God’s Smiles and Tears (Matthew. 5:3-4)
Seventh Sunday after Pentecost-July 16, 2023

3 Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 4 Blessed are
those who mourn, for they will be comforted. (NRSVUE)

English is my second language, so preparing for a sermon takes a little longer. In
addition, | have a slight overbite, so if I try to speak softly, the S sound can be
heard as an F. If a word that starts with an S sound like an F, | hope you may listen
attentively and be understanding.

Some people say happiness is like a second language.' Happiness is a lifelong
learning process. It is a meaningful investment. It gives you joy. And, you can be
more fluent as you keep using it.

Everyone wants a happy life. Over the past decade, happiness has been one of the
major research interests in psychology, sociology, science, religious studies, and
many other areas. UC Berkeley’s Greater Good Science Center is one of the major
Institutions that studies and teaches about the nature of happiness and well-being.

Yale’s most popular course is a psychology course on happiness taught by
Professor Laurie Santos. In January 2018, Professor Santos began teaching
‘Psychology and the Good Life.” About 1,200 students, nearly one-fifth of Yale
undergraduates, took the course. It ranked as the most popular class in the history
of Yale.

Let me share Professor Santos’ six tips for happy life:

1. Value time over money: Spend more time with friends and family and make
social connections. Money can’t buy happiness.

Take time to express gratitude.
Do something nice for somebody else and talk with others.

Find some time to be mindful.
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Get plenty of exercise and sleep.
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For elaboration, see Valerie Alexander, Happiness as a Second Language.



6. Practice these happiness behaviors every day.

Professor Santos said happiness practice is like exercise. You have to keep
working out to see results.” Just like learning a second language.

Jesus also wanted to help his disciples find true happiness. His preaching on a
mountain is often called ‘the Beatitudes,” which comes from Latin beatitudo,
meaning blessedness and happiness.® It also means shalom, the Hebrew for peace,
well-being, and wholeness.

In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus’s Beatitudes begins with “Blessed are the poor in
spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” These Beatitudes are not practical
advice for successful living or happy feelings, but an invitation to a deeper
contentment, living out the reign of God which is coming and already present here
and now.

To put it more simply, the Beatitudes of Jesus are the recipe for true happiness that
come from a relationship with God. “The poor in spirit” means people whose lives
are dependent on God. People who continue to seek God’s love and grace. People
who have a strong sense of identity and security in God rather than putting faith in
themselves. When we avoid a robust ego, but rather breathing together with the
Spirit of God, then we can become the “poor in spirit.”

While Luke’s version of the Beatitudes focuses on those literally poor, Matthew
highlights those who desperately need to be grounded in God. As the Message
Bible paraphrases, “You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your rope. With less
of you there is more of God and [God’s] rule. In a way, for Matthew, “the poor in
spirit” is like a thesis for the rest of Jesus’ Beatitudes. Seeking a deeper
relationship with God is the primary ‘must do’ for an authentic happy life.

The second beatitude, “Blessed are those who mourn,” often perplexes us because
we often associate mourning with negative emotions only. | believe, however, that
tears are one of God's greatest gifts. Our lives begin with crying. After delivery,
crying — and gurgling, of course — becomes the baby’s universal language, until
they learn their own cultural and national languages. In our ongoing life journey,

2 Today 2028, Yale’s most popular class teaches happiness: 6 lessons you can practice now (slightly adapted).

® The Greek word Makarios in the New Testament also means “blessed, well off, and happy.”



tears express not only our sadness and grief, but also gratitude and joy, touching
our deepest emotions.

We all cry. We cry when we face personal loss and grief. We also mourn and
lament when we see innocent people being killed and harmed by the unjust, greedy,
war-ridden, dehumanizing conditions of the world or from natural disasters. From
time to time, we mourn and wrestle with God asking, ‘Why?’ And that also
becomes part of our prayers.

What we can be grateful for is that God understands our tears. When we suffer,
God mourns with a “wounded heart,” deeply empathizing with us. God’s
empathetic heart was especially revealed in and through Jesus, who wept and
suffered for sinners and for those who were discriminated against, for those
harmed and victimized and suffering with deep pain. God, through Jesus Christ,
was despised and rejected, and walked through the narrow path of sorrow, anxiety,
and pain of Calvary towards Easter morning.

When | lead worship, | often say this as part of the Gathering:

“God is smiling at us. Sometimes with tears. With an empathetic heart. Let us
smile at God with praise & thanksgiving!” Worship is fundamentally about
praising and giving thanks to God who is always present and greets us with a big
smile, and sometimes with tears.

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted” also means that God
will eventually satisfy those who are desperately yearning for justice and God’s
vindication. Our God, whom we trust and rely on, smiles at us, listens to us, weeps
with us, and comforts us. The promise of God’s consolation also becomes the
source of resilience, patience, and hope. The source of Kumbaya for those who
work together for justice, singing, clapping, dancing in God’s guiding and
empowering presence.

Last Sunday (July 9, 2023), Joan Alice McCusker, who walked her faith journey
with her Swift Memorial Church siblings, her own family, community friends, and
beyond, joined the great company of all saints and now dwells and rests in God’s
eternal care. | didn’t have chance to meet her, but heard that she was a lifelong
Methodist woman who was a hospitable, loving, committed, humble, and mature
person of faith. Above all, Joan was a beloved daughter of God.



In remembrance of Joan, | would like to share hymn lyrics that were written by F.
Richard Garland, a retired United Methodist pastor, hymn writer, and my friend.
This hymn was written as a memorial for church members who worked behind the
scenes, not expecting any reward. | will read his lyrics slowly.

1. With humble grace they served their Lord. In quietness their God adored. They
welcomed all those who had need. Their service was the loving deed.

2. Behind the scenes they worked and shared to show the least that people care.
With little things, done without praise, their lives became a hymn of praise.

3. Come, Spirit, come, with healing grace: with healing righteousness redeem this
place, and comfort all who this day mourn. In Christ the faithful are reborn.
Amen!

Those who mourn are blessed because their heart is opened to compassion and
empathy. All people, without exception, suffer from painful brokenness at some
times in their life journey, whether of their health, families, jobs, living costs,
spiritual matters, community, war and violence, systemic injustice, climate change,
natural disasters, or other afflictions.

When we mourn with grief and love, God embraces us, and we feel closer to God’s
love. Jesus’ beatitude, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted”
encourages us “to bear sorrow fully and deeply with the assurance that we are
empowered by the one who bears the world’s suffering in his crucified body.”*
The Good News is that no suffering or even death can separate us from the love of
God who listens to us with an empathetic heart.

When I say my worship mantra about God’s smiles and tears again, | invite you to
say ‘Amen’ from your heart.

“God, the source of our happiness, is smiling at us. Sometimes with tears. With an
empathetic heart. Let us smile at God with praise & thanksgiving!”

And all God’s people say, “Amen!”

* Kenneth R. Mitchell and Herbert Anderson, All Our Losses, All Our Griefs.



