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POPE FRANCIS’ SCRIPTURAL
UNDERSTANDING OF THE NATURE
AND IMPLICATIONS

OF GOD’S MERCY

Ramil Marcos

ABSTRACT

Fittingly called the Pope of Mercy, Pope Francis has embraced the
message of God’s mercy in his own life and ministry. He enthusiastically
proclaimed this truth from the moment he began his role as universal
pastor of the Catholic Church. Pope Francis celebrated the Year of Mercy
with a combination of actions and words that conveyed the importance of
God’s love in our personal and communal life as Christians. Pope Francis
believed that the primary proclamation must be rooted in the mercy of the
Father flowing through the Son and the Holy Spirit. Mercy received
becomes mercy shared. People should never tire of hearing this message
repeatedly especially in this difficult time.
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Mercy is at the heart of Pope Francis’ vision for the Church. It is both a
message and a program of proclamation, conversion and service to the poor and
the suffering. In a series of catechetical addresses, Pope Francis shared his most
systematic biblical teachings on God’s mercy, supplemented by important
documents released during the Jubilee Year of Mercy in 2015 — Misericordiae
Vultus (MV) and Misericordia et Misera (MM). This paper seeks to present the
papal message of mercy and its enduring appeal to missionary disciples who
embrace the call to go to the peripheries of the world.

The Heart of the Merciful Father:
Mercy in the Old Testament

Characteristics of the Mercy of God (Ex. 34:6)

Pope Francis starts with God’s self-disclosure in the Old Testament as the
merciful God." This is God’s name, he says, through which the face and heart of
God is first revealed. Moses discovered the nature of the God he serves: “the
Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast
love and faithfulness (Ex. 34:6).”” The Pope discusses what the foregoing words
mean in the Old Testament.

The Lord is Merciful

The image that best reflects the meaning of this statement is the love of a
mother for her child. The Hebrew word used in Scriptures “evokes the viscera or
even the mother’s womb.” The mercy of God is therefore like the mother who
carries a child in her arms to love, protect, succor and provide, even her very self.
God reveals a love that comes from the depths of a parent. It is visceral in the
sense that “it gushes forth from the depths naturally, full of tenderness and
compassion, indulgence and mercy (MV 6).”

1. Francis, “Why have a Jubilee of Mercy?”, IVatican Archives, 9 December 2015, accessed on 3
August 2020,
http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2015/documents/ papa-
francesco_20151209_udienza-generale.html.

2. Francis, “Why have a Jubilee of Mercy?”
3. Francis, “Why have a Jubilee of Mercy?”
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The Lord is Gracious

God shows his graciousness in that, while he is great, “he bends down to
those who are weak and poor, ever ready to welcome, to understand, to
forgive.” Pope Francis imagines the kindness of the Father in Luke 15, who
overcomes resentment for his prodigal son, and instead rejoices at his return. He
also bends down to his older son, who feels offended and refuses to join the
merrymaking at home. In the heart of the Father, no one is excluded.

The Lord is Slow to Anger

God has a “broad capacity of forbearance and patience.” He waits for his
children, like a farmer who waits for the yield of the harvest, who allows even the
weeds to grow with the wheat (cf. Mt 13; 24-30).

The Lord Abounds in Steadfast Love and Faithfulness

Pope Francis understands God’s love very profoundly. It is a combination
of God’s affection, grace, goodness, divine initiative, immense gratuitousness,
solicitude, and power to overcome and forgive evil and sin. Fidelity is God’s
constant watchfulness that leads people to life. “Faithfulness in mercy is the very
being of God” who is “totally and always trustworthy.”

In the papal bull Misericordiae Vultus,” the Pope highlights the adjectives
“patient and merciful” as descriptive of the Old Testament understanding of
God’s nature (MV 6). The Psalms declare the grandiose goodness of the Lord
who triumphs over punishment and destruction (Cf. Pss. 103; 146:7-9; 147: 3, 6).
The Psalms attest to the conviction that “the mercy of God is not an abstract
idea, but a concrete reality through which he reveals his love as that of a father or
a mother, moved to the very depths out of love for their child... this is ‘visceral’

Francis, “Why have a Jubilee of Mercy?”
Francis, “Why have a Jubilee of Mercy?”
Francis, “Why have a Jubilee of Mercy?”

Francis, Misericordiae vultns (MV), bull of indiction (Pasay City: Paulines, 2016). Henceforth,
this document will be cited with paragraph number and will be cited within the text.

N vk
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love (MV 6).” Pope Francis has a fondness for this visceral aspect of God’s mercy
as he returns to it often.

The mercy of the Lord is enduring; it is forever, as repeatedly said in Psalm
136. This means that this mercy persists not only through history, but that “for all
eternity man will always be under the merciful gaze of the Father (MV 7).”

Divine Mercy in Relation to Other Old Testament
Themes

Mercy and Justice (Ezek. 18: 23, cf. 33:11 and Ps. 103 (102): 9-10)

Some people posit a relationship of contradiction between God’s infinite
mercy and his perfect justice. Pope Francis is well aware of this problem but
believes rather, that the two concepts are harmonious and reconcilable in God,
not contradictory. “It is the very mercy of God that brings true justice to
fulfillment.”®

The Pope explains retributive justice, the common understanding of
justice, as that which centers on the meting out of punishment on the guilty
party supported by the principle that “each person must be given his or her
due,” examples of which are found in the Bible (Prov. 11:19, Lk 18:3). But
while retributive justice checks the evil act, it is insufficient to defeat or conquer
the act."

That is why Pope Francis offers a divine alternative — the royal road of
mercy. Instead of resolving conflicts in a tribunal, this is a process that seeks to
bring victim and aggressor face-to-face, helping the latter to realize his mistakes,
and to undergo conversion. While the guilty person needs to open his heart to
receive forgiveness, the aggrieved person must first be ready to impart
forgiveness, which is a truly difficult decision. However, he proceeds with
forgiveness in view of his desire for the salvation of his offender. Pope Francis
writes: “Only in this way can justice triumph, because thus, if the culprit

8. Francis, “Mercy and Justice,” Vatican Archives, 3 February 2016, accessed on 3 August 2020,
http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/papa-
francesco_20160203_udienza-generale.html.

9. Francis, “Mercy and Justice.”

10. Francis, “Mercy and Justice.”
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acknowledges the evil done and ceases to do it, the evil is no more; and he who
was unjust becomes just, because he is forgiven and is helped to rediscover the
path of goodness. And this is where forgiveness and mercy come in.”"'

God does not delight in condemnation but in salvation. This is based on
Ezekiel’s prophetic message: “Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked...
and not rather that he should turn from his way and live? (18:23; cf. 33:11).”
This reveals the heart of the Father who defies our narrow concept of justice and
expands it to the realm of unfathomable mercy. The heart of God is “the heart
of the Father who does not treat us according to our sins nor repay us according

to our faults, as the Psalm says (103[102]:9-10).”"*

Mercy and Power (1 Kgs. 21)

The story of King Ahab’s covetous desire for Naboth’s ancestral land
illustrates another facet of divine mercy. For Pope Francis this story, though
ancient, is “also a story of today, of the powerful who, in order to have more
money, exploit the poor, exploit people... the story of corrupt politicians who
want more and more.”"” Authority that is exercised without mercy leads to
corruption and greed.

God’s mercy however, is nobler than wickedness and he sends Elijah, the
prophet, to invite Ahab to conversion. Surprisingly, Ahab does not resist but
welcomes the mercy extended to him.' This is the true strength of mercy,
according to Pope Francis; it is more powerful than any sin. This prefigures the
coming of the Lord Jesus Christ, who destroyed evil on the cross, not with
violence but with mercy. The Pope teaches: “Jesus Christ, with his closeness
and tenderness, leads sinners into the place of grace and pardon. This is the

mercy of God.”"

11. Francis, “Mercy and Justice.”

12. Francis, “Mercy and Justice.”

13. Francis, “Mercy and Power,” Vatican Archives, 24 February 2016, accessed 3 August 2020,

http:/ /www.vatican.va/ content/francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/papa-
francesco_20160224_udienza-generale.html.

14. Francis, “Mercy and Power.”

15. Francis, “Mercy and Power.”
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Mercy and Correction (Is 1: 2-3, 4, 11, 15, 16-17, 19)

Divine mercy evokes the image of a father who loves, cares, guides and
provides for his children. This is the very portrait of God given in the pericope
from Isaiah: a father who is loving and solicitous, but also one who is strict when
it comes to disloyalty and corruption, from which he desires to rescue his
children. He is a disappointed father who, having raised his children in freedom,
now finds them in a state of rebellion, refusal and rejection of his love. But God
continues to appeal to them, “that they may mend their ways and allow
themselves to be loved again. This is what God does! He comes to meet us so
that we may allow him, our God, to love us.”1

Pope Francis reminds his listeners: “Even the worst of men, the worst of
women, the worst of people are his children. This is God: he never ever disowns
us! He always says: “Come, son, come daughter.” This is the love of our Father;
this is the mercy of God... Instead, there is vanity, stupidity and idolatry.”"’

Turning away from the Lord has its consequences. The Lord allows the
children who reject him to experience trials, to feel that “life is no longer
possible, existence loses its roots, everything appears depraved and annihilated”"®
in order to force them to reflect on their actions.

Pope Francis explains that even punishment is, in the hands of God, a way
of divine mercy. Punishment has to do with justice but God “always leaves the
door open to hope.”" Salvation is still offered to the sinner who must realize the
right path towards God. Realizing they are sick, they must turn to the doctor
and not to a sorcerer; they must do away with false justifications, justice and
peace without God. We must not offer to God stained sacrifices, bloodied gifts,
or dirty money. Instead, Pope Francis makes an appeal on behalf of refugees.
Working for their welfare can be a sign that we want to avoid evil and start

practicing goodness and justice.*

16. Francis, “Mercy and Correction,” Vatican Archives, 2 March 2016, accessed on August 3,
2020, http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/ papa-
francesco_20160302_udienza-generale.html.

17. Francis, “Mercy and Correction.”
18. Francis, “Mercy and Correction.”
19. Francis, “Mercy and Correction.”

20. Francis, “Mercy and Correction.”
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Mercy and Consolation (cf. Jer. 30-31)

The prophet Jeremiah was sent to the people of Israel who found
themselves marooned in foreign land, exiles from their homes. The prophet
foretells a return from exile, a sign of the infinite love of God, the Father who
does not abandon his people.

Today there are personal exiles in people’s lives too, in the form of suffering,
loneliness, and death, that lead people to believe that God has forgotten them.
Moreover there are actual, real exiles and migrants today driven away from their
homeland and their loved ones. They find hearts and doors closing on them and
they suffer. Pope Francis took the chance to challenge governments to aid these
people.”!

Pope Francis links Jeremiah’s preaching to a great message of consolation:
“God is not absent, not even today in these tragic situations, God is near, and he
does great works of salvation for those who trust in him. One must not succumb
to desperation, but continue to be certain that good conquers evil and that the

Lord will dry every tear and free us from all fear.”*

Mercy Blots Out Sin at the Root (Psalm 50)

Psalm 50, also called the Miserere, is a penitential psalm that illustrates the
process of repentance of a sinner, forgiveness by God and purification through
God’s merciful love. It recalls King David’s double sins of adultery and murder,
but more importantly his humility, confession and reconciliation with God.
Though a sinner, this audacious deed showed David’s greatness.*

The invocation is a heartfelt plea to the God of mercy, the One who
alone can free from sins, both the minor ones and the most serious ones. The

prayer, says Pope Francis, shows man’s true need: “the only thing that we truly

21. Francis, “Mercy and Consolation,” VVatican Archives, 16 March 2016, accessed on 3 August
2020, http:/ /www.vatican .va/content/francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/papa-
francesco_20160316_udienza-generale.html.

22. Francis, “Mercy and Consolation.”

23. Francis, “Mercy Blots Out Sin at the Root,” VVatican Archives, 30 March 2016, accessed on 3
August 2020,
http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/ papa-
francesco_20160330_udienza-generale.html.
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need in our life is that of being forgiven, freed from evil and from its
consequence of death.”*

The most important attitude of a sinner must be trust in mercy, trust that
God is greater than sin. The Pope says: “Let us not forget this: God is greater
than our sin!... His love is an ocean in which we can immerse ourselves without
fear of being overcome: to God forgiving means giving us the certainty that he
never abandons us. Whatever our heart may admonish us, he is still and always

greater than everything (cf. 1 Jn 3:20), because God is greater than our sin.””

Jesus, the Face of the Father's Mercy:
Mercy in the New Testament (NT)

The addresses on the New Testament’s exposition on mercy far exceed
those of the Old Testament and are arranged by genre (introduction, encounter
narrative, parable, miracle, Paschal Mystery, challenge to the Church). This
paper will proceed with a representative sample from each of the genres which
more broadly captures the message of Jesus Christ on mercy.

Introduction: The Gospel of Mercy

The Gospels clearly revealed that Jesus brought the mercy of God to
fulfillment. In his encounters with the multitudes, his preaching, his miracles,
his preference for the least and sinners, and specially through his sacrifice on the
cross, Jesus made God’s love visible to all, without exception. Pope Francis
emphasizes that “the Gospel is truly the ‘Gospel of Mercy,’ for Jesus is Mercy!"*

The Pope identifies two major moments that reveal God’s mercy in the
Lord Jesus Christ. The first moment is Jesus’ baptism at the Jordan, when he
joins the line of people waiting to be baptized. Pope Francis writes: “He wasn’t
ashamed: he was there with everyone, with sinners, to be baptized. Therefore,

from the very beginning of his ministry, he manifested himself as the Messiah

24. Francis, “Mercy Blots Out Sin at the Root.”
25. Francis, “Mercy Blots Out Sin at the Root.”
26. Francis, “The Gospel of Mercy,” Vatican Archives, 6 April 2016, accessed on 3 August 2020,

http:/ /www /vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/ papa-
francesco_20160406_udienza-generale.html.
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who takes upon himself the human condition, moved by solidarity and
compassion...Jesus, the Son sent by the Father, is truly the start of the time of
mercy for all humanity!”*’

The Father manifested himself in the Jordan through the voice that was
heard from heaven. The Holy Spirit came down in the form of the dove,
confirming Jesus’s identity as the Messiah. “Thus, Jesus’ heart beats, so to speak,
in unison with the heart of the Father and of the Spirit, showing to all men that
salvation is the fruit of God’s mercy.”?®

The second moment is the Crucifixion, when Jesus pleads with the Father for
forgiveness of sinners: “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do” (Lk
23:34). Jesus’ prayer and his sacrifice of self wiped away the sins of all the world, by
the mercy of God. This loving mercy of God overflows and wipes away the defects
of men and women. Pope Francis concludes by inviting all to experience the
transformative power of the Gospel, “that makes us capable of forgiving and looking
at the world with more goodness. If we accept the Gospel of the Crucified and Risen

One, our whole life will be formed by his renewing love.”*

An Encounter with Mercy — "I Desire Mercy and Not Sacrifice”
(Mt. 9:13)

This is evidently Pope Francis’ most favorite scriptural narrative on mercy.
He traces his personal conversion and experience of God’s deep love on the feast
of St Matthew, in which this Gospel is the assigned proper reading.

The calling of Matthew highlights the fact that nothing can hinder Jesus’
desire to give each person a new start, a new future. Pope Francis uses a beautiful
saying to impart a lesson: “There is no saint without a past nor a sinner without
a future. It is enough to respond to the call with a humble and sincere heart. The
Church is not a community of perfect people, but of disciples... who follow the

Lord because they know they are sinners and in need of his pardon.”

27. Francis, “The Gospel of Mercy.”
28. Francis, “The Gospel of Mercy.”
29. Francis, “The Gospel of Mercy.”
30. Francis, “I Desire Mercy, and Not Sacrifice,” VVatican Archives, 13 April 2016, accessed on

3 August 2020,
http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/ papa-
francesco_20160413_udienza-g generale.html.
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The Pharisees are unsettled by the actions of Jesus. They do not see any
sense in associating with sinners. The Lord Jesus however, presents himself as a
physician, coming to the side of the sick. He heals people from sin and all moral
and spiritual infirmities. Not only that, but Jesus also joins sinners at meals and
banquets. There is no fear of identifying with outcasts, public sinners and
impure persons. The table of Jesus — his Word and his Body — heals, nourishes
and restores all those who approach in humility and faith.”'

In Matthew 9:13, the Lord Jesus reminds the Pharisees of the words of the
Prophet Hosea 6:6: “Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not
sacrifice’.” Originally addressed to the Israelites, it was now a ringing reproach
against the people’s veneer of religiosity, lacking in depth and true loyalty to the
Lord. Pope Francis explains that Jesus applies this prophecy to the Pharisees’
lacuna in compassionate human relationships. Overtly religious, the Pharisees
saw themselves as superior to sinners and tax collectors, whom they shunned at
table fellowship. They did not consider themselves in need of healing like others;
they did not place mercy at the fore. Reveling in the title guardians of the law,
“they showed that they did not know the heart of God!”*

In another catechesis that deals with an encounter with mercy, this time
about the tearful sinful woman who anointed Jesus’ feet and Simon the Pharisee
(Lk 7: 36-50), Pope Francis spoke of the connection between faith, love and
recognition. He emphatically demonstrated Jesus’ lack of fear of contamination
by sinners.”” This is precisely because the Lord learned from the heart of the
merciful Father. The Lord puts an end to the isolation of sinners, who are
marginalized by the Pharisees in their hypocrisy and false sense of superiority.**

31. Francis, “I Desite Metcy, and Not Sactifice.”
32. Francis, “I Desire Mercy, and Not Sacrifice.”
33. When asked about contamination by sinners, in The Nawme of God is Merey, p. 67, Pope Francis

says “we need to enter the darkness, the night in which so many of our brothers live... and
let them feel our closeness, without letting ourselves be wrapped up in that darkness and
influenced by it.” In Francis (with Andrea Tornielli), The Name of God is Mercy. trans. by
Oonah Stransky (New York: Random House, 2016).

34, Francis. “The Tears of the Sinful Woman Who Is Forgiven,” [ atican Archives, 20 April 2016,
accessed on 3 August 2020,
http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/ papa-
francesco_20160420_udienza-generale.html.
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A Parable (Teaching) of Mercy — "The Merciful Father” (Lk 15: 11-32)

In MV, Pope Francis recalls a special collection of parables devoted to mercy
where “Jesus reveals the nature of God as that of a Father who never gives up until
he has forgiven the wrong and overcome rejection with compassion and mercy (MV
9).” These are the parables of mercy in the Gospel of Luke chapter 15:1-32 — the
lost sheep, the lost coin and the father with two sons. In the catechesis on mercy, the
Pope deals in a special way with the third parable.

Pope Francis begins at the end of the story, which shows the father joyful
at having his younger, prodigal son return home (Lk. 15: 23-24). The father
interrupts the son’s expressions of remorse and restores his place at the home,
even calling for an instantaneous feast.”® The Pope points out: “The expression
of mercy is the joy of the ‘feast’ for the returning son.”® God is thus presented in
this parable as full of joy, especially when he pardons his prodigal son (MV 9).%

We also see a great tenderness from the father, who earlier from a distance,
sees the silhouette of the son returning home. He has been constantly waiting at
the balcony for this moment. He disallows the son’s litany of apologies; he
embraces and kisses his son, assuring him that he was and always will be a son.
His dignity cannot be taken away.”® Pope Francis clarifies: “This is the love of
God. This is his overabundant mercy.””

Pope Francis invites us to see the poverty of the father, abandoned by the
younger son and unappreciated by the elder one. The suffering of the father
points to the “suffering of Jesus when we distance ourselves from him, either

because we go far away or because we are nearby without being close.”*® While

35. Francis, The Merciful Father, Wednesday, 1Vatican Archives, 11 May 2016, accessed on 3
August 2020,
http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/papa-
francesco_20160511_udienza-generale.html.

36. Francis, “The Name of God is Merey,” 50.

37. The Pope insists in MM 3 that “we need to acknowledge the joy that rises up in a heart
touched by mercy. Let us keep in mind, then, the words of the Apostle: “Rejoice in the Lord
always” (Phil. 4:4, cf. 1 Thess. 5:10).

38. Francis, “The Merciful Father.”
39. Francis, “The Name of God is Mercy,” 45.
40. Francis, “The Name of God is Merey,” 45.
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the younger son needs mercy, the older son needs it just the same. The younger
expected punishment and the older expected recompense.

The two brothers signify the way people think — doing good assures one of
rewards while doing evil assures one of punishment. But Jesus reverses this logic
through the words of the father: “It was fitting to make merry and be glad, for
this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found” (Lk.15: 32).
Pope Francis adds: “The father recovered a lost son, and now he can also give
him back to his brother! Without the younger, the elder son ceases to be a
‘brother.” The greatest joy for the father is to see his children recognize one

another as brothers.”*!

A Miracle (Deed) of Mercy — "Compassion for a Mother”
(cf. Lk. 7:11-17)

Pope Francis has special words for this miracle story. He calls it “a truly
great miracle of Jesus.”*” Jesus raises from the dead a young man, the only son of
a widow. But this miracle of resurrection is secondary in importance compared
to the mercy Jesus showed in the form of great compassion to the suffering
woman, bereft of a good husband and now grieving for a lost only son. Her
situation moves Jesus to perform his miracle.*

The words and actions of Jesus manifest his compassion as he consoles the
woman saying, “Do not weep,” and approaches the bier and touches the young
man to raise him up. He then restores him back to his mother. Pope Francis
describes the scene: “This phrase is so beautiful: it shows Jesus’ tenderness: ‘he
gave him to his mother.” The mother recovers her son. Receiving him from
Jesus’ hands she becomes a mother for the second time...”*

Pope Francis emphasizes the presence of a special character of mercy in
Jesus, and that it is his tenderness. Mercy is a journey from the heart to the

41. Francis, “T'he Name of God is Merey,” 45.

42. Francis, “Compassion for a Mother,” 1Vatican Archives, 10 August 2016, accessed on 3 August
2020, http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/ papa-
francesco_20160810_udienza-generale.html.

43. Francis, “Compassion for a Mother.”

44, Francis, “Compassion for a Mother.”
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hands; it starts with compassion and forgiveness from Jesus™ heart and flows into
concrete works of mercy.®

Here we find an expansion of the concept of mercy as Pope Francis moves
“beyond loving-kindness, generosity, and forgiveness by highlighting its
connection to humility, fidelity, tenderness, fortitude and solidarity.”46 He often
speaks of the need to join God’s “revolution of tenderness.””” Marcus Mescher
observes that for Pope Francis, tenderness is “often shorthand for his theological
and moral understanding of mercy.”* In a conference on the theology of
tenderness, the pope briefly explained that “tenderness is a ‘concrete existential’

asset, to translate in our times the affection that the Lord nourishes in us.”*

Mercy in the Paschal Mystery — "Forgiveness on the Cross”

Jesus’ last words on the cross find their highlight in forgiveness. The Lord
cries out:

“Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do” (Lk 23:34). In
accordance with the nature of mercy, these words did not remain abstract
utterances. One of the thieves crucified along with the Lord encountered this
mercy in its most concrete form.

Jesus’ embrace of this fateful episode of his life manifests the salvation
that God desires for all. Mercy is “for everyone, the good and the bad, those
who are healthy and those who suffer... We are all called: the good and the
bad... mercy reminds us that nothing can separate us from the love of Christ!

(cf. Rom. 8:39).”°

45. Francis, “Compassion for a Mother.”

46. Marcus Mescher, “Mercy: The Crux of Pope Francis’ Moral Imagination,” Journal of Catholic
Social Thought vol. 16 no. 2 (2019): 253.

47. Francis, “Address to Conference on Theology of Tenderness”, VVatican Archives, September

13, 2018, accessed on September 23, 2019,
https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/ pubblico/
2018/09/13/180913a.html.

48. Mescher, “Mercy,” 255.

49. Francis, “Conference on the Theology of Tenderness.”

50. Francis, “Forgiveness on the Cross,” Vatican Archives, 28 September 2016, accessed on 3
August 2020,

http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/ papa-
francesco_20160928_udienz a-generale html.
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In whatever form the cross appears in the lives of people, mercy reaches
out and offers a way beyond sadness, isolation and misery. To the sick, the
prisoner, and those trapped in wars, the mercy of God offers hope. To those in
great suffering of mind or body, mercy offers consolation. To those who have
sinned, even to those who have done worst things, mercy extends forgiveness.
No one is excluded from the mercy of God manifest on the cross of Christ. Pope
Francis issues an invitation: “I say: look at the Crucifix; God is with you all, he
remains with you on the cross and offers himself as Savior to all of us.”’

While the first criminal refuses to receive mercy, the second one — the
“good thief” — knows the salvific experience of mercy. Jesus, the innocent one, is
crucified along with the guilty, another cause of consternation for his enemies.
But what is scandalous to the leaders is beneficial to the thief; being with Jesus
becomes the bedrock of his salvation. “It is true, he was a thief...a crook... But
in the end, he regretted...”, and, seeing Jesus, so good and merciful, he
managed to steal Heaven: he is a great thief, this man!”’

The thief humbly addressed Jesus in words full of tenderness: “Remember
me...” Pope Francis finds these words to be very human, pleading for
companionship and assurance of proximity and warmth of someone who loves.
Jesus does not disappoint; he does not delay his reply. The thief will enter
Paradise with him “today.” Jesus’ last act confirms and fulfills his salvific
mission. Pope Francis concludes: “From beginning to end, He revealed Himself
as Mercy, He revealed Himself as the definitive and unrepeatable Incarnation of
the Father’s love. Jesus is truly the face of the Father’s mercy.”*

In his homily for the Jubilee of Mercy, during the Easter season of 2016,
Pope Francis emphasized that by his Resurrection, Jesus continues the great
work of mercy specially by giving his disciples the gift of peace, joy and
forgiveness. The disciples were not only living in fear after the crucifixion of the
Lord, but were also wounded and hurting. In the Lord’s mercy, he grants them

healing and transforms them into apostles of mercy. Now they too, are capable of

51. Francis, “Forgiveness on the Cross.”
52. Francis, “Forgiveness on the Cross.”
53. Francis, “Forgiveness on the Cross.”

54. Francis, “Forgiveness on the Cross.”
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touching the wounded bodies and souls of their neighbors and sharing the peace
and joy they received.”

The Joyful Call to Mercy

Pope Francis observes that the “practice of mercy is waning in the wider
culture...the word seems to be dropped out of use (MV 10).” It is urgent that
the Church take up again joyful path of mercy because this is intrinsic to her life.
“Mercy is the very foundation of the Church’s life. All of her pastoral activity
should be caught up in the tenderness she makes present to believers; nothing in
her preaching and in her witness to the world can be lacking in mercy (MV 10).”
From the catechesis of the Pope, we shall take up select themes that encapsulate
the challenges that mercy proposes to the life of the Church today.

Merciful like the Father (cf. Lk 6:36-38)

The Lord Jesus tells his disciples to “be merciful even as your Father is
merciful” (Lk. 6:36). In the parallel passage in Mt. 5:48, the invitation is to
“be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” In the Gospel of Luke, the
idea of perfection is the same as loving mercifully; therefore to be perfect is to
be merciful >

How real is this challenge to the Church today? How can one replicate in
his life the great, immeasurable love of God, a love he alone can understand in
its immensity? Pope Francis teaches that while we cannot approximate in our
actions the full mercy of God, he asks instead that we become its instruments,
channels and witnesses in the world today. The Church must continue to be a
sacrament of mercy to the world. This happens in two ways: through forgiveness
and giving.

55. Francis, “Homily for the Jubilee of Mercy,” Vatican Archives, April 3, 2016, accessed on 5
June 2020, htttp:/ /w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2016/documents/papa-
francesco_20160403_omelia-giubileo-divina-misericordia.html.

56. Francis, “Merciful Like the Father,” 1atican Archives, 21 September 2016, accessed on 3
August 2020,
http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/ papa-
francesco_20160921_udienza-generale.html.
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The first way is through forgiveness. While respecting the importance of
justice, Jesus promotes fraternal relationships by asking his disciples to suspend
condemnation and harsh judgment (MV 14).” Just as God is gratuitous in
forgiving us, so also we must forgive. This lies at the heart of the Lord’s Prayer.
Pope Francis expounds: “This pillar of forgiveness shows us the gratuitousness
of the love of God, who loved us first. Judging and condemning a brother who
sins is wrong. Not because we do not want to recognize sin, but because
condemning the sinner breaks the bond of fraternity with him and spurns the
mercy of God (MV 14).”

The second way, another pillar of living mercy in the Church, is by giving.
Jesus teaches that his Father will be generous to those who are generous to others
(Lk. 6:38). Pope Francis emphasizes: “There is a coherent logic: the extent to
which you receive from God, you give to your brother, and the extent to which
you give to your brother, you will receive from God! (MV 14).”

Merciful love identifies the disciples with Jesus and makes them
recognizable as children of the Father. By practicing mercy, they testify to the
mercy that never ends. Therefore mercy is God’s gift; it entails the responsibility
of forgiving and giving (MV 14).

Mercy and Mission

Pope John Paul II declared that authentic Church life happens when she
professes, proclaims and leads people to the sources of Savior’s mercy (DM 13).
Pope Francis roots mission in the experience of a joyful encounter with Lord. He
says: “Indeed, the concrete sign that we have truly encountered Jesus is the joy
that we show in communicating it to others... I give you what gives me joy.”*®
Like the apostles’ encounter with Jesus, this experience transforms and empowers
us to transmit the same to others. At Baptism, each one becomes a

“Christopher,” a “bearer of the joy of Christ, of the mercy of Christ.””” The

57. For Pope Francis, this means knowing “how to accept the good in every person and to spare
him any suffering that might be caused by our partial judgment and our presumption to
know everything about him.”

58. Francis, “Mercy and Mission,” [V atican Archives, 30 January 2016, accessed on 3 August
2020, http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/ papa-
francesco_20160130_udienza-giubilare.html.

59. Francis, “Mercy and Mission.”
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Pope described in this way the interplay between mercy and mission: receiving
mercy leads to sharing mercy, which in turn makes us grow more in mercy. This

shows the transforming power of the Gospel.*’

Corporal and Spiritual Works of Mercy

Recapitulating the efforts of previous months, Pope Francis now prepares
the fitting close of his series on mercy. He started the series with reflections on
God the Father’s merciful actions in the Old Testament. He proceeded to
present New Testament Gospel themes that shows Jesus as the faithful reflection
of divine love.®" Jesus then enjoined his followers to walk the path of mercy and
to take this as a great and serious responsibility of their lives. One must not be
satisfied with mere experience of mercy but must be solicitous in becoming a
living sign of mercy to others.

How can Christians be effective witnesses of mercy? The Pope proposes a
pious and traditional path enshrined among the teachings of the Church, the so-
called “works of mercy.”*® He refreshes the audience on these actions which the
Lord declared valuable in his sight, and by which he will judge his followers.

The works of mercy are concrete ways of living the Gospel and tangible
proofs of our discipleship in Christ (Mt. 25: 31-46). “In each of these little ones,
Christ himself is present... visible in the flesh of the tortured, the crushed, the
scourged, the malnourished, and the exiled...to be acknowledged, touched and
cared for by us (MV 15).” Though they create a profound link with the Lord, the
actions required need not be grandiose or superhuman. Pope Francis recommends

60. Francis, “Mercy and Mission.”

61. Pope Francis referred to Jesus for the first time as the “Incarnation of Mercy.” The same
title was used by Pope John Paul II in the encyclical Dives in Misericordia (DM 2).

62. The Catechism of the Catholic Church 2447 states that: “The works of mercy are charitable

actions by which we come to the aid of our neighbor in his spiritual and bodily necessities.
Instructing, advising, consoling, comforting are spiritual works of mercy, as are forgiving and
bearing wrongs patiently. The corporal works of mercy consist especially in feeding the
hungty, sheltering the homeless, clothing the naked, visiting the sick and imprisoned, and
burying the dead. Among all these, giving alms to the poor is one of the chief witnesses to
fraternal charity: it is also a work of justice pleasing to God.” Cf. Catechism of the Catholic
Church (CCC) (Manila: Word and Life Publications, 1994).
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that people start with the simplest actions. “Jesus shows a very simple path, made
by small actions, which nonetheless, have great value in his eyes.. o3

These works are the Christian’s antidote to a new prevailing virus in
society, the virus of indifference. They aid in educating us to be vigilant and to
recognize Christ passing by. “I fear that the Lord may pass before me in one of
these little people in need, and I do not realize that it is Jesus...because we are
often distracted, indifferent, and when the Lord closely passes us by, we lose the
opportunity to encounter him.”** The works of charity help us to keep our faith
active and alive with charity. Pope Francis hopes for a true cultural revolution
which the works of mercy can effect in the world, through the example of many

merciful saints and with the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

Conclusion

Mercy in the Old Testament

Pope Francis presents to the Church the portrait of God, above all as
Father. God is a parent, possessing both paternal and maternal traits, and is
intimately connected to the lives of all his children. The Pope calls attention to
the heart of the Father which is full of mercy. Examining this heart, one gets a
glimpse of the inner nature of the God of the Old Testament, who is more than
Creator of the universe and Master of all he has fashioned.

‘While the Pope did not delve into biblical semantics, at the onset it
appears that his predilection is towards the “visceral” connotation of mercy,
represented by the Hebrew word rahamin. The word is translated as

% words that convey feeling and

“compassion, mercy, affection and love,”
sentiment, not decision or formality in relations which Aesed also represents. The

symbol of the viscera or the entrails signifies the maternal womb, hardly an

63. Francis, “Corporal and Spiritual Works of Mercy,” [Vatican Archives, 12 October 2016,
accessed on 3 August 2020,
http:/ /www.vatican.va/content/ francesco/en/audiences/2016/documents/ papafrancesco_
20161012_udienza-generale. html.
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attractive or romantic picture, but is rich in meaning as the area of the body that
creates, protects, and develops life.%

The compassion that rahamin conveys also includes a sense of pain, the
pain of a woman in her menstrual cycle and the more heightened suffering of
childbirth.” Parental love is even more intense because of this pain, this great
cost that was invested in the emergence of a new life. The parent therefore
endeavors to rescue, rebuild and renew that life when it is threatened,
obstructed or deteriorates. Compassionate love is never private; but is joined to
the task of liberation and transformation of others, especially those who suffer
from sin and injustice.®®

The Father’s love is not a concept nor an abstraction, Pope Francis says
repeatedly. Rather mercy is manifest, discernible and concrete in God’s saving
actions throughout history. That is why the Pope delights in returning to the
refrain on mercy that abounds in the Psalms. Here, there are celebratory words
or themes that exult mercy because it was experienced and felt by God’s people.

God’s actions flow from his merciful heart, the heart of a loving and life-
giving father. He is just but not severe. He corrects his wayward children to
show them the road to hope. He consoles them in their communal and personal
exiles by accompanying them and never abandoning them. Most important of
all, should they turn their backs on him and later return with repentance and
sorrow, the merciful heart of the father not only forgives sin but totally uproots

the vestiges of sin to give a fresh beginning, a new chance, and a transformed life.

Mercy in the New Testament

Jesus is the definitive revelation of the face, the heart, and the name of the
Father, the conduit of his own mercy for the world. Following Pope John Paul
IT’s lead, Pope Francis presents Jesus as the “Incarnation of Mercy” (DM 2). In

66. Quispe, “The Connection with the Mercy and Compassion that Inhabits Us,” 14.

67. Hille Haker, “Compassion for Justice.” in Mergy, ed. Lisa Cahill, Diego Irarrazaval and Jodo
Vila-Cha, Concilinm, 2017/4 (London: SCM Press, 2017), 57.

68. Haker, “Compassion for Justice,” 57.
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Jesus, the mercy of the Father comes to fulfillment in the world. The Gospel he
proclaims is mercy. Simply put, “Jesus is mercy!”®

Pope Francis situates mercy in the life of Jesus within the pivotal moments
of his life and ministry — his baptism and his death on the Cross. The first
shows how Jesus’ heart reflects the Father’s heart and aligns with the breath of
the Spirit; his actions unfold a Trinitarian vision of salvation.” In Jesus’
willingness to serve sinful humanity, “the eternal, self-communicating love of the
Father, Son and Holy Spirit is mirrored and revealed.” "' The second shows Jesus
as the mediator of the new covenant both physically as the crucified Lamb of
God and vocally as the one whose mindset is totally merciful and forgiving even
in the face of the greatest horror his enemies inflicted on him.”

Between those two monuments of his life, Jesus mediates the covenant of
mercy in the whole of his life. He irrevocably bestows the gift of mercy by his
meaningful encounter with sinners and outcasts, his teachings specially through
the dramatic accounts of parables, and his miracles that reveal his sensitivity and
tenderness to the suffering and the castaways of society.

Pope Francis points out an inner disposition of Jesus in his encounters
with sinners — his courageous identification with them, a total lack of fear of
being contaminated with human filth and imperfections.” Jesus’ mercy towards
sinners puts an end to their isolation from the community and shatters the
superiority complex of the self-righteous and religiously upright. He addresses a
hidden spiritual malady which Pope Francis scathingly identifies as an affliction
of the poor, the marginalized, and the sinners of all time — shame.”* Showing

69. Pope Francis echoes Pope John Paul II in DM 2, that Jesus “himself makes (mercy)
incarnate and personifies it. He himself, in a certain sense, is mercy.”

70. Samuel Canilang, Into the Sea of Mercy (Quezon City: Claretian Communications Foundation,
Inc. 2017), 163.

71. Walter Kasper, Mergy: The Essence of the Gospel and the Key to Christian 1ife New York:Paulist
Press, 2013), 93.

72. Teresa Okure, “The New Testament and Mercy,” in Merey, ed. Lisa Cahill, Diego Irarrazaval
and Jodo Vila-Cha, Concilinm, 2017/4 (London: SCM Press, 2017), 23.

73. Francis, The Name of God is Merey, 67.

74. Francis, The Name of God is Merey, 10. Here, the Pope emphasizes that even shame can be a

great grace, as long as it is accompanied by the mercy of God.
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mercy and offering forgiveness, the Lord brings healing and hope to broken,
shame-filled lives.

Through his parables, Jesus teaches that mercy goes beyond satisfying a
divine imperative to become charitable. Mercy fosters vital relationships; it links
people with one another as brothers and sisters, and with God their Father. He
emphasizes that indifference to the presence of the poor is blindness to the
presence of God. In order to become merciful, one needs to be humble. Mercy is
learned on bended knees, through assiduous and sincere prayer.

The miracles of Jesus usher in a “revolution of tenderness,” an
unrestrained manifestation of affection for the sick, the suffering and the poor.
Jesus touches people and allows himself to be touched as a means of sharing their
experience of pain and poverty. He casts a gaze of mercy signifying
understanding, deep love and hope. This emphasis on tenderness is not found in
Pope John Paul II’s teaching on mercy. It is another original feature of Pope
Francis’ reflections and call to action.

Jesus life and ministry reveal the true identity of God. God is the Father
who is “rich in mercy.” (Eph. 2:4) He, the Son, is the Lord of mercy, who
through the Holy Spirit, continues to offer to people of all ages the treasures of
God’s merciful heart.

Mercy as Mission

The Lord Jesus calls his disciples to imitate God’s perfection, which Pope
Francis correlates with divine mercy. Since nobody can succeed in paralleling
the vastness of God’s love, the Lord’s real invitation is for men and women to
simply offer themselves as vessels of mercy. The Church, sign and sacrament of
salvation, must also be the sacrament of mercy to the world.

The Lord launches his disciples to a mission of mercy, rooted first of all, in
a joyful personal experience of God’s goodness and tenderness. Like the apostles
who were transformed by the Resurrection into missionaries of mercy, the
Church is tasked to proclaim and share this compassion and kindness to those
most in need in society. Mercy has a privileged spot in the very heart of the
faithful’s community life. Without it, the Church will simply cease to be.

To further inspire, motivate and guide people on the practice of mercy,
Pope Francis offers a fresh look at the Church’s traditional teachings on the
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works of mercy. In keeping with his principle that God does not demand great
heroic acts from people, Pope Francis explains how in simple, everyday life and
through little, regular gestures of concern and self-giving, Christians can succeed
in sharing God’s mercy to others. Pope Francis makes today’s practice of the
works of mercy relevant by inviting people to open their eyes to new situations
of suffering and want that occur in the world, producing new categories of
people who are in need of special attention and succor. In the end, he expresses
his wish that works of mercy will not only be occasional works of charity but will
truly become the Christian style of life in the world.
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