
LIVING MERCY
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One of the most famous depic-
tions of the parable of the 
prodigal son is the painting by 

Rembrandt. It is particularly notable for 
the artist’s use of light and the unusual 
focus on the father’s hands as they rest 
on his the back of his returning son.

Art critics have debated the mean-
ing of those hands, often focusing on 
their shape, but Capuchin Father David 
Songy, president of Saint Luke Institute, 
suggests we look at something else: the 
father is not wearing any rings.

He recalls the story in Luke: “But 

Showing mercy does not require 
you to condone a wrong or mini-
mize the pain you have felt, but it 

does mean being able to let go and offer 
forgiveness.  

So, why is it so hard for us to forgive 
ourselves? 

“God desires us to be released from 
our burdens so we may live fully hu-
man lives. God desires to lift us up, not 
beat us down. We need to allow God to 
transform us,” Carmelite Father Joseph 
Chalmers says. “We need to work to 
show mercy to ourselves, as God desires 
for us.”

“Forgiveness is a process,” says Sr. 
Jane Becker, OSB, Ph.D., that includes 

his father ordered his servants, ‘Quickly 
bring the finest robe and put it on him; 
put a ring on his finger and sandals on 
his feet.’” (Luke 15:22)

“A ring shows the dignity of the 
person, the status of the person. It is a 
sign of power and wealth. Yet, the father 
has no ring, which you would expect,” 
he points out.

“The lack of a ring tells us his 
richness comes not from his material 
wealth, but from his son,” Fr. Songy says, 

four steps: acknowledging your 
injured feelings, committing to forgive, 
relinquishing revenge and thinking 
differently.

Therapist Martha Keys Barker, 
with Caritas Counseling Center of Saint 
Luke Insitute, says an important part of 
acknowledging your feelings and begin-
ning to let go is speaking with others.

For example, a person who loses 
her temper while caregiving for an 
elderly community member or a  
parent may be upset with herself and 
find that hard to let go. “Talking with 
friends or as part of a support group 
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“just as God’s richness comes from us 
when we turn to him. The image shows 
us that the father’s love for his son is total. 
He has no richness except what he sees, 
and is, as a father.”

This is an important part of under-
standing true mercy. None of us deserves 
mercy, he says. We receive mercy from 
God and, touched by his compassion, we 
then become merciful to others. 

“To arrive at a place of mercy, you 
need to have first experienced mercy,” he 
says. 

He notes that the prodigal son 
would never have known mercy and the 
complete love that his father felt for him 
without having experienced the suffering 
that leaving his family had caused. The 
older son, who had not suffered, could 
not understand this and could not fully 
understand the depth of his father’s love. 

Mercy is love shown to a sinner, Fr. 
Songy says, and we are called to show 
love when there are injustices. In today’s 
world, the focus tends to be solely on 
seeking justice, on calling someone to 
justice, but we can’t stop there.

It is not easy to forgive our enemies 
or those who betray us. Yet, forgiveness 
“creates a different kind of equality,” he 
says, “because you no longer are defined 
by what that person did to you. Once 
you understand God’s mercy to you, you 
are able to respond in mercy to others 
and to let go of the suffering you have 
experienced because of others’ actions.”

“Mercy produces equality and is the 
greatest justice. Equality from justice is 
limited to the objective, material world,” 
he notes. “Love and mercy take us fur-
ther and gives people the opportunity 
to reclaim the dignity given to them by 
Jesus Christ.”

Rembrandt, Mercy and Justice

Mercy and Justice, continued  
from page 1

Meditating on Mercy

Corporal Works of Mercy
 ■ Feed the hungry: John 6

 ■ Give drink to the thirsty: John 4 
and John 19:28 or John 19:34

 ■ Clothe the naked:  
Matthew 6:25-34

 ■ Visit the imprisoned:  
Matthew 9:9-13

 ■ Shelter the homeless:  
Matthew 7:24-27

 ■ Visit the sick: John 11

 ■ Bury the dead: Romans 6:3-11

Spiritual Works of Mercy
 ■ Admonish the sinner:  
John 8:1-11

 ■ Instruct the ignorant:  
Matthew 5, 6, 7

 ■ Counsel the doubtful: Job 38-42

 ■ Comfort the sorrowful:  
John 11: 21-35

 ■ Bear wrongs patiently:  
Crucifixion

 ■ Forgive all injuries:  
Luke 23:39-43

 ■ Pray for the living and the 
dead: Christ on the Cross

Why doesn’t 
the father  
have a ring? 
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Spiritual exercises and the corporal works of mercy

Tips for self forgiveness

TThe corporal works of mercy - 
feed the hungry, give drink to the 
thirsty, clothe the naked, visit the 

imprisoned and the sick, and shelter the 
homeless - seem very straightforward, as 
do ways to respond tangibly. 

Capuchin Father David Songy 
encourages us to provide practical 
assistance to others in need, as Jesus 
called us to do, but suggests we don’t 
stop there. 

He proposes a different way of 
thinking about these works of mercy, 
noting Pope Francis’ words to a Jubilee 
audience in June 2016, “Those who have 
experienced in their own lives the Fa-
ther’s mercy cannot remain indifferent 
before the needs of their brothers.”

Fr. Songy said it is important to 
“focus on God performing exercises of 
mercy in your own life versus a deed 

can normalize your experience and be 
a huge help in beginning to let go,” says 
Keys Barker. 

“You learn that you are not the only 
one in this situation,” she says.

She notes that we often hold per-
fectionistic standards for ourselves and 
are harder on ourselves than others. She 
recommends thinking about how you 
would respond to a friend in your situa-
tion. “Typically, you would tell a friend, 
‘It’s not as bad as you think’ or ‘It’s seri-
ous, but you will get through it.’”

“Be as kind to yourself as you are to 
your friends,” she says.

Keys Barker recommends making 
amends when possible. Consider how 
you might repair a hurt relationship or 
change the situation. “People often feel 
bad and that there is nothing they can 

you do out of your strictly human sense 
of charity.”

Begin by reflecting upon God’s 
mercy to you, he says. “Contemplate 
each of the corporal and spiritual works 
of mercy with this thought in mind: 
How have I experienced such mercy in 
my life?

“Feed the hungry. How have I 
concretely experienced God feeding 
me? Instruct the ignorant. How has God 
taught me?”

As a next step, he recommends 
meditating on Scripture passages from 
Jesus’ life, such as John 6.

For “give drink, to the thirsty” 
contemplate John 19:28 or John 19:34.

Fr. Songy says, “God’s mercy comes 
first - and from there, we can show 
mercy to others.”

do, but if there is, acting upon that can 
help you let go.”

Mindfulness is another resource.  
One of the practices involves “radically 
accepting yourself as you are and others 
as they are,” she says. Return to this over 
and over as a way to remind yourself 
that you are human and will make 
mistakes.

It is helpful to “remember that all 
of the things that form the person I am 
today have given me certain strengths 
and weaknesses,” she says. 

Finally, slow down. Getting upset 
over something small such as losing 
keys (“I’m so stupid. How could I do 
that?”), left unchecked, can lead to more 
irritability. Notice the negative thoughts 
you are having. Instead of beating up 
on yourself, recognize that you are on 
overload and take steps to calm down. 

Self mercy, continued from page 1

Make a pilgrimage  
of forgiveness (Lk 6:37-38)

To arrive at a place you have 
never been to before, you need 
to go through places you have 
never been to before.

 ■ “Judge not, and you will not  
be judged.” 
Reflection: How do I judge 
others? Pray to understand how 
the Lord does not judge me. 

 ■ “Condemn not, and you will 
not be condemned.” 
Reflection: How do I condemn 
others? Pray to understand how 
the Lord does not condemn me.

 ■ “Forgive, and you will be  
forgiven.” 
Reflection: Who am I unable to 
forgive? Pray to experience the 
fullness of God’s forgiveness. 

 ■ “Give, and it will be given to 
you; good measure, pressed 
down, shaken together, 
running over, will be put into 
your lap. For the measure you 
give will be the measure you 
get back.” 
Reflection: Pray that you 
can experience the Lord’s 
abundance and be given the 
gift of gratitude.

Rev. David Songy, O.F.M.Cap., 
S.T.D., Psy.D., is president of 
Saint Luke Institute and was 
commissioned a Missionary of 
Mercy by Pope Francis.
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Coming Soon on SLIconnect.org  
SLIconnect Webinars
One-hour, online presentations offering practical information for healthy life and ministry. 

Webinars are available on-demand after the live presentation.

FREE: Shepherding in Tragic Times:  

Caring for Self and Others in Trauma

Wednesday, August 31, 1:00-2:30 p.m. ET

Msgr. Stephen J. Rossetti, Ph.D., D.Min.

Battling Hoarding:  

When the Piles Take Over

Thursday, Sept. 22, 2016, 1:00-2:00 p.m. ET

Nancy Kluge, Ph.D., LCPC

Managing Anxiety:  

How Fear Keeps Us Alive

Thursday, Oct. 20, 2016, 1:00-2:00 p.m. ET

Michael Pollard, LCSW

Pastoral Leadership: A Coach Approach

Thursday, Nov. 17, 2016, 1:00-2:00 p.m. ET

Tom Krapu, Ph.D. 

New: Online Human Formation for Seminaries
Foundations is a four-year online curriculum helping seminarians cultivate the emotional, 

psychological and spiritual skills needed to thrive in ministry.  

Visit sliconnect.org/seminaries for details. 

Contributions to support Saint 

Luke Institute’s ministry may 

be made online at www.sli.org 

or in your estate plan. Please 

contact our development staff 

at 301-422-5405. 


