
more, for the first things have passed away.” 5And the one who was seated

on the throne said, “See, I am making all things new… Write this, for these
words are trustworthy and true.”

This is what we look forward to, and long for, and therefore this is what we
strive for now—heaven on earth in terms of comfort and hope.
For those sorrow-bearers, who carry a burden in this life—whether it’s a
personal loss or bearing other’s burdens, or struggling through depression or
physical ailments, or the burden of our human frailty and failures, know that one
day all will be well. 14th century saint Julian of Norwich: “All shall be well, and all
shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.”

Let’s sing: It is Well with My Soul

