
Pastor’s page: “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.” (Luke 6: 36) 

Perfection belongs to God alone. Mere mortals like you and me, will never reach 
perfection. We will always fall short of the mark whether academically or spiritually, in 
our relationships, or in the workplace. Virtue is when we live up to our capacities. When 
we do the best we can with what God has given us. The theological adage is: grace builds on 
nature. Your natural abilities differ from mine. You may be the mother of six children and 
able to care deeply for each of them with great patience and gentle understanding. While 
another mother is overextended emotionally with just two children to rear. The Holy Spirit 
can only do so much with each of us. Very few, or maybe none of us, can be as virtuous as 
St. Francis of Assisi or Mother Teresa of Calcutta. 

The word of God in the Scriptures and the teaching authority of the church (magisterium), 
offer us values and principles, rules and regulations, to guide us in the path of virtue. We 
learn them and try to internalize them so that they will affect our behavior. But we cannot 
live up to them at all times and in all ways. We cannot live up to them even with the grace 
of God, the Holy Spirit and the power of the sacraments. We can only do the best we can 
with what God has given to us. 

The life and teachings of Jesus Christ offer us ideals to aspire to. “But I say to you that 
listen, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for 
those who abuse you. If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from 
anyone who takes away your code do not withhold even your shirt. Give to everyone who begs 
from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them again. Do to others as 
you would have them do to you.” (Luke 6. 27-31) 

But we fall short of the mark. Is there room for us then, in the kingdom of God? Of course 
there is! Pope Francis has declared that this year will be a Jubilee of mercy. The concept of 
mercy is a synonym for compassionate care and love. When we say that God is merciful, we 
are speaking about a central attribute of God. At its core it means that the Lord has a 
special interest in the poor and powerless. This is not referring simply and only to physical 
deprivation. It is a reference to a recognition on our part that we are poor: radically 
dependent on the creator of the universe for our life and breath. It is a deeply felt 
awareness that we are creatures who desperately need the Creator’s love and sustaining 
power. “I have come not to call the self- righteous, but sinners to conversion.” This includes 
all of us. 

The merciful God knows who we are, and loves each and every one of us just as we are 
right now. In order to give us guidance in our journey of holiness, the church offers 
commandments and life-giving rules of compassion to support us in our efforts. But the 
church knows that we will not live up to the ideal. The ideals are often heroic, and 
generally we are not such heroes. The holiest of men and women had the nature and the 



supernatural grace to come close to the ideal. Is there a place for us in the church when we 
do not achieve the ideal? 

In his synthesis and response to the two synods on marriage and the family, Pope Francis 
made it clear that “general rules set forth a good which can never be disregarded or 
neglected, but in their formulation they cannot provide absolutely for all particular 
situations.” Francis made clear that the church rules about marriage and receiving 
communion cannot be expected to cover every eventuality or every circumstance. “Be 
merciful, just as your Father is merciful.” Remember that there have always been 
exceptions to the rules. The early church created what is known as the Pauline and Petrine 
privileges. These “privileges” allow a marriage to be dissolved between a baptized person 
and his or her unbaptized spouse “in favor of the faith.” This is an ancient exception to the 
rule that marriage cannot be dissolved. 

Pope Francis makes clear that the Eucharist is not to be understood as a weapon to afflict 
Catholics whose marriages have failed. It is to be understood most of all as a gift that 
brings healing and nourishment. When a marriage fails, the couple can seek counsel from 
their parish priest in the formation of their consciences. “Not all discussions of doctrinal, 
moral or pastoral issues need to be settled by interventions of the magisterium (teaching 
authority of the church). 

Human beings differ in their capacities. Human life is complex. The church’s rules can be 
compassionately and  pastorally discussed with those who have been wounded by divorce, 
in the confidentiality of the rectory. Their informed consciences will be their guide. 

Peace, Father Bruce 


