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I am sure you know that both in the Season of Advent and the Season of Lent there is 
one weekend that serves as something of a break from the regular spirit of the Season: 
it is the 3rd Sunday of Advent when we light the pink/rose candle on the Advent Wreath, 
and the 4th Sunday of Lent when there is a similar break. On that weekend in Advent we 
hear of an even deeper hope, and on the 4th weekend in Lent we get a glimpse of the joy 
that follows the suffering and death of Jesus.  
 
We get something akin to those two weekends this weekend. We get a break from the 
challenging Scriptures on discipleship. In their place we hear Scriptures that reveal one 
of the most needed attributes of God …. His mercy. We learn that God's mercy extends 
beyond what we consider appropriate and even reasonable. It was the same in the time 
of Jesus as well: “Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to 
him. And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow 
welcomes sinners and eats with them”  The tax collectors and sinners were a social 
category for people outside the law, and therefore unrighteous, while the Pharisees and 
scribes were a social category for  those inside the law and therefore righteous. In the 
case of today's Scripture, those in the 'righteous category' were complaining that when 
Jesus welcomes sinners and eats with them, he is actually approving of their 
unrighteousness. The Pharisees see Jesus as going over to the other side. Jesus, on the 
other hand, sees himself as bringing the two sides together.  
 
As you and I heard of God's mercy today in the First Scripture and especially in the 
Gospel, we may have wondered: 
 -who would find reasonable throwing a party after finding a dime? 
 -who would find reasonable leaving 99 sheep unattended just to find the one who strayed? 
 -who would consider it appropriate to treat an ungrateful child with greater extravagance than  
  the one who caused you no headaches? 
 -and why should God relent on punishing a people who had so clearly given up 
  on him and gone over to worshiping a golden calf, or treat Paul with such 
  mercy as well …. after all, Paul, in his former years as Saul, was once a  
  blasphemer of God and a persecutor of God's people. Both of these cases 
  may seem to us to be way beyond what we might expect from God, and  
  more than what we might have hoped for from God. God should be firm! 
But God is firm …........ firm in mercy. Today's Scriptures reveal to us a God we may 
never have thought of seeking. God is pained by the depravity of the people in the 
desert, yet God is moved to show them mercy. The God revealed in the gospel actually 
searches for what is lost: he abandons the safe ones for the sake of the one who strayed, 
goes to great lengths to find one coin, and as a spurned yet loving father, God patiently 



waits until the son, actually we ourselves, have come to our senses. Who could ever 
have conceived of such a God?  
 
God not only chooses to enter into covenant with us, but God is so foolishly consumed 
with us that He has an insatiable desire to reestablish a relationship with us after we have 
turned out backs on Him and placed our loyalties elsewhere. What makes us so 
desirable? Well, once again, we need to look beyond ourselves. Actually, what makes us 
so desirable to God is the wrong question to ask. It is not about us! The better question is 
what makes God like He is, and the answer to this is much more about God's 
magnanimity, God's greatness, and God's mercy.  
 
Returning to the opening lines of today's gospel text, and Jesus welcoming and eating 
with sinners, I mentioned how it seemed to the Pharisees and Scribes that Jesus was 
more interested in going over to the other side, when actually Jesus was really more 
interested  in bringing the two sides together. This is how I see us being able to be 
merciful as well.  
 
We all know that our society is divided. It is often the same within our Church, and 
families can be divided as well. Mercy can make a difference. Mercy can help us bring 
two different sides of a family, a church, a nation, and maybe even a world together. 
Pope Francis himself has gone to various groups that other Popes have not, and that 
other Popes maybe did not even think of doing. But how can you know unless  you 
understand others, their situation? Why does a daughter or son leave a family?  
  -While teaching in Dubuque I had 4-5 students from one family all leave their family 
  home as soon after their 118th birthday as they could, even some of them when they   
  were still in high school. They just wanted out! 
  -in another area, while I was living in Waterloo I would sometimes have people say to 
  me: 'do you really want to live in Waterloo? I knew exactly what they meant!  
 While mercy is usually thought of in terms of people, i.e. extending mercy to other 
people, maybe the first step we can take in the area of being merciful, is to broaden our 
own perspectives of life. Read an article that you know is not one you would normally 
choose to read. Listen to a TV station that you know will challenge your current 
thinking. We can only bring sides together if we ourselves are open to more than just my 
side, my view. (a thoughtful pro-life person, even a priest, and a thoughtful Planned Parenthood person, even 
its President, could have a worthwhile conversation.) Be merciful as Jesus was …. try to bring the 
different sides together, rather than reinforcing the divisions … that sin has caused. And 
it is our sin that has caused many of them! Consider the following as 'acts of mercy'. 
 Who in the parish that I don't know, have I talked with or could talk with? 
 Do I have any friends that are included among those who are poor?  
 Have I ever invited or shared with someone whom I knew would not be able to repay me?  
 When I encounter others, do I draw near to them, or do I try to keep my distance? 
 Who in my family can I make an effort to include, draw more together? 
Evangelization/discipleship isn't just sharing the faith. It is also how we treat those 
around us. 


