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My text for today is Matt 5.4

Happy are those who mourn, God will comfort them
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted (Oxymoron)

Today and tomorrow will be then end of our ‘Bald Statements’ exhibition

· many people have been to see it – with a range of reactions

· and some people have refused to see it

We have to ask ourselves as believing (and doubting?) people “Is there any hope in all of this?”

· this loss is to do with the loss of our loved ones

· but is also to do with all loss, failure, and uncertainty where once we had certainty

· maybe we have spent too much time as Christians being certain and on top of our beliefs

· after all, we believe in the resurrection of the dead don’t we?

· but at these times of loss we realise these are statements thought in the head rather than affirmations lived from the soul

As well as bereavement, terrible things happen to us: betrayal, damning medical diagnosis, miscarriage, humiliation, unemployment

· these ride through our lives like a horse through a flower bed 

· and Jesus says ‘Blessed are those who mourn’ - how can that be, we ask?

e.g. As a young teenager I used to attend a Sunday afternoon Bible class for boys – called Covenanters

· most of the boys did not have very keen Christian homes – except Allister and I

· so when it came to the quiz they put us on opposing teams to keep the scores fairly equal

· one week, “Where is Allister” reply, “Oh, he died in the week”  we then stood up and sang our first song (probably to the tune of a Beatles songs) and nothing more was said

· there was no mourning here, but there was also no ‘blessedness’ either
So let’s talk about our text – ‘Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted’

· problem with the words ‘blessed’ – religious word that most do not have much meaning for

· Good News Bible made a good effort and replaced it with ‘Happy’

· Happy are those who know they are spiritually poor
Happy are those who are humble
Happy are those who are merciful to others
Happy are those who are pure in heart

· but ‘happy’ does quite fit - sounds rather trite

· Christopher Jamison (in his book called ‘Finding Happiness’) uses the word congratulations (or we could use well done!)

It is congratulations because the world would rather you did not mourn
So well done if you mourn, good on you

· not “you’ll get over it”

· not “what you need is closure” - people who grieve hate that word

· not “time to move on”

· the world around us need this to be over – it is an inconvenient grief
Headline in newspaper reads, “Parents of slain child need closure” – this is not what they need – they need to grieve
Church Pastor Rob Jones wrote this summer “In January of this year, my son Luke (aged 22) was tragically killed in an industrial accident.  As I write this article I am very much in the midst of grief.  Some days I am quite fine but others I am in emotional turmoil and not very productive.  But that’s OK!  I now know that I need to stay with the pain until it has taught me what it needs to teach me.  This is not the way I had previously been taught to deal with grief and pain”
· he had learnt the lesson that grief has to be travelled through, not around
· oh, how we want to go round the pain
Bald Statements http://www.westhillendowment.org/goodgrief.html 
I think these sculptures are excellent, but I do wonder whether there is one missing?
· ‘shame’ – we are ashamed of our grief

· we rather it was hidden and we apologise when it becomes public

I have visited thousands of bereaved people over 29 years of my ministry

· as I sit with them, and they tell me their story some will start to weep

· do you know what they say next, “I am ever so sorry”  Sorry!  Ashamed of their tears!
· and add “I am afraid that I may fall apart during the service”  
· NO!   CONGRATULATIONS! well done if you mourn, bring it on . . . 
· but people also say, “We want nothing sad at the funeral service, just a celebration”

e.g. when my mother died (over 20 years ago) I could not stand at the funeral – I cried through all the hymns and my young son say on my lap and cried too – it was wonderful!  
e.g.  I called at a house of a couple off Black Road to talk about a baptism

· as we chatted she told me about her brother who had had an operation for appendicitis

· when he came home infection spread

· had to go back in hospital and ‘the wound was kept open’ until it the infection had healed – then they closed the gap
What a wonderful metaphor
We are afraid to keep our wounds open, we close them too soon, and the pain is not resolved – and we stop each other grieving by trying to make things ‘OK’
Dietrich Bonheoffer said something similar when he has facing death in a Nazi Prison and desperately missing his fiancé

· people around him and who wrote to him wanted to ‘close the gap’ as he put it

· to decrease his pain and suffering

· but his pain and suffering was the evidence of his love for his fiancé – he said he did not want it to stop 
· he said “God’s role is to keep the gap open so that something of that original love endures”

Grief haunts us, folk, as one day we know that somebody close to us will die (as has already happened to us)

· and while we deny it, it stalks us like a grim reaper, and we hope that if we keep our head down he will not see us

But the church knows about suffering

The church knows about hope

Over centuries Christians have been better at absorbing suffering that explaining it

· bearing the cross, rather than explaining why there has to be a cross in each of our lives

As Jesus people, we affirm that you are not a freak if you are in deep suffering

· we name our grief and we are NOT ASHAMED

· and we are not freaked out by other’s sufferings and tears, it is not failure
· even though medical science is often profoundly embarrassed – ‘How is you pain on a scale of 1-10?’ (as I heard it on Wednesday in hospital on ward 6)

· in our grief we proudly say 15!

Congratulations to those who mourn – we refuse to have ‘cheap comfort’, we will wait until our work of grief is done, and then we will be comforted
We will sit with those who suffer, and wait – as this is where the mercy of God is tasted

   we will use Psalm 13 – ‘How Long Oh Lord, how long will you forget me, for ever?’
   and the psalm used (even by Jesus) – ‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’
· Well done!  Because in this is healing, and only through death is there resurrection

· when I fall part don’t patch me up - sit with me and let my wounds become sacred wounds

Congratulations, says Jesus, well done, blessed are those who mourn, for you will be comforted

Poem at the end of the article written by Pastor Rob Jones
When the heart
Is cut or cracked or broken
Do not clutch it
Let the wound lie open
Let the wind
From the good old sea blow in
To bathe the wound with salt
And let it sting.
Let a stray dog lick it
Let a bird lean in the hole and sing
A simple song like a tiny bell
And let it ring
Let it go
Let it out.
Let it unravel.
Let it free and it can be
A path on which to travel.

Australian poet: Michael Leunig
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