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Merton, Niebuhr and the Significance of Mercy
for Urban Ministry Practices 

By Barry K. Morris

Introduction
Mercy feels like an elusive theme to articulate. Mercy may well be felt and expressed as a 

primordial reality – something that seems to spontaneously arise (and/or descend) when one is 
moved to declare without perhaps any prior thought: “Lord have mercy” or simply: “mercy, mercy.”1 
Mercy may be our best attempt to grasp and express the nature of God’s own Being; such a nature 
otherwise being conceptually “beyond, behind, and above the passing flux of things.”2 Thankfully, 
there is a creative remnant who have written, sung, preached of and prayed or meditated with the 
subject of mercy. Thomas Merton and Reinhold Niebuhr are two helpful resources who are worthy 
to mine (not to mention their able students and/or interpreters). As it is one task of this reflection 
to state some of their remarks – especially via their sermons and prayers – it is another challenge 
to intimate the implications of mercy for actual urban ministry practices. It is still a final challenge 
to press with this spiritual/theological term for times when the practices of ministry in the city 
really fail or remain “unsuccessful” because in the presence of evil, no matter its many guises, the 
possibilities of a purposeful, flourishing life together are reduced, starved and/or thwarted.3

While the theme of mercy can defy a complete articulation, we are not without resources. Think 
of doxologies that summarize the very nature of God in sovereign yet intimate expressions as: “Holy, 
Holy, Holy, Merciful and Mighty / God in Three Persons, Blessed Trinity.” Think of hymns like 
Frederick Faber’s “There’s a wideness in God’s Mercy”; Ruth Duck’s “Wash, O God, our Sons and 
Daughters”; or Joseph Addison’s “When All Your Mercies, O My God.” Think of poem-songs like 
William Blake’s “To Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love” and its second verse: “For Mercy has a human 
heart, / Pity a human face / and Love, the human form divine, / and Peace, the human dress.”4 Think 
of prayers which ground themselves in an appeal to and evocation of mercy as the ground for daring 
to hope beyond intense and prolonged despair.5 Also, while there are bold theological articulations of 
the meanings of mercy, these are sensibly conveyed with the accompanying complement of mystery, 
so that one term illumines the meaning of the other term. Above all, for purposes of this reflection, 
there are parables and in turn preachers’ bold moves to profess ranges of meaning on mercy. To “test” 
such professions, there are in the practices of ministry human limits, sin in all of its guises, and the 
pressures of city living and even counter-living which combine to bear down on us to sustain (alas, 
also threaten) the practitioners and those sought to be served.6

First, we will briefly describe sermons by Merton and Niebuhr based 
on three of Jesus’ parables, all of which help to illustrate a range of meaning 
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on mercy – including mercy in relationship to judgment in the execution of justice and mercy as 
understood via the execution of God’s grace in relationship to forgiveness and renewed life beyond.
Merton’s Parable Sermon as Window into the “Climate of Mercy”

Helpfully, Merton preached on the parable of the “Good Samaritan.”7 It serves to illustrate how 
the Samaritan is a window into the presence of what, in practice, mercy yearns to mean when applied 
to a concrete situation – as well as how the hidden Christ is discerned in the very presence of God-
in-the-flesh and when suffering evokes the need for mercy. Merton notes that the other main actors 
in Jesus’ story (priest, levite and the questioning protagonist lawyer) serve as professional types. The 
lack of a compassionate response to a badly hurt and robbed traveler illumines that they “have other 
things to do than to be instruments of chesed” (SC 180). Such a key Hebrew word, Merton explicates, 
is a compassion that is also steadfast – an enduring fidelity – since it is carried out over more than a 
momentary stop on the roadside to give only temporary and immediate relief. This is depicted in the 
Samaritan’s thoughtful follow-through on several levels (tending to wounds, lodging, food and future 
compensation). Yet mercy is more than even mere compassion, even a steadfast compassion. Mercy 
is the “fountain” and “hidden source” of God’s love (SC 177) and thus a trustworthy clue to the nature 
of what loving the neighbor, and Christ within the neighbor, should mean. 

Perhaps Merton’s most helpful interpretation via induction arises from his inquiry into the nature 
of the lawyer’s skilled but deflecting query which seeks to “classify” what being a “neighbor” means. 
Since “classifications are without significance” (SC 173) when a concrete situation summons a com-
passionate response – such a response arising from a contrast-awareness situation of being aroused 
due to being moved to suffer with another – it seems in the nature of mercy that it is practiced when 
it is already a part of having mercy shown to oneself.8 Merton continues, “For we do not and cannot 
love according to classifications” (SC 173), since chesed “knows no classification of good and evil, 
just or unjust” (SC 180). 

Merton has succinctly written on mercy in such a sweeping phrase as “the climate of mercy.”9 
Such a compact phrase expresses the very heart into and of the mystery of God’s grace. Therein, the 
power of God is compacted together in mercy for the sake of a reconciled humanity and with mercy 
being the very ground for human activities. Such discipling activities call upon Jesus’ followers to 
partake in and dare to practice a mercy, that once given an experience of mercy (by grace), knows no 
boundaries or premature limits to what loving aches to mean. There is unconditionality at work such 
that, again, convenient and self-serving justifications cannot work for long to protect or assist our 
inclinations to pass by a wounded person’s situation and therein, our mutual soulfulness. He concludes 
his sermon: “in answer to this movement of compassion a Presence is made on the earth . . . . Perhaps 
the encounter is outwardly sordid and unattractive. But the Presence of God is brought about on earth 
there, and Christ is there, and God is in communion with man” (SC 182).

Reinhold Niebuhr combines two eschatological parables from the gospel of Matthew – aptly named 
“two parables about judgment”10 – to convey what justice comes to mean when, almost inevitably, 
judgment is administrated or executed. This is particularly expressed in the parable of the sheep 
and goats, when at the “last judgment” the nations (not merely individuals or local communities) are 
summoned for their eternal fate. The highlight of the parable is an element of surprise, especially when 
nations do not clearly know when and/or where they engaged – or, alas, disengaged – to meet the needs 
found in the stranger or the sick by befriending them, or found in the hungry or naked by feeding and 
clothing them, or found in the prisoners by visiting them. Inevitably, judgment is served to those not 
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responding to and engaging in such meeting of needs. As in Merton’s rendering of the presence of Jesus 
the Christ in the merciful response of the mixed-blood and semi-heretical Samaritan – as well as in 
the actual wounds of the robbed and beaten traveler – judgment is served on the basis of responding, 
or not, to Christ in the concreteness of needs that are inexcusably near at hand, much akin to Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer’s rendering of God as the “Beyond in our midst” or “The transcendent is . . . the neighbor 
who is in reach in any given situation, God in human form.”11

Niebuhr’s Parable about Judgment with Mercy
The second parable presents a vineyard owner and the hired laborers for the day. From dawn to 

mid-day to late afternoon, and to the last hour before dusk, each hired hand is given to believe that 
they would be given their due wage commensurate with the hours actually worked – akin to today’s 
fair standard practices of “equal wages for equal work.” Alas, at the end of the day, each is given 
the same full day’s wages, so that those having worked the earliest and the longest understandably 
(to the original hearers and via them, to us) are filled with resentment if not righteous indignation. 
But there is an operative mercy here such that Niebuhr exegetes that “The parable of the Vineyard 
pictures God as a generous master who pays his servants without regard for the length of their 
services, i.e., without consideration for exact degree of good or evil done in their lives . . . making 
no distinction between the first and the last” (R. Niebuhr, Beyond Tragedy 253). In short, whereas 
in the Parable of the Last Judgment differences do count (as key criteria for being judged), in this 
Parable of the Laborers and the Vineyard the differences are declared insignificant (R. Niebuhr, 
Beyond Tragedy 254). Here in effect, to retrieve a well-known hymn’s title, “there is a wideness in 
God’s mercy” at work.

What Niebuhr then induces and extrapolates from these two enticing parables is a theology of 
how it is that judgment and mercy are only possibly related and integrated in the mystery of what 
is operative in the Cross. He summarizes it as a move from the observation that the “evil and the 
good, and even the more or the less good are equally in need of the mercy of God” (R. Niebuhr, 
Beyond Tragedy 255); further, that “sharp distinction between the good and the evil in the word 
of judgment is transcended in the assurance of forgiveness to the evil in the ultimate promise of 
mercy” (R. Niebuhr, Beyond Tragedy 256). It is, again, in the Cross event – and virtually all bold 
endeavors to express a commendable account of what atonement means – that the mystery of how 
justice, as ending in judgment, and mercy, conveying a relentless and unconditional forgiveness, 
are combined and not only symbolically (unless perhaps one adopts the perspective that symbols 
are more than literal renderings of an event or a doctrine as they participate in the reality they seek 
to interpret and point beyond themselves).12

In his sermon “Power and Weakness of God,” worthy of elaboration, Niebuhr forcefully attests: 
The Christ upon the cross is a point of illumination where the ultimate mercy is 
apprehended. It is not a mercy which cancels out the divine justice; nor does it 
prove the divine justice to be merely love. There is a hard and terrible facet to 
justice which stands in contradiction to love. . . . Justice is good and punishment 
is necessary. Yet justice alone does not move men to repentance. The inner core 
of rebellion is not touched until they behold the executioner of judgment suffering 
with and for the victim of punishment. This is the meaning of “atonement” as 
apprehended by faith . . . the unity of mercy and justice are expressed in . . . that 
“God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son.”13
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Such a biblical tone and content have been virtually neglected by students, social ethicists and 
activists, who tend to draw from Niebuhr a robust social ethics rationale or at least his social justice 
insights, but risk throwing the “baby [theology] out with the bath-water.”
Prayerful Intimations in the Vocation of Mercy and Urban Ministry Implications14  

It could be instructive to share a couple of prayers from Merton and Niebuhr that convey the 
presence of mercy – as well as to indicate how such prayers complement the sermons previously 
considered. They convey interpretative moves from the biblical texts to their sermons and on to possible 
applications of life-in-ministry. The move from the point of a text to the point of a sermon, and then 
to the point of these later intimations, is never smooth.15

In one sermon entitled “The Burden of Conscience,” Niebuhr concisely expresses the relationship 
of pity-as-mercy and that of the pathos of the human condition in a concluding prayer: “Give us grace, 
our Father, to measure the height of our dignity as free spirits, and the depth of our misery and the 
breadth of our responsibility. Judge us in our vanities and pretensions, Have pity on us, for only your 
infinite pity is adequate to the infinite pathos of human existence” (R. Niebuhr, Justice & Mercy 111 
[emphasis added]). This prayer dovetails with Niebuhr’s sermon on judgment, referencing in the second 
clause an invitation so to judge our vainglories or exaggerated estimates, especially as he states so 
often elsewhere in human collectivities or societal groups (collective egoisms). It also balances this 
with the closing petitionary appeal to match and overcome our pathos with the pity or mercy of God’s 
gracious presence. There is an implication for city ministries and not merely in the inner or urban 
core areas. Pity in the form of compassion, or mercy itself, may arise or be revealed in the midst of 
ministers feeling their low moments or the empathetic pathos of the “slings and arrows of outrageous 
fortune” done to others (as sinned-against). Yet, when called upon to respond to the immediate needs 
or crises and to ask about the root causes and conditions for such a situation occurring, one may well 
wonder whether it need not occur again – that there could be a move from an initial moment of pity to 
social justice activity as in organizing a reduction if not elimination of robbery and assault for others 
traveling along such risk-filled roads.16 

In one of Merton’s prayers found in the rather intimate public journal, The Sign of Jonas, he laments 
with an evocative appeal: “Lord God of this great night: do You see the woods? Do You hear the rumor 
of their loneliness? Do You behold their secrecy? Do You remember their solitudes? Do you see that my 
soul is beginning to dissolve like wax within me?” He biblically adds words from the psalm prayed by 
Jesus on the Cross: Clamabo per diem et non exaudies, et nocte et non ad insipientiam mihi! [“I cry out 
by day and you do not hear and by night and [it is] not foolish for me” (Ps. 22:2)] (SJ 360). Could this 
relate to a possible prayer of the robbed, forsaken traveler on the road? Could this perhaps represent a 
prayer from one of the passers-by, following their indifference or higher preoccupations, en route to 
their pending holy duties and thus needing to forsake any prior contamination and deterrence? Could 
an aspect of this prayer arise as enlightened eyes of the heart (Eph. 1:18)? Epiphany-like, could this 
be akin to the willingness to be an attentive Samaritan (enhanced by the marginalized perspectives), 
arising, again, via a habitual or disciplined prayer of his heart?17 For any such situation one’s response 
could be that of “seeing,” “hearing,” “beholding” and being “remembered” him- or herself – again, 
for when one encounters the same reality of one’s soul being dissolved, as now in “the other.” An 
implication of this for urban ministries is for times when the almost habitual tendency to classify “the 
other” dominates or takes priority over the compassionate but customary messiness of inconvenience 
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or interruption and risking contamination, which mercy risks for the sake of the wounds of Christ in 
the other, the other in Christ.

Elsewhere, Merton evokes the tendency of mercy to break any stranglehold that a literal, 
dominating presence of a strict application of justice might impose on a situation, as via the zealotry 
of self-righteousness – as dangerously in the current Philippines’ president showing no mercy with 
his “shoot-to-kill” orders on alleged drug dealers.18 Merton reflects: “mercy breaks into the world of 
magic and justice and overturns its apparent consistency. . . . It liberates us from the tragic seriousness 
of the obsessive world which we have ‘made up’ for ourselves by yielding to our obsessions. . . . Law 
is consistent; Grace is ‘inconsistent.’”19 Not alone, such a notion of mercy intimates qualities of the 
transcendent which is the sure ground for the whole climate of mercy.20 It also intimates the role of 
creativity and that of the place and promise of forgiveness. On the latter, political philosopher Hannah 
Arendt has professed that forgiveness “is the key to action and freedom.”21 This dovetails with a Niebuhr 
caution that while love without justice tends to sentimentality and even irrelevance, a justice without 
grace or mercy “degenerates into something less than justice,” as rigidity or harshness.22 Nonetheless, 
the judgment element in the application of justice endures via Niebuhr and the school of “Christian 
realism” he helped to shape (and still influences). The laborers in the vineyard parable illustrates the 
merciful aspect of God’s justice-with-mercy while the Last Judgment parable (and much of Niebuhr’s 
writings throughout his four decades of teaching and activism) insists that human policies and activities 
are to be held accountable, to the end or, at least pen-ultimately – our personal ends.23

The Merton and Niebuhr implications for urban ministries could end here, but to do so seems 
premature and incomplete. Paradoxes and creative tensions endure: between justice as an inevitable, also 
ultimate, judgment on human affairs, and mercy as that which, while oft appearing to be a contradiction 
of a strict application of justice, is of the heart of the Creator-Redeemer and our final hope. In this 
context, to expect from Merton and Niebuhr a necessary and sufficient set of resources for mature or 
seasoned ministry for the long haul is unrealistic. To be sure, both were seasoned spiritual writers – also 
intentional social commentators that elicited and commended the implications of the Christian faith 
and its normative biblical themes for the poignant issues of their (and our) day. But they can hardly be 
totally adequate on their own and even in concert with one another (though they surely come close!).

What makes the pursuit of “success” in ministry an elusive reality, if not at times a plain illusion, 
are the fierce pressures with which ministries in the city have to function. In addition to the pressures 
that come with sheer size, density, diversity or heterogeneity of urban living – Louis Wirth’s once classic 
formulation of what constitutes “urbanism as a way of life”24 – there are the fierce current pressures 
of economic forces that favor the propertied class and their investments, especially when global, but 
thwart the remainder, especially the under- or un-organized. Hence the relentless gentrification pressures 
have morphed into the phenomena of prohibitive rent increase burdens and even “reno-victions,” which 
impact more than even the poor and working classes.25 There endures a combination of racism with 
classism, exacerbated by ethnocentrism and “cultural wars.” In any event, this reflection takes heart 
from a pastoral – and one hopes, a prophetic – application of the conviction that mercy matters. Mercy 
matters for the long haul and that may be the mature way to depict “success” (longevity rather than 
mere numbers or bottom-line results). Mercy matters for urban-ministry practitioners, for when we 
confess our sense of failing for those we seek to serve – and closing the door, alas, to being served by 
those who have much to teach us in their experiences of being sinned against, but never, as with St. 
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Paul, rendered to be in total despair, forsaken or destroyed (2 Cor. 4:8-9). One thinks of Niebuhr’s final 
sermonic volume (of three), Justice and Mercy, edited by his wife, Ursula Niebuhr. It includes succinct 
prayers, many expressing mercy, to accompany the sermons (see especially 8, 9, 11, 45-46, 53, 60, 71, 
73, 75, 88-89, 92, 95, 97, 99, 100-102, 120-21, 131, 134).26 One may also draw upon Merton’s letter to 
Coretta Scott King in the aftermath of her husband Martin Luther King, Jr.’s April 4, 1968 assassination, 
in which he writes: “In imitation of his Master he has laid down his life for his friends and enemies. He 
knew the nation was under judgment . . . . My prayers are with you and with him. May he find the rest 
and reward which God promised to all who trust in His mercy.”27 A conclusion feels almost complete 
for what both of these stalwart persons bequeath to contemporary lay and commissioned ministers 
by way of their legacies. We look to their life, thought and public-prophetic witness, to what led them 
to the faith, sustained them in the faith, and often if not always served as check and balance for their 
sometimes ambivalent, always imperfect faith communities, but ever renewing them in the faith of 
being fellow travelers with the Pioneer of such a faith (Heb. 12:2) and its call to constant discipleship. 

When it comes to expanding on a compelling perspective for urban ministry, with a theology 
hopefully grounded in the depth and range of mercy, it might be possible to add to all the above, but not 
without first taking with an utmost seriousness what Merton’s and Niebuhr’s complementary witness 
conveys. There are temptations to “succeed” that loom large for urban ministries, especially when 
they (inevitably) chase money at a year’s end so to survive via annual reports that assemble statistics 
to (try to) make a successful case for the ministry’s work. Merton and Niebuhr seemed relatively free 
from such temptations though they helpfully confessed the temptation.28 Nevertheless, what grounds 
and encourages a ministry is that which is utterly primordial to and from the nature of an almighty and 
merciful God who lures forth and confirms a faithful public and prophetic witnesses, and with their 
abiding witness summon us. Such expresses the nature of what makes for and sustains steadfastness, 
or chesed.29 A concluding haiku expresses this dynamic:

Mercy ever anew:
Sustains steadfast processes
Persevering Ministries.
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Reinhold Niebuhr: A Biography [New York: Pantheon Books, 1985] 62-87), and Niebuhr’s critique of any sense of a 
gospel of success: “The gospel of Jesus is not a gospel of success, but of ultimate success through obvious failure” (89).

29. See Bochen, drawing from liberation theology via Jon Sobrino, especially the emphasis on “the principle of mercy” 
(not only a basic attitude). She writes: “The climate of mercy demands compassionate response to the immediacy of 
suffering before us,” adding “it also requires that mercy becomes the principle that informs our actions as a society 
and as a church” (7). Relevant to both Merton and Niebuhr, she helpfully concludes that “The principle of mercy 
requires that we alleviate suffering as well as identify and address the roots of that suffering” (7 [emphasis added]). 
Finally, thinking of mercy as a principle, it emerges in twelve-step meditation literature as an encouraged eleventh 
step: “to practice these principles [of recovery, including prayer and meditation] in all of our affairs, and the writer 
therein evoking that mercy join with benevolence for such a commitment” (Answers, August 23 reading).


