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     It was probably the lowest moment of my life.  I was lying in a hospital bed during my seminary years, 

having just had an operation on my ruptured appendix that almost killed me.  It was the first day of what 

turned out to be 9 days in the hospital, and I was in so much pain and was so uncomfortable as I rolled 

from one side of the bed to the other. In addition to my physical pain, I was feeling so emotionally lonely 

and up against it.   And then towards the end of the day, around 6 pm, a kindly face appeared by my 

bed, a man named Joe O’Donnell.  Joe was the Dean of students at Andover-Newton, my seminary, and 

someone who always had a kind word and a smile for everyone on campus.  He spent maybe 5-10 

minutes chatting with me, and then he asked if he could pray, and then he took my hand, and said a 

short prayer for me.  That human contact, and that prayer meant so much to me-as I reflected on it this 

week, it stays in my mind as the most merciful thing anyone has ever done for me. 

     Ironically, that is not because other people haven’t done more for me at various other points-people 

have been incredibly merciful to me at many other points in my life.  But that is the one that sticks out 

to me the most because that was the lowest, neediest time in my life.  Now today, we are talking about 

the spiritual gift of mercy, as we continue our sermon series on spiritual gifts.  And as we talked about 

during the children’s time, God has made each of us differently.  We know that each of us have been 

given some different natural gifts, and that all of us are not the same.  So it should not surprise us that 

God also gives to believers different spiritual gifts through the Holy Spirit as well, and in a few weeks, we 

will be inviting you to figure out what your spiritual gifts are.  So last week, we looked at the spiritual gift 

of leadership, and today, we look at the spiritual gift of mercy as it is listed in Romans 12.   

     Now please don’t misunderstand me-all followers of Jesus are called to be merciful, because God has 

been merciful to us.  But some of us are given the spiritual gift of mercy, which means that we enjoy and 

find fulfilling reaching out to people in distress, even people who don’t ask us for our help.  You know, 

not everyone enjoys visiting people in the hospital-for some of us, that is just not our gift, and that 

doesn’t make us a bad Christian or a bad person-it just means that God has given you some other gifts, 

other ways to serve the common good.  But those who do have the spiritual gift of mercy are a real 

blessing to the rest of us.  As I look back on it, I know that Dean Joe O’Donnell had that gift.  As I 

mentioned, he had a smile and a listening ear for all the students at the seminary, and was a big help to 

so many. And he came and visited me without my requesting it or asking for it in any way-and that is 

what made it a special gift to me.  People who have the spiritual gift of mercy are just sensitive to when 

other people need a little encouragement, and they inspire the rest of us to be more merciful in our own 

lives. 

     Now Jesus was someone who models for us what it means to be merciful.  So many times in His 

ministry, someone would ask Him to heal them or someone they loved, and He would be merciful to 

them. But sometimes, His mercy went even beyond that.  Recently in my own personal devotional 

readings through the Bible, I was going through the book of Luke and was struck by the passage we just 

heard today.  Jesus and His followers were walking towards the village of Nain, which was located 

southeast of the Sea of Galilee.  It was there outside of the gates of Nain that they ran into a funeral 

procession, accompanied I’m sure by the usual professional mourners that were customary at the time.   



The mourners were paid to actually rip their garments apart, tear out their hair, and cry out with loud 

shrieks and howls, as they sought to make real the terrible sense of despair, of grief, and of fear that 

everyone was feeling.  Now Jesus had undoubtedly seen a funeral procession like this at many other 

points in His life.  There was I’m sure a constant processions of them in the towns and villages of Israel 

during His days, just like there are for us today.  And at all those other funerals, Jesus did not do 

anything extraordinary.  He may have said some comforting words to the relatives and friends of the 

deceased, as we all try to do at a wake or at a funeral, but that was about it.  It is likely that Jesus’ own 

earthly father, Joseph, had died by this point in time, and Jesus had done nothing to change that. 

     But today was to be different.  AS Jesus and His followers talked with the large crowd that was there 

for the funeral procession, they learned that the person who died was the only son of his mother, who 

was herself a widow.  In addition to being a crushing blow emotionally, this widow was also likely losing 

her financial support for the future.  Luke then tells us that when Jesus saw this mother, her face and 

body contorted by grief, His heart broke, because it obviously was the lowest, neediest time of her life.  

Now many of us have been in similar situations, around people who are hurting or grieving, and we wish 

we could be merciful, but there is so little that we can actually do, other than just being present.  But 

Jesus was different, and He turns now to the mother and says to her “Don’t cry,’, which must have 

seemed like a very strange thing to say to someone at a funeral procession.  After all, isn’t crying what 

you are supposed to be doing at a funeral?  And since Jesus had never been to this village before, it is 

not clear that this woman had any idea who this person telling her not to cry was.  What is clear is that 

she did not ask Jesus to do anything on her behalf-after all, who would expect anybody else, no matter 

who they are, to do something about a son who already died? 

     And it was now that Jesus showed her great mercy, which is both the desire to do something for 

someone, and the capacity to do something for someone.  Think about that-many of us may have the 

desire to help someone, but we really don’t have the capacity-I may be having a conversation with 

someone from Israel or Palestine, and have the desire to bring peace to the Middle East, but I know that 

I don’t have the capacity.  Or conversely, I may have the capacity to do something for someone, but not 

the desire-someone may come to see me, and I may have the capacity to help them, but I may be 

meeting with someone else and don’t have the desire to help them at that time.  But true mercy is 

having the desire to do something for someone and the capacity to do so, and that is why Jesus tells this 

woman not to cry.  So now, in the middle of the funeral procession, even though He was not asked to do 

anything, Jesus goes up and touches the coffin, which certainly got everyone’s attention!  After all, it 

would be highly unusual today for someone to touch the coffin at the cemetary as it is being carried by 

the pall bearers.  So when Jesus reached out to touch the coffin, those carrying it suddenly stood still.  It 

must have been an open coffin, with the body right there for all to see, and then Jesus said in a 

commanding voice, “Young man, I say to you, get up!”  To everyone’s amazement, the young man sat up 

and began to talk, and Jesus then called over the stunned mother to give him back to her.  The funeral 

procession must have stopped right in its tracks.  The professional mourners who did this all the time for 

a living must have had their mouths hanging open so wide that you could have fit the coffin right in!  

And then, the whole funeral procession must have suddenly turned into a party!  Everyone was hugging 

each other and laughing and slapping the young man on the back-we can easily see why people couldn’t 

wait to tell their friends and relatives about what happened!  Everyone took Jesus’ merciful act of power 

over death as a sign that God had come to help the people.  What an incredible day Jesus’ mercy 

brought about! 



     Today, we are so grateful for the presence of Yi Chin Chen among us, and for the wonderful work of 

Friends of Boston.  They too are in the business of giving life to young men and young women who are 

most at risk of having no future and dying early in our society.  They both have the desire to make a 

difference in the lives of at risk youth, and the capacity to find good mentors for them who can help give 

them life.  That is what makes their mercy so effective, and we are so grateful for them.  And I have a 

sneaking suspicion that there are several of those mentors who have the spiritual gift of mercy, who 

God has given a heart for being right there with these youth and helping to make a difference in their 

lives.  We all are better for what they do.   

     And our church is also blessed with several people with the spiritual gift of mercy.  Many of them are 

those of you who regularly visit our sick and our shut-ins, and give them encouragement when they 

need it most.  Others are those of you who check in on someone you know is hurting, and let them 

know that you are praying for them.  Now like all the spiritual gifts, there are some things that you need 

to watch out for, and if you have the spiritual gift of mercy, you do have to be careful that you do not 

become an enabler for someone, constantly rescuing them when they do not need to be rescued but 

what they really need is a swift kick in the behind.  That may be when we need someone with a different 

spiritual gift, because people with this spiritual gift tend to avoid confrontation and conflict of any kind, 

so you sometimes need someone else to speak the truth in love in a particular situation. 

     As we remember Jesus’ gift of mercy this morning, I thought it would be appropriate to come 

together, as we do every couple of months or so, for a time of mercy before God.  In a moment, I will 

invite any of you who are seeking God’s mercy in your life, whether for physical or emotional or spiritual 

reasons to come forward, and to be prayed for, for we give thanks that the Risen Jesus is present with us 

here in this place through the Holy Spirit.  And I will invite the rest of us to come before God in prayer, 

lifting our hearts before God for mercy in whatever way seems appropriate to you.  Let us come before 

the merciful heart of Jesus, Amen. 

 

 


