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 This Divine Mercy Sunday, I would like to ask the question: What are the works of mercy 

that you regularly engage in – as an individual, as part of a group, or with your family? Our great 

tradition enumerates two categories of works of mercy – the corporal and the spiritual. And within 

each group, traditionally there are seven distinct works. Who could name them all from memory? 

The corporal works of mercy are to 1) feed the hungry; 2) give drink to the thirsty; 3) clothe the 

naked; 4) shelter the homeless; 5) visit the sick; 6) ransom captives; and 7) bury the dead. And the 

spiritual works of mercy are to 1) instruct the ignorant; 2) counsel the doubtful; 3) admonish 

sinners; 4) bear wrongs patiently; 5) forgive offenses willingly; 6) comfort the afflicted; and 7) 

pray for the living and the dead. 

 Our first reading gave a good example of the corporal works of mercy in action: the whole 

community came together and freely shared what they had for the sake of others. This was not 

socialism, as some erroneously claim, for there was no government force involved; rather, all was 

done freely, with a spirit of gratitude, and without any coercion or manipulation. This principle 

still exists today in most of our parish communities – we collect items for the needy, or if someone 

falls on hard times we spearhead initiatives to help them. This parish has regularly been so 

generous in that regard, especially with contributions to the so-called “poor pipe”, enabling not 

just the feeding of the hungry but assistance with other needs, also. And I know many of you do 

these things on your own in different ways, as well. 

 The spiritual works of mercy, however, tend to come second in our consideration. We all 

want to help others (or we should), but very often, our first thought goes to bodily needs. After all, 

our experience of reality comes through the senses – through the body. So we often must make a 

special effort to go beyond, to the spiritual. This, then, can be a bit of an examination of conscience 

for us also, as we consider what works of mercy we engage in: we can further ask, How do we 

practice the spiritual works of mercy, in particular? Or do we? If we contemplate Christ’s life, we 

see those works perfectly reflected in the example he left us. He was fully integrated, body and 

soul, God and man; there was no lack in anything he did. Whereas we must often struggle to reach 

the spiritual, his life always had a perfect balance.  

 Now the spiritual work that really jumps out at me is always the fifth one: “Forgive offenses 

willingly”. Not begrudgingly, no; not, “only after holding onto a grudge for a while”, either; but 

willingly. How difficult it can be to forgive! Difficult for us, that is – but never for our Lord. Not 

only does he gladly forgive us, in spite of how grossly we treat him by our sins, but he sent his 

apostles out on an especial mission of forgiveness, as we heard in the gospel – to do what came so 

readily to him, but which is often so difficult for us. More than the apostles, though, he also tells 

all his disciples in other parts of the gospel that we must forgive, and do so generously, without 

limit. Not that we “should” forgive; not, “please forgive others”; not, “it would be nice if you 

forgave”… but that we must forgive. And how difficult it can be! 

 It occurs to me, as we contemplate the spiritual work of mercy of forgiving others willingly 

– which is so needful in our time – that we should recognize that it is a work of mercy not just 

toward another but toward our very selves. If I were to hold on to anger, I would hurt myself in 

the process, and hurting myself is not merciful at all: for the anger only makes me more agitated, 

robs me of peace, and sets me on a trajectory ends badly. Whereas if I were to forgive, as costly 

as it can be to do so, not only would I then set the other person free, but I shall have also set myself 

free: I will have let go of the very thing that continued to hurt me so much, giving it to God. It 

often doesan’t feel like you’re being merciful to yourself when you forgive another, I know – but 

think it through. One of the paradoxes of life, perhaps. 



2 

 So here is a final question for your consideration: Are there any people whom you never 

really forgave? Perhaps, instead of an act of proper forgiveness, there was simply the calming that 

the passage of time tends to bring – the sense of anger subsiding, of not being so fired up anymore, 

and even of things seeming to have been smoothed over. Maybe, in a way, rather than forgiving 

someone, you came to a point of simply overlooking something that, in some way, still bubbles 

under the surface. But the Lord’s forgiveness is always a conscious decision, never a mere 

forgetting or allowing of something to become submerged in the waters of time. If there is anyone 

we have not willingly and willfully forgiven, we should correct that during our prayer this week. 

And, insofar as it is needed, we might tell them of our forgivness, as well. 

So the questions I have asked today are, “What are the works of mercy you do?”; then, 

“What about the spiritual works of mercy, in particular?”; then, “What about forgiveness, 

especially?”. If, as we look back on our past, we should find anyone for whom we never got to the 

point of willingly forgiving them, we must forgive them now. We need to release all claims against 

them. We need to truly let it go. In this regard, traditional prayers come to our aid; so I will 

conclude with the “Act of Charity”, which includes a very important line about forgiveness: “O 

my God, I love you above all things, with my whole heart and soul, because you are all-good and 

worthy of all my love. I love my neighbor as myself for love of you. I forgive all who have injured 

me, and ask pardon of all whom I have injured. Amen.” 


