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JUDGMENT AND MERCY

I don’t know about you, but I do not appreciate religious types who are more about judgment, condemnation and punishment and less about mercy, forgiveness and grace. Am I the only one who feels this way? When I signed up for Facebook, I filled out the profile and saw the blank, “religion.” I posted on my Facebook page, “I’m not very religious.” It’s my way of standing apart from those religious folk who seem more righteous, more holy, more moral than I am (even though they may in fact be more righteous, more holy and more moral than I am.”)! When I am invited to officiate at a wedding, I shudder when at a wedding rehearsal dinner they seat me by “Aunt Mae” because the family knows she is “very religious.” 

So we have two scripture passages today where I don’t really don’t want to say, “This is the Word of the Lord! Thanks be to God!” In Children’s Time we heard the story from Mark 7. I have always understood Jesus to be kind, compassionate, and helpful to any person who calls for help. That is how I have always experienced Jesus of Nazareth. And the biblical witness of Jesus consistently portrays Jesus as merciful, kind, and willing to help all those who call out in faith. But when I read this passage of authoritative scripture from Mark 7:24-30, I am confused. This does not sound like the Jesus I know, love, and worship. I hear in Jesus' words a harshness and perhaps a prejudice. 


Jesus journeys away from the crowds and to the eastern border of Phoenicia. Tyre and Sidon are seaport cities on the Mediterranean Sea and just north of Galilee. There a woman from that region calls out to Jesus. Mark calls her a “Gentile.” The Greek word is “Hellenist.” At that time in Israel the world was divided between “Jew and Greek” as Paul says in Galatians 3:28. She is not a Jew; for she is a Hellenist.


Mark tells us that she begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter. Jesus, however, says to her, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” What an awful thing to say to someone who has asked for your help! She knew, Jesus knew, everyone there knew that one of the favorite words the Jews used for Gentiles and Greeks was "dogs.” Jesus is calling her a slang term—“Dog!”

But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” Even the dogs, even the Gentiles, even the people not of the Jewish faith, feed off the scraps from the bread of life. Then, and only then, does Jesus say “For saying that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.”  So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone. In this story Jesus appears to be like the religious folk I’d rather not be around. I struggle with this story and don’t want to say, “This is the Word of the Lord! Thanks be to God!”

And in the second chapter of James we hear the call that to be faithful to Jesus we are not to show favoritism to the rich over the poor (2:1-13) James also says we are not to be indifferent to the needs of others (2:14-26) and only offer empty words such as “Go in peace, be warm and eat your fill” (2:16). 

And in the middle of this teaching we hear in verse 13: For judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy. That sounds like “Works Religion” to me. It sounds like we will receive mercy from God as much as we offer mercy to others. Some interpret the Lord’s Prayer to mean, “God forgives us as much as we are willing to forgive others.” I have been speaking out against Works Religion throughout my ministry, yet I don’t want to abuse or misinterpret the Bible. I don’t want to be the type of Philosophical Enlightenment person who makes my experience and my understandings the basis for judging what the Bible says. I want the Bible and the resurrected Christ to correct my beliefs and opinions. 

So what do I do with this word from James: For judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy? Well, let’s first thank James for reminding us that God’s unconditional love does not free me to do whatever I want to do for the rest of my life. To be in covenant with God and with one another means that you and I are connected in a relationship so that what I do or don’t do, be or don’t be, doesn’t just affect me but also affects others and even affects my relationship with God. To be a follower of Jesus means that I am accountable to Jesus and accountable to you. I want to thank James for that. 

And James rightly tells us that the mercy we show to others is related to the mercy we receive from God. I believe firmly in the relationship between what you give and what you receive. As I struggle with this concept, however, I also believe firmly that mercy does not begin with me. Mercy always begins with God—as does grace, forgiveness, hope and faith. The more I study the Bible and the more I experience Jesus, I am confirmed in this belief that the Lord, not I, is the initiator for mercy. In other words, I do not believe that I must muster up all the niceness and kindness and mercy in my heart and express these to others before the Lord will be nice and kind and merciful to me. The Lord, not I, is the initiator. Mercy do not come from me but comes as a response to the Lord’s mercy in me. I am firm on that belief. 
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I believe that mercy begins with God, and I also believe that mercy ends with God. The last part of verse 13 declares, “Mercy triumphs over judgment.” Mercy triumphs over judgment. The Greek text (katakauchatai eleos kriseos) is literally translated, “Mercy boasts over judgment.” In other words, mercy taunts over judgment. Picture last weekend when Washington Redskins defensive tackle Albert Haynesworth tackled quarterback Tom Brady. Imagine Haynesworth standing over Brady in triumph. Perhaps a six foot six inch, 350 pound defensive tackle is not what we think of when we think of mercy, but our Lord’s mercy is even more powerful than Albert Haynesworth and more powerful than any judgment.  Mercy triumphs over judgment.

In other words, “In the end, mercy wins.” The Bible teaches us that the Lord is forming us into merciful persons and that in the end God will indeed form us into merciful persons! It may take God longer for some than for others, but the Lord has all of eternity, after all! In the end, mercy triumphs over judgment; thus, we find mercy at the beginning of our journey with God, mercy at the end of our journey with God, and mercy all along the way. 

Perhaps that’s the meaning of Mark’s story about Jesus and the nonJewish woman. I have no idea why Jesus responded so harshly to the Greek woman who requested help from this Jewish rabbi. I have some opinions about why Jesus said this, but I don’t think that’s the point. In the end, Jesus sends her home to find that her little girl has been healed. In the end, mercy wins. Throughout Jesus’ life, mercy triumphs over judgment.

You can live the religious life by assuming that it’s all up to you to generate the mercy you need to win enough points so that the Lord will show mercy to you. You can live your own way and think that judgment triumphs over mercy if you just do enough for God to love you and forgive you. Or you can live the way of God and trust that mercy triumphs over judgment. You can trust that mercy begins not with you but with God and that in the end God’s mercy will triumph over any judgment we have over ourselves or any judgment God has against us. You can believe that there is nothing you can do to make God love you more than the Lord already loves you and nothing you can do to make God love you any less that the Lord already loves you. You can trust that God’s goodness is greater than our badness and that the Lord’s power to forgive is greater than our ability to sin. 


Robert Farrar Capon 1 tells that Jesus is critical of the following items taken from everybody's list of “Favorite Things To Be”: being rich, being strong, being first, being big, and being important. He names the one item that holds all these futilities together and gives them power over us, namely, being a bookkeeper. The human race is positively addicted to keeping records and remembering scores. What we call "life" is, for the most part, simply the juggling of accounts in our heads--rich and poor, strong and weak, famous and unknown, important and unimportant. 


If God has announced anything in Jesus, it is that Jesus has closed the bookkeeping department permanently. In Jesus' death and resurrection, God has declared that Divine Mercy isn't the least interested in examining anybody's books ever again, not even heaven’s books: God has nailed them all to the cross and has closed the bookkeeping office.


Put down your accounting books and judgments because they don’t matter any more. I invite you to trust in Divine Mercy because we are all in need of the mercy of God. I commend you to the mercy of God because mercy triumphs over judgment. Yes, mercy has the last word.
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