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How to use this material

There should be a Facilitator for each small group 
who will ask members of the group to volunteer to 
read the different texts aloud, and to invite the group 
to discuss the questions in the material. The 
Facilitator does not have to be a teacher or catechist, 
but rather someone who guides the group to move 
forward with the material so that the content of each 
session is covered. It is recommended that each small 
group has more than one Facilitator so that they can 
alternate leading the sessions.

Begin with prayer (formal and/or spontaneous)

Part I Why has Pope Francis called 
 for a Year of Mercy?

Pope Francis has called for an Extraordinary Jubilee 
Year of Mercy to begin on the feast of the Immaculate 
Conception, 8 December, 2015, and end on the feast 
of Christ the King, 20 November, 2016. The Pope 
explained why he has chosen those dates in his 
official letter for the Year of Mercy called Misericordiae 
Vultus , which means “The Face of Mercy”:

I have chosen the date of 8 December 2015 because 
of its rich meaning in the recent history of the Church. 
In fact, I will open the Holy Door on the fiftieth 
anniversary of the closing of the Second Vatican 
Ecumenical Council. The Church feels a great need 
to keep this event alive. With the Council, the Church 
entered a new phase of her history.
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This material is for the use of small groups during 
the Year of Mercy. It begins with an explanatory 
Introduction and then addresses four topics:

Part I Why has Pope Francis called for a 
 Year of Mercy?
Part II What is Mercy and why does everyone 
 need God’s mercy?
Part III How do we receive God’s Mercy?
Part IV Creating a merciful Church and society

Introduction

These pages contain excerpts from Pope Francis’ 
Apostolic letter for the Extraordinary Jubilee of 
Mercy (Misericordiae Vultus), as well as Scripture and 
Church teaching from the Catechism and the Second 
Vatican Council, to be read and reflected upon in the 
small groups.  It should be emphasized that this is not 
an academic “study group”, but an opportunity to open 
our hearts to the action of the Holy Spirit as he speaks 
to us about mercy. For this reason at the end of each 
session there is an opportunity for silent reflection 
upon the readings provided.

The Council Fathers strongly perceived, as a true 
breath of the Holy Spirit, a need to talk about God 
to men and women of their time in a more 
accessible way. The walls which for too long had 
made the Church a kind of fortress were torn down 
and the time had come to proclaim the Gospel in a 
new way. It was a new phase of the same 
evangelization that had existed from the 
beginning. It was a fresh undertaking for all Christians 
to bear witness to their faith with greater enthusiasm 
and conviction. The Church sensed a 
responsibility to be a living sign of the Father’s 
love in the world. We recall the poignant words 
of Saint John XXIII when, opening the Council, he 
indicated the path to follow: “Now the Bride of Christ 
wishes to use the medicine of mercy rather than 
taking up arms of severity... The Catholic Church, 
as she holds high the torch of Catholic truth at 
this Ecumenical Council, wants to show herself 
a loving mother to all; patient, kind, moved by 
compassion and goodness toward her separated 
children”. [2]  Misericordiae Vultus 4  

Let’s go through a few of the highlighted words and 
expressions the Pope has used.  

Holy Door:  Each of the four papal basilicas in Rome 
has a holy door. Pope Francis is referring here to 
the Holy Door of St Peter’s Basilica. The doors are 
normally sealed shut from the inside. They are opened 
during Jubilee years for pilgrims to enter through 
these doors. The Holy Door symbolizes redemption of 
man’s sins and starting a new life.
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Second Vatican Ecumenical Council:  An 
ecumenical council is a solemn assembly of the 
bishops called by the Pope in order to discuss 
matters of faith and morals. Other experts both lay 
and ordained may attend to advise the bishops - who 
together with the Pope may make solemn definitions 
which enjoy the charism of infallibility and are binding 
on the faithful.

a new phase of the same evangelization: The 
“same evangelization” means the same Gospel: the 
‘Good News’ of salvation and new life in Jesus Christ.

QUESTIONS & Discussion for the group:

1. What does the Pope mean by saying, “With the 
Council, the Church entered a new phase of her 
history”, and why did the Council Fathers perceive 
the need for a new phase ?  

2. What comes to mind when you hear the word 
Church?
=	 a religious institution
=	 a building
=	 “fortress” or “mother”
=	 the Body of Christ

Take time now for private reflection in silence, 
asking the Holy Spirit to enlighten you as you 
prayerfully read the following:

Is the Catholic Church merely an ancient institution 
offering religious ceremonies and imposing human 
rules, or is it the Body of Christ revealing Him and 
his Word?

=	 [They are mistaken] who think that religion consists
 in acts of worship alone and in the discharge of
 certain moral obligations. Gaudium et Spes 43

=	 The word religion comes from the Latin re-ligare
 which means to re-unite, to be “bound back” to 
 our relationship with God our Father and with his 
 children, our brothers and sisters.

Scripture tells us that the Church is the Body of 
Christ and we are his members:

“Just as a human body, though it is made up of many 
parts, is a single unit because all these parts, though 
many, make one body, so it is with Christ. In the one 
Spirit we were all baptized...and one Spirit was given 
to us all to drink. Nor is the body to be identified with 
any one of its many parts. If the foot were to say, ‘I am 
not a hand so I do not belong to the body’, would that 
mean that it stopped being part of the body?  If the 
ear were to say, ‘I am not an eye, so I do not belong to 
the body’, would that mean that it was not part of the 
body? If your whole body was just one eye, how would 
you hear anything? If it was just one ear, how would 
you smell anything? Instead of that, God put all the 
separate parts into the body on purpose...

The eye cannot say to the hand, “I do not need you’, 
nor can the head say to the feet, “I do not need you’. 
Now you together are Christ’s body, but each of you is 
a different part of it.” 1 Corinthians 12:12-18,21,27

=	 Archbishop Fulton Sheen once humorously said:
 “You must praise God every day that the Church is
 not perfect: it would never let you in!”

[The Church] is well aware that among her members, 
both clerical and lay, some have been unfaithful to the 
Spirit of God during the course of many centuries; in 
the present age, too, it does not escape the Church 
how great a distance lies between the message she 
offers and the human failings of those to whom the 
Gospel is entrusted. Gaudium et Spes 43

In our next session we will address the question: 
What is Mercy and why does everyone need it?

Close with prayer (formal and/or spontaneous)
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The difference between the son who sinned 
grievously and his elder brother is key. The younger 
son knew his father’s character - he knew his father 
was a ‘just’ man: he had only to look at how fairly his 
father treated his paid servants. So when he repented 
of his sins he decided to ask forgiveness of his father, 
acknowledging he had not behaved as a son and only 
deserved to be treated as a servant. 

The elder son may have remained at home working 
for his father, but he didn’t really know his father at 
all. When he heard the music and dancing as he drew 
near the family home and asked a servant what it was 
all about, he was told that his father was throwing a 
party for his long-lost brother. He was shocked and 
angry.  However, if he had really known his father, 
wouldn’t he have instead replied: “Typical Dad!” 
Clearly he had no relationship with his father at all, 
nor did he love his own brother.

QUESTIONS & Discussion for the group:

Let’s go through this parable bearing in mind the 
question: “Does everyone need mercy?”

1. The elder son did not reflect upon the truth. The
 truth is that he didn’t come into ‘existence’ by 
 himself - if it weren’t for his father he wouldn’t have
 been conceived! Nor did he build the farm which
 sustained the family and provided work for the paid
 servants. He was ‘born’ into it, so it was a free gift! 
 The elder son’s self-absorption led to ingratitude
 and pride. How did his father react to this? 
 [Remember his words to his elder son: “My son,
 you are with me always and all I have is yours¨
 (Luke 15:31)].
 
2. Connect this parable to our relationship with our 
 Father God, still keeping mercy in mind. We were
 taught in our catechism that “God made us to
 know Him, love him, and serve Him”. Do we 
 actually know him; do we seek a relationship with
 him? Do we love him ‘with our whole heart, our 
 whole mind and our whole strength’?; Do we
 willingly and gratefully serve him, or do we primarily
 serve ourselves (ie: give more importance to our
 own interests and plans)? In other words, have we
 broken the First Commandment?

3. The younger son committed sins against morality.
 The older son committed sins of omission (he
 did not love his father or his brother). Which sins
 are worse?

Extraordinary Jubliee Year of Mercy  8 Dec 2015 - 20 Nov 2016

Part II What is Mercy and why does 
 everyone need God’s mercy?

Begin with prayer (formal and/or spontaneous)

Let’s look at that word mercy. Some define it 
“undeserved favour”, or ‘kindness that is much more 
than expected’, as in the parable of the Prodigal Son 
which Jesus used to describe the mercy of our Father 
God (Luke 15:11-32). [If your group is not familiar with this 
parable read it together]. In the parable, the younger 
brother goes off with his inheritance and squanders 
it, while his elder brother remains home and behaves 
himself - so why would he have any need of his 
father’s mercy?

The elder brother in the parable is described as a 
dutiful son who ticked all the right boxes. He did 
everything he was told, but we see in his words 
an underlying resentment as well as an attitude of 
self-righteousness: he thought he should be rewarded 
for doing the right thing! He might as well have said to 
his father, “You owe me!”

“Look, all these years I have slaved for you and never 
once disobeyed your orders, yet you never so much as 
offered me a young goat for me to celebrate with my 
friends” (Lk 15:29).



In our next session we will address the question: 
How do we receive God’s mercy?

Close with prayer (formal and/or spontaneous)

For a fuller proclamation of the Gospel see:

=	 brief video: “The Gospel: God’s Mercy for All 
 People” www.proclaimpublications.com
=	 KERYGMA: A Proclamation of the Gospel of 
 Jesus Christ  www.proclaimpublications.com
=	 pamphlet: Mercy – the Greatest Gift 
 www.ctsbooks.org
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 Well then, sin entered the world through one man, 
and through sin death, and thus death spread through 
the whole human race because everyone has sinned. 
If it is certain that through one man’s fall so many 
died, it is even more certain that divine grace, coming 
through the one man, Jesus Christ, came to so many 
as an abundant free gift. If it is certain that death 
reigned over everyone as the consequence of one 
man’s fall, it is even more certain that one man, Jesus 
Christ, will cause everyone to reign in life who receives 
the free gift that he does not deserve, of being 
made righteous. Again, as one man’s fall brought 
condemnation on everyone, so the good act of one 
man brings everyone life and makes them justified. 
As by one man’s disobedience many were made 
sinners, so by one man’s obedience many will be 
made righteous. (Romans 5:12,15b,17-19)

=	 By giving up his own Son for our sins, God 
 manifests that his plan for us is one of benevolent
 love, prior to any merit on our part… The Church,
 following the apostles, teaches that Christ died
 for all men without exception: ‘There is not, never
 has been, and never will be a single human being
 for whom Christ did not suffer.’ 
 (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 604,605)
 
“So it depends not upon a person’s will or exertion but 
upon God who shows mercy” (Romans 9:16).

Pope Francis said: “One of the hardest things for all 
of us Christians to understand is the free gift of 
salvation in Christ…[we seem to think] that which is 
free, the love of God, [is] something we can obtain: ‘If 
I do this, God is obliged to give me salvation’. It can 
be good for us to ask ourselves: Do I believe the Lord 
saved me freely? Do I believe that I do not deserve 
salvation?” (from a homily at morning Mass, 15 Oct 2015)

Take time now for private reflection in silence, 
asking the Holy Spirit to enlighten you as you 
prayerfully read why all of us need God’s mercy.

=	 God, infinitely perfect and blessed in himself, in a 
 plan of sheer goodness freely created man to 
 make him share in his own blessed life. 
 (Catechism of the Catholic Church 1)

=	 [In the beginning], man, tempted by the devil, let
 his trust in his Creator die in his heart and, abusing
 his freedom, disobeyed God´s command. This
 is what man’s first sin consisted of... man preferred
 himself to God and by that very act scorned him.
 He chose himself over and against God. 
 (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 397,398)

=	 Scripture portrays the tragic consequences of this
 first disobedience. Adam and Eve immediately lose 
 the grace of original holiness. 
 (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 399)

“Sin brought man to a lower state, forcing him away 
from the completeness that is his to attain.” 
(Gaudium et Spes, 13)

“All men have sinned and are deprived of the glory of 
God” (Romans 3:23).

=	 How did the sin of Adam [a name meaning ‘the
 Man’] become the sin of all his descendants? 
 By yielding to the tempter, Adam and Eve [her
 name means ‘Mother of all the living’] committed a
 personal sin, but this sin affected the human nature
 that they would then transmit in a fallen state. 
 (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 404)
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Jesus calls to conversion. This endeavour of conversion 
is not just a human work. It is the movement of a 
‘contrite heart’, drawn and moved by grace to respond 
to the merciful love of God who loved us first. 
(Catechism 1427,1428)

“God created us without us: but he did not will to save 
us without us.” To receive his mercy we must admit 
our faults… grace must uncover sin so as to convert 
our hearts. The same Spirit who brings sin to light is 
also the Consoler who gives the human heart grace 
for repentance and conversion.  
(Catechism 1847,1848,1433)  

Without the knowledge Revelation gives of God we 
cannot recognize sin clearly and are tempted to 
explain it as merely a developmental flaw, a 
psychological weakness, a mistake, or the necessary 
consequence of an inadequate social structure, etc. 
Only in the knowledge of God’s plan for man can we 
grasp that sin is an abuse of the freedom that God 
gives to created persons so that they are capable of 
loving him and loving one another. (Catechism 387)
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Part III How do we receive God’s Mercy?

Begin with prayer (formal and/or spontaneous)

First of all, to receive God’s mercy we must realize 
that we need God’s mercy. Scripture says: “If we say, 
‘We are without sin,’ we deceive ourselves, and the 
truth is not in us… If we say, ‘We have not sinned’, we 
make him a liar and his word is not in us” (1 John 1:8,10). 
But “if we acknowledge our sins, he is faithful and just 
and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all 
wrongdoing” (I John 1:9).

The Holy Spirit is able to enlighten us. After all, he is 
the Spirit of truth who has been sent to “guide you to 
all truth” (John 16:13). Jesus said the only sin that 
cannot be forgiven is the sin against the Holy Spirit (cf 
Mt 12:31). If we won’t allow him to reveal the truth to us 
we will remain self-deceived and unaware of our need 
for God’s mercy. Pope Francis recommends we ask 
for the Holy Spirit’s gift of ‘Fear of the Lord’:

The gift of fear of the Lord does not mean being afraid 
of God: we know well that God is Father, that he loves 
us and wants our salvation, and he always forgives, 
always; thus there is no reason to be scared of him! 
This is fear of the Lord: abandonment in the 
goodness of our Father who loves us so much… 
allowing the Father to bestow upon us his goodness 
and his mercy. To open the heart, so that the 
goodness and mercy of God may come to us. This is 
what the Holy Spirit does through the gift of fear of the 
Lord: he opens hearts.
(General Audience, Sanctifying Gifts of the Spirit)

QUESTIONS & Discussion for the group:

1. In the previous session we read about God’s plan
 for man: “God, infinitely perfect and blessed in
 himself, in a plan of sheer goodness freely created
 man to make him share in his own blessed life.”
 (Catechism of the Catholic Church 1) But “man,
 tempted by the devil, let his trust in his Creator
 die in his heart and, abusing his freedom, disobeyed  
 God´s command. This is what man’s first sin 
 consisted of...man preferred himself to God and
 by that very act scorned him. He chose himself
 over and against God.” (Catechism of the Catholic
 Church, 397,398)

 At the beginning of the history of Man, the first
 human beings scorned God’s Word and chose their
 own version of things. Do we still do this today? If
 so, why? Do you think most baptized Catholics try
 to learn what God says through his Word?

2. Why do you think so many people are unwilling to
 receive God’s mercy?

3. Jesus established seven sacraments where we
 personally encounter him and his mercy. One of
 these is the Sacrament of Reconciliation, 
 sometimes called “Confession”. Pope Francis wrote:
 
 Let us place the Sacrament of Reconciliation at the
 centre once more in such a way that it will enable
 people to touch the grandeur of God’s mercy with
 their own hands. For every penitent, it will be a
 source of true interior peace.” (MV,17 )
 



Confession to a priest is an essential part of the 
sacrament of Penance. (Catechism 1456)

Those who approach the sacrament of Penance 
obtain pardon from God’s mercy for the offence 
committed against him, and are, at the same time, 
reconciled with the Church which they have wounded 
by their sins. (Catechism 1422)

[After his Resurrection] Jesus breathed on them [the 
Apostles] and said to them: “Receive the Holy Spirit. 
If you forgive the sins of any they are forgiven, if you 
retain the sins of any, they are retained.” 
(John 20:22’23)

The confession (or disclosure) of sins, even from a 
simply human point of view, frees us and facilitates 
our reconciliation with others. Through such an 
admission man looks squarely at the sins he is guilty 
of, takes responsibility for them, and thereby opens 
himself again to God and to the communion of the 
Church in order to make a new future possible. 
(Catechism 1455)

In our next session we will address the topic: 
Creating a merciful Church and society.

Close with prayer (formal and/or spontaneous)
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Why do so few people take advantage of the 
Sacrament of Reconciliation? Why is it necessary 
to confess one’s sins to a priest in this sacrament?

Take time now for private reflection in silence, 
asking the Holy Spirit to enlighten you.

Before Jesus died on the Cross for our sins, he 
prayed to the Father: “Consecrate them in the truth. 
Your word is truth” (John 17:17).

Through divine revelation, God chose...to share with 
them those divine treasures which totally transcend 
the understanding of the human mind. 
(Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, 6)

“Do not conform yourself to this age but be 
transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you 
may discern what is the will of God, what is good 
and pleasing and perfect.” (Romans 12:2)

For in the sacred books, the Father who is in heaven 
meets his children with great love and speaks with 
them. (Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, 21)

It is important that the faithful be taught that the root 
of sin lies in the refusal to hear the word of the Lord. 
(Verbum Domini,26)
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QUESTIONS & Discussion for the group:

1. Are you aware that through your Baptism you 
 became a true child of God, sharing in the divine
 nature? How can we hold onto and complete in
 our lives this holiness we have received? Is it
 humanly possible? Do you think it would make a
 difference in our parishes, neighbourhoods, and
 work places if our behaviour reflected the divine
 nature we have been given?

2. The Pope has presented several concrete 
 suggestions for us as individuals and as a church
 during the Year of Mercy: 
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Part IV Creating a merciful Church 
 and society
Begin with prayer (formal and/or spontaneous)
In order to create a merciful Church and society we 
must begin with ourselves. 
“In the Church, everyone whether belonging to the 
hierarchy, or being cared for by it, is called to 
holiness…by this holiness a more human manner 
of living is promoted in this earthly society.” 
(LG - Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, 39,40)

The Lord Jesus, the divine teacher and model of all 
perfection, preached holiness of life to each and every 
one of his disciples of every condition…Indeed, he 
sent the Holy Spirit upon all men that he might move 
them inwardly to love God with their whole heart 
and their whole soul, with all their mind and all their 
strength and that they might love each other as Christ 
loves them. The followers of Christ are called by God, 
not because of their works, but according to his own 
purpose and grace… In the Baptism of faith they truly 
become sons of God and sharers in the divine nature. 
In this way, they are really made holy. Then, too, by 
God’s gift, they must hold onto and complete in their 
lives this holiness they have received… Since truly 
we all offend in many things (cf James 3:2), we all need 
God’s mercies continually and we all must daily 
pray: “Forgive us our debts” (Mt 6:12). (LG,40)

Pope Francis says that “mercy is not only an action of 
the Father, it becomes a criterion for ascertaining who his 
true children are. In short, we are called to show mercy 
because mercy has first been shown to us. Pardoning 
offenses becomes the clearest expression of merciful 
love, and for us Christians it is an imperative from which 
we cannot excuse ourselves. At times how hard it is to 
forgive! And yet pardon is the instrument placed into our 
fragile hands to attain serenity of heart. To let go of anger, 
wrath, violence, and revenge are necessary conditions to 
living joyfully.” (Misericordiae Vultus,9)

The Pope also tells us that in order to be capable of 
mercy, “we must first of all dispose ourselves to listen to 
the Word of God” which means “rediscovering the value 
of silence in order to meditate on the Word that comes to 
us. In this way, it will be possible to contemplate God’s 
mercy and adopt it as our lifestyle.” (MV,13) He also 
encourages us during this Year of Mercy to make a 
pilgrimage as an impetus to conversion and as a sign 
that “mercy is also a goal to reach and requires dedication 
and sacrifice.” (MV,14)

Baptized Lay people have a special role in creating a 
merciful society, because “the laity, by their very vocation, 
seek the kingdom of God by engaging in temporal affairs 
and by ordering them according to the plan of God… 
remembering that in every temporal affair they must be 
guided by a Christian conscience, since even in secular 
business there is no human activity which can be 
withdrawn from God’s dominion… Each individual layman 
must stand before the world as a witness to the 
resurrection and life of the Lord Jesus and a symbol of 
the living God.” (LG,36,38)



 there has to be a vital participation, coming from  
 the depths of the heart, in the holiness and the  
 mercy and the love of our God. Only the Spirit by  
 whom we live can make ‘ours’ the same mind that  
 was in Christ Jesus. (2842)
  
=	 It is not in our power not to feel, or to forget, an 
 offence, but the heart that offers itself to the Holy
 Spirit turns injury into compassion and purifies the
 memory in transforming the hurt into intercession.  
 (2843)

Close with prayer

Pope Francis has composed a special prayer for 
the Jubilee Year of Mercy. Let us close this final 
session by praying together:

Lord Jesus Christ, you have taught us to be merciful 
like the heavenly Father, and have told us that 
whoever sees you sees Him. Show us your face and 
we will be saved. Your loving gaze freed Zacchaeus 
and Matthew from being enslaved by money;  the 
adulteress and Magdalene from seeking happiness 
only in created things; made Peter weep after his 
betrayal, and assured Paradise to the repentant thief. 
Let us hear, as if addressed to each one of us, the 
words that you spoke to the Samaritan woman: “If 
you knew the gift of God!” You are the visible face 
of the invisible Father, of the God who manifests his 
power above all by forgiveness and mercy: let the 
Church be your visible face in the world, its Lord risen 
and glorified. You willed that your ministers would also 
be clothed in weakness in order that they may feel 
compassion for those in ignorance and error: 

Let everyone who approaches them feel sought after, 
loved, and forgiven by God. Send your Spirit and 
consecrate every one of us with its anointing, so that 
the Jubilee of Mercy may be a year of grace from the 
Lord, and your Church - with renewed enthusiasm - 
may bring good news to the poor, proclaim liberty to 
captives and the oppressed, restore sight to the blind.  
We ask this through the intercession of Mary, Mother 
of Mercy, you who live and reign with the Father and 
the Holy Spirit for ever and ever. Amen.
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=	 receiving God’s mercy through the sacrament of
 Reconciliation 
=	 listening to and meditating upon the Word of God 
=	 making a pilgrimage 
=	 offering forgiveness to those who have wronged us
=	 witnessing to Christ in our daily lives. 

All of this may seem daunting. What are some 
practical steps we can take to begin this journey of 
conversion, individually and communally?

Take time now for private reflection in silence, asking 
the Holy Spirit to help you open your heart to him.

Holy Mother Church teaches us through the 
Catechism, which St John Paul II called 
“a sure norm for teaching the faith”: 

=	 At Baptism, the three theological virtues of Faith,
 Hope and Charity are infused by God into the souls
 of the faithful to make them capable of acting as
 his children. (1813)

=	 Faith must grow after Baptism. (1254)

=	 The principal fruit of receiving the Eucharist in Holy
 Communion is an intimate union with Christ Jesus.
 What material food produces in our bodily life,
 Holy Communion wonderfully achieves in our
 spiritual life. Communion with the flesh of the risen
 Christ…preserves, increases and renews the life of
 grace received in Baptism. (1391,1392)

=	 It is impossible to keep the Lord’s commandment
 by imitating the divine model from the outside,


