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This down-to-earth book is a giant parish booster
shot! Matthew Halbach provides an abundance of
commonsense ideas for opening doorways to God’s
liberating mercy. Bolstered by the healing words of
Pope Francis, this “must-read” book is ideal for
parish renewal, reassessment, and rebirth.

gerard f. baumbach, ed.d.,

Professor Emeritus, Institute for Church Life, Director Emeritus
of the Echo Program, University of Notre Dame

In this first-rate publication Matthew Halbach
captures the identity Pope Francis inspires all of us
to become—missionary disciples. As faithful
disciples we absorb the endless mercy of the Master
in personal companionship. The mission field to be
cultivated is located in the midst of fellow
parishioners. Dr. Halbach provides key insights as to
how to bring the transforming news of mercy to
those ever so close who hunger and thirst for it.

bishop richard pates,
Bishop of Des Moines

Halbach casts wide a vision of the heart of mercy—
theologically engaging the human experience and
providing meaningful reflections and practical steps
for parishes that take seriously the evangelizing
mission of the gospel.

diane lampitt, m.ed.,

VP Product Management Religion, Wm. H. Sadlier
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Grounded in Pope Francis’ vision of mercy, this
book is an invitation to the parish community to
share the vision. Through personal stories, scriptural
wisdom, and Church teaching, the reader is gently
immersed into the meaning and scope of mercy.
Parish communities will be enlightened and
encouraged to be merciful in the ministerial and
organizational objectives of the parish.

marylin kravatz-toolan, ph.d.,

Director of the Online Institute for Religious Studies
and Education Ministry, Felician University

In warm and engaging fashion, Matthew Halbach
opens up the call to mercy and illustrates how it
works in our personal lives as well as in the life of a
parish. Woven throughout are illustrations of mercy
taken from personal encounters in his own life. The
book is insightful for those reading it on their own
as well as leaders seeking particular ways to make
mercy central to the parish mission and practice.
Thought-provoking questions at the end of each
chapter will most certainly spark personal reflection
as well as group discussion. Of particular interest is
his description of key actions and attitudes of
spiritual accompaniment. These take the concept of
mercy out of the merely theoretical and make its
practice accessible and applicable to all facets of
one’s life and faith.

kathy hendricks

National Religion Consultant for Wm. H. Sadlier and author of
The Spirituality of Parenting and Forming Faith in Families
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Introduction

God Draws Straight
with Crooked Lines

M

y parents divorced when I was about nine
years old. Around this time, I remember sitting in my religious education class listening
to the teacher speak about God’s mercy. One

thing she said really stuck with me: that God draws straight with
crooked lines. The pain and confusion of my parents’ divorce
still fresh in my mind, I wanted more than anything to believe
those words. Looking back after twenty-eight years, I have
come to believe.
1
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The relationships we share today as a post-divorce family are
substantially different from before, as you can imagine. In some
respects, the divorce precipitated positive changes, such as the
deepening of faith and renewed appreciation for one another.
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These changes were made possible primarily through individual family members returning to the sacraments of reconciliation and Eucharist and choosing to share the graces they’ve
received with each other. Mercy, more than anything else, has
been the way in which God has made straight the “crookedness” in my family. Believe me, God can draw straight with
crooked lines.

My own post-divorce healing was helped along by my

good friend Fr. Mike Phillips. He is more like a surrogate father than a pastor. He has been such a positive and formative
presence in my life over the years that my wife, Stacy, and I
decided to name our first child after him. Though retired
now and living the “life of Riley,” Father Mike continues to be
a presence in my family’s life. He comes over for dinner now
and then, and my kids run to see and hug their “Funcle Mike,”
which is the name you get when you combine the words “father” and “uncle.” Again, God draws straight with crooked
lines, and Father Mike has been like a marvelous “pen” in the
merciful Father’s hand.

Thinking back on the words of my religious education

teacher—and reflecting on what Pope Francis has been saying
and writing with regard to mercy—I was inspired to write this
book. Francis is helping the Church to make straight its own
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“crooked lines” by offering himself as a companion to others.
He is a “people’s pope,” choosing to walk alongside those he
shepherds, wanting to understand their hopes and fears, and
willing to walk in their shoes for a while if it means bringing
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them closer to Christ. In other words, Francis is a pope who
knows how to accompany others.

Accompaniment, though, is not just the business of popes

or priests like Father Mike; accompaniment is how we live as
Church, it’s how we evangelize and show mercy to others. As
Francis stated in his exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium (EG), “The

Joy of the Gospel”:

The Church will have to initiate everyone—priests, religious

and laity—into this “art of accompaniment” which teaches us

to remove our sandals before the sacred ground of the other (cf.
Ex 3:5). The pace of this accompaniment must be steady and

reassuring, reflecting our closeness and our compassionate gaze
which also heals, liberates and encourages growth in the
Christian life. (eg, no. 169)

The heart of the gospels is mercy. So, how we share the gospel
message ought to be mercy-full. And it begins with knowing
that evangelization is not just about having the right resources, programs, and events. It’s about people—people caring for
people, accompanying them, and being examples of God’s
mercy to others.
God is the Great Companion—God “draws straight with
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crooked lines.” And the instrument—the “pen”—is accompaniment. God accompanies us around life’s every twist and
turn. God is also mercy itself. Therefore, when God extends
mercy to us, God extends himself. Taking our cue from this, to
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be a more merciful people—a more merciful church—we
must, like God, extend ourselves to others. And we do this
through the work of accompaniment.

Making disciples is a widely talked about topic today.

Disciples are a people of accompaniment. In fact, accompaniment describes both the purpose and the life of the disciple:
disciples are people who allow God to accompany them, and
they, in turn, accompany others. Disciples are called to make
the presence of Christ manifest in their own lives, according
to the words of Scripture: “and they shall name him
Emmanuel, which means ‘God is with us’” (Mt 1:23; cf. Is
7:14). Through the Church—and through you and me, personally—God, the Great Companion, seeks to accompany his
people: to draw straight their crooked lines.

Mercy being the character of evangelization, Pope Francis is

encouraging the Church today to consider accompaniment as
the way we evangelize. We all must become more intentional
about sharing the mercy of God with others—the actions and
attitudes of which must endure long after the Jubilee Year of
Mercy. Mercy must become more the fabric of our lives, parishes, and institutions. We must allow mercy to carry us to
new insights, new horizons of service and generosity, new
ways of caring for one another, and new ways of being church.
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Using Pope Francis’ writings, Becoming a Parish of Mercy offers a vision of mercy alive in our parishes and provides opportunities for shared reflection and conversation among various
parish groups (e.g., clergy, staff, volunteers, and pew-sitters like
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me). However, before we discuss mercy in the context of parish life, we must first consider the nature of mercy and its role
in our own lives. Mercy, at its core, is experienced as love, gift,
and liberation, which are at the heart of the gospel message.
This book will help you reflect upon these aspects and how
you’ve experienced them as part of your own faith journey.
Next, we will shift our focus to mercy in the life of the parish
community. Here, mercy takes the shape of accompaniment—
the actions and attitudes we adopt that allow us to meet people where they are on their faith journey and gently guide
them along the way. Through this book, I hope to accompany
you (and your parish) on the journey of faith—and help you
encounter, embrace, and share with others the mercy of God,
who draws straight with crooked lines, heals, transforms and,
ultimately, “triumphs” (Jas 2:13).
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Chapter One

Catching the Vision:
Mercy as Love, Gift,
and Liberation

The Church is commissioned to announce the mercy of God,
the beating heart of the Gospel, which in its own way must
penetrate the heart and mind of every person. [….] In the

present day, as the Church is charged with the task of the new
evangelization, the theme of mercy needs to be proposed again
and again with new enthusiasm and renewed pastoral action.
6
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It is absolutely essential for the Church and for the credibility
of her message that she herself live and testify to mercy. Her
language and her gestures must transmit mercy, so as to touch
the hearts of all people and inspire them once more to find the
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road that leads to the Father. (Misericordiae Vultus, no. 12)

The Church’s first truth is the love of Christ. The Church
makes herself a servant of this love and mediates it to all people: a love that forgives and expresses itself in the gift of oneself. Consequently, wherever the Church is present, the mercy
of the Father must be evident. In our parishes, communities,
associations, and movements, in a word, wherever there are
Christians, everyone should find an oasis of mercy.

Vision Statements

A vision statement paints a mental picture of an organization’s
hopes and dreams. The above quote, taken from Misericordiae
Vultus (MV)—Pope Francis’ official proclamation of the Jubilee
Year of Mercy—paints the hope-filled picture of a church focused on forgiveness and accompaniment, meeting people
where they are, and existing only to refresh and revive everyone
it encounters. At the center of this vision is Christ, “the face of
the Father’s mercy” (MV, no. 1). Surrounding him are the many
faces of believers who joyfully bear his image to others—including you and me! Being a joyful Christian means that our
happiness and peace of soul are not to be found in the “selfhelp” section of the local bookstore; rather, they are found in
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the service we offer to others. And we do this by meeting people where they are, as they are. This means meeting people’s
concrete needs and calling them, tenderly, toward a new horizon, a new vision of self, Christ, and the Church. As one saint
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put it, though I do not recall the name, so I am forced to paraphrase: at the height of spirituality, the only question left is:
How can I help you?

Jesus inaugurated the vision of a merciful church (Mt 5:7; Mt

18:21–22; Lk 4:17–19; Tit 3:4–5; 1 Pet 1:3–4) and Francis echoes
this vision in his own words: the Church is called to heal, to be
an “open door” (EG, no. 46), a people of welcome and understanding, a non-judgmental people, a people who make room for
others. This includes room to stop or begin, change direction,
move forward, to deepen and/or transform; but never room to
cower, hide, or disappear. In the Church, there is room for everyone as they are, and not as they should be; because no one is as
they should be. That being said, we are all called to greatness: to
a greater sharing in (and sharing out) of God’s mercy. Francis
reminds us that the Church, first and foremost, is a place of
healing, an oasis in the many deserts of life.

To keep Francis’ vision of a more merciful Church from

becoming a mere mirage, we all—especially parishes— must
do our part to catch, hold onto, and run with this vision.
Indeed, we must begin building parishes of mercy, where mercy is at the center of parish life, flowing outward into every
facet in new, life-giving ways:
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It [the parish] is a community of communities, a sanctuary where
the thirsty come to drink in the midst of their journey, and a
center of constant missionary outreach. We must admit, though,
that the call to review and renew our parishes has not yet sufficed
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to bring them nearer to people, to make them environments of
living communion and participation, and to make them
completely mission-oriented. (evangelii gaudium, no. 28)

Parish life must become more life-giving. And this starts when
parishes become more intentional about the giving and receiving of mercy.

Famous Francis

You know you’ve made it as a pope, popularity-wise, when
your visit to the United States (2015) results in your own TV
channel complete with 24-hour coverage (Time Warner
Cable)—Pope Vision, anyone?—and over an hour of coverage
on a popular sports (that’s right, sports) radio talk show (The
Dan Patrick Show, NBC). Francis, or at least the idea of him, is
everywhere—an omnipresence that has been labeled by many
as the “Francis effect.”

Observing Pope Francis’ immediate and profound popular-

ity—his provocative comments and inspiring humility, and all
the discussion, concern, and hope he has generated—reminds
me of watching a rock being dropped into a pond. The rock
hits the pond’s surface; its splash disrupts the placid water.
Soon, however, the water resettles; and although the pond ap-
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pears to be unchanged, the water level has actually risen,
though ever so slightly.
Like the Apostle Peter, Pope Francis is the “rock” (Mt 16:18)
who, by his election as pontiff, has been plunged into the deep
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baptismal waters of the Church, where the thirsty are
quenched and sinners are cleansed and renewed. By taking the
papal plunge, as it were, and by focusing his papacy on extending the mercy of God to the peripheries, Francis is slowly raising the “water level,” so to speak, so that those who at one time
felt far from the water’s edge may now “drink deeply” (Song
5:1; cf. Pope Francis, Closing Synodal Address, October, 2015).
Through his combination of off-the-cuff, provocative state-

ments—e.g., “Who am I to judge?” (Pope Francis, Interview, en
route back to Rome from Rio de Janeiro, July 22, 2013)—and
his spontaneous gestures of humility, which have become the
stuff of legend, Francis is helping the Church to breach its
banks and flow out into new territory: into the hearts of those
who are on the margins of faith and society. The water level is
rising!

We can’t seem to get enough of these Francis feel-good sto-

ries. Why? Because deep down, we all know that love, after all,
is not meant to be reserved and pooled-up as in a reservoir.
Love is to be shared; it must flow into you and me, and from
us, out toward others. Love reserved is love spoiled.
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Mercy as Love
The Church’s first truth is the love of Christ. (mv, no. 12)
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Love is filled with small gestures and words that may appear
insignificant; but to the one receiving love, they could very
well mean the world. This is so because love, especially
Christian-inspired love, is about setting one’s self aside and
giving to people what they truly need right here, right now
(Jas 2:14–17). The Blessed Mother is a great example of this.
Catholic tradition views Mary not only as the Mother of God
and intercessor par excellence, but also as our spiritual mother; and mothers tend to care about every little detail of their
children’s lives, no matter how seemingly insignificant. With
this in mind, it is no surprise that one of Francis’ favorite devotions is to Mary, the Undoer of Knots:

But we know one thing: nothing is impossible for
God’s mercy! Even the most tangled knots are

loosened by his grace. And Mary, whose “yes” opened
the door for God to undo the knot of the ancient
disobedience, is the Mother who patiently and

lovingly brings us to God, so that he can untangle the
knots of our soul by his fatherly mercy.
(pope francis, october 12, 2013)
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Let me describe mercy as love by telling a story. One day, my
five-year-old son (Ben) came into the kitchen where I was busy
tying up the trash. He asked me if I wanted to hear a song he
had learned. “Of course,” I said.
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Ben began to sing, “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible

tells me so…” A classic. After he had finished singing, I asked
him if he really knew that Jesus loved him. Nodding his head
“yes,” I then asked him how he knew. (While my wife and I
had read Bible stories to our kids, we didn’t do it that often.)
Had the Bible really told Ben that Jesus loved him? I wondered. Ben’s answer floored me. He said he knew Jesus loved
him because his mom and I loved him; and then he said, “And
Jesus put you and mom in charge.”

Ben’s little mind had constructed the following syllogism

(i.e., a form of deductive reasoning) with ease: My parents love
me. God put my parents in charge of me. Therefore, God loves me.
I guess I shouldn’t have been so surprised by my son’s answer.
It makes perfect sense. Most children come to know God’s
love through the love their parents show them. I say “most”
because we all know there are far too many children whose
belief in God as good and loving is shaken or shattered by a
parent’s (or parents’) lack of love, expressed either through
absenteeism, indifference, or even violence.

So, being the teacher that I am, I inquired a little further. I

asked Ben how he knew that his mom and I loved him. Again
his answer was effortless. Rattling off a litany of reasons, he began with the things we give to him (e.g., food, clothing, shelter,

DM MH Becoming a Parish of Mercy interior.indd 12

6/15/16 12:41 PM

