
The Octave Sunday of Easter: Divine Mercy Sunday 

Living Mercifully: The Two Streams of Mercy 

During his papacy, Pope Benedict XVI issued an encyclical letter entitled Charity in Truth. 

In that letter, he wrote these words, “Gratuitousness is present in our lives in many different forms, 

which often go unrecognized because of a purely consumerist… view of life. The human being is 

made for gift, which expresses and makes present his transcendent dimension. As the absolutely 

gratuitous gift of God, hope bursts into our lives as something not due to us, something that 

transcends every law of justice. Gift by its nature goes beyond merit, its rule is that of 

superabundance. It takes first place in our souls as a sign of God's presence in us, a sign of what he 

expects from us.” 

In the Gospel, the Risen Jesus expresses this great divine gift. Jesus manifests mercy in his 

greeting of “Peace” when he showed the wounds from his hands and side. His visit among the 

disciples is not to rebuke or punish them for abandoning him or denying him. Rather, his visit 

gathers them together with him again in a bond of love and joy. Jesus re-establishes his relationship 

with them this time as “Lord among disciples” and “friend among friends”. All of this came about 

without the disciples requesting it, recognizing their need for it, or performing any action to earn or 

deserve it. This is the great example of “gift”. Pope Benedict XVI would refer to this as “God’s 

great gratuitousness”.  

Mercy is perhaps the most endearing quality of God. Mercy is impossible to define, defies 

logic, is beyond words to accurately describe, and is unreasonable in its experience. But mercy is 

positively true and undeniably real. Mercy can at once be exhilarating and maddening. It can be 

exhilarating when we become aware of mercy’s power in our life. It can be maddening witnessing 

mercy in someone else’s life, especially when we are convinced someone is undeserving of mercy. 

Is there a good example for this? 

We see this played out before us as Dzhokhar Tsarnaev was rightly convicted on all charges 

for the Boston Marathon bombing. Now the expectation is that he will be sentenced to execution. 

Many say, “He deserves the death penalty!” That cannot be disputed. There is a part inside me 

nodding in approval. But should he receive a death penalty? The question of “deserving” or 

“undeserving” needs to be replaced by what appropriate action a civilized and just society should 

apply even in the most horrific actions of malicious violence. That requires a very dramatic shift in 

thinking requiring a transformation of our nation’s heart and soul.  

How do we get mercy? We ask God for mercy. God is the only source of mercy and God 

pours out mercy at the slightest hint of a request. How do we earn mercy? When do we deserve 

mercy? What do we have to do to get mercy? Nothing! There is nothing we can do to get mercy 

beyond simply asking God or recognizing it within us. We can never earn mercy and we never 

deserve it. 



Obtaining mercy is simple. But “simple” should not be confused with “easy”. Once God’s 

mercy is known in the depths of our hearts and souls, we become aware simultaneously of a divine 

call to a life of “living mercifully”. As God’s mercy is pure gift to us, our “living mercifully” 

becomes pure gift to a culture and society. A life of “living mercifully” is also a great challenge and 

a demanding vocation. 

The readings this week give us two streams of divine mercy. One stream flows to us as 

forgiveness of our own sins and transformation of our heart. We are then called to be as forgiving 

toward others and God is forgiving of us. That is a tall order! 

The other stream flows from God through us to the poor, abandoned and wounded of our 

society. In Acts of the Apostles, we read of another tall order! Acts tells us the early disciples 

made no claims of “possessions as his own, but they held everything in common…There was no 

needy person among them”, all in need were provided for.  

This is a very idealistic and almost utopian description of the early church. One might ask, 

“How long did that last?” One response might be, “Well this is from Acts 4: 32-35. It may have 

lasted until verse 40!” But there is another more appropriate response. 

This Year of Consecrated Religious gives us great opportunity to reflect more deeply on the 

call to “living mercifully” and how this continues to live in various ways throughout the life of the 

Church. Consecrated religious take a vow of poverty embracing the very words from Acts of the 

Apostles. As a general rule, they hold all possessions in common, all their earnings and salaries are 

given over to the religious order, and those proceeds provide for the needs of all their religious 

community as well as assisting the poor of the world.  

But consecrated religious women and men are not called to “living mercifully” for us. 

Rather, they are called to model for all of us how lives focused on “living mercifully” reveal God’s 

love for the whole world. 

Both streams of mercy are similar as they both flow from God. They differ only in their 

desired fruits. The Church fathers and saints developed our understanding of these two streams of 

mercy. Mercy sets us free from sin, fills us with the light of the Risen Christ and establishes a new 

relationship with God. Mercy summons us to a life of care, concern, and generous and loving 

service to the poor, suffering, neglected, and abandoned of our world. 

“When God gives, we wish to receive, but when God begs, we refuse to give… When the 

poor are starving, Christ too hungers. In this life, God feels cold and hunger in all stricken with 

poverty…Human mercy has compassion on the miseries of the poor…Divine mercy grants 

forgiveness of sins.” St. Caesarius of Arles 470-542, Bishop of Arles in Gaul (now France) 

Down through centuries and millennia, this truth has developed in the Tradition as the 

corporal works of mercy and the spiritual works of mercy. The Catechism of the Catholic 



Church teaches, “The works of mercy are charitable actions by which we come to the aid of our 

neighbor in his spiritual and bodily necessities. Instructing, advising, consoling, comforting are 

spiritual works of mercy, as are forgiving and bearing wrongs patiently. The corporal works of 

mercy consist especially in feeding the hungry, sheltering the homeless, clothing the naked, visiting 

the sick and imprisoned, and burying the dead.” (2447). 

“Living mercifully” is our response to God’s gratuitous love poured in our hearts.  

Pope Francis on mercy, “In today's Gospel, the Apostle Thomas personally experiences this 

mercy of God. ... Thomas does not believe it when the other Apostles tell him: "We have seen the 

Lord." ... And how does Jesus react? With patience: Jesus does not abandon Thomas in his 

stubborn unbelief ... He does not close the door, He waits.  

“And Thomas acknowledges his own poverty, his little faith. “My Lord and my God!": with 

this simple yet faith-filled invocation, he responds to Jesus' patience. He lets himself be enveloped 

by Divine Mercy; he sees it before his eyes, in the wounds of Christ's hands and feet and in His 

open side, and he discovers trust.”  

“God's mercy can make even the driest land become a garden, can restore life to dry bones 

(cf. Ez 37:1-14). ... Let us be renewed by God's mercy, let us be loved by Jesus, let us enable the 

power of his love to transform our lives too; and let us become agents of this mercy, channels 

through which God can water the earth, protect all creation and make justice and peace flourish.”  


