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There’s a common preaching rule of thumb: when there’s a longer Gospel, give a shorter 
homily. So that’s what I’ll do at the Eucharist today. 
 
Today’s Gospel is understood to be about forgiveness, but that’s only a portion of it. Today’s 
Gospel is also about mercy. The older son is looking for justice; he feels he’s been short-
changed all of his life. Meanwhile, the younger son is looking for punishment for what he’s 
done wrong, and he would even settle for being a servant. The father loves the one and is 
merciful to the other.  
 
The stories of the lost sheep and the lost coin indicate that God’s mercy is not reactive, but 
proactive. God isn’t waiting around for us to turn to him in sorrow. God is working, laboring 
constantly, so that we can experience his mercy. 
 
There’s a great book I’ve read called The Other Face of Love by Miriam Pollard, a cloistered 
Trappist nun. The book is about Albert Speer, one of the Nazis prosecuted and imprisoned 
at the Nuremberg Trials – and it is about the long transformation that mercy made in 
Speer’s life during his imprisonment. In the view of many, justice was far too lenient by not 
executing Speer for his action. But – mercy isn’t leniency. Mercy seeks the loving 
transformation of sinners into saints. 
 
St. Paul is the witness of this truth. Two times in today’s Second Reading, Paul says that he 
was mercifully treated. And Paul says that Christ came to save sinners – not just to teach 
sinners how to be good, but to change the world and all who dwell in it by mercy.  
 
In his conversion, Paul wasn’t punished; he wasn’t rehabilitated; he wasn’t unjustly 
characterized. Instead, Paul was asked a question – “Why are you persecuting me?” – and 
the moment of mercy blinded him into new life. He could see Christ and Christians and 
himself in a new way. 
 
In reforming ourselves, the Church, and the world, otherworldly holiness and strict justice 
seem to be the way. But Christ disagrees – and offers himself up to death for the guilty so 
that we can be changed by mercy. 
 
We have been helped by mercy, and someone needs ours. Today as we gather at Mass, the 
Eucharist calls and sends us; Christ himself calls us to go and do likewise. 


