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“Happy Are the Merciful”  

Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost (August 13, 2023) 

           “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.” (Matt. 5:7 NRSVUE)  

A police officer on traffic duty stopped a car.  

 

 “Sir, you appear to have 12 penguins in the back of your car.” 

“That’s right, officer, I do.” 

“Well, that’s ridiculous—take them to the zoo straight away.”                            

“Ok, officer.” 

 

And the car drove off. 

 

The next day, the same police officer in the same spot saw the same car 

driving with the penguins in the back.  He stopped the car again.  “I thought 

I told you to take them to the zoo.”   

 

“Yes, I did, and it was great—today I’m taking them to the movies.”
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How often do you smile or laugh each day?  You may read different 

statistics from all over.  Some say that children smile 400 times a day, while 

the average happy adult smiles 40 to 50 times and the typical adult smiles 

only 20 times a day.  Other studies report that the average 4-year-old laughs 

300 times a day and the average 40-year-old laughs only four.  The point is 

that children smile and laugh way more than adults do. 

 

Studies show that smiling or laughing not only boosts our mood, but it helps 

our physical health, stimulating a chemical reaction in the brain.  The health 

benefits include lower blood pressure, less stress, a stronger immune system, 

and increased endurance.  We often think that happiness makes us smile, but 

the reverse is also true: Smiling makes us happy.
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I believe a smile is a precious gift from God.  When we smile, we are 

sending happy energy and a spirit of love and mercy to both others and 

ourselves.  Smiling is like patting the shoulders of our minds, reminding 

ourselves that God is smiling at us too.   

 

                                                        
1 Independent, UK “International Day of Happiness.” (adapted) 
2 Psychology Today, NBC News, & Inc.  
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When Jesus preached the Beatitudes, he remained seated on the mountain, 

looking around the crowd.  The fifth Beatitude was about mercy.  “Blessed 

are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.”  The meaning of mercy is 

often understood as almsgiving or helping the needy.  One important thing 

we often miss is that most of the hearers of Jesus’ Beatitudes were those 

poor, powerless, and marginalized who needed care, mercy, and justice.  It is 

unlikely that Jesus would have said that they needed to become charitable 

donors. 

 

The interpreters of the Beatitudes, at different times and in different 

contexts, also remind us that “mercy is the natural result of hungering for 

justice.”
3
  Early Christian leaders such as Ambrose of Milan and the North 

African theologian Augustine of Hippo believed that mercy and justice are 

inseparable siblings.  Augustine noticed that the blessing on the merciful 

comes right after the blessing on those who hunger and thirst for justice.  In 

one of his sermons Augustine said, “the believer is like a beggar standing at 

God’s door hungering for justice.”  In the contemporary world, especially in 

the midst of systemic injustice, we see that charity without justice can 

contribute to maintaining the status quo.     

No wonder Howard Thurman, the first African American dean of Marsh 

Chapel of Boston University (1953 to 1965), and his mentee, Martin Luther 

King Jr. believed that mercy and justice are inseparable.  This sense that 

mercy permeates justice flowed through their teaching, writing, and 

practicing nonviolent Christian actions.  

On a personal level, we become more receptive to God’s mercy when we see 

our limits and unworthiness.  In other words, God is merciful to us not 

because we are worthy of God’s mercy, but because God is gracious and 

forgiving.   

Let me put it this way: If our journey of faith is a 100-meter sprint, no matter 

how hard we try, we can only run 10%.  The remaining 90% is filled by 

God's grace, and God sees it as complete.  This we call the grace and mercy 

of God.  What God wants for us is to discern and follow God’s will and 

guidance and do the best we can.   

Henri Nouwen put it another way.  He said that those who know their limits 

are more open to God’s mercy.  I love what Nouwen said: “The older we 

become, the more we realize how limited we are in our ability to love, how 

                                                        
3 Rebekah Eklund, Beatitudes through the Ages. 
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impure our hearts are, and how complex our motivations are. And there is a 

real temptation to want to look inside of ourselves and clean it all out, and 

become people with a pure heart, unstained intentions, and unconditional 

love.  Such an attempt is doomed to failure and leads us to ever greater 

despair. The more we look into ourselves and try to figure ourselves out, the 

more we become entangled in our own imperfections. Indeed, we cannot 

save ourselves.” 

Can you see why we need God’s mercy?  According to Nouwen, God’s 

mercy will give us “the ability to accept our own imperfections and to really 

let ourselves be cared for by the mercy and love of Jesus.”  The more we 

understand how limited we are, the more we are able to receive God's 

bottomless mercy and grace.  It is important to try to become a better 

Christian, but at the same time, it is important to recognize our limits and 

unworthiness before God. 

No one is truly worthy before God, but God still calls us God’s beloved.  

Whether of individuals or a community of faith, merciful God invites the 

forgiven, all of us, to be loving and merciful to one another.  The Message 

Bible paraphrases “being merciful” in Matthew 5:7 as “caring.”  It says, 

“You’re blessed when you care. At the moment of being ‘care-full,’ you find 

yourselves cared for.”      

I invite you to pat your own shoulder now.  We need to be merciful (and 

caring) to ourselves first.  Patting your shoulders, please remember that you 

are a beloved child of God.  You are forgiven and accepted by God.   

Recognizing and repenting your sin doesn’t mean rejecting or hating 

yourself.  Far from it, you are invited to wrap yourself with a blanket of 

God’s loving grace.  God doesn’t want you to harm yourself, scratching 

yourself with sandpaper. 

Consciously or unconsciously, we also have an inclination to correct others 

by cleansing their flaw with sandpaper, often causing more harm than good.  

One of the secrets of becoming a healthy congregation is becoming a healing 

balm to one another rather than becoming ‘sandpapers.’  A healthy 

congregation is embracing, respectfully listening, and caring for one another.  

When caring hearts and love for each other extend to the community and the 

world, it becomes a missional and justice-seeking congregation in which 

people are nurtured and invited to live Kindom life on earth as in heaven.        

Which one do you like?  A healing balm or sandpaper?  If you think Swift 

Memorial is and can be a healthy, healing congregation, say Amen!   
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“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.”  I don’t think this is 

a give-and-take promise.  God’s mercy and love are immeasurable gifts 

given to the undeserving like you and me.  As we are humbly and gratefully 

aware of God’s merciful presence in every moment, we become more 

willing to share what is given to us.  As we experience God’s abundant love, 

grace, and mercy, we are also called to expand our space and capacity for 

merciful life in our faith journey.  Wrapping ourselves and others with 

blankets of God's warm heart.   

I will conclude today’s sermon with lyrics from an African-American 

spiritual, which Howard Thurman, Martin Luther King’s mentor, called 

“sorrow songs” and “protest songs,” that embraced and expressed both the 

suffering of Jesus and the resurrection power of Christ:  

Sometimes I’m up, sometimes I’m down,                                                                  

O, yes, Lord, 

Sometimes, I’m almost to de groun’,                                                                            

Oh, yes, Lord,         

Oh, nobody knows de trouble I’ve seen,                                                              

Glory Hallelujah! 

We sometimes lack the strength to bear our sufferings, but we can sing that 

song because God is always with us, sometimes with smiles, some other 

times with tears.  With an empathetic heart!  We can sing Glory Hallelujah 

all the time because the mercy-full, caring, and empowering God is gently 

holding us all the time.  I believe God encourages and strengthens us as we 

roll up our sleeves for a merciful life with love and justice-seeking.  

“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.”  And all God’s 

people say, Amen!   

 


