
REJOICE AND BE GLAD  ·  THE BEATITUDES AND THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS

Session 5: The Merciful
Matthew 5:7

Part 1: Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim. The group discovers the strange reciprocity of the fifth beatitude (the only one where the gift 
and the reward are the same thing), traces God's hesed through the Old Testament, and opens the sealed 
envelopes from Session 1 to measure their own definitions of happiness against the ladder so far.

Catholic Touchstone. CCC 2447 (the works of mercy) and CCC 2842 (forgiven as we forgive). Mercy is the hinge 
of the ladder.

What You Need to Know

The fifth beatitude is the hinge. The first four describe postures toward God (emptiness, grief, governed strength, 
hunger); with mercy, the ladder turns outward toward the neighbor, and it turns with a striking symmetry: this 
is the only beatitude whose condition and promise use the same word: mercy given, mercy received (and God's 
mercy always exceeds ours). Jesus returns to the principle relentlessly: forgive and you will be forgiven 
(Matthew 6:14-15); the measure you give will be the measure you get (Matthew 7:2); and the parable of the 
unforgiving servant (18:21-35) dramatizes the terrifying converse. James compresses it: "For judgment is 
without mercy to one who has shown no mercy; yet mercy triumphs over judgment" (James 2:13).

Behind "mercy" stands the great Hebrew word hesed: God's covenant love, his steadfast, stubborn, promise-
keeping kindness, the word the psalms repeat in the refrain "his steadfast love endures for ever." When Hosea 
speaks God's line "I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice" (Hosea 6:6), the word is hesed, and a verse Jesus 
quotes twice in Matthew's Gospel (9:13 and 12:7), both times against religious men who kept the ritual and 
skipped the mercy. The group will discover this double citation themselves.

The tradition gives mercy hands and a schedule: the corporal works (feed the hungry, give drink, clothe the 
naked, shelter the homeless, visit the sick, visit the imprisoned, bury the dead) and the spiritual works (instruct 
the ignorant, counsel the doubtful, comfort the sorrowful, admonish the sinner, forgive offenses, bear wrongs 
patiently, pray for the living and the dead). Matthew 25 stages six of the corporal works as the final judgment 
scene (burying the dead joins the traditional list from Tobit), with one detail that changes everything: "as you 
did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me." Mercy is never generic; it has Christ's face on 
the receiving end.

TONIGHT THE ENVELOPES OPEN. Run the ritual exactly: after Build 5 and before the steelman, return each 
sealed envelope to its writer. Each participant opens their own, reads their sentence silently, and then, only if 
willing, reads it aloud. No one comments on anyone else's sentence. Then ask the two ritual questions in Build 6. 
The point is not to embarrass anyone's answer but to let the ladder so far interrogate it.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

Hosea 6:6, "I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice" (the Hebrew word is hesed), is the beatitude's taproot, and 
Jesus' double citation of it (Matthew 9:13, defending his table fellowship with sinners; 12:7, defending his 
hungry disciples) shows what mercy looked like in his hands: sitting at table with the wrong people, and 
defending his hungry disciples against a merciless application of the sabbath law.

Exodus 34:6-7 is God's self-description at Sinai: "merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love and faithfulness." Israel repeats this formula across centuries of prayer and prophecy (Psalm 
103:8; Joel 2:13; Jonah 4:2, where Jonah complains about it). The merciful obtain mercy because mercy is what 
God is.
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Voices of the Church

ST. JOHN CHRYSOSTOM  ·  HOMILIES ON MATTHEW

St. John Chrysostom, the fourth century's great preacher of almsgiving, teaches in substance that the 
almsgiver benefits more than the receiver, that care for the poor is care for Christ, and that God has 
arranged matters so that the wealth we release becomes our treasury while the wealth we hoard becomes 
our accuser.

Application (ours, not the saint's): Chrysostom would ask our generation one question: what surplus has 
God entrusted to you, and where is it going?

ST. FAUSTINA KOWALSKA  ·  DIARY OF ST. FAUSTINA

St. Faustina Kowalska, the Polish religious sister whose Diary carried the Divine Mercy message to the 
modern Church, testifies throughout that work to mercy as the greatest of God's attributes, and records the 
Lord asking of souls three degrees of mercy toward neighbor: the merciful deed, the merciful word, and, 
where those are impossible, merciful prayer. (Her Diary is private revelation: an approved devotion 
carrying ecclesiastical approbation, binding no one (CCC 67); its theology of mercy, however, is the Gospel's 
own.)

Deed, word, prayer: nobody in this room is exempt from all three.

ST. TERESA OF CALCUTTA  ·  HER LIFE AND LETTERS

St. Teresa of Calcutta spent five decades doing Matthew 25 with her hands: the dying lifted from Calcutta's 
gutters, the abandoned held until the end. Her letters, published in Come Be My Light, reveal that for much 
of that time she worked in interior darkness, without felt consolation, which makes the witness stronger, 
not weaker: her mercy did not run on feelings.

She teaches, in substance, that we serve Jesus in the distressing disguise of the poor: Matthew 25:40 taken 
with complete literalness.

Catechism Connection  ·  CCC 1829, 2447, 2842; on God's mercy, 210-211

CCC 2447 defines and lists the works of mercy, corporal and spiritual: charitable actions by which we come to 
the aid of our neighbor in his bodily and spiritual necessities. CCC 2840 explains the reciprocity that runs 
through tonight's texts: the outpouring of mercy cannot penetrate a heart that refuses to forgive; in confessing 
our sin, the heart opens to grace. CCC 2842 adds the depth of the "as": a vital participation in God's own mercy, 
never a merely external imitation. CCC 1829 lists mercy among the fruits of charity. CCC 210 grounds it all in 
Exodus 34:6, God revealing himself as merciful and gracious after Israel's worst sin; CCC 211 adds the enduring 
faithfulness of the divine name.

THREAD WATCH (LEADER ONLY)

FACE OF CHRIST (develop, do not reveal): tonight's portrait lines: he sat at table with sinners (Matthew 
9:10-13) and defended his hungry disciples by Hosea's mercy (12:1-8). Log also, for Session 8, a line tonight's 
texts do not open: the word from the cross (Luke 23:34). Keep all of it silent until the reveal.

SEALED GUESS (RESOLVE tonight): envelopes open between Build 5 and the steelman. Follow the ritual in 
What You Need to Know. Collect the slips again afterward if participants are willing; Session 8 uses them 
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one last time (voluntary).

ANAWIM ROOTS (develop): Hosea 6:6 and Exodus 34:6 join the root system. LADDER: the hinge rung; the 
ladder turns toward the neighbor.

Session Goals

1. Participants can explain the unique reciprocity of the fifth beatitude and its sharpened form in Matthew 6:14-
15 and 18:21-35.

2. Participants discover Jesus' double citation of Hosea 6:6 and what he used it to defend.

3. Participants can list several corporal and spiritual works of mercy without notes.

4. The sealed-guess ritual lands: each participant measures their Session 1 definition of happiness against the 
ladder so far.

Time Note

90 minutes: Win 10, Read 5, Build 40, Sealed Guess ritual 12, Steelman 12, Send 6, Live It + Closing 5. If running 
short: cut Build 4's second parable read-through; never cut the ritual.
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Part 2: Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Father of mercies, your name is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love. We have 
received mercy we did not deserve and withheld mercy we owed. Open the hard place in each of us tonight. Amen.

Win: Opening the Circle

Win 1. Describe a time someone showed you mercy you had no right to expect. What did it do to you?

Win 2. Which is harder for you: asking for forgiveness, or granting it? Why?

Build: Into the Text

Build 1. Read Matthew 5:7 and compare it with the other seven beatitudes. What is structurally unique about 
this one?

ANSWER (SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION)

It is the only beatitude where condition and promise share one word: the merciful obtain mercy. The poor 
get a kingdom, the mourners get comfort, but the merciful receive the very thing they gave, in greater 
measure, for God is not outdone. And CCC 2840 explains the mechanism: refusing to forgive does not switch 
God's mercy off; it hardens the heart against receiving what is always being offered.

Build 2. Read Matthew 6:14-15 and then the parable in Matthew 18:21-35. How seriously does Jesus mean the 
reciprocity? What is the servant's exact failure?

ANSWER (SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION)

With full severity: "if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your 
trespasses." The servant is forgiven a national debt (ten thousand talents, an absurd, unpayable sum) and 
then chokes a man over a hundred denarii: real money, about a hundred days' wages, yet a rounding error 
beside his own forgiven debt. His failure is not bookkeeping but blindness: he walked out of the amnesty 
unchanged by it. The king's question is the beatitude inverted: "should not you have had mercy on your 
fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?"

Build 3. DISCOVERY. Read Hosea 6:6. Now hunt through Matthew 9:10-13 and Matthew 12:1-8 and find what 
Jesus does with this verse. What is he defending each time?

Leader cue: Live discovery: the double citation. Let them find both instances and name what occasioned each.

ANSWER (SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION)

"I desire mercy, and not sacrifice": a verse Jesus reaches for twice in Matthew. In 9:13 he is defending his 
dinner table full of tax collectors and sinners; in 12:7 he is defending his hungry disciples plucking grain on 
the sabbath. Both times the opponents kept the ritual and flunked the mercy. "Go and learn what this 
means," he says: a rabbi's homework assignment, still due.

Build 4. Read Exodus 34:6-7a. Where does this scene happen, and why does Israel keep repeating it for centuries 
afterward (see Psalm 103:8; Jonah 4:2)?

ANSWER (SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION)
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At Sinai, in the aftermath of the golden calf and Moses' intercession: God proclaims his own name to Moses 
as "merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love," right after Israel's worst 
betrayal. Israel quotes it in psalms, in prophets, and Jonah even quotes it as a complaint (he knew God 
would forgive Nineveh). The merciful obtain mercy because they are resembling the family: mercy is what 
the Father is like.

Build 5. Read Matthew 25:34-40. The works of mercy get an identity twist at verse 40. What is it, and what does 
it do to the phrase "charity case"?

ANSWER (SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION)

"As you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me." The hungry, the stranger, the sick, 
the prisoner: each carries Christ's face. (Interpreters discuss whether "my brethren" means Christ's 
disciples first or every needy person; the Church's living application embraces every neighbor in need.) 
Mercy is never downward benevolence to an inferior; it is service rendered to the King in disguise, which 
abolishes the whole posture behind "charity case." Matthew 25 brings concrete mercy into the final 
judgment, and the examinees are surprised in both directions.

Build 6. SEALED GUESS RITUAL. Envelopes are returned and opened (see leader notes). Then, in pairs: (a) 
Where does your Session 1 sentence agree with the ladder so far (empty hands, honest grief, governed strength, 
hunger for righteousness, mercy)? (b) Where does the ladder correct it?

ANSWER (SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION)

No answer key exists for this one; the leader's job is to protect honesty. Common landings: most Session 1 
definitions involve acquiring (comfort, security, love received), and the ladder keeps locating happiness in 
what is released and received as gift. If anyone's sentence was already the Gospel, congratulate them and 
ask whether they live it. Close the ritual by pointing forward: three steps remain, and the next (Session 6) 
carries the promise the whole ascent aims at: seeing God.

Steelman: mercy cheats justice

At full strength, in two voices. The philosopher: justice means giving each what is due; mercy, by definition, 
gives less punishment than is due; therefore every act of mercy is an act of injustice, and a society (or a God) 
that forgives freely teaches that wrongs do not matter. The wounded: you did not see what was done to me or to 
the person I love. Telling me to forgive the unrepentant is telling me the wound did not count; and in real cases, 
pressured forgiveness has sent people back into danger and let predators keep hunting. Any account of this 
beatitude that cannot answer BOTH voices is not worth having.

Press: answer the philosopher from the cross and the wounded from the whole counsel of the Church. Do not rush 
the second answer.

ANSWER (SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION)

To the philosopher: in the Gospel, mercy never waves sin away; it absorbs its cost. The cross is precisely 
justice and mercy meeting: sin is taken with total seriousness (it costs the life of God's Son) and the sinner 
is spared (Romans 3:25-26: God shows righteousness in justifying). Forgiveness is not the claim that the 
debt was small; the one wronged releases the claim and absorbs the cost rather than extracting it (only 
Christ's cross expiates sin). That is why forgiving is agony and why only the forgiven-much do it well. To the 
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wounded, with all gentleness: the Church does not teach that forgiveness means pretending, trusting again, 
or staying. Forgiveness is releasing the debt to God's justice; reconciliation additionally requires repentance 
and rebuilt trust, and sometimes it is rightly never restored. A person in danger should get safe first; 
protecting the vulnerable is itself a work of mercy, and abuse of minors or vulnerable adults must be acted 
on: report as civil law and diocesan safeguarding policy require, and call emergency services in imminent 
danger. Forgiveness can then be a long healing, at grace's pace, not a performance demanded on schedule. 
The beatitude blesses the merciful; it never arms the abuser.

DIG DEEPER

The Church asks us to know the works of mercy by heart. Corporal: feed the hungry, give drink to the 
thirsty, clothe the naked, shelter the homeless, visit the sick, visit the imprisoned, bury the dead. Spiritual: 
instruct the ignorant, counsel the doubtful, comfort the sorrowful, admonish the sinner, forgive offenses, 
bear wrongs patiently, pray for the living and the dead. Fourteen doors; every life stands near several.

Send: Down the Mountain

Send 1. Whose name came to mind tonight as the person you have not forgiven? You do not have to say it aloud; 
you do have to say it to God this week.

Send 2. Pick one corporal work of mercy you have literally never done. What would doing it this month require?

Live It This Week

· Memorize Matthew 5:7; recite 5:3-7 each morning.

· Do one corporal work of mercy this week, in person if possible, and look the person in the eye.

· Begin forgiving one debt: name the person and the wound to God, and ask for the grace to release it (release is 
not reunion; see tonight's steelman).

· Read Matthew 5:8 before Session 6: the promise the whole ascent aims at.

Closing Prayer

Lord Jesus, you ate with sinners and prayed mercy over the men with the hammers. We have been forgiven ten 
thousand talents. Make us merciful as our Father is merciful, and let the current flow through us unblocked. 
Amen.

Scripture Memory Verse

MATTHEW 5:7

"Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy."
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Part 3: Leader Reference Card

Every passage used in Session 5, in order:

· Matthew 5:7

· Matthew 6:14-15

· Matthew 18:21-35

· Hosea 6:6 (discovery)

· Matthew 9:10-13 (discovery)

· Matthew 12:1-8 (discovery)

· Exodus 34:6-7a

· Psalm 103:8; Jonah 4:2

· Matthew 25:34-40

· James 2:13 (leader background)

· Romans 3:25-26 (steelman)
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