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I heard the story recently of a man name Joel. Joel is a construction worker in Massachusetts 
and a Presbyterian. Joel’s wife has been battling cancer. He had been hired to oversea a 
construction project by the Mennonite community in his town. They were building their first 
real church building. They were going to do most of the work themselves, but they wanted 
him to help supervise and coordinate the work. For months, he had done his job diligently 
and gotten to know many members of this small church. One day he arrived at work looking 
forlorn and they asked him what was wrong. He told them his wife needed a new treatment, 
but it cost $10,000 and insurance did not cover it. He said they were trying to figure out 
what to do. A few days later a group of churchmen pulled Joel aside and told him the church 
had had a meeting and they had unanimously decided to pay for his wife’s treatment and 
they handed him a check for $10,000. Neither the church nor the people were flush with 
cash, but their compassion towards this man, who was not part of their community, was 
immediate. This was an act of mercy. They could have judged him for not having enough 
money or they could have ignored him because he was not in their community, but instead 
they reached out and offered him grace, love, and Christian mercy.   
 
This is what Jude is urging in today’s letter—mercy—a liberal application of acts of 
compassion and forgiveness to others, particularly those not in our inner circles. The writer 
of this letter is Jude who is possibly Jesus’s brother. There are other references in scripture 
to Jude Jesus’s brother so it is possible this came from the pen of one that close to Jesus. If 
Jesus’s brother is writing to us then his letter comes with a unique weight and insight. We 
never received writings from Jesus himself and so this gives us a very close look at what his 
brother thinks Jesus would want us to know and to do.   
 
Jude writes to a specific community that is having problems with false teachers. There are 
people coming into town who are divisive figures, people who are stoking up controversy 
and it is having a corrosive impact on the community.  Jude has harsh words for those who 
have sowed the seeds of dissention—they will be dealt with he contends. But then Jude 
turns to the people and implores them to think about their own lives and those of others in 
terms of mercy. He says, “But you, beloved, build yourselves up on your most holy faith; 
pray in the Holy Spirit; keep yourselves in the love of God; look forward to the mercy of our 
Lord Jesus Christ that leads to eternal life. And have mercy on some who are wavering; save 
others by snatching them out of the fire; and have mercy on still others with fear.” 
 
Jude references those who are “wavering,” as he calls them and “those who need to be 
snatched out of the fire” and we don’t really know whom he is talking about in these 
categories. Maybe they are wavering in their faith, or maybe they are wavering because of 
their life situations, maybe they are wavering in their loyalty and affiliations. Maybe they need 
to be snatched from the fires of their sins, or the fires of their conditions, or the fires of their 
disbelief. Regardless, these people need some help and Jude’s recommendation for how to 
treat these people is by showing them mercy. The definition of mercy is extending 
compassion or forgiveness for those it would be easy to hold in judgment or to keep at arms 
length.   
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Mercy isn’t sending your uncle a birthday card. Mercy is sending your uncle a birthday card 
in the month after he arrived drunk to your wedding and ruined the day. Mercy isn’t knitting 
your friend a pink hat for your march on the mall together. Mercy is texting your friend, who 
is on the other side of the political aisle from you, on inauguration day and saying, “have a 
good time tonight.” Mercy isn’t inviting a friend to join your family for Thanksgiving.  Mercy 
is going across town to serve dinner to those who will go without on Thanksgiving.  Mercy 
is the Bishop in Les Miserables telling the police he gave the stolen silver candlesticks to Jean 
Valjean. Mercy. To show mercy to the “wavering ones” is to approach, to know, to love, to 
forgive, to show solidarity with them and these things are incredibly hard to do. Mercy is 
much harder than tolerance, much more costly than charity, much more difficult than 
kindness. For mercy in its definition can only be applied to those we are finding hard to 
tolerate, hard to serve, and hard to love.  That is why mercy is a very Godly action.   
 
If Jesus’s brother is advocating for the application of mercy maybe it is because Jude heard 
Jesus say often enough, “Blessed are the merciful for they will receive mercy.”  Or maybe 
Jude advocates for mercy because that is how he saw Jesus treating people. Mercy for 
Zacchaeus.  Mercy for the unclean.  Mercy Samaritans.  Mercy for the widows. Mercy for the 
disabled.  Mercy for the women.  Mercy for the children.  Mercy for the tax collectors. The 
ones he could have judged, the ones he could have ignored. Jesus went out of his way 
wherever he went to seek out the lost, the wavering ones, and offer them the healing balm of 
compassion and forgiveness.   
 
Mother Teresa who is the exemplar of merciful acts was once asked why did she choose to 
minister to the dying, the unclean, and the poor. And she said, I did not choose to do this; I 
would never choose to do this on my own. God called me to do this. Mercy is kind of like 
that—not something we would do on our own, but something God calls us to do.   
 
The word “mercy” has often been reserved for the extremes of life—mercy for the prisoner, 
mercy for the dying, mercy for the poor, mercy for the untouchables. But there is an 
important sentence in the letter from Jude, “Look forward to the mercy of our Lord Jesus 
Christ that leads to eternal life.”  There is a piece here, which acknowledges our own reliance 
on Christ’s compassion and forgiveness when we know God’s response towards us could be 
otherwise. Jude is reminding the readers that they are all going to need to cash in on their 
Christian insurance policy—God’s grace and mercy, which lead to eternal life. And because 
we know we are resting on Christ’s laurels then we should be much more inclined to offer 
mercy to others. We are people in need of mercy and therefore offering it to others should 
come from that place of humility and gratitude. Blessed are the merciful, for they shall 
receive mercy.  
 
Jesus with his merciful acts was able to dissipate divisions of class, race, age, gender, 
nationality, and religion.  There were no boundaries for Christ’s acts of compassion and 
forgiveness.  He brought us all together, claiming all as his sheep.  One of my favorite lines 
from a committal service at a funeral, right as you lower the casket or place the urn, is “Into 
your hands, O Lord, we commend your servant. Receive her as a sheep of your own fold, a 
sinner of your own redeeming, a lamb of your own flock, and welcome her into the security 
of your eternal presence.”    
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We rest on our identity as sheep in God’s fold, sinners of Christ’s redeeming and we pray 
God’s mercy will allow us entrance into God’s eternal presence. What Jude really wants is for 
us to remember our common humanity, our universal need for mercy, and our duty to treat 
each other as fellow sheep and fellow sinners. 
 
Ram Dass said this of the definition of our human calling.  “We are all here just to walk each 
other home.” For all our differences, we really are not so different at all.  When you cut to 
the core of who we are and what we are about—the range is not quite as vast as it seems.  
We are all on the journey of life—growing up, finding ourselves, making mistakes, falling in 
love, trying to grow, chasing dreams, raising families, building lives, seeking after God.  In all 
of those ways, having the company of one another makes our lives much richer—for it is in 
the fellowship of one another we learn about ourselves and we see images of God reflected.  
Right now some of us doing well and some of us are wavering, but it is our calling to find 
unity with each other and to graciously and humbly walk each other home. When you frame 
it that way, mercy seems less idealistic and much more possible for all of us.   
 
Mercy is simply what we need to arrive home in one piece—mercy from one another and 
mercy from our God. There are lots of voices in the world telling us what we should be 
doing right now and I am sure mercy is not a word that is trending. Yet Jude, reflecting on 
what he observed in Christ, advocates for mercy.   
 
We need kindness and generosity for those we love and we need compassion and 
forgiveness towards those we find hard to love. That combination will pave the way for us, 
to fulfill our callings as Christians and faithfully walk each other home.   
 
Blessings to you as you seek to be merciful and in due course may we all receive the mercy 
that we do not deserve. 
 
Amen.   


