
The Twenty Fourth Sunday of Ordinary Time: Cycle C 

The Gospel of St. Luke: Chapter 15 “The Parables of Mercy” 

The other day at an area barber shop, the local news was on the television in the 

background. This was the day John Williams was sentenced to life imprisonment for 

murdering Somerset County Deputy Sheriff Eugene Cole. The sentence was not 

unexpected. His crime was particularly despicable. John not only murdered an 

innocent man; he murdered an innocent man dedicating his life to protecting all people 

from violence and harm. 

Prior to the sentencing, Deputy Cole’s family and John Williams’ family were 

given opportunities to testify. During part of this news video, John’s mother spoke 

before the court. Her words were more for understanding. She spoke of witnessing her 

son’s life spin out of control with drugs and violence. She described the helplessness 

she and other family members had. They loved John but were grief stricken with his 

unending paths of descent into the darkness of a cold and hardened heart. 

Over the last few years, I have presided at several funerals of someone 

overdosing from opiates or other destructive drugs. Although none had committed the 

horrible crime of John Williams, their addictions had led many to jail for various 

offenses of the law. They also terribly wounded their most important relationships. I 

have spent many hours in my office of in family kitchens listening to parents and 

siblings speak of their helplessness, frustration and anger, but also always, and without 

exception: love. 

The late Irish poet John O’Donahue wrote one of his last poems for a mother 

whose son fell into criminal activity and went off to prison. His words of a mother’s 

heart (and many dads as well) help us to unfold the mystery of mercy in these three 

parables.  



“No one else can see the beauty in his darkened life now.  

His image is closed  

Like a shadow. 

But he is yours; 

And you have different eyes 

That hold his yesterdays 

In pictures no one else remembers. 

He is yours in a way no words could ever tell; 

And you see through the stranger this deed has made him 

And you still find the countenance of your son.” 

 These mothers and other loved ones continued love for lost family members tells 

us in a small way; this is the way God looks at us always. No matter what we have 

done. No matter how long we have done it, and no matter how much damage has 

accumulated through our collective choices. God continually looks upon our faces 

with love brimming over with compassion. That is the way God looks at John 

Williams all the time.  

This is also the look of the father in the parable of the prodigal son. While his 

son lived a destructive lifestyle in distant lands, the father constantly watched for his 

hopeful return. Because of this, he was able to see him “while he was still a long way 

off.” Humiliating himself, the father runs through the village to embrace his son. The 

father humiliates himself again coming out of the house pleading with his older son to 

come in. 



 Mercy is one the most endearing qualities of God. Mercy is a divine quality that 

defies definition yet an unmistakable experience of being freed from the past, forgiven, 

unburdened, renewed, restored. God’s mercy is at once renewing and humbling. Mercy 

provokes sorrow for the past, joy for the present and hope for the future. Mercy 

always heals the past, frees the present, and moves us forward. 

Pope Francis, “Mercy is 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.” 

God’s mercy is at once endearing and maddening. God is endearing when we are 

touched by mercy but maddening if someone else is liberated. This is the great story of 

the prodigal son. The older son’s heart is as distant from the father’s love as his 

younger brother. The younger son compounds that out by moving far away. The 

further away he is distanced from his father, the more his life disintegrates, much like 

John Williams. The older son lives closer in proximation, but his heart is closed to his 

father’s generosity and compassion. The older son’s heart is also disintegrating. Both 

sons are in grave danger of eternal loss.  

At the end of the parable, only the younger son has begun the journey of 

repentance, and with a superficial repentance at that. He is not yet concerned with how 

much he has wounded his father’s heart. He is hungry and knows his father has food 

to feed him. But that is enough for the father to welcome him home again and set a 

feast in celebration. We are left with an unfinished story regarding the older son’s final 

decision. 



God’s mercy is disorienting. We can have a hard time accepting it as free gift. We 

can want it on our own terms. We want to earn it, say the right prayers, observe the 

proper days, and perform the necessary obligations. But God simply pours out mercy 

inexhaustibly and overwhelmingly.   

All three of these parables are Jesus’ response to the criticism, “This man 

welcomes sinners and eats with them.” Each parable involves a pattern of something 

of value being lost, a diligent search to find the valued possession, followed by a 

gathering of friends and neighbors to celebrate finding what was lost. These parables 

are the Lord’s defense for the gift of Eucharist he will leave the Church following his 

Ascension into heaven. The Eucharist is heaven’s celebration of our redemption in this 

world.  

The Eucharist is not a reward for good behavior, but a welcome and forgiveness 

in times of sin and repentance. The Eucharist restores us to community, celebrating 

our return; discarding humiliation and shame. What the Pharisees found so scandalous 

and so offensive is for us the greatest source of joy, “This man welcomes sinners and 

eats with them.” 

In his Confessions, St. Augustine (whose life in many ways resembles the 

younger son) describes his own conversion. “You were with me, but I was not with 

you. Created things kept me from you; yet if they had not been in you, they would not 

have been at all. You called, you shouted, and you broke through my deafness. You 

flashed, you shone, and you dispelled my blindness. You breathed your fragrance on 

me; I drew in breath and now I pant for you. I have tasted you, now I hunger for 

more. You touched me, and I burned for your peace.” 

 


