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he reached out to all: Jews and Gentiles, Greeks and barbarians, the 
wise and the foolish. While his holiness raised him above all, his hu­
mility made him the servant of all. 12 

In contrast to Peter, who used his sword against Jesus' enemies 
in the garden, Paul more fully understood and imitated Christ's love 
which restored the ear Peter cut off. Peter had been impatient, with­
out hope, seeing the enemies of Christ as incorrigible. Paul in contrast 
had hope for these enemies. He had been one of them. Through ear­
nest prayer Paul served those who persecuted, scourged, and stoned 
him. He maintained an ardent and undying hope for their salvation. 
Because of this, Aelred argued that Paul could even be called charity 
itself: 

Oh soul higher than the heavens, more splendid than the sun, 
more fervent than fire. What is that most sacred breast, if not a 
resting place for kindness, a vestibule of mercy, a throne of char­
ity? There indeed love resides on its judgement seat, having Paul's 
body for its tool and his voice as its instrument. Paul accomplished 
nothing in himself except through participation in God. As it is 
said of God that he is love, so it is said of Paul that he is love by 
participation in love. 13 

Through God's mercy, Paul had been transformed from a wolf seek­
ing to devour Christ's sheep to a good shepherd who gave his life for 
Christ's sheep. 14 

Throughout his hagiographies and histories, Aelred told other 
stories of the power of mercy . He narrated several accounts of St. 
Ninian imitating divine goodness by returning evil with kindness, hate 
with love. Ninian was said to be always overflowing with mercy. When 
one of Ninian's enemies was blinded, Ninian approached him with 
humility and affection, gently corrected and then healed him.15 In an­
other account several thieves tried to steal the animals Ninian was rais­
ing for his own brothers, as well as for the poor and pilgrims. During 
the attempted robbery one of the thieves was gored by the bull. Ninian, 

12. "In natale apostolorum Petri et Pauli," Sermones inediti, 135. 
13. Ibid. 
14. Senno 1 "In Adventu Domini" 37, CCCM 2A. 
15. Vita Niniani 4. An English translation is in " Lives of St. Ninian and St. 
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"moved by mercy," wept and begged God to restore the thief to life. 
His prayers were answered. 16 

Aelred told similar stories of King Edward the Confessor. Once 
when Edward was trying to take a nap he observed a poor lad who 
had noticed that the chest which kept the royal treasury had inadver­
tently been left open. Edward watched curiously as the small boy 
searched about for a container, found a small bowl, filled it with large 
coins from the treasury, hid the bowl in his clothes and crept out. The 
boy returned, refilled the bowl, and snuck out again. During the boy's 
third trip Edward realized that the royal steward was approaching. The 
king broke his silence in order to protect his young thief, warning him 
to run quickly less the treasurer find him. The steward cried out in 
anger when he realized that the treasure had been plundered. Edward, 
as Aelred retells the story, told him, " Be quiet, perhaps he that took 
it needed it more than we do. Let him have it. " 17 

The particular strength of mercy is that it can hold another in 
deep affection and actively serve him or her without having been loved 
first. Driven by its own nature, it flows out toward those who have 
done nothing to deserve love and those who otherwise may be unlov­
able: those who are steeped in sin; those who are vain, obnoxious, 
fickle, argumentative, and deceitful; those whose are opposed to every­
thing one holds dear. In other words, mercy loves those who have 
none of the prerequisites for a spiritual friendship. 

Yet, as already noted, mercy can also transform. God's mercy 
inspires hope and virtue where there was previously despair and sin. 
God's mercy inspires those who have been touched deeply by it to, 
in tum, show mercy toward others. Moreover, mercy can also create 
a return of affectionate love toward the one who first showed mercy. 
Thus, in some of Aelred's stories, sinners who received a saint's mercy 
become friends of the saint: the mercy not only inspired a change in 
life and a change of heart, it inspired a reciprocal affection. Aelred noted 
that Ninian's enemy not only repented and stopped persecuting Ninian 
after he was healed, but cherished the saint with the deepest affec­
tion . Similarly, Aelred told how King Malcolm made a friend out of 
a traitor by showing mercy. The king had learned that one of his officers 

16. Tbid., 8. 
17. Vita Edwardi, Patrologia l.Atina, Cursus Completus, ed. J. P. Migne, vol. 195, 
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was intent on killing him. Rather than punishing the traitor, he ar­
ranged to be alone with the man during a hunt and confronted him: 
" If you are able, if you dare, if you have the heart, fulfill what you 
intended, render to my enemies what you promised." When the 
would-be traitor falls trembling at Malcolm's feet the king assures him, 
"Be not afraid; you will suffer no evil from me." Instead of pursuing 
his original aim to kill the king, the man now promises fidelity and 
becomes a friend. 18 

Aelred, too, was known for his affection and mercy toward all 
types of people. In De spirituali amicitia he explained that while only 
a few of his monks were capable of spiritual friendship, he neverthe­
less loved and felt loved by each of them.19 It should be noted that 
these monks were not a homogenous group of cultured men. Twelfth­
century England was rough and violent. In his writings Aelred repeated 
tales of grotesque brutalities in war, of murders, and of mutilations . 
Aelred's monks grew up in this environment. In an Advent sermon 
Aelred indicated that some of those at Rievaulx had previously lived 
the proud life of those born into wealth, others had been notorious 
for their cruelty, and still others had lived off of plunder, deception, 
and fraud. 20 In another sermon he revealed the multitude of faults still 
present among those at Rievaulx: there were monks who complained 
and quarreled; monks who loved their own will more than God's; those 
who were slow to work and quick to rest; those who were vain; those 
who failed to follow the guidelines of the order; those who spoke im­
prudently and others whose silence simply masked an inner bitterness; 
those who readily accused others of injuring them; and finally, those 
who were unable to tolerate others' faults. 21 

Aelred encouraged his monks to show mercy toward each other 
and himself. He begged those who were "spiritual and perfect" (and 
one must wonder if any of his monks dared to consider themselves 
such) to carry those who were crippled by faults and sins. The strong 
should sustain the weak by their counsels, consolations, exhortations, 
corrections, and prayers. In this way the maturer monks could be like 
Peter when he healed the cripple at the temple. With the help of such 

18. Genealogia regum anglorum, PL 195, 735A-D. 
19. De spiritua/i amicitia 3.82-83. 
20. Sermo 1 "In Adventu Domini" 38, CCCM 2A. 
21. " In sollemnitate apostolorum Petri et Pauli de tribus portis et tribus temp/is," 
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love the crippled brothers would be able to leap up, praise God, and 
walk cheerfully along with the strong. Moreover, Aelred told his monks 
that he was as one crippled in both legs, needing especially to be car­
ried by those who were strong. 22 

In an attempt to explain the rapid growth of Rievaulx under 
Aelred, Walter Daniel (who lived under Aelred at Rievaulx for seven­
teen years) stressed its reputation for mercy: 

When was anyone, feeble in body and character, ever expelled from 
that house, unless his iniquity was an offense to the community 
or had destroyed all hope of his salvation? Hence it was that monks 
in need of mercy and compassion flocked to Rievaulx from for­
eign peoples and from the far ends of the earth .... And so those 
wanderers in the world to whom no house of religion gave en­
trance, came to Rievaulx, the mother of mercy, and found the gates 
open and entered by them freely. . . . If one of them in later days 
had taken it upon himself to reprove in angry commotion some 
silly behavior, Aelred would say, " Do not, brother, do not kill the 
soul for which Christ died, do not drive away our glory from this 
house." ... [lit is the singular and supreme glory of the house 
of Rievaulx that above all else it teaches tolerance of the infirm 
and compassion with others in their necessities. 23 

The last passage I will use from Aelred is a long excerpt from 
his pastoral prayer. Written during the final year of his life, it beauti­
fully reveals Aelred's own spirituality of mercy: a spirituality whic~ 
blends his knowledge of Christ's mercy with a desire to show merci­
ful love toward his monks. The prayer illustrates a hope-filled humil­
ity, a self-forgetful desire to be with and for others, and a mercy whi~h 
can create mutual love between those who initially had nothing m 
common: 

You know my heart, Lord; you know that my will is that what­
ever you have given your servant should be devoted wholly to their 
service, and spent for them in its entirety; and I myself, more­
over, would be freely spent for them. So may it be, 0 Lord, so 
may it be. My powers of perception and of speech, my work time 
and my leisure, my doings and my thinking, the times when things 

22. Ibid . 
23. Walter Daniel's Life of Aelred of Rievaulx (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1950) 37. 
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go well with me, the times when they go ill, my life, my death, 
my good health and my weakness, each single thing that makes 
me what I am, the fact that I exist and think and judge, let all be 
used, let all be spent for those for whom you did deign to be spent 
yourself. . . . Give me, by your unutterable grace, the power to 
bear with their shortcomings patiently, to share their griefs in lov­
ing sympathy, and to afford them help according to their needs. 
Taught by your Spirit may I learn to comfort the sorrowful, con­
firm the weak and raise the fallen; to be myself one with them in 
their weakness, one with them when they burn at causes of of­
fense, one in all things with them, all things to all of them, that 
I may gain them all (1Cor9:22). Give me the power to speak the 
truth straightforwardly, and yet acceptably; so that they all may 
be built up in faith and hope and love, in chastity and lowliness, 
in patience and obedience, in spiritual fervor and submissiveness 
of mind. And since you have appointed this blind guide to lead 
them, this untaught man to teach, this ignorant one to rule them, 
for their sakes Lord, if not mine, teach him whom you have made 
to be their teacher, lead him whom you have bidden to lead them, 
rule him who is their ruler. ... Teach me to suit myself to every­
one according to his nature, character and disposition, according 
to his power of understanding or his Jack of it, as time and place 
require in each case, as you would have me do. 2• 

According to Walter Daniel's accounts of Aelred's relationships with 
his monks, such prayers were mightily answered. 

A Living Example of Mercy at the Juncture 

Because mercy does not depend on any previous virtue, similar­
ity, or likeness to attract it, it can initiate and sustain a love relation­
ship between any two persons. If mercy can pierce the shut doors of 
hardened hearts and minds, we can hope that it could also overcome 
impasses in dialogue, pierce through ideological differences and melt 
walls created to defend interest-group ghettos. We may also hope that 
mercy has the strength to reconcile quarrels and help fragile love rela­
tionships grow stronger. Developing a spirituality of mercy, fostering 
hearts and minds of mercy, seems to be the place to start in the post­
modern world. Such a spirituality is simple. Yet lest it also appear hope-

24. Oratio pastoralis 7. Works of Aelred I. 
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lessly idealistic, as a foolish dream, I would like to close with the story 
of a man who is living this spirituality today. It may well be one of 
those charming acts of God's grace that I met this man during that 
same summer at Chicago. He is an amazing man who gave me hope 
when I was disillusioned by the biting criticisms among the Latin schol­
ars and despairing over the apparently unstoppable inner city violence. 

Bill Tomes grew up in the white middle-class Chicago suburbs 
where his classmates considered him a " nerd. " 25 In 1980 he stopped 
into a church to pray. At the time Tomes was in his mid-forties, un­
successful in attempts to find a wife, and unsure about his career. His 
fiancee had married someone else when he was out of town. He had 
already tried two careers which did not quite work and was in the proc­
ess of trying to discern a third. While praying, he heard the directive, 
"Love. You are forbidden to do anything other than that." When he 
asked how he was supposed to love, he was told, " by loving." When 
he asked what specifically he was supposed to do, he heard only, " I'll 
lead. You follow. " 

I met Tomes through my uncle who is a psychiatrist in the Chi­
cago area. Tomes had arranged to meet with my uncle professionally 
because he was hearing these voices. He feared that he might be hear­
ing God and hoped my uncle would simply determine that he was 
crazy. Instead my uncle tended to support Tomes' fears. It took Tomes 
several years before he understood exactly what God was asking. Now, 
after having given away all his possessions, this graying, white-skinned 
suburbanite is working in the Chicago housing projects, loving the 
members of rival gangs. Over the last decade he has come to know 
thousands of the youth who belong to 125 gangs in Chicago. He also 
knows each gang's trademarks and special handshakes. He lives by 
a few simple rules "Love. Don' t be afraid. Don't defend yourself. For­
give everyone for everything." 

For his work, Tomes is given a modest stipend from Catholic 
Charities. He enters the projects in early afternoon and rarely leaves 
before 1:00 a.m. He spends his time with the youth in the apartment 
hallways, basketball courts, hospitals, jails, and gravesites. His goal 
is to stop the killing, and when that is impossible he consoles the friends 

25. In the following account, personal recollections are supplemented by back­
ground information from Jill Boughton, " The Remarkable Story of Bill Tomes," 
New Heaven/New Earth 9 Ouly 1991) 6-8. 
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of the victims and speaks at their funerals. The local Catholic cardinal 
and several at Notre Dame University praise his work. Notre Dame's 
football team has even allowed him to bring some of the youth down 
to meet the players and watch practices. 

My uncle reasons that the gangs have not killed Tomes yet be­
cause he has such deep humility and simplicity, if not even a bit of 
foolishness about him. His vulnerability seems to elicit a certain com­
passion and pity in the youth . Tomes explained it more bluntly: "I'm 
dumb shit. I am no better than them and they know it. " 

His unconditional love for each person is often reciprocated . In 
an environment from which few escape and in which many expect to 
die young, funerals become an odd final glory, a time for a gathering 
of loyal friends . A ten-year-old assured Tomes that he is so well loved 
that everyone plans on attending his funeral . Bill has asked that if he 
is killed, his funeral be ecumenical and on neutral turf so rival gang 
members can attend. " The guy who kills me, " he explains, " is still 
my brother and should be loved more than anybody else." 

In contrast with some others who work with these youth, Bill 
does not dwell on the rewards of being so appreciated. He is not there 
for self-aggrandizement or to attain a sense of self-worth . Instead his 
love for these young men weighs heavily on him. If he was not com­
pelled by the God who is love itself to be with the inner city youth, 
he told me that he would have quit the work long ago. Why? Because 
he hates having to see those he loves so much die. The ten-year-old, 
assuming he would not live long, had also asked Tomes, " Will you 
come to my funeral?" A merciful love has led Tomes to be with and 
suffer with these gangs. 

When I asked him when he felt closest to God, he responded 
" When the shooting starts. Then I hear Christ say, ' I am walking. I 
want you walking.' " Tomes explained that this means he is to walk 
into the midst of the shooting and toward the one who is firing the 
gun . It is at these times that he has the most striking sense of Christ 
besides him (and sometimes hears a whispered " duck right" or "duck 
left" to help him dodge a bullet) . The merciful God travels with those 
who go out in mercy. 

Tomes' love for these gang members is blazing and unambigu­
ous. They have nick-named him " Brother Love." They know he would 
still love them even if they did not change. While he does not approve 
of their destructive behavior and longs to see them change, he is not 
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among them to judge them as a representative of the law. Neverthe­
less, as a testimony to the miraculous power of mercy, his love has 
inspired some transformations. Some have become Christians, includ­
ing a few shooting victims whom Bill baptized as they were dying. 
Others have given up their drugs and gangs in order to find real jobs. 
Still others have applied to colleges. They have done so in spite of the 
death-sentence imposed by the gangs on those who leave. Perhaps 
the most amazing result of Tomes' love is a peace treaty negotiated 
between rival gangs that has lasted five years. Mercy can multiply and 
spread itself, creating peace where previously there was only enmity. 

A spirituality of mercy thus seems to be the place to begin at the 
juncture of modernity and postmodernity . Mercy can begin to fulfill 
the hunger to love and be loved when great diversity, lack of trust 
and hope, and continuous quarrels seemed to have paralyzed all other 
types of love. After mercy has softened hearts, recreated trust, and 
re-enkindled hope, then other forms of love can arise. Such mercy is 
more than social work. It is a spirituality because it is inspired and ani­
mated by the Spirit who chose to be incarnated as merciful love. Some 
of those steeped in an agnostic and violent world have even found 
reason to believe in God because of it. 


