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Last Wednesday evening, during our Ash Wednesday service, we launched a new sermon series which we shall continue throughout Lent right on up to Good Friday.  It is on Jesus’ Beatitudes, those eight proverbs at the beginning of his Sermon on the Mount which serve as the creed by which his life and ministry are defined and built around.  This morning, we are looking at the second of the Beatitudes- “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted,” and the first thing that strikes you about it is just how paradoxical that statement is.  Here Jesus is saying that “blessed” or “happy” is the one who mourns, the one who grieves in the depths of his or her spirit, because they shall be comforted.  The sense of sorrow here is of the profoundest type.  St. Chrysostom, one of the early Church Fathers, wrote that this sorrow is of a special kind, that it is an expression of the most intense sense of loss, helplessness, and despair one can possibly experience.  

For some, such mourning may be the result of receiving bad news regarding our health.  The doctor informs you that you have inoperable cancer and there is only a limited amount of time left for you, or you’re showing early signs of Alzheimer’s Disease and although its progression may be slowed somewhat with drugs, the end result is always the same.  In both cases, the sense of helplessness and despair we feel will often strip away our pride and force us to seek answers to questions we might not have asked before: What is our purpose?  Have I accomplished enough with my life?  What happens after I die?  Is there a God?

For others, the loss of a close friend or family member fills us with deep mourning.  I can’t imagine any WORSE grief than when a parent has to bury a son or daughter.  I know that Skip and Judy Mulock, the pastors of the Bethel Presbyterian Church here in town, are STILL grappling with the death of their son this past summer, and Jim and Linda Koleno are doing the same as Jim is currently in Colorado tending to the affairs of his son Brent who died this past Monday.  We tell ourselves that it’s not MEANT to be that way, that the children are supposed to be there to bury the PARENTS and NOT the other way around!  The emotional pain has to be BEYOND excruciating, and without the comfort and healing that comes from God, persons can go for years without any relief for their broken hearts.  The comfort comes in knowing that God understands such grief because he experienced it first-hand when he lost HIS son, and he promises to stand at our side and bear us up when we no longer have strength of our own.

 For others, their mourning may be the result of deep impenitence for sin in their lives.  Perhaps they are being honest with themselves about a lifetime of lying and cheating and stealing from others, and they are finally taking responsibility for all the hurt they’ve caused.  When they realize that they haven’t the strength or resources within themselves to deal with their moral failures and all the guilt and shame that go along with it, they then find comfort in the surprise offer of grace and mercy that comes from a loving God, from that reassuring voice deep inside their hearts that reminds them that like the prodigal son, they are perfectly forgiven and God’s children to the end.  Thus, happy are we when God hears our cries and changes our heart and restores to us our honor and integrity, which is something ONLY God can do.

Many of us saw such a display of what I hope was true penitential sorrow this past Friday when Tiger Woods stood before those cameras and expressed his terrible regret for years of marital unfaithfulness.  Of course, only God knows just how deep his contrition REALLY is.  Of all the pieces on Tiger Woods that have been written over the past couple of months, the most disturbing and perhaps most incisive was the cover article for Vanity Fair magazine where the writer had this to say:


In an age of constant gotcha and exposure, he had always been the bionic man in terms of personality, controlling to a fault and controlled to a fault, smiling with humility and showing those pearly white teeth in victory or defeat, unlike anyone else in the world of pro golf, where even fellow pros and other insiders didn’t really know him, because he didn’t want anybody to know him.  With Woods, everything was crafted to produce a man of nothing, with no interior—non-threatening and non-controversial…there was no way of ever knowing Tiger Woods—not in golf, beyond witnessing the machine-like relentlessness that made him the most remarkable athlete of our time, and not outside of golf, because he never showed any real part of himself off the course, never stepping outside of the cocoon that he and his handlers, primarily International Management Group, had created.  Nothing was left to chance, not even his wardrobe during major tournaments, a careful mix of dark pants and golf shirt and hat picked out in consultation with Nike.  He had the trappings of a life: a beautiful blonde wife, Elin Nordegren, who was a former Swedish model; a little boy and a little girl; an obligatory mansion in Florida, outside Orlando.  But so much of it now seems like requisite window dressing, props for the further crafting of image and garnering of those hundreds of millions of dollars in endorsements—Nike, Gillette, Gatorade, Tag Heuer, AT&T.  It now seems that when he returned home after a tournament and vanished back inside his gated community, the persona he left behind, the one he so obsessively presented to the public, was as empty as an apartment without furniture, a life without meaning.


If the writer is correct, then despite all the accolades and the success he’s been accustomed to since childhood, the world’s richest and most celebrated athlete is actually someone most to be pitied.  He comes off as a cold, superficial, arrogant, immature, and selfish individual who cares little about anything or anyone but himself.  With all the walls he has constructed to insulate himself from others, he really has very few friends as he’s never had the confidence to let anyone into his life, and this includes other golfers.  It seems he could never trust himself to be himself other than a carefully-crafted persona created and promoted by his public relations handlers.  

But now, the curtains have been pulled aside on everything Tiger Woods has tried so hard to shield and protect—his privacy, his marriage, his carefully-guarded image, that projected sense of invulnerability—and he stands exposed and alone on the world’s stage to be judged by the same persons who have made him such a hero.  The past three months must have been sheer hell for him, and the distress and dejection he feels I’m sure is quite intense.  But if his sorrow is only about himself, his lost image, and the millions of dollars worth of endorsements that have deserted him, then he will have squandered a great opportunity to publicly find redemption and to start becoming a REAL hero to millions of people.  

You see, the tragedies in our lives are meant to help us realize that the meaning of our sadness is to be found in whatever creative use we make of it.  Nothing is to be gained by wandering aimlessly throughout the day weeping and lamenting, continually feeling sorry for ourselves.  Sorrow is both a peril and a promise.  It can be altogether devastating, turning to bitterness and leaving us cynical.  But it can also lead to real maturity and growth in our lives if we allow it to, especially if it helps us come to our senses, helps us to face deep and terrible truths about ourselves, and helps us to turn to God for that strength beyond our own strength.  God’s comfort is a creative power that engenders out of our pain and sorrow an abiding sympathy for others for it takes the bereaved to comfort the bereaved, the disappointed to encourage the disappointed, the hurt to help the hurt.  Sorrow helps us see the many others around us who are so much worse off than ourselves- the poor, the abused, the hungry, the discriminated against, the victims of crime and war and disease and prejudice.  Our sorrow can move us to lend a helping hand to support those who suffer and thus be Jesus' instrument of comfort to them.


Of course the saddest thing in the world is not a soul that sorrows but a heart so hard and so dull that it is incapable of feeling grief at all.  There is nothing more tragic then when a person has lost every vestige of moral and spiritual feeling, when he no longer has a sense of what is right and what is wrong, when he ceases to be able to sympathize or empathize with another person’s fears and tears.  Those are strong indications that such a person’s soul is dead or near death- when he can no longer hear the voice of God when God tries to speak to him.  Psychologists call them “sociopaths” or persons who no longer have a conscience to guide them by.  They are much to be pitied for they are essentially an empty shell of a human being with little faith, less hope, and no love for anyone except themselves.  Such persons are more common than we imagine and they’re not necessarily confined to our jails and prisons.  The other evening, a teacher shared with me that she was convinced one of her young students lacked any kind of a conscience.  This young man was supremely selfish and had no regard for anyone but himself, she said.  Regardless how hard she tried to impress on him the importance of being respectful and considerate of others, he was bound and determined to break every rule; he lived as though he was above the rules.
When Christians mourn, we find ourselves willing to be honest with ourselves and risk baring our hearts and become vulnerable to others, without which it is impossible to love or be loved.  Even though “mourning” is ordinarily associated with “bereavement” or sorrowing over the loss of a loved one, it really covers all trouble and distress we might find ourselves in.  We mourn when we go through a divorce; we mourn when a son or daughter is addicted to drugs or alcohol; we mourn when a close friend betrays our trust.  And when we do, Christ doesn’t ask us to pretend that we are not hurt or that sorrow and disaster are not real.  We are never encouraged to remain stoic and “keep a stiff upper lip” or to practice the old adage, “Never let them see you sweat.”  Rather, when we mourn—and all of us MUST from time to time, it forces us to be honest with ourselves and others perhaps for the very first time.  The walls come crashing down, the outward veneers all disappear.  It requires of us a degree of humility for it means having to lay aside our pride and admitting to ourselves that all is NOT right and that we’re NOT as strong and together as we’d like others to believe.  

As Christians, we are not blessed because we mourn but because in our sorrow, we find comfort in the love of God.  It is our very brokenness that attracts Christ to us in the first place.  Our honest cries and heartfelt prayers are the only introduction we will ever need to get his attention.  The gospels show how Jesus never stopped seeking out hurting people and ministering to their needs, whatever or wherever or whoever they were: he never once turned anyone away- not a leper or a woman or a gentile or a demoniac or a tax-collector.  You could be the WORST of sinners and he would never reject you, never turn a deaf ear to your pleas- such is his love.  

And we HAVE the assurance that Christ understands our pain, REGARDLESS how profound, for as Isaiah said about the “suffering servant,” he was “despised and rejected among men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief.”  He wept over the death of his dear friend Lazarus and mourned over the intransigence of Jerusalem for not repenting of their sins.  There is no mountain so high that he has not crossed it, or valley so deep that he has not traversed it himself.  If ANYONE understands, HE certainly does!

Friends, what this Beatitude REALLY promises is “Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be provided with strength.”  The blessing of strength is assured only if those that mourn face up to their spiritual need and seek God in their mourning.  They then discover that God’s comfort means not cushions, but courage; not pity, but power.  The “comforter” is the Holy Spirit, who comes along to make us strong.  Those that mourn shall find comfort only if in their spiritual need, they open the door to the strength and the fortitude and the peace found in God.  I end my sermon with a poem entitled “Blessed Are They That Mourn” by William Cullen Bryant:

Oh, deem not they are blest alone
Whose lives a peaceful tenor keep;
The Power who pities man, hath shown
A blessing for the eyes that weep.

The light of smiles shall fill again
The lids that overflow with tears;
And weary hours of woe and pain
Are promises of happier years.

There is a day of sunny rest
For every dark and troubled night:
And grief may hide an evening guest,
But joy shall come with early light.

And thou, who, o'er thy friend's low bier,
Dost shed the bitter drops like rain,
Hope that a brighter, happier sphere
Will give him to thy arms again.

Nor let the good man's trust depart,
Though life its common gifts deny, --


Though with a pierced and bleeding heart,
And spurned of men, he goes to die.

For God has marked each sorrowing day
And numbered every secret tear,
And heaven's long age of bliss shall pay
For all his children suffer here.
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