
Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the living God, have mercy on me, a sinner!    

 This is the prayer of the Hesychasts and of the Russian pilgrim, and the prayer 
defended by St. Gregory Palamas against the humanist intellectuals who would seek to 
save themselves depending on their intellectual prowess. 

 This is a prayer leading to intimacy with Jesus and union with God, the desire 
and goal of our Christian path.  

 Whenever I say it, however, I often choke at that last word. Am I really still a 
sinner, do I really still need God’s mercy? Is this really the best way to the holy intimacy 
with the Lord we yearn for? Isn’t there a more suave, a classier, way to sidle up to the 
Lord?! It is often, indeed, hard to see ourselves as sinners, but  …  it seems that until we 
did meet the Lord in some way, and were converted to a some authentic Christian way 
of life, we were spiritually blind to our particular kind of sinfulness. And when we drift 
away from that great gift of our faith we again lose sight of our continuing sinfulness.  
But as and when and each time we again meet the Lord himself, then we see! We see 
again that we are sinners in some way needing His Devine mercy, the mercy of the living 
God. 

 Paul before his conversion thought himself a righteous defender of Judaism 
against a blasphemer and an impious renegade (Jesus). His experience of the risen Lord 
was so powerfully disturbing that he experienced a blindness for three days while he 
came to terms with the experience of the Lord. Then he acknowledged his sinfulness, in 
the context of the great mercy he had received. He was able to call himself the 
“foremost” of sinners, “a blasphemer, a persecutor, and a man of violence. But I 
received mercy…” (1Timothy1:13)  

 Zacchaeus, in our Gospel for today, was a respected and prosperous man of 
Jericho, its chief collector of taxes. And though the people seemed to have had no 
problem judging him a sinner he doesn’t seem to have recognized it or felt any need to 
renounce his sinfulness, until after his encounter with Jesus. He had been spiritually 
blind; then he could see. 

 Both came to see themselves as sinners…once they had experienced the Lord 
Jesus Christ and experienced his mercy, the mercy of the living God. 

 I went to the movies this week to see “Another Year,” a movie about ordinary 
people in present day England. Except for one aging married couple and their son and 
his fiancée—all people in the helping professions – everyone in the film was depressingly 
lost and in need of help.  They were self-focused and blind to their situations, except to 
their pain. It was even painful to watch them struggle and try to justify their out of 
control lives. They were each in need of mercy one could say, in need of a savior. But 
not one of them ever conceived of asking for help, or considering that they might need 
help. They were blind. In a way they were sinners, though they were so pitiable you 
wouldn’t want to add to their misery by calling them sinners. What they needed was to 
see themselves as sinners, and in need of help, in need of the mercy of the living God.  
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  But they wouldn’t or couldn’t call themselves sinners or ask for help. But if they 
could have experienced the mercy of the Lord Jesus and his presence and light in their 
lives they would have been made able to freely acknowledged their sinfulness, the 
selfishness and self-focus that was their pitiable dilemma. It was so clearly obvious to us, 
the movie viewers. You almost wanted to scream out, “Pray, pray the Jesus prayer!”  

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, have mercy on me, a sinner. 

 One was a man who had never taken responsibility for his life or family. He had 
let his wife support him until her death. He seems never to have grown past an 
adolescent fervor to be a spectator, to watch the soccer matches in his town. He might 
recognize sloth in himself, if he had experienced the Lord’s mercy and presence. 
(Perhaps a good lesson as we prepare to watch today’s Super Bowl!) 

 Another was an aging single woman who was not interested in marrying or 
having a child, but in just continuing the swinging lifestyle of her youth.  A third was a 
man whose eating and drinking had prevented him from maturing and making a 
meaningful life or career for himself.  

 All were concerned over the decaying of their lives, but all were only focused on 
themselves. Each could justify him or herself, each could point to others who were the 
causes of their bad situation. But none saw themself as a sinner, or as the principal cause 
of their own dilemma, and none thought any outside challenge or assistance was called 
for, or could help them. 

 There were spiritually blind. And it seemed, watching them that they were in a 
kind of hell. They were without faith, without hope, without love, though others in their 
lives did love them, have hopes for them and faith in their possible salvation. But they 
refused to see themselves as in need of salvation, as sinners. And could not find the 
saving mercy of the living God. They could not stretch out their hand and ask for it. 

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, have mercy on me, a sinner. 

 Paul and Zacchaeus seem to have been in the same situation of need and 
blindness. And so are we all to a greater or lesser degree throughout our lives. 

 For Paul, Jesus seems to have come upon him as a surprise, he didn’t seem to 
have asked for help, being so sure of the righteousness of his persecutions but, even so, 
the coming of the Lord to him was something of a fulfillment of his desire to serve God 
directly and zealously. 

 Zacchaeus is perhaps more recognizable to us, as a more common example of 
how we may overcome our spiritual blindness and come to the experience the Lord and 
His mercy and His intimacy with us. Gregory Palamas has a classic homily on this 
Zacchaeus reading. He deals with Zacchaeus as one blind in soul, in need of healing just 
as much as the man born physically blind. His treasure, money, is where his heart and 
mind are, and he could not see Jesus, because he was restrained and held fast by his love 
and pursuit of wealth. He was far from Jesus. His short stature was a sign of this 
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incompleteness and lack. But he longed to see Jesus, he desired to have something he 
lacked and he put some effort into being able to at least see a possible savior. He 
climbed a tree to be present as Jesus came by.   

 The key for Gregory Palamas in his homily was the fact that Jesus looked up and 
saw and recognized Zacchaeus. Jesus encountered Zacchaeus and offered friendship and 
the intimacy of coming to his home. And this changed everything. 

 Once we have experienced and encountered Jesus, once Jesus has come into our 
intimate place, we too can no longer justify ourselves. We begin to live a new life, the 
Gospel life, the life of Jesus. We necessarily begin to give up our sinful ways, as 
Zacchaeus did by reforming his tax collecting practice, and making restitution for his 
past injustices. He in fact was enabled to give so much away that he seemed willing and 
now able to even embrace joyfully a liberating poverty. He was free of the sin that had 
limited him. 

 And of course many of us have had this Zacchaeus experience, or perhaps an 
experience like Paul’s, and changed out lives and are now trying to live as Jesus lived.  

 So then, how can we still say truthfully and profitably that we are still sinners?  
Have we not put on Christ, and become new people? 

 The common thread among the three tragic figures in the movie is that they 
each refused to grow…and that can be our main sin even now as righteous, saved 
people. Our sin can be our refusal to grow in this intimacy, this relationship of love with 
Jesus the Christ, the Son of the living God. He called Paul and Zacchaeus and he calls 
each of us to continue to grow after conversion. To grow in our love and intimacy with 
him, to become more and more like him and less and less our old self-focused, fearful, 
grasping, hoarding, lazy or whatever self. And to trust in the living God, our Father too, 
and to let go of fear, allow ourselves to be for others, not needing wealth or worldly 
status as our security. Our trust, our faith is now in something other than what we tend 
perhaps still to cling to. It is now in the living God, our hope is now in his providence 
only, and …this is Jesus own life and it is the live He empowers us to live through the 
intimacy of the ongoing encounter he offers us. 

 So yes we are still sinners, to the extent we have not yet fully accepted and live 
this new life of Christ that he has mercifully come to share with us. A life we will only 
fully be able to live in the next life. So we must still see ourselves as sinners, in need of 
mercy. And so continue to pray: 

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, have mercy on me a sinner.  

  Let us pray it continually and joyfully, as a way to keep moving and growing 
toward our full life in God. 

 


