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queen’. Like the divorced and re-married, he finds that undoing 
the wrongs he committed may damage others too and further 
destabilize the very institutions against which the offences were 
committed to begin with. On the other hand, it might look as if  
the sinner is personally off the hook if he is discharged from the 
usual obligation to make good wrongs he has caused. This is where 
the sinner has to find paths to reconciliation that acknowledge, in 
justice to the community as well as to any wronged parties, the 
gravity of the offence while receiving in full the healing comfort 
of ‘the balm of mercy’ (309). Reparation is not something that can 
always be fully private. A clear recognition of the wrongfulness of 
any action will determine for the individual concerned just how 
and in what way it is appropriate to participate in the life of the 
community of faith. God, as the Pope points out again, can write, 
and usually does, with crooked pens and there is no scandal so 
long as there is no confusion about where the Church stands in its 
teaching and preaching of the Gospel.

We know the best promoters of sobriety are alcoholics in 
recovery. Likewise, the Gospel is best preached by those who have 
a well developed sense of their own moral and spiritual frailty. The 
Saints have the keenest sense of their own sinfulness and are the 
most effective evangelizers as a result. Pope Francis is keenly aware 
that excluding any sinners ‘who come seeking Christ’ diminishes 
rather than strengthens the Church and its witness. It is also, as he 
points out, the biggest counter sign to the Gospel of mercy.

Amoris Laetitia and the Jubilee Year of Mercy have opened 
new doors to mercy, pastorally as well as symbolically. But the 
dispensation of mercy is not a primrose path but a tough walk 
through self-scrutiny, discernment and reconciliation with God, 
Church and those we have hurt.
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True Cross*

Pádraig Standún

It was the finest work they had done,
Joseph and he. Man and boy.
A cross fit for decent criminals.
Criminals always needed crosses.

The great cedar had washed ashore,
Planed clean by rolling waters,
White as a corpse, supple and strong.
‘A gift from the gods,‘ Mary said.

About his foster-father’s business,
The teenage entrepreneur asked: 
‘Why don’t we make a cross?
Sell it at the market, buy mother a cloak?’

Joseph seemed reluctant.
‘Do what he says’, Mary said,
As if he knew what they didn’t,
The Roman army snapped it up.

That cross was back with a vengeance,
Worn shiny by sweaty backs.
Instrument of torture, shame and glory.
Recycled around the surly villages.

A moment’s respite as he lay on the wood,
After days on his feet and knees.
Battered, bowed, beaten,
Broken in body and dreams.

Sound of hammer on nail,
Music to a carpenter’s ears.
He knew more about wood
Than those trying to nail him.
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Hit and miss went the boy soldiers,
Knowing not what they did.
Add them to the list - forgive them too,
Everyone but tough love God
Who made him face his demons.

Hoisted on his own petard,
High above blue-cloaked Mary,
And the mockers, like the vultures
Patiently watching the scarecrow.
Best view in town that fateful Friday.

*  Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, 14 September

TRUE CROSS

Too many words. The set offices of the church can provide an 
undercurrent to people’s spiritual lives and many are nourished by 
saying them. But at times there are just too many words. Now that I 
have returned to a more silent practice, I find that reflecting on just 
a few lines of scripture from the set readings, in front of an icon and 
candle, carries me through the day. I keep returning to these words 
and allow them to penetrate my being, whether sitting in front of a 
microphone, stacking the dishwasher or, reclining at the dentist’s. 
For example, this morning I chose from the weekday missal a verse 
from Jeremiah about those who trust in the Lord being ‘like a tree 
by the waterside that thrusts its roots to the stream: when the heat 
comes it feels no alarm, its foliage stays green; it has no worries in 
a year of drought, and never ceases to bear fruit’ (Jeremiah 17:8, 
Jerusalem Bible). What more do I need? These words will stay 
with me until my head hits the pillow tonight. Even if I am not 
consciously aware of them during the day, I know that something 
will be happening inside.

–	 Michael Ford, Becoming the Presence of God, (Dublin: 
Columba Press) p.41.


