LIVING WITH MERCY:

Searching for Redemption

Psalm 51, selected verses


I, for one, would not like to be in President Bush’s position right now.  As I watched his televised speech the other night, as I considered his “new” strategy for Iraq, what struck me was the dramatic contrast to the spring of 2003 when he triumphantly landed a jet fighter onto the deck of a battleship off the coast of San Diego to proclaim victory, with a red, white, and blue “Mission Accomplished” banner hanging in the background.  You recall that moment as well as I.  And you, like I, know how remarkably different things now seem to be, as the President soberly accepted responsibility for mistakes in the operation of the war, while struggling to hold onto his hope for something worthy and noble to arise out of the ashes of this war-torn country. 


As I pondered the speech, the words of the poet William Butler Yeats echoed in my mind, as it is evident that in Iraq, things have fallen apart, the center cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

(W.B. Yeats, “The Second Coming”)

In the minds of most, President Bush is in a no-win situation, both here in America and abroad, whether or not he admits that or recognizes it.  Whatever choice he makes comes with huge risks and dire consequences.  Most analysts agree the factors that determine the outcome of the war in Iraq are really beyond his control, including the lingering hope that the Iraqi people even will develop a semblance of democracy over time.  Because of earlier choices and foreign policy commitments, his options now are quite limited and it’s unlikely that any change will alter this unfolding disaster.  
I can only imagine, in the face of low-poll numbers and abounding criticism from all sides, Mr. Bush and his advisors are searching for some form of redemption, as they are held accountable for present circumstances that did not unfold as they anticipated.  Like the Iraqi population that is struggling through the daily assaults on their lives and livelihood, like the soldiers who went to war and now return with noble and courageous intent, the President is hoping to redeem an otherwise demoralizing conclusion.    
Yet, no one appears to have a solution, so everyone is left with an undetermined future and unanswered questions, such as:  What really can turn things around for the better?  What can occur that will sustain some hope?  What can save all these poor souls from simply dying in a never-ending hell?

Perhaps in such a no-win situation, the only faithful response anyone can offer is to be merciful.  When a situation is godforsaken, when things are at their worst, the only thing to do is try to turn things around by living with mercy—mercy for oneself, mercy for one’s enemies, mercy for one’s critics, mercy for one’s friends.  When things have fallen apart, when you are caught in the crossfire of choices, mercy is a means to reestablish one’s spiritual equilibrium, to break the downward cycle of harm and violence, enough to gain sufficient perspective to discern the right choices in awful circumstances.  Living with mercy is a set of redemptive choices that contrast dying in hell, and it is the one last hope that the damned of this world have.  Mercy is the only light that can truly change a heart of darkness. 

As people of faith, we already know that mercy is a God-inspired gift to those who need it most—those who have so much to lose, those who find themselves on the harsh end of justice, and those who cannot pick themselves up anymore.  As St. John Chrysostom eloquently phrased it in the fourth century, “Mercy imitates God and disappoints Satan.”  It is what allows the good to arise out of evil.
When you think about it, mercy is what grants us all hope in life from birth to death.  It is the centerpiece of biblical theology, having the final word even over the foundations of divine justice and righteousness.  The reason for that is, mercy is born out of love—out of God’s love and compassion for humanity and out of our own capacity for compassion and love—if not compassion for individuals themselves, then at least out of love for life itself.  Mercy is the one gift that brings meaning to the most pointless, hopeless situations we encounter.  It is, perhaps, our only real hope to turn around the downward spiral caused by human flaws and sin and the deadly effect of chaos and meaninglessness.
At no time is mercy more valuable to anyone than when we are searching for redemption.   That is something all of us need more than we even realize.
As I have observed over the last few months, I see a striking parallel between where the President finds himself politically and militarily and where many people find themselves relationally and spiritually.  In many respects, President Bush’s dilemma is analogous to the human struggle for redemption in life.  What I mean is, people get themselves into messes all the time, sometimes over and over again, often due to unwise choices they have made, or insecurities they harbor, or pride and certainty that they always have to be right or in control, or because of temptations and desires that get them into trouble, and so on and so forth.  Quite frankly, our lives are not perfect, and then we compound them by acting in ways that make them even more imperfect.  Our battles with the demons of our lives take their toll.
Consequently, in the process we hurt ourselves or those around us, we offend some with our attitudes, we compromise the integrity of our intentions or undermine our relationships, and often, if we are not careful or willing to stop and listen to rebuke, we can reach a tipping point—even a breaking point—where everything that we have built our lives upon begins to fall apart and disintegrate.  Primary and secondary relationships take a hit, where trust and confidence is lost; criticisms start to abound; we become frustrated, angry, upset, demoralized, depressed, or paranoid; we may even try to emotionally escape through various forms of obsessive compulsive behavior that provide a temporary lift (e.g., heavy drinking, gambling, sexual fantasy, excessive buying, and other obsessive behaviors), yet start a downward trend toward self-destruction.  Usually, such misery extends outward to those who are a part of one’s life; they are affected and start to go down with you.  I know that—I see it all the time and, quite honestly, I’ve even done it to myself.
When you get stuck in these types of no-win, complicated situations, there is no choice then that becomes an easy one toward a remedy.   There are no easy solutions.  Everything—and I mean everything—is hard and complicated and subject to criticism and regret.  That’s why, as human beings, when we reach this state, we seek redemption from our circumstances, from our critics and enemies, and quite often, from our sinful, miserable selves.  A broken life, broken relationships, and a broken spirit require help.
The story of the Prodigal Child illustrates it quite well—this state of godforsakenness of which I’m speaking.  But so does Psalm 51, as for me it is the voice of one who is searching for redemption.  Besides Psalm 23, this may be the most therapeutic of all the psalms, giving voice to our pain and sense of estrangement.  It is a song of remorse, lament, contrition, and yearning for relief.  It is the beginning place for redemption—a receptive place for mercy.  Read it, and you may find your own voice within it.
What strikes me most when I hear my voice in it, is the recognition of my own futility and shame for having gotten to that place.  That’s a normal response, I suppose, because not too many of us ever desire to be in a place of despair or despondency.  It usually isn’t a public place; in fact, it typically is a very private space, apart from even the people most close to you.  
Confession before God is like that.  Confession that is good for the soul isn’t best suited for public display—for the shame and upset is inherently there.  One day you wake up and realize what has happened, what pain you might have caused, or what damage has been done, and you need a private space to wrestle through the tears and the anguish and the sorrow.  If you are truly contrite, you are already holding yourself accountable.  Your exposure to additional social shame isn’t necessary, unless you fail to truly take account of your deeds.

Like the Psalmist, the words from a contrite heart are honest and true.

Have mercy on me, O God, 

According to your steadfast love,

According to your abundant mercy

Blot out my transgressions.

Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,

And cleanse me from my sin.

The brilliance of God’s Spirit against the darkness of our own is what buckles our knees in remorse, seeking forgiveness.  We need that.  Sometimes we gloss over our mistakes or forgive ourselves too easily, without requiring much change in our outlook or attitude, and so we never truly repent.  Then, invariably, we find ourselves back in the same place again.  As mistakes and sins and poor choices compound, the stark accountability before God and others may be the only way to stop us in our tracks and cause us to feel the sting of shame to the point where we, ourselves, desire a change and a clean heart.  We want to be delivered from our pain.  We feel so low that we search earnestly for redemption. 

In those moments of utter despair, that is when the terrible beauty of God’s love and mercy begins to grab hold of us and bring us out of the depths.  When the games can no longer be played, when the pride can no longer maintain a deceptive mask, when the arrogance can no longer feign confidence, when one’s life seems so out of control and bereft of meaning—that is when the Spirit of the Lord helps us in our helplessness.   
Though we don’t often use the language of being delivered by demons in the 21st century, that’s exactly what it feels like.  There is a loosening of the bonds of some psychological power that controls you and you begin to sense some hope.  Often times, out of the blue something good will come to pass—a grace from God, a mercy will come upon you and help you realize that you are not alone or without hope, or without support, or without a future.  And it’s almost as if God alone transforms the situation, or the circumstances, or the attitude, or the relationships, because a change occurs for which you cannot otherwise fully account.  It’s a gift that comes from God when you don’t expect one.  It’s a mercy instead of condemnation.  It’s a light in the darkness—a miracle in the wilderness that makes things a bit easier.  The creation of a new heart and a new spirit comes as a mercy to a desperately depleted soul.  And then you realize just how much you have needed deliverance all along.
Do not cast me away from your presence,

And do not take your holy spirit from me.

Restore to me the joy of your salvation,

And sustain in me a willing spirit.

Then I will teach transgressors your ways,

And sinners will return to you.

That is the voice of a broken and contrite heart which has begun the process of healing and redemption by the power of mercy—and one that will then express such mercy to others.

That, my friends, is an experience most of us have at some point in our lives—sometimes they are very dramatic and life-altering and quite memorable for us; other times they are not.  But it is a healthy process if it helps us gain perspective and wisdom and a better spiritual equilibrium.  Living with mercy in our search for redemption is very good for our souls.

If you have not experienced such deliverance, perhaps it is because you have not yet come to terms with your life and your need for redemption.  I say this not to lead you to despair, but rather to help you recognize your present despair and to identify your path to freedom.  For in the mercy of Christ, brokenness is not meant to be a permanent condition.

Perhaps, for that reason, I hold out the hope that all things work together for good for those who love God—for you, for me, for all people everywhere.    Mercy, not judgment, is the final word from the One who made us and who loves us.  We are all birthed from God’s womb and we are not meant to be apart from God.  So in our darkest moments when we fight our own demons, God will be there to help us, restore us, and to make us whole again.  When there is no other way, you do not need to die in despair, rather live with mercy from which you will then find your peace.

Kyrie Elieson—Lord, have mercy.  Amen. 
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