CHAPTER 28

Chrigﬁaniﬁ]: The Life of Jesvs

hristianity has spread all around the world during the past 2,000 years. Unlike

the founders of the other world religions, whose lives were longer, Jesus taught
publicly for only three years and died a criminal’s death at the age of 33. Jesus did
not leave any written works, and we have only a vague idea of what he looked like.
Yet the Western calendar starts from the year of his birth, and people around the
world, even those who are not his followers, celebrate his birthday every year.

Who was this person who affected the world so profoundly?

Many years after Jesus died, accounts of his life and teachings were compiled for
posterity. These are called “gospels,” meaning “good news.” The earliest of these is
thought to have been written about 50 AD, although some scholars date them much
later. These gospels are the only sources that we have from which to learn about
Jesus’ life.

Baak%rounal

The'land into which Jesus was born was seething with expectation. In 63 BC the
Roman Emperor Pompey entered Jerusalem, annexed Palestine and ended the Jews’
short-lived political independence. From that time, a garrison of Roman soldiers was
permanently stationed in Jerusalem. The Romans couldn’t understand the Jewish
religion, which seemed to them to be superstitious and primitive. They tried to re-
place it with Hellenistic culture, many aspects of which were deeply offensive to Jews.
As a result, many Jews hated the Romans and there were often violent revolts.

In 40 BC Rome appointed Herod the Great, a cruel man of Jewish descent, king of
the country. He continued the Hellenization of Palestine. Afraid that he would lose
power, Herod filled the land with secret police and severely punished any Jew who
aroused the least suspicion of political disloyalty. Suspecting treachery even at home,
he murdered his mother-in-law, two sons and favorite wife. He tried to control the
Jews by pitting different parties against each other. After he died, the country was
divided among his sons, who were as unpopular as their father.

In 6 AD Jerusalem and Judea came under direct Roman rule. A series of procura-
tors, or governors, was sent from Rome. These appointees were not of the caliber
normally associated with Roman administration. They could not understand the
Jews’ stubborn resistance to Hellenistic religion and their loyalty to their faith. As a
result, the Roman procurators needlessly provoked conflict and disturbances. The
procurator Pontius Pilate, for example, took money set aside for sacrifices from the
Temple treasury to finance the building of a new aqueduct. He also caused a riot by
bringing military insignia bearing the emperor’s image into the city of Jerusalem.

As time went on, more and more Jews were drawn into a group called the Zealots,
who favored armed rebellion. They were fiercely nationalistic and opposed even the
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payment of taxes to the Romans. From time to time revolutionary figures appeared
who attempted to lead the people in winning their release from Roman rule. This
rebelliousness culminated in a revolt against Rome in 70 AD, which led to the de-
struction of the Jewish state.

This was also a period of intense religious ferment. One group prominent in the
New Testament is the Pharisees, a lay (non-priestly) movement which was creative,
progressive and full of zeal and piety. Their leaders were called “rabbis,” or teachers.
They had many new ideas such as belief in life after death, in angels and demons,
and that there was a divine plan in history. They sought new ways to apply the Torah
to the changing needs of the people. Their efforts, however, led to the endless multi-
plication of rules that few could follow and the accusation that the Pharisees were
legalistic. Although they are often attacked in the New Testament, they are also
portrayed as being sympathetic to the early Christians. After the fall of Jerusalem in
70 AD, the party of the Pharisees became the basis for the Judaism that has contin-
ued until today.

Another important group was the Sadducees. They were the conservative, aristo-
cratic, and priestly party which controlled the bureaucracy. The Sadducees were
politically and religiously opposed to the views of the reform-minded Pharisees. They
interpreted the Mosaic law literally and probably did not believe in life after death.
After the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple, they lost their influence
and power.

In addition, there were many spiritual groups, the best known being the Essenes.
They were a very strict religious community that lived in the desert. They rejected
what they saw as the corruption of the Jewish faith by the priests who controlled the
Temple. Instead of animal sacrifices, they offered a community meal. They consid-
ered themselves to be preparing for the coming Messiah, who would lead them not
only in throwing off the Roman yoke but also in restoring the Kingdom of Israel.

Jesvs' birth and qovﬂ’l

Living in an oppressive political environment that was also full of religious
ferment, many Jews developed a strong expectation that God would do something to
save them as He had in the past. They believed that another Moses would be raised
up to lead them. This was to be the Messiah, which means “Anointed One.” The
Messiah would free them from foreign oppression and would revitalize their religion.
He would root out idolatry and sin and establish the kingdom of God worldwide. In
this way political order, ethical perfection, economic prosperity and eternal peace
would come to all humankind. The last prophet, Malachi, had spoken about the
coming of the Messiah. However, he also had warned the people that if they were not
sufficiently prepared for that day, they would be destroyed.

The Gospel of Luke opens with the story of an old priest, Zachariah, who was told
by an angel that his childless wife, Elizabeth, was to have a son. One day when he
was serving in the Temple, the angel Gabriel appeared to Zachariah and told him
that his son would have a special mission. The old priest was dumbfounded and
couldn’t believe the angel. Nevertheless, in due course, his wife became pregnant and
eventually gave birth to a son they called John. When he was born, Zachariah
prophesied:

And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; for you will

go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him.
— Lk. 1:76
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While Elizabeth was pregnant, her cousin Mary was also visited by the angel.
Gabiriel told her that she was to give birth to a son, Jesus, who would be called the
Son of God, and who would sit on the throne of Israel and establish an everlasting
kingdom. Mary was surprised because she was not yet even married. However, the
angel told her what had happened to Elizabeth and assured her that God would
fulfill his promise.

Mary was engaged to a carpenter, Joseph. When he discovered that she had
become pregnant, he wanted to break off the engagement. However, an angel
appeared and told him that the baby would save people from their sins and that
God was behind what had happened. Joseph believed the angel and took Mary to
be his wife.

Mary gave birth to Jesus in a stable in Bethlehem
because there was no other place for Joseph’s family to
stay. Still, guided by revelation about the birth of an
unusual baby, three wise men came and brought gifts
to the newborn “king.” King Herod, though, hearing
about the birth of a “king,” feared a new uprising and
ordered all the baby boys in the area to be killed.
Joseph and Mary were warned of Herod’s intentions in
a dream, and they escaped to Egypt with the baby.
After the death of Herod, they returned and settled in
Nazareth in Galilee, Joseph’s home.

We know almost nothing about Jesus’ childhood.
We know that he spoke Aramaic, could read Hebrew
and possibly learned Greek, as there was a large Greek
city, Sephoris, not far from Nazareth. When he was
twelve years old, the gospels record, his parents took
him to Jerusalem for a religious festival. When they
were already on their way home after the celebrations,
they realized Jesus was missing. They went back to
Jerusalem and three days later found him in the
Temple talking with the religious teachers, who were
astonished by the boy’s wisdom.

A few years later, the Emperor Augustus, who considered himself to be a living
god, died, and the throne was inherited by the suspicious and gloomy Tiberius. He
appointed Pontius Pilate to be the sixth procurator of Judea.

At this time a young and fiery preacher, John, the son of Zachariah, was becom-
ing more and more known in Palestine. John was an ascetic who lived in the desert
fasting and praying, ate only locusts and wild honey and wore the most simple
clothes. When he was thirty, he gave his first public sermon. Filled with righteous
determination to bring his people back to God, he spoke about the necessity of
repentance and about the Judgment that was to come soon: “Repent, for the king-
dom of heaven is at hand.” (Mt. 3:2). From all around the country, religious leaders
and ordinary people came to listen to John and be baptized by him in the Jordan
River. Baptism represented the cleansing of sins and a new start in life; as water
cleanses the body, so repentance purifies the soul. John, who by this time was called
“the Baptist,” told the people they should confess their wrongdoings and prepare
themselves because the Messiah was coming very soon.

One day Jesus himself came to the river to be baptized. During the baptism, God
revealed to John that this person from Galilee was the Son of God. John told those
gathered around him about Jesus’ identity, and immediately two of John'’s disciples
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followed Jesus. John himself, however, continued to preach and baptize at the
Jordan. Not long afterward, John was arrested and imprisoned by King Herod
Antipas because he had criticized the king’s adulterous behavior. John was later
beheaded.

Jesus’ early ministry

After being baptized, Jesus went into the desert to fast and pray for forty days
before beginning his own ministry. From the desert he went to Judea and started to
preach the gospel, the Good News — that the kingdom of heaven was at hand (Mt.
4:17). This was the same message as John’s. With a few disciples, Jesus also started to
baptize in the Jordan River, and many people went to
him. When more people were being baptized by Jesus
than were going to John, Jesus left Judea and went home
to Galilee. He went through the towns and villages
preaching in the synagogues and on the hills.

Having come back to his hometown, Nazareth, Jesus
went to the synagogue to preach. All the people were
amazed that the carpenter’s son could speak so elo-
quently. However, they also were shocked by what he
said, and they even tried to throw him off a cliff (Lk.
4:16-30).

Undaunted, Jesus traveled throughout Galilee
preaching the good news of the kingdom. He preached in
the synagogues, and the people were astonished by his
righteous spirit and the power of his words. Crowds
followed him wherever he went. He healed the sick and
drove out demons (Mt. 8:28-33). Thousands of people
gathered to listen to him, captivated by his words and
marveling at his miracles. They recognized that, unlike
\ other religious teachers, Jesus spoke with great spiritual
1‘ authority and that even evil spirits had to obey him. A

\ ' person couldn’t simply listen to his words, since Jesus was
calling on people to change their lives drastically. Jesus’
message was very controversial. He preached a radical
obedience to God and the coming kingdom. His disciples had to give up everything
— wealth, family, and friends — to follow him. He told the Jews to love their en-
emies, the Romans; he encouraged respect for the despised Samaritans; he elevated
the role of women; and he challenged the religious, social and political orthodoxy of
his day.

As Jesus traveled he gathered disciples. The first four were fishermen, the broth-
ers Simon Peter and Andrew, and James and John, the sons of Zebedee. Later the tax
collector Matthew joined them. Some Pharisees, however, were surprised that Jesus, a
religious leader, associated with such sinners. Jesus told them, “It is not the healthy
who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to
repentance.” (Lk. 5:31). Some time later, after spending a night in prayer, Jesus
chose the others who were to be among the twelve disciples. They were Philip,
Bartholomew, Thomas, James son of Alphaeus, Simon, Judas (the son of James) and
Judas Iscariot.

The MeSage of Jesus
Jesus spent a lot of time with his disciples. He taught them how to pray, how to
love, how to deal with different situations and people. All this he taught through his
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Sevmon on the Movnt

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs
is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn, for they
will be comforted.

Blessed are the meek, for they will
inherit the earth.

Blessed are those who hunger and
thirst for righteousness, for they will
be filled.

Blessed are the merciful, for they will
be shown mercy.

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they
will see God.

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they
will be called sons of God.

Blessed are those who are persecuted
because of righteousness, for theirs is
the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are you when people insult
you, persecute you and falsely say all
kinds of evil against you because of me.

Rejoice and be glad, because great is
your reward in heaven, for in the same
way they persecuted the prophets who
were before you.

— Mt. 5:3-12
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living example. Many times he withdrew from the hustle and
bustle of his ministry to go to the mountains to pray. In response
to his disciples’ request, he taught them what we now call the
Lord’s Prayer:

Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name,

Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us today our daily bread.

Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.
And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.
— Mt. 6:9-13

Jesus gave them a new commandment which was to be the
basis of their community: “Love one another. As I have loved
you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know
that you are my disciples, if you love one another” (Jn. 13:34-35).

He taught them that they should serve each other and not
try to dominate one another. “The greatest among you will be
your servant. For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and
whoever humbles himself will be exalted” (Mt. 23:11-12).

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus expressed the core of his
teaching, which was to bring people love, harmony and the joy
of oneness with God.

Jesus taught that true happiness is not brought about by
power or money, and it’s not the possession of the rulers of this
world. Only those who open their hearts to love can inherit the
kingdom of heaven.

Crowds come to Jesus

During the Galilean springtime all kinds of people came to
Jesus. Apart from the crowds of common people, a centurion
came and asked him to heal his servant, and Jairus, the ruler of

a synagogue, asked Jesus to bring his daughter back to life. Pharisees attended his
meetings and invited him to their houses, listening to what he said attentively. Jesus
had followers in every part of society. In fact, there were so many that he was wor-
ried. He could not look after and guide them all himself, and he still did not have
enough disciples who could fully understand his teaching.

After a while he sent the disciples out two by two to preach the gospel. He warned
them that they were to expect persecution but that God would always be with them
to protect them. The apostles went through all the towns and villages, preaching and
teaching the good news that the kingdom of heaven was at hand. Like Jesus, they
healed the sick and cast out demons.

Confugion around Jesus

People everywhere were talking and arguing about Jesus. People heatedly de-
bated whether he was a prophet or even the Christ (the Greek word for Messiah).
Despite the fact that during the first year of his preaching hundreds of people had
come to listen to his sermons and be healed, little by little opposition began to grow.

One day when Jesus was teaching, a paralyzed man was brought to him to be
healed. Jesus said to the man, “Your sins are forgiven.” When the other religious
teachers who were listening to him heard what he said, they were shocked. They
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thought that only God could forgive sins.
Jesus, knowing their thoughts, said, “The
Son of Man has authority on earth to
forgive sins,” and to prove it he healed
the man (Mk. 2:10).

The company that Jesus kept also
scandalized the religious leaders. He
associated with sinners, tax collectors,
and prostitutes. Some Pharisees accused
Jesus because he healed people on the
Sabbath, since for Jews any type of work
on the Sabbath was forbidden. After a
while, feeling jealous of the power Jesus
had over people, they began to challenge
his authority more and more. Trying to
discredit Jesus’ work, they accused him of
breaking the Mosaic Law. However, he
always answered their questions and
defeated them in argument. Many of the
things Jesus said, though, were deeply
disturbing to the religious leaders of his time. When he said, “I and the Father are
one,” they were so angry that they wanted to stone him. They said, “We are ...
stoning you for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God.” (Jn. 10:33).
Jesus realized it was difficult for them to accept his teaching because it was so radical
and challenging. But he pleaded with them to at least recognize that the good works
and miracles he was doing were evidence that he had been sent by God.

As time went by, the confusion around Jesus increased. Crowds of people followed
him and considered him to be their new Teacher. Some of his followers even hoped to
make him their leader in the overthrow of the Romans. They started to proclaim him
as the Messiah, although he had told them to keep this a secret.

The whole situation seemed to be getting out of control. Together with some of
the Pharisees, the chief priests called a meeting of the Sanhedrin, the highest Jewish
court. There they discussed what to do about Jesus. They were worried that if every-
one came to believe in Jesus, the Roman authorities would be alarmed, treat it as a
rebellion and crush the people once more. They decided that it would be better for
Jesus to die than for the whole nation to suffer.

Followers leave

It was also becoming difficult for many of Jesus’ disciples to accept what he was
saying, because it seemed to contradict the laws and traditions to which they were
accustomed. One by one his followers left (Jn. 6:53-66). Even those who remained
loyal found it difficult to understand what he was saying. Again and again Jesus tried
to teach his disciples through parables, but it was difficult for the apostles to under-
stand their hidden meaning. The crowds, who had been enthusiastic, started to drift
away and abandon him. The heart of Jesus was filled with pain. He had come to tell
people about love which they had not known before, love that could change their
whole lives, but they didn’t understand. Filled with sorrow, he wept over Jerusalem
and the sad destiny of his people, who didn’t know who he was.
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Despite this, Jesus still continued to teach. However, the content of his sermons
changed.

From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go
to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief
priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the

third day be raised to life.
— Matt. 16:21

The first time he told this to his disciples, they were very surprised, because up
until then they had only talked about building the kingdom of heaven together
(Lk. 24:21).

Fagsion week

Jesus now set his face toward Jerusalem. It was one week before Passover, the
Jewish feast celebrating the Exodus, the escape of the Jewish people from slavery in
Egypt. Jerusalem was crowded with pilgrims.

When Jesus, accompanied by a throng of his disciples, entered Jerusalem, many
people welcomed him warmly.

As he went along, people spread their cloaks on the road. When he came
near the place where the road goes down the Mount of Olives, the whole
crowd of disciples began joyfully to praise God in loud voices for all the
miracles they had seen: “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the

Lord!” “Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!”
— Lk. 19:36-38

The city was stirred up by such a triumphal entry, and people were talking about
Jesus. Many followed him, while others were in violent disagreement. The Roman
authorities and the chief priests were more and more afraid of a possible disturbance.

The next day Jesus went down to the courts around the Temple. When he saw
that the area was full of merchants changing money and selling doves for sacrifices
in the Temple, Jesus angrily drove them out. The next day Jesus went once more to
the Temple, where he taught and disputed with the Pharisees and Sadducees. Again
and again they tried to trick him into blaspheming, but each time he answered their
questions so cleverly that they fell into angry silence. They tried to find a way to
arrest Jesus, but they couldn’t do it openly because many people supported the
prophet from Galilee. Fearing a revolt, they sought to seize him secretly.

Such an opportunity soon appeared. One of Jesus’ disciples, Judas Iscariot, had
had some resentment against his teacher for some time. When the circumstances
around Jesus became more difficult, he decided to betray him. He went to the chief
priests and told them how they could seize Jesus when he was away from the crowds.
For this they gave him thirty silver coins. But betrayal didn’t liberate Judas from his
resentment. Later, realizing what he had done, Judas hanged himself.

The Last Svppcr

The next day, Thursday, Jesus and his disciples celebrated a Passover meal, now
called by Christians the Last Supper. All twelve disciples were there. Before the meal,
Jesus took a bowl of water and washed the feet of his disciples. They were embar-
rassed, feeling that they could not accept such service from their teacher. But even
during the last evening Jesus was teaching them — not only with words but with his
own life — how they should care for, serve and love one another.
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He then shared the meal with his disciples in what
became the basis for the Christian communion service.

While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks
and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take
and eat; this is my body.” Then he took the cup, gave
thanks and offered it to them, saying, “Drink from it,

all of you. This is my blood of the new covenant, which

is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.”
— Mt. 26:26-28

During the Last Supper Jesus for the first time
talked openly about his imminent betrayal and death.
About the one who was to betray him, Jesus said, “It
would be better for him if he had not been born.”
(Matt. 26: 24)

Jesus” praver and arvest

After the meal, Jesus and his disciples went to the
Garden of Gethsemane on the Mount of Olives over-
looking Jerusalem. He told the disciples to wait for him
while he prayed.

He took Peter, James and John along with him,
and he began to be deeply distressed and
troubled. “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to
the point of death,” he said to them. “Stay here
and keep watch.” Going a little farther, he fell to the ground and prayed
that if possible the hour might pass from him. “Abba, Father,” he said,
“everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet not what | will,
but what you will.”

— Mk. 14:33-36

But when he returned, he found his disciples sleeping. He woke them up, and at
that moment the garden filled with voices and was lit up with lamps. Judas entered
the garden with some armed guards. He went up to Jesus and kissed him to point
him out to the authorities. Jesus was arrested, and the disciples fled.

Jesus was brought to the high priest Caiaphas. At a meeting of the Sanhedrin,
which had gathered so as to find a reason to have Jesus put to death, nobody tried to
defend him. He too was silent.

The high priest said to him, “I charge you under oath by the living God:
Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.”

“Yes, it is as you say,” Jesus replied.
— Matt. 26:63-64

When they heard this, the chief priests were very angry and determined that
Jesus should die. However, the Sanhedrin did not have the authority to execute
anyone; only the Romans could do this. The Sanhedrin sent Jesus to be tried by
the Roman procurator, Pontius Pilate. Pilate examined Jesus but could find no
reason to have him executed. He wanted to release him, but the religious leaders
pushed for his death.
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The Crvoifixion and Resvrrection

Jesus was flogged by the Roman soldiers and given a crown of thorns to wear. He
was mocked as “the king of the Jews” and led out to a place called Golgotha. While
carrying his cross, he was mocked and insulted. Weakened by the flogging, Jesus was
unable to carry the cross, and a man in the crowd called Simon was pressed into
carrying it. At the top of Golgotha, a hill just outside the city walls, Jesus was cruci-
fied between two robbers. Pilate had fastened to the cross a sign that read: Jesus of
Nazareth, the King of the Jews. Only his mother, Mary, and beloved disciple John were
at the cross when he died.

Even when he was dying, Jesus didn’t condemn those who were killing him. Until
the last moment of his life he loved the people, and he asked God to forgive them.

“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they are doing.”
— Lk. 23:34

When evening came, a follower of Jesus’ known as Joseph of Arimathea took
Jesus’ body, placed it in the tomb he had prepared for himself, and rolled a large
stone across the entrance.

Early on Sunday morning some of the women who had followed Jesus went to the
tomb, but found it empty. An angel told them that Jesus had risen from the dead
(Mk. 16:5). They were very excited and ran to tell the disciples, who did not believe
them. That evening, while ten of the disciples were gathered together behind locked
doors, Jesus appeared in the room (Jn. 20:19). Over the next forty days Jesus ap-
peared to up to 500 of his followers (I Cor. 15:6). Each time he spoke to them, encour-
aged them and strengthened them in their faith. He taught them about their mission.

“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching
them to obey everything | have commanded you. And surely | am with

you always, to the very end of the age.”
— Mt. 28:19-20

After forty days Jesus ascended into heaven. Ten days later, when a large group of
disciples had gathered together, they were
suddenly filled with the Spirit of God, and what
appeared to be “tongues of fire” rested on their
heads. From then on, the previously frightened,
timid and cowed disciples had the courage to
boldly and fearlessly proclaim the gospel. They
went out to fulfill the commission Jesus had
given them. Many were put to death, but they
feared neither death nor any other threat. This
was the foundation of Christianity.

Although it originated in Palestine, Chris-
tianity spread rapidly in all directions. In 988
missionaries were invited by the Russian ruler
Vladimir I to Christianize Russia. Today there
are three main forms of Christianity in the
world, each with its own distinctive character.
Although they had been growing apart for
several centuries, in 1054 Eastern Orthodoxy
formally split from Roman Catholicism. In
1517 the Reformation, initiated by Martin
Luther in Germany, led to the development of
Protestantism.
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For Your

Jovrnal

Imagine it is the year 27 AD in Palestine. You are walking along a
wide road, the sun is burning, the wind lifts clouds of dust. You are
dressed in gray rags with a rope instead of a belt. A purse with a few
jingling coins is hanging from your waist. You are walking with head
hanging, watching your bruised and dirty feet wearily step along the
road. Things are bad. You will have to spend your last few coins on
candles, and at home there will be another argument. The quarrel you
had in the morning with your neighbor and the insults he shouted are
still resounding in your ears. You are full of resentment and anger, and
there is no person in the whole world who will listen to you, understand
you and accept you with all your sufferings, woes, and daily complaints.
The Lord, the God of Israel, where is He, the promised and the long-
awaited King, the Liberator? When will that morning come when you will
be free of resentment, suffering and loneliness? When will all the dreams
come true? No, you are not losing faith, but your people have been
waiting for centuries.

At last you see the market on your left. A cart has passed you, loaded
with olives and pots, then another one with watermelons; and here is a
man riding an old mule. At last you approach the market. It is noisy and
crowded, market-men are shouting, people are pushing. In a many-
colored crowd you see the white garments of Pharisees hurrying to the
synagogue. Roman soldiers pass by. You come to a little shop and push
through the crowd of idlers who have gathered at the door. You have
come here to buy some candles. And you are so sick at heart, you don’t
lift your head.

Attracted by a group of shabbily dressed people who are walking
through the market, you turn your head to look at them. From their
speech you recognize that some of them are fishermen from the
seashore. They are talking together quietly. One of the fishermen
addresses a man in their midst who seems lost in thought: “Lord, how
often shall my brother sin against me and | forgive him? Even seven
times?”

You notice the thoughtful man lift his eyes. His face is rather clear,
and he looks at the crowd and for a moment his gaze rests on you. A ray
of light suddenly seems to pierce your heart through the clouds of
resentment. The man they are calling Teacher begins to speak. He speaks
softly, but the force of his words makes everybody quiet. This wandering
preacher seems to touch every heart. “Not seven but seventy times
seven,” he replies.

Intrigued, you listen as he tells a parable, and you feel your
resentment and anger no longer. You would stay and listen to this
Teacher, but the crowd that has assembled is dissipating.

Imagine you live at the time of Jesus and have a chance to meet him.
How would you respond to him and his teachings?

Describe your encounter and your impressions of it.
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CHAPTER 29

The T"eaohingg of Chric’riani'h]

| am the Way, the Truth and the Life.
— John 14:6

T" 0 be a Christian is to be a traveler, spiritually always on a journey excavating
the inner space of the heart. A journey without end. A journey toward and into
the heart of God. “Blessed are the pure in heart,” said Jesus, “for they shall see God.”
Made in the image of God, man knows God by knowing himself: Entering within
himself, he sees God mirrored in the purity of his own heart. It is within the true and
innermost self that there can be a direct meeting and union with God.

The greatest of all lessons is to know yourself; for if someone knows

himself, he will know God; and if he knows God, he will become like God.
— St. Clement of Alexandria

The goal of the Christian life is to truly know God. This was also the goal for
Adam and Eve, the first human beings. Having disobeyed God, they left the path that
God had marked out for them. They became corrupt, and their sin prevented them
from relating “heart to heart” with God. Their minds were darkened, and they no
longer could hope to become like God as their passion for fleshly desires became
stronger. Since then, all people have inherited this tendency to grow away from God
instead of coming closer to Him. As they mature, many lose the strength to live up to
a godly standard of life and reflect His image and love.

Since man could no longer by his own efforts attain union with God, God reaches
out to man through the life of Christ. Christians believe that this is the primary
reason that God sent Christ into the world. By uniting man and God in his own
person, Jesus reopened the path to union with God. He showed what the true likeness
of God was and set that likeness once again within man’s reach. Christ, the Second
Adam, came to earth to reverse the effects of the first Adam’s disobedience.

Christ (Greek for “the anointed”) opened up the way back to God, and this is why
one of the earliest names for Christianity was “the Way.” It is a path on which a
Christian journeys, a way of life. The travelers along this way do not travel alone but
in a community of like-minded people called the Church.

The Christian Church

Christians believe that the one God is a Trinity of three persons: the Father, the
Son and the Holy Spirit. The Church, or the body of the believers, is understood to be
the image of the Holy Trinity. In the Trinity the three persons are one, yet each retains
his own identity. In the same way, in the Church many people are united, yet each
preserves his personal individuality.
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The Church is also seen as the body of Christ. Although he was crucified nearly
2,000 years ago, Christ was raised from the dead and continues to live and to work in
the world. When Christ ascended into Heaven, he did not leave the Church. He
continues to dwell in and guide the Church.

The source of the Orthodox faith is the Tradition, its sense of living continuity
with the church of the Apostles. The Tradition is the faith that was imparted by Jesus
Christ to the Apostles and has been handed down from generation to generation. It
includes the whole system of doctrine, rules of Church life, worship and holy art
which Orthodoxy has articulated over the ages. This Tradition, though, is not a
mechanical repetition of what has been handed down or the mere intellectual accep-
tance of a system of doctrines. It lives in the Church because it is the life of the Holy
Spirit in the Church. Tradition has be to entered into so that it flows from within the
life of a believer. It is his way of life. It has been said that, “The creed does not belong
to you unless you have lived it.”

The Bible

One of the main sources for the Christian faith is the Bible. The Church inherited
the Jewish Tanach, which became known as the Old Testament, referring to the
Mosaic covenant. To it was added certain books that became accepted as scripture by
the Church and which are known as the New Testament, referring to the covenant
established by Jesus Christ.

Retvrning. home to Grod

One of the ways that Jesus taught was through parables. These are concise stories
which are rich in spiritual truth. One of the best known is the parable of the Prodigal
Son. It describes the human situation in which a person leaves his home, becomes
dominated by desires, realizes his folly and returns to where he came from.

The Farable of the Prooligal Son

There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said to his father, “Father,
give me my share of the estate.” So he divided his property between them.

Not long after that, the younger son got together all that he had, set off for a
distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. After he had spent
everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in
need. So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his
fields to feed pigs. He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were
eating, but no one gave him anything.

When he came to his senses, he said, “How many of my father’s hired men have
food to spare, and here | am starving to death! | will set out and go back to my father
and say to him: ‘Father, | have sinned against heaven and against you. | am no longer
worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.”” So he got up and
went to his father.

But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compas-
sion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.

The son said to him, “Father, | have sinned against heaven and against you. | am
no longer worthy to be called your son.”

But the father said to his servants, “Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him.
Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s
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have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was
lost and is found.” So they began to celebrate.

Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he
heard music and dancing. So he called one of the servants and asked him what was
going on. “Your brother has come,” he replied, “and your father has killed the fat-
tened calf because he has him back safe and sound.”

The older brother became angry and

refused to go in. So his father went out and
pleaded with him. But he answered his
father, “Look! All these years I've been
slaving for you and never disobeyed your
orders. Yet you never gave me even a
young goat so | could celebrate with my
friends. But when this son of yours, who has
squandered your property with prostitutes,
comes home, you kill the fattened calf for

”

him.

“My son,” the father said, “you are
always with me, and everything | have is
yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad,
because this brother of yours was dead and
is alive again; he was lost and is found.”
(Luke 15: 11-31).

There are many things to be learned from such a parable. Here are a few ques-
tions for you to think about and discuss:

b 4
b 4

X X X X X X

Why did the father give his share of the inheritance to the son?

How would the son have felt if his father had denied his request and insisted
he stay at home and work, since going away was wrong?

What kind of friends did the son find when he left home?

Did the son regret not listening to his father’s advice?

How did the younger son change through his experiences?

Can suffering have value?

How did the father feel, and what was he thinking, while his son was away?

Why was the father happy to see his son, even though he had squandered all
his money?

From a long-term perspective, which is more powerful, force or love?
Why was the elder son so angry?

When he was working on the farm all those years, do you think the elder son
did so willingly or reluctantly?

Did he love his younger brother? How did he feel toward him?

How might the elder son have reacted differently?
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This parable helps us to understand not only the way people wander off in their
self-confidence, but also the darkness of despair they may come to feel as well as the
joy of love regained. It also reveals the depth of heart in the relationship between
God and a human being.

The way of the virtvous life

In a sinless world people would respond spontaneously and joyfully to God's love.
In a sinful world, though, one in which we are separated from God, each person has
to fight against deeply rooted habits and inclinations that are the result of sin. This is
why one of the most important qualities needed by a traveler on the Way is faithful
perseverance.

Such a life requires continuous effort and struggle in the exercise of free will. The
problem is that, no matter how hard a person struggles, he cannot perfect himself
alone. He needs help. Christians believe that
without God’s grace a person can do nothing;
but, without a person’s voluntary co-operation,
God will do nothing. For a person to be saved,
both divine initiative and human response are
required. Of the two, God’s contribution is incom-
parably greater, but still, a person’s participation
is necessary.

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at
hand.” These are the words with which Jesus
started his ministry. Repentance is also the
starting point of a Christian’s journey. The word
means “to change one’s mind.” It does not mean
self-pity but rather the conversion and the re-
centering of one’s life on God. In repentance,
while one may first look backward with regret,
the result is that he looks forward with hope.
When one repents, a new view is opened up —
not of what we have failed to be but of what, by
divine grace, we can now become.

When a person repents he wakes up. He is no
longer in a spiritual daze, drifting aimlessly and
buffeted by the influence of passing impulses.
Instead, like the Prodigal Son when “he came to
himself,” after repentance a person possesses a
sense of purpose and direction. He knows where
he has come from and where he is going. A person in such a state lives in the
present. He is not re-living the past, thinking about it either with regret or pride; nor
is he living in the future worrying about remote possibilities beyond his immediate
control. He responsibly plans for the future, but only so far as it depends on the
present moment.

As a person grows in watchfulness and self-knowledge, he begins to acquire the
power of discrimination or discernment. This is like a spiritual sense of taste that
enables him to distinguish the qualities of the different thoughts and impulses he
has. He learns to tell the difference between what is good and what is evil, what is
meaningful and what is unimportant.

He begins to take more notice of what is happening within his mind and heart.
He learns to guard his heart, shutting out any temptations that come along. An
important part of this is struggling with passions such as anger, jealousy, lust or
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greed, which try to take over the soul. These passions were given to man by God, but
they originally had a different nature. They became distorted by sin, and now they
need to be restored. Uncontrollable rage must be turned into righteous indignation,
and sexual lust into true love. In this way the passions are to be purified, educated
and transfigured. Man needs to channel his passions toward goodness.

For example, love should be pure. Men and women who are not married should
love each other as brothers and sisters. Sexual love is meant only for marriage.
Impurity comes when the thoughts and feelings that belong in one sort of relation-
ship start appearing in other relationships. This is what happens when feelings of
sexual desire invade a friendship with a person to whom we are not married. We no
longer think or feel the same way about our friend but develop a “hidden (or not so
hidden) agenda.” Such sexual thoughts are a distraction and prevent us from having
an open and wholesome relationship. This is why Jesus stated very forcefully:

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.” But I tell you
that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed

adultery with her in his heart.”
— Matt. 5: 27-28

The challenge, of course, is to put the Christian faith into practice. Jesus vividly
described what happens when a person doesn’t practice what he knows.

“Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into
practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came
down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house;
yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone
who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like
a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the
streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell

with a great crash.”
— Matt. 7:25-27

Jesvs and the Law

Although Jesus came with a new message, he did not see himself as coming to
abolish the Mosaic Law but rather to fulfill it. In Jesus’ day, many people were caught
up in the letter of the law and had forgotten its spirit. They kept the rules but forgot
the purpose of the rules. Jesus challenged them and explained the centrality of heart
and love in life and the law. He told people they had to keep the law, but he wanted
people to move onto the next stage in their spiritual life.

A certain ruler asked him, “Good teacher, what must | do to inherit eternal
life?” “Why do you call me good?” Jesus answered. “No one is good —
except God alone. You know the commandments: ‘Do not commit
adultery, do not murder, do not steal, do not give false testimony, honor
your father and mother.” “ “All these | have kept since | was a boy,” he
said. When Jesus heard this, he said to him, “You still lack one thing. Sell
everything you have and give it to the poor, and you will have treasure in

heaven. Then come, follow me.”
— Luke 18:18-22

Jesus taught that the whole of the Old Testament law could be summarized by
two commandments.

“Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” Jesus replied:
“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and
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with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the
second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself. All the Law and the
Prophets hang on these two commandments.”

— Mt. 22:36-40

This was the basis for all the commandments not to kill, commit adultery, steal
and lie. The commandments were to protect the right to life, love, ownership and
truth. Conforming to the law, though, was not enough. A person’s heart and motiva-
tion had to be right, too.

“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and
anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone
who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. But anyone who
says, ‘You fool!” will be in danger of the fire of hell. Therefore, if you are
offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has
something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and

be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.”
— Matt.5:21-24

Sometimes people are “self-righteous.” They have
not killed anyone or broken any of the major com-
mandments. However, they get angry with people, call
them bad names, look down on others, bear grudges
and hold resentments. In other words, their hearts are
full of evil thoughts even if they do not follow them.
This is keeping the letter but not the spirit of the com-
mandment. Such ill feeling poisons the spirit and
human relations, even if no one is physically harmed.
Jesus explained that God would not accept a person'’s
offering if the person making the offering harbored
hatred for another person. As a parent, God is not
deceived by a child who is nice to Him but cruel to his
brothers and sisters.

The commandment to love

Jesus taught and practiced the highest love. Love
rather than law should be the basis of the Christian
community. A person who loves does not even think
about killing, stealing or lying. Laws against actions
such as these were meant, as St. Paul said, not for
righteous people but for criminals. It was love that was
to bind Christ’s followers into unity with each other.

“A new command | give you: Love one another. As | have loved you, so

you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my

disciples, if you love one another.”

—Jn. 13:34-35
The key is that we should love as Jesus loved — unselfishly and sacrificially. He

loved people so purely that he was prepared to do and give anything for them. It was
the same quality of love that God had when He was prepared to sacrifice what was
most precious to Him.
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For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that

whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.
—John 3:16

Jesus was not only a mediator of God'’s love. He also freely sacrificed himself.

“Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his

friends.”
—Jn.15:13

And he taught people such sacrificial love that would embrace not only friends
but enemies as well.

“Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who

curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.”
— Lk. 6:27-28

Jesus not only taught this, he did it. His life was the embodiment of his words.
Even when he was on the cross, he prayed for those who were crucifying him:

“Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”
— Lk. 23:34

Loving. one's enemies
One of the most difficult of Jesus’ sayings was about turning the other cheek and
loving one’s enemies.

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.” But |
tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right
cheek, turn to him the other also. And if someone wants to sue you and
take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to
go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and
do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you. You have
heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But |
tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that
you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the
evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If
you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the
tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are
you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect,

therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”
— Matt. 5:38-48

Let us think about this in terms of our own relationships. When we are treated
badly, insulted or hit, how do we respond?

Recently a newspaper reported that a teenager had been shot to death by the
angry owner of a summer home because the young person stole some flowers from
his garden. Although this is an extreme example, tragically this kind of response is
not unusual. People often retaliate and try to hurt another person so that he “will not
do it again.” This may take the form of shouting abuse or an act of uncalled-for
violence. The ego of some people is so sensitive that they feel justified in destroying
another person to maintain their own dignity. Unfortunately, even nations behave in
this way, committing terrible atrocities in revenge for some incident. The Mosaic Law
to which Jesus referred challenged such behavior and set a standard of justice that
few people even today are able to meet.
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Fortunately, not many people behave like the
above example. Still, in human terms, loving
one’s friends and hating one’s enemies may seem
natural or even just. When we are mistreated,
there are normally two ways we can respond:

X We can become angry and resentful. If the
person is smaller or the same size as we
are, we may respond in kind or at least
look for a way to get our own back.

X If the person is bigger than we are and we
are frightened, we may submit and do
anything to avoid being hurt. We do what
we are told and say what we are told to say.

Does either of these responses solve the
problem of evil? The first can multiply it, leading
to feuding. Both parties feel justified in the way
that they behave, and the original cause of the
conflict may even be forgotten. The second
response can perpetuate evil by allowing the
original injustice to go unpunished. The oppressor
enjoys abusing his victim, whom he thinks
doesn’t deserve respect.

Jesus challenged people to go beyond justice and the “normal” way of living.
Injustice occurs because of human selfishness and pride. Justice ensures that acts of
injustice are compensated but does not necessarily cleanse the evil in the human
heart. Solving this evil, the cause of injustice, was Jesus’ concern.

Jesus’ teaching about “turning the other cheek” is often misunderstood. It does
not mean that you should let people take advantage of you. Turning the other cheek
does not mean being passive in the face of evil. It does not mean compromising,
changing one’s opinions and pretending that what is evil is good. It does not mean
losing self-respect and being weak and cowardly. “Turning the other cheek” means,
firstly, that we should not respond to evil with evil. As a wit observed, “An eye for an
eye, and soon the whole world will be blind.” Instead, we should repay evil with
good, and hate with love. This is active. It takes an intentional decision to embrace
our enemies and demonstrate concern about their well-being because they are also
God’s children. This is certainly not easy. It takes enormous courage to love one’s

enemy.

When Christ told people to love their enemies, he challenged them with ex-
amples from their daily life. At that time, a Roman soldier was entitled to require any
Jew to carry his belongings for one mile. You can imagine how annoyed a person
might be when his lawful business was interrupted and he was forced to carry a
soldier’s heavy load, especially when that soldier represented an oppressive empire.
Seething with anger and resentment, he would probably carry the baggage for not an
inch more than one mile. Then he would let his burden fall and return to what he
had been doing. Jesus told the Jews to do more than they were asked. He said they
should gladly carry the baggage for two miles!

Imagine what would happen if you treated someone badly for no reason. If that
person responded by treating you equally badly, you would realize that he was no
better than you. If he became overly submissive and lost his dignity, you would lose
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respect for him. But how would you feel if someone you mistreated reacted in neither
of these ways? What if he didn’t complain or become resentful, but instead embraced
you and treated you with generosity and kindness? The more you would try to hurt
him, the more he would love you. He would absorb all your hate and resentment and
not return it. After a while you would have to recognize that he was a different kind
of person and, in fact, was worthy of admiration. Your conscience and heart might be
touched, and you would wish to have him as a friend, since he would be someone
who would love you even when you behaved badly. You might even come to the
point of apologizing and asking for forgiveness.

In this context how would Roman soldiers have felt if Jews went the extra mile?
How would this have changed the relationship between Romans and Jews? And how
would our lives change if we practiced this way of life?
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CHAPTER 30

Forgj\/cnag;

11 of us would like to be surrounded by kind, understanding, loving people.

A Certainly we would have no problems loving, helping, and supporting them. But
what if a friend has offended us and become our worst enemy? Where can we find
the courage to understand him, forgive him and, after overcoming the natural
bitterness, to go on loving? How long must we forgive before yielding to the desire
for revenge?

These questions are not abstract; we face them every day.

Below are a few real-life examples of people facing the need for forgiveness.

Some days ago | talked to my best friend, and foolishly poured out my whole
heart to her. | really had to talk about my problem, and it didn’t occur to me

that next day my secrets would be known by the whole class. And you want

me to forgive her? After such treachery?

e

Recently | came into my room and saw my mother with a pack of cigarettes
in her hand that she had found while going through my school bag.
She immediately began to shout, “You are 14, and already you smoke,
and you are a liar, too!” | had those cigarettes by chance; | really don’t
smoke. But that is not the point. How could she go through my
things without asking? And how could she feel she had every right
to? | felt betrayed and indignant. No, | cannot forgive this.

_‘—“"—_\7‘ — B

| was born in the Caucasus and went to school there. The
. children in our class were of a dozen or more nationalities,
: and there were no problems, national ones at least. But
then the war began, and suddenly people who had been
neighbors for many years became enemies. Early on, my
schoolmate’s father was killed, and everybody was
shocked. The whole class came to the funeral. No one
thought some people should come and others shouldn't,
based on nationality. But then a year passed, and now it
seems as if our world is filled with hatred and anger. Even in
our class there are fights almost every day. “Have you heard
what your people did yesterday? You have always hated us!”
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How much blood has already been shed! And everybody thinks of nothing
but revenge! Of course, it is terrible when your relatives are killed, but can
we change that by killing others ourselves? We are all people, aren’t we?
Hey, grown-ups! Stop! Somebody has to make the first step and forgive,
or the bloodshed will never end. | know nothing of politics, and | don’t
want to find out which side started the killing, or who has more victims. |
simply want to live and not to divide the world into Armenians, Jews,
Russians, Georgians, Azerbaijanis. ...

“I+ ig my fault. Forzive me if You can.

It is very difficult to think about forgiveness when we are discussing national or
religious conflicts in which so much pain is involved and which will take many years
to be resolved. Let us discuss other things first.

All of us have made mistakes and caused others pain. Before we learn to forgive
other people, we should at least once experience the forgiveness of a person whom we
have hurt. We should know what it feels like to be resented, to desire to make amends
and to be reconciled to the person who has suffered because of us, and finally to be
forgiven by them.

Two weeks ago | quarreled with my bosom friend. The worst thing is it
was all my fault. | don’t even know how it began. First, | just started to
joke about his new infatuation. A new girl has appeared, but there is
nothing really special about her. But Sergei is really crazy about her and
thinks of nothing else. | simply can’t bear to watch! So, Sergei began to
say some nasty things back to me, and at some point | lost control and
shouted so loudly that everybody could hear (which | normally never
would have done), “And your father had an affair with his secretary and
left you and your mother!” It was during the break, but there were many
people in the class. Sergei went white, grabbed his bag and ran out into
the corridor.

| don’t know how it slipped from my tongue. A few days before, Sergei
had told me about the situation at home. He is very much distressed
about it, and it was terrible of me to have betrayed his trust. It's been
already two weeks, and I'm at a loss to know what to do. To lose one’s
best friend in such a stupid way! | feel that | am the worst scoundrel. |
have tried to make up for my mistake in different ways, but all in vain —
Sergei just ignores me. It is as if | don’t exist. It would be better if he beat
me. | don’t know what to do now. How can | prove to him that | really
regret it? Will he ever forgive me?

Once you realize you have made a mistake, you cannot regain your peace of
mind until the person you have hurt accepts your remorse and forgives you. Only in
this way can the relationship be restored, allowing you to respect yourself again.
Often it requires considerable effort on your part, but you are responsible not only for
your actions but for their consequences too, so in such situations there is no one to
blame but yourself.

If you have ever experienced the feeling of tremendous relief that comes when
you are forgiven by someone you have hurt, it will be easier for you to understand
and forgive others. All of us may face a situation in which there is nothing to hope
for but the mercy of others.
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For a religious person, this feeling of forgiveness and the accompanying peace of
mind are the result of God’s grace. God is full of grace and mercy. Where there is
sincere repentance, we can always hope for His forgiveness. Then we will gain the
strength to start again, without fearing that our past mistakes will forever trail
behind us.

What forgj\/onecg IS

What happens when someone offends us? Besides damag-
ing the friendship, it can make us resentful, so that our own
soul suffers. We cannot calm down. We may repeat again and
again to others how we have been insulted, and the feeling of
alienation, of inner unhappiness goes on gnawing at our soul.
Most of us can recognize this experience.

The following story is one of real pain and resentment. As
you read through it, try to imagine how the writer could bring
peace to herself and her situation.

Forgiveness. What is it? Perhaps it is
no more than the opportunity to try
again, to do better, to be freed from
the penalties and shackles of past
mistakes. Whatever it is, it is some-
thing we all need and long for. That
is why our hearts are touched and
our eyes grow misty when we

encounter truly great examples of it.
B L Sy o Alla and | were childhood friends. Of course, we often

The Power of Positive Thinking quarreled, but never for a long time. After a quarrel one of
us soon made the first step toward the other, our argument

g ——— = was soon forgotten and the friendship went on.

But about a year ago an event took place that broke our friendship
forever, I'm afraid.

At that time | had serious problems with my parents. The thing is, during
the summer | got acquainted with a group of kids. It was in the country.
My parents seldom came there, and the way | was spending my time did
not interest them. But when | returned to town, it turned out that they
did not like my new friends. Mother demanded that | stopped meeting
with “those ruffians” (she never called them anything else). And Father
threatened that he would lock me at home and tell the militia about my
friends, though we never did anything wrong.

Once, in the middle of all this, | was sitting at Alla’s and complaining to
her. The situation really was desperate. | knew that my friends differed
from other young people only by their clothes and hairstyles. Actually
they were good and kind. It was much more interesting being with them
than with these sleek “businessmen” who can talk only about clothes and
money. But how can | prove that to my parents?

One day Alla casually asked me, “And where do you gather?” Suspecting
nothing, | told her everything. Two days later, when | ran to our cellar as
usual, the door was sealed. | found out later that my dear daddy had
come there with a policeman he knew. As a result, the cellar where we
used to meet was sealed and my friends had a lot of trouble. But the point
is, how do you think my father got to know about the cellar? No, he
wasn’t spying. My best friend, Alla, had told him everything!

This was the worst offense. | had trusted her completely. We knew all of
each other’s secrets. And then such treachery! How can | look my friends
in the eye now? | am the one who betrayed them! (By the way, | had tried
to introduce Alla to them several times, but every time she refused. She is
rather reserved and maybe was scared of our noisy gatherings.)
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So our group broke up, and | have nothing but pain and resentment
left — toward my parents, but mostly toward Alla. Well, the prob-
lems of parents and children are as old as the hills. What else can
be expected from them? But one’s friend, a bosom friend for ten
years?

The worst thing of all is that my character has changed, and not
for the best. I've become reserved, and it is very difficult for me to
trust people. Recently, while chatting with a classmate, | caught

myself thinking, “I wonder what she is trying to worm out of
me!” But of course she wasn’t trying to find out my secrets; it
was just an ordinary school chat during the break.

A year has passed, but | cannot forgive my former best friend. |

cannot even listen to her. Several times she tried to approach

me, to talk, but | pretended not to notice her. She doesn’t
even know how many people suffered because of her!

They say time is a healer, but my resentment only grows.
What should | do? How can | learn to trust people again?
Everybody seems to have forgotten this incident, but |
feel as if | have a blunt needle in my heart which pre-
vents me from living, communicating with people,
making new friends.

What should one do? Wait until everything sorts itself out? And what if by then
there are still no good feelings because they have been replaced by resentment and

mistrust?

Let us think what forgiveness is and what it can bring us.

Forgiveness is the ability to put aside one’s resentment and the wish to punish the
person who made us suffer; it is the ability to overcome one’s anger and look at a
person with a fresh heart. Forgiveness not only releases the person who is the source
of pain, but also relieves the victim of his suffering.

What will |

First of all, if you are wise an

m bb] fod51\/m ?

courageous enough to forgive a person who

offends you, it will bring peace to your own soul.

All of us have quarreled at least once with those we love.

“He abused me, he beat me, he
defeated me, he robbed me!” In those
who harbor such thoughts hatred is
not appeased.

“He abused me, he beat me, he
defeated me, he robbed me!” In those
who do not harbor such thoughts
hatred is appeased.

Hatreds never cease through hatred in
this world; through love alone they
cease. This is an eternal law.

— From the Buddhist text
Dhammapada, 3-5

How did you feel in such cases? You must admit that you felt
unpleasant until the conflict was solved somehow — not just
forgotten, but overcome by constructive efforts on both sides.
Only then can the relationship be mended. Moreover, if we can
forgive, we will become free to communicate with a very wide
circle of people. We do not limit ourselves to relations with only
those who love and understand us. The borders of our world
are opened. We are not afraid of possible misunderstandings,
because we are strong enough to understand and forgive people.
Besides the liberation of our own heart, forgiveness gives
peace to another person. Each one of us has experienced more
than once the pangs of conscience when we have done some-
thing wrong, hurt someone, and then understood our mistake.
It is difficult to find the courage to apologize, and we fear being
misunderstood or not accepted. In such a situation one can
acquire inner peace only if the other person understands and
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forgives. If we have such an experience ourselves, we will hardly want to increase
another person’s discomfort.

There is one more reason why forgiveness is “profitable.” In a conflict situation, it
is the only possible way of restoring the relationship. If our friendship is dear to us,
we must understand that nobody is protected against mistakes, and if problems arise,
it is necessary to understand them and then to forgive.

How do we forzive?

We have named at least three reasons in favor of forgiving.
The next question arises: How can we forgive?

And if you excuse, and forgive ... The main requirement is being able to sincerely put aside
Allah is forgiving and merciful! one’s resentment, for it is not the words we say that matter but
— Koran 65:14 our changed attitude and feeling for the person. If we forgive, it

But who forgives and mends — is should be done simply, without any conditions, without expect-
rewarded by Allah. For Allah does not ing from the offender any humiliating proof that he has under-
stood his fault. Forgiveness cannot be based on humiliation.

Having forgiven a person, you must not accuse him of the

love the unfair! But, of course, those

who endure and forgive ... Really it is
e e same thing again. Forgiveness implies that the past offense is

— Koran 42:38, 41 forgotten, wiped out of your memory forever. Sometimes friends
seem to have made peace, but after some time a new quarrel
p——— e occurs, and it turns out that the past offenses are brought up
again, showing that there was no real forgiveness. It is much
easier to forgive in words than to accept your offender with all your heart and never
recall his past faults, no matter how intensely you quarrel.

How do you set about becoming a forgiving person? First, you decide, by an act of
will, that you are not going to be judgmental. We should refrain from judging,
because we never have all the information that would enable us to be absolutely just.
There are always some things hidden from us. Try to remember that each of us is
subject to all sorts of strains and stresses that can be hidden from others but influence
our actions and often push us to make mistakes.

Cultivating a sense of compassion and a conscious refusal to be judgmental are
the first steps. Even so, these are difficult attitudes to achieve when you think you
have been wronged. The instinctive, animalistic reaction is to fight back, to inflict
hurt because you have been hurt.

If you want to experience the happiness, relief and well-being that come from
forgiving, remember these three steps:

1. Resist the temptation to be judgmental. Remember,
you do not know all the circumstances surround-
ing any event.

2. Learn to be compassionate. The best method is to
use your imagination, put yourself in the other
person’s shoes and ask yourself whether the fault is
entirely the other person’s or whether there is some
blame on your own part that needs to be honestly
faced.

3. Imagine the whole problem in terms of reconcilia-
tion. Visualize the broken relationship healed. See
yourself freed of the poisons of anger and resent-
ment. Let your imagination suggest hopeful things
you will accomplish with the increased energy that
will come to you.
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In speaking of forgiveness we must consider another concept which
is closely connected with it — repentance. It is very important that we
set no conditions for our forgiveness of someone. On the other hand, if
we have done something bad ourselves, we mustn’t expect the of-
fended person to forgive us immediately. First, we must feel and
understand the suffering we have caused to that person. It is best
when both parties understand their faults, for there are rarely
situations where everything can be divided into black and
white. Even if you are offended, you should try to understand
the motives of the person who hurt you. Maybe you were not
sensitive enough and caused such an attitude toward you. If
both parties are guilty, it is better for each to ask forgiveness of
the other and not to try to dwell on “who started it all.”

“ N How many times shall we forzive?

We have understood why we must to be able to forgive,
and how to do it best. But there is at least one question left:
How many times must we forgive? Let us try to understand this by turning to one of
the New Testament parables.

Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall | forgive
my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?”

Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.

“Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle
accounts with his servants. As he began the settlement, a man who owed
him ten thousand talents was brought to him, Since he was not able to
pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that
he had be sold to repay the debt.

“The servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,” he
begged, ‘and | will pay back everything.” The servant’s master took pity on
him, canceled the debt and let him go.

“But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who
owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him.
‘Pay back what you owe me!” he demanded.

“His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me,
and | will pay you back.’

“But he refused and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay
the debt. When the other servants saw what had happened, they were
greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had
happened.

“Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,” he said, ‘I
canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn’t you
have had mercy on your fellow servant just as | had on you?’ In anger his
master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay
back all he owed.

“This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive
your brother from your heart.”

— Matt. 18:21-35
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What does this parable teach us? Each of us is far from perfect. All of us have evil
inside, and all have made many mistakes, yet each time we want to be understood
and forgiven. We all can recognize such feelings. Having done wrong, we may repent
quite sincerely and promise that we will never repeat the same mistake, but after
some time our courage and will may fail us and we may repeat the same mistake.
We naturally hope to be forgiven again. If we hope for such tolerance, perhaps we
should treat others in the same way and always forgive them with a fresh heart.
There is no one in the world who has not committed a mistake. So why do we look at
the splinter in our brother’s eye and don’t see the plank in our own? We all are apt to
act like this, aren’t we?

Forﬁ_i\/eneéé and repentance

n many cultures people have understood the importance of forgiveness. These
two elements — sincere repentance for one’s bad actions and the ability to forgive
another person for the harm he has done — are the essence of human relations. They
determine our ability to find a dignified way out of complicated or conflict situations.
Let us look at forgiveness from the point of view of two of these traditions, Judaism
and Orthodox Christianity.

Jewish tradition

According to the Jewish calendar, the New Year comes after the month of Elul,
which is called the month of mercy and forgiveness. From the first day of this month,
every day (except Saturday) after the morning prayer, in all synagogues a horn is
blown. The sound of the horn makes people think, “The year is coming to an end.
Look around. Have I committed actions this year of which I must repent? Have I
harmed or offended anyone? It is not too late to make amends and with a sincere
heart to apologize to them.”

Elul is the time not only for repentance and understanding one’s sins, but also for
merciful forgiveness, making peace with everybody with whom one has had conflicts
or quarrels. According to the Jewish tradition, during this time (as well as during the
ten following days), God determines the fate of people for the next year. And only
those who have been sincere in their repentance and forgiveness may hope for God'’s
mercy, for being forgiven themselves, and for a good next year. The last day of this
period is Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, when those people who already have

understood evil in them-

——— ~ selves and overcome their
2n Pl Y el resentment toward others

| = can stand before God with a
y clean soul. “In your love you
gave us this Day of Absolu-
tion to forgive and to excuse
all our sins. ... O, listen, O
forgive us this day which is
coming to its end. Open the
gates of Heaven to us before
the gates of the Sun are
closed” — with these words
Jews address the Lord on
Yom Kippur.
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Ovrthodox Chrictian tradition

In the Orthodox Christian tradition there is also a day dedicated to the spirit of
repentance, forgiveness and love of one’s neighbor. It is known as “Forgiving Sun-
day”, which occurs just before Lent. On that day, Orthodox Christians remember the
words of Christ, “If you want your heavenly Father to forgive you, you must forgive
those who have done you wrong.” In fact, how can we expect anyone to forgive us if
our own heart is full of anger, if we cultivate resentment? We cannot live together
without forgiveness, for every person is always guilty toward others: husband toward
wife, children toward parents, parents toward children, neighbors toward one an-
other. We are people, living people, and if we cannot forgive, the world will become
hell, a chaotic place full of ill will.

The Orthodox Christian tradition teaches that one should beg pardon of all
people, for it can happen that we have offended someone without noticing it. The
other person is suffering, and it is so simple for us to deliver him from this suffering
by coming to him, talking it over, and begging his pardon.

You can see the importance of such traditions in our lives, no matter whether
their roots are religious or not. However, it is hardly sensible to store resentment for
the whole year, hoping it all can be solved in one day. It is much easier to overcome
conflicts at once, without waiting for a petty quarrel to grow into a big tangle of new
suspicions and offenses. Then your heart will be at peace and your life happier.

Remember a situation when you felt offended. Describe it in detail in
your journal. First express your feelings. Try not to hide anything.

FOV YOVY Describe honestly the most unpleasant feelings connected with the
offense and the person who hurt you. Do you think your offender
JOVVﬂal understands your feelings? Now try to imagine yourself in the place of
that person and describe the same situation from his point of view. What
?? is the difference between the stories? What do you think caused that
\L\\ person to behave the way he did? Did he offend you on purpose, or did

he have some reasons to behave in such a way? What do you feel toward
your offender now? Can you forgive him?
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