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Today is Divine Mercy Sunday, which is news to Catholics who have not paid much attention 
since the year 2000, when Pope John Paul II inaugurated this feast to be celebrated on the 
Second Sunday of Easter each year. The designation has its basis in a revelation to Sister 
Faustina Kowalska, the Polish sister who died in 1938, concerning the extravagant abundance 
of compassion available in Jesus Christ. But it would not be necessary to appeal to a private 
revelation to know that we follow a Lord whose Sacred Heart is on fire with love and mercy for 
sinners. The cross of Christ, that most public of declarations, is on display around the world to 
remind us that the breadth and depth and height of divine compassion is beyond humanity’s 
wildest estimations. 
  
The mark of the nails 
It seems important to register this often-misplaced fact: Jesus didn’t just “die” on the cross. He 
was killed there. The Crucifixion was not an accident, a tragedy, or an inscrutable illness. It was 
an execution, a planned event, an orchestrated decision on the part of religious leaders, 
political players, a traitorous follower, cowed and scattered disciples, disinterested soldiers, 
and a cast of thousands who were content to listen to Jesus, receive His teaching and healing, 
eat His bread, and then go home and cover their eyes when He was unjustly seized, 
condemned, and executed. 
 We don’t call it murder, technically, when the state does it. Even less do we call those 
who simply stand aside and let a man be killed murderers. But what happened to Jesus wasn’t 
just a terribly sad occurrence. His death was caused, rationally and deliberately, by people who 
found it profitable and expedient to have Him dead. It served their ends to have Jesus 
crucified, exterminated, and buried. They didn’t know that heaven might find a way to co-opt 
their ends into beginnings, of course. No one was asking if God might be served by the means 
they were deliberating. 
 In other words, what happened to Jesus was the exact opposite of mercy. It was a 
calculated killing much more in keeping with the Holocaust of the Second World War, or the 
exterminations in Armenia, Rwanda, Darfur, or wherever ethnic cleansing of one kind or 
another is deemed desirable. Such killing of innocents for profit is something that begins in 
boardrooms and government offices, discussed for its pros and cons, voted on, signed and 
notarized by professionals, and implemented by mercenaries. Everybody gets a quiet moment 
with a bowl of water and a towel to wash his or her hands before going home. No one is 
responsible for the death of innocents when it is accomplished by institutions. And institutions 
have no capacity for mercy. Only people, made in the image and likeness of the God of mercy, 
can show mercy. 
  



Whose sins you forgive 
Mercy is not shown to those who die by institutional decree, whether on the battlefield, in 
prison, or through social policies that make the “welfare” of the poor sound like an obscenity. 
But before Jesus died, mercy alone was on His lips—”Father, forgive them,” and “Today you will 
be with me in Paradise.” And when the Risen Lord returned, mercy was once more His agenda: 
“Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them.” The one who was vigorously denied compassion 
became the one true source of hope for all in need of mercy being shown to them.  
 To those troubled by grief or guilt, Jesus says, “Peace be with you.” To those who 
struggle with doubt, Jesus says, “Put your finger here, and believe.” Clearly, divine mercy isn’t 
meted out only to the deserving, or to those who have paid their debt to God or society in 
kind. Divine mercy is offered to those who need it, precisely because they need it. All we have 
to do is want it, ask for it, and believe it. 
 If we had a choice between a world governed by divine mercy or the institutional 
elimination of defined enemies, which would we choose? It seems many of us want both, 
frankly, which we demonstrate in our attitude toward capital punishment, immigration policy, 
military action, and social responsibility toward the marginal members of society. But the 
mercy of God cannot coexist with the spirit of self-righteousness, prejudice, vengeance, or 
indifference. If we want divine mercy, we have to repent the spirit that leads to institutional 
injustices in every generation. 
  
I hold the keys 
When arguing the morality of almost any social policy you can name, the premiere impediment 
to a compassionate response seems to be the same: the fear that bad people will escape 
punishment and undeserving people will reap unfair benefits. If Christian people are really 
concerned about these matters, they should rest assured that the “first and the last, the one 
who lives” is on top of the situation. Evil will be punished and wrong will be redressed—God 
the just judge will see to it and vengeance is therefore in the best possible hands. 
 As for the undeserving receiving what they have not earned, well, perhaps we ought to 
be more grateful for that. As sinners in the hands of a God of mercy, it’s a very good thing that 
we don’t get what we each deserve. Instead, we stand to receive what Sister Faustina 
envisioned, the extravagant mercy of a Lord willing to undergo condemnation, suffering, and 
death for the sins of a world that has yet to learn the quality of mercy. 
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