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15th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C
Who deserves mercy?
It seems that Jesus has a moment of teaching success in today’s Gospel.  Several chapters ago he gave the flagship speech in St. Luke’s Gospel, the Sermon on the Plain.  One of his main points in that speech was the command to love one’s enemies.  Love for enemies, he said, would set his followers apart from sinners.  Anybody can love somebody who already loves him.  What makes God so amazing is that He loves even the wicked and those who are ungrateful to Him.  Any human being who does the same will be a sign of God’s own love.  So Jesus tells his disciples to “be merciful just as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:36).  
Showing mercy is not a new command.  The Jewish Law commanded the Chosen People to be merciful to the poor, the stranger, the widow, and the orphan among others.  The prophets reminded the people time and again that God desires mercy more than sacrifice (Hosea 6:6, Isaiah 1:11-17).  The scholar of the Law understands this.  When Jesus asks him to summarize the Scriptures, he is able to reply right away: love God and love neighbor.  
At this point, Jesus must teach him something new.  The Law did command mercy toward foreigners, but enemies are not mentioned.  Jesus must illustrate his earlier command to love even one’s enemies.  In case you do not know, the Samaritans were the enemies of the Jews.  In the previous chapter of St. Luke’s Gospel, they even refuse to let Jesus pass through their town because he is on his way to Jerusalem (9:51).  

To give you an idea of the hatred involved, imagine the parable of Jesus this way.  An American soldier was on the road from Baghdad to Mosul when he is attacked by robbers.  Everyone passes him by, except a member of Al-Qaida, who has compassion on him.  That is the level of hatred between Jew and Samaritan, yet the Samaritan shows mercy.  
The scholar of the Law has learned something new from Jesus.  Our neighbors include not only our countrymen, not only those we love, not only those who are good people, but also our enemies.  Those who do not like us, those whom we do not like, are also deserving of our mercy.  

The way we Catholics follow Jesus’ command and imitate the Good Samaritan is through the corporal and spiritual works of mercy: feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, sheltering the homeless, visiting the sick and imprisoned and burying the dead, as well as instructing the ignorant, advising the doubtful, consoling and comforting the sorrowful, admonishing the sinner, forgiving, and bearing wrongs patiently.  

This week, choose one of those works and mercy and offer it for someone you normally would not help—perhaps not an out and out enemy, but a person or group of people with whom you normally would not associate.  We too can learn a lesson from Jesus today and understand that every person is our neighbor and worthy of mercy.
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