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When I was in high school, I was having trouble with in my English class.  I lost all confidence that I could get a passing grade.  Each piece of homework, each class, became a nightmare.  The pressure mounted and sure enough, the first test produced a failing mark.  I was undone.

The teacher, instead of berating me or telling me to try harder, noticed my dejection.  His voice was gentle – almost a whisper – and his words were not of condemnation but of encouragement.  It made all the difference… I knew that I wasn’t being thrown away.
The prophet Isaiah is doing something that my English teacher did for me.  The prophet announces that God doesn’t condemn the sinful and exiled Israelites.  God isn’t throwing them away.  Rather, God is restoring them.  God is encouraging them.  God is embracing them with mercy.

When we are successful, we don’t need mercy.  We have no fear of being thrown away.  This creates a false assurance that we are separate and unique.  It also leads us to judge and condemn others who are not successful.  We, in this way, ensure that we remain aloof and have no need to be the recipient of mercy.

Saint Paul – before his conversion experience – serves as a good example.  He is a success.  He has overcome any bias that might be felt toward him because he is Greek speaking, and climbs the ladder in the Jewish Church.  It is as a captain in the Temple guard – an elite group picked by the church leaders – that he takes charge of the execution of Stephen who is found guilty of being a blasphemer.  He is also accepted in the elite group of laymen who are called Pharisees.  

This lay group of men pride themselves as the protectors of the Temple and the Torah.  They have money and the social status to influence the hierarchy of the Jewish Church.  They also are intolerant and belittle anyone who is not successful, calling them sinners and blasphemers who deserve to be condemned.
The experience that Paul has – while on his way to imprison or kill people in Damascus who are blaspheming by following the example of Jesus – completely undermines everything that he knows to be true.  His successes are transformed before his eyes into failures.  His self-righteousness is uprooted by the experience of his sinfulness.  His ability to remain separate and aloof crumples with his experience of the Risen Christ who asks him, ‘Why are you persecuting me?’
The question, however, doesn’t condemn Paul.  It doesn’t throw him away.  Rather, it leads him to discover a new way of life… a life that is grounded in union and mercy instead of separateness and self-sufficiency.
Jesus is condemned to death because he lives in God’s mercy and God’s mercy flows through him to others.  The church leaders and the government leaders accuse him of blaspheme and insurrection.  Mercy, however, cannot be killed.  Mercy is God, and God is life.
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