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Misericordia: On the Mercy of God
I. HE WHO SEES ME SEES THE FATHER (cf. John 14:9)
1. The Revelation of Mercy
It is "God, who is rich in mercy" 1 whom Jesus Christ has revealed to us as Father: it is
His very Son who, in Himself, has manifested Him and made Him known to us.2
Memorable in this regard is the moment when Philip, one of the twelve Apostles, turned
to Christ and said: "Lord, show us the Father, and we shall be satisfied"; and Jesus
replied: "Have I been with you so long, and yet you do not know me...? He who has seen
me has seen the Father."3 These words were spoken during the farewell discourse at the
end of the paschal supper, which was followed by the events of those holy days during
which confirmation was to be given once and for all of the fact that "God, who is rich in
mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead through
our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ."4
Following the teaching of the Second Vatican Council and paying close attention to the
special needs of our times, I devoted the encyclical Redemptor hominis to the truth about
man, a truth that is revealed to us in its fullness and depth in Christ. A no less important
need in these critical and difficult times impels me to draw attention once again in Christ
to the countenance of the "Father of mercies and God of all comfort."5 We read in the
Constitution Gaudium et spes: "Christ the new Adam...fully reveals man to himself and
brings to light his lofty calling," and does it "in the very revelation of the mystery of the
Father and of his love."6 The words that I have quoted are clear testimony to the fact that
man cannot be manifested in the full dignity of his nature without reference - not only on
the level of concepts but also in an integrally existential way - to God. Man and man's
lofty calling are revealed in Christ through the revelation of the mystery of the Father and
His love.
For this reason it is now fitting to reflect on this mystery…
5. An Analogy
At the very beginning of the New Testament, two voices resound in St. Luke's Gospel in
unique harmony concerning the mercy of God, a harmony which forcefully echoes the
whole Old Testament tradition. They express the semantic elements linked to the
differentiated terminology of the ancient books. Mary, entering the house of Zechariah,
magnifies the Lord with all her soul for "his mercy," which "from generation to

generation" is bestowed on those who fear Him. A little later, as she recalls the election
of Israel, she proclaims the mercy which He who has chosen her holds "in remembrance"
from all time.60 Afterwards, in the same house, when John the Baptist is born, his father
Zechariah blesses the God of Israel and glorifies Him for performing the mercy promised
to our fathers and for remembering His holy covenant.61
In the teaching of Christ Himself, this image inherited from the Old Testament becomes
at the same time simpler and more profound. This is perhaps most evident in the parable
of the prodigal son.62 Although the word "mercy" does not appear, it nevertheless
expresses the essence of the divine mercy in a particularly clear way. This is due not so
much to the terminology, as in the Old Testament books, as to the analogy that enables us
to understand more fully the very mystery of mercy, as a profound drama played out
between the father's love and the prodigality and sin of the son…
9. Mother of Mercy
These words of the Church at Easter re-echo in the fullness of their prophetic content the
words that Mary uttered during her visit to Elizabeth, the wife of Zechariah: "His mercy
is...from generation to generation."101 At the very moment of the Incarnation, these words
open up a new perspective of salvation history. After the resurrection of Christ, this
perspective is new on both the historical and the eschatological level. From that time
onwards there is a succession of new generations of individuals in the immense human
family, in ever-increasing dimensions; there is also a succession of new generations of
the People of God, marked with the Sign of the Cross and of the resurrection and
"sealed"102 with the sign of the Paschal Mystery of Christ, the absolute revelation of the
mercy that Mary proclaimed on the threshold of her kinswoman's house: "His mercy
is...from generation to generation."103
Mary is also the one who obtained mercy in a particular and exceptional way, as no other
person has. At the same time, still in an exceptional way, she made possible with the
sacrifice of her heart her own sharing in revealing God's mercy. This sacrifice is
intimately linked with the cross of her Son, at the foot of which she was to stand on
Calvary. Her sacrifice is a unique sharing in the revelation of mercy, that is, a sharing in
the absolute fidelity of God to His own love, to the covenant that He willed from eternity
and that He entered into in time with man, with the people, with humanity; it is a sharing
in that revelation that was definitively fulfilled through the cross. No one has
experienced, to the same degree as the Mother of the crucified One, the mystery of the
cross, the overwhelming encounter of divine transcendent justice with love: that "kiss"
given by mercy to justice.104 No one has received into his heart, as much as Mary did,
that mystery, that truly divine dimension of the redemption effected on Calvary by means
of the death of the Son, together with the sacrifice of her maternal heart, together with her
definitive "fiat."
Mary, then, is the one who has the deepest knowledge of the mystery of God's mercy.
She knows its price, she knows how great it is. In this sense, we call her the Mother of
mercy: our Lady of mercy, or Mother of divine mercy; in each one of these titles there is

a deep theological meaning, for they express the special preparation of her soul, of her
whole personality, so that she was able to perceive, through the complex events, first of
Israel, then of every individual and of the whole of humanity, that mercy of which "from
generation to generation"105 people become sharers according to the eternal design of the
most Holy Trinity.
The above titles which we attribute to the Mother of God speak of her principally,
however, as the Mother of the crucified and risen One; as the One who, having obtained
mercy in an exceptional way, in an equally exceptional way "merits" that mercy
throughout her earthly life and, particularly, at the foot of the cross of her Son; and finally
as the one who, through her hidden and at the same time incomparable sharing in the
messianic mission of her Son, was called in a special way to bring close to people that
love which He had come to reveal: the love that finds its most concrete expression vis-avis the suffering, the poor, those deprived of their own freedom, the blind, the oppressed
and sinners, just as Christ spoke of them in the words of the prophecy of Isaiah, first in
the synagogue at Nazareth106 and then in response to the question of the messengers of
John the Baptist.107
It was precisely this "merciful" love, which is manifested above all in contact with moral
and physical evil, that the heart of her who was the Mother of the crucified and risen One
shared in singularly and exceptionally - that Mary shared in. In her and through her, this
love continues to be revealed in the history of the Church and of humanity. This
revelation is especially fruitful because in the Mother of God it is based upon the unique
tact of her maternal heart, on her particular sensitivity, on her particular fitness to reach
all those who most easily accept the merciful love of a mother. This is one of the great
life-giving mysteries of Christianity, a mystery intimately connected with the mystery of
the Incarnation.
"The motherhood of Mary in the order of grace," as the Second Vatican Council explains,
"lasts without interruption from the consent which she faithfully gave at the annunciation
and which she sustained without hesitation under the cross, until the eternal fulfillment of
all the elect. In fact, being assumed into heaven she has not laid aside this office of
salvation but by her manifold intercession she continues to obtain for us the graces of
eternal salvation. By her maternal charity, she takes care of the brethren of her Son who
still journey on earth surrounded by dangers and difficulties, until they are led into their
blessed home…"108
VI. "MERCY...FROM GENERATION TO GENERATION"
10. An Image of Our Generation
We have every right to believe that our generation too was included in the words of the
Mother of God when she glorified that mercy shared in "from generation to generation"
by those who allow themselves to be guided by the fear of God. The words of Mary's
Magnificat have a prophetic content that concerns not only the past of Israel but also the
whole future of the People of God on earth. In fact, all of us now living on earth are the

generation that is aware of the approach of the third millennium and that profoundly feels
the change that is occurring in history…
Everything that I have said in the present document on mercy should therefore be
continually transformed into an ardent prayer: into a cry that implores mercy according to
the needs of man in the modern world. May this cry be full of that truth about mercy
which has found such rich expression in Sacred Scripture and in Tradition, as also in the
authentic life of faith of countless generations of the People of God. With this cry let us,
like the sacred writers, call upon the God who cannot despise anything that He has
made,136 the God who is faithful to Himself, to His fatherhood and His love. And, like the
prophets, let us appeal to that love which has maternal characteristics and which, like a
mother, follows each of her children, each lost sheep, even if they should number
millions, even if in the world evil should prevail over goodness, even if contemporary
humanity should deserve a new "flood" on account of its sins, as once the generation of
Noah did. Let us have recourse to that fatherly love revealed to us by Christ in His
messianic mission, a love which reached its culmination in His cross, in His death and
resurrection. Let us have recourse to God through Christ, mindful of the words of Mary's
Magnificat, which proclaim mercy "from generation to generation." Let us implore God's
mercy for the present generation. May the Church which, following the example of Mary,
also seeks to be the spiritual mother of mankind, express in this prayer her maternal
solicitude and at the same time her confident love, that love from which is born the most
burning need for prayer.
Let us offer up our petitions, directed by the faith, by the hope, and by the charity which
Christ has planted in our hearts. This attitude is likewise love of God, whom modern man
has sometimes separated far from himself, made extraneous to himself, proclaiming in
various ways that God is "superfluous." This is, therefore, love of God, the insulting
rejection of whom by modern man we feel profoundly, and we are ready to cry out with
Christ on the cross: "Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do."137 At the
same time it is love of people, of all men and women without any exception or division:
without difference of race, culture, language, or world outlook, without distinction
between friends and enemies. This is love for people-it desires every true good for each
individual and for every human community, every family, every nation, every social
group, for young people, adults, parents, the elderly-a love for everyone, without
exception. This is love, or rather an anxious solicitude to ensure for each individual every
true good and to remove and drive away every sort of evil.
And, if any of our contemporaries do not share the faith and hope which lead me, as a
servant of Christ and steward of the mysteries of God,138 to implore God's mercy for
humanity in this hour of history, let them at least try to understand the reason for my
concern. It is dictated by love for man, for all that is human and which, according to the
intuitions of many of our contemporaries, is threatened by an immense danger. The
mystery of Christ, which reveals to us the great vocation of man and which led me to
emphasize in the encyclical Redemptor hominis his incomparable dignity, also obliges me
to proclaim mercy as God's merciful love, revealed in that same mystery of Christ. It
likewise obliges me to have recourse to that mercy and to beg for it at this difficult,

critical phase of the history of the Church and of the world, as we approach the end of the
second millennium.
In the name of Jesus Christ crucified and risen, in the spirit of His messianic mission,
enduring in the history of humanity, we raise our voices and pray that the Love which is
in the Father may once again be revealed at this stage of history, and that, through the
work of the Son and Holy Spirit, it may be shown to be present in our modern world and
to be more powerful than evil: more powerful than sin and death. We pray for this
through the intercession of her who does not cease to proclaim "mercy...from generation
to generation," and also through the intercession of those for whom there have been
completely fulfilled the words of the Sermon on the Mount: "Blessed are the merciful, for
they shall obtain mercy."139
In continuing the great task of implementing the Second Vatican Council, in which we
can rightly see a new phase of the self- realization of the Church-in keeping with the
epoch in which it has been our destiny to live-the Church herself must be constantly
guided by the full consciousness that in this work it is not permissible for her, for any
reason, to withdraw into herself. The reason for her existence is, in fact, to reveal God,
that Father who allows us to "see" Him in Christ.140 No matter how strong the resistance
of human history may be, no matter how marked the diversity of contemporary
civilization, no matter how great the denial of God in the human world, so much the
greater must be the Church's closeness to that mystery which, hidden for centuries in
God, was then truly shared with man, in time, through Jesus Christ.
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