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This weekend many churches will be holding Divine Mercy Services, following the requests which Jesus made to Sister Faustina Kowalska in Poland in the 1930’s.  


It was Cardinal Karol Wojtyla who as Archbishop of Krakow introduced the cause for Sr Faustina’s canonization. Later, as Pope John Paul II, he had the joy of bringing that process to its successful conclusion, by presiding at her canonization in Rome.


If you are ever in Krakow, the new shrine of Divine Mercy at Łagiewniki is well worth an afternoon pilgrimage. There is something very special about that place and the tomb of St Faustina.

It was hardly surprising then, that the second of Pope John Paul’s Encyclicals in 1980, dealt specifically with God the Father who is “Rich in Mercy” (Dives in Misericordia). Pope John Paul must have been thoroughly conversant with the spiritual diaries of Sister Faustina, and one can see his meditation on the mercy of God complementing the insights which were revealed to her.


The fact that he turned the Second Sunday after Easter into Divine Mercy Sunday, for the Universal Church, indicates the importance he gave to her messages. Its observance is not obligatory, so it has not yet reached the level of the Solemnities of Christ the King or of the Sacred Heart, but nevertheless it is an important addition to the Universal Calendar.  


His first Encyclical back in 1978 had been on Christ – Redemptor Hominis. “It is Christ who reveals man to man.” In other words, it is in the life and personality of Jesus Christ that we glimpse the human perfection to which we are called. 


However, in the second Encyclical the Pope went on to say that Jesus illuminated man’s lofty calling precisely “in the very revelation of the mystery of the Father and of His love.” Jesus didn’t just tell us human beings who we were or offer a discourse on human nature. By revealing to us what God the Father is like, He gave direction, purpose and hope to all our lives. 


God’s love for mankind, his philanthropia – is visible through Christ’s actions, His death and resurrection. In a sense, Jesus Himself is the mercy of God. As the Messiah, he directed His preaching first of all towards the poor, the captives, the blind and the oppressed, as when he read from the scroll of Isaiah in the synagogue at Capernaum.


In God, love is greater than justice. Justice or righteousness serves love. The superiority of love with respect to justice is shown in God’s mercy. In His condescension, God stoops down to the poor, to sinners, to every suffering creature, to raise them up.

God’s love excludes all hatred or ill-will. As the Creator, God hates nothing of what He has made – “Nihil odisti eorum quod fecisti.” The closest human parallel is that of a mother or father’s love for their children. It is rare that a mother’s love fails her children.

For the Jews and subsequently for Christians, the Creator’s love is still more intense, because of their election as the Chosen People. God bound Himself to Israel, and His faithful love forgave and overcame their infidelities. “I have loved you with an everlasting love, and am constant in my affection for you.” (Jer. 31:3)


In the Book of Hosea, God portrayed himself like a husband with an unfaithful wife (the people of Israel), who go off whoring with false gods. Yet He is faithful and woos her back to Himself, though He would have been well justified in abandoning her for ever.


The prophets portrayed God’s mercy as “a spiritual power of love which prevails over the sins and infidelities of the Chosen People.”

Old Testament Hebrew has two words which are translated into N.T. Greek as eleos, “mercy.” Hesed signifies loving-kindness, grace, the will to save. God promised hesed to Israel in the Covenant, and even when the people broke the promise and forfeited their claim to God’s hesed, He did not withdraw it. His loving-kindness proved more powerful than their betrayal, His grace stronger than sin. 
 
The second word, rahamim, derives from rehem meaning womb. It denotes the love of a mother for her child, with the overtones of affection, tenderness, patience and understanding  - willingness to forgive - which that implies. “Can a woman forget her suckling child, that she should have no compassion on the son of her womb? Yet even if these forget, I will not forget you.” (Isaiah 49:15)


The Old Testament thus gives us a picture of God’s anxious love which, in contact with human sin, is manifested as mercy.

“The true and proper meaning of mercy does not consist in looking, however penetratingly or compassionately, at moral, physical or material evil. Mercy is manifested in its true and proper aspect when it restores to value, promotes and draws good from all the forms of evil existing in the world and in man.” 


Mercy is a proof of the love which overcomes evil with good. The creative power of love does not allow itself to be conquered by evil.  The New Testament canticles sing of the Divine Mercy. Mary’s Magnificat praises “His mercy [which] reaches from age to age on those who fear Him.” 


Zechariah’s Benedictus mentions: “the loving kindness (hesed) of the heart of our God, who visits us like the dawn from on high.” 

In the parable of the Prodigal Son, the young man squanders his inheritance on wild parties in an alien land. When the money runs out and he is hungry, feeding the pigs, he “comes to himself.” He realises that by his actions he has lost his dignity. This sense of lost dignity leads to repentance and conversion. 


He makes his way back to the Father’s house. The Father is overjoyed because – despite his sins – the son’s humanity is saved. He has lost his possessions, but he himself is redeemed and reconciled. The experience of the Father’s mercy enables him to understand his past actions in truth – and a genuine humility dawns.


Similarly Love is able to reach out to every wastrel son, to every human misery, and above all to every form of moral misery, to sin. Divine Mercy, however, does not humiliate or belittle the sinner. In helping him to realise where he has gone wrong in the past, it restores him to his human value. He was lost and is found. 

God’s justice or righteousness is better served by His Mercy than by retributive punishment. It is through Mercy that God brings sinners to repentance, and transforms them into good and holy men and women. This work of conversion and sanctification, turning the bad and the mediocre into saints, is a far greater work than just casting sinners away for ever would be. 

The Allah of the Qu’ran may do the latter, but the Christian God does better. Christianity is a religion of salvation, not merely one of judgement. Divine Love refuses to be conquered by evil, or to return evil for evil.


Remember the woman taken in adultery in a Sunday gospel a month ago. St Augustine wrote that as the Pharisees withdrew away one by one, conscious of their own sinfulness, there was left just the woman alone with Jesus: a great miseria and a great misericordia – a great misery and a great mercy. “Neither do I condemn you. Go and sin no more.” 


It is in the events of Good Friday that the mercy of God is most fully revealed. The innocent Jesus deserves mercy, but men refuse it to Him. He is not spared the terrible suffering of crucifixion. St Paul says, “For our sake God made Him to be sin who knew no sin.”  


Christ undergoes these sufferings because of the sins of humanity. He destroys the power of sin, and restores man to the fullness of holiness and life which come from God. As Jesus is crucified upon the cross, the depths of the Divine Mercy are revealed – a love more powerful than all human evil.

“He who has seen me, has seen the Father.” Jesus is the visible icon of the invisible Father. In looking at Jesus, we see in human form the personality traits of the Eternal Father.


The Cross is the way to the Resurrection. Jesus, to whom human mercy was denied, suffered in torments yet rose from the dead. His first gift to His Apostles was the power of the Holy Spirit to forgive human sins. The crucified and Risen Lord became the source of all mercy for humanity.


Sister Faustina’s prayer expresses it better: “You expired, O Jesus, but the source of life gushed forth for souls, and an ocean of mercy opened up for the whole world. O Fount of Life, unfathomable Divine mercy, envelop the whole world as empty yourself out upon us.  


“O Blood and Water which gushed forth from the Heart of Jesus as a fount of mercy for us, I trust in you!”

