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THE MERCY OF GOD

THE MERCIFUL GOD

“... For the Lord Yahweh says this: | am going to look after my flock myself
and keep all of it in view... | shall pasture them on the mountains of
Israel... | shall feed them in good pasturage; the high mountains will be
their grazing ground... | myself will show them where to rest... | shall look
for the lost one, bring back the stray, bandage the wounded and make
the weak strong... | shall be a true shepherd to them...” [cf. Ezk 34:11-16]

“... I shall cleanse you from all your defilement and all your idols...”” [cf.
Ezk 36: 25, ff.]

“...1am the Good Shepherd: the good shepherd is one who lays down his
life for his sheep ... | know my own and my own know me...” [cf. Jn 10:7,
ff.].

tt
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PART ONE:

THE MERCY OF GOD

[cf. Theodore KOEHLER, “Misericorde”, in D-S, Col 1313-1328]
Introduction:

[1] “Be merciful as your Heavenly Father is merciful! “ [cf. Lk 6:36. This is the
rendition of the gentle llird Gospel of the old Law of Holiness [cf. Lv 17-26],
presented by Matthew in the traditional form: “Be perfect as your Heavenly Father is
perfect! “ [cf. Mt 5:48] - as a conclusion to the Beatitudes. The invitation to imitate
the divine mercy has appeared from the very beginning of Christianity as an
accomplishment of spiritual growth in that perfection preached by Jesus Christ.

[2]  What is on the distant horizon of these appeals is that plan of the renewal of
the human race, so lacerated, disfigured by sin. The original disobedience developed
[or “degenerated”!] in a frightful manner: Abel was murdered by his blood-brother,
Cain - so, his, the first recorded death in Scripture, is “fratricide”] - that awful sense of
vindictiveness practiced by Lamech. Jesus preached the New Creation - the re-
creation, the restoration of humanity in the image of the Father.

[3] Divine Mercy is such an important revelation that is an absolute requirement
for our divinization, participation in the divine nature. Both contexts of the texts cited
above [cf. Mt 5: 44, ff.; Lk 6:27, ff.] describe a unique kind of love of neighbor which
includes also one’s enemies: for the Father makes the sun rise on the wicked as well
as on the just [cf. Mt 5:45]. Each one must learn how to pardon, and not to judge - Lk
adds a broadly sweeping version of generosity [cf. Lk 6: 36, ff.].

(4] Nonetheless, on reading the biblical texts regarding divine mercy it becomes
immediately clear that this is not some kind of “feeling sorry”, or “having pity”
towards one’s neighbors - and “mercy” is not only directed toward the pardon of
offenses. The baptized are all called to love anew the Father of Mercies: “... Blessed
be God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, a gentle Father and the God of all
consolation, who comforts us in all our sorrows, so that we can offer others, in their
sorrows, the consolation that we have received from God ourselves...” [cf. 2 Co 1:3,
ff.] - “... You will only have to suffer for a little while: the God of all grace who called
you to eternal glory in Christ will see that all is well again: He will confirm, strengthen
and support you!’ {cf. Jas 5:11]

[5] Such an attitude and practice suppose a moral, spiritual and religious
conversion which would imply an abandonment to that Covenant which God, as
Infinite Love, has wished to establish with humanity, in order to save all from the
death of sin. The ancient Covenant with Israel prepared the way for the New
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Covenant with all of humanity. In this New Covenant of Mercy the imitation of the
Father has been rendered palpable, rendered perfectly human, in Jesus Christ Who
had to become like his brothers in all things in their relationship with God, a great
and merciful high priest [cf. Heb 2:17]. As Mediator, He preached and accomplished
the mercy of the Father, and elevated mercy to the level of the Beatitudes [cf. Mt
5:7].

T+

1. In Classical Antiquity: the Vulgate used three words to translate their
Hebrew and Greek counterparts: misericordia, miseratio, misereri. The richness of
all these words - in Hebrew, Greek and Latin - offers its own insights.

a. In Greek, in general, there are three words, or families of words: eleos,
oiktirmos, splanchna. Classical Greek used the first two words to indicate “pity,
commiseration” towards others.

1.] Eleos is the more general word: it designates that emotion
experienced in the face of misfortune, affliction of others. As a consequence, it refers
to”sympathy”.” In one context of a justice to be meted out, it always meant the pity
on the part of the judge that needs to be aroused. In other Greek circles, Eleos is the
divinity of mercy who received worship from believers. =~ Homer and the Greek
tragedians of the 5th century gave high human value to mercy. Those without mercy
were considered “barbarian.”

2.] Oiktirmos had practically the same meaning - oiktos means
“lamentation”, the exterior manifestation of “pity”. It implied that “sympathy in the
face of the grief or the moral suffering of someone else - hence it means
“compassion” that comes to the aid of another.”

3.] The plural splanka means the “innards”, and implies those
affective reactions that are powerfully, deeply felt. Sometimes the term was used to
distinguish it from “heart”, the seat of the most noble affections, such as “courage”
and the like. In the meaning of “mercy”, this word did not appear until the late
Jewish writings, and among Christian authors.

4.] Among the Greek Philosophers, such as Plato, compassion and
mercy were looked upon as a moral suffering and a human weakness. In Aristotle’s
works, mercy is not a virtue, but a deficiency, permissible only among the elderly and
children. The mature man was expected t dominate by reason any such
manifestations of his affectivity. “Compassion” was placed on the same level as
jealousy, hatred, and the like. The Stoics spoke of mercy-compassion as an illness of
soul that upsets the peace of the sage. However, they would only condemn eleos
when it came to trouble the spirit - to come to a neighbor’s assistance, was more part
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of their morality, than their pity. However that ideal of the nobility of mercy that is
found in Homer and in the great Greek poets was stomped out until Christianity.

b. As for the Latin, it came to retain the ideas of Cicero, quoted by St.
Augustine and others. However, the Latin writers did retain the Stoic definition as
aegritudo animi, but also maintained a sublime idea of those who indeed were
“merciful.” This Latin conception considered the Stoic position of mercy as a
weakness as absurd - mercy is rather wisdom, a sign of sublime morality: “...
[authentically] good men are merciful.

2. In Sacred Scripture: the concept of Christian Mercy is derived primarily from
the Bible, far above and beyond any other source. One can trace to some extent its
formation, development in salvation History from the old Covenant all the way
through to the New Covenant - in Mercy [cf. Jr 31:31, ff.] The ideas and the
terminology of the People of God in the OT are the context not only historical- but
also spiritual of the apostolic faith in the God of all mercy. The terminology of
misericordia. in the Liturgy of the Hours for example, goes back to two Hebrew
themes which direct us toward the mysterious pedagogy of God as He has willed to
reveal Himself. The fundamental biblical idea of God is the God of Infinite Mercy for
His People.

a. The Hebrew Vocabulary: there are three “families of words” that draw
one’s attention:

1.] HEN ([favor, grace] - HANNAH [grace, appeal: this was the
name of Samuel’s Mother - and also the name of the Prophetess ANNA, at the
Presentation of Jesus in the Temple of Jerusalem - cf. Lk 2:36] - the verbo HANNAH
means to do mercy.

2.] HESED which is usually translated in Greek by eleos, in the LXX:
it expresses faithfulness to an agreement - a bond between friends, parents, allies.
This term became characteristic for that merciful assistance [also in the plural] that
comes from God. It means the faithfulness of God to His Covenant with His people,
which He initiated. This term eventually came also to mean confidence and
abandonment of the faithful believer to God - the human response to the divine
HESED. The ideal believers came to be known as the HASIDIM |[cf. JB Note for Ho
2:21 +].

3] RAHAM means to love, to have pity - RAHAMIM is the plural of
both RAHAM< REHEM, the maternal womb -in an applied sense it came to mean a
certain emotion, an affection - but, not a suffering, or pain. The sense prevailed in an
active manner - thus, RAHAMIM became synonymous with HESED in the Judaism of
the Christian period. The primordial sense of “innards” is noted in Ne 12:10 to
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express the total absence of mercy that characterizes the truly wicked: “the innards
of the wicked are cruel!”

b. Biblical Development: the NT writings offer a doctrinal, spiritual and
moral vocabulary that was “in flux”, dynamically developing. It remained in continuity
with the OT, but so intensified it, developed it, for the term was used particularly in
describing our mutual bond with Jesus Christ. In analyzing the many texts, it is
important to note the endless correlationships established between the virtues, the
attitudes the oral life inspired by a God Who defines Himself as Agape, and Who asks
us - pleads with us - to be His children, His imitators.

Mercy is an essential part of this imitating filiation. It characterizes the divine
agape, but love is the source and the essential structure of mercy, as it is of every
single authentically Christian disposition, and attitude. Thus, Christ’'s own charity
must be seen in an intimate “symbiosis” with many other attitudes and virtues of
Jesus Christ, as the Perfect Icon of the Invisible God [cf. Col 1: 15; Heb 1:1, ff.], His
“Character”. There has to be a harmonious compenetration of an infinite variety of
aspects which clothes the unique Christian charity in all our relations with God and
neighbor.

In Col 3, St. Paul - after having exhorted us to a new life in our baptism, into
the Risen Christ, calls to mind that attitudes of the “old man” [v. 9] from which state
of reality baptism changes us. He offers his own revealed insights into the “new
man”, in renewal according to the Image of the Creator [v. 10]. Wherever it truly
comes to pass that Jesus Christ is indeed “all in all”, there is no longer any Greek, or
Jew, or slave, or freed person - all are the elect of God, His Holy Ones, His beloved.
Paul appeals that over all else, we “put on” compassion: the deeply internal mercy of
benevolence, humility, sweetness, patience. He appeals to all believers to support
one another and to pardon each other from the heart. The Lord has pardoned us all -
all are called to respond in this way [cf. Col 3:12, f.]

The entire context make ever more precise and characterizes the Christian,
called to the Imitation of Christ, of His Heavenly Father. each needs to put on the
entrails of mercy, and not of fear - each is called to be full of benevolence towards
each neighbor, as Christ has done. All of this presupposes humility, gentleness and
mutual support.

1.] For St. Paul: the mercy of God is a mystery that surpasses all
understanding - especially when it is compared to the hardness of heart of Israel, its
infidelity to its vocation - along with the subsequent call of non-believers. [cf. Rm
8:10, f.]. It is possible that diligent readers of Scripture could pose real challenging
questions: if we say that we are saved by the gratuitous promises of God, our faith
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could still prove vain and even contradicted by the fact that the People of God failed
as Children of the Promise, the People of the Covenant.

a.] Without doubt, Paul could respond to such objections
from his own doctrine: it would be easy enough to distinguish in Paul that Israel
which believed in the word, the posterity of Abraham, from those who are merely
“carnal” - one can distinguish with Paul between Jacob and Esau - between Moses
who totally believed God’s word, and the incredulous Pharaoh [cf. Rm 9:13-17].

b.]  These same examples might turn the objections another
way - one could almost say that God has not failed His word, and has reveled Himself
as the omnipotent Master of the Covenant. He carries out His divine plan by faith -
and not only that of the People of Israel, but all the nations. The mercy of God is
evident in the salvation that is bestowed - not to the carnal descendency, but to
anyone who sincerely believes, to all who sincerely “do whatever they can”, God does
not deny grace. It is faith - and not the flesh - that responds, adheres, to the divine
initiative of mercy - for God acts in total freedom.

c.] It is in Rm 5 that the divine plan is described in all its
universal amplitude: since by a single man sin entered the world, and by sin, death - if
by the fault of one all have died - with all the more reason the grace of God and the
gift of grace of a single man, Jesus Christ, have been offered to all [cf. Rm 5:12-15].
This is the divine plan of mercy, totally gratuitous, which explains the Revelation that
God made to Moses, in the theophany of Sinai. Following the idolatry of the Golden
Calf, when Moses begged for himself a sign of divine pardon, the supreme favor of
seeing the glory of God [cf. Ex 33:18].

I”

d.] God then chose Moses, as His “vessel” [instrument] of His
mercy, to manifest His glory, His sanctifying Presence, open to all our miseries,
especially after our rupture with Him, and all our disobediences: | will show you all
my splendor and will pronounce before you the name of Yahweh. | have compassion
on whom | will, and pity on whom it seems right for me to do so [cf. Ex 33:19]

e.] God is merciful towards Moses and Israel - not because of
Moses’ merits, but because He is merciful by nature. This is the revelation that God
makes of Himself. This divine mercy in the final respect, includes all the nations,
according to a logic that by far surpasses our limited vision. Paul’s reflection leads
him to go beyond the conception of a hardening of Israel, that eventually led to the
conversion of the Gentiles [cf. Rm 11:11]. The conversion of the Gentiles finally leads
to the salvation of all of Israel [cf. Rm 11:25-26]. Paul’s ultimate view is one of the
mercy of God from Adam, right up to Jesus. Thus, he is able to state: “... God has
imprisoned all in their own disobedience only to show mercy to all mankind...” [cf.
Rm 11:32].
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f.] It was Paul’s vocation to introduce into salvation History
how revelation begins with the OT and is completed with the NT: the Gospel of Jesus
Christ. He permits in particular the verification of the development of the biblical
themes their passage from the ancient to the New Covenant. The ideal of mercy
appears in the education offered by God to His own People. It is primarily in themes
connected with the compassion of God for His People, and His faithfulness to His
Covenant: He is found in the confluence of these two themes.

g.] It is necessary, too, to keep in mind the other
complementary themes, those of magnanimity, of justice, of wisdom - in the
Revelation of God as Agape. However, there are other OT texts that are quite useful
in order to offer the necessary clarification from the better comprehension of the
Gospel of Mercy - especially, those which St. Paul points out himself:

2.] Ex33:19b: “...I have compassion on whom | will, and | will
show pity to whom | please...” - this is an integral part of the solemn declaration by
which the God of the Covenant of Sinai identifies Himself. The text is a good example

v

of the variety of terms that the translations offer by the notion of ‘Mercy’.

a.] The Vulgate translation offers its own interest: - ..
Miserebor cui voluero et clemens ero in quem mihi placuerit...” However, both the
Hebrew and the Greek texts follow a Semitic procedure of “Emphatic Repetition” of
the same words that the Vulgate does not render. Both the TM and the LXX offer a
twofold repetition of the basic words meaning “to have mercy”. What this does
effectively is paraphrase the Divine Name: | Am who | Am. This means: the name of
God is Mercy. God clearly affirms His transcendence, His absolute sovereign liberty,
but also His race towards humanity, the sinful people who had adored a Golden Calf.

b.] This text, ex 33: 19 b, is inserted into an ensemble of texts
which presents the active presence of Yahweh among His people [cf. Ex 33:1-22]: He
pardons and has chosen to simply “be” among His People, and not merely to see
them an Angel to lead them. This will peak with the Renewal of the Covenant with
the People Whom the Lord called forth from Abraham and Sarah. Thus, from the very
beginnings of the Covenant on Sinai, and even despite the People’s infidelity. Yahweh
has revealed Himself and assured His presence, which is simply His most intimate
“being” - which is to be compassionate, and to have pity. He did not wait for Christ to
make this fundamental revelation concerning Himself - which will have extraordinary
implications for His Plan.

c.] This will find its strongest formulation in the ”“Exodus
Antiphon” - which is then repeated so often: Yahweh, Yahweh, a God of tenderness
and compassion, slow to anger, rich in grace and fidelity, maintaining justice, and
maintains His mercy to the thousands [cf. Ex 34:6-8; cf. also ex 20:5, 6; Nb 14:18; Dt
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5:9, f.; 7:9; 2 Ch 30:9; Ne 1:5; 9:16-19; Ps 51:1, ff.; 86:5, 15; 100: 4, f.; 103:7; 111: 3,
ff.; 112:1, ff.; 116:5; 130:7;, f.;145: 7-10; Jr 32: 17, ff.; Dn 9: 8, ff.; J| 2:12, f.; Jon 4:2;
Na 1:2, f.; Si 2:10, f. - thus, in the Historical, Prophetic and Wisdom Books!]. More
specifically:

- the first part of this “Exodus Antiphon” is frequently found in the OT [cf. 'Nb
14:18; Ne 9:17; JI 2:13; Jon 4:2; Na 1:3; 2 Ch 30:9;]

- Ps 84:15 emends the prayer: turn towards me and have pity on me! [cf. Ps
103:3; 111:4; 112:4; 116:5; 145:8].

d.]  Thus, the presence of Yahweh among His people, revealed
according to His dimensions of merciful tenderness, justice and faithfulness, is a
fundamental reality of the Covenant. Whenever Israel invoked the God of Mercy,
the People called upon God to intervene with His power in the Covenant in behalf of
His People. These divine interventions were not seen as some kind of
condescendence out of pity, but much more as the merciful closeness, the power of
love. This love constantly re-establishes the reality of the Covenant and an intimate
relationship between Yahweh and His People. The truth of the inter-personal
relationship of this Covenant initiated by Yahweh with His beloved and Chosen
People is brought out in the close dialogue between Moses and God, largely an
intercession of the desert leader for his struggling people.

3] The Prophet Hoseah: intensifies this revelation by the
symbolism of elevating the Covenant to the level of the Espousals: Yahweh is the
Spouse drawn by the appealing weakness of His unfaithful spouse, which is Israel, and
He is moved out of compassion to renew His nuptial pact with His People. It is always
asked whether Hoseah actually did live the tragedy of the unhappy marriage that he
describes. It is clear enough that through the symbolism of an unfaithful marriage, he
was able to be the channel of the revelation of the extraordinary mercy of God. It is
often said that Hoseah’s story gives us a good idea of the divine Hesed.

a.] Ho 2:21: “... | will betroth you to myself for ever,
betroth you with integrity and justice, with tenderness and love; | will betroth you to
myself with faithfulness, and you will come to know Yahweh...” This terms indicate
the five wedding gifts offered by Yahweh, the divine Spouse, and not to His “father-
in-law’ as would be expected in marriages. The tenderness here is the divine hesed -
implying perhaps at the same time the rahamim, implying maternal tenderness.
These terms more than describe the multi-splendored beauty which mercy is, that is
so essential to the climate of a wedding Engagement. By means of this mercy, there
can be found united on the same level of reciprocal love of beings that are infinitely
distant, and only analogically alike, Yahweh, and His Unfaithful Spouse - which we all
are.
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b.] This divine Mercy is revealed as lifting a prostitute up out
of her squalor. 1P 2:9-10, explains to adult converts from paganism what the grace of
baptism is:”...You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a consecrated nation, a
people set apart to sing the praises of God who called you out of darkness into his
wonderful light. Once you were not a people at all; once you were outside the mercy
and now you have been given mercy...” to write this text, the author of | P has made
use of Ho 1:6-9; 2:3, 25: Hoseah’s wife conceived and the first child was called
“Unloved” - she conceived again and the second child was called No-Child-of -Mine:
You are not my People and | am not your God... | will not love her children...But, | will
betroth you to myself ... | will love the Unloved. | will say to No-People-of-Mine: You
are My People. and he will answer: You are my God! By these citations and
paraphrasing, | P indicates as well that the New Covenant of God with those coming
to the faith from non-belief has to be understood in the unique climate of mercy
announced and prepared by the old Covenant.

c.] This mercy is given eschatological overtones: “... They who
trust in him will understand the truth; those who are faithful will live with him in love;
for grace and mercy await those he has chosen...” [cf. Ws 3:9] - “... they only felt
amazement when all was done...” [cf. Ws 11:15] -”... The place is to be unknown until
God gathers his people together again and shows them his mercy, said Jeremiah... [cf.
2 M 2:7] - “... Do not far this executioner, but prove yourself worthy of your brothers,
and make death welcome, so that in the day of mercy | may receive you back in your
brothers’ company...” [cf. 2 M 7:29].

4.] The Psalms: remain until the end of time the Prayer of Christians
based on faith in the God Who initiated the Covenant of Mercy. They are prayers to
His fidelity, His clemency, His compassion. These prayers help every sinful person to
enter into a veritable relationship with God.

a.] Ps 51: remains the most important of the seven
penitential Palms in the Liturgy. This magnificent prayer of hope implores the divine
hesed of the Lord of the Covenant, who has proven Himself time and again to
abound in acts of merciful compassion. The Psalmist would like to be delivered and
healed from his rupture with his God - would like his infidelity to be removed.

b.]  This unilateral rupture against the Covenant stands as a
wall between the sinner and God. This wall has become insupportable by the sinner.
The Psalmist firmly hopes in a radical purification, which alone God can accomplish.
In Christianity, the word “pity” is often exchanged with the word “mercy”. There is
behind all this the ideal of a truly paternal and gentle love which the Scriptures call
the “innards of mercy”, better translated as “tender mercy” in the Benedictus [cf. Lk
1:78].
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5.] The Gospel: that of Lk 1:67-79, the Prayer of Zechariah already
noted, calls to mind his son’s vocation: he is to be the Prophet of the Most High - the
Pre-cursor of the Lord, sent to prepare His ways. The New Covenant will make
clearer the salvation that has already been announced and promised - and this will
realize that work which only the God of Mercy can accomplish. His Messianic coming
will surpass all the previous visitations from on high in a work of sublime and merciful
tenderness. Through the manifestation of the extraordinary depths of the Mercy of
our God, His People came to understand that the God of Mercy is indeed our God.

a.] The personal relationship between this God and humanity
is uniquely manifest in Mary, the Mother of the Messiah. In her Magnificat, Luke
makes use of the word eleos to express God's Mercy which embraces the entire
history of salvation with power: "... His mercy reaches from age to age to those who
fear Him..." [1:50]. In coming to Mary, God has indeed brought help to Israel, His
Chosen Servant. He has remembered His mercy, according to the promises of the
ancient Covenant drawn up between Himself and Abraham - and for his descendants
forever. The work of this Mercy has been accomplished in Mary. This is the motive for
her soul magnifying her Lord, Who has noticed her lowly state. The word Jesus
simply means: Yahweh saves, the Savior God.

b.] Thus, the divine nuptials achieve a level of a relationship
that is person to person, for the Israel of old as well as that which has been renewed.
The Lord has cast His eyes upon the lowliness of His servant, Mary. This proclamation
is based on the wonders of the Most High already achieved by the Mercy of the God
of the Covenant, and this is open ended toward the unforseeable future. This is the
initiation of the Reign of God for the anawim, this "mystical line" of the very specially
loved "clients of God" who abandon themselves over the His Merciful Covenant [cf.
A. Gelin, The Poor Whom Yahweh loves.

c.] "... When He saw the crowds, He felt sorry for them..." [cf.
Mt 9:36] - the verb here is the word meaning "the deepest entrails", the most
profound depths of His interior. The Latin customarily translates this word as
misertus est [cf. Mt 14:14; 15: 31; Mk 6:34; 8:2]. This is the view of the crowds who
came to Him for the healing of their maladies, or when He multiplied the bread for
them: Jesus is moved to His innermost depths. The Synoptic texts offer some
explanation for this profound pity of the Lord Jesus: He saw the crowds, in their
spiritual and religious wretchedness - they seemed to Him to be wandering aimlessly
without the guidance of a good shepherd. There was no one leading them toward
their heavenly Father. The New Covenant brought to reality that which the old
covenant had only alluded to in promise. However, the promise echoed through the
centuries: God Himself will be the Good Shepherd, the leader of His People [cf. Jr 23;
Ezk 34].
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d.] The personal character of the new relationship between
God and His people is even more manifest when Jesus is confronted with someone's
personal suffering:

- in Mk 1:41, the Lord Jesus is moved to compassion and extends His
hand and cures the leper who had appealed to Him for His help;

- similarly, Mt 20:34 presents Him before the two blind men of Jericho -
once again, Jesus is profoundly moved by compassion, and He touched their eyes and
right away they recovered their sight;

- this is the manifestation of that compassionate mercy to which the
distraught father made for his satanically possessed son [cf. Mk 9:22]. The Lord Jesus
makes very clear that this demon can only be expelled through prayer;

- Lk 7:22 notes the same challenge for the divine goodness when Jesus
encounters the widow of Naim who was about to bury her only child: on seeing this,
the Lord is moved profoundly to pity and her tells her not to cry anymore;

- even more remarkable perhaps is the Parable of the Compassionate
Father and his prodigal and repentant son. While the latter was still “a long way off",
the father takes the initiative and runs to him. He was deeply moved to pity at the
sight of his poor son, and through his arms around him and embraced him [cf. Lk
15:20].

e.] The parable was often a vehicle to describe the inner
workings of God's mercy for sinners. In the last mentioned above, the sinful son is re-
established into his former dignity, given the robe of nobility, and the ring indicating
power, in the course of a festival held in honor of His return to the Father. For some,
it may not be difficult to understand the hostile reaction of the apparently more
faithful older brother. The attitude is much like that described as being attributed to
the Pharisees.

f.] The Parable of the Good Samaritan also recalls the depths
of divine mercy [cf. Lk 10:33]. After the priest and the Levite had noticed the trouble
of the poor man who had fallen amongst the thieves, and coldly passed on by - a
Samaritan [form whom no compassion could ever be expected among the Jews] -
found the man who had been stripped and wounded by his assailants. He was deeply
moved to compassion, went up to him, bound up his wounds, pouring his own
healing balm on them. All of this dramatically answers the question: just who is my
neighbor? Jesus, in His turn, offers the inspired answer by asking the question: which
of these e three: the priest, the Levite, or the Samaritan - proved to be a good
neighbor to the man who had fallen among the thieves? To this question, the answer
almost automatically comes to one's heart: "neighbor" is the one who exercises
mercy! [cf. 10:37].
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SUMMARY

[1] In seeking to have a better understanding of the mercy of God, we can never
overlook the divine hesed - nor the father of the prodigal son - nor the good
Samaritan. Should these aspects be neglected, the risk would be to betray salvation
History in which every human being is invited, repeatedly challenged to live. God
does not "exhaust" Himself in imposing penalties and punishments for the sins of
Adam, and all of the consequences that have come from that first moral aberration.
The entire Old Covenant has been open-ended inexorably leading forward to the
Incarnation of Divine Mercy in Jesus Christ. The savior God, born of the Mother of
Mercy, re-capitulates in His own Person all that preceded, and brought this revelation
to unimagined heights.

(2] In the perspective of the Spiritual Theology of Imitation, putting on the mind of
Christ Jesus, following/imitating Him - this is the God who is AGAPE', inviting each to
restore His damaged image within us. in the following of Jesus Christ. Compassionate
Mercy is at one and the same time one of the privileged divine attributes - if not the
most central of all. This is the supreme form of love, the ultimate source of the most
extraordinary sense of pardon [cf. Jas 5:11; Rm 9:15; 12:1; 2 Co 1:3]. This is the most
sublime Christian challenge. This is the ultimate culmination of all the good
dispositions that should be lived [cf. Rm 15:14] This is the revelation of the goodness
of God, in all its perfection [cf. Mt 19:17]. This is that creative divine goodness, His
ultimate perfection, which re-generates anyone who will strive to live it [cf. Ga 5:22;
Ep 5:9] [cf. T.Koehler, Misericorde, in: D-S, Col. 1313-1321, passim].

1.
T+
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PART TWO
THEOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS

[Cf. P. Aloysius M. CIAPPI, OP, De Divina Misericordia ut Prima Causa Operum Dei.
Feb. 4, 1935]

Introduction:

[1] The Mercy of God would be acknowledged by most believers, as a basic divine
attribute. However, other than its existence, many might be a bit more hard-pressed
to explain just precisely what it is. While the progress of evil: mental, physical and
moral - seems to be some to be totally out of control - there are many other
thoughtful believers who are convinced of the presence and efficacy in today's world.

[2] Fundamental texts would be these: God did not spare His only Son, but gave
Him up [cf. Rm 8:32] - where sin has abounded, grace super-abounds [cf. Rm 15:20] -
God so loved the world that He offered up His only begotten Son [cf. Jn 3:16].

[3] Mercy is considered to be a perfection in God by means of which He
alleviates the wretchedness of humanity , by communicating to human beings a
even greater share in His most free riches of His Divine Love [cf. Rm 9:22, f.]:
"...What if God, wishing to show his wrath and make known his power, has endured
with much patience vessels fit for wrath, ready to be destroyed and in order to make
known the riches of his glory toward the vessels which were the objects of mercy and
which he prepared for glory..."

(4] There are four conditions that are verified in the communication of divine
mercy:

- the universal state of moral misery that has arisen because of rampant sin;
- the universal and absolute inability to overcome such widespread evil;
- the insufficiency of each and every extrinsic source of help;

- the substantial equality of all human beings regarding each and every
supernatural help: total indigence!

[5] Two corollaries might flow from these:

- the attribute of divine mercy can be communicated only through the sharing
on the part of God of His own supernatural perfections, since rampant and original
moral evil can only be removed by a special and truly supernatural gift;
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- there is in the communication of mercy an exercise of the ever free divine
will, shown through such communication of divine helps - precisely where natural
repugnance and unworthiness seem to reign supreme.

[6] This is primarily a matter of the Divine Goodness which invincibly impels God
toward removing evil, wherever it may be found. God wills every human being to be
saved and to come to the recognition of the truth [cf. | Tm 1:1-5]. Everyone is being
called to the life of grace: "... it is not a question of man's willing, or doing, but of
god's mercy ...” [cf. Rm 9: 15, ff. - quoting Ex 33:19].

[7] In the dogma of Divine Providence, there is also ample sway for the Divine
Wisdom and Freedom: God always acts in accord with His Plan [cf. Ep 1], with His
dispositions, His counsel, His Will. Thus, God acts most freely and wisely, according
to the global reading of Sacred Scripture. These are the attributes motivating all of
God's activity "ad extra", creation, revelation, redemption and sanctification.

[8]  The proper role of Divine Mercy in this "Plan" is to unify by a certain superior
order, all the activity and rights of God tempering them in harmony, imposing His
own proper rule on all. Thus, the exercise of the Divine Goodness, Wisdom, Freedom
and Justice are all served and exercised in a more excellent order through His Mercy.
As God has freely committed Himself, by His own gratuitous dispensation of gifts, to
the alleviation of human misery. The Divine Goodness is particularly manifest in the
mystery of sin and in the rejection of God. despite human resistance, God's Goodness
disposes all with a firm gentleness.

[9] The influence of all the other divine attributes shows particularly in the work
of Divine Mercy and they are dependent on this attribute. St. Paul would encourage
the Corinthians: "...Our hope for you is firm because we know that just as you share
in the sufferings, so you will share in the consolation...." [cf. 2 Co 2:6-7]. God
"endures" with much patience vessels fit for wrath, ready to be destroyed - in order
to make known the riches of his glory toward the vessels which were the objects of
mercy and which he prepared for glory [cf. Rm 9: 23, ff.]. How deep are the riches
and the wisdom and the knowledge of God. How inscrutable his judgments, how
unsearchable his ways. For who has known the mind of God? Or who has been his
counselor... And now, | beg you through the mercy of God to offer your bodies as a
living sacrifice holy and acceptable to God.” [cf. Rm 11:33-Rm 12:1, f.].

[10] Divine Mercy is principally the choice on the part of God of some greater good
flowing from permission of some evil: "... what we utter is God's wisdom... not a
wisdom of this age... a mysterious hidden wisdom. God planned it before all ages for
our glory... None of the rulers of this age knew the mystery; if they had known it, they
would never have crucified the Lord of Glory. Of this wisdom is written: Eye has not
seen, ear has not heard, nor has it so much as dawned on man what God has
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prepared for those who love him..." [cf. 1 Co 2:6, ff.]. It is God's holy will to wish some
greater good that would devolve from the permission of some evil.

tt
A. St. Paul
[The Decree of Divine Mercy]: "... It is in Christ and through his blood that we have

been redeemed and our sins forgiven, so immeasurably generous is God's favor to us.
God has given us the wisdom to understand fully the mystery, the plan he was
pleased to decree in Christ, to be carried out in the fullness of time: namely, to bring
all things in the heavens and on earth, into one under Christ's headship ["Re-
capitulation"].

“In him we were chosen; for in the decree of God, who administers everything
according to His will and counsel, we were predestined to praise his glory by being
the first to hope in Christ. In him you, too, were chosen; when you heard the glad
tidings of salvation, the word of truth, and believed in it, you were sealed with the
Holy Spirit who had been promised. He is the pledge of our inheritance, the first
payment against the full redemption of a people God d has made his own, to praise.

"....May he enlighten your inmost vision that you may know the great hope
which he has called you, the wealth of his glorious heritage to be distributed among
the members of the church, and the immeasureable scope of his power in us who
believe..." [cf. Ep 1:3, ff.]

T+

1. One might note the Trinitarian dimension in the Letter of St. Paul:

- the initiative and will of God the Father for our salvation;

- the Primacy of the Divine Son with regard to the eternal intention of this Will,
and with its execution in time;

- the Holy Spirit who is promised as the first pledge of our inheritance.

a. The Primary Author is God the Father - before the constitution of the
world He disposed all from His eternal act of love [cf. Rm 13:28; Ep 1:3; 3:8]. This
eternal Divine Goodness is preceded by nothing - this is the absolutely first cause.

b. The Secondary, and, as it were, the Instrumental Cause, conjoined with
the divinity is Jesus Christ. It is in Him that the Divine father has elected and
predestined and liberated from sin, pouring forth every heavenly blessing [cf. Ep 1:1-
3; 2:4-19; Rm 8:29, ff.].
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C. The Holy Spirit has sealed all in the promise of all this, the pledge of our
inheritance.

2. Theologians have reflected on the elements of this eternal Decree of the
Mercy of God:

a. The Object of the Decree: this would include the university of all
creatures in heaven and on earth - all those to be, or who have been recapitulated in
Jesus Christ, and reconciled to God [cf. Ep 1:10, f.; Col 1:18, ff.; 2 Co 5:19, f.].

b. The Formal Character of the Divine Decree of Mercy: this would be the
super-abundance of the spiritual and supernatural gifts, such as: the remission of
sins, justification, divine filiation, the inheritance of eternal glory. These are directly
to be shared with human beings, who remain faithful to the end - but, through
humans open to these, there will be "a new heaven and a new earth" [cf. Ep 1:1, ff,;
Col 1:19, ff.; Rm 8:19, ff.].

C. The Final Cause of this Decree:

- Proximate: would be Christ Himself, to Whom all are being directed,
and recapitulated in and through Him, as He holds the primacy in all [cf. Col 1:18].

- Ultimate: is God the Father, to Whom all are ultimately reconciled
[cf. 2 Co 5:19]. His are the riches of grace and glory that are to be manifested [cf. Ep
2:7]. His is also the Primacy over all and even over Christ, for which Christ came in the
first place, to glorify His Father [cf. 1 Co 15:27].

3. The Intimate Nature of this Decree of Mercy:

a. As presented by St. Paul [cf. Ep 1:3, ff.], this extraordinary revelation
does center upon the ever greater and freer effusion of the divine goodness, for the
alleviation of moral wretchedness. These three qualities may be noted:

- the greater effusion of goodness;
- the greater gratuity of the out-pouring;
- as a remedy for moral decadence.

b. The entire divine will is directed toward the manifestation of the divine
goodness, through the medium of Divine Mercy. The entire human history is
ordained toward the ultimate purpose of redemption and eternal life. In the fullness
of time, sin will be totally extirpated in Paul's view, and the coming of Christ and the
Spirit being given as a pledge is already a presage of the perfect renewal of humanity.
All will be perfectly reconciled to the Father, through being re-capitulated in Jesus
Christ.
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4. The Primacy of Jesus Christ is intimately bound to this Decree of Mercy:

a. By the Father's Decree, the divine Son obtained and exercises His
Primacy through Mercy. The full "Lordship" of the Incarnate Word is the title received
following the catharsis of the Paschal Mystery, even though anticipated in the
Christmas narratives: "Christ the Lord is born!" Mary did not understand this, but
treasured the word in her heart [cf. Lk 2:19]. The "Lord" designates Jesus as His most
proper title as noted in Paul's writings. This title is ultimately applicable to Him in the
glorious state of His resurrection. Thus, Jesus is the ICON of the Invisible God [cf. Col
1:15, ff.] - Jesus enjoys the fullness of the divinity, while being the Incarnate Word,
and has won all the graces that could confer a participation in the Divine Filiation.
Jesus is thus the most perfect similitude of the divine perfection [cf. Col 2L20; Ep
3:19].

b. The Finality of the Primacy of Jesus Christ may be presented in this
manner:

- The Primacy of Christ is the end, or purpose of all the present interventions of
God, just as it is the scope of His Incarnation and Mission from the Father. The
dignity of Jesus Christ as Head of the Church, as Redeemer, as Universal Peace-Maker
and Recapitulor is ordained toward His full dominion over all to be obtained [cf. Col
1:15, ff.; | Co 15:25].

- Christ's Primacy, in His turn, is ordained toward the Primacy of God the
Father - Whom Jesus has come to serve.

- The ultimate purpose of the Mission and Primacy of Jesus is comparable to
that of the Leader of an army - once the victory is obtained, all deference is restored
to the King.

5. The titles of Christ's Primacy [cf. Ep 1:3, ff.] might be described as follows: as
the Word of God, incarnate in the similitude of the flesh of sin, by means of His
voluntary oblation: Incarnation, Passion and cruel death, merited His glorious
Resurrection and consequent Primacy in all. In His apparent weakness and shame, He
has brought it about that Christians would come under His Decree of Divine Wisdom,
making Him the Universal Redeemer of humanity. Through terrible evils - those of
sinfulness and then His own cruel Passion and death - a supreme good has come to
humanity, enabling all who would accept Him, to participate in eternal life in the
bosom of the Trinity.

a. A Few Texts:

"... That is why Christ died and came to life again, that he might be the
Lord of both the dead and the living..." [cf. Rm 14:9].
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"... [Folly of the Cross]The message of the cross is complete absurdity to
those headed for ruin..." [cf. | Co 1:18-25].

"... since one died for all, all died ... He died for all so that those who live
might live no longer for themselves but for him who for their sakes died
and was raised up..." [2 Co 5:14-15].

"... Christ has delivered us from the power of the law's curse by himself
becoming a curse for us, as it is written: 'Accursed is anyone who is
hanged on a tree.' This has happened so that through Christ Jesus the
blessing bestowed on Abraham might descend on the Gentiles, thus
making it possible for us to receive the promised Spirit through faith..."
[cf. Ga 3:13-14].

"... follow the way of love, even as Christ loved you. He gave himself for
us as an offering to God, a gift of pleasing fragrance..." [cf. Ep 5:2].

"... Put on the mind of Christ Jesus... Who emptied Himself..." [Ph 2:5-11].

"... It was fitting that we should have a High Priest: holy, innocent,
undefiled, separated from sinners, higher than the heavens. Unlike other
high priests, he has no need to offer sacrifice day after day, first for his
own sins, and then for those of the people: he did that once and for all
when he offered himself. For the law sets up other high priests, men who
are weak, but the word of the oath which came after the law appoints as
priest the Son, made perfect forever..." [cf. Heb 7:26-28].

"... sacrifice and offering you did not desire... | have come to do your will.
By this 'will', we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of
Jesus Christ once and for all..." [cf. Heb 10:4-10 - citing Ps 40].

b. Any reflection on these texts would seem to indicate that principally
Jesus' Primacy is one of Mercy, all of which He merited and achieved through
exemplarity - He has redeemed humanity from within, by assuming a nature like ours,
like us in all things, saved sin. His perfect work that is being completed in us is that of
redemption and salvation unto life eternal.

6. The Father's Primacy is made known through this Realization of Infinite Mercy:
Jesus is united in some way to every human being [cf. GS 22] - He has reached each
and every creature through His role in creation, redemption [by bringing peace and
recapitulating all into one] and sanctification, by breathing forth His Holy Spirit in His
total Gift of Self at death [cf. Jn 19:30: "... Jesus bowed his head and delivered over
His Spirit.”].
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a. The coming together of disparate humanity into one people under God
is the greatest manifestation of the divine goodness for the greater glory of God -
after the presence of the divinity in the human nature of Jesus, this has begun. Peace
and the order of the universe are deeply perturbed by sin - the work of Jesus and the
sending of the Spirit are a pledge of what is to come, and this good work that has
begun in us, will be completed [cf. Ph 1:6].

b. What is made known in this unique work of redemption would be the
Supreme Wisdom, Goodness and Power of God. The resurrection is the supreme
miracle, gift of God for our salvation:

"... For from him and through him and for him all things are. To him be
glory forever. Amen. [cf. Rm 11:36].

. we preach a crucified Christ, - a stumbling block for the Jews, an
absurdity to the Gentiles...God has made him our wisdom, and also our
justice, our sanctification and our redemption..." [cf. | Co 1:23, 30].

"... God has revealed to us this 'crucified' wisdom to us through the
Spirit..." [cf. 1 Co 2:10].

.. in the ages to come he might display he great wealth of his favor,
manifested by his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. | repeat: it is owing to his
favor that salvation is yours through faith. this is not your doing, it is God's
gift; neither is it a reward for anything you have accomplished, so let no
one pride himself in it. We are truly his handiwork, created in Christ Jesus
to lead a life of good deeds which God prepared for us in advance..." [cf.
Ep 2:7, ff.].

ttt

B. St. Thomas Aquinas

St. Thomas considered the question of Divine Mercy in his treatment of the
Attributes pertaining to the Divine Will. Together with Divine Justice, Mercy indeed is
a perfection of the Divine Will, while at the same time, implying a certain
relationship toward creatures. Therefore, these are relative divine attributes,
presupposing a fuller grasp of three other attributes, the Divine Goodness, Wisdom
and Freedom. It is most necessary for God to be precise, what He is that there be
realized in His actions, what in Him is Wisdom, that they be free, and that they
manifest His goodness. [cf. |, . 21, a. 1].



THE MERCY OF GOD PART 2: REFLECTIONS 25

1. The Divine Goodness:

a. God is most perfect: this assertion is fundamental for any discussion of
mercy - about which it is not possible to speak of as an attribute of God Who is
inwardly "moved" toward the alleviation of all need. The formal reality of Mercy is
that it is indeed a Perfection of God Himself.

b. Divine Perfections can be shared with creatures only analogically:
above Mercy was considered from the part of God - here it is considered from the
part of creatures. Misery is always a defect, an imperfection, which really cannot co-
exist in the all perfect God - He shares Himself to alleviate imperfection.

C. "Good" is the same as "Perfect": its proper nature is to be diffusive of
self [cf. |, g. 5, a. 1; a. 4, ad 2 um]. the divine perfection is considered to be the
remote foundation of Mercy. Goodness is a perfection - as both are the object of the
appetitive faculty - and primarily "goodness' predominates as all is desired under the
aspect of goodness. Goodness is such a perfection that it is born, is endowed, with
the inner nature of drawing others to itself, of extending itself to others. Thus, of its
very nature, goodness is diffusive of itself as a final cause. Creatures have a natural
inclination toward the Supreme Good which is supremely communicative of itself.
This inclination of goodness is connatural to the affective aspect of Mercy.

d. Goodness comes across as the Final Cause, the First/Last of all Causes [l,
g. 5, a. 2, 4]: this is a corollary of the above: goodness of its nature terminates the
intention and motion of each reality, as the end of all else. Every agent acts according
to its end or purpose - so, there is in each the desire of impressing one's own likeness
in reality. Thus, we speak of Divine Mercy as the First Cause of everything since it
implies the supreme communication of all goodness created by God.

e. All that is created good shares in the Divine Good, which is the First
exemplary and Final Principle of all that is Good: this is an application of what has
preceded. Goodness has the aspect of final causality - it thus becomes the form of
the action of the agent and its effect. Therefore, the very first reason for acting is
goodness, either apparent or real. Goodness under its supreme aspect is the
universal and absolute cause of everything. The sharing of Divine Mercy is the best
possible effect that could be shared in the general diffusion of goodness.

f. It is the Love of God that creates and infuses Goodness into creatures:
[cf. 1, g. 20, a. 10]: this is indicative of the absolute independence of God. Each and
every communication of the divine goodness, which is the same as God's Love, is so
independent that it would be repugnant to God to act out of any other motive. In the
works of Divine Mercy, human misery is the material object that draws it - but, the
formal motive of divine mercy remains God's Goodness, His love.
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2. The Wisdom and Knowledge of God: The Knowledge of God is the Cause of
reality in so far as this is dependent on the divine Will. The work of God in the
universe is comparable to the work of the artisan of any work of art - the architect,
for example, acts out of pre-conceived ideas in his/her mind. God, however, is a most
perfect Being and in His mind are the most varied, indefinite modes of being that
could be brought about. What does eventually happen is the result of His most wise
and most free choice - it is here that Mercy finds its source.

3. The Divine Will and Freedom:

a. The Divine will is the Cause of all reality - is the consistent teaching of St.
Thomas and the Christian tradition [cf. I, g. 19, a. 4.].

b. There is no cause that moves the Divine Will: the sole motivation for
the Divine Will is the Divine and Infinite Goodness. There is no secondary, or
independent cause moving God - Divine Mercy flows from the totally free
manifestation of His Goodness - even though He is "moved" by human misery. Evil is
permitted in order to obtain an ever greater good.

c. The Efficacious Divine Will is always fulfilled: nothing is withdrawn from
the causality of the Divine Goodness and Freedom. Reality comes to being only in so
far as it is willed, permitted by God.

d. The Divine Will does not create evil: the classical theology saw this as
"permitted" so that a greater good would be obtained. The ultimate and sole divine
motivation in His own intrinsic and infinite Goodness. [cf. |, . 19, 1, 9].

4, The Order within Divine Causality:

a. God is the Final Cause of All Reality: He directs the ever greater
communication of His goodness for the ever greater manifestation of His attributes
[cf.1,q.43,a.4;q.4].

b. God provides for creatures in accord with their nature: [cf. | g, 19,
a. 8]. Any permission of evil always presupposes the communication of a greater
good, not always immediately apparent. God primarily intends His own glory - then
the good of rational creatures - and finally, the good of the natural universe. The
good of the universe is willed by God in itself, ad to this are ordered all parts of the
universe.

5. The Nature of Mercy

The intimate nature and finality of this attribute is of vital importance to the
believer. Always connected to this is the "mystery of iniquity" - only permitted its
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limited, but all pervasive sway, for the greater manifestation of the Goodness of God
and the greater perfection of creatures.

a. A Search for a Definition: For St. Augustine [cf. The City of God, Bk 9, c.
5] mercy is compassion in our hearts for the misery of another, which, if we could, we
are compelled to alleviate. In studying this description, St. Thomas notes two
elements:

- the affective aspect: on the part of the one bringing succor, which is formal to
Mercy: in order for this to be the "formal" element of mercy in God there is needed
that this compassion for the wretchedness of another be on account of the union in
love that is had with this other, and which is assumed as His own.

- effective element: by which the actual miseries of another are alleviated. The
proper act of mercy is to alleviate, repel the unhappiness of another. This means that
the formal object of Mercy is the misery of another that is to be alleviated.

b. Mercy most properly pertains to God:

1.] In the Summa, St. Thomas places the formal nature of Mercy as a
special effect of His Divine Love [cf. |, q. 21, a. 3; lI-ll, g. 30, a. 2, ad 1 um]. Mercy is
included among the "active" Divine Virtues, and in fact, is the principal among them,
the most proper and the most excellent. To repel the wretchedness of another,
supremely pertains to God, and this is why to be merciful is most proper to God [cf. I,
g. 21, a. 3; ll-11, 9. 30, a. 4].

2.] That propensity to expel evil and what is displeasing to nature is
the formal and essential nature of mercy. This propensity in no way is attached to any
evil or imperfection - and thus, Mercy can be said to be formally in God. As regards
this propensity, this is a simple perfection and includes the core of a most perfect
activity. A free perfection is all the more perfect in proportion to its freedom - in this
sense, mercy is absolutely free.

C. The Formal Object of Mercy:

1.] According to St. Thomas, this is simply the Divine Benevolence,
that Goodness He wishes to share - this is the reality by which God removes the
miseries of human beings, and this is what leads us to do the same [cf. C.G., Bk |, c.
91].

2.] The difference between Divine Mercy and our sharing in it is
ultimately traced to the infinite distinction between God and creatures. Divine
mercy has two acts that appeal to our way of thinking:
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- the first is the very divine reason for extending mercy - which is the infinite,
intrinsic divine goodness, amiability;

- secondly, only because of our way of thinking is the wretchedness within
creatures.

d. Divine Mercy is the most excellent of all the Virtues of God:

1.] All the divine operations bringing about some mutation "ad
extra" have to be free. Perfection must be sought within a reality, and not merely
what it does, or its manner of acting.

2.] Even though it is geared toward the alleviating of the sufferings
of humanity, it flows directly from the infinite and intrinsic goodness of God. of God.

6. Two Principles of Divine Mercy

a. Divine Mercy demands and presupposes the Absolute Perfection of
God: the ultimate origin of the removal of evil, misery, is always the goodness of God
The Mercy of God is not geared to just any kind of good whatsoever, but is aimed at
the perfection of goodness. Defect is opposed to perfection. The completeness of
God, His "happiness", indicates the height of divine goodness, and this would be
ordained through this goodness to the removal of moral evil, and the alleviation of all
evil.

b. The Mercy of God even more connotes the divine Perfection than would
His Goodness, His Freedom, or Justice: absolutely all pertain to the divine Goodness
[cf. |, g. 6, a. 4]. But, since the perfections are given by God to reality according to
right "proportion", this is Justice - when God communicates His perfections solely for
the utility of creatures, this would pertain to His "Liberality' - but when perfections
are communicated to God to creatures to expel all defects, this pertains to His Mercy
[c.f.1,q.21, 1. 3].

7. The Finality of Divine Mercy

a. The Greater Glory of God flows from His Permission for Evil: God acts in
creatures according to the old principle that the invisible realities of God are
understood by those things which have been created. The ultimate end of all divine
works is the manifestation of His goodness. The excellence of this divine goodness is
such that it supercedes simply one manner of its manifestation. For this reason, there
are many realities - and this affords a multiple manifestation of the divine goodness.
Rational creatures provide a most special sphere of the divine activity - and the
supreme form is mercy.
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b. The Good of the universe has been willed by God in itself, and toward
this, is pre-ordained all else in the universe. Defects, evil are permitted for the
exercise of Divine Mercy.

T+

C. Pope John Paul Il

[Encyclical Letter, Dives in Misericordia. November 30, 1980]

1. Descriptive Definition:

#4: ".. Itis significant that in their preaching the prophets link mercy, which they
often refer to because of the people's sins, with the incisive image of love on God's
part. The Lord loves Israel with the love of a special choosing, much like the love of a
spouse [cf. Ho 2:21-25; Is 54:6-8], and for this reason He pardons its sins and even its
infidelities and betrayals. When He finds repentance and true conversion, He brings
His people back to grace [cf. Jr 31:20; Ezk 39:25-29] In the preaching of the prophets,
mercy signifies a special power of love which prevails over the sin and infidelity of
the chosen people... "

#6: "... Mercy - as Christ has presented it in the parable of the prodigal son - has
the interior form of the love that in the NT is called agape. This love is able to reach
down to every prodigal son, to every human misery, and above all to every form of
moral misery, to sin..."

tt

2. Incarnate in Jesus Christ

#2: "...in Christ, through Christ, God also becomes especially visible in His Mercy
i.e., there is emphasized that attribute of the divinity which the OT, using various
concepts and terms, already defined as 'mercy'. Christ confers on the whole of the
OT tradition about God's mercy a definitive meaning. Not only does He speak of it
and explain it by the use of comparisons and parables, but above all He Himself
makes it incarnate and personifies it. He Himself, in a certain sense, is mercy. To the
person who sees it in Him - and finds it in Him - God becomes 'visible' in a particular

way as the Father 'who is rich in mercy.' [Ep 2:4]...."

#3: "..the messianic message about mercy preserves a particular divine-human
dimension. Christ - the very fulfillment of the messianic prophecy - by becoming the
incarnation of the love that is manifested with particular force with regard to the
suffering, the unfortunate and sinners, makes present and thus more fully reveals the
Father, who is God 'rich in mercy.' At the same time, by becoming for people a model
of merciful love for others, Christ proclaims by His actions even more than by His
words that call to mercy which is one of the essential elements of the Gospel ethos.
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In this instance it is not just a case of fulfilling a commandment, or an obligation of an
ethical nature; it is also a case of satisfying a condition of major importance for God
to reveal Himself in His mercy to man: ‘The merciful... shall obtain mercy."..."

#8: "..Hereis the Son of God, who in His resurrection experienced in a radical way
mercy shown to Himself, i.e., the love of the Father which is more powerful than
death. And it is also the same Christ, the Son of God, who at the end of His messianic
mission - and, in a certain sense, even beyond the end - reveals Himself as the
inexhaustible source of mercy, of the same love that, in a subsequent perspective of
the history of the salvation in the Church, is to be everlastingly confirmed as more
powerful than sin. The Paschal Christ is the definitive incarnation of mercy, its living
sign: in salvation history and in eschatology. In the same spirit, the liturgy of
Eastertide places on our lips the words of the Psalm: Misericordias Domini in
aeternum cantabo [Ps 89{88}:2].

#14: "... In this sense, Christ crucified is for us the loftiest model, inspiration and
encouragement. When we base ourselves on this disquieting model, we are able with
all humanity to show mercy to others, knowing that Christ accepts it as if it were
shown to Himself [cf. Mt 25:34-40]. On the basis of this model, we must also
continually purify all our actions and intentions in which mercy is understood and
practiced in a unilateral way, as a good done to others. An act of merciful love is only
really such when we are deeply convinced at the moment that we perform it that we
are at the same time receiving mercy from the people who are accepting it from us. If
this bilateral and reciprocal quality is absent, our actions are not yet true acts of
mercy, nor has there yet been fully completed in us that conversion to which Christ
has shown us the way by His words and example, even to the cross, nor are we yet
sharing fully in the magnificent source of merciful love that has been revealed to us
by Him..."

3. In Comparison ["il pit’ ]

#4: '...Inthis way, mercy is in a certain sense contrasted with God's justice, and in
many cases is shown to be not only more powerful than that justice but also more
profound. Even the OT teaches that, although justice is an authentic virtue in man,
and in God signifies transcendent perfection, nevertheless love is 'greater' than
justice: greater in the sense that it is primary and fundamental. Love, so to speak,
conditions justice and, in the final analysis, justice serves love. The primacy and
superiority of love vis-a-vis justice - this is a mark of the whole of revelation - are
revealed precisely through mercy. This seemed to obvious to the psalmists and
prophets that the very term justice ended up by meaning the salvation accomplished
by the Lord in His Mercy. Ps 40{39}: 11; 98{97}:21; Is 45:21; 51:5, 8; 56:1]. Mercy
differs from justice but is not in opposition to it, if we admit in the history of man -
as the OT precisely does - the presence of God, who already as Creator has linked
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Himself to His creature with particular love. Love, by its very nature, excludes hatred
and ill-will towards the one to whom He once gave the gift of Himself: Nihil odisti
eorum quae fecisti, 'vou hold nothing of what you have made in abhorrence." [Ws
11:24]..."

#5: "... It becomes more evident hat love is transformed into mercy when it is
necessary to go beyond the precise norm of justice - precise and often too
narrow..."

#6: "... The parable of the Prodigal Son expresses in a simple but profound way the
reality of conversion. Conversion is the most concrete expression of the working of
love and of the presence of mercy in the human world. The true and proper meaning
of mercy does not consist only in looking, however penetratingly and
compassionately, at moral, physical or material evil: mercy is manifested in its true
and proper aspect when it restores to value, promises and draws good from all the
forms of evil existing in the world and in man. Understood in this way, mercy
constitutes the fundamental content of the messianic message of Christ and the
constitutive power of His mission. His disciples and followers understood and
practiced mercy in the same way. Mercy never ceased to reveal itself, in their hearts
and in their actions, as an especially creative proof of the love which does not allow
itself to be "conquered by evil" but overcomes "evil with good" [cf. Rm 12:21]. The
genuine face of mercy has to be ever revealed anew. In spite of many prejudices,
mercy seems particularly necessary for our times..."

#7: "... Indeed this redemption is the ultimate and definitive revelation of the
holiness of God who is the absolute fullness of perfection: fullness of justice and of
love, since justice is based on love, flows from it, and tends toward it. In the passion
and death of Christ - in the fact that the Father did not spare His own Son, but 'for
our sake made him sin' [cf. 2 Co 5:21] - absolute justice is expressed, for Christ
undergoes the passion and cross because of the sins of humanity. This constitutes
even a 'superabundance' of justice, for the sins of man are 'compensated for' by the
sacrifice of the Man-God. Nevertheless, this justice, which is properly justice 'to
God's measure' springs completely from love: from the love of the Father and of the
Son, and completely bears fruit in love. Precisely for this reason the divine justice
revealed in the cross of Christ is 'to God's measure’, because it springs from love
and is accomplished in love, producing fruits of salvation. The divine dimension of
redemption is put into effect not only by bringing justice to bear upon sin, but also by
restoring to love that creative power in many thanks to which he once more has
access to the fullness of life and holiness that come from God. In this way,
redemption involves the revelation of mercy in its fullness...For mercy is an
indispensable dimension of love; it is as it were, love's second name and, at the
same time, the specific manner in which love is revealed and effected vis-a-vis the
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reality of the evil that is in the world, affecting and besieging man, insinuating itself
even into his heart and capable of causing him to 'perish in Gehenna.' [Mt 10:28]...

#12: "... And yet, it would be difficult not to notice that very often programs which
start form the idea of justice and which ought to assist its fulfilment among
individuals, groups and human societies, in practice suffer from distortions. Although
they continue to appeal to the idea of justice, nevertheless experience shows that
other negative forces have gained the upper hand over justice, such as spite, hatred
and even cruelty...The experience of the past and of our own time demonstrates that
justice alone is not enough, that it can even lead to the negation and destruction of
itself, if that deeper power, which is love, is not allowed to shape human life in its
various dimensions. It has been precisely historical experience that, among other
things, has led to the formulation of the saying: summum ius, summa iniuria. This
statement does not detract from the value of justice and does not minimize the
significance of the order that is based upon it; it only indicates, under another aspect,
the need to draw from the powers of the spirit which condition the very order of
justice, powers which are still more profound..."

#13: "..Some theologians affirm that mercy is the greatest of the attributes and
perfections of God, and the Bible, Tradition and the whole faith life of the People of
God provide particular proofs of this. It is not a question here of the perfection of
the inscrutable essence of God in the mystery of the divinity itself, but of the
perfection and attribute whereby man, in the intimate truth of his existence,
encounters the living God particularly closely and particularly often. In harmony with
Christ's words to Philip [cf. Jn 14:9-10], the 'vision of the Father' - a vision of God
through faith - finds precisely in the encounter with His mercy a unigue moment of
interior simplicity and truth, similar to that which we discover in the parable of the
prodigal son.

"He who has seen me has seen the Father' [Jn 14:9]. The Church professes the
mercy of God, the Church lives by it in her wide experience of faith and also in her
teaching, constantly contemplating Christ, concentrating on Him, on His life and on
His Gospel, on His cross and resurrection, on His whole mystery. Everything that
forms the 'vision' of Christ in the Church's living faith and teaching brings us nearer to
the ‘vision of the Father' in the holiness of His mercy. The Church seems in a
particular way to profess the Mercy of God and to venerate it when she directs
herself to the Heart of Christ. In fact, it is precisely this drawing close to Christ in the
mystery of His Heart which enables us to dwell on this point - a point in a sense
central and also most accessible on the human level - of the revelation of the
merciful love of the Father, a revelation which constituted the central event of the
messianic mission of the Son of Man..."
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#14: ".... True mercy is, so to speak, the most profound source of justice. If justice
is in itself suitable for 'arbitration' between people concerning the reciprocal
distribution of objective goods in an equitable manner, love and only love [including
that kindly love we call 'mercy'] is capable of restoring man to himself.

"Mercy that is truly Christian is also, in a certain sense, the most perfect
incarnation of 'equality' between people, and therefore also the_most perfection
incarnation of justice as well, in so far as justice aims at the same result in its own
sphere. However, the equality brought by justice is limited to the realm of
objective and extrinsic goods, while love and mercy bring it about that people meet
one another in that value which is man himself, with the dignity that is proper to
him..."

tt

4. Conversion as the Conclusion:

#4: "... mercy does not pertain only to the notion of God, but it is something that
characterizes the life of the whole people of Israel and each of its sons and
daughters: mercy is the content of intimacy with their Lord, the content of their
dialogue with him. Under precisely this aspect, mercy is presented in the individual
books of the OT with a great richness of expression..."

#13 f: "... Therefore, the Church professes and proclaims conversion.
Conversion to God always consists in discovering His mercy, i.e., in discovering that
love which is patient and kind [Mt 6:4, 6, 18] as only the Creator and Father can be;
the love which the 'God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ' [Ep 3:18; cf. also Lk 11:5-
13] is faithful to the uttermost consequences in the history of His covenant with man:
even to the cross and to the death and resurrection of the Son. Conversion to God is
always the fruit of the 'rediscovery' of the Father, who is rich in mercy.

"Authentic knowledge of the God of mercy, the God of tender love, is a
constant and inexhaustible source of conversion, not only as a momentary interior
act but also as a permanent attitude, as a state of mind. Those who come to know
God in this way, who 'see' Him in this way, can live only in a state of being continually
converted to Him. They live, therefore, in statu conversionis; and it is this state of
conversion which marks out the most profound element of the pilgrimage of every
man and woman on earth in statu viatoris. It is obvious that the Church professes
the mercy of God, as revealed in the crucified and risen Christ, not only by the word
of her teaching but above all through the deepest pulsation of the life of the whole
People of God. By means of this testimony of life, the Church fulfills the mission
proper to the People of God, the mission which is a sharing in and, in a sense, a
continuation of the messianic mission of Christ Himself..."
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#15: "... Everything that | have said in the present document on mercy should
therefore be continually transformed into an ardent prayer: into a cry that implores
mercy according to the needs of man in the modern world. May this cry be full of that
truth about mercy which has found such rich expression in sacred Scripture and
Tradition, as also in the authentic life of faith of countless generations of the People
of God..."

tt
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PART THREE:

O.T. BIBLICAL RITUALS OF RECONCILIATION

[A.] Occasional OT Penitential Observances

[cf. N. CONTE, SDB, La Misericordia del Signore e’ eterna. Il Sacramento della
Penitenza e della conciliazione. EDI OFTES 1990, pp. 27-66, passim]

Introduction

[1] Many ancient cultures did have penitential rituals, or ceremonies - in fact,
practically all of them that we know today were so endowed. Human beings from
the beginning sensed the natural need of purifying rituals, and experienced deeply
the need of pardon from one’s failings. St. Thomas maintained that this is simply a
matter of natural law: a person is almost moved to do penance of some kind for one’s
own misdemeanors. A sense of regret, or sorrow is experienced, and people seek
some remedy for their misdeeds, and show some signs of genuine sorrow [cf. Ill, q.
84, a. 7: “... the matter of this sacrament [of penance] preexists, being provided by
nature; since it is by a natural principle of reason that man is moved to repent of the
evil he has done; it would be due to divine institution that one would do penance in
this way, or that. It is a natural law that one should repent of the evil one has done,
by grieving for having done it, and by seeking a remedy for one’s grief in some way or
other; and also that one should show some signs of grief [ad 1 um].

[2] The People of God had the enormous benefit and gift of the revealed Word of
God. Inspired by this, more and more individuals, as well as the People at large,
discovered themselves to be profoundly at variance with God and with one another
wounded and divided within themselves. Their own lived experiences showed that
they were indeed inclined toward evil, and immersed in sin: daily life made clear that
wills were weakened and their minds darkened. This sense of sinfulness - both
personal as well as national - is one of the arguments some biblical scholars would
use to show that the “Suffering Servant of Yahweh” [Is 53, etc.] could not ultimately
have been identified with Israel as a nation - the Suffering Servant personally was
convinced of his own innocence - while Israel [and the Holy Church since] have never
been. There are some “Suffering Servant” traits to be found in the People of Israel as
well as in the Church - but, this corporate personality originally had a_messianic

leaning.

[3]  This daily experience of being “off the mark” - plus the need to eke out a hardy
existence on the edges of the encroaching desert- struggling with armies to the north
[Assyria], south [Egypt] and east [Babylon] - and the “great sea” to the west the
Mediterranean] - often brought Israel to its knees. What the periodically marauding
hordes might not be able to do, sometimes the elements of nature would: whether it
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was the locusts - or the sky turning to “bronze” and the earth to “iron” [poet’s
description of drought?] - Israel developed a sense of sorrow for her sins. The
original plan of the Creator had been for a peace-filled Garden of Delights - toward
which the prophets rather looked more forward to in hope - than back on in
nostalgia. Israel had the built in formula for personal, as well as common rituals of
repentance. The “Desert, Darkness and the Deep” spiritualized and remained the
challenges also in the spiritual life of God’s People.

[4] The celebrations of repentance were of two categories:
- occasional: at the time of national calamity, conversion, disasters, threats;

- fixed, established: these would take place at the change of the seasons, the
years, to commemorate some festival.

[a] As emergencies came from natural phenomena, or from the threat of
invading armies, or perhaps internal insurrection - very often these happenings came
to be looked upon as “punishment” for sin both personal as well as collective. On
such occasions, God’s People were inspired through penitential rituals to beg the
Lord for His pardon and also for the deliverance of whatever was plaguing them,
which they believed came to them because of their misdemeanors.

[b]  The biblical “reasons” for reverses, sufferings and trials go beyond the
one category of “punishment” - e.g., purification, pedagogy, eschatology,
redemption. While the Suffering Servant shows the “value” of “salvific suffering”, the
wisdom tradition thinks of the “School of God” - or, as gold and silver are tried in the
furnace, so God’s holy ones are “tried.” The truly wise person knows that a thousand
years are like an hour of the night [cf. Ps 90] - all is passing, we do not have here a
lasting home. The entire desert experience was a “test” to see if Israel would truly
love its God.

[c] While no complete listing is fully known, some of the better known
“motivations” for Israel’s sufferings would be the following:

- famine, or epidemics [cf. | K 8:37, ff.];

- drought [cf. 1 K 8:35-37];

- storms [cf. JI 1:4-6];

- military defeats [cf. | K 8:46, ff.; Jgs 20:24, ff.];

- enforced exile [cf. 1 K 8:46, ff.; IS 40:1, ff.; Ezk 36:22, ff.].
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All these realities were most often looked upon and interpreted as signs of
divine intervention punishing the sins of the people, the kings, or individuals.
However, they were also seen as powerful divine appeals for conversion.

[d] Looking a bit more closely at some of these situations might offer the
idea of how the idea of penance, repentance developed among the People of God
under divine inspiration.  “Mercy” [as in Ps 103] soon came to be seen as the
encounter of the infinite creative power of God’s mercy [hesed-rahamim] would
swoop down like the desert eagle, to lift Israel up to a better way of life, to a better
view, liberation from the confinement of the nest, and then impart the Canticle of the
“New Song” [cf. Ex 19; Dt 32]. From all this, and the Lord’s continuing, abiding
presence with His People [Emmanuel], believers come to understand that the
primary, relative divine attribute is mercy.

tt

1. Jgs 20:20-48: The Israelites pledge themselves through a fraternal, civil war, to
avenge the crime of the men of Gibeah who violated the woman - a truly terrible
story in all its aspects:

“... In the morning the Israelites marched out and pitched their camp facing
Gibeah... the Israelites went before the Lord and wept until evening; they consulted
Yahweh ... [after initial defeats], the Israelites and the whole people went up to
Bethel; they wept and sat in the Lord’s presence; they fasted all day till the evening
and offered holocausts and communion sacrifices before Yahweh; then the Israelites
consulted Yahweh... the battle was fierce ... Yahweh defeated Benjamin before Israel
...[after total victory], the Israelites were sorry for their brother Benjamin... one tribe
had been cut off from Israel ... [In those days, there was no king in Israel, and every
man did as he pleased...” [final verse of Jgs 21:25]: frontier justice!

a. The context of this horrific story is a war that Israel fought against one
of her own to avenge the violation and eventual homicide of the woman of the
Ephraimite home of the Levite that occurred at Gibeah, inflicted by the men of the
tribe of Benjamin. On the first foray, Israel suffered a resounding defeat - perhaps
also an indication of the ferocity of an army defending its own sacred territory against
any attacker. However that might be, once again Israel recurred to the Lord, with
fasting and prayer, begging His intervention, protection and support against the
Benjaminites. From this encounter, they received direction from the Lord to go on
with the struggle for righteousness. Encouraged by what they interpreted as a divine
mandate, Israel once more took up the encounter - and once more, Israel was
apparently defeated.

b. Every defeat was seen as divine punishment - so, once again, Israel
returned to the Lord in prayer, supplication, sacrificing and fasting. They appealed to
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the Lord in repentant tears and fervent prayer - the whole people were involved in
this ritual, in going before the sanctuary of Bethel. They fasted night and day, offered
communion sacrifices, holocausts and prayers before the Lord, once more seeking His
direction.

C. These untoward events brought Israel to her knees, and to reconsider
her own position in the presence of the Lord. It was noted that many among them up
to that moment had acted without seeking the Lord’s direction, or blessing on the
conduct of the battle. Defeat both surprised and discouraged them. They were
convinced that their struggle was in the name of the Lord, to respond to a horrible
breach of justice perpetrated by the Benjaminites that they were convinced should
not go unpunished. However, what they were finding was that the “punishers were
being punished” - for their own status before the Lord. They came to realize that, at
least implicitly, they were relying much more on their own strength and their own
over-powering numbers, rather than handing over the entire conflict for divine
justice to the Lord.

d. Ultimately, convinced of their own sinfulness, the Israelites come back
to the Lord, invoking His mercy, manifesting all the traditional external “signs” such
as weeping, fasting. To these personal manifestations, the faithful unite the bloody
rituals: holocausts, communion sacrifices. These are the usual rituals celebrated at
the outset of a military campaign, seeking the Lord Sabaoth’s abiding assistance in
the harsh conflict about the ensue [cf. 1 S 10:8; 13:9]. Very often in Israel’s History
there were such rites.

e. Military defeat was always read in a religious sense, as the effect,
indication of a state of sin in which in some way, the whole people was involved.
Only in removing the obstacle would it be possible to cancel the shadow of divine
disfavor. In faith, and repentance, Israel returned to the Lord, confessed their own
sins and invoked the infinite mercy of God. The Lord listened to the supplication of
the People and the tears, fasting were shown to be pleasing to Him, and the sweet
odor of the sincere sacrifices arose up to Him. In the light of all this, the Lord would
extend His Pardon [cf. Ps 31:5].

f. The Lord took away the sins of His chosen People and re-established His
communion with them. He thus returns to His stance of “emmanuel”, being one with
His people in their life-long exodus, spiritual combat. In the end, the victory is
truly”His”; it was the Lord who defeats Israel’s enemies.

tt

2. Penitential Psalm 130: tradition has zeroed in on seven Psalms, consistently
thought to be “penitential”: [Pss 32; 38; 51; 102; 130; 143]. The 6th of these, Ps 130,
is a Penitential Psalm, known by many from its Latin beginnings: De Profundis - has
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been consistently prayed as much for its sentiments of hope. The Christian liturgy has
repeatedly used this among her prayers for the faithful departed. It is not thought of
so much as a lament, as it would be sublime expression of trust in the saving power
of the coming Redeemer: [for these notes, cf. Louis Jacquet, Les Psaumes et le caeur
de ’'homme. Etude textuelle, littéraire et doctrinale. Belgium: Duculot 1979, Vol. 3,
pp. 498-509].

Presentation:

[1] With the proclamation of the Little Flower as a “doctoress” of the Church - the
third woman, and the youngest of all the 33 so named - once more an appreciation of
the Carmelite “Night” has surfaced from her descriptions of her terrible "Night of
Faith”, the last 19 months of her life. The Scriptures abound in the symbolism of the
Desert, the Darkness and the Deep: ‘per crucem, noctem, ad lucem! “The Night is
my illumination!” It would suffice to recall to mind Israel’s faith experiences of the
Night: Exodus - Creation - Ps 69 - Job - Jonas - Jeremiah - Sheol [the “Pit”] - the
Nativity - Holy Saturday - and the Resurrection. Like the watchman yearning for the
dawn, so was the soul of ancient Israel, so is the heart of every believer today!

[2] Technically, this is the 11th “Song of the Ascents” [Pss 120-134]. They were
most likely sung by weary, anxious, hope-filled, faithful Wayfarers on their way to the
Holy City. Along their long and arduous migration, they would have passed through
the Valley of Balsam - not unlike the “weeping willow” [cf. Ps 84: 6 +]. This seems to
have been at the point of the junction of the roads leading to Jerusalem.

[3] While this is basically a_great prayer of hope, the unknown psalmist at the
same time admits his own personal guilt: the Lord will watch over His People so that
they will never be totally over-whelmed by the wicked. The faithful good likewise will
never give up their “quest for the Lord.”

(4] This is a Psalm that sounds very much like the prayer of Jonah [cf. 2:3-11] in his
own”ordeal” imposed for his conversion:

“... Out of my distress, | cried to Yahweh - and he answered me. From the
belly of Sheol, | cried out - and you heard my voice...

For You threw me into the deep, into the heart of the seas, and the floods
closed round me...

But, You raised my life from the Pit. Yahweh, my God! When my soul was
growing ever weaker, Yahweh, | remembered You - and my prayer
reached you in your holy Temple.

Some abandon their faithful love by worshipping false gods, but | shall
sacrifice to You, with Songs of Praise!
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The vow | have made, | shall fulfill...!”

[5] The closing of the Prophet Micah also offers consolation along the lines of the
De Profundis:

“What god can compare with you for pardoning guilt, and for overlooking
crime?

He does not harbor anger forever, since He delights in showing faithful
love!

Once more, have pity on us, tread down our faults; throw all our sins to
the bottom of the seas.

Grant Jacob your faithfulness, and Abraham, your faithful love, as you
swore to our ancestors long ago...” [cf. Mi 7:18-20].

[6] Some of the Fathers of the Church [as Sts. Hilary, John Chrysostom,
Theodoretus] thought that this Psalm was written for the cessation of the Babylonian
Captivity. Many modern interpreters have held that this Prayer is particularly suited
for anyone undergoing a very painful human experience, as: sickness, persecution,
rejection, imprisonment, fear, loneliness, mourning.

[a] The text seems to have been composed in the first place by one who
had known personally the anguish of a sense of sinfulness.

[b] Biblical scholars do not think that this Penitential Psalm reaches the
pathos, the spiritual richness and psychological depths of the Miserere. Yet, it seems
to flow from the same “school” of religious inspiration. It is a most moving
composition, endowed with freshness, spontaneity - proceeding from its sublime
faith in the infinite mercy of God: “... with You is forgiveness, O Lord...I rely on Your
promise ... my whole being HOPES in the Lord...!” Its supplication of crying out from
one’s own depths is based on the sublime divine goodness.

[7]  This Psalm offers its own”theology” of the efficacy of every humble and
trusting Prayer. The writer of these verses was convinced of the Divine Goodness and
that the culpable would indeed be redeemed. This is a spirit that was already looking
far into the distance to the gospel times:

“... Take comfort, my child, your sins are forgiven...! [Jesus’ words to the
paralytic - cf. Mt 9:12].

“... Then Peter went up to Him and said: ‘Lord, how often must | forgive
my brother if he wrongs me? as often as seven time?

Jesus answered: Not seven, | tell you, but 70 times 7 times...!” [cf. Mt 18:21, ff.]
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[8] Redemption, then, is the core and the grandeur of this Psalm. The central
concern of this suppliant has been his own past sins - and along with this, and
surpassing it - the pardon that the Lord will bestow. The entire Psalm rests on the
solid foundation, or the capital dogma of the gratuity of Pardon. From this central
belief, two factors emerge as certain:

- first of all, that God is Pardon - that the divine life in our regard is

forgiveness;
- if this were not the case, humanity would simply cease to be!

[9] Three images seem to”circulate” throughout the Psalm:

- the unhappy person, who cries out from the deep abyss of whatever is
engulfing him;

- the watchmen, who long for the return of first light into their lives -
frequently looking to the distant eastern horizon for the initial glimpses of the new
dawn;

- the conviction of the fidelity of God and His generous pardon.

[a] These three “circulate” around these images:

- sin is compared to a flood, a marine unruly abyss, and the floods seem to
engulf the wretched sinner - and only God can extend a saving hand;

- there is the image of the Dark Night, and only the Dawn of Divine Pardon
can dissipate the pervading gloom;

- thirdly, the unknown psalmist is all weighed down by his own brand of
slavery. The Most High Himself has already made it known that He would be willing
personally to pay the ransom price.

[b] Sin is presented by this anonymous believing psalmist as the most
profound distress of humanity - and it is a distress that only God can resolve by saving
the engulfed one from the flood, and by bringing a ray of hope into a profoundly
disheartened life.

[10] Many interpreters have read Ps 130 as an Individual Lament -later made into a
National Lament, only ultimately to be re-applied to an individual. Many scholars
believe that this might would greatly lessen its impact. Yet, the author feels himself
in profound solidarity with his people, “Israel” - comparing the nation looking forward
to the better Messianic Age, as a night-watchman would look forward for the first
streaks of the Dawn of the distant eastern horizon. Such a reading would allow this
“Individual Poem” to have a “collective interpretation”. Some would see that the
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conclusion of the Psalm: [“... For with Yahweh is faithful love, with Him, generous
ransom - and He will forgive Israel of all his sins...”] - to be a declaration taken from
an ancient Penitential Ritual of the Old Temple.

[11] Nonetheless, the common reading of this work of art is that it is part of the
Gradual Psalms, the Songs of Ascent. In the Liturgy of the old Temple a Canticle such
as this is eminently suited to inculcate in the Pilgrims profound sentiments of
contrition for their personal faults - as well as for their national sins. Such sentiments
would seem indispensable for any authentic piety toward the Lord. It would seem
that the Liturgical usage of this Psalm would have been associated with an
appropriate sacrifice for sin [cf. Lv 4-6]:

“... Three times a year, you will hold a festival in My honor. you will
observe the Feast of Unleavened Bread. For seven days you will eat
unleavened bread, as | have commanded you, at the appointed time of
the month of Abib, for in that month you came out [of the land of
slavery...]

You will also observe the Feast of the Harvest of the first-fruits of your labors

... and the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year... You will bring the
best of the first-fruits of your soil to the house of Yahweh, your God! ...”
[cf. Ex 23; 15, .ff.].

“... Three times a year you must appear before Yahweh, your God...: at
the Feast of the Unleavened Bread, at the Feast of Weeks, at the Feast
of Shelters. No one must appear empty-handed before the Lord - each
must give in proportion to the blessings which the Lord God has
bestowed on you...” [cf. Dt 16:16, ff.].

“... The Jewish Passover was drawing near, and many of the country-
people who had gone up to Jerusalem before the Passover to purify
themselves, were looking out for Jesus...” [cf. Jn 11:55] - the stance of
every penitent!

[12] Some scholars think that Ps 130 might date from the time of Nehemiah, that
era following the long and harsh [Babylonian Captivity] exile. Some others see the
Psalm in the spirit of St. Peter - after his denial of the Lord, when he went out into the
night and wept bitterly - and was pardoned by the Lord. In the feelings of being
engulfed by what he had done, Peter in great humility earnestly sought for
forgiveness.

tt

a. The Supplication of the Penitent
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Verse 1: “... Out of the depths | cry to you, O Lord - Lord hear my cry! Listen
attentively to the sound of my pleading...! [vv. 1, 2].

1.] There are numerous Psalms that skillfully make use of images to
convey the depths of their message. Here there is a most artful description of the
situation of one who is almost over-whelmed, engulfed by the sense of his own
unhappiness - using the single simple metaphor of the”depths”.

2.] The cry of pleading: does not seem unlike the cry of ancient
Israel, groaning out in its slavery - and their cry came up to God. As many think that
description in Exodus [cf. 2:23, ff.] of the people appealing to the Lord can be read in
the context of a Plaintive Liturgy.

3] In the early Creation story, the powerful Creative and Redeeming
Spirit of the Most High hovered over [like a giant redeeming eagle] the three declared
enemies of humanity: the Desert, the Darkness and the Deep. It may be that all
three images are present here:

- the Desert: as the watchman of the desert camp, looks furtively as the long
night wears on, toward the eastern horizon for the first hints at the new day of the
Lord. He yearns for the passing of the terrifying desert night.

- the Darkness: yearning for the coming of the New Dawn, the anonymous
guardian of the Bedouin camp-site is a “type”, a paradigm, or model for all who
would yearn for the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ, the true Light from the East, the
only authentic Light of the Nations, to come to them - as the Way, the Truth and the
Life.

- the Deep: the conclusion of this trio of alliteration - these primordial powers
of chaos which then were “spiritualized” as the great enemies in the Spiritual Exodus,
the New Creation. The “Deep” is often present as a biblical theme of spirituality:

“... Yahweh is my Rock and my Fortress, my Deliverer is my God.... | take
refuge in Him, my rock, my Shield, my saving Strength... With Death’s
breakers closing in on me - Belial’s torrents ready to swallow me...
Sheol’s snares on every side of me ... | called to Yahweh in my anguish...
and my cry came to his ears...” [cf. Ps 18].

“... | am exhausted with calling out, my throat is hoarse, my eyes are
worn out searching for my God... Let not the waters wash over me, nor
the deep swallow me up, nor the Pit closes its mouth on me...” [cf. Ps
69:3, 15].

“... the flood [of fear] is around me all day long, closes in on me all at
once ... all that | know is darkness...” [cf. Ps 88:17].
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“... Was it not You, O Lord, Who dried up the sea, the waters of the great
Abyss Who made the sea bed into a road for the redeemed to go
across?... they will enter Zion shouting for joy... their sorrow and sighing
will take flight...” [cf. Is 51: 10, ff.].

“... you have been wrecked by the waves, o Tyre, by the depths of the
sea...” [cf. Ezk 27:4].

4.] The Flood in the Night: is an overwhelming reality with which to
cope - and the greater the darkness, the deeper the yearning for the Dawn:

“... my being hopes in the Lord, as watchmen yearn for the day-break...”
[v. 6]

“You Yourself, o Lord, are my Lamp - my God lights up my darkness...” [cf.
Ps 18:29]

o

.. at the break of day, God comes to the rescue...” [cf. Ps 46:6 - the
“Dawn” is a special time for redemption: At dawn of the third day...! [cf.
Ex 19:16].

“... you have plunged me into the darkness into the depths, ... | call to
You, o Lord, to You | stretch out my hands...” [cf. Ps 88:7].

“... each morning fills us with Your faithful love - and we shall sing and be
happy all our days...” [cf. Ps 90: 14].

“... they cried out to the Lord in their distress, He rescued them from
their plight. He brought them out from the gloom and the shadow dark
as death, and shattered their chains...” [cf. Ps 107:13, ff.].

“... let the Dawn bring news of Your faithful love, for | place my trust in
You - show me the road to travel for You to relieve my heart...” [cf. Ps
143:8].

5.]  The metaphor of the Flood in the Night gives some idea of the
indescribable misery that strikes this unknown psalmist. He seems to find himself
without recourse, without any exit from his plight. He seems to be bereft of all light,
and is undergoing a long oppression, a sense of dereliction, apparently having been
abandoned, or having lost all that was dear to him. He seems to have “anticipated
Sheol” in his life.

6.] In Sheol, at this stage of Revelation [cf. Nb 16:33, ff.], the dead
are silent shadows of their former selves and have no _relationship with God [cf. Ps
30:9; 88:5, 10-12; Is 38:138].
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“...toYou, o God, | cry - my Rock, do not be deaf to me! If You stay silent
| shall be like those who sink into oblivion [cf. Ps 28:1].

a.] The agonies of which these writers express themselves
seem to be those of a religious order - their misfortune very often assumes ”biblical
traits” such as “desert” - “darkness” - or, the “deep.”

b.] The Psalmist is not one presently undergoing any
persecution; nor does he seems to be a prisoner of anyone, nor one actually dying -
he is one who thinks of himself as a sinner. He seems to be groaning out under the
weight of his own culpability, his wretchedness of mind and heart.

7.] Biblically, “sin” itself comes across as an abyss, one that is very
deep, threatening and dark. In faith, one who has an understanding of sin
experiences an emptiness, perhaps like no other. It does not seem that the ravines of
an undulating desert - or, the waves of the sea - or pitch blackness of the stormy
night - to give some distant idea when used as a metaphor.

a.] Yet, the Prophets in their message of hope will remind
sinners of all ages that the hand of the Lord is never too short to reach out to them -
no matter what situation they find themselves in. He never hardens His heart, and
will never turn away from the praying sinner. The faith vision is that the sinner
himself has set up a gulf between himself and God. Qur sins can turn us away from
the Lord:

“...No, the arm of the Lord is not too short to save, nor his ear too dull to
hear - our guilty deeds have made a gulf between us and God ...” [cf. Is
59:1, ff.].

b.] This is taking sin at its face gravity, and its full weight - its
blinding reality - its deafening roar, that shuts out all else. The believing sinner may
experience being struck by God -or, that divine Providence does not seem as
welcoming. There are times when the sinner may simply feel overwhelmed, reduced
to powerlessness, crushed by the realization of the goodness of God, and one’s own
human frailty.

8.] It seems that it is from a context such as this that the “appeal” of
Ps 130 goes out - almost in the style of the “Confessions of Jeremiah”: “... Pay
attention to me, o Lord!” [cf. Jr 18:19]. Such a cry, begging for a hearing, goes out
from the depths of the psalmist who finds himself before an enemy who seems
beyond his capacity. He begs the Lord to give heed, and not to turn away from him.
This sense of urgency is much in accord with the passages that follow:
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“... Give ear to my words, o Lord, spare a thought for my sighing. Listen to
my cry for help, my King and my God. TO You | pray, Yahweh, at daybreak
you hear my voice...! [cf. Ps 5:2, ff.].

“... Hear the sound of my prayer when | call upon You, when | raise my
hands, Yahweh, towards your Holy of Holies... Blessed by Yahweh, for He
hears the sound of my prayer...” [cf. Ps 28: 2, 6].

“...In a state of terror | cried: | have been cut off from your sight! Yet, you
heard my plea for help, when | cried out for You...!” [cf. Ps 32:22, ff.].

“... God, hear my prayer, do not hide away from my plea - give me a
hearing, answer me, my troubles give me no peace...” [cf. Ps 55: 2, ff.].

“...Lord, You are kind and forgiving, rich in faithful love for all who call
upon You. Yahweh, hear my prayer, listen to the sound of my pleading. In
my day of distress, | call upon You, because You answer me, O Lord...” [cf.
Ps 86: 6, ff.].

“...1 am filled with love when Yahweh listens, to the sound of my prayer,
when He bends down to hear me, as | call...” [cf. Ps 116:1].

“... Listen to my calling, for | am miserably weak!” [cf. Ps 142:7].
9.] From the belly of the fish, Jonah prayed to God in these terms:

“... Out of my distress, | cried to Yahweh, and He answered me, from the
belly of SHEOL | cried out, You heard my voice! For You threw me into the
deep, into the heart of the seas, and the floods closed round me... The
waters round me rose to my neck; the deep was closing in round me. But,
You raised my life from the PIT, Yahweh, my God - when my soul was
growing weaker and my prayer reached You, as | remembered You, in
Your holy Temple. Some abandon their faithful love by worshipping false
gods - but, | shall sacrifice to You, with songs of praise...! The vow that |
have made, | shall fulfill! Salvation comes from Yahweh...!” [cf. Jon 2:3-10
- passim].

a.] This poem from Jonah is really a mosaic of Psalm-texts and
is constructed on the conventional pattern of Thanksgiving Psalms: description of
sufferings, undergone on account of deliverance from them. For the Psalmists,
“grave danger” is often”death” and deliverance from this, is “redemption”. The “sea”
is God’s_primordial enemy [cf. Jb 7: 12, ff.], often understood as the Kingdom of
Death, or the way leading to it. Jonah’s adventure was used by Jesus [cf. Mt 12:40; Lk
11:30], as a figure of his own three days in the heart of the earth. The kingdom of
death is depicted to let Him go in the resurrection. The analogy between Christian
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Baptism and the Resurrection of Jesus has led to the use of the figure of Jonah in
Baptismal Typology [cf. JB note for Jon 2:3, ff.].

b.] “... For as Jonah remained in the belly of the sea-monster
for three days and for three nights, so will the Son of Man be in the heart of the earth
for three days and three nights...” [cf. Mt 12:40]. This ready-made expression is
borrowed from Jon 2:12 - and only approximately indicating the space of time
between Jesus’ death and His resurrection:

“... This is an evil generation; it is looking for a sign. The only sign that it
will be given is the sign of Jonah. For just as Jonah becomes a sign to the
people of Nineveh, so will the Son of Man be a sign to this generation...
when Jonah preached, they repented; and look, there is something
greater than Jonah here...!” [cf. Lk 11:30, ff.].

10.]  St. Augustine’s Classical Commentary on the Psalms [cf. Ps 130]:

a.] Out of the depths have | called unto thee, O Lord....! Jonas
cried from the deep”, from within the whale [cf. Jon 2:2]. He was not only beneath
the waves, but also had been swallowed up by them. Nevertheless, those waves, and
his tomb under them, did not prevent his prayer from reaching God - nothing could
subdue the power of his prayer. Prayer penetrates all things - and reaches the very
ears of God. The ears of God are in the heart of anyone who prays! For all of us, this
present life is our “depths”. Throughout the Scriptures, anyone who found himself
over-whelmed, groaned, sighed and prayed to be delivered from whatever deep
seemed to be threatening. The real depths - from which there is no rescue - would
be the sin against the Holy Spirit: simply not to cry out in the Lord’s Name, to give
up on prayer. The Lord Himself directs us to pray out of the depths of this present
moment in our lives.

b.] O Lord, hear my voice! Who is it in this Psalm crying out
from the depths of his own failure, discouragement? It is a sinner. He prays with
inspired hope, however - the One Who came on earth to absolve us from all our sins,
to heal all our wounds - gives hope even to sinners who are engulfed in the self-
made depths - or, in the events that happen to us. Our “depths” are the human
condition - which Christ Himself assumed in becoming one of us. He was like us in all
things, save sin. Every conscience is accused of something - one who trusts in his/her
own righteousness, simply would not be welcomed by the Most High.

11.] The “Cry” of Ps 130 - is much like the “groaning in their slavery”
of Exodus - when the cry came up to the ears of the Lord in heaven - perhaps a
Lamentation Liturgy, pleasing to the Lord. Here the “Cry” of these Psalmists is a
prayer deeply inspired by the Hope for salvation. This is not an indication of any
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merely human hope, or an expression of some kind of natural optimism: this is much
more a Hope that flows out of a profound faith, in a personal and living God. This is
“theological hope” at its best!

a.] Ps 22: “My God, My God, why have You forsaken me...? -
this seems to be a Lament and entreaty of the innocent under persecution and ends
in thanksgiving for the rescue [vv. 22-26]. This Canticle earned a place in the national
liturgy, and has truly”inclusive_language”: “all the race of Jacob, revere Him - revere
Him, all the race of Israel” [cf. v. 23]. The conclusion is also “universa ... the whole
wide world will remember and return to Yahweh - all the families of nations will bow

down before Him...” [cf. vwv. 27, ff.].

I”' 7]

b.] This is all to be kept in mind in that the opening verse of
this Psalm may set its style: beginning in the depths of discouragement, but
eventually finding hope in the Lord: “... My God, | call by day, but you do not answer
- at night, but | find no respite...!” [cf. v. 2].

c.] Ps 130, then, rightfully is put in the class of the Miserere,
Ps 51. The appeal and the prayer are for pardon, that the soul of the Psalmist be
healed. St. Augustine is a good one to listen to in this Psalm - he had the experience
of the depths of his own life of sin distant from God. Whoever feels overwhelmed
and still believes, almost characteristically cries out, appeals to the goodness of the
Lord to be taken up out of the “depths”, to be “rescued”.

12.] In this first part of the Psalm, called “Supplication”, this
anonymous believer of ancient times experiences the infinite distance from his God
and Creator - and has added to this separation by his own choice of sin, detachment
from the Lord. It is much like the way-farer who is already over-whelmed by the vast
desert, has now fallen into a deep crevice, and cannot seem to get out. Or, if the
image is the sea, there is a long way to go - exhaustion is taking over and the sea
seems to unruly. This is a person hopelessly lost in the night - with increasing fears.

a.] Yet, the believer instinctively cries out in prayer and is
deeply convinced that God is an upright and holy king. Ancient history is deeply
lodged in the hearts of the believers of old: they remember that God spoke to His
people through a pillar of fire, and all obeyed Him. The reward for the obedience of
faith is divine protection. God answered His People of old, for He is a God of
Forgiveness [cf. Ps99].

b.] The God of Israel does not sleep but attends on His People
with open eyes: cf. Solomon’s Prayer for His People: “... Now, o God, may your eyes
be open and your ears attentive to prayer offered in this place ... remember the
faithful love of Your servant, David...” [cf. 2 Ch 6:40, ff.]. Yahweh then appears: “...




THE MERCY OF GOD PART 3: O.T. 49

Now, and for the future, My eyes are open and My ears are attentive to the prayer
offered in this place - for now | have chosen and consecrated this temple... [cf. 2 Ch
7:15, ff.].

c.] The Lord is most attentive - especially to the needy - to the
sinner - to the ANAWIM. There is more joy in heaven over one sinner who turns to
Him in supplication. He is infinitely disposed to draw anyone up out of the abyss: ‘the
Lord is eternally disposed for His Covenant of Mercy’: this seems to be the revealed
principle behind the entire mystery of Redemption.

13.] The Lord as “Redeemer” is already noted by Job [cf. 19:25] - as in
many of the Psalms [cf. Ps 19:14; 78:35]. The Prophet Jeremiah refers to the idea [cf.
Jr 50:34], and it is a frequent theme in the “Book of Consolation” [cf. Is 40-55 - viz., Is
41:14; 43:14; 44:6, 24; 49:7; 59:20]. The Lord God is the savior and the Rescuer from
death of His People and His Servants:

“... [Lament on the Sacking of the Temple]: ...Remember, Lord, the
People You took to Yourself long ago, Your own tribe, which You
redeemed, and this Mount Zion where You came to live...” [cf. Ps 74:2].

“... Do not let the down-trodden retreat in confusion - give the poor and
needy cause to praise Your name...” [cf. v.21].

14.] Thereis an abundant NT Fulfillment:

“... [The Parable of the Prodigal Son, the Merciful Father]: ... | will leave
this place and go to my Father and say: Father, | have sinned against
heaven and against you. | no longer deserve to be called your son; treat
me as one of your hired men. So he left the place and went back to his
father...” While he was still a long way off, his father saw him, and was
moved with pity. He ran to the boy, clasped him in his arms and kissed
him...” [cf. Lk 15:17-19 - in fact, this whole Lk 15 and the Parables of
Mercy it contains].

“... If we say we have never sinned, we make him a liar, and his word has
no place in him...” [cf. | Jn 1:10].

tt
b. Motive for Trust: Divine Mercy

Verses 3-5:  “....If You kept a record of our sins, Lord, who could stand their ground?
But with You is forgiveness, that You may be revered. | rely, my whole being relies,
Yahweh, on Your promises....”
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1.] The Psalmist does not make known the concrete content of his
request. In the deeply felt need for pardon, the sinner simply expresses sin in a
general way.

a.] The beauty of the doctrine of this Psalm resides also in the
sublime faith that inspires the Psalmist’s hope that moves him to prayer. There is
nothing human about this pardon - it is not based on anything”human.” It is not that
God would deign to accept some pious work in order to be approached - He offers His
help gratuitously. The ancients were convinced that in the presence of the Most High,
no one can ever claim to be “just” [other than in the NT, Mary - who was raised from
her “lowly state” and brought on high - a characteristic of the ANAWIM]:

“...1 am aware of my offenses...my sin is constantly on my mind ... purify
me...” [cf. Ps 51].

“... He does not treat us as our sins deserve, nor repay us as befits our
offenses ... He knows what we are made of, He knows that we are
dust...” [cf. Ps 103:10, 14].

“... In my terror, | said: no human being can be relied on...” [cf. Ps
116:11].

“... do not put Your servant on trial, for no one living can be found
guiltless at Your tribunal...” [cf. Ps 143:2].

“... since you are neither hot nor cold, but only lukewarm, | will spit you
out of My mouth...!” [cf. Rv. 3:16]

b.]  The prime motivation for the Psalmist’s Prayer is the
Divine Condescendence, that gratuitously extends His pardon. This is the supreme
Liberality of the sovereign Judge - Who brings undying praise and thanksgiving to the
hearts of those devoted to Him, because He simply does not remember sins of the
past:

[The New Covenant of Mercy]: “... They will all come to know Me, from
the least to the greatest, Yahweh declares, since | shall forgive their guilt
and never more call their sin to mind...” [cf. Jr 31:31-34].

“...and You, (O Lord), for Your part, took away my guilt, forgave my sin...
That is why each of Your faithful ones prays to You in time of distress -
even if floods overflow, they will never reach Your faithful...” [cf. Ps 32].

“.... Bless the Lord... He forgives all your offenses, cures all your diseases,
He redeems your life from the abyss, crowns you with faithful love and
tenderness...” [cf. Ps 103].
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2.] This Lord’s own Pity is greater than even His Wisdom - and His
justice is subservient to His Mercy! The divinity chooses to be “blind” [believes
nothing that He hears, and only half that He sees!]. The Merciful God chooses to
forget - while offering us the perpetual Memorial of His love for us in the Eucharist.
The Lord’s forgiveness resides in His free will - and His joy is the sincerity of the
human heart [cf. Ps 51].

a.] Already on Sinai, the Lord revealed Himself as “the One
Who pardons iniquity, crime and sin” of anyone who would repent:

“... Yahweh, Yahweh, God of tenderness and compassion, slow to anger, rich in
faithful love and constancy, maintaining His faithful love to thousands, forgiving
faults, crime and sin...” [cf. Ex 34:7].

b.]  This supreme divine attribute plays a central role in the
teaching of the Prophets:

“... Come, let us talk this over, says Yahweh. Though your sins be as
scarlet; they shall be white as snow, though they are red as crimson, they
shall be like wool...” [cf. Is 1:18, ff.].

“... I have dispelled your acts of revolt like a cloud, and your sins like a
mist. Come back to Me, for | have redeemed you.” [cf. Is 44:22].

“... Come back, disloyal Israel, Yahweh declares, | shall frown on you no
more, since | am merciful ... only acknowledge your guilt...Come back,
disloyal children, Yahweh declares for | alone am your Master... We are
here, we are coming to You, for You are Yahweh our God. After all, our
God is the saving God ... Let us lie down in our shame...” [cf. Jr 3:12-25 -
The Poem on Conversion].

“... I shall bring back the captives... | shall rebuild them as before ... | shall
cleanse them of their guilt, by which they have offended Me... | shall
forgive them all their guilty actions, by which they have offended Me,
and rebelled against Me...” [cf. Jr 33:8].

“... If the wicked, however, renounces all the sins he has committed,
respects My laws, and is law-abiding and upright, he shall certainly live;
he will not die. None of the crimes he committed will be remembered
against him from then on; he will most certainly live because of his
upright actions...” [cf. Ezk 18:221, ff.].

c.] Even in the phrasing of the Confession of Sins, the ancients
used the terminology making known their deepest faith regarding God:
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“... But because You are a forgiving God, gracious and compassionate,
patient and rich in faithful love, You did not abandon me...” [cf. Ne 9:17].

d.] The Psalmist begins with, and rejects, what seems to be a
“popular” idea of God, as One who has a “little black book”, keeping a minute record
of each and every sin. If this is the true image of God, the Psalmist realizes that no
one can hold his own ground in the presence of God. There is some wisdom in the
ancient story of Jacob reprimanding his son, Joseph:

“... his father scolded him. A fine dream to have! - he said to him. Are all
of us, then, myself, your mother, your brothers, to come and bow to the
ground before you? His brothers held it against him, but his father
pondered the matter...” [cf. Gn 37:10, ff. - this is somewhat prophetic of
Mary treasuring her Son in her heart - cf. Lk 2: 19, 51].

e.] Perhaps there is an evident contrast here: the father
[much like the later Compassionate Father high-lighted in the Parables of Mercy, Lk
15] pondered the matter in his heart - whereas the sons held it against their brother.
Needless to say, the father was closer to God than his other sons. The penitents of
the ages would hope to encounter a God who would forget, not call to mind the sins
of the past - and not one like the “brothers” who would hold it always against them.

f.] It may be that the Psalmist has in mind here the ancient
task of the Royal Assessor, or the Finance Minister - one who keeps a very careful
accounting ledger - if not the likes of a “Police Blotter”, or modern computer that
traces those outside the law. Once the record is written there, there is a stain against
the person arrested until eventual pardon has been obtained: “... wipe away my
offenses.” [as from a blotter].

g.] What the Psalmist hopes to meet is what described by
another:”... faithful love and loyalty join together, Saving Justice and Peace
embrace...” [cf. Ps 85: 11, ff.]

“... How blessed is the nation that learns to acclaim You! They will live,
Yahweh, in the light of Your presence. In Your name they rejoice all day
long, by Your saving justice they are raised up...” [cf. Ps 89: 15, ff.].

3] One could almost imagine a formal Court Trial here - only, there
is no District Attorney, or Accuser standing forth, reading off the list of crimes
committed against the divinity, or sins against God. Instead, the self-accusing sinner -
to his great relief, finds that the Judge Himself is most favorably disposed toward
him, despite all the sins committed. There is “no record of sins” being read off -
because in this Court Room, all there is to be found is the Paraclete, Mercy. The
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Primacy in the House of Trial is the forgiveness by which the Lord will always be

revered. He offers His Pardon - “go now, and sin no more...!”

a.] Rather than the simple “Justice of God”, the image of the
Prophet Hoseah is close to this point: “... Ephraim’s guilt is locked away- his sin is
locked up...” [cf. Ho 13:12].

b.] This “Assessor of Pardon” enjoys a certain privilege of
primacy before all others who have access to the royal throne. With full power, then,
this Assessor is always at the service of God, and is ready at each instant to intervene
in the Name of the Lord, to resolve all sinful cases.

c.] God has locked up in a cage, as it were, or in a file, all the
sins, all the accusations leveled by the penitent against himself. In strict justice, this
could also imply that at the proper moment, a functionary could go to the file and
chance upon the right folder to bring forth the weighty charges against the Accused:
“... may sinners vanish from the earth, and the wicked exist no more...!” [cf. Ps
104:35].

d.] If this aspect of humanity is unilaterally emphasized - his
inherent sinfulness - then all hope would be lost: “... God’s justice will walk before
him, treading out a path...” [cf. Ps 85:13].

e.] The image is that God’s saving Justice [including His
Mercy] blazes the trail - this is the condition of all peace and happiness. The appeal
goes out, from all ‘defendants’ before the divine tribunal, ‘without a leg to stand on’,
in the spirit of this Ps 130: “... if you kept a record of our sins, who could stand...?”

“... do not put Your servant on trial, for no living being can be found
guiltless at Your tribunal...” [cf. Ps 143:2].

“... so perishes the hope of the godless...” [cf. Jb 8:15].

“... But will anyone produce the pure from what is impure? No one can...”
[cf. Jb 14:4].

“...for there is no one who does not sin...” [cf. | K 8:46]

“... the angel of the Covenant, for whom you long, is on his way... Who
will be able to resist the day of his coming? Who will remain standing
when he appears? “[cf. MI 3:2].

“... Yahweh is slow to anger, but great in power... He never lets evil go
unpunished...” [cf. Na 1:3; cf. “Exodus Antiphon”, a variation: Ex 34:6 +].
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“... No one on earth is sufficiently upright to do good without ever
sinning...” [cf. Qo 7:20].

“... Who can say: | have cleansed my heart, | am purified of my sin...” [cf.
Pr 20:9]

f.] The ancient Talmud pointed out that if God really had
wanted to exercise His full justice, then Abraham, Isaac and Jacob never would have
survived. St. Paul himself, who certainly experienced the Mercy of God in sublime
manner, makes this very clear: “... all have sinned, and lack God’s glory... but all are
justified by the free gift of His grace being set free in Christ Jesus...” [cf. Rm 8:28].

4.] From such texts, it is abundantly clear - in the OT and certainly in
the NT - that there would indeed be a universal condemnation, were it not for the
‘Assessor’, the Paraclete, before the Throne of the Most High, whose portfolio
contains the documents of the full Divine Pardon, Goodness and Mercy. It is very
clear that this mystery gradually unfolds in divine revelation: that Mercy is the
primacy of functions in the divine Tribunal over all others:

“... How blessed are those whose offense is forgiven... to whom God
imputes no guilt ... | made my sin known to you, and did not conceal my
guilt. | said: I shall confess my offense to Yahweh. And You, for Your part,
took away my guilt, forgave my sin... Do not b