
The Mystery of Mercy 
Ephesians 2:1-10 

Gloom, despair, and agony on me; Deep, dark depression, excessive 
misery; If it weren't for bad luck, I'd have no luck at all; Gloom, despair, and 
agony on me. I am either showing my age or launching a revival of a Hee-
Haw hit. Buck Owens and Roy Clark sing of human feelings we experience 
when it feels like we’re walking down a dark hall beset by troubles all around. 
Life isn’t always like a box of chocolates. So, we teeter between resignation 
and retribution. During times of resignation, we accept our fate as the luck of 
the draw. Other times, we want to vanquish the perpetrator of predicaments 
with a well-aimed lightning bolt from heaven.  
Our prayers can sound like satirist Mark Twain’s prayer: The War Prayer. It 
was found after his death, but never issued. He wrote: Blast their hopes, [O 
Lord], blight their lives, protract their bitter pilgrimage, make heavy their 
steps, water their way with their tears, stain the white snow with their blood!  
We ask it, in the spirit of love, of Him Who is the Source of Love, and is our 
faithful refuge and friend of all that are sore beset and seek His aid with 
humble and contrite hearts. Amen. That is one way to see our troubles.  
The main idea of this passage is we are invited to View our Lives Through 
the Lens of God’s Mercy. Paul says: “We were dead, following the course 
of the world… All of us once lived … in the passions of our flesh, following 
the desires … senses, ... like everyone else. God is rich in mercy, out of the 
great love with which he loved us even when we were dead…made us alive 
with Christ.  by grace we are saved.” Our lives were full of gloom, despair 
and agony on me. How does God respond: Merciful! The lens of God’s mercy 
offers spiritual perspective in the good, bad and ugly in life. 
First, God’s mercy allows us to honestly assess the human condition. 
We can “see what condition my condition was in”. (Thanks Kenny Rogers & 
First Edition). Through the lens of God’s mercy, we can assess the human 
condition 1. Remains unchanged; 2. The limits of the false self.  
God’s mercy allows us to see the human condition remains unchanged. 
Paul speaks of the unchanging human condition when he points to the 
powers of this ‘world’ or ‘flesh’. These words are not necessarily associated 
with the bad things we do, like drink, smoke and dance with those who do. 
The ‘world’ and ‘flesh’ refer to the systemic forces that effect more than 
behavior; but adversely shape our lives. (i.e. consumerism)  
These systemic issues tempt persons of every age to seek satisfaction by 
creating occasional moments of happiness, hoping they might quiet the 



troubled soul. All generations have felt the impact of these poor substitutes 
such as: Greek Hedonism, Roman Dionysian Mysteries, Renaissance, 
European Libertinism, British Utilitarianism, and American Egoism. A version 
of Christianity called the Prosperity Gospel is marked by spiritual leaders with 
jets, yachts, and mansions; marred by the systemic forces of this world.  
Through the lens of God’s mercy, we see that seeking satisfaction from the 
world and fleshly pursuits has remained unchanged throughout every 
historical period. When it sinks in God looks mercifully, not judgmentally on 
our unchanged human condition, we rediscover the spark of God that resides 
within us all. Then, we can begin to reclaim the sacred child God that is 
stamped with God’s image and sustained by the breath of God. It’s through 
God’s mercy we assess the unchanging nature of the human condition. 
God’s mercy allows us to see the limitations of our false self. The False 
Self is our container, it gets us started in life. It’s the agreements between 
ourselves, parents, family, friends, spouse, culture, and religion that shape 
our early life. It’s our education, job, money, and success that help us 
negotiate life. These things make us uniquely different, along with our looks, 
mannerisms, and speech. The parts of our life that make up our false self 
aren’t inherently bad; in fact, they are necessary, yet they are bogus. 
Classically, we talk about the false self as quests of the flesh, influenced by 
the world. Biblically, we speak of the false self as being trapped in sin. We 
sing about the false self when we sing: I was sinking deep in sin, far from the 
peaceful shore, very deeply stained within, sinking to rise no more. In 
contemporary terms, we can describe the false self as being trapped by our 
egos, limited by our external focus. The false self will expend unnecessary 
energy, promoting and protecting our outward portfolio, ultimately separating 
us from others. Holding tightly to our false self is the recipe for an unhappy 
life because it disconnects us from anything that threatens our false self.  
God’s mercy shows the limitations of the false self. God’s mercy loosens our 
grip on the things of our false self, so they may die. A gracious God doesn’t 
ask how we got into this mess. God’s mercy enters into the mess our false 
self has made to lead us inward to our true self. In letting go, we discover 
God’s mercy is so wide that what is lost is nothing compared to what is 
gained in connecting to the True Self that abides within each of us.  
The dialogue between Robert DeNiro as Colonel Jessep and JAG officer 
Kaffee in a Few Good Men is riveting. Jessup says to Kaffee: “You want 
answers?” Kaffee responds: “I think I'm entitled.” The Col. repeats himself: 
“You want answers?” Kaffee insists: I want the truth! Col. Jessup shouts 



back: You can’t handle the truth! By the mercy of God, we can handle the 
truth about our false self. God is gracious to every generation despite the 
unchanging nature of the human condition. Because of God’s mercy, we can 
let go of the false self that limits life; allowing our true self to know real life. 
God’s mercy invites us to behave merciful: God’s merciful ways are a 
mystery. We wonder if a mercy is offered because there’s something 
irresistibly lovely in us? We wonder if a mercy is offered because God’s love 
is deeply woven within God’s character, God has to be merciful? Perhaps it 
is both. God is merciful to those stamped with his image and sustained by 
God’s breath. Also, God is merciful because mercy aligns with who God is.  
The bottom line is that everything we say about God, the Father; Christ, the 
Son; and the Holy Spirit falls under the prima facie principal: God is merciful. 
God’s mercy began at creation, was made real in the life, death and 
resurrection of Christ, and is sustained by God’s Spirit that pours mercy out 
in unexpected ways. Though God’s merciful ways seem alien to our world, 
Christ is not a stranger to creation; after all it is his Father’s world. So, he too 
offers mercy to Samaritans, Pharisees, cradle Methodist and those who sit 
in these pews only on occasion as a continuation of what God began at 
creation. Today, that same mercy can set us free from systemic evils at work 
in world and our egocentric choices, so we too may be merciful. 
The mercy of God is not an abstract idea. God’s mercy is expressed in in the 
tangible act of Christ loving the world to death, giving his life for those he 
loved. God rarely runs the gift of mercy up the proverbial flag pole so that it’s 
obvious. The gift of mercy slips into our world under the cover of kindness 
and love. When it shows up, we don’t organize a study group on the aspects 
mercy. We receive the gift and behave mercifully. Once, we have assessed 
the unchanging nature of our human condition and broken through the limits 
of our false self we always begin to behave more mercifully. 
I went to visit a parishioner suffering from a moderate case of depression. I 
was much younger and less experienced. The woman wanted to show me 
her African Violets. During the entire tour she complained about the work of 
taking care of her prize plants. Boldly and somewhat stupidly I said: You 
aren’t being a very good Christian! She was upset and explained how she 
came to church every Sunday. I gathered myself and said: You have a 
wonderful gift for growing African Violets, but you aren’t sharing your gift with 
anyone. There are people at church who are grieving over loss or celebrating 
a joy could that could use one of these beautiful flowers. By the mercy of 
God, she took my words to heart and began to offer them to others.  



Instead of wondering about the mercy of God, imagine how God’s mercy 
changes everything, creating an unforeseen future. Mercy is a mystery. A 
mystery is not a problem to be solved, but a reality to embrace until the day 
we understand it. So, receive the gift of God’s mercy but hold it lightly in your 
life, so you can pass the gift of mercy along. There is a persuasive power in 
unconditionally passing unexpected mercy along to persons in need.  
Mary Ann Bird’s childhood autobiography, The Whisper Test tells her story 
of being born with a cleft palate.  She was convinced no one outside of her 
family could love her. That changed in the 2nd grade when her teacher gave 
the children a hearing test. A child would stand by the door, cover one ear 
and listen for what the teacher said in a whisper from her desk. The child 
would repeat phrases like: the sky is blue, or the horse is brown.  When it 
was Mary Ann’s turn, she says in her book that God put the words in her 
teacher’s mouth. Ms. Leonard whispered seven words she says changed her 
life. The teacher said, “I wish you were my little girl.”  
Mercy is inherently undeserved, it can only be received. God’s unmerited 
mercy is offered in a whisper with words that can change our lives, “You are 
my daughter or son”. We may need to be listen closely, those whispering 
words are heard more clearly as we get in touch with our true selves. 
Spiritually attuning our ears will enable us to hear the gentle whispers of the 
mercy of God calling us by our true name, my daughter, my son. 
An Episcopal Bishop joined our Methodist Bishop in the laying of hands as a 
symbol of Christian unity when I was ordained an elder in the Methodist 
Church. I cannot recall his name, I vividly remember that he made the sign 
of the cross with his thumb on my forehand. He whispered the only words I 
recall from that night: You know this is much more about Christ than it is 
about you. He was right then, and he is right now.  
I try to remember that Bishop’s counsel when I stand before you on a Sunday 
morning or in a hospital room of uncertainty: My life of service to God and 
Christ’s Church is only made possible by the mercy of God. Simply said, I’m 
at my best when I receive mercy and pass mercy along to you. I have feeling 
the same is true for each one of you. So, together, let’s travel inward toward 
true selves, so we may fully receive mercy and pass it along to others. This 
is the way to unfold the mystery of the mercy of God.   


