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Sunday homily February 20, 2022 

Deacon Richard Ashburn 

Seventh Sunday of Ordinary Time  

 

 

Mercy, Discernment, and Measure 

 

 

   Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. Give, and gifts will be given to you. For the measure with 

which you measure will in return be measured out to you. These lines, from Luke’s Gospel, reflect the 

sentiments and messages provided in the Old Testament reading from the First Book of Samuel and 

Paul’s New Testament reading from the First Letter to the Corinthians.  

 

   We learn in the first reading that Saul was pursuing David, his son-in-law, in the desert, with plans to 

kill him. Saul had become jealous and envious of David, whose youth, bravery, and military success had 

won him celebrity status among King Saul’s subjects. Saul would attempt to kill David on multiple 

occasions, yet David repeatedly shows mercy upon Saul, because he recognizes Saul as God’s anointed 

king. David places his trust in God to keep him safe, and himself is rewarded with kingship. 

 

   Our New Testament reading from St. Paul contrasts two important men in the history of the human race. 

The first man, Adam, was gifted with a soul, conscience, and free will, made in the likeness of God, and 

was able to know God and to choose to obey Him or disobey Him. Adam chose to disobey God. This 

disobedience resulted in the loss of immortal divine life from his soul, and since his body and soul were 

dimensions of the one single person, there were inevitable results in his body: suffering and death. That is 

the human dimension we all inherit: one without the life of God in the soul. That’s the meaning of 

original sin; it is the consequence of Adam’s disobedience. We are not individually responsible for 

original sin. God does not punish us for Adam’s sin, only for our own actual sins if they are not repented 

of. God is just, and more than just, but not less than just. 
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   And what did God do about this fall from innocence to sin? He prepared a second Adam, another man 

who would restore immortality from the fallen human nature inherited from Adam. It is the second man, 

the “new man” Who is Christ Jesus, through Whom we inherit the supernatural, immortal life, that Adam 

lost. We “inherit” this not by biological heredity but by faith and Baptism. 

 

   We inherit fallen human nature and original sin from Adam by heredity but we inherit this new nature 

from Christ by free choice. We have no choice about being born, but we must choose to be reborn. We 

get human life, natural life, earthly life, when we are born into the human family, when we get Adam as a 

father. We get divine life, supernatural life, heavenly life, when we are born again into the divine family, 

when we get God as our Father (we are reborn by water and the Holy Spirit). 

 

   When the term ‘Word of God’ is used, it may refer to the Bible or to Christ, the eternal Word of God, 

the second divine Person of the Trinity. The same God Who inspired the Bible, His Word in words, sent 

His Son, His Word in Person. Therefore the words of Christ Himself in Scripture are doubly authoritative, 

as proceeding from the Word of God in both senses. It’s extremely important that we get the words of 

Scripture right, whether literal or symbolic. 

 

   Today’s Gospel reading provides a real challenge for people who read the words Jesus spoke. “Love 

your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat 

you.” Many would ask “Is this guy kidding?” ”To the person who strikes you on one cheek, offer the 

other as well, and from the person who takes your cloak, do not withhold even your tunic. Give to 

everyone who asks of you, and from the one who takes what is yours do not demand it back.” Again the 

response of many would be “Is this guy nuts?”  Jesus in this difficult passage is speaking about the central 

feature of the life of a Christian, namely the self-sacrificial love that moves us to give ourselves to others 

as Christ gave Himself to us. The Greeks called this highest form of love agape. Jesus emphasizes its 

radical nature by giving concrete examples, which sometimes are to be lived literally but sometimes not, 
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such as turning the other cheek when slapped on one cheek, or lending money without expecting 

repayment, or giving to the thief who stole your coat more of your clothing instead of demanding your 

stolen goods back. 

 

   If we interpret all these things literally only, as telling us exactly what we are obliged to do all the time 

to everyone, we would encourage violence, mistreatment, and crime. And that would not be an act of 

love. But to do it literally sometimes, when we see that it might convert the face-slapper or the 

moneygrubber or the thief, might be an excellent and effective testimony to Christ and His radical love. 

This requires discernment. We need to think each situation through. This can be demanding, and literal 

interpretation is much easier; you can simply ‘check your mind at the door.’ The Pharisees and their 

legalism are the classic example of literalism. They followed the ‘letter of the law’ religiously, but often 

neglected the ‘spirit of the law.’ Recall the woman caught in adultery. Jesus’ loving mercy shamed the 

Pharisees into an embarrassing retreat. They were prepared to carry out the sentence demanded by the 

law, but were not prepared to entertain the loving mercy extended by God within their very presence. 

They were compulsive insofar as ritually washing their hands before eating, but they were less mindful of 

washing their souls with repentance. They knew they were obliged to avoid murder, yet they didn’t avoid 

hating and wishing their enemies dead. As Peter Kreeft, noted philosopher and theologian has written, 

“Jesus’ demands are more demanding, not less, than theirs. Sometimes literalism lets us off the hook.”  

 

   Jesus’ mercy knows no bounds or limits, and He wishes that we be willing to use our gifts of intellect, 

reason, and charity to address situations where we may be wronged by others, and practice mercy in place 

of judgement and condemnation. Love and courtesy of this kind should not, of course, make us indifferent 

to truth and goodness. Love, in fact, impels the followers of Christ to proclaim to all men the truth which 

saves. But we must distinguish between the error (which must always be rejected) and the person in error, 

who never loses his dignity as a person even though he flounders amid false or inadequate religious ideas. 
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Jesus repeatedly condemns the sin, while forgiving the sinner. God alone is the judge and the searcher of 

hearts; He forbids us to pass judgment on the inner guilt of others. 

 

   The point of Jesus’ sermon today comes at the very end: “The measure with which you measure will in 

return be measured out to you.” In other words, do unto others what you would have them do unto you - 

and your most significant other is God. Jesus elsewhere says that “whatever you did for one of these least 

brothers of mine, you did for me” (Mt 25:40). Living one’s life in this fashion with attention to doing 

God’s will will indeed turn earth into heaven. 

 

   Why should we believe and live these words of Christ’s? For the only reason anyone should ever 

believe anything: because it’s true. We should treat our neighbors as if they were Christ because they are 

in a real sense, though not a literal sense: our neighbors are Christ’s brothers and sisters and the Father’s 

children, and, if they are Christians, fellow members of Christ’s body. The holiest object in this world, 

outside the consecrated Host in the Eucharist, is your Christian neighbor’s soul, because in both the 

Eucharist and the soul Christ is truly present. 

 

   Jesus wishes that each of us seek and see Him in one another. Give Him the gift of yourself (after all, 

you, like everything you have, is a gift from Him). That’s why God gave you a self: to give it away, as He 

gave Himself away to you as a gift on the cross. Each time we gaze upon a crucifix, we should remember 

that that very same Jesus is asking us this question today: “This is what I did for you; what are you doing 

now for me?”     

 

                   

 

 


