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WHY WE GATHER 
Growing a Community Devoted to God, Neighbor, and One Another 

 
“Those who Mourn” 

(Matthew 5:4) 
 

Dan Collison  
September 18, 2016 

 
Introduction 
 
1. The downtown business and residential community was recently invited to vote on what their 

favorite public realm improvement was over the last year. Can you guess what it was? The most 
votes were for the new multi-million dollar Commons Park two blocks from our building. But! Only 
slightly behind The Commons were  tremendous amount of votes for the mural of Bob Dylan on 
Hennepin Avenue. 

 

 
 

The Mural was a vast improvement to a formerly bland slab wall and the wild popularity of this is 
most likely because the Hibbing Minnesota born artist is so popular. Most agree that Dylan’s 
career and work over 50 years has profoundly influenced popular music and culture. He is called a  
“master poet, caustic social critic and intrepid, guiding spirit of the countercultural generation.”1  
 
Dylan was once quoted as saying: “behind every beautiful thing, there’s some kind of pain.”2 And, 
if you think about it, that is most likely why Dylan is so popular because, while being a less than 
average vocalist, and not a great guitarist, he interacts with the frailty of the human experience 
such that people hear his music and see themselves in it. 
 

2. “Pain is the rent we pay for being human” some say. In pointing out the connection between pain 
and beauty Dylan’s quote was hinting at what we are working through in the first phase of our 
teaching series “Why We Gather.” I said this last week, the Beatitudes of Jesus in Matthew 
chapter 5 are not formulas for success or a way to find happiness so much as a way to see the 
world and live such that happiness finds us in all that life brings, including pain and suffering.  
 
Which, leads us to today’s beatitude:  

 

                                                
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bob_Dylan#Personal_life (accessed 9-17-16)  
2 http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/tag/pain?page=1 (accessed 9-17-16) 
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4 Blessed are those who mourn, 
    for they will be comforted. 
 

Matthew 5:4. NIV 
 

3. Remember that every time we read the phrase “Blessed are those” we are to insert the phrase 
“happy are you.” That is the deeper meaning of “Blessed,” and also a complicating factor because 
the first four beatitudes: “poor in spirit,” “those who mourn,” “the meek,” and “those who hunger 
and thirst for righteousness” expect that we humbly give ourselves to pain and suffering. And, the 
second four beatitudes: “be merciful,” “pure in heart,” “peacemakers,” and “happy are those who 
are persecuted because of righteousness,” are a sort of guarantee to receive a measure of 
suffering because being such things as merciful and peacemaking in a world steeped in retributive 
justice and violence is a set up for being the object of scorn by enemies of mercy and peace while 
being simultaneously bathed in the suffering of those being crushed by injustice and violence. 
How can we say “happy are you” when you do these things?!  
 

4. Today’s beatitude, echoed in Dylan’s quote, tells us that pain and suffering are not a dead end in 
the human experience. They are a portal to being comforted and comforting others if we choose to 
engage and really feel all that is going on. And most surprisingly, the profound dimensions of 
beauty in the human experience can only be found by those who have experienced pain or who 
have been in solidarity with those who suffer. That is the invitation of this beatitude. Rather than 
remaining aloof, we mourn our pain and suffering, and the pain and suffering of others, by being 
awakened to it, being touched by it, and allowing God to hold it and us.  

 
In all of this, it is important to realize that mourning is an essential part of being an individual human 
and part of the larger collective narrative of humankind. 
 
A. Mourning Is an Essential Part of Being Human 

 
1. It is possible to read today’s beatitude and feel that it may be only for personal devotion. And, it is 

for personal devotion and growth, but it is more and speaks to how we are connected to one 
another in community and one another amongst the family of human kind. For instance, most 
counselors and professionals recognize that on an individual level, those who do not transform 
their pain transmit it. It can also be said that on a collective level, those who do not enter the 
suffering of those around them encourage the continuance of that suffering by feeling, and saying, 
and doing nothing to alter the trajectory of what is causing the suffering. 
 
There is a difficulty here, though. There is a lot of pain in our lives and in the world: sickness and 
death, broken relationships, financial collapse, personal sin, corporate sin, unjust and inhuman 
societal structures, human rights violations, civil wars, genocide, avoidable environmental 
disasters, to name a few. And, in the global connected age where, at any moment of the day, we 
can watch pain and suffering on our smart phones as it is happening, we can become “mourning 
weary” and actually check out in the name of self-preservation, thinking “My life is hard enough as 
it is, I simply do not have the band width to take on any more suffering.” Just this morning while 
waiting for the bus I thought I would check the Sunday headlines for a few minutes and read about 
the stabbing of eight people in a Mall in St Cloud Minnesota. The report indicated that the attack 
seemed to be connected to the current swath of violence against Muslims in the area. I know 
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Christians and Muslims in that city who are working together for love and justice. I can’t imagine 
what they are going through right now. 
 

2. Speaking as a pastor who is privileged to walk alongside the lives and struggles of those in this 
community and the broader downtown community, I experience the temptation to just shut down. 
Often. I was given some helpful insight to this struggle from Richard Rohr, a Christian thinker. He 
provides some thinking as to how Christ followers can “mourn” or remain in solidarity with pain 
without feeling like you are going to fall down a black hole. It begins by realizing that suffering is at 
its heart “being out of control.” And, the extension of that belief is the parallel that we want to 
control our pain and other’s pain, and we just can’t.  
 
Rohr urges Christ follower to not despair that fact, but learn the grace of holding pain, and letting 
God hold our pain until it can be transformed. In this framework, suffering becomes the 
unfortunate necessity that teaches us to live beyond the illusion of control and give that control 
back to God.3   
 
Rohr’s teaching isn’t new. Jesus taught about this when he said: 

 
28… “Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you 
rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle at heart, 
and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy to bear, and the burden I give you 
is light.” 

Matthew 11:28-30. NIV 
 
It would be easy read this and assume that God just lays comfort upon us and lifts our burdens 
automatically. But, in fact Jesus says “join me, walk alongside me, let’s work together on your 
pain. And, in giving us the image and metaphor of a two oxen yolk, it is implied that we are to give 
up control and the sole lead pole position and learn to move together with God side by side. This 
is what enables us to hold our pain and others pain until it is transformed both by God and over 
time—we do not need to be in control and we are not alone. 
 

3. How do we do this, though? How do we give up control and “take on Jesus’ yolk?” Such 
metaphors and language sounds almost too spiritualized to grasp. We do it by being available to 
God, fully present to ourselves and others, and with the help of the Spirit of God let compassion 
and empathy be our lead scouts that take us into God’s comfort and transformation.  
 

4. One example of being fully present and leading with compassion and empathy is in the story of 
Martin Pistorius.4 God is present in all things, and when people are present and let compassion 
and empathy lead the way, ashes really are transformed to beauty. 
 
 

                                                
3 Richard Rohr. Spirituality of Letting Go. Devotion for Monday, September 5. 2016  
4http://www.ted.com/talks/martin_pistorius_how_my_mind_came_back_to_life_and_no_one_knew/transcript?language=e
n#t-238912 (accessed 9-17-16) 
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Martin is an adult now, but he is known as the “Ghost Boy” because while he was what you would 
call a normal boy until the age of 12, it was then that he contracted a brain infection….  

 

 
 

…that was debilitating. The doctors did the best they could, but eventually he lost his ability to 
control movement, make eye contact, or his ability to speak. He was sent home and his parent’s 
lives were consumed by his care. And, as he says: 

 
“Their friends drifted away. One year turned to two, two turned to three. It seemed like the 
person I once was began to disappear…I had become a ghost, a faded memory of a boy 
people once knew and loved. Meanwhile, my mind began knitting itself back 
together. Gradually, my awareness started to return. But no one realized that I had come back 
to life…I could see and understand everything, but I couldn't find a way to let anybody 
know. My personality was entombed within a seemingly silent body, a vibrant mind hidden in 
plain sight within a chrysalis.” 

 
5. After years of 24-hour care and in pure exhaustion he remembers one day his mother saying to 

him “I wish you would die.” He was eventually institutionalized where he remembers the staff 
treating him like a vegetable with an infantile mind. One of his most striking memories was being 
put in front of a television to watch hours and hours of reruns of Barney and Friends, the Purple 
Dinosaur children’s show. 
 
The transformative part of Martin’s story is that at the point his mind awakened, he began making 
decisions about how he was going to see the world and understand his living tomb. He chose to 
be fully present to all that he faced, even if it was only a glance, or a look, or learning to tell time 
by the shadows of his room. He says it took time, but “he learned how to see in a different way.” 
He learned how to creatively be fully present to himself and others.   

 
It was an aromatherapy attendant who first started to insist that there was more going on in 
Martin’s brain, and that he was more advanced than his level of care and interaction. Eventually, 
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the professionals listened and provided speaking devices that led to better treatment, and better 
communication, and better recovery, and over time he regained some movement and full 
communication through technology assistance.  

 

 
 

Martin was able to become employed as a computer technician, found love and was married, has 
written about his experience, and did a TED talk in which his computer translator spoke for him 
while he reacted to the voice with very subtle emotional connection to what he wrote. In his talk he 
speaks of the time his mother said “I wish you would die” because he remembers it well. Rather 
than being bitter or angry with his mother he remembers her being exhausted and feeling helpless 
alongside Martin, and Martin felt enormous compassion and love for his mother in that moment. 
He just didn’t have a way to communicate it. 

 
6. To mourn is to be present and give ourselves to the pain. And for Christ followers to give it to God 

as well. In that space the God who created all things meets us and transforms the pain through 
awakening us to the deeper flow of God’s Spirit that is always working to heal and renew all living 
things. The Apostle Paul wrote that God’s Spirit is never passive, but even groaning and in 
constant intercession on our behalf and for our healing.5 And, we have to recognize the need to 
take the risk to open our hearts and minds to be present to suffering, which is essential to being 
human. 

 
Being present to suffering also helps us become more empathic Christ followers.  

 
B. Mourning Helps Us Be Empathic 
 
1. The Apostle Paul wrote in the opening of his second letter to the Early Church in the Roman city 

of Corinth: 
 

“4 God comforts us in all our troubles so that we can comfort others. When they are troubled, 
we will be able to give them the same comfort God has given us.”  

 
2 Corinthians 1:4. NLT. 

 
Just as people who do not transform their pain transmit it to the world, so do people who have had 
their pain transformed transmit their transformation to the world. In another letter to the Early 
Christian church Paul wrote that the “fruit of the Spirit” in the lives of Christ followers as (among 

                                                
5 Romans 8:26-30. 
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many possibilities) “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and 
self-control.”6 Suffering and pain can make us bitter if we seek to ignore, control, or by our own 
strength eliminate it. But, those who mourn in the ways we are looking at it, will not only have their 
suffering transformed, they will become better people rather than bitter people. 
 

2. I have another story that makes this point. A woman named Naomi Shibab Nye is a poet, 
songwriter and novelist. One of her most famous poems was written minutes after a tragedy. She 
and her husband of one week travelled to South America on a three-month honeymoon trip they 
had saved for a long time to make possible. At the end of the first week in Colombia, they were 
robbed of everything. And, someone else on their bus was killed. They were left with no 
passports, no money, no luggage. Nothing.  
 
A man came up to them on the street and asked in Spanish “What happened to you?” And, they 
tried to tell him and he listened and looked so sad. And, he said “I’m very sorry. I’m very, very 
sorry that happened,” in Spanish. And, he went home. Naomi’s husband needed to hitchhike to 
Cali to get traveler’s checks re-instated and she was left alone and in a bit of a panic. She was 
trying to figure out what to do next and she heard a mystical voice that sounded female coming 
from across the plaza speaking the poem that is now famously known as “Kindness”. And, Naomi 
says that she was just the scribe.  

 
DRAMATICALLY READ POEM 

 
“KINDNESS” 
 
Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things, 
feel the future dissolve in a moment 
like salt in a weakened broth. 
What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 
how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness. 
How you ride and ride 
thinking the bus will never stop, 
the passengers eating maize and chicken 
will stare out the window forever. 
Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness 
you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho 
lies dead by the side of the road. 
You must see how this could be you, 
how he too was someone 
who journeyed through the night with plans 
and the simple breath that kept him alive. 
Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing. 
You must wake up with sorrow. 

                                                
6 Galatians 5:22-23. 
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You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth. 
Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore, 
only kindness that ties your shoes 
and sends you out into the day to gaze at bread, 
only kindness that raises its head 
from the crowd of the world to say 
It is I you have been looking for, 
and then goes with you everywhere 
like a shadow or a friend. 

 
3. (Repeating a few lines) 

 
Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things… 
You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth. 
Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore… 

 
These inspired words heard from a mystical female voice across a plaza and written down by a 
poet reflect the awakening of a soul to be fully present in a hard moment. And the broken moment 
of tragedy revealed completely new thoughts about how one finds kindness not only in the war 
zone of pain and suffering, but in all that is. 
 

4. This is critically important to the Jesus idea of “Blessed are those who mourn” because it tells us 
that it is in the experience of mourning over suffering that one learns to see the world in 
completely different terms. This is why we can say that it is necessary to personally experience 
pain or be in solidarity with the pain of others in order to really know beauty in the human 
experience. And, this is why the beatitudes are more about a different way to see reality than a 
goal to achieve, and why happiness of the more holistic kind really does find us regardless of 
anything that may surround.  

 
Conclusion 
 
1. The purpose of this segment of the new teaching series is to grow a community devoted to God, 

neighbor, and one another. The comfort that God offers to those who mourn, and in turn the 
comfort that those who mourn offer to those who suffer is a vitally important gift to one another, 
neighbor, and God. I see this in our community all of the time. You visit one another in the 
hospital, help when in trouble, start text message threads when meals and care are needed on an 
ongoing basis. You reach out on Facebook and send notes of encouragement and shed tears for 
one another when there is pain. And, you engage the pain of the world.  
 

2. One question that needs to be asked in addition to naming such an incredible community spirit is: 
“what parts of your lives are you awake to suffering and what parts are you resisting being awake 
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and available to your pain?” Is it your suffering, or the suffering of your loved ones? Or, is it 
something in your neighborhood, city, or broader culture?  
 
It may be such mechanism as co-dependency and coping addictions on one hand, and lack of 
identification and empathy on the other, that keeps us from feeling the pain that is right in front of 
us. But, most likely it is fear that keeps us from entering into pain. Fear that we can’t hold the pain, 
fear that God will not help us hold the pain, and fear that we will be swallowed by the pain. The 
promise of God in Jesus is that there is a beautiful gift that awaits those willing to confront their 
fear of suffering. There is a promise to those courageous enough to let go of control, and let 
empathy and compassion be our guides.  
 
“Blessed are those who mourn for they will be comforted.” The gift is the flow of comfort between 
God to us and us to one another that moves unabated to the open soul. And, in the experience of 
suffering our pain is transformed and we see one another and the world with ever increasing 
empathy and love.  

 
Prayer 
 
God of Comfort, help us to recognize and move through the fears that keep us from being present to 
pain and suffering in ours and others lives. Spirit of God, sustain us when we are overwhelmed and 
help us to let go of control. Jesus, be our model and our response, and teach us how to have 
empathy for one another. God, Creator, Spirit and Son, three in one, transform our pain and the 
suffering in our world. 
 
In Jesus Name. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week now begins, may we see mourning as an essential part of being human and an 
important means to become increasingly more empathic Christ followers.  
 
Go in peace. Amen. 
 
 
 
 


