
25th Sunday in Ordinary Time: Cycle B 

The Gospel of St. Mark 9: 30-37  The Letter of James 3:16-4:3 

The Poor in the Heart of the Church III 

The Works of Mercy: Transforming World and Church 

In December 1841, a young priest in Turin, Italy prepared to offer Mass on The Solemnity of the 

Immaculate Conception. He heard a commotion in the church hallway and discovered the sacristan sharply 

scolding a homeless teenage boy who sought shelter in the building. Demographic upheavals of war and 

industrialization lead to massive numbers of abandoned children (mostly boys) living on the streets of Turin, 

and previous attempts to address the situation proved futile. 

The young priest told the sacristan to stop scolding the young man and he offered kindly to assist the 

homeless lad in any way he could. The young boy accepted the kind priest’s assistance and soon he brought 

other young homeless boys to this priest. And soon dozens came for his assistance and soon after that 

hundreds of homeless boys flocked to Fr. Don Bosco for his care, concern, schooling, and spiritual formation. 

Fr. Don Bosco not only provided personal attention to these homeless young men, he chose to do so 

with kindness, gentleness, and understanding. These were not the dominant virtues of parish priests of that 

time. Vestiges of the Jansenist heresy along with other seminary formation practices shaped many priests with 

severity and rigidity, keeping them aloof and separated from the Catholic laity.  

Fr. Don Bosco rejected these images of priesthood and in an era of violent political revolution, he 

began a revolution of gentle kindness in Catholic priesthood. This revolution would be resisted by many of his 

own peers and often, he was alone in this dramatic change. 

Today, the Salesian Order founded by St. Don Bosco serves the poor in over 130 countries with 17,000 

priests and brothers. All of this began with one priest telling one sacristan to stop scolding one homeless 

teenage boy and offered kindness and gentleness instead. The story of St. Don Bosco is certainly dramatic, but 

it is far from unique. His experience of God’s providence has been repeated and replicated throughout the 

church’s history.  

In the gospel, Jesus places one child in the midst of his disciples and embracing the child, calls his 

disciples to a life of humble service rejecting the desires of pride, ambition, and vanity that had led them into a 

heated argument of who was most important. For Jesus, the one child represents what is most important, and 

calls the church to be of service to that importance.   

 In our own day, that one child represents many. It could be a child abused by Catholic clergy and 

decades ago and shunned by the hierarchy (thank God not now). It could be a child imprisoned along the 

nation’s southern border desperately awaiting reunion with parents. It could be a child orphaned from heroin 

overdoses, now being raised by grandparents. It could be a child in Maine struggling with hunger. One in five 

of all Maine children struggle with food insecurity. It could be a homeless child in Maine walking to school 

from a homeless shelter in Portland.  

The list is endless, but so are the possible responses to these tragic situations. Soon into his papacy, 

Pope Francis called for a Jubilee Year of Mercy focusing on that aspect of perhaps the most endearing aspect 

of God’s identity. At the center of that year’s devotion was a renewal of the Church’s commitment to the 

corporal and spiritual works of mercy. 



These corporal works of mercy include: feeding the hungry, visiting the sick, clothing the naked, and 

sheltering the homeless. The spiritual works of mercy include: instructing the unaware, admonishing sinners, 

comforting the afflicted, and forgiving offenses. These works are as old as the Church, and even pre-date the 

Church from the Covenant on Mount Sinai to Moses. Although the Jubilee Year of Mercy ended a few years 

ago, the impact was meant to be long lasting.  

Jesus wants his disciples to be servants of all, especially the most forgotten and destitute. In the 

Incarnation, God did not simply extend a hand to us trapped in the ditch of a sinful and broken world. Rather, 

God, sharing our human condition completely in all things but sin, came into the ditch with us, and called us to 

“follow me” to get out of the ditch. 

Great periods of renewal in church history often began with the founding of new religious orders 

created first and foremost to provide the corporal and spiritual works of mercy. In the 13th Century, St. Francis 

of Assisi and St. Dominic formed new religious orders founded on poverty and service of God’s word. These 

orders emerged at a time with church leadership better known for decadence, corruption, and ambition. From 

“the ground up” they helped rebuild and renew the church. 

Following The French Revolution, there were more new religious orders in France in the 19th Century 

then in all other countries combined. These new consecrated religious communities (along with the 

apparitions of the Blessed Mother in Lourdes and great saints such as St. Jean Vianney) renewed Catholic life 

in France devastated by revolutionary forces.  

In these and other periods of time, the Church’s dedication to the works of mercy were not only a 

transforming force in the world. They were also a transforming force for the Church. Sometimes we wait for 

something to happen in Rome to bring about change, renewal, and transformation in the Catholic Church. 

Having those expectations should never keep us from transforming the Church at the local level. More often 

than not, The Church is renewed and transformed from the ground up. This is a great sign of God’s fidelity to 

the Church and the abiding presence of The Holy Spirit in the heart of the Church. 

The gospel passage from St. Mark and in The Letter of James, recognizes that self-absorption and self-

promotion lead us away from God. Humble service responding to the needs around us are the center piece of 

holiness. Embracing the works of mercy will continue to transform the world around us, but will also 

transform us. And the more we are transformed, the more the church is transformed, because we are the 

church. No one has to embrace all the works of mercy. But every family and every household could embrace 

at least one.  

 Catholic parishes, organizations and families are already known for their devotion to the corporal and 

spiritual works of mercy. As said in other homilies, charitable works are the DNA of Catholicism. But, we need 

to continually re-examine our priorities to see if we are still responding to those most in need. Aspects of 

poverty and suffering sometimes change drastically. Two examples from contemporary life: heroin addictions 

with overdose deaths, and large numbers of immigrants, refugees and asylees moving into our state.  

The works of mercy will bring us into the world poor people live 24 hours a day, seven days a week. We 

might learn to become more patient and understanding with their lives. We should become more impatient 

with the social forces that keep them locked in poverty.  



Our solidarity with the poor will lead us to both charity and justice.  Walking with those in poverty 

should bring forth questions, “Why are these people hungry when food for most is abundant?” What keeps 

them poor in spite of the fact they work hard, sometimes with two or more jobs?” “Why does one injury or 

sickness result in bankruptcy or homelessness?” “Why are these people held in such contempt and experience 

such rejection?” 

From these and many other questions, our charitable works begin to translate into a language for 

justice. Our hands of charity need our voices of advocacy. Our hearts of compassion unite with a wisdom of 

discernment and action. Ultimately, this becomes the foundation of new community. Merciful works from 

compassion, the search for justice, and pillars of love are the foundation for this new community.  

Please be assured, this movement from charity to justice will bring scorn and anger from many in the 

wider communities. In fact, it is liable to bring scorn and anger from with the Catholic community itself. 

“When we feed the poor, people call us good Catholics,” said Dorothy Day, co-founder of The Catholic 

Worker Movement. “But when we ask, ‘why are they poor?’, we are called communists.” She was called worse 

by southern newspapers in the 1940’s when she went promoting unions for sharecroppers. Some names were 

so vile; they should never be mentioned from any pulpit. But Dorothy Day remained determined to follow 

through on the questions raised within her. “Racial slurs and the word ‘commie’,” Dorothy said, “‘are swear 

words that come out of the mouths of frightened, confused, enraged, and vulnerable people.” (Dorothy Day: 

The World will be Saved by Beauty, p. 252) 

“At the beginning of the New Millennium, the poverty of billions of men and women is the one issue 

that most challenges our human and Christian consciences”. Pope St. John Paul II 

 

 


