
            

24th Sunday in Ordinary Time  
Cycle A, 9.13.20 

Sirach 27:30-28:7/Romans 14:7-9/              
Matthew 18:21-35 

THE NAME OF GOD IS MERCY 
 The same day, May 25th, that 
George Floyd lost his life – under the knee 
of the police officer in Minneapolis, a tragic 
scene that was captured on an iPhone and 
viewed by millions – another scene took 
place on the east coast. As you may recall, 
Amy Cooper was dubbed with the name 
“Karen” in internet chatter after she was 
video recorded by a black gentleman in 
New York’s Central Park. Christian Cooper 
had asked her politely to put her dog on a 
leash, in accordance with park regulations, 
and she responded by dialing 9-1-1. The 
gentleman videoed her as she called: 

 
"There’s a man, African American; he has a 
helmet. He’s recording and threatening me 
and my dog. I’m being threatened. Please 
send the cops immediately. Amy Cooper's 
actions in the video were widely criticized. 
She was accused of falsely presenting 
herself as being in immediate physical 
danger, conjuring a history of the "tendency 
for people and police to treat black people 
with suspicion."  
 Fr. Bryan Massingale, a black 
theologian who teaches at Fordham 
University, wrote of the incident: She knew 
what she was doing. And so do we. The 

situation is completely "legible" as my 
academic colleagues would say. What did 
she and the rest of us know? Why did she 
act as she did? While acknowledging that he 
has no insights to the woman’s inner 
thoughts, he continues by listing twenty 
assumptions she must have made in calling 
9-1-1.  She assumed that her lies would be 
more credible than the black man’s truth. 
She assumed that she would have the 
presumption of innocence. She assumed 
that he, a black man, would have a 
presumption of guilt. She assumed that the 
police would back her up. She assumed that 
a black man had no right to tell her what to 
do. She assumed that her race would be an 
advantage, that she would be believed 
because she is white. Fr. Massingale’s list of 
assumptions continues, validating his point 
that Amy Cooper acted out of instant reflex. 
No one taught her these things, but she 
knew what she was doing. And so do we. 
We know how race works in America.  
 I bring up this incident because what 
happened afterward touches upon the core 
of today’s gospel – the tension between the 
two virtues of justice and mercy. What do 
we do when someone wrongs us? How do 
we respond? How do we resolve conflict? 
How do we follow through on last Sunday’s 
gospel about being responsible for one 
another, and this week’s gospel of forgiving 
each other from the heart. How ironic that 
both people in the Central Park incident 
share a common last name – “Cooper.” 
Nothing ended well from the incident – 
except perhaps another pubic testimony of 
the need for our nation to come to terms 
with our racial history. We don't want to 
admit that there’s a lot more to this story. 
That Amy knew, we all know, that she had 
“the support of an unseen yet very real 
apparatus of collective thoughts, fears, 
beliefs, practices and history.” And it will 



           2 

take a lot of undoing on our nation’s part 
and the part of each of us before that 
apparatus is dismantled. 

After the Central Park incident, Amy 
Cooper was charged with filing a false 
police report. She was fired from her job at 
an investment firm as her infamy circled the 
globe. She even lost her dog temporarily 
while animal rescue workers checked its 
condition. As if that’s enough punishment, 
she faces an October court date. Christian 
Cooper, however,  has ignited a new debate 
by declining to participate in her 
prosecution. In a Washington Post opinion 
piece, he said that her charges are being 
brought by the state, not by him. He’s not 
interested in seeking revenge or retaliation. 
Although his sister, who said she loves and 
understands her brother, wants Amy 
Cooper to be called to some form of 
accountability as one of the few ways to 
create a deterrent that can lead to real 
change – she wants justice. 

 
 Today’s parable brings the 
difference—sometimes the tension – 
between justice and mercy front and 
center. It starts with Peter’s question of 
Jesus: Lord, if my brother sins against me, 
how often must I forgive? Obviously, Peter 

isn’t thinking of forgiveness as a free-
flowing waterfall that never stops. How 
often MUST I forgive? He suggests seven 
times, but Jesus counters with seventy-
seven times – endlessly, over and over, 
because there’s no limit to mercy. The 
expansive exaggeration continues when 
we’re told that the king in the Jesus’ 
parable, hearing the plea from the servant 
who owed him ten thousand talents, 
forgave the entire debt. Ten thousand 
talents, in that time period, is the 
equivalent of more than the wages of a day 
laborer for 150,000 years--  a ridiculously 
large debt that the gospel writer employs to 
make his point. There’s simply no way to 
measure the extent of God’s generosity 
when it comes to forgiving.  

 
 Pope Francis is so convinced about 
the overwhelming generosity of God’s 
forgiveness that he entitled a book he 
wrote in 2016: The Name of God is Mercy.  
He has an anecdote in this book about the 
prayer of a priest who had doubts about 
whether he was too forgiving in the 
confessional:  “Lord, forgive me if I have 
forgiven too much. But you’re the one who 
gave me the bad example!” Here’s Pope 
Francis’ take on today’s gospel: This parable 
contains a profound teaching for all of us. 
Jesus affirms that mercy is not only an 
action of the Father, it becomes a criterion 
for ascertaining who his true children are. In 
short, we are called to show mercy because 
mercy has first been shown to us.  
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Pardoning offences becomes the clearest 
expression of merciful love, and for us 
Christians it is an imperative from which we 
cannot excuse ourselves. At times how hard 
it seems to forgive! And yet pardon is the 
instrument placed into our fragile hands to 
attain serenity of heart. To let go of anger, 
wrath, violence, and revenge are necessary 
conditions to living joyfully. Let us therefore 
heed the Apostle’s exhortation: “Do not let 
the sun go down on your anger” (Eph 4:26).  

It’s only when you and I experience the 
flood of God’s generous mercy washing 
over our hearts, as a community of forgiven 
sinners, that we will be able to strengthen 
our resolve to do the deeds of justice that 
will usher in God’s kingdom of freedom, 
equality and peace. 

John Kasper, osfs 
 


