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God of power and mercy, open our hearts in welcome. 

 

 

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 

 

Those words from the opening prayer of today’s Mass call upon Almighty God as the Creator who 

is powerful and the Father who is merciful.  Our prayer asks the God of power to open our hearts 

in a way that we are incapable of doing by ourselves, and it asks the God of mercy to make us 

ready to welcome the coming of His beloved Son this Advent. 

 

As we begin the Jubilee of Mercy, inaugurated by Pope Francis when he opens the Holy Door into 

St Peter’s Basilica in Rome on 8th December, it is good to remember that God’s power is never 

exercised to punish or destroy.  It is always used in a merciful way, so as to correct, to forgive and 

to heal.  We know this because it is revealed in the life of His Son, Jesus Christ, who is the perfect 

image of the Father who is merciful. 

 

Pope Francis has called the Jubilee Year of Mercy to bring this truth of our Catholic faith to the 

centre of our attention once again and to remind us of what lies at the heart of our mission to the 

world.  We are called to be people who proclaim God’s mercy first of all as an act of gratitude for 

the mercy that has been shown to each one of us in Christ. 

 

The whole Church - lay faithful, Religious Brothers and Sisters, deacons, priests and bishops and 

the Holy Father himself – all of us receive God’s mercy in many different ways and we are all 

invited to share in the mission of Our Lord Jesus Christ to bring that mercy into a world that needs 

it badly. 

 

What is mercy?  It is harder to describe in words than to show by deeds, but Our Lord did both by 

His teaching, in the manner of His living and above all by His dying on the Cross.  The crucifix is 

the most powerful image of God’s loving-mercy and it is the sign for all ages and all peoples of 

His transforming forgiveness. 

 

Mercy is a dimension of love and it arises within a compassionate heart.  The First Letter of St John 

tells us that God is love - so we should see mercy as revealing something to us of the nature of God.  

That nature is most fully and clearly seen in His Son, to whom we are invited to open our hearts 

again at His coming this Advent. 

 

Mercy is a selfless kind of loving that reaches out to those who are in need, whether we believe 

that they deserve it or not.  Merciful love is most clearly expressed whenever we forgive another 

person for a wrong committed against us.  Such mercy is not easy to summon up and it needs the 

influence of the Holy Spirit - but it is a precious gift that bestows blessings on the giver as well as 

the recipient. 
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Next Sunday, at the request of the Holy Father, I shall be opening the Door of Mercy into St Chad’s 

Cathedral and a similar Door of Mercy will open in sixteen Jubilee Churches and seven Places of 

Pilgrimage across the Archdiocese.  I hope that you will be able to pass through a Door of Mercy 

during the Holy Year and take advantage of the opportunity to celebrate there the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation. 

 

Our prayer card for the Year of Mercy depicts the celebration of this sacrament.  It shows the 

moment in October 1845 when Blessed Dominic Barberi heard the confession of Blessed John 

Henry Newman in front of a roaring fire at Littlemore in Oxford.  I have placed our celebration of 

the Year of Mercy under the patronage of Blessed Dominic because of his wonderful ministry of 

reconciling souls to God through the Sacrament of Penance. 

 

For Blessed Dominic hearing confessions was a real labour of love and his success as a confessor 

was partly due to the fact that he was an exemplary penitent himself.  During his seven brief years 

of ministry in England he brought many hundreds of searching souls within the embrace of God’s 

mercy. 

 

In the course of his ministry Blessed Dominic preached some retreats to the Sisters of Mercy at St 

Mary’s Convent in Handsworth, Birmingham.  St Mary’s was opened in 1841 by the Venerable 

Catherine McAuley, the foundress of the Sisters of Mercy.  As a young woman she spent the whole 

of her considerable inheritance to open the first House of Mercy in Dublin as a place to shelter and 

educate women and girls. In 1831, Catherine and two companions became the first Sisters of 

Mercy.      

                       

As with Blessed Dominic, Catherine McAuley’s story is truly inspiring as we begin this Holy Year.  

She put into practice the works of mercy which the Jubilee Year urges us to undertake with fresh 

vigour and enthusiasm and for this reason I have also placed our celebration of the Year of Mercy 

under her patronage.  I hope that many pilgrims will find their way to St Mary’s Convent and St 

Bernard’s Convent in Newcastle-under-Lyme in the course of this year. 

 

The apostolates of Catherine and Dominic form part of the foundation for our present day life of 

faith within the Archdiocese.  I ask you to be moved by their example, just as they sought to imitate 

Our Lord, and to reach out with the merciful love of God to your neighbour and to those who are 

most in need.  Strengthen this resolve, especially during the Seasons of Advent and Lent, by 

celebrating the abundance of God’s mercy in the Sacrament of Reconciliation - and please 

remember a special prayer this Holy Year for the priests who will hear your confession and absolve 

you in God’s name. 

 

Pray with me for the beatification of the Venerable Catherine McAuley and for the canonisation of 

Blessed Dominic Barberi, together with Blessed Cardinal Newman, that through their example, 

rich in humility and mercy, our hearts may once again be open in welcome to accept the 

forgiveness and mercy of God.  

Yours devotedly in Christ 

Bernard Longley 

Archbishop of Birmingham 

 

Given at Birmingham on the 3 December 2015 and appointed to be read in all Churches and 

Chapels of the Diocese on 5/6 December 2015 


