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Learning to be Merciful
This text is based on the Gospel of the 4th Sunday of the Year.  Where it is being used by a Head Teacher or a school representative, it can be supplemented by some specific examples of learning in a school or parish. 
Today’s Gospel connects to last Sunday’s which told the story of Jesus preaching in the synagogue, reading the words of the prophet Isaiah, words which would have been very familiar to those present in the synagogue on that Sabbath day, words which are also very familiar to us. 
The spirit of the Lord has been given to me,

for he has anointed me.

He has sent me to bring the good news to the poor.

to proclaim liberty to captives 

and to the blind new sight,

to set the downtrodden free,

to proclaim the Lord’s year of favour.

This was the mission that the Jewish people understood to be that of the Messiah, the chosen one, the one who had been “anointed” to bring them to glory in a new Jerusalem, the kingdom of God.

Of course, their expectations of a Messiah who would come in glory were not fulfilled in their eyes by the son of Joseph the carpenter, no matter how impressed they were by the “graciousness” of his words.  So, they failed to recognise the Son of God, even as he stood in their midst.  In fact they were so discomfited by his warnings that they might not be the Chosen People after all, that they chased him out of town – as we hear on today’s Gospel.

In failing to recognise the presence of God among them, the Jewish people are no different from ourselves.  How often do we fail to recognise the hand of God in the words and actions of others?  Do we hear “prophetic” words when we listen to people speak out against injustice?  Do we detect the Spirit of the Lord in the actions of people who support those in need in our communities?  Or do we merely describe them as “volunteers” or “community-minded people”?  
Of course, we should understand that the words of the prophet Isaiah apply to all Christians who were given this same mission at their Baptism.  We each have a responsibility to feed and clothe those in need; we should all welcome the stranger into our communities, our parishes, our schools.  But we also have a responsibility for the spiritual care of others: helping those who seem trapped in despair and loneliness, showing patient and tender regard for those who might cause us harm, and commending all, living and dead, in our prayers.
These are the “works of Mercy”, both corporal and spiritual, which Pope Francis is calling on us to enact during this Extraordinary Jubilee Year of Mercy.  During this year, teachers will help pupils to make sense of these actions and to connect them to the words and actions of Jesus.  They will explore the parables of mercy - the lost sheep, the lost coin and the lost son - to learn what they teach us about the mercy of God who exalts the humble and the weak and condemns the mighty and the proud.
They will be inspired by the example of Mary, mother of Jesus, whose humble life is transformed by God’s merciful power at the Annunciation, as she proclaims in the Magnificat:

For the Almighty has done great things for me.

Holy in his name.

And his mercy reaches from age to age for those who fear him.

He has shown the power of his arm.

he has routed the proud of heart.

He has pulled down princes from their thrones and exalted the lowly.

The hungry he has filled with good things, the rich sent away empty.

Above all, they will be invited to absorb the core message of the life and ministry of Jesus and, through Him, to experience the merciful love of God that gives itself to everyone and excludes no one. 

