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Learning Mercy


August 4, 2019
Last Sunday I spent part of my evening watching television with my wife.  I view my t.v. time as an investment in the marriage.  Odd as it sounds, I would rather be out weeding than watching the tele.  And the tele is the correct term because Patty loves the British made programs for PBS shown on our cable subscription.  So I sometimes make time to watch with her.


Last week, Mennonites featured prominently.  The characterization was not flattering.  These Mennonites were legalistic, inconsistent, and uncharitable.  They were Mennonites more akin to those in the television show “Pure” or out of a Marian Toews book.  Mennonites, according to the episode we viewed, are not good at mercy.  The Anglican vicar, though, who is the protagonist of the series, said something profound to an emotionally wrought Mennonite.  The Mennonite asked why the vicar was so kind to them.  The vicar said, because we all deserve kindness.

Mercy, I would suggest, is not that far off from kindness.  We all deserve mercy.  If we can’t extend mercy to ourselves, if we can’t extend mercy to those closest to us; if we can’t extend mercy to those opposite us---  we will have a tortured emotional life.
A number of years back an article appeared in the Star Phoenix with the title “Pope Declares Mercy Trumps Moralizing”.  The Pope made this declaration to begin the church year some three years back, and I will quote from the longer source material from which the Star Phoenix drew.

Pope Francis pushed open the great bronze doors of St. Peter's Basilica on Tuesday to launch his Holy Year of Mercy, declaring that mercy trumps moralizing in his Catholic Church.
 
Francis launched the 12-month jubilee to emphasize what has become the leitmotif of his papacy: showing the merciful and welcoming side of a Catholic Church more often known for moralizing and casting judgment.

"How much wrong we do to God and his grace when we speak of sins being punished by his judgment before we speak of their being forgiven by his mercy,'' Francis told an estimated 50,000 people gathered under rainy skies for his Mass opening the jubilee.  "We have to put mercy before judgment, and in any event God's judgment will always be in the light of his mercy." The Vatican's Holy Door, located to the right of the basilica's main entrance, is decorated with 16 bronze panels depicting the redemption of man's sin through mercy. Passing through it is meant to symbolize the pilgrimage of life's journey and the sacrifices endured...

Francis announced his Holy Year on the second anniversary of his papacy, saying his aim was "to give comfort to every man and every woman of our time." It was in keeping with his priority to make the church a "field hospital" for injured souls, where the wounded are welcomed and loved, not judged.

The jubilee year will feature a host of special Masses and extra general audiences to accommodate the throngs of pilgrims, while Francis himself has set aside one Friday each month to slip out of the Vatican to perform an act of mercy himself, in private.

For several reasons this report was helpful for me as I considered the topic of mercy.  Mercy is something granted, not earned.  It is a position of moral authority which extends kindness not on account of changed behavior; mercy might lead to changed behavior but such is not guaranteed. Biblical commentator Eugene Boring notes that within the first century mercy was “more likely to be regarded as a sign of weakness than to rewarded in kind”. 
  The mercy which the merciful will obtain comes from God; a point which the parable of the unforgiving servant details later in Matthew’s gospel when the king says “should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?” (18:21-35).  The early church was not in a position of power.  For them to extend mercy put them further at risk as a religious minority often times subjected to persecution, and yet Beatitude #5 encourages the morally powerful posture of mercy.

The Pope’s declaration is also instructive because in includes mention of the Pope himself venturing one Friday a month to engage in works of mercy.  Mercy is one of those virtue ethics which can only attained through concrete action.  Harry Huebner addressed this reality in a chapter of a book he co-authored with David Scrhoeder.  He wrote, “I remind the reader that a virtue is a habit that makes a person good.  Habits, like virtues, are meaningless apart from specific actions.  You cannot possess the virtue of love without habitually acting lovingly.  And you cannot possess the virtue of honesty without habitually telling the truth.”
  Applying this to our Beatitude study, we cannot possess the virtue of mercy without habitually practicing mercy.  A virtue is not mere intention.  Boring underscores this is the implication of the word used for mercy in Matthew 5:7 and throughout this gospel; it “refers to concrete acts of mercy rather than merely a merciful attitude”.
  When the Pope made it a habit to practice works of mercy those Fridays he was, in fact, striving to internalize the virtue of mercy.

The news release also points to another dimension of our Beatitude study more broadly and the Mercy filled Beatitude of today.  The Pope made his declaration that mercy trumps moralizing for the entirety of his Catholic Church.  It was his intention that all Catholics and all Catholic communities of worship would be practicing mercy together.  In the Huebner article I cited earlier he goes on to describe the important role the community has in discerning and practicing the virtues for which it strives.
  “There is little point in speaking of compassion, love, and gentleness without concrete training in the skills that can make us compassionate, gentle and loving.  There is no value in saying that we are saved by the grace of God if this does not become concrete in our lives.  As we have argued throughout these chapters, the church is the training base for the community of virtues.
   The Beatitudes, the whole of the Sermon on the Mount actually, is directed to a community of disciples.  Just before chapter 5 in which we find the Beatitudes, Jesus has called the first disciples (4:18-22) and we read that “great crowds followed him from Galilee, the Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea, and from beyond the Jordan” (4:25).  It is at this point that Jesus and the disciples, and possibly some from that large crowd, go up “the mountain” and begin study together.  Together, the disciples will tease out how they can practice gentleness in a rough world, how they cultivate patience in an impatient world, how they might be forgiving in an unforgiving world.  
I conclude the biblical studies part of my sermon by acknowledging the compelling scripture readings for which I asked.  It is always noteworthy when a writer of a Biblical text feels something is so important that they will repeat it.  It is always noteworthy to realize that the textual editors through the centuries saw fit to allow such repetition.  Twice in Matthew’s gospel Jesus quotes Hosea 6:6 which reads in full in the NRVS “For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings.”  In these two texts it is true that Jesus has cited the Greek version of the Old Testament rather than the Hebrew, which has a different word for mercy than that translated “steadfast love”.  While this would be an intriguing line of sermonizing I will cut to the implications left with me.  For Jesus, the practice of mercy is a spiritual offering of the steadfast love of God which we desire to own.  When people are hungry, when people are left out, when people do not conform to the standards of law (I infer)—mercy must be part of the steadfast love for which we strive.  This potential conflict of traditional understandings of religiously understood expressions of steadfast love and mercy takes me to my final section of the day.  I now turn to a few reflections on how we might individually and collective train ourselves in the virtue of mercy.
Discipleship lesson #1:  we will fail.  In a book on leadership which Susanne and I are reading together, Brene Brown describes our imminent failures this way:  “If we are brave enough often enough, we will fall.  Daring is not saying, “I’m willing to risk failure.”  Daring is saying “I know I will eventually fail, and I’m still all in.”  I’ve never met a brave person who hasn’t known disappointment, failure, even heartbreak.”
  On account of this reality, she says, we need to practice self kindness (self mercy I might suggest).  She invites us to talk to ourselves “the way you’d talk to someone you love.  Most of us shame, belittle, and criticize ourselves in ways we’d never think of doing to others...Self kindness is self empathy”.
  This is not to say she compromises on the values and virtues she holds dear.  Spending time in quiet reflection has become part of [her] weekly practice tending to the feelings generated through internal struggles as well as the external interactions.  Self awareness and self mercy is essential as we seek to be merciful to others.

A different book on leadership which I had a chance to read on my Sabbatical was authored by a practicing Buddhist, and her take on practicing compassion in a cruel world called to mind advice I heard growing up in my Mennonite household.  When a person senses less than merciful impulses rising within themselves she counsels us to count to ten as a way of minimize uncharitable or antagonistic responses.  In no way would she describe this as acquiescing to others inaccurate or unjust reflection, rather as strengthening one to be curious in the conversation to get at some of the underlying issues causing such a difference in perspective.

Discipleship lesson #3:  casuistic decision making.  The Society of Jesus was asked by the Popes of the 16th century to be the representatives of the Church on the margins.  In response to the confrontations of new situations and new problems which the Jesuits faced, they developed a form of discernment to grapple with the demands of a new day.  Interestingly, they moved away from principal based decision making.  They maintained that principals were formed in the context of issues from the past.  The challenges they faced were now requiring a potentially new response.  As a result they crafted a form of discernment which sought to address a faithful way forward in these new circumstances.
  This type of shift in biblical discernment around issues of mercy is reflected in recent Mennonite history.  Here I would cite the shift of the Mennonite peace position among some from solely being non-participatory in military service into the realm of peace building.  The evolution of organizations such as Mennonite Central Committee and Christian Peacemaker Teams and Mennonite Voluntary Service each reflect this reapplication of what it means to be a people of God’s peace as we face new realities of the 20th and 21st centuries.   Or consider the position among some Mennonites to resist paying of taxes.   Since tax dollars are used to wage war and occupation, the biblical application goes, some communities have reasoned we need to withhold that portion of our taxes as an expression of mercy for those suffering the consequences of violence which our tax dollar support. Or consider issues of sexuality.  Whether it has been divorce and remarriage, or the acceptance of Gay, Lesbian and Bi-sexual Mennonites some congregation have reapplied biblical guidance in light of current research and context.  The challenge in this form of decision making is to honour past virtues while creating space for mercy in light of scientific learnings and / or complex situations.  This is not a tossing out historic values but a desire to apply them in new circumstances.  This is hard work for congregations let alone denominations.  We should not be surprised by our current Pope’s declaration that mercy trumps moralizing that he is a Jesuit, steeped in the Jesuit tradition of decision complex making and mercy.
I want to conclude this sermon with placing our efforts to live the Beatitudes along-side God’s mercy. 

“In the main, the beatitudes use two verbs:  are and will.  Each beatitude begins in the present tense—“blessed are...” and moves to the future tense—“for they will...”  The present tense indicates that the beatitudes are expressions of what is already true about the Christian community.  Of course, not every member of every congregation can claim to be meek, merciful and pure in heart, but the beatitudes are addressed, not initially to individuals, but to the whole faith community.  Among every authentic Christian congregation can be found persons of meekness, ministers of mercy, and workers for peace.  Their presence and activity among us is a sign of God’s blessing and a call to all of us to conform our common life more and more to these kingdom values.

The move to the future tense indicates that the life of the kingdom must wait for ultimate validation until God finishes the new creation.  The future tense of the beatitudes resists all notions that Christianity is a “philosophy of life” designed to make people successful and calm today, in the present moment.  Christianity is not a scheme to reduce stress, lose weight, advance in one’s career, or preserve one from illness.  Christian faith, instead, is a way of living based on the firm and sure hope that meekness is the way of God, that righteousness and peace will finally prevail, and God’s future will be a time of mercy and not cruelty.  So, blessed are those who live this life now, even when such a life seems foolish, for they will, in the end, be vindicated by God.”
 
Thanks be to our God who has indeed been quite merciful to us and all of humanity.  Thanks be to God who brought Jesus to dwell among us and through him has invited us to live lives steeped in mercy.   Those who walk this Divine path are blessed, and in due course will be vindicated.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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