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Francis Thompson was a young Catholic man living in England in the mid to late 1800’s. 
While in college, he uncovered his passion to write poetry so after graduating moved to London to 
seek opportunities to publish his works. In his youth, a doctor prescribed opium for his ill health, a 
common practice at that time. In London, his increasing addiction to opium quickly overwhelmed 
his life, leaving him homeless and destitute, at times selling matches and newspapers to feed his 
stomach and his addiction. He lived among the homeless and addicted along the Thames River and 
after failing in an attempt to commit suicide was befriended by a prostitute who cared for him as 
best she could. 

One day he submitted some poetry to a Catholic magazine. The editors (a married couple 
Wilfred and Alice Meyknell) were greatly impressed with his work, but because of his homelessness, 
they were unable to contact him. So they published his poems and in that issue, offered him 
recompense if he came forward to identify himself. Francis Thompson presented himself, and the 
couple invited him to their home. They helped him to publish his first book of poems, and he was 
soon sought after by other Catholic and independent journals of prose. 

He became famous for his prose and poetry, but most famous for the poem “The Hound of 
Heaven”. These are the opening lines of that poem, as he described his vain attempts to run away 
from God, the same God who chased after him and pursued him.  

“I fled Him, down the nights and down the days. I fled Him, down the arches of the years; I fled Him, 
down the labyrinth ways Of my own mind; and in the midst of tears.” 

 Francis Thompson experienced complete despair and utter humiliation. Yet, through it all, he 
came to realize a power greater than that, the divine love of The Lord Jesus Christ coming to him as 
mercy. God pursued Francis Thompson not to punish him, imprison him, condemn him, or even 
chastise him. God pursued him to heal him, forgive him, gather him back home, and fill him with 
unconditional and passionate love. This merciful Lord pursued him relentlessly. When Francis 
thought his own actions had driven God away from him, he recognized God closer than ever with 
merciful love.  

Pope Francis has called for this year to be The Jubilee Year of Mercy, which we have recently 
begun and will continue to late 2016. Writing about this Year of Mercy, Pope Francis wrote, God 
“sent his only Son into the world, born of the Virgin Mary, to reveal his love for us in a definitive 
way. Whoever sees Jesus sees the Father. Jesus of Nazareth, by his words, his actions, and his 
entire person reveals the mercy of God. 
 

“We need constantly to contemplate the mystery of mercy. It is a wellspring of joy, serenity, 
and peace. Our salvation depends on it. Mercy: the word reveals the very mystery of the Most Holy 
Trinity. Mercy: the ultimate and supreme act by which God comes to meet us. Mercy: the 
fundamental law that dwells in the heart of every person who looks sincerely into the eyes of his 
brothers and sisters on the path of life. Mercy: the bridge that connects God and man, opening our 
hearts to the hope of being loved forever despite our sinfulness.” 

 
“Loved forever despite our sinfulness” can well sum up Francis Thompson’s experience. His 

life story sounds remarkably like so many of our own time. A young man, gifted and talented, living 
among the homeless and destitute for an addiction that began with prescription medication, could 
well be any number of obituaries of our local newspapers these past several years.  

 
In our parish communities, we see these lives every day in our neighborhoods, at our soup 

kitchens and food pantries. We see them seeking shelter in winter and in rain. We see them 
burdened by a sense of failure and shame. We see many parishioners now raising their 
grandchildren because of this. When they see us, they do not expect us to solve all their problems 
or any of their problems. Rather, they desire only to be treated with the same dignity and kindness 



any person receives in our midst. They come to know God through the kindness and gentle mercy of 
the people of our parishes. 

 
The crushing dominating power of so many addictions in our own society to heroin or other 

opiates, alcohol, internet pornography, and other substances robs so many good people of their own 
sense of dignity, leaving guilt, shame and the sense of failure to fill the void like so much salt in the 
wounds. 

 
Christmas is a most wonderful opportunity to contemplate the mystery of mercy as Pope 

Francis calls us to do. We are taught and constantly reminded that in the Incarnation, God did not 
point the finger of shame and judgment over our sins or show us a divine face somehow 
disappointed in us if not outright angry and rage full. 

 
On the contrary, Christmas offers us the complete opposite experience of God. No, God does 

not point the finger of shame or show us a face of anger. God even does more than simply extend a 
hand to us in the ditch or our own making. Rather, in the birth of Christ, God lowers into the ditch 
among us, offers us the embrace of friendship and love and tells us, “Follow me. I know the way 
out.” Church Fathers described The Incarnation as the “the condescension of mercy”. 

 
In the face of Christ imprinted on our souls through baptism, we may see a face of sorrow at 

our plight. But there is also a look of determined love to shepherd us home. The words opening 
Pope Francis letter calling for the Year of Mercy are, “Jesus Christ is the face of the Father’s mercy. 
These words might well sum up the mystery of the Christian faith. Mercy has become living and 
visible in Jesus of Nazareth, reaching its culmination in him.” 

 
St. Augustine once said, “There is a hidden anguish which is inaudible to the human ear.  

For if people hear at all, they usually hear only the groaning of the physical body and know nothing 
of the anguish of the heart from which it issues. But who can be certain of the cause except God 
who hears and sees the anguish. Even if people fail to hear the anguish, it never ceases to sound in 
the hearing of God.” 
 

Do we believe we need mercy? In a society convinced of its entitlement, we can be lulled into 
believing our needs for mercy are minimal. We can live a life detached from the struggles and 
groans of those around us and close our hearts to their care. One Catholic writer several years ago 
summing up a morality of our society and age said it this way, “We live in a time when everything is 
permissible, but nothing is forgivable.” This trap is truly the devil’s bargain and the Gospel reminds 
us the exact opposite is truth: not everything is permissible, but everything is forgivable.  
  

Repentance is an unconditional factor of our spiritual life and we are always called to 
examine our life repeatedly, acknowledging the good we indeed do, and repenting of those times we 
treated others in ways lacking in mercy. 
  
 We also must remember that while “forgiveness” is a major quality of mercy, it is far from 
exhausting mercy’s power in our lives. For those times when we carry deep and dark wounds 
inflicted by someone else from the past, mercy takes on the quality of healing, liberation, 
transformation, and restoration to our true self before God and others. 

 
Do we believe we deserve mercy? How can anyone deserve a gift? Gifts are given freely, 

generously and lovingly. We do not need and can never deserve such gifts. They are given because 
we are loved fully and unconditionally. Such is God’s own mercy for us. 
 

Do we believe we are capable of being merciful? If our heart has become so hardened by 
cynicism, fear, and betrayal, we can believe our ability to be merciful has passed us by or beyond 
our reach. But the smallest spark of kindness extended to one person in God’s hands can become a 



fire of merciful works extended to entire groups of people we never thought we were ever capable of 
caring for or serving with kindness. 

 
Begin this Jubilee Year discovering the length and depth and height of God’s love for you and 

the power of God’s mercy in your life. Simultaneously, discover the depth of your ability to grow 
mercifully toward others. St. Irenaeus, “If a person perseveres in God’s love and in obedience and 
gratitude to God, he will receive greater glory from God. It will be a glory which will grow ever 
brighter until he takes on the likeness of the one who died for him.” 
 
 Despite the best efforts of the Meyknell couple, other caring services, and even Francis’ own 
desires, he was never able to fully recover from his opium addiction and fell many times before 
dying of tuberculosis in 1907. His tombstone bore the last line of a poem he had written for his 
godson, “Look for me in the nurseries of Heaven”. No words could profess better the hope God 
intends for all of us born of mercy. 


