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Happy Those Who Mourn... 
 
In his chapter on Lent Benedict twice mentions joy, both times to characterize the manner of making 
one's Lenten offering: with the joy of the Holy Spirit and looking forward to Holy Easter with joy. The 
rest of his teaching on Lent is fairly demanding if not severe. The tendency is to gravitate toward one 
side or the other of this apparent split. Some are tempted to think: if Lent is all about joy, then get it 
over as quickly as possible and don't pay much attention to the severity. Others are tempted to think: 
joy is all good and well, but the main thing in Lent is to test your strength of will and to stick to your 
practices. Living simultaneously with joy and hardship doesn't come naturally. The deepest root of 
the difficulty is the mystery of redemption itself: how can I focus at one and the same time on the 
suffering of Good Friday and on the joy of the Resurrection?  
 
In this connection I find it helpful to turn to Isaac of Stella's teaching on the third Beatitude: 
 
 "Happy are those who mourn, they shall be comforted." It is as if he were saying: The way to 
joy is through sorrow, desolation leads to comfort; by losing your life you find it, by making little of it 
you possess it, by hating it you love it and by despising it you save it. (S. 2.12; CF 11:14) 
 
So the Lenten path is just that, a way from one place to another. Also helpful here is Isaac's equation 
of the way back with the way up and the way in: 
 
 If you desire to know yourself and to possess yourself, go into yourself, and do not search for 
yourself outside. Distinguish between what is around you, what belongs to you, and your self! The 
world surrounds you, your body belongs to you, and you yourself are within, made in the image and 
likeness of God. Return then, "transgressor, to your heart, within, where you are truly yourself." 
Outwardly you are an animal, fashioned as the world is fashioned, and that is why man is called a 
world in miniature. But inwardly you are made in the image of God and so are capable of being 
deified. Now when a man comes to himself as did that young prodigal son, where does he find 
himself?  Is it not in a far country, in the Land of Unlikeness, and "in a strange land," where he sits 
down and weeps as he remembers his father and his home? (Sermon 2,13; CF 11:14-15) 
 
Perhaps a good first step in Lent is to take stock of how much and in what ways I am outside of 
myself just now. Isaac provides a sort of diagnostic list of symptoms. They will sound familiar, 
because he takes them mostly from the Rule of Benedict. He says: 
 
 It must be acknowledged, brothers, that we are truly outside of ourselves . . . and that we 
forget or even do not know ourselves, whenever we indulge in scoffing, jesting and idleness, 
whenever we feed on gossip or empty talk that merely excites laughter. . . . So it has ever been 
prudent Wisdom's intention to invite to a house of mourning rather than to a house of feasting, that 
is, to call back into himself the man who had been outside himself, saying: "Happy are those who 
mourn;" and in another passage: "Woe to you that laugh now." (S. 2.16; CF 11: 15-16) 
 
It is important to keep in mind that Isaac is not limiting the work of this time of mourning to 
introspection. The way back of conversion, the way forward of progress, the way up, and the way in, 
are all one path. In case he doesn't yet have your attention, he goes on (and here it is worth 
translating both literally and colloquially): 
 



Hey, brothers, this is serious business. What we've set out on is a manly undertaking. Elijah left his 
serving boy behind when he went out into the desert. Let us take nothing boyish with us, let nothing 
boyish follow us, and especially let us not go back to any boyish thing. (S. 2.17) 
 
So, rather than being preoccupied with what practices to choose for Lent, a better question to ask is 
what do I need to leave behind just now? Is there some immaturity, some bad habit, some 
attachment or some delusion I need to get away from for good? Isaac implicitly acknowledges that it 
is not easy: you have to leave it behind; you have to prevent it from following you; and you have to 
be determined not to go back to it.  
 
But then, are we back to emphasizing strength of will? Not really. All along this teaching, Isaac 
keeps reminding his readers that this three-stage movement takes place under God's guidance: it is 
God who corrects the wayward, God who leads those he has corrected, and welcomes home those 
he has led. By way of conclusion, here is Isaac's summary of this whole development: 
 
 Accordingly, brothers, let us accept the correction, the teaching of divine Wisdom . . . let us 
recognize our wretchedness and mourn. "Let us weep before the Lord" who is bounteous in pardon, 
turning to him "with fasting and tears," mourning over ourselves, so that "as the sorrow weighs down 
our hearts, his consolation will give joy to our souls." For he says: "Happy are those who mourn." 
Happy, not because they mourn, but because "they shall be comforted." Sorrow is the road and 
happiness the comfort. (S. 2.21; CF 11:17) 
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