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THE MERCY OF GOD:

Conversion, Reconciliation and Penance.

1. God as the Ultimate End of
Man

The book of Revelation
reveals us that God is “the Alpha
and the Omega, the Beginning
and the End” (Rv. 21:6). All things
begin with the Father and all
things return to Him.

Gaudium et Spes n. 24 says:.
“God, who has fatherly concern

for everyone, has willed that all

Bishop Silvio Siripong Charatsri,m/

men should constitute one family
and treat one another in a spirit
of brotherhood. For having been
created in the image of God,..
all men are called to one and
the same goal, namely God itself.”

In Christian moral theology,
‘God as the

is seen evidently.

the concept of
Ultimate End’
Catechism portrays the Christian
life; “a great pilgrimage to the

house of the Father” (TMA 49)

/ Reverend in Roman Catholic Church, Bishop of Chanthaburi Diocese.

( nopwvycny )
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2. Sin: A Rejection of the House
of the Father

The pilgrimage of Christian
to the house of the Father is no
without interruption. Our experience
tells us there were many times
that we turned away from the true
way and chose to walk in other
ways misleading us from our goal
We often lose our path.

The Vatican |l describes:
“Man, enticed by the evil one,
abused his freedom at the very
start of history. He lifted himself up
against God, and sought to attain
his goal apart from him” (GS 23).
This implies that “Sin has dimin-
ished man, blocking his path to
fulfillment” (ibid.). Sin is, therefore,
a negative dynamic operating within
human life which continually places
in jeopardy of the dignity and
calling of every human person.
Because of sin which is the
rejection of the house of the
Father, Jesus makes known the
loving mercy of the Father, reveal-

ing the divine plan of salvation.

3. God, the Father of Mercy
3.1 The Mystery of the Mer-
ciful God
God is ‘Mysterion. It is the
mystery of Trinitarian love: the
Father loves the Son in the
bond of the Holy Spirit. This
is the central mystery of
Christianity which is the
source and the end of all of
the other mysteries. The only
way in which we know the
eternal mystery of the Trinity
is through the deed of our
salvation accomplished in
Jesus Christ. Our salvation
consists in sharing in the
very life of the Trinity.

The mystery of the Trinity
is extended and made known
to us in the Creation of God
the Father, the Incarnation
and Redemption of God the
Son, Jesus Christ, and Sanc-
tification of God the Holy
Spirit.

The Paschal mystery (death
and resurrection) of Jesus

Christ is the pinnacle of the
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revelation of the divine mercy.
It is out of love that the
Father sends the Son into
the World. It is out of love
that Christ offers himself to
the Father for the redemption
of sinful humanity. It is out of
love that the Risen Christ
bestows the Holy Spirit
on his Church.
3.2 The God of Mercy is
revealed by Jesus

It is “God, who is rich in
mercy” (Eph 2:4) whom Jesus
Christ has revealed to us as
Father (DM 1). Jesus reveals
God as the God of mercy,
full of love and forgiveness
many times in his teaching,
especially in the familiar para-
ble of the prodigal son in
Luke 15:11-32. The key per-
sonage of the parable is ob-
viously the father, who hopes
for the return of his lost son.
He represents God our Father,
who never discriminates among
the children of God and never
tires of awaiting the return of

them.

3.3 “Mercy..is proper to
God”

St. Thomas Aquinas, in his
Summa Theologiae, writes:
“Mercy is accounted as being
proper to God: and therein
His omnipotence is declared
to be chiefly manifested” (ST
lla-llae, g. 30, a4, c.). He is
underscoring the fact that
mercy does not express only
an exterior attitude on God’s
part, let alone one of weak-
ness. On the contrary, mercy
is a sovereign attribute of
omnipotence. Besides being
revealed as transcendent, holy,
eternal, and omnipotent, God
is revealed as merciful as well
One Opening Prayer of the
Mass is said: “Father, you
show your almighty power in
your mercy and forgiveness.”
Forgiveness and mercy are
actually a sovereign act of

the omnipotence of God.
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4. God’s Mercy: Love more
powerful than Sin

The love and mercy of God
is the origin of the history of sal-
vation, St. John writes that: “For
God is Love; and His love was
disclosed to us in this, that he
sent his only Son into the world
to bring us life. The love | speak
of is not our love for God, but
the love he showed to us in
sending his Son as the remedy for
the defilement of our sins” (1 Jn
4:9-10). St. John reveals us that
God is love and his greatest love
is gving his only Son to redeem us.

St. Paul speaks about sin that
came from old Adam is no more
powerful than grace that came
from new Adam: “But where sin
was thus multiplied, grace immea-
surably exceeded it, in order that,
as sin established its reign by way
of death, so God’s grace might
establish its reign in righteousness,
and issue in eternal life through
Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rm 5:9-10)

Salvation is an absolutely free

gift of the merciful goodness of

God to humankind. Every Christian
is called to live and witness the
unconditional love and mercy of
God revealed and fuffiled by Christ.

5. Forgiveness and Reconciliation
as Gifts of God

In the parable of the prodigal
son, the most striking element is
the father’s festive and loving wel-
come of the returning son. It is a
sign of the mercy of God, who is
always wiling to forgive and recon-
cile. Forgivingness and reconciliation
is, therefore, seen as gifts of God.
They go beyond condition recom-
pense. The parable makes itvclear
that there are no limits to forgive-
ness and reconciliation. The gifts of
forgiveness and reconciliation are
initiated in the mystery of Christ,
the redeemer and reconciler of
man from sin all its forms. St Paul
explains this truth in his writings:
“If while we were enemies we
were reconciled to God by the
death of his Son, much more, now
that we are reconciled, shall we

be saved by his life. Not only so,
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but we also rejoice in God
through our Lord Jesus Christ,
through whom we have now
received our reconciliation” (Rm 5:
10-11, cf. Col 1:20-22). Therefore
since “God was in Christ reconcil-
ing the world to himself.. Be re-
conciled to God” (2 Cor 5:18, 20).
This calls for an acceptance and a

response by humankind.

6. Conversion, Reconciliationvand
Penance Respond to God's Mercy
-The meaning of terms

a) Conversion

Conversion is a central
theme of Scripture. It comes
from Greek word metanoia,
which means “to change
one’s mind or heart” and “to
regret” It translates the He-
brew or Aramaic concept
which suggests making an
about-face after having disco-
vered one is traveling in the
wrong direction. The Old Tes-
tament term shub is an ac-
tion word; it implies an actual

turning away from one’s for-

mer path, correcting one’s
course and heading off in a
new direction. The Apostolic
Exhortation Reconciliatio
et Paenitentia portrays
the prodigal son “represents
those who areaware
of the existence in their
inmost hearts of longing
for reconciliation at all levels
and without reserve” (RP 6)
b) Reconciliation

In Reconciliatio et Paeniten-
tia we read “Reconciliation
becomes necessary because
there has been the break of
sin from which derive all the
other forms of break within
man and about him. Recon-
ciliation, therefore, in order to
be complete necessarily re-
quires liberation from sin,
which is to be rejected in its
deepest roots.” Thus, it “im-
plies overcoming that radical
break which is sin” (RP 4).
c) Penance

Penance is a complex

term. Reconciliatio et Paeniten-



tia explains: “If we link pen-
ance with the metanoia which
the synoptic refers to, it
means the inmost change of
heart under the influence of
the word of God and in the
perspective of the kingdom.
But penance also means
changing one’s life in harmony
with the change of heart,
and in this sense doing pen-
ance is completed by bringing
forth fruits worthy of pen-
ance.. Penance is, therefore,
a conversion that passes from
the heart to deeds and then
to the Christian’s whole life”
(RP 4).

From the meaning of these
terms, we see that they are
synonymous and go together
as a process. It is the pro-
cess of the transformation of
the whole person responding
to God’s merciful and recon-
ciling love. It is the desire to
return to the Father with the
same attitude of the prodigal

son.
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7. The Church and the Sacra-
ment of Penance and Reconcilia-
tion

7.1 God’s Mercy and the
Mission of the Church

Conscious of God’s mercy to
her from generation to generation,
the Church is aware of the need
to bear witness in her whole mis-
sion to God’s mercy revealed in
Christ (cf. DM 12). Firstly, the
Church must profess and proclaim
God’s mercy in all its truth, as it
is handed down tovusvby revelation.
Secondly, the Church livesvan au-
thentic life when she professes and
proclaims mercy, and when she
brings people close to the sources
of the Savior's mercy. Thirdly, the
Church professes and proclaims
conversion. Conversion to God
always consists in discovering His
mercy. Fourthly, the Church invites
man to practice mercy: “Blessed
are the merciful, for they shall
obtain mercy (Mt 5:7)” (cf. DM
13-14)
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7.2 The Church as the Sa-
crament of Reconciliation

The Church, as a reconciled
and reconciling community, hasvthe
mission of proclaiming the recon-
ciliaton. The Church, as the sacra-
ment, is the sign and means of
reconciliation in different ways,
namely; by her very existence as
a reconciled community which
withesses to and represents in the
world the mercy of God and the
work of Christ; by her service of
the proclamation of the Good
News of reconciliation; by being
the means of conversion to God
and of reconciliation among people
(cf. RP 11)

7.3 The Sacrament of Pen-
ance and Reconciliation

Since Vatican Il, the under-
standing of the sacrament of pen-
ance and reconciliation has
changed. Now the major theme is
not the judgment of God but the
mercy of God. The Rite of Pen-
ance (1974)

ment as an aspect of the mercy

presents the sacra-

of God who reconciled the world

in Christ. Christ's ministry of forgive-
ness and reconciliation is continued
in the Church whose very nature
is expressed whenever it manifests
itself as the sacrament of God'’s
mercy. It is only by the grace of
the merciful God that the sinner
comes back to “the Father who
1 Jdn 4:19). In

the sacrament, the faithful obtain

first love us” (cf.

from the mercy of God pardon for
their sins and reconciliation with
the Church. They experience and
proclaim the mercy of God in their
lives as they celebrate with the
priest the liturgy by which the
Church continually renews itself.
The whole Church as a priestly
people is to help the sinner to
obtain the mercy of God who
alone can forgive sins. The focus
of the sacrament is clearly on the

mercy of God.

8 Christian Living in the Dignity
of the Children of God

Christian, recognize your dig-
nity and, now that you share in

God’s own nature, do not return
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to your former base condition by
sinning. Remember who is your
head and of whose body you are
a member. Never forget that you
have been rescued from the power
of darkness and brought into the
light of the Kingdom of God. (St.
Leo the Great)

=) »
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