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As Jesus was walking along, he saw a man called Matthew sitting at the tax 
booth; and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he got up and followed him. And as 
he sat at dinner in the house, many tax collectors and sinners came and were 
sitting with him and his disciples. When the Pharisees saw this, they said to his 
disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” But when 
he heard this, he said, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those 
who are sick. Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I 
have come to call not the righteous but sinners.” (Matthew 9:9-13) 

 
“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.” (Matthew 5:7) 
 
“You’re blessed when you care. At the moment of being ‘care-full,’ you find 
yourselves cared for.” (The Message) 
 

* * * * * 
 

Some time ago, Laurie and I met in a divinity school class on spirituality taught by the wonderful 
and much-revered teacher and writer Henri Nouwen. I remember very well when I first met 
Henri Nouwen. It was at a reception for new students at the Dean’s home. I did not know much 
about this now-legendary Christian writer except that he was already famous among Christian 
devotional writers. But I had been asked by a former colleague of his from Notre Dame to bring 
him greetings.  
 
When I unexpectedly chanced into Nouwen at the reception, it struck me that I did not know the 
proper form of address. In our first minute of conversation, I must have used every salutation I 
could muster. I first called him Mr. Nouwen (“Mr.” being the usual form of address for male 
professors at Yale); then Rev. Nouwen; followed by Dr. Nouwen, as of course he had a 
doctorate; and then Father Nouwen, as he was a priest; and then Professor Nouwen. Finally, 
realizing my dilemma, and with a twinkle in his eye, he looked at me and said, “Just call me 
Henri!”  
 
You know, Henri could have made me squirm for some time. A lesser man would have 
embarrassed or shamed me. But that wasn’t his way. His invitation for me to be on a “first name 
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basis” was a simple act of mercy. He didn’t have to do that. His simple human kindness brought 
home to me the importance of mercy.  
 
“Go and learn what this means,” said Jesus, “‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’” Amazing thing. 
When we are merciful to others, it is we ourselves who are transformed. Mercy is the cure for 
injury. It brings healing to others when we share it—and it heals us, too. Yet mercy is not about 
the trivial. Mercy is tough. Being merciful can be one of the most difficult qualities to learn. For 
it’s we who are changed when we practice mercy.   
  
The Greek word that is used in this Beatitude is eleos. James Howell says that this word 
“actually has the connotation of ‘pouring out,’ the way we might pour out a flask of oil. Mercy is 
an out-pouring from the heart. Mercy is when I unscrew the lid on what is precious to me and 
pour it out on you.” Mercy is what is poured out on me—on you—when someone opens their 
heart to us, and instead of blaming us, accusing us, guilting us—instead, generously pours out 
upon us the forgiveness, the compassion, the acceptance, the affirmation, the love which we 
simply do not deserve.   
 
Jesus certainly held mercy in high regard. He included it in these Beatitudes, “Blessed are the 
merciful, Blissful are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.” And he specifically says that 
mercy is a quality God desires us to learn. Did you see how Jesus reacted to the legal-minded 
Pharisees? We need to remember that the Pharisees were really well-meaning people. They 
wanted to do good by keeping the Law. But when they objected to Jesus eating and drinking with 
“sinners,” Jesus sharply told them: “Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’  
For I have come to call not the righteous but sinners. Woe to you, hypocrites. For you tithe mint, 
dill, and cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith.  
It is these you ought to have practiced!”   
 
I’ll confess, I find that it’s very easy not to practice mercy. To be compassionate, generous of 
heart, seems to be a simple and easy virtue. But too often it seems like we expect mercy from 
others but don’t think that we’re the ones who are expected to be merciful in our judgments and 
actions. I don’t know about you, but speaking for myself, the simple art of kindness and mercy is 
not so simple. Sometimes it seems that if someone needs a merciful response from us, we find 
it’s all too easy to look down on them with scorn, or we do something to add to their 
embarrassment, or we go after and belittle them. Mercy isn’t easy. It’s not our natural tendency.  
Mercy isn’t a carefree Dream Cruise down Woodward.  
  
What I’ve discovered is that we start to show mercy first when we experience it, and then when 
we see that it’s essential for our souls. Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase is particularly good: 
“You’re blessed when you care! At the moment of being ‘care-full,’ you find yourselves cared 
for.” In other words, our caring is reflected back to us.  
 
Dr. William Barclay interprets Jesus to be saying: “It is only those who show mercy who will 
receive mercy.” He says, “It is the great truth of life that in other people we see the reflection of 
ourselves. If we are detached and disinterested in others, they will be detached and disinterested 
in us. If others see judgment in us, judgment is what we’ll receive. But if they see that we care, 
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their hearts will respond in caring... And the one who shows mercy has become nothing less than 
like God.”  
  
“The one who shows mercy has become nothing less than like God.” For God shows us mercy 
beyond all deserving. No wonder, then, that mercy can be difficult. For mercy is never deserved.  
It’s more than we deserve. And we are to show mercy to others, mercy beyond their deserving. I 
did not deserve the merciful invitation to call Henri Nouwen by his first name. I did not deserve 
the forgiveness and generosity of those who have continued to love me when I have injured them 
deeply. I do not deserve God’s merciful grace which embraces me when, like a prodigal son, I 
run off and waste the abundant gifts of God. I don’t deserve it, but I’m changed by it.  
 
O mercy, mercy me. Mercy! So many people I know want justice—and justice is needed and is 
sorely lacking in many areas of our world. But the older I get, for my heart, for my life, I pray 
not for justice, but for mercy. 
 
Bishop Will Willimon tells about a college student ministering in the inner city of Philadelphia 
for a summer. This innocent greenhorn reluctantly made his way off of the bus and onto the 
sidewalk of one of the worst looking housing projects in town. As he entered the huge, dark 
tenement, he was first greeted by a horrible odor. Windows were out. No lights in the hall. He 
heard a baby crying and skeptically knocked on the door. 
  
A woman holding a naked baby opened the door slightly. Disgruntled, she wanted to know what 
he wanted. “I’m here to tell you about Jesus.” She cursed him all the way down the hall, down 
the steps, and out to the sidewalk. The young man sat on the curb and cried.  
  
Then, seeing a store on the corner, he suddenly recalled the baby was naked, and realized that the 
mother had no diapers. He remembered that she was smoking. He went to the store and bought a 
box of disposable diapers and a pack of cigarettes. With trepidation the student made another 
trek up that memorable flight of stairs. Upon hearing the knock, the ill-tempered woman opened 
the door. He handed the diapers and the cigarettes across the threshold. She looked up at him, 
then said, “Come in.” Then sternly, “Sit down.”  
  
He fitted a diaper on the baby and, although he didn’t smoke, he had a cigarette with her when 
she offered one. And they talked. Eventually she asked, “What’s a nice boy like you doing in a 
place like this?” And so he told her everything he knew about Jesus... in all of two minutes.  
 
He later reported to his friends, “I not only got to tell ’em about Jesus, I met Jesus. I went out to 
save somebody, and I was the one who ended up getting saved. I became a disciple.”   
  
Mercy, mercy me. He showed mercy—yet he was the one who found his heart changed. He 
stopped worrying about whether he succeeded or failed at precisely the moment he was moved 
by mercy. I wonder how you and I might show more mercy in our lives, and so become like 
God? Might you think of even one situation where you could show someone mercy or kindness 
and love? “Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’”   
  



 

 4 

“Woe to you, hypocrites! For you tithe mint, dill, and cumin, and have neglected the weightier 
matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. It is these you ought to have practiced.”   
  
Jesus wants us to practice the spirit of God’s law. And mercy is what God is about. Mercy is 
what we are to be about when we realize that our lives are meant to be a spiritual journey into the 
likeness of God. Show mercy, loving kindness to those who are in pain or are suffering. Show 
mercy, as did one who gave his life for a suffering, painful world.   
  
O Blessed are the merciful. Blissful are the merciful. Happy are the merciful. For they shall 
receive mercy in return as they become like God. 
  
May we pray: Gracious Lord, lead us down the pathway of mercy. Let your mercy fill our hearts, 
and inspire all of our intentions and motivations. May others see in us only what we see in them: 
mercy and forgiveness beyond deserving. By the power of your Spirit, enable us to be masters of 
ourselves so that we may be servants of others. Amen.  


