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Mercy Distinguishes Catholic Morality

something about Catholic morality that distinguishes it from

ty of other religious believers? This is a vexing question. It is

not 3 question sbout superiority. It s simply 2 question about distinc-

tiveness or uniqueness. It i the question about identity, about what iden
s us 25 C
The question is vexing because it is difficult to find any one thing
that belongs to Catholics as Catholcs. For instance, we Catholics appre-
ciate the natural law, but, in Romans 1, Saint Paul writes that the natu-
en in everyone’s heart; by that law, people can tell right
from wrong. Many Catholics believe (rightly) that what is right for
Catholics i right for everyone and whatever is wrong for Catholics is
equally wrong for everyone.
Others root our morality in the Scriptures. Here we think, naturally,
Ten Commandments, which are shared with Jews, Protestants, and
Orthodox. That's not terribly distinctive. Moréover, the command-
ments are pretty comprehensive. From them we receive moral guidance
regarding the sovercignty of God and God’s name; worship; honoring
parcnts; cherishing life, our bodies, and the truth; respecting neighbors,

holic in our moral lives

their families, and their property. The commandments cover most moral
wopics.

Despite the fact that the natural law provides all human beings access
moral standards and that the Ten Commandments offer those
of us in the Judeo-Christan tradition a fundamental morality that has af-
fected the foundations of morality throughout the Western world, sll,

0 the s

say unequivocally: We Catholics have defined ourselves distinctively in our
moral lives. That distinctiveness is found in the virtue of mercy.
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While fellow Protestants recognize the extraordinary importance of
wercy as the basic stance of our God toward s, stll we Catholics have
aken that insight further in terms of a long legacy of the corporal and

spi e distinguished us, for if there

is one dimension of the Christian tradition that differentiates Protescants
from Catholics, it is, precisely, “works”

1 have written already on the virtues (Virtues for Ordinary Chritia
and the Ten Commandments (Commandments of Compassion), two ex-
trsordinarily important influences on Catholic moralty. Now I want to
begin addressing the influence of the works of mercy both on our tradi-
tion and on our contemporary lives. I do this because the tradition of the
t to the modern
mind. If we want to know more about what God asks of us today, then,
sssuredly it s the practice of mercy.

wal works of mercy. Those works h

works of mercy is powerfully rich, yet considerably

THE CASE FOR THE DISTINCTIVENESS
OF MERCY IN THE CATHOLIC TRADITION

Mercy: The Story of Our Salvation

The Good Samaritan parable definitively defines “ncighbor love™ as the
practice of mercy. But recall why Jesus tells this parable. He has just given
the love commandment and in response, one of the scribes asks him,
of it
s 3 very surprising answer t0 the question. Are we not thinking at the

“Who is my neighbor?” Jesus then tells the parable. A close readi

beginning of the story that the answer to the question, “Who is my
neighbor?” will be the mai lying wounded along the road. But it’s not
The answer i the Samaritan. The neighbor is the one who shous mercy

Like the surprising ending, many of us forget that this is not pri-
marily a moral parable. Many great preachers and theologians see in it the
first story of our redemption, told by Christ. For instance, Venerable Bede
wrote that the wounded man who lies outside the gates is Adam,
wounded by sin, lying outside the gates of Eden. The priest and the
Levite, representing the tradition and the law, are unable to do anything
for Adam. Along comes the Samaritan (Christ) who tends to Ada
wounds, takes him to the inn (the church), gives a down payment (his
life) for Adam’s healing (our salvation), and promises to return for him
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t0 pay in full the cost of redemption) and take him to where he dwells
(the Kingdom).

Understood in this way, the parable i less a story about how we
should treat others than it is the story of what Christ has done for us. We
are called to follow the actions of the Good Samaritan, not because the
parable is atractive but because it is a retelling of the entire Gospel. In i,
we are called to go and do likewise. The parable is not simply one among
many that Jesus told. Rather, it serves as the foundational explanation of
Jesus’ commandment to love.

Mercy: The Condition for Salvation

My second point is that the Scriptures definitively emphasize mercy as
the condition for salvation. This is made clear in the Last Judgment (in
Matthew 25), where those saved are saved simply if they performed what
we later called the corporal works of mercy—feed the hungry, give drink
o the thirsty, shelter the homeless, clothe the naked, visit the sick, visic
the imprisoned, and bury the dead.

The parable of Matthew 25 is striking in that everyone is surprised
by the judgment. The sheep never realized that in feeding the hungry.
they were feeding the king, Nor did the goats realize that by not visicing
the sick, they were not visiting the Lord. But for the Gospel writers, our
recognition of the importance of mercy is inconsequential. That is also
the “moral” of the scory of the rich man who never sees poor Lazarus at
his gate. We will be judged by whether we are merciful (see Luke 6)

Mercy:The Heart of Our Theological Tradition

Our entire theological tradition is expressed in terms of mercy, which 1
define 3« the willingness to enter into the chaos of others. Indeed. like
the Good Samaritan stopping for wounded Adam, attending to someone
in nced is no simple affir. It means entering into the entire “problem”
or “chaos” of that person's paticular s

Understood in such terms, the creation is an act of mercy that
brings order into the chaos of the universe. The Incarnation is God’s en-
ry into the chaos of human existence. And the redemption s bringing
us out of the chaos of our slvery to sin. Every action of God is aimed at

uation.

rescuing us.
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One of my favorite understandings of God's rescue of us ¢

fion the meditation on the Trinity in the Spiritual Exerises of Saint
Ienatins. The three persons of the blessed Trinity are considering the
chaos of the world wherein most people are going to hell. They decide
that we must be saved. How? One of three persons will enter into our
lives to keep us al from falling into the abyss of hell, itself pure chaos,

Self-Definition

Mercy: Christianity

Early Christianity defined itself in terms of mercy. In his wonderful work
The Rise of Clristianity, Rodney Stark argues that “Christianity was an
arban movement, and the New Testament was set down by urbanites

But those urban areas were dreadful. Stark describes the conditions a5
social chaos and chronic urban misery.” partly because of sheer popula.

tion density. At the end of the first century, Antioch’s population was
150,000 within the city walls—117 persons per acre. New York City to-
day has 2 density of 37 persons per acre overall; Manhattan, with it high.

ise apartments, registers 100 persons per acre.

Contrary to carly assumptions, Greco-Roman ciies were not sct-
led places, the inhabitants descending from previous generations. Given
high infant mortality and short life expectancy, these cities required “a
constant and substantial stream of newcomers” simply to maintain pop-
ulacion levels. As a result the cities were comprised of strangers. They
wwere well reated by Christians who, again contrary to assumptions, were
anything but poor. Through a variety of ways, financially secure Chris.
tians welcomed the newly arrived immi

Moreover, Christianity was new. While echical demands were im-
posed by the gods of the pagan religions, these demands were substan.
vely ritualisic, not neighbor directed. And, while pagan Romans knew
erosity, it did not stem from any divine command. Thus a nurse who
cared for a vietim of an epidemic knew that her life might be lost. If sh
were a pagan, there was 1o expectation of divine reward for her gen-
crosity; if she were a Christian, this life was but a prelude to the next,
where the generous were united with God.

Although the Romans practiced gencrosity, they did not promote
mercy or ity Sinice mercy implied “uncarned help or relie€” i was con
sidered contradictory to justice. Roman philosophers opposed mercy,
According to Stark, “Pity was a defect of character unworthy of the wise

s,
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excusable only in those who have ot yet grown up. It was an im-

pulsive response based on ignorance.” He concludes:

This was the moral climate in which Christianity taught that mercy

e primary virtues-—that 2 merciful God requites humans

be merciful. Morcover,
nity, Christians may not please God unless they love one another was
ew. Pechaps even more revolutionary was the principle that
ian love and charity must extend beyond the boundaries of
s must extend to “all those who in every place

corollary that hecanse God loves hu-

jy and tribe. tha
call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 1:2). This

was revolutionary swf. Indeed, it was the cultural basis for

alizarion of 3 Roman world groaning under a host of miseries.

In our own day, mercy makes no less a claim,





