
Mercy

Habakkuk 1:1-4, 2:1-4; 2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12; Luke 19:1-10

The word “mercy” and its cousin “merciful” are familiar to Christians. In our confession of sin we

commonly ask God to be merciful, as does the ancient three fold appeal in the Kyrie: “Lord have

mercy upon us, Christ have mercy upon us, Lord have mercy upon us. The words are also commonly

found in English translations of the Bible.

The problem lies in the common meanings of those words today. In the secular and Christian

worlds they presuppose a situation that involves a power differential between two parties. Somebody

with power stands in contrast to an offender or victim. The person with the perceived power can

decide to punish the other or to reduce or even forgo punishment. In the movies the governor shows

mercy by commuting a death sentence at the last minute to life in prison. A parent shows mercy by

deciding not to punish a disobedient child. A soldier decides not to harm a captive.

My Webster dictionary defines mercy as: “That benevolence, mildness, or tenderness of heart

which disposes a person to overlook injuries.” 

In a “heaven and hell” Christian framework the emphasis is on sin as the central issue in our

relationship with God, it says that we have offended God through our disobedience and deserve to be

punished, so we appeal to God for mercy. God is like a disappointed parent , a stern and even

wrathful judge, and we deserve to be punished. Mercy is connected with forgiveness. God’s mercy

and God’s wrath are opposites. Within this framework, mercy is good news. Who wouldn’t prefer

God’s mercy to God’s wrath? But to see mercy as the opposite of punishment severely narrows the

meaning of the biblical and ancient Christian word.

The Interpreters Dictionary of the Bible says that the most frequently employed verb in Hebrew

translates as “to have compassion” or “to look upon with compassion.”  Thus while the words mercy,
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and merciful are good translations when the issue is sin and forgiveness, they are not good

translations when the fuller meaning of the ancient words is better conveyed in English by compassion

and compassionate.

In 1983 the priest and university professor Henri Nouwen first encountered Rembrandt’s

painting Return of the Prodigal Son in the form of a poster pinned to the back of a door. Perhaps

because he had just completed an exhausting lecture tour on Central American justice issues and was

nearing emotional collapse, the painting touched him as he had never before been touched. He

wanted nothing more than to take the place of the ragged son kneeling before the father, to bathe in

the golden light, to feel the tender weight of the father’s hands on his shoulders. He wanted nothing

more than to go home—wherever that might be.

A short time later, he resigned his professorship and made a radical change in his life. He

moved into a L’Arche community of physically and mentally challenged people in Toronto and hoped

he had found his true home at last. The painting continued to captivate him, and Nouwen began to

see his own story in terms of Jesus’ parable of the prodigal. Ten years after his move to L’Arche he

was working on a television special on the painting and preparing to visit the Hermitage where the

painting was hung when he suffered a heart attack that ultimately killed him.

Sometime prior to his death author Philip Yancey interviewed Henri Nouwen in Toronto while he

was living at Davbreak (which is the name of the L’Arche community). Throughout the intervew

Nouwen had been talking about his friend Adam. “You are here on a very special occasion!” he told

Yancey excitedly. “Today is Adam’s birthday! He turns twenty-six and his parents and brothers will be

here for a very special celebration of Eucharist.” 

Already that day, Nouwen told Yancey, he had spent nearly two hours preparing Adam.

Nouwen had described his routine in World Vision magazine: 
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“It takes me about an hour and a half to wake Adam up, give him his medication, carry him into

his bath, wash him, shave him, clean his teeth, dress him, walk him to the kitchen give him his

breakfast, put him in his wheelchair and bring him to the place where he spends most of the day with

therapeutic exercises . . .

He does not cry or laugh. Only occasionally does he make eye contact. His back is distorted.

His arm and leg movements are twisted. He suffers from severe epilepsy and, despite heavy

medication, sees few days without grand-mal seizures. Sometimes, as he grows suddenly rigid he

utters a howling groan. On a few occasion I’ve seen one big tear roll down his cheek.”

Yancey wrote: “I must admit I had a feeling of doubt as to whether this was the best use of the

busy priest’s time. I had heard Henri Nouwen speak, and read many of his books, and recognized all

that he had to offer. Could not someone else take over the manual chores of caring for Adam? ‘Back

in his office, when I cautiously broached the subject with Nouwen himself, he informed me that I had

completely misinterpreted him, “I am not giving up anything,” he insisted. ‘It is I, not Adam, who gets

the main benefit from our friendship.”

It had been difficult at first, Nouwen admitted. Physical touch, affection, and the messiness of

caring for an uncoordinated person did not come easily. But he had learned to love Adam, truly to love

him. In the process he had learned what it must be like for God to love us—spiritually uncoordinated,

challenged, able to respond with what must seem to God like inarticulate grunts and groans. Indeed,

working with Adam had taught him the humility and emptiness achieved by desert monks only after

much sacrifice, The time he spent caring for Adam had become an invaluable time of meditation.

Nouwen has said that all his life two voices competed inside him. One encouraged him to

succeed and achieve, while the other called him, like the Prodigal Son, like Zacchaeus simply to rest

in the comfort that he was the beloved of God. It was only after he went to Daybreak he he truly
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listened to that second voice. Ultimately Nouwen concluded “The goal of education and formation for

the ministry is continually to recognize God’s voice, face, and touch in every person we meet.” (Soul

Survivor, Philip Yancey p 313-315)

Friends that is compassion. The word compassion is based on Latin roots that mean “to feel

with”—to feel the feelings of another. But it is more than a feeling, more than an emotion; it includes

acting in accord with that feeling. Thus we often speak of deeds or acts of compassion. Somebody

who feels sorry for somebody else but does nothing about it would not be thought of as

compassionate.

So is God merciful and therefore we are to be merciful? Or is God compassionate and

therefore we are to be compassionate?

If you look at the Sermon on the Mount from Matthew, or the Sermon on the Plain in Luke, you

would see that most English translations read:

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

Be merciful just as your Father is merciful. (Lk 6:36)

Think how the meanings of these sayings changes if we substitute compassion and

compassionate for mercy and merciful.

Blessed are the compassionate, for they will receive compassion.

Be compassionate just as your Father is compassionate.

They are no longer simply about forgiving those who have offended us. Their meaning is far

more comprehensive. Compassion covers a much larger area of life; we are to be compassionate.

God is compassionate—and those who love God are to be compassionate. God is not primarily a

threatening judge to whom we appeal for mercy, but a life-giving and nourishing reality who wills our

well-being and the well-being of the whole of creation, just as a mother wills the well-being of the
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children of her womb. God have mercy, God have compassion, thanks be to God. Amen.
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