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“Aching Visionaries” 

Introduction: I think it’s safe to say that we, as a human race, prefer to avoid pain wherever and 
whenever possible. So, for instance, I recall learning a few years back that the number of 
professional football players who receive pain-numbing shots before a game is well over 50%. If 
a player cannot ignore or deal with the pain he’s experiencing, he gets an injection to kill it. Then 
there are those who have experienced a high, be it drug induced, or just having been on a good 
vacation, and can’t bear to return to reality; they are always looking for the next “high.” And 
much of psychotherapy and counseling is now geared toward helping clients eliminate the causes 
of pain and discomfort, which, it is believed, robs us of life, rather than trying to understand or 
find any meaning in our pain.  

If we were to summarize this thinking, we might say: “Blessed are those who can ignore or 
escape their pain, for they will be happy and content.” But, using one of the strongest words for 
grief in the Greek language, here’s what Jesus said: “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will 
be comforted.” So jarring is this word from Jesus, so upside down from our normal way of 
thinking, that he might as well have said, “Happy are the unhappy!” How can this be? How can 
we be blessed by mourning? As a philosopher named Nicholas Wolterstorff puts it in the book he 
wrote after the death of his 25-year-old son: 

Blessings to those who mourn, cheers to those who weep, hail to those whose eyes are 
filled with tears, hats off to those who suffer, bottoms up to the grieving. How strange, 
how incredibly strange. [Lament for a Son, 84] 

Well, as we mentioned last week, in the Beatitudes Jesus does turn our normal way of thinking 
upside down. The stance this second Beatitude is to bring out in us is one Wolterstorff calls 
“aching visionaries.” That is, though we mourn, we do not despair because we know that God is 
up to something, both in us, and in the world. 

Two quick reminders about the Beatitudes as we begin.  

I. The Context: Signs of the Dawning of the Kingdom 
 A. First, as we observed last Sunday, the Beatitudes, which introduce the Sermon on the 
Mount, are not methods for us to get things from God, nor do they provide a code of conduct for 
how to behave once we’ve believed. Rather, these character qualities are signs of the good life, 
signs that we have been grabbed by the gospel, signs that the good news of the arrival of the 
kingdom of God has begun to take hold of us, signs that God’s future has begun to break into the 
present, signs that the Spirit of the living God is at work within us. To put it another way, Jesus 
didn’t come into the world looking for Beatitude people who he could then call into God’s 
kingdom. He first called people to himself, then, as a result of contact with him, the Beatitudes 
began to emerge in their lives. 

 B. Second, you might recall that on Children’s Sunday, Lisa had put a picture of a 
“Beatitude Burger” on the front cover of our bulletin. Its eight layers, one for each Beatitude, 
picture the fact that these eight character qualities don’t represent eight different people, but eight 
different and growing qualities of the same person. Each of us, when grabbed by the gospel, will 
begin to see each of these qualities emerge in our life. So, that said, why is mourning one of the 
signs that we have been grabbed by the gospel? Mourning reveals both an understanding of the 
reality of our own sin, and also the pain of the brokenness of the society around us.  

II. Mourning the Reality of Our Sin and Societal Brokenness       
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 A. Now, when we think of mourning the reality of our own sin, Jesus is not advocating 
what we could call “worm theology.” That is, the theology that says in order to be in relationship 
with God we have to feel like a worm and crawl around in the mud for awhile. Nowhere does 
Jesus promote a “put-yourself-down” spirituality. Rather, mourning our own sin is simply 
recognizing that in the presence of Jesus, the Holy One, we begin to see clearly our unholy 
condition  In him we see what humanity was created to be, and how far we are from that glory 
due to the presence and power of sin.  

 B. Shortly after the time of Jesus, the Apostle Paul gave voice to this personal aching in 
his letter to the church in Rome: “For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want 
to do—this I keep on doing…What a wretched man I am!” (Rom. 7:19, 24). In the 18th c., David 
Brainerd, a missionary to the native Americans, expressed similar sentiments in the following 
journal entry: “In my morning devotions my soul was exceedingly melted and bitterly mourned 
over my exceeding sinfulness and vileness.” And a more modern writer simply puts it this way, 
“There are times when I am appalled by the depth of my capacity to go against what I know to be 
the will of God” (Darrell Johnson).  

 C. Can you relate to any of these confessions? We certainly don’t want, or need, to 
remain there, but it is a fact of our faith that before the empty tomb there was a cross, that the 
road to resurrection passes through crucifixion, that forgiveness must be preceded by confession. 
If we simply seek to kill or anesthetize our ache, we’ll never really be able to experience joy. 
Those that can’t cry really won’t ever dance well!  

 D. Further, if the gospel has begun to grab us, our mourning won’t stop with aching over 
our personal sin; we will continue to ache over the brokenness of the world around us. For, as we 
draw closer to Jesus, we see not only our unholy state more clearly, but we see the unholy state of 
the world. We see selfishness and self-centeredness among politicians, a rising rate of suicide and 
drug addiction, the continuing breakdown and breakup of families, the persistence of 
homelessness, unemployment and civil war …the list goes on. And so, if we are a people in 
whom the kingdom of God has begun to dawn, if we’re in sync with how God views the world, 
we do more than scratch our heads. Instead, we weep, we mourn, we ache, we experience grief 
for we see that it’s just not the way God has created things to be.  

Importantly, Jesus doesn’t leave us in a perpetually tearful state. The signs that we’re in sync with 
God, the signs of the presence of the Kingdom in the first half of each Beatitude are followed by 
what we could call promises of kingdom fulfillment.  

III. The Promise of Kingdom Comfort 
 A. These promises of fulfillment, in this case, comfort, each have an already/not yet 
aspect to them. This is not surprising given that with the arrival of Jesus God’s future began to 
spill over into the present but that future will not be here in its fullness until Jesus returns. So, in 
the present, as we become more and more aware of the depth of our sin, the comfort we can 
receive is the absolute promise of forgiveness. Jesus paid it all. Our guilt is removed, washed 
away by the blood of the Lamb. We are a new creation and can begin to live in that newness of 
life, experiencing, for instance, more and more of the fruit of the Spirit.  

B. Then, in the future, the promise of God is that when Jesus returns, we will see that we 
have become fully like him, fully transformed. And not only us, but also our world. As Revelation 
21 promises, in the new creation, when the dimensions of heaven and earth have become one, 
there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things will have 
passed away and God will have wiped every tear from our eyes! The prophet Jeremiah records 
God’s promise in this way: “Then young women will dance and be glad, young men and old as 
well. I will turn their mourning into gladness; I will give them comfort and joy instead of sorrow” 
(Jer. 31:13).  
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In the interim, as we mourn, we become vessels of this good news because we know the end of 
the story. Thus, we can bring to others the comfort of God with which we’ve been comforted. As 
Paul puts it to the church in Corinth (2 Cor. 1:3-4): 

All praise to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. God is our merciful Father and the 
source of all comfort. He 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. 

Who knew that there could be a missional component to our grief?! So may we learn to cry, even 
embracing it, so that we can enjoy the dance.  And may we be able to take others by the hand and 
help them to learn the steps, sharing the comfort of having sin forgiven and the hope of new 
creation.  
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