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Today we are continuing with our sermon series on the Beatitudes, the eight blessing sayings 

with which Jesus begins the Sermon on the Mount as it is recorded in the gospel according to 

Matthew. Our focus today is on the second such saying. In Matthew, chapter 5, verse 4, we hear 

Jesus say:  

  

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.” 

 

Blessed and mourning. They are not words we expect to hear together. Blessed and morning  

(m-o-r-n-i-n-g) maybe, if there is no alarm clock. Wake up gradually. Breathe in the new day.   

Good coffee. Some quiet time. A couple of over easy eggs. Sit with Barb and watch the morning 

news (which has been recorded so we can watch it on our time). A view of the lake. Watching 

the boats and birds pass by. 

 

Yes. Blessed and morning, m-o-r-n-i-n-g. Those may go together. 

 

But, blessed and mourning, m-o-u-r-n-i-n-g?   

 

What was Jesus trying to say when he said, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be 

comforted.” 

 

* * * * * 

 

To understand how Jesus puts blessed and mourning together, I think we need to get a clear 

understanding of three critical points: 

 

1) what blessed means in its biblical use,  

2) how it is that Jesus is suggesting that mourning and blessed go together, and 

3) what mourning is in such a context. 

 

So, let us get started by looking at the meaning of blessed.  
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The words “blessed” and “blessing” get used a lot: 

 

• I’ve got three healthy, happy, adult children. I feel so blessed. 

• I’m so blessed to have been able to purchase such a fine car. 

• This day has been such a blessing. 

 

But what happens if… 

 

• Your child is chronically ill? 

• Your car is a wreck? 

• The day has been lousy? 

 

If I say I am blessed because I own a lovely home in a safe neighborhood, or blessed 

because I have a good job with a substantial income and health insurance, or blessed 

because I have a bountiful feast spread out on my dining room table, what does that say 

about the single parent living in the inner-city tenement apartment, the person standing in 

the unemployment benefits line, and the family starving in some distant land?  

 

Are they not blessed? Has God chosen me, but not them? 

 

* * * * * 

 

Several years ago, Robert Schuller wrote a book titled The Be Happy Attitudes. The premise of 

Schuller’s book was that blessed means happy, and that the Beatitudes describe eight positive 

attitudes that can bring us happiness. According to Schuller, “You can be happy if you discover 

the eight positive attitudes given to us by Jesus in the Beatitudes.”1 

 

That the book was a bestseller and continues to sell well nearly 20 years after it was first 

published, I think speaks to the hunger so many have for happiness. And yet I question whether 

Jesus intended the opening portion of his Sermon on the Mount to be heard as a self-help essay.    

Which perhaps means that I won’t write a bestseller.  

 

The Greek word commonly translated as blessed is makários, which describes a believer as 

being in an enviable position for receiving God’s provisions. When Jesus uses the word 

translated as blessed, he is speaking not simply to individuals but to the community, and he is 

declaring an objective reality based on grace—a divine act—and not subjective feelings.     

 

In introducing baptism, we say, “Through the sacrament of baptism, we are initiated into Christ’s 

holy church. We are incorporated into God’s mighty acts of salvation and given new birth 

through water and the Spirit. All this is God’s gift, offered to us without price.” 

 

Being blessed is not about how we feel. Being blessed is not about what we own, about how our 

day is going. Rather, being blessed is an objective reality that is as a gift from God. Being 

blessed is about who we are…because of what God does in Jesus Christ for us. Whether we are 

rich or poor, drive a new car or a five-year-old car that is missing part of its rear bumper, are 

employed or unemployed, as baptized believers, we are blessed.   
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As God’s own, as God’s chosen, as those baptized in the name of Jesus Christ, regardless of 

circumstance, we are blessed. 

 

* * * * * 

 

So, then, what is the relationship between being blessed and mourning?   

 

My understanding of the Beatitudes is that they are descriptive rather than prescriptive. They are 

not statements about how we must live if we want God to love us. They are statements about 

how we live because of God’s relationship with us—that is, because God loves us.  

 

One biblical scholar has explained it this way: “The Beatitudes are written in unconditional 

performative language. They do not merely describe something that already is but bring into 

being the reality they declare. The form is not ‘if you will x, then y ‘or ‘whoever x, then y’ but 

unconditionally declare that those who are x will be y.”2   

 

Okay, for those who are having unpleasant flashbacks to the Xs and Ys of algebra, let me try 

restating that using words instead. Being blessed is not dependent upon mourning. There is not a 

conditional relationship between mourning and being blessed. Rather, Jesus is speaking this 

reality into being: that those who are blessed, mourn. 

 

So, let me try and summarize:  

 

1) Blessing is not a feeling, not something subjective like happiness. Being blessed really 

has nothing to do with a new job, or new car, or perfect family. Blessing is an objective 

reality—it is about who we are, who you and I are, as God’s people through God’s grace.   

Through baptism, through God’s grace made real to us through Jesus Christ, we—you 

and I, the church—are blessed. 

 

2) We do not mourn to gain blessing. Rather we mourn because mourning is what those who 

are blessed do. The blessed are those who mourn. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Which brings us to our third point: what does it mean to mourn? 

 

Every Sunday we pray together the Lord’s Prayer: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your 

name, your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven… 

 

And, we look around and we realize that here, now, God’s will is not done on earth as it is in 

heaven. We pray for it. We long for it. We know it will come. And, as those who are blessed, we 

mourn that it is not yet here.  

 

There is a deep biblical tradition of God’s people, those who are blessed, mourning and 

lamenting over the state of God’s people and God’s world. There is an entire book of the Bible 

called Lamentations, which consists of Jeremiah’s mourning over the state of Judah. Roughly 
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fifty of the Psalms. about one-third of the total, are classified as psalms of lament. The book of 

Job is filled with one lament after another.   

 

In our baptisms we accept the freedom and power God gives us to resist evil, injustice, and 

oppression in whatever forms they present themselves. Lamenting, mourning, is a critical 

component of such resistance. 

 

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.” 

 

Facing death, evil, injustice. Naming it. Recognizing that it is not God’s will. And mourning, 

lamenting, crying out… It comes with being blessed. It is part of what it means to be baptized.   

 

* * * * * 

 

Now, let’s look at this understanding of the second Beatitude in the context of how we respond 

to death, and how we more generally live in the world. I am going to do so by sharing from two 

authors who know this topic well.  

 

Thomas Long, a professor at Candler School of Theology at Emory University, has written 

extensively on funeral practices and mourning. In an article that he published just over two years 

ago, an article titled “The Christian Funeral and the Blessedness of Mourning,” Long wrote: 

 

In the face of death, then, mourning is a protest against the power of death, a 

recognition that death is a violation of God’s will for life, and a hope for the 

reversal the Resurrection brings. Mourning is blessed, then, not because of death 

and loss but because of the great reversal, God’s promise to swallow up death in 

victory. The sound of grief is human weeping. The sound of mourning is the 

whole creation “groaning in labor pains” (Romans 8:22) and the faithful shouting 

defiantly, “Where, O death, is your victory?” (1 Cor. 15:55). 

 

When Christian funerals are performed well, we both grieve and mourn. We carry 

a loved one to the grave, and thus we grieve. But we do not “grieve as others who 

have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13). We know that we are carrying that loved one 

beyond the grave to the embrace of God, and therefore we mourn the outrage of 

death and lean toward the comfort that will surely come…3 

 

Mourning takes us beyond grief. We grieve out of a sense of loss over what has been. We mourn 

from a sense of longing because what shall be is not yet fully here. And our mourning is 

grounded in God’s promise: God’s promise of that day when God will wipe every tear from our 

eyes and there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain. In such mourning, there is 

comfort.   

 

* * * * * 

 

Nicholas Wolterstorff is an emeritus professor of Philosophical Theology at Yale Divinity 

School. In 1983, while Wolterstorff was a professor at Calvin College here in Michigan, his 25-
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year-old son died tragically in a mountain climbing accident. He wrote about his experiences of 

grief and mourning in his book, Lament for a Son. It is a book that I highly recommend. Loosely, 

these are his words: 

 

Blessed are those who mourn. What can it mean? … Why cheer tears? It must be 

that mourning is a quality of character that belongs to the life of [Jesus’] realm. 

 

Who then are the mourners?   

 

The mourners are those who have caught a glimpse of God’s new day, who ache 

with all their being for that day’s coming, and who break out in tears when 

confronted with its absence…  

 

The mourners are the ones who realize that in God’s realm there is no one hungry 

and who ache whenever they see someone starving.   

 

They are those ones who realize that in God’s realm there is no one falsely 

accused and who ache whenever they see someone imprisoned unjustly.   

 

The mourners are the ones who realize that in God’s realm, there is no one who 

fails to see God and who ache whenever they see someone unbelieving.   

 

They are the ones who realize that in God’s realm there is no one who suffers 

oppression and who ache whenever they see someone beat down… 

 

The mourners are aching visionaries… 

 

Jesus gives them the promise that the new day for whose absence they ache will 

come. They will be comforted. 

 

Jesus says: Be open to the wounds of the world. Mourn humanity’s mourning, 

weep over humanity’s weeping, be wounded by humanity’s wounds, be in agony 

over humanity’s agony. 

 

But do so in the good cheer that a day of peace is coming.4 

 

Do so knowing that comfort comes…that Jesus announced the coming of a new age that will be, 

that shall be, fully realized.    

 

* * * * * 

 

A global pandemic. Too many sick. Too many dying. 

 

Evil. Injustice. Oppression. Presenting themselves in more forms than we can imagine. In guises 

so subtle that we find ourselves caught up in them unknowingly.  

 



6 

 

Blessed. God’s people. It is who we are and thus it is our calling to name that which we see that 

is not as God intended. 

 

A pandemic that has claimed 600,000 lives worldwide. 140,000 deaths in the United States; 

6,400 in Michigan. 

 

George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, Botham Jean, Stephon Clark, Philando Castile, 

Freddie Grace, Tamir Rice… Black lives that seemingly did not matter. Black lives lost. 

 

Blessed church. Blessed people.    

 

It is our calling to mourn—to cry out, to lament—that which is not God’s will here on earth as it 

is in heaven. 

 

And it is our calling to live into God’s promise—to know the comfort that comes from believing 

in that day promised, the day when God shall wipe away every tear from our eyes; and there 

shall be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed 

away. (Revelation 21:4) 

 

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.” 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 
1 (Schuller, 1985, p. 15) 
2 (Boring, 1995, p. 177) 
3 (Long, Fall 2018) 
4 (Wolterstorff, 1987, pp. 85-86) 
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