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Rami Blekt organized a cycle of seminars for doctors and leaders of medical clinics and hospitals. He is famous for his ability to change fates of many people for the best.
"Journeys in the Search for the Meaning of Life, similar to the journey of thousand miles, begins with a single step only. The first step is very important for understanding the aim of life by each and every person.
The author inspires and encourages all the readers who come the way of Love and realize that we live "here and now". It's true that the main treasurers are universal, moral valuables. If you value everything you have, can express your gratitude to somebody and forgive somebody for something – you'll understand that Love is more than feeling…
Authentic style of the narration impresses the readers of the book greatly. Everybody comes to appreciate the characters' quirks of fate. The ideas expressed in this book are intelligible to everybody and help people to be positive – just positive. I pray it won't be just the words in this book that the readers want to know more dearly but the One who is responsible for them. Thus, the book is of great interest for a wide range of readers. Let it inspires and encourages those who want to start a journey to find the meaning of life."
Best regards, Yelena Astapova, Teacher – methodologist, Trainer for English teachers, an alumna of American and British programs: TEA, CCP, SSEP, ETTE, STA, the author of several methodological books and handouts
"The book gifted a lot of amazing things to me & my acquaintances! If this book was written – life is successful & meaningful, the rest is nothing…"
Elena Belova, Russia
Introduction
This extraordinary story has changed the outlook and lives of many people. It began in the first class cabin of a trans-Atlantic flight. I had boarded and taken my seat beside a man reading a Russian newspaper. I wondered where he had gotten it and just thought to myself, "Well, so he's a Russian speaker, too."
Just before take off, several other people belatedly joined us in first-class. The first had an unusual appearance, unusual in such a way that it was difficult to define what his nationality was. He had a thick head of gray hair, a wise look to him, and faint wrinkles around his eyes – none of which helped to define his age, but he seemed to be over 40. There was an air of calm around him. The second man had a child. The last person to enter was a pretty young woman, brightly dressed and sexy. They all sat not far from me.
The first of these, "the wise man," as I nicknamed him, sat across the aisle from me. The man with the child and the young woman sat across the aisle in the row in front of me. The woman had begun to stow her small bag up top when she arrived and it was clear she expected others to fall over themselves offering to help her. This is frequently the way it occurs with pretty women, spoiled by the attention others lavish on them, accustomed to receiving requests to become acquainted and being offered help for the slightest reason. Yet her bag was so small and light and the personal energy she exuded so repulsive, no one felt the compulsion to help, the more so that she didn't really need it. Her outwardly flirtatious appearance quickly turned into scantly concealed anger and irritation.
Everyone took their seats and the announcement came that we were taking off. The plane taxied down into standby position, where we then had to wait for almost an hour before take off because of a backlog of delayed planes. Even though this doesn't happen often, when it does, it is quite irritating. This time, however, while we sat there waiting, something interesting took place. I was paying attention to "the wise man" in the front row. He asked the stewardess about what time we would be landing, taken our late departure. When she gave him an approximate time, a look of confusion crossed his face for a second. Taking into account about a two-hours delay, it now looked like he would have to stay overnight in Toronto. (On arrival, he was supposed to catch a connecting flight out of the US.)
The interesting thing was that, despite his confusion, he looked peaceful and unperturbed. He glanced at his watch rather calmly, although he was now late for some important meeting or conference, a fact which came out later during a conversation with the young woman. It also became clear that he had no Canadian visa and so he would not be able to leave the airport for hotel accommodations. Too bad; the next flight for him would not be until after lunch time of the next day.
All this he discussed with the flight attendant. Yet throughout it all the man exuded calm. I clearly noticed that, despite the delay, his reaction to it all was devoid of annoyance or pretentious behavior. Later, I learned that these three late passengers had been seriously – and unceremoniously – frisked and detained at the airport and had barely made it to our flight. Yet even this circumstance hadn't fazed his outward calm.
* * *
At the same time, it was interesting to watch the boy. He was five, though at first I had thought eight or ten. He had an unusually intelligent look, wise for a child, and asked his father questions in a loud and insistent way. The father, in contrast, was quite ordinary-looking, rather disheveled and displeased, yet was answering his son in a calm manner.
"Papa, why are we just sitting here?"
"Because the flight is delayed, because other planes have messed up the schedule. Lots of planes are taking off, and lots are landing. The runway is occupied."
"But why? Why did this happen?"
"It just happens sometimes."
"But why did we fly with this plane? We could've left with a different one. Gee, we had two weeks of vacation left and we could've had a great time at Grandma's."
"I have to work."
"Why do we have to work?"
"So that there would be a reason to live and that there will always be something to eat."
"Why live? Why do we live? What's the reason? For you, Papa, what's the reason? Do you know your reason for living?"
Up to this point, the man had answered confidently, but here he faltered.
"Yeah, well, you know… you'll understand when you grow up," he said.
"Oh, come on, Papa. What's the reason? What? Tell me."
At this point, the man started to tell him some general kinds of things, but the child wasn't having it. He would ask again and yet again the same question, bringing the man to the same dead end: "But why?" Why rush forward, why work hard so that you earn something, why fulfill your obligations, why help people, and on and on.
It was rather amusing to observe. And still, once again:
"Papa, so why do we live? What's it all for, what's the reason?"
The boy kept it going on.
"Well, I really don't have a final answer to give, and I think hardly anyone does…"
At this, the boy nearly broke out in tears.
"So… what?! Everyone is living with no purpose, even scholars? Why be born, study, then work, and then get old and die?"
"Maybe there is no meaning…"
At this, "the wise one" spoke up in crystal-clear Russian:
"But why say that? There is a meaning to life."
"Do you really know?" asked the boy's father.
Between them an interesting conversation began. Since they were but an arm's length from me, it was easy to hear.
"Yes, I know the meaning and I have a goal in life," said "the wise one."
He said it so self-assuredly and calmly that I felt he was speaking from clear conviction, imparting faith in his words.
The boy's father asked, "You have, no doubt, found your special purpose in life?" "No, but in my opinion I know the overall reason for people's lives. Moreover, each of us has a special purpose and it is very important that each of us finds it."
At the words 'special purpose', the man and the young woman, perked up. The young woman, it turned out, was also a Russian speaker. I have often noticed that if a woman has that kind of a beauty, she is Slavic.
The man and the boy nearly shouted out in one voice:
"So what is the meaning of life? What is our special purpose?"
"Tell us, tell us," the boy implored, nearly crying.
The man sitting beside me also asked, "Pardon me for interfering, but I'm interested, too. Tell us; I'm sure it will be interesting to everyone. How did you arrive at your conviction, and how do you know that everyone can find his own special purpose?"
"For that, I need to tell you about my whole life, that will take quite some time."
At this, he was earnestly encouraged to continue; after all, there was plenty of time, and everyone would be glad.
Just as the plane finally taxied onto the runway and began accelerating for take off, "the wise one" consented to tell his story, which pleased the passengers greatly. As the plane sped down the runway, he sat back, closed his eyes, and appeared to be concentrating fully. When the plane finally took off, he opened his eyes, attentively looked out the window, and began his story. It all proceeded so smoothly, you could tell that he was completely engrossed in his thoughts.
A spectacular sunset was streaming through the windows. The clouds were adorned with streaks of the setting sun. It was the last day of winter. And for those of us who listened to the story, life now became divided into two parts – before and after this encounter.
"The wise one" spoke quite calmly and thoughtfully, pausing at times for almost a full minute. Including breaks for meals, the story took some five hours.
The stewardesses didn't understand Russian and simply looked on with interest at the company gathered together. No one ordered alcoholic drinks the whole flight; it was clear that they wanted to understand what he was telling them.
Later, after this flight, and with his consent, I met with "the wise man" and recorded this story. In fact, the basis of this story is really a set of recordings by Arthur (the actual name of "the wise man"), which he scrupulously laid down. Later, he gave me copies, asking only that I change the names of the characters in the story.
* * *
Let me briefly tell you about the fellow passengers with whom I later became friends. We each shared our life's stories, after which it was plain, once again, that life is not just a random event and God doesn't bring people together by sheer accident.
The young woman, whom we'll call Natasha, had flown to Canada from Europe to perform as a model in a show. Several shootings had been planned.
She was a successful economist, though this was not evident by looking at her. However, lately she had begun to feel that her life was not fulfilling. She was almost 30 and had achieved more than she had earlier imagined she could: she had graduated with honors from a prestigious institute and gotten a good job. There, they valued her, above all for a financial plan she'd devised which had brought the company success. Yet, out of personal curiosity, she had decided to give the modeling business a try. (She had always understood this to be a dream profession that most girls were willing to make every sacrifice to get into.) A girlfriend from way back in school, now a manager of a large agency, had invited her to give it a try.
Natasha now had an enviable portfolio which attracted the right people. She'd had a successful whirlwind tour of Europe and now this show in Canada. It would seem that she had achieved a dream – money and fame – but with it had come a certain dissatisfaction in life. She sat on the plane and though to herself.
"What's my life for? Why did I go on this trip? Here I am, 30 already, but – what now? Her thoughts were disturbing her. What's my purpose in life? Why was I born? Is everything really without meaning – 'make money and get famous', however you can, as my girlfriends would put it?" The way she saw it, her friends and colleagues paid more attention to playing at life than to finding happiness in it.
* * *
The man sitting to my right, Sergey, also had an interesting story to tell.
He was wondering how the second half of his life was rushing by so much faster than the first half, and the older he got, the more he noticed this. Hardly would one year begin than it would seem the end was already there.
He could only remember a couple bright spots in the current year. It was all like a trip on a super-fast express train, zooming along faster and faster, whereas his childhood had been, as if, on a quiet and slowly moving train. "Why is that? Where is the train rushing off to?" he asked himself, trying to find a logical answer to it all. Yet, the more he tried to sort it out, he only got himself more frustrated. So he tried to find answers from another source, one which had never attracted him before – a spiritual book. He prayed and sincerely asked God for help in understanding this matter. Then he decided just to observe the world around him and wait for a reply.
A few days later, here he was on this flight. He'd found a Russian newspaper which, by chance, had been left in the flap in front of his seat despite the work of the cleaning crew. It was some obscure regional paper from Russia and it was curious how it had gotten on a flight to London.
Sergey couldn't have cared less about that region's news. He didn't even want to read a newspaper. He was intent on finishing a book which he had to give back to a friend upon his return. Yet, the paper attracted his attention. He opened it in the middle, and there he saw a large article comparing child and adult psychology. The article hooked him with its first few lines. It lay out a number of interesting facts.
In general, children laugh naturally, openly, about 400 times a day, whereas for adults it's only 10–20 times at most, even if you count grins. Kids can jump into a creative mode – drawing, making clay models, and so on – at the drop of a hat, and enjoy it You can hardly expect to find an adult who would do this without expecting something in return – money, success, fame, etc.
Children live, as a rule, consciously, naturally, uninhibited by their emotions. Except for food, attention, and care, a child's complete development needs close emotional contact with both parents.
Adults live mechanically, always dreaming of the future and regretting the past, generally never living in the present moment. They slip on various masks, and would hardly be able to answer the question of who they really are. Children are always asking questions and always open to learning new things. The majority of adults have formed their view or vision of the world by age 40. (A survey showed that this occurred at various ages – some while they were still in grade school, some at midlife, and others only at age 80 or so.) Afterward, it is quite difficult to pull yourself off this track, and to some degree, you never do completely. Any event is formulated in terms of their own experience – a mental filter, if you will – through which they see the world and rarely truly ask themselves honest questions about their perceptions and emotions.
The article spoke of the importance of raising a child and how current teaching methods are inimical to a child. They are pushed to be result-oriented, made to absorb people's subjective understanding of things (both good and bad), burdened with accepting mediocrity, and are not given practical knowledge. Current pedagogic methods are authoritarian at their core yet completely lack morals and mores. There is no core spiritual base; children are taught a sort of consumer, 'mefirst' approach to life, which is catastrophic for their personality and for society in general. The main goal of modern education is to force-feed a child facts and knowledge, 95 % of which he will never use and, as a result, will quickly forget. The main focus is for the child to pass those all-important tests in math, physics, and so on.
A number of famous pedagogues are cited in the article – Makarenko, Suhomlinsky, Amonashvili, Neustryv, and others, not really known to Sergey, but about whom he intended to find out.
The main idea, without a doubt, was unconditional love. Those who got enough of it in their childhood grew up healthy, holistically, and in time becoming good parents, more capable of realizing their potential.
"And really, at what age would a person not need this unconditional love?" Sergey chuckled, while reading the article.
The article went on to mention how children often pose deep, philosophical questions. If one answers them in an adult fashion, they make rapid progress. It's worth listening to them; one begins to understand the saying, "Truth comes out of the baby's mouth." Children often ask questions about the meaning of life. It's quite important to answer them in all seriousness, or, if you aren't sure, promise to answer later, for an answer lacking in good formulation may become the only formula they have for their whole life, sometimes with tragic consequences.
How amazing! It was at that very moment of reading the article that he had heard the child asking his father the questions – Why? Why? Why? The father was answering with great difficulty and trepidation. And now the entire group was involved in the question of the meaning of life.
Here Arthur had begun his story; his recollections completely changed Sergey's life. It was like a miracle. He had only just finished an article on this subject and had so very recently asked for God's help in resolving this matter for him.
So, here is the story.
Chapter 1
Youthful Searching and Discoveries
Before Arthur had even learned to read, he posed the very same question as had little Peter, the boy on the airplane. He asked the question again and again. His parents answered him – "When you grow up, you'll understand." As a teenager, he continued to ask the question to intelligent people, considered to be experienced and knowledgeable, yet none of them could tell him why we live.
Oh, sure, he got a bucket load of standard answers: "You'll find out when you get older," "Don't ask stupid questions," "No one knows the answer to that," "To strengthen communism," "To have children," "To live a life of virtue," "To be an example to the generation growing up under you," "To have your name written into history," and so on.
No one could give a concrete, unambiguous answer. He was all the more disappointed that religious leaders were unable to answer it, but also simply gave some general, banal responses. Arthur did not resign himself to this. He intuitively understood that our lives couldn't be meaningless. Even scientific disciplines demanding the most precise measurements recognize that everything has a cause. Assuming, for the sake of argument, that we are merely biomechanisms or chemical substances; nevertheless, we have a reason for which we are born or purpose to fulfill in this world.
* * *
One day, on a trip with friends to the mountains, he went off on his own and climbed to the top of the highest one there. From this vantage point a stunning, enchanting vista was laid out before him. A spectacular panorama for many miles was around him and far off from his camp below he saw a small town. The people were but tiny dots, the buses like miniature match boxes. Their rushing about from way up high seemed an unnecessary and humorous farce, especially considering that it was all being played out in the backdrop of mountains that had seen changing civilizations for many thousands of years.
Questions which had been festering for so long surfaced again quite suddenly: why is there all this hustle and bustle in life? Who created all this beauty? What's the meaning of all it? What's the reason for my life, and is there, in fact, even a reason for it?
The next thing he simply had not expected at all. He dropped to his knees and imploringly beckoned to… well, he didn't really know how to formulate 'to whom'… to some Higher Reasoning Being, to the Creator, who had made all this – all this vastness and beauty. The surroundings and loneliness had naturally induced his communication with Him.
"If you exist, help me understand – why do we live, what is the meaning of all it? I don't want to live in the everyday humdrum rat race. I am prepared to devote my life to the attainment of the purpose for which I am meant, to learn the meaning of life, if there is one. Help me; I have no one else to turn to…"
Having said that, he felt a great satisfaction and joy welling within himself. An unknown bird trilled out a sweet song that underscored his feelings.
As he began to climb back down, the sun dipped behind the hills and, although it was still early yet, it suddenly became dark. This darkness made the descent more difficult than the ascent had been. He almost fell off a cliff after stepping on a stone that slipped aside, but he saved himself by grabbing onto a prickly bush. It took him half an hour, slowly pulling himself inch by inch to steady ground from the looming sheer drop below him, before he could reach safe ground. After that, he was able to reach a plateau, from which a fairly level path led to their camp.
Once he had reached safe ground, his whole body began to shake. He realized that, until then, a sense of 'here and now' had taken over. There had been only the mountains and him – no past, no future. He remembered every moment and every movement. Even after he was finally back down, he was still experiencing what had just taken place. He suddenly remembered that he had passed the graves of several mountain climbers, and this only served to underscore his philosophical state of mind after a near brush with death.
In this state, he joined his friends, who were having a lively discussion about the latest news at school.
He ate, half-heartedly participated a little in the conversation, then crawled into his sleeping bag and stared for the longest time at the stars strewn about in the sky. In the mountains, stars seemed to be larger and to shine brighter and prettier. He remembered that he had read, or someone had told him, that to reach those stars would take many millions of light years, and he felt a sense of internal calm before that great vastness once again.
The more he looked at the stars and contemplated the vastness of it all, the more he felt a deep respect and spiritual presence around him.
His question about the meaning of life had become quite immediate, seeing as how he had almost died.
"Why is all this? Why was I born? What is the meaning and purpose of my life? I don't want just to exist; I am ready for anything so that I can learn the meaning of life and to live it," he thought.
And, drifting off to sleep, it seems he heard a voice, both internally and externally, a voice that spoke resolutely, yet with great love, asking him, "Are you truly ready to dedicate your life to the answer to these questions? Are you ready to go your own path?"
"Yes," he answered confidently.
A certain feeling of bliss in him became yet stronger; it seemed that the lights in the heavens became stronger, too, and they were answering him, "Be well! May your life be full." He looked at the depths of the heavens, but gradually it all became hazy and he fell asleep. Awaking in the morning, he threw himself into the flurry of daily activities and did not pay particular attention to the oath that he had sworn the night before, yet he had the feeling that his 'train of life' had switched to another track and was speeding onto a more interesting, yet more risky path. From that day on, the feeling never left him.
Chapter II
The School of Life Began in School
A few days after they returned, school began. It was their last year in school. There was a new girl now whose father was second-generation Korean. Her name was Lena. There was nothing particularly special about her; she was calm and hard-working. Arthur and Lena became friends. They both loved to read. At Lena's house there were a lot of books and Arthur's place also had its own library. They began borrowing each other's books and would discuss them during breaks. In this way, they came to have a common vocabulary… They read Duma, Stanislavsky, Stankevich, Jack London, Dickens, and many other authors of Russian and world-famous classics.
One day, however, something happened that brought their friendly talks to an end and left a bitter, bitter taste. Many years later they would meet and he would ask for forgiveness; when she granted it he felt a great weight had been lifted from his chest. But in the meantime…
* * *
After lunch one day, Arthur and some friends ended up in the park at the back side of the school – someone was sitting on a bench, someone standing, someone discretely smoking. They were carrying on typical macho guy talk: girls are bad and you just can't trust them, it's better to serve in the army without having a girlfriend, only men can be friends with men, girls are a lower form of life, and so on. In the distance, Arthur saw Lena leaving school. They started making fun of her in loud voices. The first frost had hit and she slipped on the steps and fell several yards apart. She got up with difficulty. Arthur's first impulse was to get up and help her and to stop the guys from jeering, but he didn't do anything; instead he just stood there, laughing, although not so loudly.
Once she got up, she saw that Arthur was part of the group. Even though they were far apart, you could tell that this initially hurt her some more. She then continued walking with great effort, limping painfully and holding her arm bent unnaturally.
She didn't come to school the next day. And only several days later did Arthur resolve to call her. But Lena would either not answer or she would hang up the receiver once she heard his voice. Her mother brought a doctor's note to school stating that she had severely sprained her knee and broken her wrist; in addition, she had gotten a cold while walking home and would not return for at least several weeks. She got a cast on her arm and leg and studied on her own at home.
She returned to school after New Year's break. As for her and Arthur, they basically never talked. Arthur had gone up to her and said, "Oh, come on, let's let it go…" but she gave him a long, hard look and calmly replied,
"You know, it's not important how much we read about honorable deeds, but instead how capable a person is of being a friend, and how honorable we are in our actions in life. Only animals, lowly animals, live by a herd mentality."
To hear 'honorable' cut him like a knife, and in a way it sounded new to him… He was ashamed, although she spoke plainly, without reproach. She spoke of how our character is revealed by our knowledge, our education, and who we truly are. Likewise, we are affected by our dependence on peer pressure and group influence over us, and no one loves traitors and cowards. We should learn to be friends and just good people instead of well-versed, arrogant and cowardly men.
He feigned a writhing pain in his face to try and make a joke of it all, but she left with a sorrowful look on her face. He felt an internal loathing of himself.
In the ensuing months he watched several films, all of which spoke of friendship, virtuous behavior, and honor, and derided cowards and traitors. The book by Kaverin, "Two Captains,"[1] affected him especially deeply.
Arthur finished school but this lesson in life remained with him for a long, long time. From that point on he swore an oath to try and be honorable and never to let anyone down or betray them.
Chapter III
From Poor Student to Wealthy Entrepreneur
Arthur finished school among the top students, mainly thanks to his parents getting him a tutor. They dreamed of him being accepted into a respected college. He studied earnestly and, with his father's help, he entered a prestigious Moscow institute, what made his parents happy and proud.
His first year was hard but in his second year he was able to find some free time for himself. He started going to various parties with friends but they didn't particularly attract him or give him much pleasure.
The parties mainly revolved around irresponsible thrills – drinking, making low-class jokes, and spending time with some girl or other who was devoid of any moral standards. He'd wake up in the morning with a person who meant nothing to him and what he felt wasn't any personal satisfaction but more a kind of emptiness or dullness in his head. He thought to himself, "Is this really what life is all about?"
Just to get some animalistic sex, he would have to go to the other side of Moscow, breathe cigarette smoke, drink lousy cocktails, listen to dirty jokes, participate in dumb conversations, criticize someone or other, and discuss the latest gossip.
He really preferred to go to the theater and meet interesting people. Many of his fellow students would snicker at him about this, but it didn't bother him.
Likewise, his teachers caused him to think about the meaning of life. After all, they were people assumed, by default, to be leaders; they were expected to know the answers to many questions and to help society prosper.
They got a good salary with benefits at the institute, and it wasn't that hard to get their degrees. That's why many teachers, former students of the institute themselves, had been eager to work there after they finished their studies or, having worked for some time in their fields, they returned to the institute to assume teaching duties. Arthur observed that they were not the happiest of people.
To get on the staff, some of them resorted to ugly tactics: they would spread stories of something bad a colleague had done, scheme against them, and try to use their connections to get a position they wanted.
Over time, they became more bitter and dissatisfied; many began to drink despite their growing salaries and high degrees. Only two teachers differentiated themselves from the rest through their calmness and peacefulness. You could tell that they wanted no part of this "office politics". They came from good families.
One of the older teachers surprised Arthur. He had taught courses on scientific communism and often spoke of morals. At the very start of the perestroika[2] period, however, he left the institute and opened a bar. He sold liquor to students and made a number of shady deals.
Arthur thought about all these things many times and asked teachers about the meaning of life. They told him that the reason for being was to raise oneself in society's standing. "We should become socially successful individuals, accomplished professionally, becoming, for instance, engineers, officers, doctors, leaders…"
This was nothing new to him; they had said the same stuff in school. "All right," he thought, "So I devote from 20 to 30 years of my life to be a professor. And that's all? That's the meaning of life?
Once, however, Arthur was at a reception for a well-known artist who had attained everything he had dreamed of in his career – fame, fortune, devotees. Yet the artist himself admitted that he was feeling less and less happy about life, although he led an exciting lifestyle and increasingly received awards and gained new admirers. This all forced Arthur to consider and reconsider his future. At any rate, he knew that it was important for him to graduate, but then after that he would make a cardinal change in his life.
While still a schoolboy, Arthur knew that physical health was a requirement in life – without it you could neither attain much nor would you really enjoy it. He understood that you had to pay attention to your body. He was glad to do it: he actively played several sport games, hiked in summer, practiced bodybuilding and had a strong, tight body.
* * *
Just before Arthur graduated in the late 1980s, perestroika had begun.
In his last year, he read Solzhenitsyn's Gulag Archipelag. He saw the internal rot of the system which had inflicted its deceit, lies, and forced on tens of millions of people. He had no desire to work for the government, although he was offered work there, work which would've given him the opportunity to travel abroad regularly, a rare and special perk in those days. He readily rejected a number of tempting offers, some of which came as a result of his parents' connections and others which came as a 'package deal' from families offering a daughter. For months he had gotten a series of invitations from very influential people who offered him to get to know and marry their daughters. It turns out he was quite the promising bachelor: he neither drank nor smoked and his education promised an excellent career.
One well-connected man put it like this, "Look, as a wedding present I'll give you a new GAZ-24 car and keys to your own condo and I'll help you get ahead in your career." But he refused all the tempting offers and preferred to get his diploma free of any ties that would obligate him after graduation.
He passed his exams quite well, graduating with honors. He stayed in the dorm for several months afterward because he had injured his knee in sports.
Those days the first manifestations of freedom of speech appeared – television and newspapers didn't have communist slogans. Privately-owned stores and restaurants arrived, ushering in a new milestone in the economy.
One day at lunch in the institute's cafeteria, he met a man named Orlovsky. He offered Arthur a job taking care of certain boxes he would bring to him. "Hey, you can't walk anyway yet. May as well get paid for doing something," he told Arthur with a wink.
His last name of Orlovsky certainly fit him well – he looked like an eagle.[3] Although his name had Slavic origins, his ethnic origins were Jewish, a fact he did not try to hide.
When asked what he did for a living, he would say he was an 'entrepreneur' or 'businessman. Orlovsky's business within the institute was procurement of various types of commercial-grade equipment.
A month later, they once again met in the institute's cafe, started talking, and became friends. Orlovsky had remembered Arthur to be honest and responsible and offered him a job working with him for good money. The work was rather interesting and they travelled a lot. The essence of the job was first to buy something, and then to sell that 'something'. Entrepreneurial blood coursed in Orlovsky's veins; he knew what would be useful to buy or sell and from whom to whom.
He opened several underground shops, among which was one that made underwear. They were successful in selling their products and made a good profit at it. On top of his salary, with every sale Arthur got a good commission and within a year he had become very rich. He could easily make in a week what the institute's director made in a year. And he didn't have to go to any party meetings or participate in dirty office politics.
He bought himself a new Zhiguli car, a large, well-appointed condo in Moscow, and also one for his parents, plus, their lifelong dream – a weekend cabin.
And so it was natural that in one of their business trips, when joint ventures were just in their inception, he asked Orlovsky what this busy life was for. Orlovsky told him, "You can achieve some title or place in society, but if you don't have money, there's no point. If you have money, you can do what you want and own what you want." In this way, Orlovsky planted the seed in Arthur to have "money for money's sake."
Arthur decided to work a year for Orlovsky and then go his own way. He had gotten everything he wanted and he could take a vacation wherever he wanted. This was pretty much anyone's dream, yet still, he wanted more and more. He dived in deeper to this 'whirlpool of life', where money was the main goal, and from which it was not all that easy to get out. But in a year and a half something happened that sharply changed his life and the lives of all those connected to their business.
* * *
One night, he and Orlovsky got out of their car to have dinner. In front of them a new Mercedes and a new Russian car stopped and a couple of large guys got out. They grabbed Orlovsky by the neck and pounded him a few times against the wall.
They assumed Arthur was his driver and just told him that if he moved, they would cut him up into pieces and drop him onto the wet asphalt. Their faces didn't portend anything good. They began to ask Orlovsky why he hadn't given them any money. It wasn't dark yet and people were walking around, but no one dared to help or even call the police.
The guys threatened to Orlovsky and his family. They promised to damage him if he didn't give them a large sum of money. Arthur got frightened. Where would they get money? The guys left. Orlovsky was shaking in fear. He couldn't eat in the restaurant and he said in a trembling voice that he had his own local 'mob' guys for protection.
The next day, however, a bunch of other even bigger men showed up, many from the North Caucasus, and they demanded all his money and property. Orlovsky told Arthur that they would no longer be able to work together, that he should stay away from him, and he would have to quit the business and give the money to these hoodlums, otherwise things would end badly.
Arthur learned later that after a few days passed these hoods had grabbed Orlovsky's daughters on the way home from school, forced them into the car, scared them and told them to tell their father that the next time they would tie them up, torture them, and if they lived, return them to their father. Scared beyond belief, the daughters returned home and told their mother. Orlovsky's wife demanded that he would give them all their money.
Orlovsky sold everything he could, including his two large apartments but still couldn't raise the needed $5,000. Arthur gave him the money he needed, which surprised Orlovsky (those days you could've bought a large apartment or five to ten used cars with it). Then Orlovsky disappeared from his life. He heard rumors that he had immigrated to Israel and then to Western Europe, where he suffered from a serious heart attack.
* * *
Arthur took everything into consideration but he was sad to have let the elderly employees go, realizing quite well that they would hardly be able to find a new employer paying as well as Orlovsky did.
And then the ruble took an unexpected dive. Since Arthur's money was all invested in his apartment and car, and he had a few thousand dollars in cash, he lost very little. He was able to trade his two-bedroom apartment for two smaller ones. He lived in one and rented the other out. The money from the rental was enough to live on, plus he had that cash supply as a reserve. He also sold a few gold items he had purchased while working for Orlovsky.
And so, once again that question – what good is all this commotion in life?
He still had connections in business and he knew what activity would bring the most profit but he wasn't so anxious to throw himself into a new 'whirlpool'. What was most interesting – he had lost his infatuation with money. It wasn't fear; rather, he realized that you could earn money your whole life yet lose it all in a flash. Criminals, economic crisis, etc. – he had seen firsthand how some people lost in a day what had taken them a lifetime to earn. All that money lost its value; their lifelong labor had been for naught financially. What was interesting to note – the more money a person lost, the more he suffered.
He thought to himself, "Even if there was a completely secure bank, even if I could make myself a fortune and have everything I wanted, would that really constitute a purpose in life?"
A month after Orlovsky's disappearance something else happened again to affect Arthur's approach to life.
Chapter IV
A Message from "The Other World"
After a week in the hospital, Arthur's father died of a heart attack. Arthur had already gone to see him as soon as he heard of his admittance to the hospital. His father had suffered from asthma all through his life and this last winter's bouts with pneumonia had greatly exacerbated the situation.
The doctors said he needed certain expensive medicine, for which Arthur paid immediately. Nevertheless, the doctors' prognosis was that, even if he lived, he would be an invalid. During that time Arthur and his father spoke more – and more from the heart – than they ever had.
After his father got out of intensive care and Arthur visited him, his father told him that he had been clinically dead for a short period. He had had an out-of-body experience during which he went through a tunnel and then saw himself and the operating table. It seemed as if he had met with deceased relatives who told him, "Give your son some advice and return to us." His father also told him that he had seen a light, full of love, which is virtually impossible to feel while on Earth. Even barely touching it gave you a feeling of peace and joy. But Arthur didn't lay much value on what his father said because he felt he was still delirious.
After Arthur left the hospital, he saw a stand with books and magazines and he decided to buy something to kill the time at the hotel. The first thing he saw was a book by Moody, 'Life After Life'. By morning, he had finished reading it and was going to visit his father, imbued with a good feeling he had gotten from the book.
In the book, a doctor and a scientist took a reasoned approach to what was reported by a great number of people who had come back after being clinically dead. They proceeded on the assumption that those people couldn't all have simply made up their stories. Basically, people were saying the same thing that Arthur's father had told him. What amazed and gladdened him was that the soul does not end when the physical body does.
When Arthur visited his father the second time, his father told him his life story and asked for his forgiveness. It was important for Arthur to hear this; ever since childhood he had always felt that his father didn't love him. But his father told him that he had worked hard to make him better, to get him a better education, and to give him a moral upbringing. Yes, he had been strict with his son because he knew how swiftly bad influences can change a young adult.
His father asked forgiveness for having hit him a few times in his childhood. Arthur knew that his father's strictness had pushed him to be better, had helped him to become a person at all. Raising his son had been his father's purpose in life. "A worthy goal, all things said and done," Arthur thought to himself. "If I have kids, I'll try to give them a better life, too." They held each other in their arms and asked for one another's absolution.
The third visit with his father shook him to his core, and that's why he wrote down in his diary what he could remember after he got back to his hotel room.
* * *
… When I arrived at his room, doctors were running around with grave concern on their faces. His father had apparently begun gasping for air that night and they had barely saved him. His situation had been almost hopeless, the supervising doctor told him.
Arthur's father was pale yet peaceful. He saw me enter and started talking to me:
"I was… there… again. It is hard there for those who have lived an unworthy life, which is the majority. But what's most amazing is that there they have a whole other understanding of good and evil. Many people considered to be good here are severely punished there, and vice versa. People's main concern about going there should be that we will be judged – Did you act from the heart, from the soul, or merely from your ego?
The main sin is egotism. We live in such ignorance; such a shame for people that we don't have the right values. So few people follow the path meant for them. You see, it turns out that following someone else's path is a grievous sin."
"Dad, how do you feel? Can I bring you something?" "Nothing, I'm all right. I don't have much time left anyway."
"Come on, Dad, stop it. Everything's going to be all right."
"But why do you think that death at its rightful time is bad? After all, death is just a passage to another state of being, another form of life. Imagine traveling to another country and everything there is new, but lots of souls there are familiar to you.
"What!?" Arthur asked, incredulous.
"My life flashed in front of me for a few seconds. Amazing! It's too bad that I worked so much and spent so little time with you or with friends; too bad that I took so little time off and practically never worked on developing my inner soul. In the end, you see, that is the reason we have come to this world."
"But, Dad, we went to the theater, to exhibitions. Remember how you sometimes forced me to go to some cultural events?"
"Those don't develop your soul; a lot of those artists will suffer for having led people astray, and they will suffer more than others. True culture should draw people to God, my son.
"So, Dad, you mean it's better just to go out on the town and get drunk in a bar?"
"That's even worse."
"Dad, this all sounds so gloomy."
"Have you been in a theater or a bar recently? See? You can do without it."
"I just don't seem to have the time, but if there's a good play or film then I would definitely go to see it. Is that really bad?"
"A good one, hmmm? There are less and less 'good' films or plays."
"But Dad, why can't we believe that you'll get well and you'll live right and you can help people live that way?"
"No, I have just been holding on to say goodbye and to ask you to forgive me one more time for everything, and to ask you to deal with unresolved obligations I'm leaving behind. You see, you're not supposed to die with indebtedness. If I had only known this all before, I would have undertaken to teach it to others."
"What would you have taught? Like going to the theater is bad?"
"No, that we have all come here to develop our souls. Egotism is the cause of our ills and the reason we don't focus our lives around love. My son, this is the work you must do."
"Maybe that is not my special purpose in life. You said everyone had his own path to take."
"This activity, developing your inner soul, is higher than any purpose an individual may have. It's the main purpose of every living being. Though our lives are short, we can achieve very much."
I didn't know what to say, much less to do.
My father was so concerned about his debts: return a book to someone, 2,000 rubles to a neighbor… He asked a priest to come and read him his last rites and for Arthur to give as an offering whatever remuneration he would name (very unusual for those times).
At three in the afternoon, his father began to look attentively at an icon which hung above the entrance to his room (Some elderly women had recently hung them in rooms of the critically ill.). He repeated something to himself a few times and in about a quarter hour he took a deep breath and left us. 'Left' was the right word, Arthur knew, not died; he could feel it. A sense of peace accompanied his father's passing; a pleasant smile was left on his face.
In a kind of daze, Arthur reminded himself of his duties: funeral, priest, reparation of debts, returning to Moscow.
* * *
Arthur's mother had been visiting her parents in the Far East. They had not been able to get through to her until a raging thunderstorm there had finally settled down and so she hadn't been able to return until a few days after the funeral.
She had a lot of friends and relatives in the city who gave her their support. A year and a half later she married a great guy and, with every passing year, Arthur talked with her less and less. Somewhere he remembered reading that the greater the love was between spouses, the sooner they were able to find new partners. Ties to his relatives now held him less than ever from the life which he wanted to lead.
This event with his father forced Arthur to reflect. His father had been relatively young (under 50) yet nevertheless, suddenly – he had gone. The question of the meaning of life arose again. "After all, everything is temporal," he thought. "You can't make sense out of the continuing fuss and bustle of life." What's more, he started to be afraid of death. He understood that he would die one day, too, and maybe he only had one, two, or three years. Nobody knows.
A few months before, a young man, his neighbor, was hit by a car, and he died on the spot. And now, Arthur's father, who had been so young. He used to think he would die when he was from 80 to 100, but now he realized that it could be considerably earlier. He felt acutely aware of his questions about the meaning of life.
After his father's funeral, he read books for a few weeks, walked around alone in natural areas. He didn't know at the time that each day was bringing him closer to a meeting which would categorically change his life. His father's words before his death, the book about some supposed life after death – these had a strong influence on him. But he just wasn't getting a unified, complete picture of what the world was and he had now lost all interest in it.
One day a friend from his student days called and invited him to live at their weekend home. His parents were travelling abroad and they needed someone to house-sit – water the plants and so on. Arthur agreed. He wanted to be alone. It had been a month since his father's death. He drove over to his friend's place to get the keys and the next morning he was ready to go.
Chapter V
An Encounter with Zheka, the 'Holy Father'
The next day, Arthur left his apartment early to buy groceries and deal with some things. Hardly had he gotten out the door when he heard the church bells ringing. At the beginning of the 90s, this was a new, unusual occurrence in Moscow, one to which Muscovites hadn't quite adjusted. He remembered that not far from him was a church that was opened a few years ago, and which now had a large, active membership.
Apparently there was some kind of festival – the closer Arthur got, the larger the crowd of people. Someone was coming out of the church towards him. Several women wore long dresses and scarves which surprised him a bit.
He didn't have any particular attitude about church in general. He would sometimes go in, place a candle, and stay for some of the service. As a child, his great-grandmother had him baptized and she would talk a lot about the orthodox faith. Once in the past he had gone there to pay respects to her. He heard an elderly woman loudly complaining and scolding other people, adding to the gloomy atmosphere hanging over everyone's head, spoiling the impression of his visit. He didn't want to go there ever again.
Various articles in newspapers described how there were virtually no priests who hadn't been connected to Soviet power and not worked for the KGB. That, together with The Gulag Archipelag, had put a nail in the coffin for his belief in them and the church.
* * *
He was just walking, enjoying the beautiful sunny day and the birds' singing. To his surprise, he saw a priest coming his way, rather young, bearded, with long hair, looking fixedly at him. He felt ill at ease from the stare. He tried to avert his glance and sped up his step, but all of a sudden he heard the man calling him by name, "Arthur! Arthur!"
He hadn't imagined that the priest would call him by name. But when he heard him say in a singsong way, "Oh, Art," he knew the man was calling him. He had often been called 'Art' in his first years at the institute. Almost everybody had a nickname of sorts. Arthur stopped; without a doubt he was being addressed. The priest, smiling broadly and warmly, asked him, "Art, don't you recognize me?" And then, all at once he remembered, as if someone had thrown him in a cold shower.
"Zheka?" Arthur asked.
That had been our nickname for Eugene. Zheka came from the Vologda region. His father had been a manager of a large firm there and he had done everything he could to get his son into an institute of higher education in the capital. But his son wasn't very studious and was expelled for fighting and drinking in his second semester. He hadn't left a good impression of himself. Even worse, he was suspected of petty theft among his fellow students, and that had been the lowest thing to do. He wasn't caught in the act, but twice while he had been posted for security duty in the dorm some money and valuables disappeared. They weren't able to prove anything but there hadn't been anyone else on that floor.
All in all, Arthur couldn't call to mind any good impressions he had of Zheka. Looking at him now and trying to smile in return, he felt perturbed and thought to himself, "Good God! If these are the kinds of people that have now entered the church…"
For a fraction of a second, images of the past came to mind. He hesitated, not wanting to have anything to do with this 'holy father', as he was mentally calling Zheka.
They exchanged pleasantries and Arthur asked, "So, how can I call you? Father Eugene, most likely?"
"Oh, come on, stop it," Eugene good-naturedly objected. "Not really, but that doesn't matter right now. I'm just glad to see you. I understand what you are thinking. I'm sure you don't have any good memories of me. I can imagine. Still, I'm glad to see you. If you'd like, we can talk. You know, I'm indebted to you. Once at a lecture you raised a very important question about the meaning of life. Your argument with the teacher deeply influenced me. It had come to my mind again when I was under fire."
Arthur didn't pick up on Zheka's 'under fire' comment. But he did remember bringing up important questions about life and arguing at lectures on philosophical points until the group's party youth leader hinted to him that if he wanted to graduate, he had better stop doing it.
It was uncomfortable to refuse a bit of conversation, but he really didn't want any. Yet something inside of him told him to agree. So, mostly out of politeness, he said, "Sure." They went into a cafe that had recently just opened and sat at a table outside. Arthur gave a quick synopsis of himself – "Ahh, you know, nothing interesting," – and then asked Zheka to tell him about his 'religious transformation. He began talking and Arthur pretended that he was listening, but all the time he was thinking about the end of this chit-chat with the 'holy father'. They ordered some deserts and Zheka, in his quaint Vologda accent, told his story.
The more he talked, the more intriguing he sounded. They spent about three hours talking. Arthur, after coming back home, again returned to his diary to write down (as faithfully as he could recall) what he had heard. He wanted to show it to his future children.
* * *
Zheka explained that he was in Moscow only for a few days and was just passing through. He served in a small parish where there were not enough clergy. The parish membership was increasing and many new churches were opening.
He had come here for church celebrations, meetings, and training. He had a fiancée – a god-fearing, honest, and faithful young woman.
After he was expelled from the institute, his resume, showing his education and work, were very poor. His own father didn't even want to help him, saying, "Go on now; serve in the army. I served; now it's your turn. So, you didn't want to study? The army will help you to learn." And even though his father could've bought his son a way out of serving at all, or set him up in a comfy job somewhere, he did nothing of the sort. He had pretty much soured on his son.
The Spring recruitment round[4] called up Zheka to serve. After his physical test, the Lieutenant-Colonel went up to Zheka and roughly addressed him, "So, you like to fight. You're a hot number, huh? What I'll tell you: let's just send you somewhere you'll get enough fighting and make good use of your talent. Do you want to be in the paratroopers? Not afraid?"
"No."
"Well, then, happy trails and God bless."
He was sent to join the Fergana paratrooper regiment in Turkistan. While they were on the train a few days later, they found out that most likely they would be sent to Afghanistan. In Fergana there was a boot camp and a regiment on active duty in Afghanistan.
Zheka had a terrible feeling about it all because – both in his home town as well as in Moscow – he knew a lot of people who had been wounded or killed, or who had lost someone in Afghanistan.
Newspapers weren't saying much about it, or if they did, they wrote articles of glory, and only people who could read between the lines in Soviet papers understood how badly things were going.
Chapter VI
Afghanistan
What awaited him in Fergana was an intensive boot camp,[5] where soldiers trained, studied, and prepared for about three months before being sent to Afghanistan. It was no way out of it; it was tough, not least because of the strict boot-camp instructors. Their sergeants meted out severe punishment for the slightest infraction. Soldiers and sergeants called the officers jackals because of their even higher demands. Yet their grueling discipline was fairly justified since all officers and sergeants had gone through many field operations in actual battle. They would fly in for new recruits to refresh their ranks. They knew what would wait these greenhorns.
They were trained in firearms, hand-to-hand combat, parachute jumping, a number of desert combat scenarios, and went through extreme physical training. Then they were sent for a few weeks to the mountains, where Zheka thought he would die from exhaustion. Sometimes they would hike for 20–30 km. in full battle gear while still carrying on various battle engagement scenarios and shooting practice. His feet ended up looking like one big callus of blood and pus however he would try to wind socks around them. They got a half canteen of water a day.
But the real hell and torture began three months later when they were sent to Afghanistan.
* * *
Arthur's notes didn't contain the exact names of all the cities or people. The only ones written down were Kabul, Kandahar, Zelenka, and most of all – Bagram. On the one hand, it was easier in Afghanistan because there weren't any combat drills pulled on them in the middle of the night. On the other hand, there was continual psychological tension combined with a backdrop of steady, heavy physical labor.
The first two months they were stationed at a large base. Their part of the camp was fired on from the neighboring mountains in the first week and two from the first company died and several were injured. This was their baptism by fire and he understood – it was no joke.
Zheka began praying to God with the first shots: "God protect me. Save me if you are there!" He had not expected this to be coming from him of all people. After all, he had only heard of God from his old grandmother, way back in his childhood. She hadn't really told him a lot, just general sorts of things – how to pray, to cross your heart, and who Jesus Christ was.
Few months later, he got severe intestinal pains and after a couple days in the hospital, he was sent to another battalion whose duty was to maintain security over a remote region. They had to hold several high ridges in their hands, guarantee the security of various convoys, and carry out reconnaissance raids.
These were tough times in every way. Even though it was fall, it was hot and dry and it became windier every day. In November, strong sand storms kicked in and the nights became colder and colder. But the hardest thing to get used to was the heavy losses to the Soviet army. Death, injury, and missing in action were commonplace.
The mujahedeen were getting more experienced, trained by American mercenaries who provided them the most modern weapons. 'Stingers' were the most dangerous – they easily shot down helicopters. Shooting on convoys or laying down punitive fire on the paratroopers' motorized brigades was now the norm, using American and captured Soviet rockets.
The hardest thing to take was that everyone understood the senselessness of the fighting and that the so-called 'international aid' was not what this country needed.
Planes returned to the USSR full of wounded or with 'load 200 , as the zinc caskets were called. When there wasn't room, the caskets sat under the hot sun for some time before take off.
Many soldiers in this battalion who had been on repeated tours of duty with only a month left to serve did whatever they could to be able to return home alive and in one piece. It was considered to be the worst thing to have served two years in this hell and to be injured or killed just before being sent home.
For the battalion, the last year was the hardest of the whole Afghan campaign. About half of them either died or were wounded and those that survived suffered from infections. As a result, a lot of new soldiers and officers were brought in who mostly hadn't seen battle yet.
Zheka had a year and a half left to serve. It seemed to last an eternity, as every day for him stretched out painfully and despairingly. As if things weren't bad enough, he fell asleep on sentry duty one night, which had extremely unpleasant consequences. The battalion's guard cussed him out roundly, and after he was dismissed, the sergeant gave him a professional knockout punch, telling him, "Because of people like you, whole companies get cut to pieces." In the morning the battalion commander roared at him, "So, you like to sleep on guard duty? We'll pack you off to Parkhomin's unit. You won't fall asleep there."
And so he was sent to join a hard-core marine unit under the command of Parkhomin. This lone platoon carried out the most difficult assignments and was always engaged in battle.
* * *
It was not hard for Zheka to remember meeting with the platoon commander – his demeanor lent itself to ready friendship. The lieutenant was sitting on his bed, reading the arrival papers of a new soldier to his command. He said in a warm, fatherly tone, "We're so glad you're here. Tell me something about yourself." That fatherly manner just about did Zheka in; he almost cried. No one had talked to him in that way for so long. His own father had been quite brusque with him when he sent him off to the army.
Zheka told him about himself, Parkhomin showed him where the mess hall was, and left him with some parting words: "Strive to serve well. We all depend on one another here and your little mistake could cost many their lives – your fellow soldiers and those we are trying to protect." He then gave him some important manuals and sent him off to sergeant Zubin.
And so began new battle routines for Zheka. They would get an emergency call, for example – a convoy had been ambushed so it would be their duty to fly out there. They would pull dead and wounded from the ambush site, lie waiting for several days in case the mujahedeen returned, accompany the rescue vehicles back to the hospital, and a number of similar tasks. By the end of spring, he had turned into a seasoned fighter.
He was a good shot, could easily go on 20-kilometer mountain marches fully suited up, quickly found the safest places to be during an engagement, could move silently, and could take his sleep in 30-minute sessions. He took life as it came – day by day.
All this time in the platoon no men were lost, which was surprising because losses in the battalion as a whole continued. Much of this was due to their platoon commander, who, in addition to his valuable experience, also had a certain 6-th sense, an intuition which saved the soldiers on numerous occasions.
* * *
One time they were returning to base after a two-day march, totally exhausted. They were about six kilometers out and intent on getting back before sunset. The path stretched out downwards and the lead men were jogging ahead because they wanted to eat, drink, and rest before morning. This area was considered to be safe territory – their own. But suddenly Parkhomin shouted, "Hold it! Don't move." He moved ahead slowly with a sapper.[6] And literally in ten meters they discovered a trigger-wire, a string attached to a bomb. If they had pulled on this string, a grenade would've rolled down and in a few seconds exploded. This had been calculated to be for a group heading down a narrow path. There was no time to defuse it, especially since another trigger-wire was found. He gave the command, "Walk around it, carefully."
They took up positions on high ground and noticed some mujahedeen getting settled on a neighboring ridgeline to shoot down on a convoy which they could already see below. The shooting started and the commander led the operation from cover. Suddenly he called to the machine-gunner on the radio, "Get out of your spot now! Leave your position immediately. Go 30 meters to the ravine. Fast! And cover your head!" In a minute you could hear a rocket-propelled grenade and it exploding right where they had just been. Even though they were a bit deafened by the blast, everyone lived. And this was far from the only such instance.
He also had a certain 'sense' about people. He always seemed to know who to send where and for what. He had chosen Saulyus, a Lithuanian, as radio operator, even though Russian was not his mother tongue and he spoke with a strong accent. A couple of sergeants had considered the matter once during a cigarette break: "So, will this Lithuanian be able to speak Russian while we're under fire? You know, what if he forgets how to speak Russian?" Once, they had been coming down from a mountain with him and some shooting erupted. Saulyus fell down, sprained his foot, and rolled down the hill, accidentally hitting the walkie-talkie a few times on rocks and it stopped working. Mujahedeen were trying to surround them and they urgently needed to call for help. But he sat down, started fixing the radio, kept a cool head, and in five minutes he had it working again. They called for help and two helicopters arrived, laying down fire on the encroaching mujahedeen. The artillery joined in, hitting the mujahedeen positions on the ridge from which they'd been firing. The attackers had to withdraw. One soldier was wounded, though not serious – some stray shrapnel – and he returned to duty in a few days.
Parkhomin was an officer that even soldiers from other divisions respected and would not refer to as a jackal, as they did to other officers. He could be harsh and demanding, but he was courageous and always saw to the needs of his own men.
For instance, he might call the regiment's administrative chief and demand replacement of expired soldering rods or a shipment of more foodstuffs. He might speak roughly, too, even though the person at the other end of the line was a major. He would do whatever it took to get the best for his men.
A lance corporal had been seriously injured (before Zheka had joined) and was sent back to the base hospital. Shrapnel had caused severe lesions in his right thigh. The shrapnel there hadn't reached the bone but gotten close to the knee and was touching the tendon. Other shrapnel had hit him in the side in his ribs. The corporal's name was Andrey Velichko. He lay in the hospital several weeks before his transport back to the Soviet Union, and Parkhomin, when he was on base, brought him his mail, his things, food. He gave him words of support and encouragement and thanked him for his service. His care meant exuded concern and support, and everyone felt it.
But Zheka felt this man's courage was his most striking aspect. He was lecturing two Dagestan soldiers who had been placed to hold a vital position – covering troop disembarkation. They had left their posts abruptly while under fire, giving the attackers the opportunity to fire on the whole group. Everyone lay down as the helicopter, which hadn't dropped off the whole contingent, took back off again. It was just a miracle that no one was hurt. When they got back to the barracks, Parkhomin hollered at them: "You pigs! Scum! Lowlifes! Cowards! I'm going to write to your whole family, so that your grandparents and parents know that they have raised cowards. He cussed them out unreservedly and said that next time, if someone dies, they will have to write the words for the soldiers' last rites and explain to their parents in their own broken Russian, "I am so sorry, mothers, I chickened out and ran, and they killed your son…"
This went on for some ten minutes after which he said that such low-lives would even ruin administrative or support operations. They tried to say something in their defense; their nostrils were flaring. They were from the Caucasus, hot-blooded, not used to anyone daring to address them in this fashion.
They were ordered for a month, every time after returning from maneuvers, to bring in all additional ammunition and to clean the latrines. The behavior they had shown couldn't, in principle, be permitted. The mujahedeen were a big enough problem to deal with. But now, you might have to worry if your own people were going to shoot at you – whether in the foot or the body – because you had been too harsh. Just knowing that the people covering your back hate you increases your psychological stress, and that was already at a high enough level.
To their honor, these soldiers never again exhibited their cowardice.
* * *
At the end of spring, Parkhomin took a month's leave. During that time, their unit was largely left alone. They only went on two big jobs and even then, they were attached to the whole recon company. Zheka noticed how everyone was feeling a little off, missing something or someone. They were all missing their officer.
Parkhomin returned from leave refreshed and enthused, but at the same time sad and self-reflective. While he had been on leave, an order had come through promoting him to captain.
He had a two-year old son and a wife whom he hadn't seen a year because his leave was always getting delayed. No one was available to replace him while he was gone, a problem that often occurred in the outlying areas in Afghanistan.
His parents had died in a car accident when he was in his last year of high school. That was one of the reasons why he chose a military academy to study at: the government paid for room and board. He graduated from a school specializing in English with good grades and was easily entered a military academy.
He had only six or seven months left to serve out in Afghanistan.
About the end of August some extremely serious fighting began. The mujahedeen were actively engaging them daily through arms fire and bombings. Hard times were setting in. Again, they heard rumors that they would be sent back to the Soviet Union.
Instead, they remained and continued to suffer greater and greater losses, and their battalion was no exception, however Parkhomin worked hard to protect them. Approximately two months after he'd come back from leave, they were sent in a paratrooper armored troop transport to rescue a scout unit.
All of a sudden, a town on the other side of the canyon was laying down heavy machine-gun and rocket-propelled grenade fire. There was supposed to be a local Afghan (Soviet-aligned) army garrison there.
The mujahedeen used a very dirty tactic, especially in the last years. They would enter local residents' homes, set up battle positions, and shoot. The residents weren't permitted to leave. And so, when return fire came, many civilians died. The mujahedeen would photograph this and use it as propaganda against the Soviet Army. It also helped them win new recruits anxious to avenge the deaths of relatives.
The Soviet soldiers who had been sent to help had gotten pinned down – some behind a tank, some behind various stones – and could hardly move. One tank finally blew up under the intensity of the large-caliber machine-gun fire and from the rocket-propelled grenades.
They had called for assistance on the radio. Now, on the other side of the gorge, the helicopters were dropping off the paratroopers. They were encircling the town and beginning to fight back, aided by volleys from helicopters. Two of the tanks were shooting with their 30-mm guns. Virtually all the Soviet soldiers were actively shooting at the mujahedeen, whose fire had diminished.
Parkhomin's troops began to fire back with their rocket-propelled grenades and were steadily eroding the mujahedeen positions.
This was a fairly dangerous, well-armed contingent; you could call it a mujahedeen 'special forces unit' that had trained in Pakistan.
In the end, the division coming down from above took the village by nightfall. No one got away – two wounded mujahedeen were taken alive and sixteen killed. Unfortunately, several families of the local civilians died.
Parkhomin said, "What can we do about it? They chose to bring their people to death. If their religion, their world view lets them use their people as a living shield, what can we do?"
Their regiment's commander implemented a new tactic – shoot to kill even if the shooting came from residential homes. Before, only snipers had been allowed to do this. This new method saved countless paratroopers' lives but increased the civilian deaths. Of course, soon this worsened relations with the local population.
It was a bad scene – many dead and wounded, especially among our intervening forces.
In their platoon, six had died, among them Sergeant Zubin, who'd had so little time left to serve out and who had rescued wounded during the engagement, dragging them behind boulders. At the end of the battle, a dazed engineer had jumped out of a burning tank and Zubin covered him with his body. He received a posthumous Order of Glory. His mother and a girlfriend, whom he had loved from school days, were left to live without him in Leningrad.[7] He had studied with his girlfriend at the Polytechnic Institute and they had planned to marry. Later, when Parkhomin spoke of him, he said that only such a man, who could love truly, could honestly be called a hero.
Ten were wounded, virtually all seriously. Their radio operator, Saulyus, had lost his leg below the knee. He groaned and came in and out of consciousness. There was only one doctor, trying to help everyone. Helicopters started arriving, receiving the dead and wounded. In the half-collapsed mosque they found a large cache of weapons, mines, and books.
Zheka had earlier prayed to God, asking for his protection, but this time he turned to Him with despairing questions: "Why? Why do the innocent suffer? Why do the young become cripples? What is this useless war for? What did these good men do that displeased God so? Why are the mujahedeen become crueler the more religious they get? Tell me God, why is it happening? What good is our suffering to you? Why am I here, and Saulyus, and Zubin? I wasn't wounded but these good men, who have loving young women, and parents, and who studied well, were. I want to know – why? And, I want to do something so that it will never happen again."
They returned to base. Morale was low; everyone was despondent. They were given two days off to recuperate. There were 15 new soldiers, straight from boot camp, coming in as replacements. The second lieutenant brought some hard liquor to drink in memory of those fallen, and everyone drank except Parkhomin. He never drank or smoked and didn't encourage it. Bad habits make a person a slave and weak in every way, he was sure. But this time he didn't bother them about it; he was very busy and hardly ever left his quarters.
Two days later they received another assignment – establish a position at a high elevation and report on all enemy activity, trying not to engage them. They headed to a deserted village and took up positions. Already the next night some mujahedeen tried to enter the village. When they got close enough, they were shot. Two were killed but a third managed to escape. It was clear it had been a scouting operation and now the mujahedeen knew where they were.
And in fact, early the next morning they were back, shooting. This turned into a grim battle. Parkhomin took Zheka, two other experienced men, and the radio operator into an empty house standing a bit higher than the rest apart. This afforded the best vantage point from which to see the attacking mujahedeen and coordinate battle orders.
Parkhomin ordered them to hold their positions, to conserve their rounds, and only to shoot when they were sure. They were told that reinforcements would arrive, but hours went by and – nothing. As it turned out, that morning two helicopters had been shot down and an entire convoy destroyed. So now, the soldiers were shooting back as best they could, yet, slowly but surely, they became encircled.
The mujahedeen made subtle advances under cover of continual machine gun fire, making the fight very challenging. It was clear that they were seasoned fighters.
The village's houses had virtually no roofs and one mujahedeen who had been able to creep up closely enough undetected was able to throw a grenade in.
As Zheka was telling this part of his story, he blushed, closed his eyes and said, "I've heard people in similar situations say how at such times you feel an intensity to what is happening, and that everything slows down. That's how it was with me. Everything started going as if in slow motion."
The mujahedeen were attacking from the east and south sides, the sun was blinding, and then something flashed. Zheka looked up and saw the grenade flying slowly, to the side, a little closer to Parkhomin. He watched it spinning in the air, slowly falling. He was paralyzed with fear. His whole life literally flashed before his eyes and he knew, this was it – death.
He saw that he hadn't done anything in particular in his life, that it had been useless. He was afraid. Moments passed as slowly as syrup; everything had stopped. He looked at Parkhomin, then at the grenade. Parkhomin shouted something to the radio operator and suddenly noticed the grenade. Zheka saw a giant wave of fright in his eyes to be replaced a moment later with regret. He briefly glanced at the clay partition in the shelter. He still had a chance to save himself, but the other two – Zheka and the machine gunner – didn't stand the slightest, even theoretical chance. What's more, if the grenade blew up it would most likely tear through the thin clay walls and bury anyone in the other room.
There was only one thing to do. Parkhomin's face showed his clear decisiveness as he threw himself on the grenade. Zheka repeated several times, "I remember it clearly. Everything was in slow motion."
Just as in a rugby match, Parkhomin grabbed the grenade and curled up with it under a small table – a simple, wooden one, but solid. He yelled, "Lay down!" Zheka and Ruchnikov, both from the Ryazinski region, threw themselves down and covered their heads, as they had been trained, and then a deafening blast let out. They walked away from it without a scratch, just some temporary deafness. The mujahedeen aborted their attack on the house, having decided that everyone had died.
A little bit later you could see something flashing in the sky – helicopters, forcing back the mujahedeen advance. Reinforcements had arrived and they were saved.
The next events were a bit foggy for Zheka. He knew that Parkhomin had saved them from sure death by paying a dear price – his own life. Sappers from the reinforcement group laid mines through the village and everyone was ordered back to base. Back at the base, the wounded, and those who had carried them onto the helicopters, said that one man had died, but that they couldn't really carry him back because his body had been torn apart. They presumed he was the radio operator or a commander. No one wanted even to think that it might be Parkhomin. When it came out that it had indeed been his body, everyone took off their helmets and many soldiers cried openly.
First lieutenant Semenko – soldiers just called him 'Sema' or 'jackal Sema' – felt no shame, cried and groaned at them, "Why could not you take care of him? You dogs." He cussed them out. Semenko had become good friends with Parkhomin. While he was first arriving at the base, they fell under artillery bombardment. Two men were sitting in HQ – a sergeant, assistant to base security, and a friend, the sentry chief. They were going to be demobilized in a few weeks. Seeing a 'green' junior lieutenant on his way to headquarters, they started yelling at him on the base speakers once the shells started falling. "Lieutenant Semenko, take cover, immediately! Duck, now. Good grief, get down!"
They were laughing at him. They were all in a safe zone where the shell shrapnel couldn't hit, and they were just entertaining themselves: "Duck for cover! Crawl! Cover your head and crawl." When the lieutenant really did start crawling to the battalion he knew that they were making fun of him. But he couldn't just ignore a seasoned sergeant, much less since he was from another division. It happened when Parkhomin appeared and furiously laid into them: "You're playing games?! Are you nuts? I guess you've been on headquarters staff for so long, you've forgotten what it's like out there. I'll fix that with an assignment tomorrow. You'll join me in a convoy to protect a diesel transport. I'll set it up with the battalion commander." Ashen-faced, they fell over themselves apologizing. They had good reason – they only had two weeks left to serve in combat. In their thoughts and dreams – they were already back home. They knew Parkhomin didn't make idle threats.
Parkhomin set off for the lieutenant, embraced him and said, "Don't let it bother you. Here – anything can happen! Everyone is afraid at first. The main thing to know is whether you can overcome your fear." And that was so; he didn't say anything special, he just reached out to him, man to man.
Lieutenant Semenko also earned the respect of his soldiers in time, because he knew how to lead well. After several battles he earned the order of the Red Star[8] and just in half a year, the rank of first lieutenant. In a year he was experienced enough that no one laughed at him anymore. He never forgot those words of encouragement, though: "Don't let it bother you. Everyone is afraid. The main thing to know is whether you can overcome your fear."
Now this man, the hero, having overcome his fears and paid his life to save others, is no longer with us. He'd had so little time left to serve in Afghanistan, too.
* * *
The soldiers with minor wounds were brought back to base and given two weeks rest and rehab. The first week they didn't even don their uniforms. The battalion's political officer came by and gave Zheka the task of writing an unofficial funerary speech in remembrance of Parkhomin to give to his parents and wife. He wanted them to know the details of his heroic death. He told him, "We're sending his valuables back home, but everything else, you take with you and give them personally. After all, your tour of duty is almost at an end."
Zheka found Parkhomin's old paratrooper knapsack in the weapon's room. In it were photos of his family, some T-shirts, books, two thin notebooks full of writing, and a letter to his son. Under some things in a drawer of a small table in the captain's quarters, Zheka found a black book. It was in English and had some comments and a few unidentifiable words written in the margins. There were also some pages of full translation. He started to read some of it and understood – this was a Bible.
He found Parkhomin's diary and was taken aback, because if something like this were found with a soldier, it could mean disciplinary action for the whole battalion. Now he remembered that half a year ago, before Parkhomin went on leave, they had gotten word from the regiment's military intelligence that there was an American mercenary in one of the villages. It hadn't been the only time; these mercenaries operated right under their noses. Their spying operations were highly professional. This time was no exception. Once they reached the spot, their scouting party couldn't find any mercenaries, but they did get some trophies, so to speak. They found assorted weaponry and various things, among which were books, apparently a Bible.
Zheka read the translation of biblical passages and he was stunned by the text's depth and unusual nature, calling to mind a message sent from another world. It was forbidden to keep a diary, especially with entries detailing where they had been and what their assignments had been. But on these diary pages were philosophic ideas, written in very small, but legible handwriting.
It was clear that the handwritten notes were for him, not others, which pointed to the fact that Parkhomin was a spiritual, deep person. Several prayers were even written out. In his things, Zheka found an Orthodox Russian Christian prayer and an amulet (as it turned out, it belonged him before the war), though, for some reason Parkhomin hadn't taken it with him on the last mission. Later, after meeting Parkhomin's relatives, Zheka found out that his grandfather had kept it with him throughout World War II, and so he finally understood the source of Parkhomin's ideals.
There was also a letter to his son. On a large envelope was written: "If something happens to me, send it to my son. Let him read it when he turns 16."
Zheka read a few paragraphs which had been translated from the Bible. They impressed him deeply, even though they were only words. Since that time he began to pray and remembered how his grandmother had taught him to cross his heart and he did same, too. He did it when nobody was near because no one would understand it.
Insofar as he had been slightly wounded, they assigned him to security detail on the HQ and warehouse. Now he had a lot of his own time to reflect on his life. He gave his word of honor to God yet again, but this time with much greater awareness: "God, if I return alive, I want to serve You; I want to read and learn the Bible. I am only alive because such people as Captain Parkhomin sacrificed their lives for me. I have no right to live without virtue."
In a few months, he returned to the Soviet Union. He later remembered going through the border crossing station. He had used his saved-up soldier 'scrip', at the time valued higher than regular rubles, to buy himself a Japanese radio/ tape player and a watch. At the border crossing, the guards were being excessively attentive to customs rules and took it away from him, reprimanded him, and, to top it off, right in front of him discussed which of them was going to get to keep them. (At the time, these were unusual, valuable items.)
"Such a warm homecoming," he told himself. How discouraging to see people ready to deceive, betray, and sell their mothers for some trinkets. "What would you do under fire?" he thought, reflecting on his patriotic duty. For some reason, feelings of aggression, regret, anger, or annoyance didn't arise. Though these things were the only valuable items he possessed, for him it was far more important that they hadn't taken away Parkhomin's notebooks.
* * *
Zheka received a hero's welcome at home. He had received the medal "For Valor". The enlistment office had informed his father beforehand that he had earned The Order of Glory.[9] His father promised him that he would get him reenrolled in the institute, but Zheka told him he had something else he had to do now. He left to see Parkhomin's widow. She greeted him warmly. Through her grief, you could see in her eyes that she was a strong individual.
Zheka gave her the writings. She read the letter and cried. She quickly read Parkhomin's notes, well familiar with his handwriting. She decided to let Zheka read the letter he'd written to his son. He read it and then asked for permission to make a copy for himself, it had so inspired him; likewise his reflective notes. These were quotes from the Bible and some conclusions he'd drawn about a spiritual life. Zheka copied it all, told her about the outstanding relationship Parkhomin had with his battalion's men, about his deeply honorable behavior, and details of battles, including his last, most heroic one. With that, he bade farewell.
* * *
Sitting in the restaurant with Arthur, after they'd finished their whole conversation, Zheka gave him the notes he'd copied and said, "Something tells me that you would do well to familiarize yourself with their content. I think they will be useful to you, too. Don't worry; I've made several copies." All copies had been done in careful, legible handwriting.
At that time, perestroika in the Soviet Union was in its infancy, everything was topsy-turvy. Life was surely different from the way Zheka had remembered it two years ago. He began to go to church regularly and one day someone gave him a copy of the Bible printed on regular sheets of paper. He began to read it – the New Testament. He read it several times. The book struck a deep chord in him and strengthened his desire to commit his life to the service of God.
He associated the Bible with Parkhomin. He wanted to be like him: fearless, modest, at peace, and ready to sacrifice everything for the service of others.
He went to a church and told them that he wanted to serve, that he wanted to be a priest, a man of the cloth, and that he wanted nothing more in this world. They sent him to another priest in a large church for consultation. In brief, he told them that he had been in Afghanistan and given his word to serve God, and told them how Parkhomin and his readings of the Bible had played a part in his life.
He was sent to study in a seminary outside Moscow. Every day, new churches were opening and priests were in great demand. He had just become an assistant priest and so his transition to service was now complete.
He said that the Bible had opened his eyes to the meaning of life. "It is the book of books. If you want to make progress in your life, you should read it and work on your spiritual development." When Zheka said this, it noticeably shook Arthur and inspired him to read the Bible.
"I haven't got a copy with me but you can buy one right now at the chapel," Zheka said. While he had been telling his story, his face was serious, calm, and peaceful. It was clear that this person had found his path. Eugene's – Zheka's – story had a real impact on Arthur.
* * *
Reaching the end of his story, Eugene was silent, then asked:
"And what do you live for?"
"That's exactly what I am trying to find out," Arthur answered.
"Oh, that desire is outstanding," Eugene told him.
"So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened." (Luke 11:9–10)
"Pray with an open heart. God hears everyone; if you are open, you will be given directions." Eugene started saying.
"It's not necessary at all to become a priest to find your own way," Eugene continued. "To reach his own, but I recommend reading, or even better, studying the Bible. Try to understand. You can only learn the truth in holy scriptures or books in which the wise and sage describe their lives. Other books can be useful, but the majority of them will only train your mind for work," Eugene offered.
After talking a little bit more, Eugene crossed his heart to bless Arthur and said, "God be willing, we'll meet again. I wish you good luck!"
They said good-bye to each other.
(Eugene later asked to be sent to a parish where no one else wanted to go. He got one with a high crime rate and a number of outlying prisons and military installations. He actively served and built up the church.
One day, while his wife was pregnant with their fifth child, three drunken men came up to their home, hit her on the head and took her money and purse. Zheka heard the noise and rushed out of the house. He saw three burly men leaving in no particular hurry, and told the oldest daughter to call emergency. He grabbed an oak plank and rushed to get them.
Their leader pulled a knife and hissed through his teeth, "Sure, Pope, you want some of this action, too? This isn't gonna be like selling candles in the church." In a minute, their leader lay with a fractured skull and the second one was writhing in pain, holding his stomach, "That's not very Godlike of you!" The third threw a rock at him and ran away. His wife had a miscarriage and Zheka couldn't move his right arm for a year. That rock had hit him on the shoulder.
He told his parishioners, "God has given me this lesson to learn to forgive those committing offenses against us."
In the court trial that followed, Eugene's actions were upheld, although he was temporarily excommunicated from the church. However, he didn't want to return to it. He was last seen in Moscow.
The man who had hit Zheka with a rock and run away had highly connected relatives who got him off on a suspended sentence. But he died a year later under mysterious circumstances at a construction site. The second was declared an invalid and also got a suspended sentence.
All this was later related to the author by a woman who was a relative of another priest who knew Father Eugene. She had visited me for a consultation in 2011.)
Arthur couldn't wait to read the materials he'd gotten. And it was true – the writings completely changed his life. Parkhomin's letter to his son was extraordinarily deep and deeply touching. By its very nature, it assumed that it would be the last contact between father and son.
Chapter VII
Signs of a True Fighter
The commuter train was half empty and as soon as Arthur got situated, he began to read the letter, almost ravenously; a letter that would be so helpful to many fathers and children.
Dear Kolya. Hello.
I hope you won't ever have to read this letter and that I will be able to tell you myself a lot of what is in it. Unfortunately, my intuition is telling me otherwise, that circumstances are playing out in such a way that we may never see each other again. Maybe I got seriously injured in some difficult engagement to which we were called and which developed into fierce fighting. You see, I'm the commander of a special-forces battalion and so we have to be in the middle of the action. A great number of well-armed and well-trained mujahedeen forces coming out of Pakistan are attacking us. That is the reason for this letter. I love you and your mom very much; you are very dear to my heart. You and my parents are the closest ones to me on this planet. I would like to raise you myself, but fear that is not likely to happen. I don't know if you would've approved of my decision or not, but when I was on leave I was offered a teaching position at the military academy by the Lieutenant-Colonel who teaches tactics. That's been my dream for a while now.
The Lieutenant-Colonel promised to delay my return to base and a transfer to the academy. But to do that, I would've had to lie and say that I was having some problems owing to a light concussion. Secondly, I couldn't just desert my men down there; it's not easy to find a replacement in short order. The young lieutenant there would've had to start fighting in my place which would've undoubtedly led to heavy losses. I realized that my obligation was to remain there and to let The Almighty decide how it plays out from there.
I wanted to tell you that I started to think about the meaning of our existence when I was still a child. I understood that our lives are quite short and the material things we accumulate can come to an end or disappear. Many years later, in Afghanistan, my real life made me realize this fact – our lives are so fleeting, everything can vanish, we can die or become a cripple at any moment. Everything is temporary. And so, I have a big request to you. You should become a person, in the largest sense of the word, that is, develop yourself as an individual being. When you go to sleep at night and recall the day's events, I don't want you to be ashamed or embarrassed about whatever you may have done.
In our lifetime it is important to keep high moral standards and to live up to them. Be honest and virtuous, including money. A person is judged in many ways by how he deals with money – is he stingy with it, addicted to it, contemptuous to those that have more, ready to betray for it? If so, he has a primitive association with it and he'll never be happy. You can't imagine how disgusting it is to see a soldier who steals convertible checks*[10] from those that sleep in the same barracks and with whom they march together to battle.
Before you do something, imagine yourself being in front of your teacher or your mother – would you do it if they were there? Never deceive anyone, as deception is born of fear. Never be afraid. We may lose something, anything can happen at any moment, but our inner state is something that will be with us forever. It is better to live poorly and more simply than to die with a guilty conscience.
Strive to read the books that raise and purify your consciousness and that teach you. Don't waste your time on 'empty' literature, and especially stay away from the kind that makes you more stupid.
When you go to school, I hope you will study well, but the main thing is to be highly moral. You'll forget physics, math, and other subjects no matter how well you studied them. The main thing to remember is why you are studying – for decent and moral reasons – and so always remain that way. The quality of your character will always define your wealth as a person. Your wholeness as a person doesn't depend on praise or the people around you, though you may get some objective criticism.
/ have another request – don't ever smoke or drink any alcohol. I tried alcoholic drinks in my youth, but trust me – it's junk, even beer. There's nothing worthwhile in it and using it doesn't make a man of you. Try to Understand that, more than anything else, it's a sign of weakness in a person to be unable to refuse to imbibe some alcohol, to agree to drink just to show you are tough or 'cool' to the people you are with. There is nothing like alcohol or smoking, much less narcotics, to destroy your body or psyche. From a psychological point of view, whether a teenager or adult has bad habits, it's a sign of weakness.
Many people say that they drink because it relieves stress. Whether that is true or not, I can't say, but here I am in one of the most stressful places, Afghanistan, and I don't drink alcohol and that's saved my life twice. I don't think I look worse or more stressed than those that "relieve stress' in that way. I've also noticed something about any level of officer that uses alcohol: the more they use it, the more problems they have with their state of mind and health after they are back home.
Three fellow soldiers with whom I studied at the institute drank themselves to death before they even turned 30. The path to degradation starts with a shot glass and a cigarette. Hard liquor does nothing to embellish a man, much less a woman.
I would like you to find your calling in life very much and work in that direction. I entered the military academy because in childhood I loved to play war, and also because I had no other way to live in another city and to study. Our poverty played its role in that choice; the military academy took care of all its students. I hope that when you grow up society will be different and you won't be cut off from the education that you want to have. But the main thing is that you should do what your heart calls you to, what you want to do most of all, not what is more prestigious or pays you more. It's also important that your activity brings good to the world and to the people all around. "Great is he who servers others'. The alternative is to feel pointlessness to life, and a meaningless life is the most terrible thing…
You should always have a goal in life. The most important goal to which we should strive is an unconditional love of God – a love without stipulations. Our job is to learn to love the way children love their mother, and a mother – her children. A person, when he can love, is truly alive. But you must be worthy of love; not everyone is able to love truly. Remember that. A great and pure love can only come from a great and pure heart. Don't forget that; protect your heart from jealousy, greed, aggression and other cumbersome vices.
Protect your mother and forgive me if I have done something in life that wasn't right. I still hope that, somehow, you won't have to read these words and that I can tell you all this myself. I love you very much. I give you my kisses. If God is willing, we'll see each other.
Your father, Captain Parkhomin
There were some quotes from the bible and other things Parkhomin had written. Arthur read it all through, reflected on it a long time, and was deeply moved.
Word from the author
In 2005 I ran a seminar on Eastern psychology in Canada. One of the students was a tall, young man, about 18 or 19. He was pleasant and intelligent, and he was quite interested in the topic of the seminar. He found out that I had earlier been an officer in the paratroopers and had served in the southern USSR, as his father had been. He spoke with a slight accent although he said he was Russian and Russian Orthodox, but the most interesting thing was that his last name was Parkhomin.
We got to talking after the seminar and I understood that this was the son of that unforgettable and glorious Captain Parkhomin. I told him that I was familiar with his father indirectly and he called his mother and we talked for some time by telephone.
The next day she came to see me, an attractive, calm woman with a barely discernible sadness in her eyes. She told me her story. After news of her husband's death, they had a very tough time for a couple years. Three years later, about the start of 1991, a certain Sasha called them and introduced himself as a close friend of her deceased husband. He asked them how they were and, understanding that they were barely getting by, suggested they leave the country.
After doing some inquiries into her relatives and ancestors, they came up with the idea to emigrate to Israel. It turns out her grandmother was Jewish. They decided to leave. He sent them the money they would need for several months and helped with the required documents. In Israel, friends of Sasha met them and helped them get settled.
They moved to Holon, not far from Tel-Aviv. After some time, that same Sasha called and, finding out that they were living rather poorly, that the son wasn't able to get enrolled in a good school, and that they hadn't particularly adapted to life there, he suggested that they emigrate to Canada. After having lived a year in Israel, they flew to Canada.
Sasha kept track of them, assisting them, prompting them on what to do. He paid for good lawyers to do what was needed and they were able to stay in Canada with sound financial backing. They lived four years in Montreal then moved to Toronto. Sasha continued to keep in touch with them and suggested what to do and several times passed on greetings from those who had served with her husband. Finally one day she asked, "You give me instructions so confidently; you must have been an officer above my husband, right?" He answered, "No, ma'am, we were in his charge."
Parkhomin's son grew up to be an upstanding, moral, godly person, interested in questions about the purpose of a human life; this is what brought him to my training. He speaks fluently in Russian, French, and English, and also in Hebrew, with a strong accent.
When his mother had given her 10-year old son his father's letter, he cried long and hard. In the morning, he promised her that she would never be ashamed of him and he would help her in any way he could. He said that when he died and met him in heaven, his father would be proud of him. He always kept a photograph of his father above his bed.
Parkhomin's widow showed me all the notes he made since his last year at the military institute and allowed them to be collected and printed. Among them were notes regarding ancient Eastern military arts, but pride of place was given to the importance of philosophy. In the end, the soul and world view are determinative of a person becoming a true warrior, thus, he must lay great value on philosophy. Fighting skills, though important, were of secondary importance.
Here are some quotes:
'– You can only defeat an enemy if you unconditionally love him.
'– The main victory is a victory over sloth, avarice, anger, and lust.
'– A true life and victory are possible only if we live in the present moment, here and now.
'– Life is a game; someone is playing the role of your enemy, someone else – that of a friend. You yourself play many roles. Don't get too used to any one – they are temporary and illusory
'– A true fighter and ruler is one that has no ties to this world, who is ready to die at any moment to fulfill his obligations, leaving all attachments to this world without regret.
'– A true warrior is known as grateful, fearless, and taciturn.
It turns out that Parkhomin studied karate and other forms of martial arts. He visited various libraries for books on history and philosophy.
Biblical and other quotations from Parkhomin's diary:
"If I speak in the languages of men and of angels, but have no love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have no love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have no love, I gain nothing." (I Corinthians 13:1–3)
"If you wish to accomplish works stamped with love and piety, do them with love and piety, do them with an open heart, and let not your actions be inspired by the hope of gain or by thought of profit." (The Life of Saint Issa, 9:16).
"Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others." (Philippians 2:4)
"A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another." (John, 13:34)
"Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins." (Peter 14:8)
"If anyone says, "I love God," yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. "(John I, 4:20)
"Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born by God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love." (John I, 4:7–8)
"Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. Be devoted to one another in brotherly love…" (Romans 12:9–10)
"…God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him."(John I, 4:16)
"Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love…"(Romans 13:8)
"Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are languages, they will be stilled…" (Corinthians I, 13:4–8)
"Dear friends, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us."(John I, 4:11–12)
"…Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you…" (Matthew 5:44)
"But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. Such «wisdom» does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil." (James 3:14–15)
"Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in the darkness." (John I, 2:9)
"…Love your neighbor as yourself." (Matthew 22:39)
"Love your brother like your soul; guard him like the pupil of your eye." (Thomas, 25)
"You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy. But I 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?…" (Mathew 5:43–46)
Chapter VIII
A Biblical Swim
The next four years passed by like a whirlwind – fast and busy – and he hardly made any entries in his diary. What follows are the main events.
Literally two weeks after his conversation with Eugene, Arthur was taking the evening commuter train for that weekend home-sitting task. A man with an intelligent face and pleasant manners sat down next to him. He held a Bible in his hands. He asked Arthur if he knew what the book was. Arthur answered that he wanted to read it very much. The man asked where such interest in the book was coming from and so Arthur told him briefly about his meeting with Eugene. The man then gave him the Bible as a gift.
The man was not particularly happy about Arthur planning to study the orthodox faith so seriously. He said that he had been an Orthodox Russian and had become disappointed in that faith. He suggested Arthur to learn on others' mistakes and not his own. He cited a number of quotations from the Bible about how the Russian Orthodoxy was going down the wrong path and not the direction the Bible would indicate. He started talking about how there were KGB officers among the priesthood and that the church is based on a business plan which always kowtows to the government.
"We have meetings and Bible studies are not far from your weekend home," he said. "If you'd like, stop by." Arthur came to the next study on Sunday and he really liked it. Pleasant, spiritual people greeted him warmly. Several of them were veterans of the war in Afghanistan.
There were also former drug addicts and alcoholics who owed their rehabilitation to their conversion to Christianity. He continued to meet regularly with the group even after he returned to Moscow and took an active part in charity work there, mainly, distributing food parcels and packages of Bibles.
About a year later, an American missionary group invited him to accompany them on a pan-Russian proselytizing tour. They discussed saving people and how necessary it was in Russia now to help many people truly convert to Christianity. He travelled to cities across Russia and helped the American preachers with translating and organizational matters. Sometimes he even conducted the lectures himself, which he liked a lot.
Their church received a lot of charitable contributions during those years. Though they shared the funds with everyone, virtually nothing was left for him. That was mainly because he didn't ask for anything but also because he didn't have a family. There were those that came with the hope of leaving for the USA or to get something from the church, but he didn't need anything. He knew he hadn't come there for material reasons.
He was constantly studying the Bible. He prayed a lot and travelled to various cities, giving lectures and proselytizing about converting to the Christian faith. Sometimes their groups were persecuted and they were accused of being sects.
Soon, he was offered an opportunity to study in America to become a pastor and he was very glad to accept. He had no intention at all of staying there. Arthur liked living and studying in the US, but he was a bit shocked to discover that many parishioners and fellow students, whether locals or from abroad, seemed to have a more formal mindset to procedures and study. He didn't feel that their hearts burned with the passion of the ideals. When you got right down to it, the course of study was not so much about the Bible as it was about how to convince others of your point of view, how to do collections, how to deal with members arriving at the service, etc. But it wasn't just that; he longed to return home because he missed a certain new member of their congregation, a girl, Nastya by name, whose family had moved to Moscow from Kazakhstan.
After returning to Russia, he continued his active service and in a half year he was promised a position as church pastor. He had fallen more deeply in love with Nastya and realized that he truly loved her, and moreover, that her parents liked him. This was important because they were already talking about how to organize the wedding in their church. His life, it seemed to him, was just perfect. And really – why shouldn't it be so? After all, he was serving Jesus Christ, who protected him from adversities. Every day was a positive confirmation that he was preaching the same principles on which he lived. There was no way to have foreseen the further developments that were to completely change his life and how he envisioned it.
* * *
Arthur was invited to visit a few cities in Eastern Siberia to preach with a youth group. These were not large cities; the honest and simple people there welcomed them warmly. Arthur was the senior representative and it was his great joy that Nastya was there, too. They held some explanatory lectures, gave out some Bibles, played a few concerts, and sang songs with Christian themes. He remembered one man in particular. He joined their church and promised to do everything entrusted to him. He told them how he had been an army driver in Afghanistan, that he had seen a lot of deaths there, and he himself had almost died. But for him, the current state of affairs in Russia was more alarming: whole villages drinking their lives away and many of the youth smoking and taking narcotics. In short, the nation was on a fast track to degradation, decline and fall. Many Orthodox priests themselves drank and were doing nothing to stop this catastrophe. "At least you don't drink, smoke, or take narcotics," he said.
After they had finished their two-week outreach tour, they were invited to a cruise on a beautiful river in their neck of the woods. At their disposal was a large pleasure boat which had hardly been used in the last few years because of the extreme drop in tourism. The weather was nasty and windy but the captain reassured them – "Don't worry, it's all right." Several families had gotten tickets, planning on a one-day cruise.
Everyone was in a good mood and the scenic views were fantastic. Arthur's group was sitting in the stern. They had been singing a few Christian hymns, were discussing some situations in the Bible, and were sharing some of the prominent moments from the last few days. Then a hard rain broke out, the wind became more intensive, and the sun slipped into the sunset.
All of a sudden, in the middle of the river, the motor stalled and the captain started cussing. A sailor walking by their group mentioned that the boat was old and no one had checked it in a long time. The river's current was strong, pulling them further and further along. They had expected they would be stopping at a small town that soon appeared, but they drifted on. Matters got a bit worse when at one bend they were amid a lot of floating timber and the captain gave the order to head to the shore not far to the right. The motor made one hopeful roar and purred for several minutes, then gave up for good. About five minutes later the electricity went out. Finally, when the boat beached on a sandbar about 50–70 meters from the shore, everyone knew that the situation had reached a critical stage. The boat was sinking by and by on the starboard side. The water was cold, no more than 15 degrees,[11] although it was June.
The captain gave out a few life vests and told everyone to swim to shore. Some people took planks from the benches. Nastya, Arthur's fiancée, could not swim. Arthur grabbed a floating timber from alongside the boat and ordered her to hold onto it and, holding her protectively, pushed forward.
The captain stood on deck and gave out some commands from time to time on the bull horn. His choice of words, so to say, was not meant for a church crowd. He had a strong and loud voice. After most had deserted ship, a few large logs hit it and some parts began breaking off. Almost everyone still on the ship at that point dove in. The water was extremely cold, cramping your whole body up.
Arthur was able to help Nastya to shore rather quickly and asked her to remain at a safe distance from the river. He then went back in the water to help others as long as it looked like there were still people who hadn't yet come to the shore. After the captain himself reached the shore, Arthur got out of the water, tottered, and fell. He was gasping, his whole body ached and he was shivering from the cold.
Very soon after, he saw a rescue group arriving in a truck. The captain, it turns out, had been able to get out an SOS call. They reassured people, handed out hot tea, and for the men, they offered spirits "for warming". They promised that in just a few minutes cars would be arriving. They went up to Arthur and offered him some liquor to sip but he refused, saying, "Not necessary."
The rescue group handed out old jackets, blankets, and towels. The survivors quickly toweled off and wrapped themselves in blankets. Their fear quickly turned into a great joy – they had made it to shore and what's more, could make tomorrow's evening train to Moscow. They started getting sent off in cars. Another car arrived, and then a police officer appeared, promising to get to the bottom of the matter and find the guilty parties. He went up to Arthur and told him, "Excellent work, young man. You're a hero. You saved several people's lives. We want to sort this out, conduct an investigation. Did someone wreck the motor on purpose, for instance? Was theft involved?" He asked the people not to disappear once they got back to the school.
Two women said that they had lost money. The driver of the second car shouted, "Everyone get seated. We're taking you to the school now and you can warm up there."
Suddenly, Arthur remembered that two children who couldn't swim had been left on the boat. Their Aunt had asked a sailor to take them to their parents once they berthed. Arthur remembered that when he had first hit the water he had heard someone crying. Least of all now did he want to crawl back into the water, especially since the chance of finding the kids was almost nil. But there it was – the kids were not in any car.
The sailor charged with their care had himself almost drowned, having hit his head when he fell off the boat suddenly. The captain, sobering up, was barely breathing. He had slipped, then fallen into the water and swam to shore thinking that the rescue team would deal with the people on shore. In turn, the rescuers on shore had decided that everyone was already ashore. After all, everyone said that all their friends and relatives were there.
Arthur intuitively felt that the children were still on the boat. Of course, he could do as he was told and return with everyone to the school. They would call him a hero anyway; he had done everything right, everything he could've done. But if he were to disappear and go back to the boat now, it wouldn't be understood, especially if he wasn't found. In fact, people might ask, hadn't he run away from the policeman?
He stood there in the darkness, some distance apart from the second car. The first car and the policeman had already left. The only person still there that could help was the driver – a middle-aged man, overweight, not healthy-looking. Those that had just come out of the water could hardly help him. And then, without any further ado, the second car took off. Arthur was gripped by a crushing fear, but strapped on a life vest and entered the water. Without thinking, he recited a prayer, but then his heart spoke to him, "God, now that you have brought me here, my obligation is to try and save those children. I will do everything in my power to save them, but if it is my fate to die saving, then accept this sacrifice as a humble attempt to serve you." A kind of euphoric feeling passed over him, an unusual joy, a feeling of being one with everything. An internal peace filled his body. It gave him strength and a precise vision of what he needed to do. He was totally engrossed in the current moment.
* * *
He'd had a similar feeling two months ago on a walk in which he had confessed his love to Nastya. It was a sincere feeling connected directly to his heart and which inspired him to serve Christ. Nastya had confessed her love in return. Arthur had walked, prayed, and said, "God, I don't need anything from her. I just want to make her happy. I have prayed so much and observed penance, and tried so hard to serve you. Please, take all the fruits of my labor for her, and if I must sacrifice my life for her, then I am ready." Then he felt an unexpected joy emanating from his heart, a feeling of unity with the world. These two spiritual experiences were very similar.
* * *
Arthur swam without fear, pushing a safety float in front of himself. The current took him straight to the boat. As he swam closer, he saw that the boat had partially broken apart and was almost completely filled with water. However, the stern's poop deck was high above the water and it was there that he had heard the crying when he had earlier left the boat. Arthur climbed back on board and headed toward where he had heard them. He felt blood oozing out of his leg and he realized he must have cut it on some metal and wood bobbing in the water.
He reached the stern poop deck and found two brothers, aged 10 and 12. He asked them dazedly how it is that they had remained here. They stopped crying and began talking over each other, that they didn't think that everyone would leave them there, that they swim badly, and so on. Arthur tied them to the rescue float by their waists, then used cord and string to tie the three large, stray pieces of driftwood together. He told them to lie on this raft of sorts as best they could with them on their float atop it. He himself only held on partway.
The full moon lit up their way all around. When they entered the water and pushed off from the boat, they were quickly pulled to the middle of the river where there was a strong current. Unfortunately, Arthur wasn't able to swim to the shore pulling such a load. He tried with all his might to hold onto the boys. Suddenly he felt a powerful blow to his waist. Several floating logs in the river had hit him hard and he felt a terrible pain through his body and he even thought his leg had been severed.
All at once, Arthur saw – just some ten meters away – a tree and the shore. He called out to the children to paddle to shore with just their float. He didn't have any strength left, but summoning what he had, he made it to their now-abandoned raft. The shore seemed to be farther and farther away and he was in no condition to swim. Half-conscious, he continued his journey. It seemed to be an eternity.
At about daybreak, Arthur reached a sandy shore. Crawling with his hands alone, he pulled himself a few meters up onto land, leaving a bloody trail, then lost consciousness. They told him later that some people had come down from their country cabins to take a morning dip and found him there. He lay there, bloody from his legs to his belly, blue from the cold, hardly breathing. They rushed him to the local hospital thinking that, once again, a drunken vacationer had come down to the river to bathe and had gotten struck by floating timber.
* * *
Arthur came to in a hospital. He was feeble and the only thing he remembered was doctors constantly around him. After two days the doctors asked him his first and last name, where he was from, and whether he had an I. D. Arthur couldn't speak but could indicate 'no' by shaking his head, for instance, no passport. As to whether he had relatives, here, too, he shook his head. He was mostly concerned that his mother or Nastya not see him in this condition.
"So, an orphan, hmmm?" the doctor asked and he gave a supportive nod. "Did someone attack you?" he was then asked and he shook his head. "Did you take a dip at night and get struck by some floating wood?" To this last question he indicated 'yes'.
In another two days the hospital's chief physician appeared in order to give an additional examination, turning him unceremoniously from side to side. This was extremely painful to Arthur but he didn't have the energy to cry out. They prescribed some medicine. The attending physician told him, "We can cure your cold, even if it turns into pneumonia, but from your lower spine down you're badly busted up. I'm sorry to say that you'll have to forget about your old life, including your manhood. In all likelihood, you are going to be paralyzed from your hips down. You just need to lie here now and recuperate somewhat. Moving you by vehicle is out of the question, even if it is only to the district's main branch."
"Maybe helicopter?" Arthur asked. "Where would we get a helicopter?" the doctor chuckled. "We have a beat-up old van for an ambulance, but our roads are so bad, you wouldn't make it the 300 km. to our central hospital. They couldn't do anything much there to help you anyway."
This all hit Arthur pretty hard and he plunged into depression. He lay there, pale, staring at one point on the ceiling. A middle-aged nurse took care of him around the clock. They brought him food but he had no appetite and refused to eat it. The nurse used some scare tactics, showing him a syringe and the force-feeding equipment they would use if he continued not to eat. He then came around to eating a little bit.
He had lost his entire meaning of life, saw no future; all his glorious plans – in tatters. He would feel a searing pain at the slightest touch, even if they just turned his body or if he moved in his sleep.
He couldn't imagine how his life could go on; he didn't want to be an invalid with his dear Nastya. That was out of the question. Just thinking about her seeing him in this condition was painful. And so he didn't tell anyone anything about himself.
A man came to see him a few times. He looked to be about 50. He helped Arthur get cleaned and asked if there was anything he could get him. The nurse said that this odd man had been coming here regularly for a few years now and would work for two or three months as an orderly. He didn't talk about himself but there were rumors about him – that he lived somewhere abroad, that he was a professor. He was different from other men in that he didn't drink at all and always did whatever he was asked to do. He would often stay after work with the patients and just talk with them, give them encouragement. He sometimes handed out Bibles.
Arthur realized that this man was a preacher from some Christian organization. He knew they also taught how to help people in hospitals and to spread the word of God. He knew that they didn't interpret the Bible correctly. He had no desire to argue or defend his now-crumbling faith. A deep hatred of the world and of Christ had suddenly taken over Arthur. It seemed to him that Christ had turned his back on him and that his life was completely ruined, even though he hadn't turned 30 yet. As if that wasn't bad enough, here he was in this pauper's hospital, where one nurse had to take care of 30 beds. He still felt very severe pains though he couldn't feel his legs at all. He was entirely dependent on other people and couldn't do anything for himself. Now Satan had sent him this pseudo-Christian orderly.
And this is what he got after serving with all his heart, carrying out the church's teachings? Was his life now going to be one of permanent disability, impotence, living in miserable conditions, and utter loneliness? Arthur sobbed, lamenting out loud, "God, why have you forsaken me? What are you punishing me for? Why have you handed me over to Satan? I only wanted to serve you completely! Why don't you love me anymore?"
* * *
The 'orderly-professor' sometimes took over the nurse's duties when she wasn't able to take care of Arthur. Several times he cleaned the room and brought flowers, which was certainly not part of his duty. But Arthur made it clear he didn't want to talk to him. The man didn't force himself on him; he calmly and cheerfully cleaned the room, singing something to himself, and left. As time went on, Arthur noticed that when this man came into his room, his spirits were raised; they became calmer and brighter.
Arthur began asking him some general kinds of questions such as what's going on in the hospital or why the staff is so mean. He was then told, in a calm voice devoid of judgment, how people lived in that town, which included the medical staff.
Arthur was shocked at the state of poverty of the hospital. Doctors received miserably low salaries for their work, despite the fact that their work was intensive and difficult and that there were lots of patients. He couldn't imagine how you could even live in a small town on such money. Sometimes staff members came to work drunk.
Little by little, they somehow started to discuss more personal and deeper matters. Arthur opened himself up to Mikhalych[12] (as his name turned out to be) after Mikhalych answered a certain question that Arthur unexpectedly posed to him: "Okay, so when are you going to start pushing your religion on me?" Mikhalych was taken aback; clearly the question didn't make sense to him. "I am not engaged in any type of proselytizing," Mikhalych told him. "I don't belong to or attend any specific religious organization."
After that, Arthur lightened up and calmed down. Still he had to ask, "But you hand out Bibles to people?" Mikhalych explained to him, "Yes, sometimes people ask me to bring them in. So, I go to the local church and get a few copies. You know, it's better that people read the Bible than some pulp novels."
"So, Arthur, will you tell me how it came that you ended up here?" one day Mikhalych asked him after dinner. Arthur said he would tell him if he gave his word not to tell anyone. "Okay, but talk a little quieter and let me close the door all the way," Mikhalych said in agreement. Arthur rather unexpectedly decided to trust this man, telling him his whole life up to that moment. Mikhalych was more than a little surprised, "Huh! And here everyone figures that you lost your memory as a result of the accident, but it turns out you remember everything."
Mikhalych was truly engrossed in Arthur's story. He asked a lot of questions, especially when it came down to Arthur's mission in life, his spiritual quest – to find out the purpose of life. He liked Zheka's story, too. He was surprised at finding out how little time it had taken Arthur to realize that greedily clamoring on money only makes us unhappy.
Finishing up his long narration, Arthur stated bluntly to Mikhalych that Christ had turned away from him and that Satan had won. "But Arthur, don't you know that sometimes the love of God is manifested in the difficult ordeals which He has presented us?" Mikhalych asked him. "Very well, though; let's discuss that and other questions another time. It's already late midnight. My goodness; how we've just talked ourselves into the next day!"
From that day on, Mikhalych would stop by to see Arthur every evening after his shift and they would talk for an hour or two. These talks had a pivotal effect on Arthur's world view, his life, and his health. He received answers to all his questions and even got some detailed practical guides. He just had not imagined that there such wise people existed.
Chapter IX
Treachery from Heaven
Those first weeks, the first month, were the hardest ones in Arthur's life. He couldn't even have imagined that it could be so bad. Things were bad for him in every way, especially physically. The doctors told him after another examination that maybe some organs had been damaged. He couldn't move, but if he did move or the cleaning lady accidentally hit the bed while cleaning, he felt an incredible pain in his back and stomach. To Arthur, his life was over, and yet it was a mere month ago that he had felt his life was only just beginning.
The doctors left him alone and came only a couple times a week to examine him and would say, "You need to stay here for a few months and then we'll decide what to do with you." Arthur asked whether a specialist or professor might be brought in. They only chuckled in reply, "No one ever comes here." By all counts, the doctors themselves didn't know what to do with him or what diagnosis to give. The x-rays showed that he had a severely displaced spinal column, but the appearance of blood in his urine and painful digestion likely indicated that some internal organs had suffered some trauma, though analysis didn't indicate anything too severe.
Arthur asked Mikhalych to call his friend in Moscow. Mikhalych came by later to Arthur's room and gleefully told him the news he'd gotten from his religious friend. Arthur had died, he was told, saving other people. Jesus had taken him up to be with him and we all pray for him; now he is in eternity with Jesus. Mikhalych continued to smile broadly and said, "If that's the way people talk about you, it's a good sign."
The two boys had been saved and hadn't even caught a cold. They told others that some man who had rescued them from the boat had drowned, caught by some floating log. They didn't ever find his body, but they hadn't really searched too long. They had waited ten days for his body to float ashore, but it never appeared. They were looking for his mother now to tell her what had happened. Mikhalych asked them not to trouble her and promised to speak with her himself and tell her everything. This news was like a knife twisting in him anew over his moral torment.
* * *
"Everyone thinks that Christ has taken me home," Arthur considered. "Yes, he's taken me… he has sent me permanent torture, since every day is like ten years." Once again, for the thousandth time, he felt the question magnifying his pain and haunting him – "Why?"
Now it was June and the weather out of the window was delightful. It bolstered his mood. He found himself thinking how he had become so attached to Mikhalych. If not for him, Arthur would have gone insane in this hospital with its dirty, old wall tiles, and him lying in his corner room which hadn't been fixed up for ages. His talks with Mikhalych had helped him greatly. Their conversations had gotten more and more philosophical.
One night, Mikhalych started their usual nightly conversation with a question: "Why do you consider yourself a believer?"
Arthur gagged on the question.
"Well, as I told you," he began. "I have spent the last few years studying how to serve God; I didn't even miss a service, a Sunday. I would spend hours praying sometimes, I studied the Bible, know a lot of quotes from it by heart, and, pardon the lack of humility, I participated in a lot of charitable actions.
Mikhalych continued with a friendly smile, "But do you believe in God? See, it's interesting. I hear you being angry at God, that you don't agree that you have been taken to "God's Kingdom".
"What kingdom!?" Arthur cried out. "Look around you."
"But isn't God's Kingdom inside each of us, as Jesus himself said?" Mikhalych continued.
Arthur stopped himself. Although he felt that, behind Mikhalych's good-natured dig, there was something there, that it all had some sound basis, still, he wasn't sure what it was. That was starting to annoy him.
"Yes, I am angry at God. Satan has taken me, and He has permitted this all to happen, and now here I am, and that's why it's hard for me to pray to Jesus," Arthur voiced his objection.
"Arthur, wait a minute. Are you saying that Satan is on a par with God and that they're always doing battle? Is that what you're really saying?" Mikhalych asked.
Arthur thought to himself for a moment: "Do I really believe that Satan and God are equals? That would be a strange God who always has to slug it out with Satan." Arthur caught himself at that and confessed, "Yes, of course, truly, all is God and God is the source of all."
"Many saints and holy people say that God is everywhere. Can you really believe that something could happen here on Earth without God's knowledge?" Mikhalych asked.
Arthur agreed, citing a quote: "It's true – 'Not a blade of grass shall stir without God knowing of it.»
"So, should we not thank the Lord for everything?" Mikhalych asked.
Arthur's rage boiled over again, "What should I thank Him for? I'm a cripple now, an invalid for my whole life."
"But there's some reason to that. You sacrificed yourself but at least you saved some people. Maybe God wanted this to happen with some sort of purpose in your situation."
"Some spiteful God! Why didn't he save me?" exclaimed Arthur.
"Why spiteful? You have some primitive, pagan idea of what God is," Mikhalych replied.
Arthur winced at that: now he was being called pagan. In his religion that had to be the lowest blow; it was the one thing that differentiated Christians from other religions.
"What kind of pagan do you take me for? I don't worship any idols," Arthur protested.
"That's not the defining factor. Consider: if you believe in God, you should see Him in everything, in every atom. After all, nothing may happen without God's awareness of it. We have been brought here to this Earth to develop ourselves, and developing ourselves in a real way consists of increasing our love of God."
Is that not what the first commandment of the New Testament tells us?
Love God with all your heart and all your mind, and love your neighbor as yourself.
Since God has let this happen for some reason, it must be for the best. What happened to you also has a heavenly purpose and it, too, is for the best. We just have to understand what that means – for the best. If you consider yourself a transitory body, then the best would be when you live in comfort and are prosperous and successful; and 'bad' would be sickness, enemies, failures – all of which would supposedly be from the devil. Then you would only come to the church to ask God for health, prosperity, and protection from the devil and all his failures, suffering, and misery. And that would be a paganistic perception in essence, regardless of whether you worship idols of God or not.
Arthur remembered, to his shame, that as a pastor, he even taught and encouraged parishioners to ask that God grant them various benefits and comforts in this world.
"It's not hard to see that the first Disciples of Christ, all holy and truly progressive individuals, did not turn to the Lord with such requests. Quite the opposite, they often chose the more difficult path, but always thanked and served him. Why? Because they were living on a spiritual level; they knew that they were souls, and their essential, eternal value was one of godly, unconditional love; that everything in this world is transitory – money, glory, philosophic and religious doctrines, ideals. It follows that you should not get attached to anything, since any attachment and dependency is a source of suffering, because it cuts you off from Love and fills you with fear and greed. They saw only one reason for this heavenly drama (or comedy, depending on how you look at it) – that our lives should help us become closer to God, which is, in essence, Love. Therefore, they always tried to be givers not takers, unlike those at the corporal level. They served everyone and loved everyone, since they saw God in everyone and everything. They were always grateful, as opposed to the corporeal/users, who, as a rule, only put on pretenses and if they visited a church, it would be to ask in their prayers for health and success. Satan, though, is not some terrible 'devil' that takes away our material well-being, but rather our own personified ego. And the more that grows, the more it brings fear, greed, self-interest, dependence, aggression, anger, and other negative character traits into a person's life. They make a person unhappy and sick.
"You mean, like me?" Arthur asked sarcastically.
"Pretty much, yes. Do you really not know that everything that happens around us is a reflection of our inner world? Believe me; if you live with a harmonic world view, you will be happy wherever you are. Virtually all illnesses and accidents begin with thoughts out of harmony."
"You mean, I can be cured and happy? Come on, Mikhalych…" Arthur objected.
"'On faith will it be rendered to you… Are not these words of Paul the Apostle, the most often-preached words in your church?" Mikhalych retorted.
"So, in other words, I am a disbelieving egotist who deserves this hellish life? And after all I have done…" Arthur let out disappointedly. He was hurting so much that he was ready to burst out crying.
"Do you consider yourself great and righteous, an angel in the flesh?" Mikhalych asked. "Is that not hubris speaking, my friend?"
It was like he'd had cold water splashed on him. He had half a mind to throw something at Mikhalych, but a quiet voice inside him said, "He is wise; you know he's right." Arthur remembered how distasteful it had been to meet with two pastors in the US, one of whom had been born in Moscow. Although they spoke so beautifully, they did everything with an air of theatricality. They organized huge charity projects, and they reeked of exclusivity and extraordinariness.
On the other hand, some believers from the Moscow region who had served time in Soviet jails for their beliefs never strived to achieve high posts in the church. They performed a great deal of public works, such as construction and cleaning, and if people started praising them, they humbly walked away. Arthur especially remembered his Uncle Saveli who had done twelve years' time in the Far East for his beliefs. When he was released, however, he asked for nothing and would even serve when he was sick. In fact, he didn't shun any filthy work although he had a college degree. He inspired Arthur more than these preachers with their beautiful-sounding speeches. If he gave advice, his words went straight to the heart.
He remembered, one day they had carried some groceries to a charity cafeteria and Arthur had been extremely disconcerted that not all the helpers had come. They hadn't known there was going to be so much work. Saveli very simply said, "Just do the work for Jesus and no one else and do it with all your heart or not at all; because the good you do is first and foremost for yourself. Read a prayer or remember words of The Scripture rather than fuming with resentment."
Arthur put himself in his place. Saveli wouldn't be acting as Arthur was now. Of course not. Rather, Arthur saw himself behaving more like those rich 'pretty talkers'. Realizing that, he felt the lowness of his current behavior.
Seeing that Arthur was deeply troubled and thinking everything over, Mikhalych gave him a good-natured slap on the shoulder and got ready to go.
"So, I can get better if I change?" Arthur spoke out suddenly.
"It's possible. I have seen many cases – worse than yours – get better, in fact, in this very hospital. But getting cured shouldn't be your main concern," Mikhalych replied.
"What should be my main concern?"
"Reaching an understanding of Unconditional Love – that is the main thing for any truly spiritual, faithful person," Mikhalych told him with a smile.
'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 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: (Matthew, 22:37–40)
"Rest now; see you tomorrow."
* * *
Arthur started to write down all his conversations with Mikhalych in a notebook. He had begun again to make entries of the main points in his diary but he scrupulously wrote down the one-on-one talks he had with Mikhalych every night.
Arthur analyzed what he had written down and came to a definite conclusion. "It's a fact; if God exists and I am a true believer, then I must accept that He had some purpose in mind to allow this to happen, as with many other events in my life."
Mikhalych offered once again to call his beloved fiancée, but Arthur told him not to.
"I don't want her to come here; I don't want to ruin her life. It will be better for them – for everyone – if I am just dead," he said.
"Well, you truly must love her," Mikhalych decided.
At first, Arthur would try to prove something to Mikhalych; he would interrupt him often and try to convince him of something. Mikhalych listened calmly and attentively. He never got irritated, even if Arthur asked him the same question again and again with different words. His attitude toward a person he spoke with was respectful, and Arthur really felt it. Later, Arthur noticed that this was his behavior with everyone. He had no need to prove anything or convince anyone of anything; at times it seemed he himself was learning and trying to figure it all out. He was a simple man, humble and wise.
Mikhalych didn't hide the fact that he was very happy about many moments in Arthur's life.
* * *
"Why did you decide that you should serve Jesus; why did you turn to religion?" Mikhalych asked him on the second day when their conversations began.
Arthur explained that he simply wanted to find out our purpose or mission in life and came to understand that it was to serve Jesus.
"That is to say, you came to understand, through the prism of your religious company, that the purpose of life was to serve Jesus?" Mikhalych asked.
"It's not a 'company'; we truly are inspired by Jesus," Arthur answered.
"Can't everybody else, who is not in your church, also be inspired by Jesus?" Mikhalych calmly retorted.
Arthur hesitated, then, "Maybe some can, but now that I think about it… not the vast majority. And consider – see how much grief Orthodoxy and Catholicism have brought to the world."
"How much good have you brought to the world?" asked Mikhalych.
"We give people a true understanding of the Book," Arthur spoke, now a little unsure. Then, taking a breath, more confidently added, "We do works of charity, we distribute free copies of the Bible, we feed the poor – that is a lot of good."
"Wait a minute. Who do you give food to – everyone where you go? You arrive at a village, a community, a township and you give out food to everyone?" Mikhalych asked.
"No, we give food to those that come to us in the church; we help a lot of people immigrate to America," continued Arthur.
"And the Bibles – do you also give them out to anyone?" asked Mikhalych.
"Yes, we gave out Bibles on the street and inserted flyers inviting people to our church," Arthur answered.
"Well, that is, from everything you have told me, it appears that you performed your services in order to increase the size of your flock, not just to help the needy, not regardless of their joining your faith. That's not completely charity. You also fed, mainly "your own"; plus you also contributed ten percent to «your» church," Mikhalych pointed out.
Arthur let out an objection: "Well, why help all those demons?"
"I see… other people are all 'demons', but members of your church are all divine? That is, nothing dirty or base has happened in all the many years of the history of your denomination?" Mikhalych asked.
Arthur hesitated, because he knew that in Russia as well as America, there were not just isolated instances to the contrary. The pastors might speak of the good yet then it would turn out someone had run off with the money or was leading an extravagant lifestyle. On Sunday services, though, they would speak to the congregation against it.
A very clear example of this was a time when a person from Moscow headed a chanty mission. He was a righteous man; he quoted a lot from the Bible although he would often criticize others. One day he just disappeared and, together with him, everything in the warehouse, including the goods and money. That had been a shock to Arthur, because he had trusted that person whose inspirational words had lit a fire in him.
"Did you have any saints?" Mikhalych asked, interrupting his thoughts.
This question left Arthur grasping for straws, so he asked, "What do you mean?"
"For instance, Mother Theresa, Saint Francis of Assisi, Seraphim of Sarov – people, who did so much for humanity and who had renounced the trappings of this world."
Arthur reflected on this but couldn't call to mind anyone whom he could name as such a saint, since many pastors worked in business as a sideline to their service to the church. He hadn't heard of anyone who had been canonized, who had renounced everything, who was living in caves or monasteries, sacrificing himself for humanity – and this outraged him.
"What are you trying to do – bring me over to your beliefs by proving that my church is the devil's church?" Arthur said with vicious resentment. "You're a little too 'esoteric' for a simple orderly. Aren't you the devil's servant yourself?" Arthur rejoined.
"Yeah, sure, the one that's always doing battle with God and often forcing God to lose," chuckled Mikhalych.
Arthur took a while to find his words. "To what religion or faith are you trying to draw me?"
Mikhalych calmly answered, "Now, why have you decided that I want to win you over or change you to another religion or sect?"
"Well then, why do you come here, who are you anyway? How did you end up in this podunk town? Why don't you drink, like everyone else? Who are you? I don't know anything about you. I only know that you've worked here every summer for the last two or three years. Where do you come from and why do you come particularly to me?" Arthur had a hard time containing his indignation.
Mikhalych calmly answered, "You know, my intuition and heart have been telling me that it's the right thing to come and just talk with you like this. Well, first, don't forget that you, after all, invited me. As for religion, well…I figure that every religious organization has its minuses and it's not that important which church or other a person goes to. He can choose not to go at all. What's important is his sincere striving for the heavenly, how he lives in harmony, to what degree he's humble, peaceful, and if he acts selflessly. As for how a person looks on the outside, what country he's from, culture, religion, I repeat: it doesn't mean very much to me. If you want, I can tell you about my life, how I have come to be who I am. By the way, thank you for telling me your story. It has been very interesting and helpful to me to hear it. I can tell by it that you and I are similar. Let me tell you my story tomorrow, but let it be just between us, like with yours. Okay?"
With that, he bid Arthur good night.
Chapter X
An Unusual Life Story
"Out with it; tell me about yourself, Mikhalych," was the first thing out of Arthur's mouth when Mikhalych stopped in the next day.
His story made a great impression on Arthur.
Mikhalych was born in the former Soviet Union, but he didn't know where exactly. When he was less than a year old, his father died on the battlefront in 1945, and his mother died later that year from typhoid fever and pneumonia. A childless Jewish couple adopted him. He can't remember his natural parents; he was adopted when he was only two. His adoptive parents had no children but they wanted one very much. When they visited an orphanage to find out whether there might be a Jewish child, at that moment a little boy went out and asked in a hopeful voice, "Are you here for me? Are you my parents?" They saw in it a sign of the Lord and decided to adopt him.
They gave Mikhalych a good upbringing and education and they loved him very much. In the early 70's they took him with them to Israel and he remembers how strongly he resisted it. He had graduated from an institute, he was a staunch supporter of communism, he wanted to join the party, and wanted to develop communism – but that moment his parents wanted to leave the country. They almost had to force him physically to go; they promised him that, if he didn't like it there, he could return.
Israel fascinated him but it was hard at first. He learned a lot about the true history of the USSR, about the terrible repression, about the dictator regimes, and it shook him – he had planned to dedicate his life to the implementation and growth of communism.[13]
In about a year and a half he entered the university, but in 1973 war began. He was called to serve in the army immediately because the situation was so very dire. Everyone thought that Israel was going to lose. His company was protecting some heights in the Arabian Desert, and over half the complement got killed, including their commander. Mikhalych himself suffered a slight concussion. It was there he began to think for the first time about the meaning of life and its purpose. There hadn't been particular heroism in his unit, as opposed to other units of the Israeli army, or something akin to Parkhomin's stories. They had just fallen first under aerial bombardment followed by heavy shelling, being in the second echelon of defense. The wounded, including him, were removed to the rear, but those still able went back into battle.
The Israeli army accomplished a miracle by dealing a crushing blow to their enemy. But almost every Israeli family suffered a loss and sometimes the entire family perished. Two years later his mother contracted cancer and died, despite having miraculously survived bomb and terrorist attacks.
Then he understood that everything was fleeting and lost all interest in achieving something in the material world and in the life, and decided to study Judaism. His father made him give his word he'd graduate from the university, and he did. He graduated with honors from the history department and plunged headlong into the study and practice of Judaism.
He studied in a yeshiva[14] and wanted to become a rabbi. He took supplemental classes on "The history of religion" at the university which led him to conduct some classes on the history of other religions for those studying the Torah. The opportunity to study various spiritual directions excited him more deeply.
He studied heart and soul, learned new things, and traveled throughout Israel and around the world, but his main research was the history of Judaism. All the time he worked on it, he followed strict Judaic religious requirements.
He liked what he was doing. He married a devout young woman. They had three children; she couldn't have any more as it was contraindicated for medical reasons.
At the end of the 70's, his father, a well-known engineer, was invited to work in the US, and he was able to help set his son up at a university there. Mikhalych readily agreed, first and foremost because he didn't want his children growing up in an atmosphere of terrorism and under the constant threat of war.
They immigrated to the US. He was invited to teach at the university, at first, just the history of Judaism, but in time, all the other world religions. He was also chosen to join the main synagogue of their area. He became a respected rabbi and defended two dissertations.
Yet, despite his accomplishments, he didn't feel an inner satisfaction about life. What's more, he felt fettered, weighed down by the formality and rituality of Judaism. He expanded his spiritual quest and in the following ten years became quite interested in Buddhism and Sufism, and intently studied their practices. Then he turned to Vedic practices and that's where he remained.
He traveled to India many times and to Southeast Asia. He participated in a multi-week expedition to the Himalayas and Tibet.
This surprised his father and wife, but they accepted his search for the Truth. His wife continued to observe strict Judaic canonic tradition, yet now added to it certain practices: they ate only healthy foods, became vegetarians, and practiced yoga and breathing exercises. In fact, his wife started holding health classes for Jews, using what she had learned from her husband. Their children adapted to it easily and were happy and healthy.
"So, are you trying to say that you can be healthy and able to work and yet not eat meat?" Arthur interjected.
"In fact, you can only be healthy if you don't eat meat. If you take an unbiased approach to the question you won't find a single reinforcing factor for eating meat. Sometimes I have to work 14 hours in a row. Do I look weak? But that is a whole separate topic," Mikhalych answered.
"Can you tell me about some conclusions you reached regarding your religious research?" Arthur asked.
"Yes, I can. One major realization is the singular nature of God. God is one – that is what every person needs. Every people's culture tells us of its understanding of God and its ability to receive heavenly revelations."
"I came to understand that it is harder to find God within many religious organizations than from without. Why? In such organizations there is a struggle for power and those that make it to the administrative arms, as a rule, are those that desire power, fame, and money. Every organization needs money and property to maintain itself, and that implies some sort of politics."
"I understood that to get at the truth you must, first of all, have a sincere motivation and conviction, but the main thing I understood – or rather experienced – is that we are souls, not bodies. It was the realization that motivated me to undertake an in-depth study of Eastern sages."
"Well, what happened," Arthur asked, "that made you want to turn to the East and make such a serious study of spiritual issues? When did you understand that you were not just a body? How did you 'experience' it?"
"I got in an accident in 1985. The clinical death which I experienced made me look for answers outside of Judaism," he answered.
Hearing Mikhalych now, Arthur remembered his father and his stories of his clinical death.
"I had been riding my bike and a very large car swerved over unexpectedly. I flew head over heels for several meters in the air and fell onto my back, twisted my neck, and hit my head. At that moment, I left my body and saw myself from the side. I saw other cars stop and people running over to my bleeding, lifeless body lying in the road. Someone called an ambulance and it arrived quite soon. It was interesting that I could see around me for 360 degrees, smell all the smells, hear many people talking at once, and I could walk through walls and through people."
"I'm here!" I called out to them, but no one heard me.
While I saw the paramedics approaching, a sort of tunnel appeared and I started to float upwards. My life played out right there in front of my eyes in a split second. I suddenly realized that I had led a senseless life and saw myself clearly as an overly-proud man, owing to many factors: I was a religious leader who strictly followed the prescribed path and rules; I had several graduate degrees, and was a famous teacher.
I would frequently look down on people; on the other hand, I hung on their very words for approval, although I was already about 40. Yet I would get very disturbed when I saw something in their behavior that I didn't approve of. I discovered that I had tucked away in myself a lot of anger as well as a good share of miserliness and fear of being without money. Time seemed to be running at a different speed in that state; there was a different perception. It was only then that I realized I had led my life in vain in many ways, though barely a few minutes ago I had considered myself a great person, very talented and righteous, who, before entering heaven, was saving the righteous, acting as the hands of the Supreme Being on Earth.
After this «show» of my life, the tunnel transported me to a bright place, where everything was saturated with love. Several illuminated and peaceful souls stood around me and I took this to be in the nature of a trial. They observed what I had done well in my life; rather, they beheld my prior life with love and without prejudice or predilection, flashing as it was before their eyes. Their interest was mainly in the motives for what I had done rather than the actions themselves, and – what was the most important – whether the source of these actions was rooted in self interest or love.
It was wholly new for me, since I had earlier thought that if a person does good acts for others (feeds the poor, for instance), then he would always receive a reward. I was certain that for some of my deeds I would – at a minimum – be accepted into Heaven. For example, while I studied in Israel we performed a number of charitable acts, and in America we did collections for the building of a new synagogue and we helped families in our community who had many children. Only at this time did I understand that I had done it hoping to impress others how I was a pure and shining light.
The figures in white around me didn't judge me; no one said a thing; but there was a distinct feeling, an understanding, a precise vision.
"Do you know, the life you've led so far has been mostly in vain," one of the voices finally said.
"The love in your soul has diminished – by the amount by which you've enriched your egotism, pride, and sense of being a chosen one. You should return and continue your life; try to correct your mistakes. You have a family to whom you have obligations."
I was hearing it now, after I had already begun to feel that I didn't want to return at all, although I did have three children whom I loved very much. They truly needed my help and support. Nevertheless, I did not want to return; the feeling outside my body was perfect bliss. Compared to being with them, life on Earth was suffering. Clearly, after the accident my body would cause me pain and I would likely be handicapped, and old age was just around the corner. Then, though, I saw how my wife was in anguish and my feelings of obligation began to whisper another tune. I thought to myself – in these 40 years I have degenerated more than improved myself, that is, in comparison to my other lives (more on that in a separate discussion). I came to this world with a surplus credit from my prior life – one of the reasons why everything was easier for me.
What surprised me still in this world of the soul was that there were no 'specially-chosen' souls. In Judaism, at least in our particular following, it was considered that only Jews had souls and we could only give birth to Jews. But it turned out that a soul can be born on all planets and in various bodies and, naturally, all nations, and in the spiritual world there are no arbitrary dividing lines such as race, profession (for instance, there's no guarantee that a well-known singer in this life will be born as a singer in the next life), sex, education.
I recognized that in essence I was a big egotist, dependent on temporary, external things and my egotism was controlling me even at this moment – after all, I was feeling good and didn't want to return. However, the conversation, judgment, presence – call it what you will – had impacted me greatly, and I made a decision to change. I thought, "Let it be as the Lord above wishes." With that thought, the tunnel whisked me back, and posthaste I was again in my body. I woke up in great pain. The doctors had done everything they could to bring me back to life and when I came to, there were cheers, "He's alive!" They took me away quickly in the ambulance.
"Yes, I know," Arthur interrupted him. "When I studied in the US, I ended up in a hospital. I was stunned at the cleanliness, politeness, efficiency, and quality of service. The church paid the insurance by which I was covered when I studied and served there. It was great in the states!"
Arthur felt more uncomfortable after remembering that he was in this hospital with its strange medical staff.
Feeling Mikhalych's benevolent look, he understood that he was himself an egotist, closed in his own little world, and it made him ashamed. Apparently Mikhalych noticed this and smiled without a shred of judgment.
"When I arrived at the hospital, my family and friends were already there. The doctors did a full examination and told them that my condition was fair. I'd had a moderate concussion, broken collarbone, many scratches, and they suspected that I'd broken some ribs and traumatized the muscles on the right side of my back.
"Just a minute!" Arthur interrupted again. "You talk about your migration of the soul so confidently, but it's nowhere written in the holy scripture, much less in modern scientific journals. I heard about experiences with clinical death from my father and another man in our parish. He said that he flew through a tunnel and visited his relatives. But our pastor said those were just hallucinations and a neurosurgeon said it was just electrical impulses in the brain."
"That's what they told me at first, but look – here's what's strange: everything that I saw when I was out of my body was exactly what happened. People told me later that what I had seen and heard, cars driving up and all, occurred exactly that way, in that order. Later, I also met with a lot of people, by the way, some from that hospital, who had suffered a clinical death and had the same experience as I had, although some didn't remember anything. I also was deeply affected by a book on the life of the great American medium, Arthur Ford.[15]
Mikhalych continued:
"Ford had a similar experience. You know, it would behoove you to read his book; he was a Christian and, unless I'm mistaken, even of your denomination. Read Dr. Moudi's books, as well as books by other Christians, on this topic."
"As for transmigration[16] of the souls…," Mikhalych paused and reflected. "Well, first of all, the fact that it exists is mentioned in virtually all religions, including early Christianity. But about in the third century it was expunged from Christian doctrines. In its place was left heaven and hell, and that after your short life you might have to spend eternity in hell. For example, you might live in God's light, selflessly, but for some reason you forgot to cross your heart and, bam, you're bound for hell. Consider this: Why are some children born as cripples? Why does every person have his own fate? Where do dead children go? There are many questions to which you don't have answers, right?"
Suddenly, out of the blue, Arthur didn't feel right. He felt like he was looking at everything anew, from a new angle, and he wondered how he had blindly accepted various concepts taken as standard in his church. For instance, the idea that only those that remain faithful to their, and only their church to their death will be saved.
"As for science, it's also not so unambiguous," Mikhalych continued. "Do you know that there is incontrovertible evidence of the existence of mediums, Arthur Ford, for instance? By the way, I made friends with a professor, a Protestant, who began studying hypnotic repression in order to prove to everyone that there is no such thing as transmigration of the soul, and he came to the unavoidable conclusion that there is indeed such a thing. He told me how, as a true-believing Protestant, he couldn't accept it, but as a scientist he should allow its existence. In fact, all scientists who participated in similar research accepted the principle of reincarnation. The essence of the method used is this: a person is put into a light, hypnotic trance. Then he slips into the depths of his subconscious and answers questions.
At first scientists thought that, using this method, they might go to the intrauterine time period but they discovered that a person "gets lost" if they go too deeply. A person is capable of speaking foreign languages without an accent, and can experience many deep-seated emotions. Subjects can describe a place and its surroundings in the past down to specific details. When the researchers travel to those places, they find out that the description fits exactly. I subjected myself to this experiment and am convinced of the existence of reincarnation. But that is a subject to be discussed later."
* * *
I lay in the hospital, prayed a lot and reflected on my life. "A hospital bed," said the Shivananda Swami, "can be the best place to make a spiritual search." I think you'll agree: sometimes God has to deal us blows that lay us on our backs in order for us to look up at the sky.
I began to pay greater attention to the Holy Scriptures, and not just Judaic. I asked my wife to bring me other sacred books alongside with some philosophical works. This made her afraid for me at first. But, being an intelligent woman, she soon came to understand everything, too.
I bowed to the requests of my friends and relatives to undergo a full examination by psychologists and neurologists to determine if everything was balanced with my psychological well-being and head in general. Only after a test showed my full mental health, only after I passed an IQ test at a very high level (the doctor administering the examination recommended that I do scientific work) – only then did they stop looking at me suspiciously.
I realized that every person has his or her purpose and that I am myself am far from always acting correctly. My work in public service brought me success and money but not inner satisfaction.
I knew that if I were to die, or more correctly, if I were to enter another form of life, nothing would be carried over from me.
In the spiritual world, in the sort of 'court' there, no one asked me about my teaching, about religious guidance counseling sessions I had held with hundreds of families, or about many such things I would've considered important in my life, but which can't be carried over to the next life. I came to a deep realization that the purpose of the short time which we have to spend here on Earth is to work on our own soul, that is, to rid ourselves of our self-centeredness, and to increase love in our heart. The main condition by which to achieve that is to learn to live "here and now" and selflessly to serve the world. That will bring great happiness.
To develop love of God, it's important to repeat the saints' names. That is what I now understand from my spiritual experiences, from books, and from talking with many spiritual teachers and priests in India, Israel, Tibet, and by the way, here in Russia.
When I left the hospital, I decided to trust God completely. I had often heard that many religions teach you to trust God completely. I started to pray wholeheartedly, which I hadn't done before. I had never prayed so frankly and so often in all my life. I asked God to show me how to lead my life further and what its purpose is.
I went into a bookstore and opened the first book in front of me. The author turned out to be an English psychologist. I read, "Imagine that you had a lot of money. What would you do? Would you do what you are now doing?" My answer was a resounding 'No'. I would not be drawn to the university at all, because it always has so many limits and taboos. Even when I taught the history of religion I had to teach inside certain bounds, in accordance with the program, and every year was pretty much always the same.
What I really wanted to do was to educate and impart values on teenagers and to travel to holy places. I began to travel for five or six months of the year, sometimes with my family, and later with my pupils, on a 'Journey of Truth/ as we called it. We were very lucky; we met many educators on our path, but that is another story to tell.
I organized a sort of boarding school at the high-school level for troubled teens. It was especially difficult at the beginning in all ways.
The paychecks were drastically cut, that is, we got the pay of typical middle-school teachers without any bonus or support from the Israeli community. The reason was that there were children of all nationalities, and there was no plan to separate them and teach Judaism intensively. No one understood what I was doing and many friends turned away from us, but I always felt an internal joy. Yes, we had to move to a more modest house. We had to live more simply, but with all that we became much more closer and happier.
A few of my former students began to help me. Our pupils began to change for the better before our very eyes. Many began to receive A's and some were winning at sports meets, but the main thing that everyone noticed was that they had become kinder and more moral. The main thing we worked on was quality of character. We studied various religious and philosophical directions, the dangers of bad habits and premarital sex, and from two to three hours a day (sometimes on weekends) we did charity work. We would do various work needed at shelters, clean up around the city, organize concerts for the critically ill, correspond with inmates in prison, and of course, clean up our own classrooms.
At first, the kids were very resentful of their work, but after some time they came to like it. I worked with all my heart and soul and the children could feel that. No one could believe that not so long ago these children had been criminals, flunkies, and some had been diagnosed as psychologically abnormal. I wrote a short book. It became a best seller and I was invited a few times to a couple popular TV shows.
We created a children's summer camp where no smoking or alcohol was allowed. We went hiking a lot, played educational games, and gave some free help to people in neighboring towns. My wife and children helped me enormously. Surprisingly, we began to have enough money for our own needs and projects. As a sign of gratefulness, my children were accepted into a good private school (at their age they couldn't just stay with me) and had their first two years of university paid. A rich man gave us a large, new car because we had been able to change his son. He was astonished that his son was able to change as he did; he had caused him a lot of grief. Yet now – his son had given up smoking and drinking, he helped us in our charity work, and told his parents that he wanted to enter the university.
But then something unpleasant happened. The government made some new requirements of me. I had to teach the children sex education classes, which, in my opinion, perverted them. What's more, I had to allow them to watch TV, to let them smoke and drink if they wanted, and we had to quit doing charity projects with them, because they supposedly tired them out.
I suddenly discovered that there was a mafia in medicine and education in the US. I met people who had invented medicines which could improve the lives of millions, yet they were prohibited from producing it. Some were even put in jail. Apparently, a similar thing was happening in education. There was an advantage to someone that children in society as a whole grow up to be primitive, uneducated, unprepared, and not interested in raising a family with normal kids. But that, too, is a separate topic of its own. The official reason for the last lawsuit against us was that certain of our children had stopped taking narcotic medicine prescribed by a psychotherapist. They didn't need it, though.
This happened a few years ago. I lost this last lawsuit and quit my work with teenagers. One of the parents even had a heart attack on learning this. All the children cried, but there was nothing we could do about it. I wasn't impacted financially because I was making a tidy profit from my books and other published works, speaking engagements at a number of conferences, and from my seminars. But it was hard on my morale.
Strange as it may sound, this brought a lot of attention to me. Many charities and spiritual organizations sympathized with me. I was actively invited to speak at various seminars and my book sales were solid and rising. Yes, I was forbidden from working with teenagers under government guidelines, but a great number of private companies, community-based organizations, and spiritual organizations were quite interested in me and paid large fees.
I became rich and famous, but what gave me the most satisfaction was getting daily responses from various people who attested that, thanks to my books or seminars, their lives had changed for the better. One person became cured of a serious disease; another was no longer infertile, and so on. But I felt that something wasn't quite right in my 'internal' world. I noticed that it was hard for me to concentrate and that I didn't have time for prayers and meditation, nor for providing simple services to people. My manager had already set up appointments for the next year and a half out. But my main concern was that once again, hubris and a feeling of personal entitlement had appeared in me. I rather hadn't expected that a spiritual life might render one up to a peak of success and wealth.
The spiritual world is more dangerous than you might think: people start to deify you. Even show business stars couldn't dream of the kind of compliments you get. For instance, one person said he'd seen a vision that I was a prophet; another, a well-known astrologist, said that I've been a great guru for many lifetimes. I would say that it's not so, that I'm just working on improving myself. I tell them I want to help people, and that sometimes, with a great effort, it works out successfully, but that I remain a self-centered person. They then think to themselves something quite different: "Oh, goodness, and he's so humble, too."
An overwhelming number of teachers lose touch with the essence of their profession if they achieve what I did. I was especially stunned with an experience I had with two yogis from India. They had focused their energies on the spiritual life and meditation for many years, yet once I arranged for a trip to the US, they suddenly began to focus their attentions inordinately on money, homes, and other such 'shiny toys' of this world. I have stopped believing in various American gurus; they seem to say the right things but their main focus is on making sales.
I took off for a few months to the Himalayas, to talk with truly holy men, to reflect a lot, and to pray. When I returned to the States, I turned over direction of our enterprise to the management and students and asked them to change its name, and to remove my name completely from documents and contracts. We made an agreement with my publishers to allow further publication but under different names, and with no link to me, where all profits from the books would go to charitable purposes. Everyone in our family changed first and last names. We gave away all our money for the construction of religious temples in India and medical care for the poor. We sold our houses and moved to live in a very pretty, somewhat isolated place in northern California, where the property was rather inexpensive. My kids went to college and then got jobs to pay for their education, but their character only developed for the better from all this.
At that point, the siren of an ambulance's arrival cut short Mikhalych's story as he was called to help carry stretchers of the injured.
Chapter XI
The Truth, in Simple Words
Arthur was greatly influenced by this man's story, but still more so by the man himself. When Mikhalych told him something – it went straight to his heart. What's more, Arthur noticed that he gave off a warmth, a love of people, and an overarching acceptance. Arthur wondered if he could've – even a year ago, when he was still healthy – given up his apartment in Moscow to fund projects aimed at healing the poor somewhere in Asia or Africa. Most likely not. However, he contributed 10–25 % of his pay to various church projects and was very proud of that. Stop! There's my pride rearing its ugly head again. Arthur plunged into deep thoughts.
He remembered why he had come to live a spiritual life. He remembered he was searching for the meaning of life and admitted honestly to himself that fear was keeping him from leaving his church. He asked himself: was he living on a path of his heart or was he just going through the motions, spouting dogma and ideas alien to him? He soberly, non-judgmentally reviewed his life over the last few years.
A strong desire to pray was growing within him, or rather, to tell God what had been brewing in his heart, and to ask God to stop these talks with Mikhalych if they were not right, or at least to give him a sign. (He cringed at the thought of that.) He thought to himself, "I want to know the reason I was born into this world and to find that out no matter what the cost. Maybe these trials I'm going through now are a part of that burden." He openly thanked God for everything and asked forgiveness for all his aggression, and said, "If it is Your Will that everything should happen in this way, I accept it. I will stop whining and taking offense. I entrust my will to you completely; my life is in Your hands. Lead me and help me become who I am meant to be." And though he had long ago considered himself a completely faithful believer in Christ, in this moment he once again felt the grace that he had when he entered the water that fateful evening.
Mikhalych didn't reappear for two days because several burn victims had come and demanded his attention. One of the orderlies was off on a bender and hadn't shown up, so he had to fill in. Arthur noticed that he missed Mikhalych badly and immediately realized that that meant he was no longer afraid.
Everything else, though, as usual, was putting him in a bleak state of mind, if not downright depression.
He prayed to God again and said, "I accept my situation completely and am grateful to you for everything; I thank you for whatever awaits me in the future, as if horrible it may be." He said the same thing in a prayer for his past. The hardest thing was to accept a difficult future, as also to realize that his religious organization might not accept it, or rather, he knew they wouldn't accept it and would condemn him, turn away from him, and promise him a future in hell. More to the point, he was afraid that he "was doing something wrong," but he said in a prayer, "God, forgive me if I am wrong; my main wish is that I increase my desire to know and serve You better."
After this, his dreary feelings subsided; he was able to be of good cheer with regard to his condition. For instance, the cleaning lady came in and noisily dragged the bucket across the floor and sighed, "Oh, you poor, poor man. You're not even a man anymore, but an invalid for life. Who will need you now? I heard your mother lives far past the Urals and that she has another family. A hard fate for you! In these times, the way things are in Russia, you won't live long. You'll drink yourself to death like everyone else, even though they say you don't drink."
He answered unexpectedly calmly and self-assuredly, "It's all right, my dear, don't worry. I'll get through it somehow with God's help!" From that moment on, he virtually never whined or grieved, but would hold imaginary, mental discussions with Mikhalych and keep himself deeply engrossed in philosophical thoughts.
* * *
When Mikhalych was able to come back again, Arthur was already a different person.
"Well now, tell me, how are you today? I haven't seen you in so long. What's new?" Mikhalych asked.
"You know, somehow my fears are all gone," Arthur replied.
Mikhalych right eyebrow rose slightly and he said, "Well, that's good. It means love is growing in you."
"What do you mean 'love'? I can't say that I've fallen in love with someone," Arthur declared.
"Oh, ho, you think I don't see how you look at the young nurse that comes in to check on you?" Mikhalych joked with him.
"I can't fall in love, because you know, how could I fall in love? I'm an invalid, a cripple," Arthur answered.
"You're not looking at it the right way. What you maybe are feeling for the nurse in reality is not love but lust. But that just shows that you are healthy enough and a real man," Mikhalych told him. Seeing that Arthur was blushing, he added, "Understand, it is normal to feel lust for someone of the opposite sex but it wouldn't be realistic to call that love. To love and to lust are entirely separate matters. To be able to love means to be able to sacrifice, to give away, to serve, to care for someone.
"Why do you say that an increase in love will cause a decrease in fears?" Arthur asked.
"We live under the influence of either our fears or our love, that's why. Remember, we discussed this at the beginning: if you live by your soul, you are living based on love. If you live by your ego, then you are living in your fears," Mikhalych told him.
"So what's so bad about fear? Many of our people serving God are motivated by fear," Arthur continued in his train of thought.
"Sure, there should be a healthy feeling of fear. It keeps you from going into a cage with a tiger or doing something sinful. The real tragedy occurs when a person lives in fear alone or that an organization or a party controls people solely by fear. In order to control a person with love, you have to have a clean heart, free of greed, dependency, or selfishness. Without those conditions fulfilled, you'll have threats, fear, condemnation, and violence".
Arthur remembered that he had read many times in books that God is Love, but he never quite got it completely. It was a lot easier to understand God – and the path to him – to be a collection of certain rules and prescribed routines.
Mikhalych continued: "What if God wanted to direct everyone to one religion. Do you think it would be hard for him to do? He is the Creator of the Universe. He could've created us as robots marching in formation into church on Sundays, praying a specific, defined amount of time. Why doesn't he do that? Because he gives us a certain freedom, and love provides the object of that love of freedom. And the higher the consciousness, the more freedom, but that is a separate topic."
He created instructions for this world; we have been given sacred revealed writings. He talks with us every second if you can only listen to your own heart. If you can, you can be a conduit to Him, and that is a higher bliss and perfection. As a cell or an organ in your body can only be happy if it serves the organism, serves the united whole, so, too, a person will be happy serving God. Consider cells that don't want to serve in this way but instead want to receive only and live for themselves alone or maybe for cells close to them. These are cancerous. They may live better than the others at first, but then they will die and take the whole organism with them. The universe may independently destroy such a cell but far from every organism has the power to do so. By the way, the issue here is not just that isolated individuals can be selfish, and by connection, cancerous by their nature. The same logical association can be made to religious and societal organizations, political parties, and even an entire civilization living only for its own interests. In such a case, the ruination of a country and the Earth as a whole can happen much faster.
All spiritual teachers and prophets speak of sacrifice. Yet this sacrifice needn't at all have to mean the killing of an animal. God hardly needs such sacrifices. A genuine sacrifice is more along the lines, for instance, of a sacrifice of comfort in the name of someone: to give someone your good mood, to serve someone in need, to keep your patience, to be grateful. When a person serves, sacrifices, and gives, he is capable of love, and following from that, he can receive high energy from the Cosmos. A person, who, by his nature, gives and sacrifices, does not depend on this world, wherever he might be. He understands and senses that he lives, first and foremost, in the Kingdom of God.
In order truly to love, you must be fearless and selfless, capable of dealing with any situation internally and yet able to react externally to it in an appropriate manner. For example, you get sick. Inside, you take full regard of the situation: however it might ruin any plans, you try to understand for what reason this may have occurred. Meanwhile, on the outside, you try to heal yourself. As it says in the Ayurveda, try to get away from debt, fire, and illness as fast as you can.
The greater our egotism, the more fears and desires we have, and the more we want to get and own. For our time on this Earth, though, everything is temporal and fleeting and we can lose everything at any second. We have come to this world as guests. We are souls who feel material experiences from various incarnations. This world, in short, is a prison for us, and the more egotism and the tighter the bonds, the harder and the larger the shackles on us will be.
A few years ago I understood very clearly that we are here temporarily, that at any moment we can lose our bodies, that is, die. What do we take with us then? I understood the wide chasm of difference between actual and false values. I'll have to admit: that realization has made me happy and given me health and success in life.
We attract to our lives the things we criticize, condemn, fear, and don't accept. As a rule, these are negative things; whereas those things to which we become too attached or which we begin to depend on heavily – these we will quickly lose.
It suddenly occurred to Arthur at that moment that he had always feared becoming an invalid, being bedridden, being a burden to his relatives, or not being able to procreate. These central fears of him had pursued him from his childhood. Even seeing invalids had always made him feel ill at ease.
"In sum, this world is very bad," Arthur said in a deeply thoughtful tone.
"Try to understand – there's nothing bad in this world. Bad things happen and suffering begins when we become attached to a person or a thing. We lose everything in this world to which we become attached and on which we have begun to depend. We lose the things we have set to be higher than the Unconditional Love or the love of God. What we deify – we must lose. That is the way the Greater Universe is constituted. Our goal in life is to love, independent of anything in this world. Paganism is when a person begins to set someone or something above love and worships it.
You yourself told me how you felt no end of shame the way you forsook the friendship of a girl in school. Yet on the other hand, remember how you felt when you were ready to sacrifice everything for the woman you loved, when you selflessly unloaded train cars for the poor, when you gave up everything to rescue the two children from the water, or when you served your fellow parishioners."
It was true; Arthur remembered the bliss that permeated his very being during those moments. It was not comparable to other pleasures of this world.
Mikhalych continued:
"So, you see, one person has to have a brush with death, another may understand without it: we are living only when we love, when we sacrifice. The rest of the time, in the best case, we live a kind of 'gray' existence, even if it looks as if, on the outside, we are leading an active and successful life."
At this moment he spoke some words that embedded themselves in Arthur's memory, words that he underlined in his notebook: "The main thing that will matter to us at the end of our lives is how strongly we were able to love unconditionally and what its quality was."
Arthur then reflected, remembered that he had loved truly very little.
He pondered once again, ruminated over philosophical thoughts, and when Mikhalych came in again the next day, he posed some questions that had arisen and were troubling him.
* * *
"So, how can we feel this Unconditional Love?" Arthur asked him right away. "How can we learn to love? Why, after serving in the church more and more, did I start to feel a sort of callousness in my life? I can't say it was a temporary, fleeting feeling, especially in the last couple years."
"Because you look at people," Mikhalych began, "even if subconsciously, as if you are higher, insofar as they don't follow some rules or other. Stop despising people no matter what their spiritual or material level is. Start respecting everyone and see a part of God in them. Also, you either consciously or subconsciously expect some reward for your labors even if it's that you will go to heaven after your death. That ruins it all right away and puts your efforts on a par with egotism. Do everything without expecting anything in return. Dedicate all the fruits of your labors to God. Your reward should be the process itself. Believe it, understand it: the Kingdom of God is inside of us – not there, not later – and you can achieve it at any second."
Mikhalych advised Arthur mentally to bow to any and every person who comes into his room.
"And start speaking to everyone in a respectful way. Learn to see God in everyone. For you, as a Christian, that would mean Jesus Christ. Note that many Christian saints saw Him in everyone and everything. Learn to see that Christ has come to you; see God in everyone. Your respect and regard for them will express that to people. Just give them the love in your heart. Start doing that today."
"Thank you," Arthur said and smiled. "I would really like to ask your advice about what else I can do to learn to love and to find out what my purpose is." Arthur asked him. "If you can, answer in the framework of a system with subparts. What you are saying is resonating well with me, as if it's something I already knew long ago. It's just that I need to break it into modules to work on and practice."
"All right. I still plan to be here about a month. It's doable but we don't have much time, so you'll have to be a good student! At the same time we are going to try and heal you," Mikhalych said.
Although Arthur initially took these words as mainly psychological support, he remembered that Mikhalych had told him that he had studied some healing medical practices.
Mikhalych, seeing doubt in Arthur's eyes, remarked, "Thoughts, images in thoughts, and the form of the thoughts precede everything that happens in this world on the physical plane. But there is a spiritual level at the core of the forms of our thoughts, and if a change can occur at that level, the course of our thoughts will automatically change, bringing a change on the physical level, sometimes quite quickly. That is, if a person becomes more selfless, the thoughts become calmer and are directed to making other people happy."
Mikhalych continued, "Watch your thoughts and desires. They will show what will happen with you tomorrow. If I am quoting Churchill correctly, he said: Greatness is taking responsibility for every thought. The first task to set for yourself is to visualize yourself as healthy. Believe in it and accept any developments inside of you, both positive and negative."
"You'll soon be convinced that it all works if you follow this concertedly and genuinely. But for now, I repeat, you really need to want to get better and believe it will happen. You need to see yourself healed but inside you must take any development as the will of God. 'By faith will you be rewarded', right?
Arthur had great difficulty seeing himself healthy and happy. A treasonous thought flashed through his mind: "Has there ever really been a case where a severed spinal cord could knit itself back?"
* * *
Starting that day, Mikhalych began to teach him more systematically and practically and Arthur saw results and changes already the next day. What Mikhalych taught him truly worked in real life?
For instance, the every next morning, just as Arthur woke up he started to think about everyone with respect and was mentally bowing to them. The nurse and doctor somehow related to him differently – with more respect, more concern, and very politely. He hadn't even suspected they had it in them!
In addition, Mikhalych demanded that Arthur thank everyone the whole day long and not allow himself to hold back; he mustn't keep a single reservation, even in his thoughts.
"Thank them that you are alive; thank them that the day is good; thank them for whatever happens. Find as many excuses as you can to thank them. Thank people, thank your fate, but most of all, thank God," Mikhalych had said.
First, Arthur said thanks for his destiny and he felt that he had accepted it. Whatever further developments may come, his fate was his own. When he told Mikhalych that evening of his realization, he answered, "That's right; when you give thanks, you come to accept things. And if you can accept, then you can love. Would you believe someone who said they loved you, but didn't accept you completely? For example, "I love you, but there's this thing you do and that's why I can't be near you…" If you want to love God, learn to see him in everything; learn to accept any situation or any person as God. You can do that when you relate to people and situations with respect and gratefulness.
Accepting a given situation, you can react with love and you'll rise above the problem or the situation. Then, as a rule, the problem will resolve itself or will require minimal effort for resolution. A hint will come to you from above on how to proceed, and, if you're not aggressive but have a cool head, you'll hear it. Can you imagine: some 90–99 % of a person's energy goes toward resisting a situation – toward judging or condemning it mentally or verbally? When something happens, just substitute the first question that comes to your mind, "Why is this happening to me?" with, "How can this be good for me?
It's easy to feel the vast difference between the two. Instead of being in the role of victim, you immediately move to a new level where you may craft your own fate. Of course, as usual, you should thank The Creator.
Good night, beginning creator!"
Chapter XII
The Beginning of Healing, Body & Soul
The next couple of days Arthur tried to accept the circumstances of his fate that had made him an invalid. Internally, he had accepted it. He told himself, "For me to develop my love of God, I am ready to accept it." He was even able to thank God for this. He started thanking everyone who came into his room and about three days later, instead of the usual doctor making his rounds, some student doing his internship for a regional hospital appeared. He was surprised that the hospital had a patient whose first or last name nobody knew.
"What's your name?" he asked.
"Call me Fedya," Arthur answered, smiling without malice. "I have to lie here until I'm sent to another hospital. I've lost all my documents. They say I'll be an invalid my whole life now. They told a policeman who visited that I'm permanently paralyzed and as a result of shock and blows to my body, I'm suffering from amnesia. The policeman asked whether I had any documents, money, valuables, anything. But, no, there was nothing and they decided to wait for me to recover and would then take me to another center where they'd figure out what to do. And so – here I am."
The student looked him over, top to bottom, and gently probed his body. He was a specialist in trauma patients and problems of the musculoskeletal system. After a very thorough examination of Arthur and a review of his x-rays he said that the diagnosis he'd heard was nonsense, that he was not an 'invalid for his whole life. He said that the main blow had been to the muscular tissue to the right of the spine. While it was true that the lower backbone's vertebra was displaced, it was not severed. He went on to say that he had seen worse cases where people pulled through and recovered.
"If you had fractured your vertebra and everything were as you described, you wouldn't be able to turn from side to side as you do. You wouldn't feel your legs and wouldn't be able to move your feet," the intern told him.
Arthur objected, saying he hadn't tried to move them as he'd been prescribed to move as little as possible.
"Listen to me, Fedya, or whatever your name is," the student rebuffed him. "Believe me. You will be able to make an almost complete recovery. I don't have the time to bolster your spirits. I'm just telling you what I see: there's no reason for your body to remain limp."
He then gave him a short talk anyway, telling him about weightlifting Olympic champion Yuri Vlasov, whose injuries had been much more serious than Arthurs'. All the luminaries of medicine had told Yuri that he couldn't recover and that he'd be bedridden the rest of his life. He started doing exercises, though, and with a lot of help from his wife and a group of doctors – long story short – he almost completely recovered.
The intern explained that you couldn't ever give up, that there were thousands of unexplained medical cases where patients were given a fatal diagnosis, yet people dealt with the problem and cured themselves. On the other hand, there were also thousands of medical examples of faulty diagnoses having been given, where patients were told some condition was not critical, but the patient gave up anyway and died a short time thereafter. The student gave him some sound advice and showed him a few exercises. After the young medic left, Arthur was overjoyed and he felt a strong desire to exercise and recover.
* * *
Mikhalych stopped by that evening, as always calm, looking neat and clean, which never ceased to amaze Arthur. Arthur was excited and started to tell Mikhalych about his talk with the student, stumbling over what he was saying he was in such a hurry. Mikhalych had already spoken with the student and so pretty much knew about the new diagnosis. He was very glad for Arthur but didn't approve of his impulsiveness. He heard him out, though, and rejoiced with him over it, saying, "You see? And there you hadn't believed you could be healed!"
He talked to Arthur a little bit about what a 'calm state of mind' meant. Arthur hadn't really thought about that too much. In fact, he'd been encouraged and taught the contrary, that being in an excited state of mind was a more effective way to inspire people.
Mikhalych continued:
"Please understand. Our goal, as people, is to be at peace, focused. Love can only develop with a calm mind; without that or an ability to focus, you can't achieve any success at all in any activity. Owing to our ability to concentrate, we are able to live consciously in the moment. You might be thinking about something else while you're eating and fail to notice that you're having a delicious lunch. However, you can simply think about a delicious lunch and a biochemical reaction will take place as if you're actually eating. You see, depending on where your attentions are focused, where your mind is at, your body will react accordingly. Your mind needs to be calm in order to hear its intuition and to be happy, because when we're at peace, that's when we can be truly happy. You can't achieve success in any sphere of activity or area of study whatsoever if you can't concentrate and be relaxed and calm on the inside."
He also said that even modern doctors admit that old age begins when it's hard for a person to concentrate, or when a person becomes tense and nervous. Such people don't live long and you can hardly ever describe them as being happy. A person could become this way at the age of 20, though…
"Learn to be always at peace," Mikhalych continued. "Be extremely happy even if things are very difficult or you are experiencing a loss or defeat of some kind. I'm speaking more of your internal peace; on the outside you can behave as is appropriate to the situation."
"But why can't you bubble over with happiness when it is overflowing within you?" Arthur asked.
"If your happiness is so vigorous and emotions are overflowing from you when something good happens, that means that when something bad happens, like, you know, something of the devil, as you might say," Mikhalych hinted, "that means you'll grieve in as vigorous a fashion. It's like a pendulum. True emotions of happiness and joy come from the soul and are independent of outward conditions. On the other hand, pleasant, positive emotions, which originate in the ego, require ever-more replenishment, new pleasures, purchases, new parties, more drinks. As a result, the pendulum then swings back again – and people plunge into despair and depression. That's how life ends for those who have led a wild, roller-coaster life – such as actors and public figures – if they don't seriously start to develop a genuine spiritual life."
"You may have easily noticed, that when you feel destructive emotions like rage, jealousy, fear, greed – or if you get too emotionally excited – you start breathing more rapidly. Now, yogis believe that the more rapidly a person breathes, the less he'll live and the more he'll be sick and suffer. The more active your breathing, the more upset the mind is and the more you'll waste subtle, refined energy; and the worse you'll be in touch with your intuition. But, the calmer the mind, the more you can experience true happiness, and the healthier, happier, and successful you will be."
"Success in any domain depends on you being able to concentrate. Ayurveda, ancient Indian medicine, says that any illness begins with a mind being not at peace. The more it is agitated, the sicker you'll be and the more problems in life you will have. The mind depends first of all on breathing: the more regular and peaceful it is, the healthier and happier you are."
Arthur marveled again at Mikhalych's wisdom. He showed Arthur several breathing exercises and explained how to calm the mind. (For example, exhale and concentrate on the end of your nose. Note that if we simply pay close attention to our breathing – the mind becomes calmer.) He also helped him see how to do the exercises the intern had given him properly, and how to combine them now with breathing, which, as he put it, would give a substantially greater effect. As he was leaving that evening, Mikhalych left him a page of paper with some quotes.
"Read these," he said. "It seems to me these are what you need right now." With that he left.
On the paper were quotes from William James[17] ("The Varieties of Religious Experience") and others.
"There is a state of mind, known only to religious people, and no one else, where the will of self-affirmation and the desire to insist on one's point of view are replaced by a willingness to be silent and be nothing, dissolved in water streams and pure springs of the Higher One. In this state of mind, what we most feared becomes the base of our security, and the hour of death of our will to self-assertion becomes our spiritual birth. The time of tension in our soul has ended; a happy repose has come… to an eternal present, with no worries about a disharmonious future.
…We see how infinitely passionate religion can be, soaring at its highest…Among religious people… many have sullen natures, to which this joyful message of sheer being is unknown…
…There were holy men, who felt happier the more intolerable their physical condition became. No feeling other than the religious one can induce a person to make such an amazing transition." (William James)
"Whatever affliction has befallen you, blame no one but yourself, and say, This happened to me for my sins." (Reverend Abba Or)
"Thank God for everything! This word inflicts a lethal wound on the devil and when the speaker is in any trouble yields him the strongest encouragement and comfort. Never stop from saying it (especially in sorrow) and teach it to others." (St. John Chrysostom)
"Diseases are sent to cleanse sins, and sometimes in order to humble what we offer in atonement." (St. John of the Ladder).
"It is permissible to seek and ask God for healing with the firm intention of using the returned health and strength to serve God, yet not in the service of vanity and sin." (St. Ignatius Bryanchaninov).
Chapter XIII
You Have to Want Love
Mikhalych wasn't able to stop in and see Arthur the next day. So, that day Arthur pondered and contemplated a lot of things, and then began working on his breathing techniques, which sparked laughter from the cleaning crew:
"Look what Mikhalych has taught him to do!" they giggled.
Arthur put on a happy face and continued anyway. At one point he felt confident that he could get up and walk to the toilet himself. He started getting up slowly and the intern helped him. When Mikhalych finally did come to see him, Arthur beamed at him and said, "You know, it's true! Believing in yourself is the main thing!" He had to ask him, though, "Why are you telling me all these things? There are so many people in the hospital, after all. Why do you come to see me only?"
"That's not really so," he answered. "If people ask me, I always answer their questions. If it is necessary, I teach them. The person has to be ready for change and have the desire; I don't impose any restrictions on anyone. You may likely find it hard to believe, but many don't really want to recover."
"So – am I ready?" Arthur asked.
"To a certain extent, yes, you're ready," Mikhalych answered.
"Mikhalych, you go around cleaning in the hospital, but you could come to teach. As I understand it, you have a fairly good understanding of health care and psychology. You could give very helpful advice, even hold classes," Arthur pointed out.
"No, I don't come here for that," he answered. "My personal values require me to do this. Giving loving care to people helps them so much more than all the most intelligent words. However, as I said, if someone asks me to tell them something or to answer their questions, I do it."
"But why is love the main thing?" Arthur asked, continuing with his questions. "It's an abstract, mental concept and I can't say that I fully understand what love is."
Mikhalych laughed. "You spoke at such great length of your love for Jesus Christ and love of your fiancée, and yet you say you don't know what love is. You know only how to give sermons and proselytize on Sundays and believe, believe, believe. But love – it's the basis of all there is. Just as your body cannot live without breathing, the soul cannot live without love."
"So," Arthur said, "It turns out we've been taught more how to be disciplined, to try and follow the commandments and reach as many people as possible with the word of Christ."
"I'll say it again," Mikhalych responded. "If God wanted to, he could make us all robots; we'd all go to church on Sunday, pray as much as required, and conform to all the commandments. The soul, though, is not a mechanical device and can't thrive inside a box. Sure, the commandments are important. They make us people, they prepare us for the attainment of higher-valued acts, they make our lives happy and healthy, but they themselves are just means, not an end."
With those words, Arthur felt a sort of inner tension build up.
"But still, how can I understand that love is the main thing?" he asked.
"Imagine that I could fulfill all your desires," Mikhalych told him.
"Heal me!" Arthur implored him right away.
"Fine, but what else do you want?" Mikhalych asked.
"I want a big house, a nice car," he answered.
"Very well, I'll give that all to you," Mikhalych told him.
"I also want a good family, a lot of children, and that we could easily follow the commandments and would love to discuss the Holy Scriptures, and that we would all be healthy," Arthur continued.
"Agreed! Let's assume you have a good wife and ten wonderful kids, and all of them are morally upright. What else do you want? Who do you want to be – a preacher?" Mikhalych asked.
At this question, Arthur sat and reflected for a while, as he had lately stopped wanting to be a preacher.
"Okay, let all your wishes be fulfilled, but let's say I take just one thing from your life," Mikhalych suggested.
Arthur sat and thought this over. What could it be that he would take away if he had been given health, prosperity, wealth, and a spiritual life?
"In exchange I'll take away the feeling of Unconditional Love; you'll never feel it in your life," Mikhalych said. "Sure, you'll be healthy, you'll have a family and kids, but you'll return home and you'll be greeted coldly. Everything will be predictable. You'll arrive at work but no one will love you there – best case scenario, they'll treat you with cold politeness and if they do obey you, it will be out of fear. Wherever you go, that cold atmosphere will be all around you."
Arthur imagined how terrible it would be if your kids didn't love you, if your wife didn't love you, or the people around you either.
"No, I decline the offer entirely," Arthur announced. There would be no point to it all without love. He understood that love was indeed the main thing.
"There, you see? You don't need to be a scholar to understand it. The most interesting thing, though, is that we do refuse that love and aren't living in that love," Mikhalych went on.
"What do you mean, 'we're refusing it'?" Arthur objected. "I've read that children want Unconditional Love and that it's the best atmosphere in which to raise them. Even flowers grow up better in such atmosphere. Everyone wants love, so why aren't we getting it?"
"Are you really sure that we all want such love?" Mikhalych queried. "Far from everyone wants it! Believe me, I've surveyed thousands of people and none of them named love as a goal in their life. Consider, after all, that God has given us everything that we want. That's why we have to make the choice to ask for love, for it is the most important thing. You have to be ready to turn down everything for it and accept any situation which God has sent you. If I'm not mistaken, there is a quote from the bible:
"What use is it to gain the entire world but lose your soul?"
"You see, the soul itself is love," Mikhalych continued. "Just as God is love, so the soul, too, is love, being, as it is, a part of God. It can't live without love. It seems to me, Arthur, you have some kind of inflexible conceptualization of things, like – out of nowhere – we were born here and so it's not clear why some are born as cripples, some pretty, some wealthy. We all just have to do some set of formal things in this life (follow commandments, repent, be baptized) in order to go to heaven after we die where everything will be stable and permanent.
"Yet, there are entire universes that are born and die in this world. Nothing is stable; everything changes, everything is temporary, perishable and transitory. This is especially noticeable when we begin to become attached to someone or something or else come to depend on something. As soon as we set something higher than love, we lose that thing and that brings us suffering. Pain manifests itself when a situation is rejected, when you resist the Heavenly plan."
"You are a believer," Mikhalych pointed out. "But remember how hard it was for you, remember after all, that you hadn't accepted the situation which God had sent you. You didn't mentally accept your lot to be an invalid, although you were able to understand it. Yet if you had lived in love, you could've easily accepted the existing situation."
"Very well. How should I have behaved if I had felt Unconditional Love at that moment?" asked Arthur.
"First of all, you would've given thanks to the Higher Power," Mikhalych answered.
Arthur remembered many cases from writings about the first Christians, when they gave their life to Christ for their faith, they always thanked God, who had rewarded them such difficult ordeals. Wherever they were, they always thanked Him.
"You would've realized," Mikhalych went on, "Why the Almighty gave you this trial. All difficulties and lessons given to us in this world, after all, are for one purpose alone – to feel love and to develop further our feeling of Unconditional Love. You spoke to me something about love, and what was preached in your church, but can you tell me unequivocally that people come to churches or cathedrals, among them your, for the sake of love?"
Arthur became a little embarrassed at hearing this, because he had spoken with many parishioners and he knew the interests and misfortunes of each of them. He recalled how many had come exclusively to solve their material problems somehow or to make their lives easier, but no one once had ever asked him to learn how to love. This, in spite of the fact that the first commandment in the New Testament reads: "Love God with all your heart and all your mind and love your neighbor as yourself." (And the first commandment in the Old Testament is, "You shall hold no other gods before Me.")
As if in a flash, Arthur understood what this was all about and he had a strong desire to experience the feeling of an ever-increasing Unconditional Love. Mikhalych said that for that you have to be able, internally, to accept the way any situation develops, internally accept any person, and thank God and see Him in every person. Why? Because each situation exists to allow a person to become nearer to the Allmighty and Unconditional Love. What follows from this is that we must keep a calm mind and purge ourselves of our selfishness. Selfless work and service are a necessary condition for our lives.
Chapter XIV
How to Free Yourself from Resentment
Arthur asked what he should do about the fact that a week ago he had taken offence at his fate and at God himself. Mikhalych told him how to free himself from resentment.
"You know, my dear friend," Mikhalych began. "If you are offended by just one person, then love can't come into your life. Instead, disease and unhappiness will come; if you take offense about your lot in life or even worse – against God – then that is an even more destructive level."
"What are you saying? Don't take any offense, any resentment at all? None?" Arthur asked, surprised.
"None," was Mikhalych's response. "See, if you take resentment against someone, it'll bear a wound on your heart and your life will be hard. Now, whether you forgive a person or not, that's unclear, but if you keep a feeling of offense, it will creep into your subconscious. Outwardly you may forget about it, even grant someone forgiveness. If the feeling of offense remains, though, it'll start ruining your health and life in as much as that energy possesses great destructive power. It exists as a protest against the flow of life and is a type of aggression – hate. Resentment is a fireball that you carry inside yourself.
The method for living without resentment: learn to see God in everything. For, whatever may happen happens at his will. Learn to see God in every situation, and in every person – see a Teacher sent by God to help us become closer to Love. This turns out to be best of all for times with those who have acted «unjustly» with us. One of the main conditions of a successful education is respect and – even better – love of your teacher. This applies to education at the preschool level as well as with the most enlightened Master of the highest order. If a person doesn't respect a teacher, or even worse, despises or makes fun of him, then however smart the person is, he'll hardly master the material or won't be able to grasp it at all.
In a large sense, all our life in this world is a school into which we've come to learn selflessness, service, and the main thing, how to increase love in our souls, to be loved, to live in love, and to be the presence of love.
In this school all the people around us are our Teachers, especially those close to us. If we start to treat others with respect and gratefulness and live in awareness, then we will have less need of hard and painful lessons. We'll begin to make great progress and will do so very fast in all aspects.
Take yourself to case with this rule: as soon as you remember someone that evokes the slightest aggression or offense in you, bow all the way down to him that very second. If you're among people or, as now, are sick and infirm, then do so mentally. It'll be easy then to follow the commandment which, as I remember, you've taught others for so long:
"…Love your enemies, bless those that curse you, do good to those that hate you, and pray for those who persecute you…" (Matthew 5:44)
Bowing down speedily wipes out subconscious resentment and aggression, and – the main thing – pride, the source of all our woes and suffering. In order to take offense, you must have built up a lot of pride. Remember that."
But here Arthur burst out, "But sometimes Satan visits us!"
Mikhalych sighed. "I've explained it to you. What kind of an omnipresent God would it be if he'd always have to be battling with a fallen angel? If there is a Satan, then it's the most intelligent and intellectual angel, and it's set his abilities higher than love. To say that God, who is the Absolute Truth, who can be everywhere and create anything, has to be constantly battling with some devil…? That's just plain stupid, to my mind."
"Demonism is egotism, filling our life with fears, gripes, and desires to consume but not give; a thirst for power, glory, and prestige that would turn our lives into hell."
* * *
From the point of view of Eastern, especially Buddhist, philosophy, an offense doesn't even exist. It's a precept created purely in our mind. Some whispering voice creates a story of some sort in which we begin to believe. The larger our ego, the more we believe this story and we'll consider ourselves either a victim, a rescuer, or an aggressor. You can't insult a person who has little or no ego and whose mind is at peace. The more resentment we have, the more subjective we are, the more limited we are in being able to apprehend a true picture of what is occurring. We only see a part of what is happening, and not the picture as a whole. We can't see it from the side of the abuser. We don't understand why or for what purpose it's happened. But if we understand that the purpose of this heavenly game is to become closer to the Almighty, for it to help us become more filled with love, and that every person is our Teacher, an angel sent from Above, then everything falls into place. God sends us only angels.
* * *
Arthur put on a Buddhist look and after a moment of thought he asked Mikhalych, "All right, good, I want to love very much. What's the first thing I need to do for that?"
"The first thing you need is a very strong desire," Mikhalych answered.
"But, it's there, I do want it!" Arthur responded.
"Have you wanted it a long time?" asked Mikhalych.
"Well, for a week now," said Arthur.
"Good, then. Your next step should be to write on a piece of paper, "My main goal in life is to love God, or The main goal of my life is Unconditional Love or God's Love."
You should then write one of those sentences at least once a day for no less than two months. By writing this, it will 'write' itself into your subconscious, so to speak, and then your life will lead you toward the main goal which you're striving on a subconscious level. If that goal is love, it will lead you to Unconditional Love. By and large, any other mindset will lead to a degradation of the soul, and consequently, of the body and mind.
Just to want, as a rule, is insufficient. In the span of a day some 60,000 thoughts cross through our heads – ideas and desires – and the subconscious, if you haven't written something specific, can hardly focus on one wish. Now, to go one better, you could ask about it in a prayer, since prayers are mainly intended for just this purpose."
"I never thought about it. I never realized that there were people who tried to cure themselves of such problems and yearned for it. Okay, so then – what's after that?" Arthur asked probingly.
"That's all for now. Prescribe for yourself a goal in life, try to set your awareness more to the here and now, and work on keeping calmness of mind, as it is said in the bible, which you have so long studied and quoted,
"Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own."(Matthew 6:34)
"Learn to give thanks, internally accept everything you see around you," Mikhalych continued. "And smile more often, even if you have to force yourself to do it at first."
"All right, I'll do it," Arthur eagerly answered.
Mikhalych put his hand on his shoulder in a fatherly way, squeezed lightly, and smiled as a goodbye, and left.
Arthur suddenly felt, through all the cells of his body, that his stumbling path to find the meaning of life had brought him to the finish line. He felt washed over with the love and calm which had come from Mikhalych. It was real and palpable. After Mikhalych left the room Arthur still had a feeling for several hours of happiness and lightness, like flying.
Not only this, but Arthur felt that he was becoming a completely new person. He had a feeling of being reborn, that the earlier Arthur had died, or rather, almost died. He was scared of it on the one hand, but on the other, intuitively felt that he was doing everything right. An unknown peacefulness and bliss was more and more often becoming his normal state of mind. He realized a new meaning to a sentence he'd found some time ago among his father's writings: "You can't be born to a new life if you haven't died."
These sorts of feelings should come at the rite of baptism, which had become an important and inspirational point for Arthur, yet now he recognized that it had all been more formal and superficial compared to what was happening now, which was deeper and more real. Everyone around is talking about different kinds of love, he realized, but in fact no one really wants it and hardly anyone knows how to foster it. He still had questions and waited in anticipation of the next meeting with Mikhalych.
* * *
The next day the intern, who'd taken over for his doctor, who was on vacation, stopped by and suggested that Arthur give the wheelchair a try. He sat Arthur down in it – the only one in the entire hospital. Arthur turned the wheels – old and squeaky – but he was able to roll.
The first time, he rolled himself down the hallway of the second floor of their three-floor building. In his wheelchair he couldn't get to another floor. There was only a service elevator and it was always breaking down. On the one hand, he was filled with sadness, but on the other – when he rolled along the hall, everyone greeted him. Mostly, they were people injured in accidents and had problems with their locomotor systems. He saw how dreadfully poor the hospital was. He remembered when he'd lived in America that not only hospitals, but any public building, had special toilets for invalids.
Having rolled himself around for about 20 minutes, he felt a pain in his abdomen and was tired. One of the orderlies on duty came and helped him a few times, taking him along the hall. They told him they'd take him outside for a while later. Arthur thanked God again and again that he could now move himself about and get out beyond the confines of his room and the hospital. His first impression after he'd been admitted to this hospital was that everyone was angry and mean, but now he saw that it wasn't that way at all. People's faces were adorned with smiles. A man who'd been playing cards came up and offered him a cucumber from his bag. Arthur returned to his room completely delighted.
The intern finally introduced himself – Semyon. Arthur told him that from his lower back on down it hurt, and his legs and whole right side, too.
"Actually, that's a good sign – that you're feeling pain," Semyon told him happily. "It means your legs can be rehabilitated." He turned Arthur over on his stomach and massaged his back and right side for 40 minutes even though it was work outside his assigned duties. Semyon told him that he'd learned how to do healing massages in his first few years at the medical institute. It was something that afforded him a way to make extra money. For Arthur, it was pleasant to know that people cared for and helped him. Semyon showed him what exercises he should do and congratulated him on how quickly he was progressing.
When Mikhalych came to visit, he started talking first.
"I hear you've already been able to ride in a wheelchair and that you can do it on your own. Excellent. You're moving forward," Mikhalych told him.
"I gave everyone my love and thanks." Arthur replied. "I didn't criticize anyone and people have begun to treat me in a friendly way. It's amazing! The student even gave me a massage."
"That's a natural feeling," Mikhalych agreed. "What you give from inside of you, you'll receive on the outside. Let's face it; the first days you were in the hospital, you did nothing but complained. You couldn't establish a relationship with anyone. No one was good enough for you.
It turns out that if you relate to others from a standpoint of love, everyone around you will be transformed; people will become more attentive to you. Someone thoughtful may appear, like the intern, for example. The Universe responds in like kind to your inner thankfulness to the world. Be honest: do you really want to go out of your way to help someone who's combative and always making complaints?
Semyon told me he was supposed to have gone for his internship to another hospital but in the last moment they sent him here. You, by the way, had just started to work on getting yourself better. Maybe it's just a coincidence, of course…" Mikhalych laughed and then added, in all seriousness, "It's been noticed long ago, that if you want the Universe to help you, give it a present of at least a good mood."
"Mikhalych, you have to understand…" Arthur started saying. "What you're teaching me completely contradicts what I was taught in the church."
"There aren't really any overall contradictions here, though maybe some specific items might be at odds. Why should that bother you?" Mikhalych asked.
"Well, you see, what you're telling me, what you're teaching me, is to turn away from spiritual values." Mikhalych pointed out. "I've told you, after all, that I strive to be spiritual, but you objected, saying that's not quite right."
This was a very challenging question. Mikhalych tore a page out of Arthur's notebook and drew a small diagram on which he represented God at the very top, below, the soul, and the both connected by a thread (which he later called love, religion, or yoga).
"People have various goals in life, but in large part you can split them into two groups: material and spiritual," Mikhalych summarized. "Sometimes a person goes in whole-hog for the material things, and becomes completely immersed in the pursuit of money – buying houses, bodily comforts, prestige – in short, focusing on material goals."
"Oh, yes, there are a lot of such people, especially in Moscow," Arthur affirmed.
"There are a lot of them everywhere; even more in America," Mikhalych continued. "It's just that we're living in such a time. But let's not judge anyone; it's not even relevant right now."
"There are spiritual goals – adhering to high ideals, serving religious organizations, following the commandments, and various laws. In the East they say that working toward material goals is work represented at the level of the first (lower) energy centers (chakras). Spiritual goals are life on the upper centers.
"Material and spiritual – they're like two sides of the same coin, like two wings. If you cleave to the spiritual, the main things to you become spiritual ideals, principles – the pendulum has swung to one side. When your main goal is the love of God, the more you delve into the spiritual, and then at first, more energy and inspiration will appear to you. This continues and you develop more self-confidence, competence, assurance that you're right, self-righteousness, and you become…"
"The devil," Arthur jumped in.
"Yes," Mikhalych agreed, laughing. "You become capable, talented, but cold; you may even become the leader of a religious organization, but you have principles and ideals which you won't yield, and the worst thing is that they are more important than love to you," continued Mikhalych.
When Arthur heard that, he remembered Eugene's words, when he had said that in Afghanistan it was precisely the religious fanatics that were the most fearsome of the mujahedeen.
"Yes, it happens very often that people will start to base their lives on some religious/spiritual values," Mikhalych continued. "But if their ultimate goal isn't Love, then what often develops and takes over is an overwhelming hubris and a cruel heart. There are several indicators that a person has gone over to a false spiritual belief. One is believing your religion to be the best," and here Arthur blushed, "but the main indicator is when a person judges others and/or himself. ("Judge not and you will not be judged.") A person begins to make harsh evaluations, saying, This is right but that's not right. This can be taken to the limit when a person is prepared to use force to support the propaganda of his views."
For women, it's especially dangerous to become very engrossed in spiritual practice. You'll be hard put to find a happy and successful mother of children if she is harsh and principled. They often have gynecological, joint, and other disorders or illnesses, but that's another topic. It's more important for women to live with their hearts and at the same time to be moral, not judging others.
Life is constantly changing and what may be good for one person at a given time might be bad for another.
"Say, Mikhalych. Spirituality, morality, ethics – are they bad or something?" asked Arthur. "Many of our church members quit smoking, drinking, taking drugs, stealing, and so on."
"No, of course that's not bad," Mikhalych answered. "The 'bad' starts when we set our ideals and principles higher than love; when our main goal becomes those ideals or religious dogma, and not love. At first, of course, it can help; a person switches from the material to the spiritual," Mikhalych explained, pointing to his diagram. "Morals and ethics are the pillars on which any society is based. That western civilization has thrown out almost all its moral and ethical norms portends its end to come soon. Without these norms, a person descends to the level of an animal or even lower. Therefore, the first thing a person should choose to follow is a set of high ethical ideals and norms, which, among other things, are found in the bible. But a person may confuse these to be a goal rather than a means to an end, and become fixated on them. Here is where big problems begin."
"Well, don't the commandments have eternal value for everyone, for instance, Thou shalt not kill'?" Arthur asked.
"Yes," Mikhalych answered, smiling. "But far from all church leaders have followed it, killing, for example, those that who wouldn't be baptized or wouldn't follow some authority. Not so long ago people died in torture chambers just for supposedly not praying correctly or for daring to read the Bible. Another recent case is pastors blessing soldiers for an openly territorial war of conquest. I doubt that Christ would be pleased.
"Killing can be justified, though. Take this real-life example:
This was in Israel. I was sitting on a bench at a bus stop, waiting for a bus. All of a sudden, the man sitting next to me pulled out his revolver and started shooting at a man crossing the road, then ran up to him. After the man fell, he shot him in the head just to be sure and ran over to the taxi out of which he'd just gotten. He shot at the taxi until the driver got out and lay down on the asphalt, hands above his head. As it turned out, the dead man was a terrorist suicide bomber. He had arrived in a taxi to blow himself up in the group of young school kids there. The taxi driver was a terrorist cell organizer. The 'killer' was a former Special Forces officer who had arrived there to buy some fruit. So, what is he: hero or murderer?
"It's normal," Mikhalych continued, "To move periodically between the material and the spiritual; however, as you progress through them you begin to live in harmony in each one, allowing sufficient time for material, as well as for spiritual needs. Let's say you're a family man, and you have twins. You need to find a place to live, take care of them, and make sure your income is stable. That doesn't mean you should become greedy and overcome with fears. Your goal in life should still remain only Love. By the way, making more money tends to be easier this way. Modern psychologists more and more agree that a stingy and timid person can't become rich.
"You should note that the more you become mired down in material concerns and the greedier and more fixated you become on money alone – that is the very time to focus on your spiritual life, to visit places of worship or holy places more often, to read sacred works, to concentrate on fulfilling the commandments. Yet throughout, the main goal of life should remain purely Unconditional Love. If you do this, spiritual energy will fill you and make you very creative, happy, and joyous instead of principled, arrogant, and condescending, looking down on despicable «sinners» and standing with a haughty expression at church services.
"Those spiritual seekers who go the way of Love give off a glow of happiness, joy, and peace and will never look at you contemptuously, whatever level you're on. You meet such people more and more rarely among Christians and more often among Sufis (formally associated with Islam), Buddhists of several orientations, followers of Rabbi Lyubyavich (the Jewish faith), followers of Advaita Vedanta, and noticeably less among modern bhakti yogis (the last two of the Vedic faith). Of course, such people can be anywhere, though now they're less and less to be found outside formal religious organizations. The path to love is a path of the heart; you cannot command the heart but you can inspire it. So, sleep on it. Think what to improve now as regards material needs and spiritual needs.
* * *
Before parting, he asked Arthur which of the recommended exercises he'd used and how successful they were. He also gave him some important tips. He asked whether being in the mental state of "here and now" was working for him. He left Arthur a book by Eckhart Tolle, "The Power of Now." Mikhalych had translated this book himself and printed it on loose sheets (as it turned out later, in a slightly abridged version) and asked Arthur to study it before their next meeting.
The book tremendously impressed Arthur. He «swallowed» it whole, taking notes for three days. Although it seemed to him that he already understood everything while reading it, nevertheless, it opened a lot of new insights for him and systematized what he had learned. On almost every page he found profound thoughts, but the first thing he read and what touched him to his core, was:
"All problems, pain, and suffering are generated by our selfish mind, clinging to its false" I". You can only escape from its captivity through an absolute presence in the Present – the only real moment of life. Specifically in the Now we find our true essence and joy as well as an understanding that integrity and perfection are not a goal, but a reality that is available to us right Now."
* * *
A few days later, when Mikhalych dropped in again, Arthur had a hard time believing that such changes in his life were occurring.
"Remember, Mikhalych, you promised to give me a short, practical way to feel and achieve Unconditional Love?" asked Arthur.
"Don't worry. I'll set you up with a method for that, but first tell me: how's it working out with your giving thanks?" Mikhalych inquired, raising his eyebrow.
"Oh, yes, I'm trying to follow your instructions," answered Arthur. "I'm constantly doing it but mostly mechanically. You said I should give thanks no less than 100 times a day. The cleaning lady laughed about it and said, "I'm fed up with your 'thank you's."
"Ah, well, that means you aren't really feeling it," said Mikhalych. Arthur felt a kind of pain on hearing this once again.
"Something's not right. People shouldn't feel tension or annoyance with you. You can give thanks mentally or with some humor, but especially with the heart. Then people won't get tired of it. You shouldn't be adding anxiety to other people's lives. When you're in the "here and now" you shouldn't be creating any tension in your own life. By the way, Eastern psychology and medicine regard the source of all illnesses, particularly mental ones, as tension, which is a result of a selfish approach to life," said Mikhalych, continuing.
"It was hard for me to be thankful today. I felt such an oppressive pain and had such a hard time going to the toilet by myself," exclaimed Arthur.
"Start saying thanks – sincerely – for that situation, too, and understand," Mikhalych interjected. "We've created our current situation by our own earlier mistakes and actions, or, perhaps our lives have been planned to proceed through a tough brush with fate. You see, if we choose a proper path through a hard lesson in life, we're given the opportunity, in a short period of time, to take a number of steps in our spiritual evolution. In this way we increase the love in our soul. Usually, though, it's very advanced souls that choose such a fate.
"Everything depends on how we act or react while we suffer – whether we give blame or thanks," he added.
"By and large, what's happening to us against our will is particularly surprising," Mikhalych continued. "It's karma or fate, approved by the Almighty. But we can always choose how we react to what is happening. That depends on us. For instance, a paralyzed man who can't move at all can choose to lay there and curse everyone and everything or he can begin to thank God and people, and to pray. Here's the main thing – a person's state of consciousness this second, here and now. What's occurring externally means almost nothing."
"Yes, I understand what you are talking about, approximately," Arthur responded. "Tolle spoke about this. You know, there are still a few things I don't get. First: as to dependences – why are they so dangerous? Second: if true love is so important, then why do we not know or talk about it? I can't speak for everyone, but just those I know most of all. Many people say Russians are creative and spiritual people, but can you really say that what's written in Russian literature has to do with Unconditional Love?"
"Regarding dependencies, Eastern philosophy is appropriate here," Mikhalych began. "I believe I'll try to get you a copy of Sergei Lazarev's book, "Diagnostics of Karma." He's a Russian researcher and healer. His books are very important for those that want to free themselves of disease, mental and physical problems, and to get closer to love. From modern literature, it's one of the most valuable. If you read books by Russian Orthodox pastors, you'll see how much they speak of Love, how they teach it, and how they live in it. This is also true of many Russian philosophers and writers. In my view, no one speaks so deeply and as much about Love as in Russia. To a greater or lesser extent, all nations pay attention to the matter of Love. I'll try to print off something and bring it to you."
Mikhalych said goodbye but promised to bring him the next day or two an extraordinarily effective practical method (for attaining love). In half an hour a nurse brought Arthur some printed pages from Mikhalych. It was a very intriguing article, rather, a letter to a person close to Russian philosopher Ivan Ilyin:
"The Russian idea is an idea of the heart, a contemplative heart… It asserts that the main thing in life is love and that specifically love is what creates a joint life on Earth, for love gives birth to faith and all the culture of the heart."
The Meaning of Life
So, you think you can live your life without love, but with a strong will, with good intentions, justice and an angry battle against vermin? You write to me, "It's better not to speak of love; it's absent in people. Don't call it out, for who will awaken it in hardened hearts?"
My dear! You're right, yet also not right. Gather up your impatient patience and hearken to my idea.
A person cannot live without love, because it's what wakes us and possesses us. It's given to us by God and nature. We can't arbitrarily alter what we are in our internal world, expunge one power of the spirit, replace it with others, or install new ones not belonging to us. You can change your behavior, but you can't break yourself down and build yourself up anew at your own discretion. Look at the way a person's life runs its course. A child clings to its mother for its needs, expectations, hopes, pleasure, solace, comfort, and gratitude. This is all bundled together into its first and most tender love, thereby determining its personal fate.
A child seeks its father, expects from him a greeting, help, protection, and leadership; it relishes in his love and loves him back. It's proud of him, imitates him, and feels his blood in itself. This voice of blood speaks its whole life in it then, ties it to brothers, sisters, and the whole kinship. But when he later is lit up as an adult by love to 'her' (or – she to 'him'), the task becomes one of turning that 'awakening of nature' into a genuine 'visit of God' and accept it as one's fate. Would it not be natural for him to love his children with that love which he dreamed he could expect as a child from his parents? How can one get by without love? What would we replace with? What could replace the terrible emptiness that would form if it were not there?
Another reason why no one should live without love is that it's the most important power that we could choose in life. Life is like a huge torrent, which never-endingly spills down upon us from all sides, carrying us away. You can't live with everything that it brings in and you can't surrender to its swirling chaos. Nothing will come of it, as it will perish in the mix.
You have to choose: deny yourself a lot for the sake of relatively little? That little bit is what you should draw towards you, protect, appreciate, preserve, grow, and improve. It's what you have to build your personality with. Love is the power that chooses: it «prefers», «accepts», "clings to", values, protects, solicits, and observes loyalty. Our will is just an instrument of love in this life construct. Will without love is empty, cold, cruel, violent, and – most importantly – indifferent to good or evil. The will can quickly convert life to a concentration camp under the command of depraved people. There are any number of organizations founded on such precepts. God save us from their influence.
No, we cannot live without love. It's a great gift, to see the best, to choose it, and to live it. The ability to say yes' is necessary and precious; yes' to the acceptance of selfless service. How terrible would be a person's life devoid of this gift! What a desert, what a vulgar void one's life would become without it!
Also, a person mustn't live without love for the simple reason that it's a person's main creative power.
Human creativity doesn't develop in a vacuum or in some arbitrary combination of factors as many high-falutin' skygazers now believe. No, we can only create if we accept the world God has created. We must enter it, grow up in its wondrous system, and merge with its mysterious ways and laws. But to thrive in it we need all the power of love – we must let be delivered to man the complete gift of art's transformative ability.
A person doesn't create something out of nothing; he creates from what has already been created, from the existing world. He creates something new within the constraints of the reality he's been given – the external/material and the inner/ soul. A creative person must take heed of the deep nature of the world and yet still find a song in it. He should learn to contemplate with his heart, to see love. He must forsake his little, personal shell for the bright expanses of God, and find in His Greatness something akin to cohabitation with it, insinuate his feelings into it and create something new from that unheard of, ancient, and eternal territory. Such is how all the major areas of human creativity operate: in all the arts and science, in prayer, in the legal life of people, and in communication throughout the culture. Culture without love is a dead, cold, and doomed enterprise. Everything great and genius that humankind has created was forged by a contemplative and singing heart.
A person must not live without love, for the most important and valuable thing in life is revealed namely by the heart. Only a contemplative love can open another's soul to bond with a faithful one, to receive heartfelt communication, for mutual understanding, for friendship, for marriage, for raising children. This is not an avenue accessible to heartless people. Only a contemplative love can open a person's motherland to him, that is, his soul-felt connection with the people of his birth, his national belonging, his mental and spiritual womb on earth. To have a homeland is a blessing, but it's only through love that you may have it. It's not by chance that people of hate, modern revolutionaries, turn out to be international figures: their love is dead; they are deprived of a motherland.
Only a contemplative love affords a person access to religiousness and to God. Don't be surprised, my dear, at the meager – or wholly lacking – faith of the Western nations. They've inherited this from an incorrect religious act of the Roman Church, beginning with free will and ending with rational thought. By accepting it, they've neglected the heart and lost the contemplation of it.
This was predetermined by the religious crisis that they're experiencing now.
You dream of having a strong will. All well and good – and necessary. But it is a frightful and destructive thing if it doesn't grow from a contemplative heart. You want to serve a good cause. That is right and excellent. Yet, how can you see your cause, your goal, if not through a contemplative heart? How will you recognize it if not through the conscience of your heart? How will you note its fidelity if not through love? You want justice and we all should seek it. But that demands that we use artistic individuality to perceive people. For this, only love is capable. An angry battle against enemies is sometimes unavoidable and not being up to that task may make a man a sentimental traitor. But this anger must be born of love; it must be the embodiment of it, in order to be justified and appropriate…
That's why I said, that you are "right and yet not right."
Let me add: I understand your suggestion 'better not to talk of love. It's true, we have to live in it rather than talk about it. But look at how the world openly presents the crazy propaganda of hate. An intractable, persistent, and cruel persecution of love has intensified – a campaign against the home, repudiation of one's homeland, repression of faith and religion. Virtual callousness of some is topped by outright preaching of hatred by others. Cold-heartedness has found its apologists. Malice has become doctrine. This means that the hour has come to start talking about love and to stand in its defense.
It's true, there's not much love among people. They've excluded it from their culture – from science, faith, art, ethics, politics, and education. As a result, today's mankind has entered a spiritual crisis, unprecedented in its depth and scope. Seeing and comprehending this, it's natural to ask ourselves: who will awaken love in callous hearts if the life and words of Christ, the son of God, didn't do so? How can we undertake this task with our small human powers?
This doubt soon disappears if we listen to the voice of our heart in contemplation, reassuring us that Christ is in us and with us…
No, my dearest one! We mustn't live without love. Without it we, alongside with our culture, are doomed. Our hopes and our salvation are in it. And so, I anxiously await your letter confirming this.
* * *
The next night, Arthur observed a situation that was again extremely surprising to him. He'd taken a trip on his wheelchair – at first, he was pushed, but then he rolled himself, albeit slowly. He rolled himself to the stairwell area from which he could see the well-lit entrance to the first floor. All of a sudden the sound of someone's steps broke the silence. It was late evening and he saw Mikhalych, stooped over from fatigue, barely walking. He'd had a hard day helping in reception, where many emergency patients had been admitted. Nevertheless, he exuded a kind of happiness and peacefulness; maybe, it seemed, more than usual.
Arthur saw that Mikhalych had taken a seat on the sofa behind the door and leaned back. The light from the hall shone on his face and you could clearly see tears running down his cheeks. Arthur didn't understand what was going on with him, but the tears were not the kind to which he'd become accustomed in that hospital. Mikhalych shook from his silent weeping, yet that calm and happiness was still there, in fact, a great deal more than during their conversations. Arthur silently observed the scene for a few minutes, not letting himself be seen. The only thing he understood was that it was some particular and private process for Mikhalych.
Abruptly, a bell rang and a voice called out from the reception area, rather impatiently, "Mikhalych, where are you?" Mikhalych roused himself, wiped his eyes off, and went over to the reception desk. The whole scene rather surprised Arthur, having become an unwitting witness, but, still wondering, he quietly rolled back to his room.
He couldn't put out of his head what he'd seen. He was quite agitated about it and couldn't understand the reason, but when he'd glanced at Mikhalych at that moment, he'd felt a flow of incomprehensible happiness. Arthur's anticipation of Mikhalych's next visit for his lesson was now bundled with some impatience and hope that he would find out why Mikhalych had been crying.
Chapter XV
Practical Steps to the Attainment of Love
Mikhalych came to see Arthur the next morning after breakfast. This was a little out of the ordinary since he usually came after lunch or in the evening. It was his day off, it turns out, and he came to help out at the hospital. He said he'd had a full night's sleep, read some, did some meditation, and now felt fantastic. Early to bed – God keeps you in good stead.
Arthur had a lot of questions saved up but he didn't ask him why he'd been crying. He was once again surprised about Mikhalych. Yesterday, he'd worked from morning till late evening in the hospital, but was already here again, just on a friendly visit. In fact, he'd already helped someone for an hour and a half, though it hadn't been part of his official duties. There were never enough people to handle the work at this hospital and something still always needed to get done; nevertheless, he was always in a good mood. Arthur noticed that even when Mikhalych was physically tired, there was still a kind of light energy, radiance, coming of from him coming of from him. It made you want to get a recharge from that energy.
They went over the lessons on breathing techniques, about how to return rapidly to the 'here and now', and how to stay in that state.
"Why can we only feel Divine grace in the state of 'here and now'?" Arthur asked out of interest. "I mean, I often felt gratefulness when I was going to some gathering, when we sang prayers, when I was at lectures by an enlightened preacher, or when I'd go to concerts and expositions."
"But it was different, wasn't it, from what you experienced when you went into the cold water to save those kids? Right? While you are in a mentally-focused state, or a state of mind that's quite refined and thus exalted, you'll likely appreciate the sublime emotions you receive from any arts or spiritual gathering you attend, thanks to the energy of goodness there."
"At first, this can be useful, but it's best not to stay here too long. If you stay at this level too long, you risk getting too strongly attached to these emotions, making them become the meaning of life. This would greatly increase a person's selfishness, resulting in the pendulum, over time, swinging the other way and him becoming dull, self-absorbed, prone to judge others, and very mental, sometimes believing that he's achieved a great deal and that there's nowhere further to go. To such people, the world often seems to be something stable and permanent. They believe there's nothing special for them to comprehend."
"It's very, very difficult to reach the heart of such a person. Perhaps that explains why the first disciples of Christ were simple fishermen. Superfluous knowledge increases sorrow. It teaches people how to live with the head and not the heart, and – as we have discussed – it also greatly increases one's pride. But, of course, it's generally better to visit locations or venues that are more highly cultural than those more lowly, such as taverns, nightclubs, etc."
"My good friend, understand: the divine source of grace is within us. You won't find it even at the best meeting. A meeting of sincere, exalted souls can only help you reach it. Contact with others is basically the most important aspect of the Way. In time, the fellowship you choose will be who you are. We become those with whom we talked before; in the future we shall be those with whom we are now communicating.
One of the most valuable things in this world is to speak with enlightened people, few of them as there are. The state of Divine Love is a state of the Divine in you, and when you're experiencing it, you enter a state which Christ spoke of when he said, "I am". This is because a person that hasn't attained this will say that the soul is 'somewhere in us', but one who has attained this state will say that he is a soul. Now, actually to experience it, a person must be in the state of "here and now" and in a peaceful state of mind. As a rule, a person's mind is usually either in the past, regretting something, or in the future, fearing something that may happen.
Only in the 'here and now', though, can you experience the feeling of Unconditional Love. For example, imagine that your girlfriend is telling you about her love for you. She uses the most pleasant words, but you see that she's thinking about something else, strays from her thoughts, and is anxious. Can she really feel love in such a state of mind?
Time and distance are categories of the material world. In the spiritual world, there is no time – neither past nor present. The only authentic reality is here and now. As long as we live at the mental level, at the level of the ego, we can't comprehend that, because the ego and the mind require the use of time. But you yourself experienced the state of 'here and now' when you were hanging on a cliff over a precipice and when you went into the cold water."
"A number of Buddhist techniques are very helpful at getting us in that state, especially Vipassana meditation. If you can, I recommend trying to practice it a little (there are ten-day courses for something like this in many countries – author's note).
By the way, this state of being present is likewise necessary for success in the material life. An earlier practice of wealthy families in the East was to send their youth to monasteries for several years. There, they learned to be in this state and also developed an important quality of being independent from anything and anyone, which made them fearless.
It was noticed that such youth became much more successful than others. They could easily endure whatever crises they encountered, and in fact they'd generally even emerge as victors. To live in the present moment, one needs to free oneself from anger, greed, and the main element-fear. "As you've already been able to feel, breathing techniques and thankfulness return you to this state rather quickly. It's good you've been able to thank Jesus for your condition, since complaints will close your heart right away. This is the first step.
"You can experience this state of Love and of being present anywhere, but for that there is one more condition. It's basic; without it virtually nothing can be achieved in the spiritual life, whatever meetings you may have attended," said Mikhalych.
* * *
"Can I really experience it at any time and any place? Although, you're right; it has happened to me," Arthur said thoughtfully. "At certain moments lately I've been able to feel this state, it's true, but how could I make it so I'd feel it all the time?"
"To develop Unconditional Love, it's very important to have Unconditional Service, that is, a spirit of fair return, a spirit of service, and a spirit of selflessness," Mikhalych continued. "We already discussed that a selfish, greedy, and hotheaded person can't love another unconditionally. Such a person can't even be healthy or successful for very long. All the vital energy is focused on one thing: how to acquire more. He becomes more and more similar to a cancer cell, even if he's a religious organization's leader, a great art critic, or scholar. The starting point for everything is what a person chooses – to be of the soul or of the ego.
By and large, there are only two states: giving or using; in fear or in love."
"Everything coming from the ego possesses destructive energy, for the person, for those close to him, and for the world in general," Mikhalych concluded.
"That's so true," Arthur agreed, engrossed in thought, "Especially if you consider that a greedy person could hardly be able to love!"
"Yes, indeed," Mikhalych continued. "An avaricious person seeks to aggrandize for himself, but a spiritual state is a state of the soul, when a person wants to give. It's manifested in selfless service, when you do not expect anything in return. It's very important to serve others and see God in everything. When you begin to serve, give, and sacrifice in such a state of mind, and you don't hold on to the fruits of your labor at all, regardless of your activity, then a huge, ever-increasing happiness and bliss will begin to fill your heart, and it'll be easy for you to feel the state of the 'here and now.»
In fact, until a man cleanses his heart for many months – and better yet, gives years of selfless service to others without the expectation of any reward – his prayers will be for naught and he won't be able to meditate. God will not open up to him."
"Are you talking about serving those close to you?" asked Arthur.
"Everyone we meet," Mikhalych replied. "Serve your relatives, especially your parents, your friends, your fellowship at your place of worship, and your country – it's pretty much our debt and obligation. If we don't do at least that, forget about keeping healthy, happy, and successful, much less reaching for our spiritual accomplishments."
"Yes," agreed Arthur. "From rich people and people who've spent a long time studying some kinds of spiritual practices you often get a kind of energy of proud self-satisfaction rather than genuine happiness."
"If you just take apart the Russian words 'joy' and 'happiness', they imply offering and service," continued Mikhalych.[18] When a cell or an organ serves the whole organism, it leaves itself some 20 % to provide for its own needs. At that moment it receives full support and energy from the whole organism. The energy of Ananda – bliss – and God's Love derive from the Absolute Whole, and we can feel it and receive something for our activity only when we selflessly serve and selflessly sacrifice.
"However, if the organ wants to receive more that what it gives," Mikhalych went on, "Or if it doesn't want to give at all, then it becomes cancerous and at first lives better than the others. Later, though, it dies and may take the whole organism with it. That's why nature gets rid of such people and civilizations.
"It's easy to see that everyone serves in nature: microorganisms, plants, animals, and even angels and demigods. Only humans have the choice to serve or not to serve."
"What about predators?" Arthur asked.
"Of course, predators, too. After all, they live off of weak individuals and carrion, and this supports natural selection," stated Mikhalych.
"But I've seen many unhappy people, and others would say about them, 'Oh, how much they serve and give of themselves'," said Arthur probingly.
"I agree. Selfish people also love to serve. A person, without even noticing it, can slide into giving service by way of his ego. As we've already discussed, everything from the ego has a destructive character to it."
"So, how am I to understand this? Do you serve and sacrifice with your ego or your soul?" asked Mikhalych.
"If it's from your spirit, you aren't tired to the fruits of your activity. You aren't expecting praise or awards; the process itself is important to you. You have no pretenses toward anyone, you are thankful for everything, including the opportunity to serve and to be useful, even if people look down at you. Finally, as a rule, you forget about what you've done.
"If you expect some reward from this, though, if only some approval – praise or some kind regard toward you – then your pride and feelings of your great self worth will grow. Let's say you're doing it to improve your fate, to recover or be glorified – all of these are actions from the ego, and consequently you will soon once again feel insulted, have complaints, condemnations, depression, reproaches, anger, and so on. You think to yourself, 'Why doesn't the world value me sufficiently? or 'Why don't others? It's important to you that people approve of what you do, notice you, commend you."
Arthur became dispirited.
"What are you upset about? Don't you want to serve?" Mikhalych asked.
"But how can I serve in this condition?" asked Arthur. "Look at me: I'm lying here and need others to care for and help me. How can I serve others?"
Mikhalych smiled and said, "Understand that when you dedicate yourself fully to God, your deepest, most honest wish should be to serve others, seeing in them a part of God. As always, it's not important what you're doing on the external level, rather, what's important is how you are doing something, what the state of your consciousness is at that moment, your motives, and what you are striving for."
"For example, you can lay there, pray for others, and send everyone love. When someone comes to you, say something happy or inspirational; give them a bit of your love, however hard it may be. Just keep a watch over yourself and your thoughts.
You then may feel either gratefulness or dissatisfaction. If you feel grateful, then very good energy will come out of you. If you lie there, submitting your complaints to God, yourself, and people around you, you'll be destroying yourself and radiating extremely negative energy. Remember, we have a choice of possible reactions to any occurrence between the time something occurs and our reaction or answer it. How you react is the main thing.
The state of your consciousness at the current moment, 'here and now', is a thousand times more important than what's happening outside of you. For that reason, if you take care of your state of mind and keep it in a peaceful state, benevolent energy will emanate from you. This is true even if you're paralyzed because you're spreading that Love. Even a paralyzed person has the opportunity to choose how to respond to something happening around him.
Let's take the case of you lying there paralyzed. It's happened because it was God's will; it's your fate, which you drew to yourself owing to your past actions. Now say that at this time a woman comes into your room, cursing and smoking, and you can't even say anything. You have a choice, though, of how to react to this internally – with love and acceptance or irritation and disgust. The second choice, as you are aware, brings nothing but new injury and an amplification of your suffering. That doesn't mean you shouldn't do anything on the outside to stop this. You can try to give her a sign that she is causing you suffering, ask her to stop smoking, and so on."
"Further, the less selfish you become, the less selfish will be the desires you still have, and correspondingly, the less the complaints. A person who gives thinks more of others; he won't bother others unnecessarily. If it's necessary to ask for something, though, he will do so calmly. Now, regarding you: taking into account your physical condition, you could, for example, visit your neighboring room."
"And what do I do there – cry?" Arthur interrupted.
"Cry? Why?" asked Mikhalych. "You can sympathetically listen to others. That is also a sign of love. You can carry light things on your wheelchair, you can sit at the telephone – you've seen how often there is nobody to answer it. If you get the spirit to serve, you'll get a sign from above how to do it. Your heart will tell you how you can serve. So don't worry how you're going to do it – just start serving others, and do it selflessly with all your heart."
"Don't expect anything in return," he continued. "Whether they praise or offend you, just do it with love; hold off with your religious principles and 'correct' ideas. Just try, from your heart and soul, to help a person, raise his spirits, give him joy, and serve him physically. Many need physical help in this hospital."
Right then, someone called Mikhalych to the telephone. He went over and spoke with someone, saying he'd be right there, and quickly went to the staircase. He passed by the door and simply raised his hand, smiled and said, "Onward!" He took a close look at Arthur then and added, "Stop looking at other people like they are a source of joy or suffering. Look at another person or situation as an opportunity to serve, to help. See it as an opportunity to increase love in your soul. In every person and any situation, see the Teacher who teaches and gives the opportunity to display our better qualities, thanks to which we immerse ourselves in love. The most important person in our lives is the person in front of us now. The most important time of our lives is now. Good luck to you!" He took off, singing something to himself.
Arthur was experiencing some very difficult emotions at that time. He didn't understand how to be, what to do. He was struggling to overcome his fears. He started to thank everyone he met that day and thanked everyone in his mind, too. He thanked Mikhalych, the nurse, who brought him his breakfast, and most importantly, he thanked God, asking, "God, grant me the power and help me to be a giver and not a taker!"
With great difficulty, Arthur got out of bed and into his wheelchair. It hurt, but he wanted to do it himself so as not to bother the nurse. He knew that she was running around all by herself on this floor and was very busy. He was able to do it on his first try, although plopping himself down in the seat did hurt. He had a pretty good feeling that he had done it right. He also understood that he was going to have to get used to seating himself and moving around in this wheelchair without outside help. Arthur rolled himself out and about ten meters along the empty hallway and then turned into the first room with an open door.
* * *
In the room were three elderly women. One was reading and another was looking out the window, though it was clear she was lost in thought and tears were dropping down her face. Arthur entered, knocking on the door. The woman who was reading continued to do so but the second woman who was crying asked, "What, my son? Can we help you with something perhaps?"
"No, but thank you!" he answered. "I was just bored lying in my room and thought maybe I could help you with something."
"You look like you could probably use some help yourself," she answered.
"What is your illness?" asked Arthur.
The woman gave a short account of things, and Arthur's mind was racing during her account. He was thinking of his books, notes he'd taken, his talks with Mikhalych. He was listening to her more on the outside, sometimes saying «Ah» or «Oh». She told him a little about herself, Arthur listened, and when she finished her story, he offered her his help again.
"What can you do?" she asked. "It's probably better you take care of yourself and get better. How did you get here and how do you feel?"
Arthur gave a general rundown of how he had ended up there and a rather detailed explanation of his injuries and what was going on with him.
The woman sighed and promised to pray for him and maybe help him somehow.
* * *
After their conversation he returned to his room where his lunch was waiting for him. Mikhalych stopped by at that time. Arthur ate and Mikhalych took his tray away.
"So, how are you? What's new? Are you feeling God's Love today? Did you do some service?" asked Mikhalych.
"Yes, I rolled over to the next room, as you said to, and listened," answered Arthur.
"And? You didn't feel anything?" asked Mikhalych.
"Well, I went to see them in the spirit of service, and listened. What else was there to do?" answered Arthur.
Mikhalych became sterner, as you could see in his face. "Do you know, that woman had abdominal surgery and hasn't been able to move around like you can for several days now? Did you maybe ask her if she wanted something to drink?" asked Mikhalych.
"She said she didn't need anything. Maybe she just felt sorry for me," answered Arthur.
"But why didn't you offer her water, why didn't you fill her pitcher? Okay, okay. So what did you two talk about?" asked Mikhalych.
"I don't really remember. She told me something about her hard times and her life, then I told her about mine," answered Arthur.
"You can't even remember, even though it was barely an hour ago," noted Mikhalych. "That means you didn't listen very attentively. You were in your own thoughts. Your ego returned you to your own illusory reality, to your plans, even if it was to read your spiritual books. That's irrelevant. You didn't listen to her; you didn't share her suffering.
If you don't listen with your heart, you can't be attentive to a person, share in her emotions. Clearly, too, you didn't share in any of the suffering of this woman.
What you did was as if for a 'checkmark' of approval, for the satisfaction of your ego. You can now «accidentally», or "by the way", recall in your later stories and sermons how life was so hard for you, and yet, look how you went out of your way to give support to some women. What a hypocrite!"
Mikhalych was speaking rather harshly. Arthur was not used to this tone from him. He was used to a loving kindness exuding from him. "But how could I have helped her? What could I have done for her?" Arthur objected.
"You could've concentrated on her being an actual, real person." Mikhalych answered. "I've told you: the most important moment in our life is now, and the most important person is the one right in front of you at a given moment. The mood of the giver is important. Specifically: never expect to be given respect but always express it to others."
"You should visit at an appropriate time. If someone is sleeping, speak softly. Learn to notice others, learn to notice reality. Only your ego can prevent you from doing that. If you didn't notice, the woman who had been sleeping complained that your voice woke her up. It didn't even occur to you that you might wake someone up or think about whether someone was sleeping. You went there expecting to receive the bliss about which I had spoken to you. You shouldn't expect anything in return for your actions, though. You should just serve and thank God for the opportunity to do this," Mikhalych said, with a glance at Arthur, and added,
"When are you going to stop being an egotist? As I see it, a spiritual egotist is the most dangerous kind there is! Yeah, you really need to become a pastor. Everyone will serve you, praise your sermons, articles, books, and hang on your every word. If only religious leaders would come in and clean up after sick patients but once a week, work in orphanages, render actual physical service to people regardless of their faith, age, and so on, that would help the world a lot more than the fieriest of sermons. It would bring such love to this world. Oh, but no, if it's an act of charity then everyone should know about it. Do you have a drop of sympathy in your heart? Can you, for a second, step out from under the influence of egotism and the voice in your head which always justifies what you do and which considers itself the center of creation?"
Arthur couldn't hold back any more. "Yes, I've lived my whole life only for myself. Yes, I've traveled, sacrificed, and helped people purely for the gratification of my ego, and I ended up here after a splash in the water."
"Everyone has moments in their lives when they raise themselves by their soul, above their ego, and do something for others," Mikhalych interjected. "It gets corrupted into being a curse if they remember it and start to be proud of it, though. Yes, you saved the kids – you're a hero! Great job! On the other hand, though, consider how far we've fallen if we consider it something extraordinary. Why, it's simply everyone's obligation. If you see a drowning person, especially children, and they can't swim – jump in the water to save them! Since they're drowning, that's their fate; since you're right near them, though, it's your fate to save them."
"Consider: how would you have lived with yourself afterwards if you hadn't gone in the water, knowing fully well that children were there and they would drown in the cold water? How could you then look in your Nastya's eyes, in your own children's eyes, parishioners', and others'? How could you sleep peacefully at night? A person like you, though, will always justify his actions. You'll remember a quote from the bible and decide, "Since I bring so much 'good' into the world, my life is priceless," and those non-believing children would go to hell sooner or later anyway."
"Your mind will always justify something to itself; enough already of your flaring nostrils. You'll cry to yourself out of self-pity. But you have someone to go to and complain. You spent most of the time today complaining about your own fate, raining down on us with your own negativity. Oh, what's the point in talking to you?"
He left a parting shot on his way out: "Sufa masters say, 'Hell is a place where a person can't be helped'. That's why this hospital is a hell to you. You don't see the great opportunities here. Maybe that's why God has sent you here. You don't see – you don't want to and can't – and so stay in hell.
With that, Mikhalych left, very disconcerted, not even waiting to hear new justifications.
* * *
Arthur was in a state of shock, since he had expected – or rather, he'd been certain, that Mikhalych was going to have come in to praise him for getting into the wheelchair all by himself and for going to talk with the women in the next room.
Instead, Mikhalych had cussed him out and now he felt down and out.
He spent three hours alternately feeling sorry for himself, angry and insulted, and he couldn't do anything about it. On top of that, his back was really killing him. He couldn't sleep; he was shaking. He remembered what Mikhalych had taught him. He tried to imagine monitoring himself and his condition from outside himself, on the side. He focused on his breathing – made it slower and deeper. He remembered, first, to thank God for this situation and then to thank Mikhalych for the lesson. Finally, he was able calmly to consider things and draw some conclusions.
Arthur realized that the bliss hadn't occurred because he hadn't fulfilled one of the first prescribed conditions: he shouldn't have expected to receive anything in return. When he had rolled back to his room, he had felt like a hero and that everyone was looking at him and they should praise him.
What he hadn't told Mikhalych was that there was a religious icon on the table of the woman next door. For the years that he had spent in his Protestant faith, he had come to feel that an icon was bad and that people who prayed to it were weak on religion, even pagans. Arthur understood that his religious-psychological 'anchor' was affecting him. He truly looked down on her as being poorly educated, pagan, and so on.
In the evening, Arthur once again climbed down onto his wheelchair, but only rolled around within his room to put things in order. He set himself in front of the window and very humbly and sincerely began to pray to God with the request that he could stop being so selfish. He made a wish to serve selflessly and to see God in everything. He also asked God to make him his guide, whatever suffering that might cost him.
It was just a cry from the soul: "God, take this selfishness away from me!!!" He asked so sincerely that tears came to his eyes.
* * *
The next morning after breakfast he climbed into the wheelchair quite capably and set himself off to the women's room next to his. The doctor had just finished his visit there and was leaving. One woman had taken a sleeping pill, another was already sleeping soundly, and the other woman who'd been reading the other day had left because someone was supposed to visit here. The woman with whom Arthur had spoken the other day (he couldn't remember her name) was very surprised that he'd come back again.
"I wanted so much to talk with you and I decided to come to see you again," Arthur began. "Maybe you could use some help with something? Unfortunately, I've forgotten your name."
"Maria Mikhailovna," the woman answered.
He began to visit her, but this time he listened attentively and he really bonded with her. He found out she had raised three children by herself. Her husband had received a serious concussion at work, had been in rehabilitation a very long time and was declared an invalid. He was almost always bedridden, began to drink, and died two years ago. Her three kids had grown up and moved away. They used to come to visit her with their grandkids, but this last summer, for various reasons, they hadn't come. She was so alone and missed them very much, but hadn't written them neither about that nor about her serious illness. She didn't want them to worry. Her children hardly ever called her and she thought that maybe she had offended them somehow.
Now, for Arthur, trying as he was not to make judgments, it was hard to hear about her children having nothing to do with her, children that she had raised and in whom she had put her heart and soul. Also, that she was now a sick patient here, but was shy of calling her children and worried that she couldn't help them.
He asked what she might need, brought her water, and picked up a few things in the room. He found out she loved to read things of a spiritual nature and promised to find some literature like that. She had also said that her bed squeaked badly and it waked up her and her neighbors. As a result, she's had to limit her movements to keep from bothering them with the squeaking noise.
"Don't worry. We'll think of something," he told her. He rolled a bit around her bed, wiped up some dust, and straightened the room up. A nurse had left some of her things on another bed to the left of her. Arthur got them and neatly put them on the place they belonged. The woman was beaming with happiness.
"How can I thank you?" she asked Arthur.
"Oh, no, you don't need to do anything. I just felt I should do something. You're such a wonderful woman," answered Arthur. He saw that the woman was very glad. She had a kind of glow. After Arthur left, the nurse came and was very surprised at the cleanliness and order.
"Just look, Fyodorovna, what nice young people we have!" Maria said.
"Yes, I haven't seen people like that in a long time," Fyodorovna answered.
Later, Arthur rolled over to visit the nurse and said, "I do understand you're very tired, but please understand, her bed makes a terrible squeaking sound and she can't sleep because of it."
"So, why are you telling me? Is it bothering you? Are you a relative or something?" the nurse asked.
"No, I'm just helping her and promised to get it fixed," Arthur said.
"You should keep in mind: she's poor. She lives in a small house here in the village and it's worth nothing," the nurse continued.
"No, no. I'm just helping her. I don't want anything!" Arthur assured her.
"That's strange. Such behavior is pretty rare these days, especially from Muscovites," the nurse said, surprised, and looked at Arthur in a funny way. And, despite being tired and busy, she called someone in maintenance that there was a problem with the bed. A bit later a man came up who dealt with the inventory and also did repairs. He said it was fixable. Without lifting Maria up, he slipped a few scraps of plywood under one of the legs of the bed, squirted a little oil, and the bed stopped squeaking.
* * *
"Say, does Maria Mikhailovna have no relatives at all?" Arthur asked the supervising nurse.
"Well, apparently she does. We have their telephone numbers here somewhere, but she doesn't call them," the nurse answered.
"May I call them?" asked Arthur.
The nurse allowed Arthur to do that, although an intercity call was only supposed to be allowed in extreme circumstances. Maria's son answered at the first number, which the nurse had given him.
Arthur introduced himself. "Hello, I am calling from the hospital regarding your mother."
"Wh… What about my mother? Is she alive?" he asked in a strained, emotional voice.
"Yes, she's alive. Do you mean you didn't know she's in a hospital?" Arthur asked.
"No, I didn't. She didn't call or say anything," the son answered.
"Well, and why haven't you called her? She's having a hard time and suffering. After all, she is your mother," Arthur said in a neutral tone of voice and gave a brief account of her and her condition.
The son started to make excuses to Arthur. "Please forgive us. We didn't know. There's been a lot of work. It's true, this is bad of us. We'll definitely come to see her."
"Will you pass on the information to your two sisters?" asked Arthur.
"Of course. Katka will be back on Tuesday and will go to see her, but the kids and I will go right away tomorrow. We'll stay at her house and put it in order while we're there," the son answered.
Arthur asked him to say not a word about this call.
While he was talking, he saw that the nurse was overwhelmed with work and he offered to let her sit for a while and he'd answer the phone. She told him she'd take a ten-minute break but she disappeared for no less than forty. A lot of things piled up for her to do. Arthur answered the phone very politely, answered their questions with as much love as possible and carefully wrote down the messages. After the nurse returned, he started to do some of the assignments that had been given: Someone had asked to give some information regarding a man's arrival to the fifth room. Someone else had forgotten a sweater after signing out and asked that it be left at the nurse's station. A man would come tomorrow to get it. And so on. He was busy doing this for about one and a half hours, while at the same time making people happy with some simple humor.
When Arthur returned to his room, he felt like he was soaring. Suddenly, tears were streaming down his face. He was very tired, his whole body ached badly. This was, in fact, the first time since the accident that he'd moved around for some six to seven hours without a stop. He'd never been so tired and at the same time felt such pain. The least movement caused him mad pains but thanks to the great bliss that he also felt, he almost didn't feel those pains.
He remembered now that at some time he had heard the expression, this world, this body may cause us great pain, yet whether we suffer or not depends on us. All suffering is in the mind, and thanks to true spirituality we can raise ourselves above our suffering. If you peel off all the different, superfluous skins that have grown over the word 'spirituality', the differences of beliefs converge on it.
Spirituality means selflessness. The soul doesn't need anything in this world. The soul lives by Unconditional Love. A person's selfless attitude stimulates selfless actions, thereby enabling an ever-increasing Unconditional Love. The more we're prepared to sacrifice of ourselves, the less we'll suffer and the more love we'll have. The only thing he wanted now was to return to his room to rest, so that his body would allow him to return to service again tomorrow.
Rolling back to his room, he cried all the way and thanked God for this new experience he'd received and for giving him the opportunity to serve. The tears of joy overwhelmed Arthur. He even closed his door and blocked it with his wheelchair so that no one could come in. His tears kept tumbling down and he suddenly realized what those tears were. His tears were the tears he'd seen on Mikhalych that night he'd been so tired, when Arthur had seen a kind of glow on him.
A rather long time went by before he stopped crying and could get into his bed.
He thought over his state of mind and several discoveries popped up. He'd truly spoken with the woman in a different way today because he had taken on the role of giver, not expecting anything in return. Arthur had been able immediately to see what the woman needed: he needed to clean up her room but most importantly, listen to her closely. He took a light lunch and started to write in his journal.
At that moment Mikhalych stopped in and Arthur gave him a quick synopsis of everything. Mikhalych praised Arthur, saying, "You finally got it!" He then asked him, surprised, "You even called her son? Where did you get his number? Make note: while you were in the role of giver, you were here and now, you were in the flow of things, and your genuine desire to help people was what helped solve all the problems. The majority of people are prepared to punch a hole in the wall to fulfill their desires, and the Universe gives them what they deserve, depending on their karma, that is, the fruits of their former actions. Yet when we sacrifice our life in the service of others, the Universe provides what we need and helps us. A telephone number can be hard to find in the hospital but your strong desire made it all happen."
"Sometimes, too, a toilet or a faucet will be dripping and it will take two weeks to fix it. But, once again, your strong, selfless desire to help changed the situation fast. The maintenance man came right away and fixed the bed. The other things you did were like that, too." Mikhalych said. "Good night. I hope you aren't mad at me for yesterday?" he asked with a smile while he left. "Here, read this, something I wrote for you. I think you're ready to understand it."
Arthur felt nothing but a tremendous gratitude to him and to everyone. He'd gained another important lesson about Unconditional Love through this situation. It was higher than the duality. In addition, it can manifest itself outwardly as being tough and strict, not just expressing positive emotions and appearing as kindness.
He remembered how he had spoken with Maria's son on the phone today – rather harshly and demandingly. Yet he had done it as a service, as a response, divorced of his ego and with no condemnation. The person on the other end of the line had changed his attitude and relationship.
He glanced at the sheet of paper and again fell into a blissful trance. He would've agreed to subscribe to every word – it seemed as if his heart had chosen each of them. He read them several times before falling asleep; he tried to remember them and fell asleep with a smile on his face.
An hour later, a nurse came in and, seeing the page on his chest, decided to read it and see what had made him so happy and relaxed, smiling so serenely even in his sleep.
* * *
"All unhappy people became that way because they only want happiness for themselves.
All happy people have become that way because they wish happiness for all others." Shantideva, an enlightened Buddhist saint.
(He was the son of a king, but on his coronation day, he left home and devoted his life to spiritual practices and serving all those in need. His philosophical treatises are among the main teachings of Northern Buddhism.)
* * *
"Cultivate a strong desire to selfless, open service. Love everyone. Serve everyone. Be patient and generous in your relations to everyone. Serve the Lord who dwells in all of us.
Nowadays, it seems that many of those who have embarked on a spiritual path prefer to perform pleasant work, whether it's writing, preparation and performance of religious ceremonies, library science, or management. They are apparently sickened of such work as carrying buckets of water, chopping firewood, washing dishes, laundry, cleaning, and caring for the sick. They feel unworthy of such occupations and are filled with their own pride. Such people need strict discipline and training. If they were my students, I would appoint them to change the bed pans of sick patients for a year, and then do a year of dishwashing, and another year cleaning and washing the clothes of patients. Only then will they be ready for meditation. If you set yourself the task of developing an interest in work that your mind does not like, then later you'll like every job. It's a sure way to strengthen your willpower." (Swami Sivananda – a saint in the Vedic tradition, a modern master, recognized around the world, an enlightened sage-yogi of the Himalayas. Born into a noble family, he received an excellent medical education. For many years, he did the 'dirty work' (helped care for the seriously ill) for ten to twelve hours a day in hospitals and other institutions.
He wrote about 300 books and was a strict, practicing monk all his life.)
* * *
Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace;
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
Where there is injury, pardon;
Where there is error, truth;
Where there is doubt, faith;
Where there is despair, hope;
Where there is darkness, light;
And where there is sadness, joy.
O Divine Master, Grant that I may not so much seek
To be consoled as to console;
To be understood as to understand;
To be loved as to love.
For it is in giving that we receive;
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned;
And it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.
(The prayer of St. Francis. Born into a wealthy family, he forsook a large inheritance, and donated all the money to the poor. All his life he served the sick and needy, with a prayer on his lips.)
Chapter XVI
The Cure
The next morning, Arthur awoke feeling very uplifted. He'd had such sweet dreams the night before. He was craving once again to provide some service to others after breakfast. However, just after breakfast, his regular doctor and the interning med student who had helped him came to visit. In addition, there was a doctor new to him, who, as Arthur understood it, sometimes dropped in from the regional hospital. They all came into Arthur's room and asked him how things were, how well he was getting around on the wheelchair, and so on. The hospital's doctor was quite surprised at Arthur's progress.
They asked him to move his fingers and toes and were surprised that he could lift his legs. Of course, it still hurt him a lot to do so, and he couldn't stand on his own, but, holding onto the wall, he could go to the toilet by himself. The doctors examined him for quite a while, then turned away and discussed the situation a bit amongst themselves. Arthur understood that his situation was not completely hopeless and that – theoretically – after some period of time it was possible that he could walk again.
After they left, Arthur fell asleep, exhausted. It was only when Mikhalych brought him his lunch he woke up.
"How'd you sleep?" asked Mikhalych.
"Ah, well, I wasn't able to go out anywhere today to help Maria or any other patients," answered Arthur.
"Oh, that's not so bad. Today's Sunday, you know, and many of them have left the hospital to visit relatives or just to go home.
"Say – Maria's relatives have come to visit her; the kids have been yelling. They brought all kinds of food and I heard her daughter reproach her mother. She said, "Mom, why didn't you tell us anything?" You could hear them crying, and then the kids went up to the nurses and thanked them. The son said he was out of work, that he'd lost his job not so long ago, but that if she needed some kind of medicine he was ready to help. As soon as she was able to leave the hospital, they would come and take her home and live there with her for the summer. They gave some candies to the doctor and there was a kind of festive mood in the room. So that's the kind of fire you started," said Mikhalych, with a laugh.
To Arthur, it seemed like these were the happiest moments of his life.
"It wasn't me; it was God working through me. I've only been able to make it happen through His Graces," Arthur said, surely and sincerely.
"Oh, my, I see you are making such progress," Mikhalych responded quietly.
* * *
Mikhalych brought Arthur a lot to read and for several hours a day he would read and take notes about the central ideas. He was especially impressed by Lazarev's books.
The rest of the time, some six to seven hours of the day, he would make his way around the hospital and help other patients. He helped a man confined to his bed get the correct medicine. They had brought him the wrong kind and Arthur went down to sort it out at the medicine counter. He did a number of such helpful things and from time to time would repeat a prayer to Jesus, constantly thanking him in his thoughts, but outwardly joking and trying to cheer people up. It was hard at first. Some people seemed predisposed from birth not to smile.
Monday morning, Arthur couldn't make it to see Maria because they'd taken her for an examination and then for physical therapy. He was only able to see her on Tuesday morning. He saw that she could now get up from bed and was beaming with happiness. Her children had brought her such love, energy, and hope. Her son and eldest daughter promised to bring her back home and that now she would be all right. Her grandchildren loved her so much and they'd brought her a lot of presents. She was just stunned really. She understood that her son was out of work and nevertheless he'd brought her many things. It was hard for her daughter, too. Maria was moved by this love very much and she radiated a completely different kind of energy. She cried from joy and was glowing.
Arthur said, "I'm so happy for you. Let's have you be happy in a clean room! Let me clean up a little around here, bring you some water, and, well, something else maybe?"
"My goodness, what is all that for? Thank you," this happy woman repeated a few times. "Listen, Arthur. There's a woman about 50 to 60 km. from here in a little town. She believes in God and practices healing, including healing spinal problems. I know that she helped my husband a whole lot about ten years ago. I recommend you go to see her."
Arthur, though, didn't take this all too seriously. Yet when he told Mikhalych about it, Mikhalych confirmed that he'd heard about this woman and that she could seemingly perform miracles. He didn't know her address, though.
"How can she heal someone without being a doctor?" Arthur said in surprise and disbelief.
"Live and believe in miracles! That's another step for you to take in forging a fulfilled life. Doctors without a spiritual grounding can't, in fact, do all that much, especially if they're self-centered. See, now the Universe will grant you special help since you are serving selflessly. It will send you answers in the form of people and events. For some reason you've been given her address, although this woman hardly takes anybody.
What's more, Maria wrote this woman that Arthur was an acquaintance of hers and fervently asked her to heal him.
"How would I get there?" Arthur asked Mikhalych, puzzled.
"Don't worry, I'll figure something out," he told him.
Mikhalych called the neighboring regional center, where a lot of people knew and respected him. He asked a certain Fyodor to come and get Arthur in his car.
* * *
The next Saturday morning Fyodor did indeed arrive, though in an old, banged-up Niva. Mikhalych sat Arthur down in the front seat and asked Fyodor to drive carefully, since the road was bumpy and jolts would hurt Arthur. They were unsuccessful in trying to pack the wheelchair in the car but Fyodor said it wouldn't be far from the car and he could carry Arthur the remaining ten meters into the house. The weather was magnificent, the sun was shining. The car was hot to the touch. Arthur didn't even notice; he was overcome with the possibility of going to a far-off place and seeing some pretty scenery. He'd grown too used to seeing the same old tiles and ugly walls.
Fyodor tried to drive cautiously and carefully and was considerate in every way. He told Arthur that he'd been in a car accident two years ago. He'd sustained serious injuries to his knee and nose and broken an arm in two places. He had to lie in the hospital for two weeks.
At that time, Mikhalych worked at the hospital and took care of him, like a mother of her child. They'd only talked a little but it had been enough to get Fyodor to give up drinking and smoking and to try and serve and help others. He also said that Mikhalych was an amazing person and that Arthur had been very lucky to be able to talk with him for so long – two months now – and it was very sad that Mikhalych was leaving soon.
They finally arrived at the healer's home. Several cars were there. Fyodor went in and gave her the note. He came back to the car and told Arthur that she would take him today. Fyodor carried Arthur in his arms and sat him down in reception on a chair. From a conversation several women in line were having, Arthur gathered that this healer truly did perform miracles. A woman from Moscow said that she'd sought help from all the famous witches and magicians and paid a lot of money, but had only become worse in all aspects of her life. Only this woman here had helped her. Suddenly the healer came out and asked everyone to let Arthur move to the head of the line since he was an in-patient of the hospital. She asked Fyodor to bring Arthur to another room where there was a couch.
She lay Arthur down on his back, did some initial probing with her hands, then made a few corrective movements, the pain from which almost made Arthur lose consciousness. She then proceeded to the small of back and his hips, pressing painfully on certain points to reinsert the nerves, as she put it. So that he wouldn't worry, she told Arthur that nothing was broken and briefly told him what his problem was. This pretty much matched what the last doctor had concluded. She confidently promised to heal him and this astonished Arthur. He noticed there was a Bible and some photos and realized that she was from a different protestant faith and this made him uncomfortable. From this woman, though, there came a great feeling of love and care. He unwittingly caught himself thinking about how he could more easily accept a person who didn't believe at all rather than someone who believed almost the same as he did, but differently.
Silently, to himself, he thanked Mikhalych for all but ridding him of such senseless nonsense.
The healer also recommended that he drink certain herbal teas.
"So, why these herbs? Will they fix my back?" asked Arthur.
"My son, drink the tea. It will help reduce spasms, relieve constipation, and reduce pain," Darya said (as this woman called herself).
"Don't worry. Just drink what Darya tells you to," said Fyodor.
Darya said that he'd have to come visit her six times and it shouldn't be less than twice a week. In addition, it had to be when her husband was home because she would need his help. Fyodor said that he might not be able to help out because he had to work and that it was harvest time and there were not enough farm hands. Nevertheless, he would try to rearrange his work schedule and ask a friend to bring Arthur sometimes. He didn't mention money at all, although no one was preparing to pay for his trips and gas wasn't cheap by local standards, especially for such long hauls. But it was clear he wasn't bothered by that a bit. It was more like he felt gratitude at being able to help, especially a person like Mikhalych, even if only indirectly.
"It's like I'm in paradise," thought Arthur. "Some kinds of angels are here, and it's all thanks to an orderly that cleans toilets in a peaceful state of mind, with a feeling of gratefulness."
The people here hadn't changed much, despite there being many proselytizing groups in the area and several active churches.
Darya gave him a few exercises to do to strengthen and stretch his muscles. They had to be added on top of the ones he was already doing. They parted warmly as friends. When they returned to the hospital, Arthur noticed that he truly was doing better. It was like something mystical. All of a sudden he noticed he could easily pull his hips out of bed and even walk a bit.
* * *
He went there two more times and greatly improved. His vertebrae became properly oriented, which the doctor couldn't believe, when he and the intern examined him the next time. They were so surprised, seeing Arthur, bracing himself on the wall, walk confidently down the hall. When the doctor found out that he'd been to see Darya, he said that attests to the fact that she really can work miracles. The student was very glad that she'd given Arthur exercises similar to his. But they knew that Darya, just by running her hand along the spine, could see all the problems and adjust them, if there were no operations, and even fix internal organs. Simon asked for her address, saying that he knew many people suffering from back pain.
Darya became a devout believer in her youth, she read the bible, and her gift as a healer began. She was persecuted for it, but time and again she cured some communist workers and the persecution stopped with the condition that she stay in the wilderness forever. People began to come to her on their own.
She didn't impose any religion on anyone. But she always said, "You should read the Scriptures, pray, love your enemies, and give service."
She and her husband now had eleven kids and almost 30 grandchildren. When she gave birth to her sixth child the doctor had told her that she couldn't give birth to any more, which really upset her. Despite that, flying in the face of her doctors' prognoses, she gave birth to five more magnificent children. They had been invited to join a local Baptist community in the USA, where they all now live.
* * *
One day at lunch, Mikhalych mentioned that he'd be leaving soon. Arthur was out of sorts over this – he couldn't imagine his meetings with Mikhalych coming to an end.
"Don't worry. It's all the will of God. We'll still be in touch with each other," Mikhalych told him.
They exchanged addresses and Mikhalych gave him yet another set of recommendations and instructions, answered Arthur's most worrisome questions (a part of their dialogue is in the insert), and also told him to call his dear girlfriend. After all, he could almost walk now.
Mikhalych left two days later. Arthur noticed that everyone regretted his leaving. Arthur visited Darya a few times more and began to walk all the time, at first with crutches, then with a cane. He walked with great difficulty and only for short periods of time, as his muscles had atrophied in that time. A few days later he noticed unexpectedly that the pain had all but gone away.
On bidding farewell to Darya he promised to send her money, but it was obvious she was not all too worried about that. "God cured you," he heard her say.
Chapter XVII
The Return
One day, the doctor came to him and said, "Doesn't it seem to you it's time we let you out of here? You can make it back to your hometown of Moscow on your own. Let me know when it's convenient for you to leave us and may God be with you. It'll be hard to say goodbye, though; we've gotten so used to you.
Those days, you could truly say that Arthur had become a central figure, a person that many looked up to. He was always doing something, helping someone, making people happy. He arranged a concert, "Looking for Talent". He gave two lectures at a local school on the importance of morals and having a healthy, sober lifestyle. He heard more compliments about himself than he'd ever heard his whole life, although, truth be told, he'd never himself given such thanks for his whole life, neither verbally nor mentally. He felt quite well and humorously remembered how he'd been certain that he'd gone to hell and that the hospital was the gloomiest place in the Universe only two or three months ago.
Nevertheless, several patients treated him with undisguised contempt and disdain, and they openly humiliated him and addressed him roughly. But, where that might've bothered him before, now he took it calmly in stride. "Love can't be forced." If he had to make a decision, he imagined how Mikhalych would act, and then everything fell easily into place. Immediately he began to understand something: Why help those who neither seek nor need urgent care? Why raise parasites? Because, there are some that need to go through deep suffering in order to move forward on a path of spiritual evolution. I'm not doing this to earn the love of those around me.
Some of the fastest paths to suffering are trying to earn the love of those around you, fearing a loss, and desiring to be everyone's good friend.
* * *
October had set in. People close to Arthur bought him a bunch of presents; they chipped in and bought him a train ticket, too. He was given a fond farewell, where even a lot of local school kids came to see him off. They accompanied him to the next station for the train going to Moscow.
When he reached his apartment several days later, he was very tired and a fear was pressing on him more and more, a fear that hadn't visited him for many days now.
He suddenly realized: it was all well and good to philosophize with a master there beside you, but it was quite another thing to live in Moscow alone and still unwell. He understood that he wouldn't be returning to his church, at least, not in the role he'd left behind, and therefore he couldn't expect any help. He'd have to start something new. When his neighbor gave him the keys to his apartment, she made the sign of the cross and said that he was considered deceased and apparently someone was already filling out paperwork to take possession of the apartment. Such a thing was entirely possible at that time in Russia. The train trip there had shaken him badly and the severe pains had returned. Most of all, however, he was afraid of talking to Nastya again.
He struggled with sleep all night – he kept having nightmares filled with horrors and fears. The drunken shouting of teenagers in the building entrance only reinforced this, and then, at about one in the morning, the dogs started howling.
He woke up the next morning with a heavy feeling and did a full cycle of exercises for his back. This helped considerably with the pain. He decided to do his breathing exercises, prayers, and meditation, while he was moving around because he had to clean up the apartment. He remembered Mikhalych's words, that sooner or later the dirt all around would get inside us and cause a lot of suffering, and so it didn't make sense to cut corners on cleaning. Having brought the apartment back into order and gotten himself in a better mood, he went to work on the building's entranceway, which definitely needed to be cleaned up.
He had learned the golden rule: there's a way to beat back an increase in negative thoughts, fears, judgments, and dissatisfaction with your fate, that is, the taker mentality – selfishness – and that is to serve others selflessly, to have a thankful attitude, and be living in the moment as much as possible.
In three hours he spent cleaning up the entrance, he met a lot of the tenants. They very much appreciated his work and as a result decided to chip in and hire a cleaning person permanently and also to buy good locks for the door. Katya, a grandmother from apartment 8, made him a tasty lunch and offered to go to the store for him. He started to refuse, but then remembered that Love is the ability to accept. He asked her to buy him some food and a few books. To his surprise, when she returned, she asked to borrow a couple of the books that she'd just bought for him. Though he hadn't foreseen that she would be interested in books from Mikhalych's list, he knew that when you were in 'the stream', everyone around you benefited.
After a few days, he felt that it was time to go out into 'the world'. He felt as if a great amount of time had passed. It was obvious that he'd become a completely different person. If someone had told him that a person could change so much in three or four months, he wouldn't have believed it. He knew, too, that there was no other way he could've made such a spiritual turnabout, such a rapid internal change. If it hadn't been for the 'tragic' events that had occurred, he would hardly have started listening to people like Mikhalych, reading such books, and so on.
He called one of his friends from his parish. The telephone almost fell from his friend's hands out of amazement on receiving the call. He then asked how Arthur's health was and told him how the police had searched long and hard for him the first week that he'd disappeared. He'd been a suspect in the fire on the ship and for money and valuables that had been lost. All the police and the ship's captain wanted to blame everything on their 'sect's' pastor and leader. The local paper even ran an article on the danger presented by the appearance of sects in their region.
At first, the local people thought that Arthur had done it and run off, but after the children who had been saved regained their health, they told the authorities that some man had saved them but that a floating beam had hit him and he'd disappeared in the water – drowned. From their description, it was clear that it had been Arthur. His body was never found, and people recognized that it would be virtually impossible to do so – the river was very wide, deep, and had many backwaters. So, when he didn't show up for a month, he was officially declared dead. The newspaper, however, neither recant its earlier story nor did it print anything such as that everyone survived thanks to the actions of this brave leader.
They make repeated prayers for his soul in the church and his beloved girlfriend is still dressed in mourning.
"Thank you for your prayers," Arthur told him gratefully. "It surely appears they've been very helpful for my soul."
* * *
The next day, this friend and some of the leaders of the congregation came to him at home. They brought food and presents and asked him lots of things. Arthur answered in brief that he'd been an invalid, that he'd regained his well-being thanks to prayers, to a change inside himself, and to the great people that had been with him.
The pastor exclaimed, "Christ has saved and healed you!" "Of course, Christ; everything is thanks to the grace of God," Arthur rejoined.
The pastor was inspired very much by all this and he almost demanded that Arthur give a sermon in the main hall about his 'divine healing' the next Sunday. "This will deepen the faith of many," the pastor declared.
His friend told him that Nastya was in Ukraine with her relatives and they'd tell them that Arthur was alive.
Nastya called up, in fact, two days later, all excited, and said she was buying a plane ticket. They agreed to meet in the park on Saturday.
Gorgeous days of Indian Summer had set in. Arthur set off to meet her, again with intensified fears. It even seemed to him that it would be easier to go into the cold water again to save those children. He had a great fear that Nastya would not accept the changes in him, wouldn't taking him as he was now. He was very frightened at the thought but he certainly didn't want to be a hypocrite to the woman he loved.
He knew how to fight against his fears. He imagined every scenario as it might unfold and accepted it, telling himself, "Let God's will be done." However, having to accept that Nastya and he would not be together scared him most of all and caused him great pain. He had never loved a woman so much. To accept her betrayal, he felt, would be even worse than if he were to be a bedridden invalid.
When he internalized the possibility of such a turn of events and thanked God for the opportunity to learn something good, however, he felt peace and calm return to him. Nevertheless, one lesson awaited him still. Someone bumped him while he was getting on the escalator to the subway and rudely cursed him. He was barely able to hold on and not fall and he felt a searing pain in his back and left leg. He struggled to make his way to the side away from the flow of pedestrian traffic and gave himself a few minutes to recover. Then, despite the pain and with great difficulty, he headed for the exit. He automatically thanked God for what had happened, internally bowed to the person who had bumped him, and wished him – as well as those all around – love.
He remembered Mikhalych's words, it's easier to make a great sacrifice, to sacrifice something important, perhaps even your life, than to be able correctly to get through small conflicts and painful situations that the Universe constantly sends our way.
A woman saw that he was barely able to walk, holding onto his cane and a bouquet of flowers with one hand and trying to open the door with his other. She held the door open and helped him get through. Just as they went out the door, they literally bumped smack into Nastya.
Judging by her appearance, it wasn't hard to tell that she was alarmed and no less surprised to see him with a woman opening the door for him. But the woman cheerfully said, "I give you your gentleman who tried so hard to save your bouquet," and disappeared.
Nastya cried, seeing with what difficulty Arthur was walking, sweating and pale from the pain, and breathing heavily.
They embraced, exchanged pleasantries and sat down on the nearest bench.
"Not a day went by," he told her, "that I didn't think of you, that I didn't dream to meet you again. Forgive me for being in this condition."
"I thought of you all the time, too," she told him. "I prayed for you and didn't believe you'd died. Don't worry. I'm ready to take you however you are. Don't let it bother you. I'm proud you were able to get back into that terrible icy whirlpool. I'll be with you for the whole life, no matter what happens. Together we'll overcome all obstacles. You were beaten up badly in the water?"
"Yes," he answered. "My spine has apparently recovered, but all my internal organs need to be checked. There's some doubt that I can become a father because of damage to my sexual organs."
Nastya made a deep sigh. She had grown up in a large family and everyone in their parish had many children. She wanted to have many children herself.
"Then we will adopt a lot of children," she said, after a long pause.
They both fell silent, taking in the wonderful weather. A few couples with children passed them.
She looked at him attentively and said that he'd changed quite a bit. Even though he looked sick and tired, she observed, it seemed that a kind of aura and grace emanated from him. Arthur asked how things were going in her family and she told him what she'd been doing the last few weeks. She asked him to tell her in greater detail everything that had happened with him.
Arthur briefly told her about the way things had been at the hospital, about Mikhalych, about Darya, about his discovery of matters of the soul, and of the changes that had taken place inside him. Nastya listed to him with the utmost attention and interest, but it was clear that anxiety was growing inside her. The sun had almost dropped from the sky and a cold wind had begun to blow. She crossed her arms and legs, but it wasn't clear if it was from the cold or from Arthur's story. Arthur finished and there was a long pause.
"But how do you know who was speaking to you through those people?" asked Nastya.
"Do you mean whether it was the Antichrist or Satan – a wolf in sheep's clothing?" Arthur queried.
"Yes, everything is possible."
Arthur stopped and thought. Nastya was an intellectual person. She'd finished school with excellent grades and likewise the journalism department of her university. This was a rare occurrence among the families of the believers in their church. On top of that, she herself quite sincerely believed in God.
Her parents converted to their beliefs when she was still a child, and though it cost them good jobs, constant ridicule, and condemnation, they did everything they could so their children would grow firm in their faith. They didn't imagine that their children would create a family with people outside their faith, and their children shared that opinion. Arthur had come to the church in search of Truth at a mature age. He hadn't imbibed with his mother's milk, so to say, that a person could only reach perfection in the bosom of the church.
"It's my belief," Arthur began in response, "we should listen to our hearts and likewise see whether the love in our souls has increased or not."
"We may think we see various things, but the church tells us whether we are making the right choice," Nastya answered.
"Martin Luther (the founder of Protestantism) spoke about the importance of making solitary prayers and taking a personal approach to the comprehension of God," Arthur offered.
"I don't know," she quickly replied. "It's scary and difficult for me to take you like this."
"Interesting. You can accept me as a sick person, an invalid, even as impotent, but not as a free-thinking man pursuing his own heart, and who isn't perhaps in the framework and rules of our church."
"But Jesus gave us those rules, and you know my parents will never give us their blessing if they hear your ranting."
At this, Arthur sighed heavily. Yes, he knew the strict nature of her father. He knew how Nastya respected and loved him and couldn't go against his will, especially if his wife supported him.
"Everything is in God's hands. You must know I love you very much and can imagine no one else who could be my wife and the mother of my future children. I shall strive to follow even more diligently than four months ago the commandments that Christ gave.
"But you have the right to choose, as well as your parents. It sounds strange, though: you're ready to accept me as a sick, impotent man, but above all we should follow all the superficial rules of «our» church (he emphasized 'our') rather than glowing, as you yourself noted. I'm sincerely trying to reach a state of higher worship – "Love God with all your heart, with all your mind, and love your neighbor as yourself" – yet I am one who believes that the truth may not be only in one particular church."
"But our church has been created and blessed from Above just for that," Nastya pointed out.
"That is to say," Arthur considered, "you can only learn to love in this church? You couldn't say, though, that all our members or leaders are full of unconditional love, could you? Something else is strange, too. If God loves us so, why, only after millions of years, did he just once send Jesus to us, the only one through which we can go to God? Do you mean, all other people have gone, and will go, to an eternity in Hell?"
"Stop it, let me think," Nastya pleaded. "I have a request, too. Please don't shock anyone with your preaching. Preach like you used to, otherwise my father will immediately oppose you."
"I haven't even thought about what I am going to say. If I get some ideas, I'll write them down, but right now and in the future I will speak only from the heart,"
This shocked Nastya once more, since she knew that everyone who gave a sermon in their church had to prepare it ahead of time, and it must then, as a rule, be approved by the pastor.
She got up and said, "Very well, let's go. I'll get you a taxi and go home and pray that everything goes well tomorrow.
* * *
At home, he once again felt fear. There were more than enough reasons: tomorrow he would have to speak to a large congregation, and he hadn't decided about what. In addition, as he understood it, Nastya and her family wouldn't accept him unless he conformed to their framework. In that case, he'd be all alone.
"Fear is from the ego," he remembered once again. "Perhaps they won't love me if they set such conditions. But tomorrow my goal is to move closer to Love and help others to do likewise. How that works out will be in God's hands.
Should we really try to earn someone's love or their favor? It's obvious that's the ego talking, the ego that carries devastating effects. I just need to be – to be the Unconditional Love, the Loving Presence." He calmed his mind, did some breathing exercises, prayed earnestly, and asked to be – tomorrow and always – just a humble guide of the Almighty. Ideas for tomorrow's sermon started coming to him; he wrote them all down and went to sleep.
Chapter XVIII
The Last Sermon
His friend came to pick him up in the morning. On the way, he cheerily told Arthur that they'd reserved the largest hall in the area. Even that wasn't going to be large enough to accommodate everyone, judging by the reservations. A lot of people called asking if they could bring sick relatives and whether there would be a miraculous healing prayer. All the pastors and everyone in the church council wanted to be there too, and several preachers from America.
"In short, it'll be a full house! Get ready! Everyone is going to want to know the secrets of quick healing through the word of God," his friend said. "I wonder," Arthur considered philosophically, "if the topic were how to learn to love God through the word of God, how many people would come?"
"I don't follow you. How are health and love connected?"
"Well, pretty much directly. We'll probably be talking about that today," Arthur told him.
When they arrived, he saw that it really was a packed house. The huge hall, seating some 800, was filled and overflowing. Many were sitting in the aisles.
All the church leaders greeted him warmly. They gave him a seat right on the stage, and after a short concert, he was to begin preaching right away, "spreading the word of God". He enjoyed listening to the concert; his fears had finally subsided. Ever since he'd gotten up and was getting dressed that morning, he'd felt a lift in his spirits, an inspiration, and lightness.
He decided to speak from the heart and say what he saw fit, though it might not necessarily be something church leaders or Nastya's parents wanted to hear. It was hard to summon up the courage to do. But he wasn't about to play around and be a hypocrite, to adapt and try to please everyone, even if by so doing he risked losing his girlfriend, for whom he was willing to give his life. He was no longer frightened that he might remain «homeless» and all alone.
All the same, he was not going to shock and disturb the minds of the parishioners. He remembered Mikhalych's words, that each person needed to speak in accordance with his level of consciousness and you shouldn't try to change a person's religion. Everyone has his own way. Someone might be, so to speak, in the 5th grade of spiritual evolution and someone else might be in graduate school. It's important to help a person change internally, to get rid of selfishness, greed, arrogance, aggression, a restless mind, and so on.
You shouldn't try to deprive a person of his ideals, try to convert him to another religion, force him to renounce his faith, and such. No, you just have to become a perfect Christian and help others do the same. If they have a different way, then help them become good Muslims, Buddhists, Hare Krishnas, and so on. You need to talk to others in their own language.
The concert ended, and the pastor began introducing him in the best light. Arthur knew that after his sermon yet another small concert was scheduled and the plate would be passed around for donations for sick people. They had worked out such a «mechanism» for collections after «incendiary» sermons.
On his way to the pulpit, he felt fear and tension oppressing him again, and he limped badly. Everyone stood and applauded. He had to stand and wait a few minutes until they'd all sat back down.
* * *
Arthur thanked everyone for coming and said he felt uncomfortable and tense.
(This sermon has been preserved thanks to Nadezhda, a parishoner who recorded it on a portable tape recorder. She then wrote it out and five years later posted it on her own web page on the internet, writing in the introduction that after she'd listened to the lecture several times and written it down, it completely changed her life.)
He started by just telling everyone what had happened to him, that all the doctors had indeed said he would never walk again, that a lot of his internal organs had been damaged, etc. Yet here he was, able to walk and he didn't feel that his internal organs were damaged. Doctors called everything that had happened a miracle.
But the main miracle, he thought, was what had happened to his soul. He knew that any healing began with a healing of the soul. He truly had experienced a spiritual revelation and had spoken with very spiritually advanced and harmonious people. Above all else, he thanked Jesus for it.
He'd come to realize how important it was to pay attention to your body and its physical health. These are very dependent on our lifestyle, food, and our thinking, as well as our internal state of peace. A great deal of our physical and mental health depends on the state of our souls and in what we believe.
"The soul is a part of God, part of the Supreme Spirit. God is love, just as our soul is love. The further we move away from Unconditional Love, the more we suffer, and the more we worry and fear. He brought us the first commandment, which tells us we need to love God with all our heart and all our mind, and to love our neighbors as ourselves. Everything in this world is transitory, temporary. We're guests who've come here to learn Love, to develop It, live It, be It. Every situation, every event of our lives teaches us it."
"And what is the enemy of love? Being attached to or dependent on someone or something. It could be an attachment to money, glory, people, stability, social position, or even spiritual principles, ideals, and religious concepts. The topic of attachment is deeply ingrained in the teachings of Buddhism and Vedantism."
He saw the pastors sitting in the first few rows with increasingly strained looks on their faces, frowning, hardly ever smiling. People in the audience, though, listened attentively, and some had even begun to cry.
He quoted from the Bible, where it said that the main enemies of man are those closest to him if he starts to hold them higher than Unconditional Love, if he starts to love them more than God.
"We all strive for Unconditional Love, whether consciously or subconsciously. When is it, then, that we're able to feel Love? Is it when we selflessly serve each other and the world in general?"
"It's when we're simply able to see God in each other, as holy mother Theresa or Saint Francis did. However, our ego divides the world into friends and enemies, 'ours' and 'not ours'. This is where the suffering begins. Did Jesus divide people into "ours' and yours'? Did He not help everybody? Did He not teach us in the Sermon on the Mount, considered to be the essence of the teachings of Christ:
1. You have heard it said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.
2. But I tell you, love your enemies and bless those that curse you, do good to those that hate you, and pray for those who speak evil about you and persecute you.
3. Be the children 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.
4. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that?
5. And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that?
6. Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
"It follows from this that perfection is when we unconditionally love and accept everyone, whereas imperfection is when we only love those closest to us and those that do and speak pleasant things."
"I was given such an example in the hospital," Arthur said, and then he told them about Mikhalych and, briefly, about Darya and the man who'd driven him around, Fyodor.
"Mikhalych especially showed me love in action, in real life. I realized that love begins with sacrifice. I used to think that making a sacrifice was when money was collected after the service and you needed to give something to our church or to the sick and disadvantaged whom we serve. Of course, this is also a sacrifice, but a sacrifice only brings us closer to love when we sacrifice from our heart and soul – not for fame and recognition, not because it is needed, or that it's for «our» church."
"A sacrifice is meant to reduce our selfishness, our attachments, to teach us to give up our attachments for the sake of love. Sacrifice is not meant to be purely on the physical level – donating money or something tangible."
"On the mental level, it means accepting other people internally, allowing everyone to make choices and go their own way. After all, love means allowing freedom to those you love. Don't judge anyone if you've been offended or treated unfairly. Instead, accept it internally, seeing it as the Lord's hand. In the same light, listen carefully to people without holding some judgment over their words in your mind as to whether they've «earned» your respect or not. Just be grateful."
"On the spiritual level, this means complete dedication to God, totally foregoing one's ego, and having the will to give a lot more than you receive. It means internally accepting everything that happens as His will. One of the best examples may be Jesus, who sacrificed his life to serve others."
Some hands went up in the auditorium, but he asked to hold off questions until the end.
"There are two important points here: having a sense of security and having a sense of superiority.
"On the one hand, there are some things that make us humans, such as adhering to moral norms, keeping the commandments, having reasonable restrictions on eating, sleeping, and so on. Yet there is a danger when we begin to observe all the commandments, rules and regulations strictly, and live what looks like a "righteous life". We become sorely tempted to look down on others who are «below» us, are "more sinful", who pray "less than" us, or don't pray as we do, and so forth."
"This is the most dangerous kind of arrogance – feeling superior over a person or group of people. Also, talents and most of all, special abilities, can be a source of such arrogance.
Here are some examples of this feeling of superiority, of being a 'chosen one':
– Sex: I am a man, thus a higher creation than a woman;
– Background: my family is higher than others because it has a noble ancestry;
– My ethnicity is higher than others because it's been given a divine revelation (or for whatever other reason);
– My religion is higher;
– My country is higher.
"Our ego, our egotism always wants to be higher, more meaningful than others."
"So, everything «good» that we have becomes our curse, since it cuts us off from love and consequently brings us a lot of suffering and illness. It's not hard to see that all proud, stern, and high-principled women are unhappy in their personal lives, and men with such characteristics are neither healthy nor in large part successful."
"The feeling of safety and security is also quite dangerous. It cuts us off from God in short manner, and doesn't give us the chance to surrender entirely to God. It's true, we all need to be protected on a physical and mental level, especially women. Yet, I believe we're making a big mistake when we come to church for protection. We get a feeling of «supremacy» and pride from this spiritual protection, a self-assuredness that no matter how we live, we'll go to the Lord's Heavenly Kingdom."
"It's especially dangerous for spiritual and religious leaders who may carry on openly sinful activities, confident their past good deeds or their high, holy, respectful image allows them to do that. A more incisive example is perhaps the historical fact that many popes of Rome led sinful lives. Our ego believes that once we've attained some sort of a post in the spiritual hierarchy, gotten a lot of approval and admiration for our "spiritual struggles", or we've strictly followed the rules and commandments of the church for many years, the Lord is obligated to provide a prosperous life on earth as well as in heaven."
"If we lower ourselves to that level, Satan will be our close brother, rubbing his hands in glee that yet another soul has moved away from Love."
"We can learn from the life of Jesus every minute of every day. One of the main lessons from His life is that he was crucified at the insistence of those who tried hardest to keep the commandments, those of a very high religious rank, where, on the other hand, his faithful disciples were those who had nothing to be proud of – simple fishermen. It was these latter who could understand what the Teacher had said, and could spread the Truth around the world. It's owing to them that we can sit here and discuss the Holy Scriptures."
"For, they may not have had much, but they had humility. That, though, is the main characteristic by which we can quickly attain perfection – the love of God. Pride, on the other hand, is the central quality by which we can get on a fast track to hell on Earth, closing our hearts, depriving us of happiness in relationships, bringing us disease and dark blows of fate, and depriving us of wisdom."
"The last important thing we can discuss in my allotted time is closely related to the above. It's that God is primarily love, not force. The pagan approach is to set power in the top place. That's why, in all pagan religions, they worship the god who's stronger and can therefore give more and protect them better in the physical and material sense, a god who's very close and clearly defined."
"That explains why many pagans don't understand the God you worship – weak, bullied, and crucified like a slave. He also taught us that if we're struck on one cheek to turn the other.
This means we need to be able to take inside of us any hard blows of fate. However strong a person or a state may be, there's always some force capable of overcoming it. A strong spirit cannot be defeated though – it can be put in jail, the body can be cut, and so on. But you can't do anything against the soul. You can cause it pain but not suffering."
"The power of the spirit depends on how much love a person has in his heart. A person of notable character, even after his death, continues to shine and help others. This power is higher than the strength of a body or the power of intellect.
The power of love is the basis of all worlds. The power of love is the main healing force of the universe: it alone can heal body, mind, and soul. But to live this love, you must be completely open inside, defenseless, and humble, entrusting your life to the Lord."
"Once I realized it and began to try to live with love, amazing and miraculous events began to occur in my life. I hope that all of you may have the love of God as the central aspiration of your life, and please wish the same for me."
Just then a male voice from the audience called out:
"But how can we live without any attachments in life? Is it really possible to be happy and successful?"
"Of course you can," Arthur readily answered. "Moreover, it's only without attachments and dependencies that people can truly live happily and successfully. It's easy to see that attachments laden us with fear and stress and we become easily manipulated. Many people who've experienced the loss of everything reach the highest spiritual level if they keep a proper course through those «hard» times. Depending on how few attachments we have, there's a direct effect on our ability to realize our creativity and similarly on our health, happiness and success in life. We can only truly love and care for those closest to us if we can love unconditionally, without being tied to or dependent on them."
He wanted to cover this subject in more detail and answer other questions, but he saw the pastor pointing to his watch, asking him to stop. When he finished talking, there was a loud applause; many even stood up in their seats. Most of the leaders in the front row, however, clapped in a very restrained manner.
Immediately afterwards, a lot of people came up and thanked him. A few even said that they'd felt a sort of flight of the soul for the first time and sincerely cried from happiness.
But most of all he was inspired by Savely, an old friend with whom he'd once unloaded boxcars of goods for charity, a man who'd spent many years in prison for his faith. He warmly hugged Arthur and said, "It's so rare nowadays to meet a person who understands the essence of Christ's teachings and can pass it on in simple, understandable words. If Christ were to return now, he'd probably say the same things."
The pastor standing beside him was not pleased clearly.
In the lobby, he literally ran into Nastya's parents. Arthur warmly welcomed them and they exchanged pleasantries but it was evident that they were embarrassed. (Arthur found out later that the pastor had approached them and said the church would be meeting to discuss whether to give him the right to preach and even be a member of the church). His leg had begun to ache even more.
Arthur got straight to the point. "I hope very much that I still have your blessing for the wedding. I can't imagine my life without Nastya. I know I can make her happy."
"We'd like to think it over, get some advice from the pastor," Nastya's father began. "It's clear that you've changed greatly. Nastya has a lot of thinking to do, too. She came back yesterday so serious and deep in thought."
"Yes, Nastya needs to mull it over," Arthur agreed. "A lot has happened to her in recent months. But getting some advice from the pastor? Did I say something that contradicts the teachings of Jesus? Sure, I may have spoken against the rules of the church."
"I understand what you're talking about, but you must understand: rules are rules, and the family is a social unit. A husband and wife should have the same beliefs and values, religious ones above all else," Nastya's father replied.
He was a reasonable man.
"I agree, we can only pray that all will be well," Arthur added. "By 'well' do you mean that everything should develop in a way to increase the Love of God in our souls?" Nastya's father responded, smiling. Arthur almost sat down out of surprise. It seemed to him that he was now talking with Mikhalych. Tears even welled up in his eyes.
Chapter XIX
An Unexpected Ending
Here are the main events that transpired in Arthur's life after his sermon:
** He was forbidden from preaching in the church, a matter upon which the American pastor in particular insisted. They were afraid of his great charisma, that many parishioners might follow him and stop listening to church authorities. In America, it had happened already more than once that a charismatic leader, referring to his cure or God-given revelation, had organized his own religious movement and made his own Biblical interpretations.
** Many people who'd been at his last sermon approached him with a request to meet with them and conduct something in the nature of private consultations. He created an open spiritual club, which became very popular within a few months.
** He discovered he had 'superpowers'. He could easily see not only a person's latent abilities but also illnesses. It also became rather easy for him to foresee the future. This was facilitated by the fact that he had begun studying ancient Indian astrology and palmistry. According to him, he saw some pieces of the puzzle, and then thanks to his intuition and vision he could weaved it together into the big picture.
** He read the Bhagavad Gita, which his father had left him after his death, and other books on Eastern religion. Vedism and Buddhism excited him with its wisdom and deepness of thought. It aroused in him multiple times the desire to travel to India and Southeast Asia to meet with very spiritually advanced people.
** A former parishioner of his old church, who'd gotten rather wealthy with two factories and a chain of stores, invited him to a well-paid position. They'd been friends his first year at the church. He needed someone he could fully trust. The work didn't require much time and Arthur agreed. He suggested a few innovations, thanks to which the corporation became more profitable and entered the international markets. He worked two years at that position and then returned full time to leadership of the spiritual club, private consultation, and writing articles and books. These latter enjoyed great popularity even though he used various pen names as author. While he was still at the company, however, virtually 80 % of the employees gave up their bad habits, became interested in spiritual matters, and went on pilgrimages. Many became parishioners of his former church, which surprised and delighted the pastors. They even came to visit him and made repeated requests to organize a fundraiser to build a new church. They said that Christ had chosen him as his "secret warrior." But Arthur considered it less important where their outside selves were, but rather, what and where their internal changes were.
** Nastya and he decided to meet once a week in a restaurant or library just to chat. This brought them closer together. Immediately after New Year's, she agreed to be his wife. She told him that before Christmas her father had prayed and asked Jesus whether to allow them to marry. He'd left the church and saw a large poster on a wall advertising celebrations and on which was written, "Bring on the wedding music!" A minute later a large wedding procession passed his way. He took this as a sign and blessed his daughter's marriage to Arthur.
Arthur jumped up for joy and began to dance. Then he told Nastya some good news, too. The company's director had agreed to assume the cost of a very expensive, full-body diagnostic in Germany. Before New Year's Day he'd received the complete report on his organs. He was given a clean bill of health and was told he'd have no problems conceiving. He made light of this and asked her with a grin, "So, you know you'll be married and have to take care of your husband?"
"I know," she answered, smiling.
Following that meeting on the plane, owing to which this book appeared, more than a decade passed and Nastya had her fourth child. Arthur had found his joy with Nastya. At first she helped out very much with the club, went with him, read some of the books on his shelf, and edited his articles. But then she plunged headlong into the birth and upbringing of their children. They moved into a large house in the countryside.
Arthur and Mikhalych met almost every year and Arthur learned a lot from him. He went with him twice for a few months on a charity «vacation» to a remote part of Russia. He gave hundreds of lectures at educational institutions on the topics of ethics, morals and the importance of a sober, healthy lifestyle.
It would be hard to say that his life had been easy, though. During those years he'd come down with cancer, his second child became ill and suffered for quite a protracted period of time, and they were robbed of everything they had, including money they'd laid aside with which to buy their house.
* * *
The lives of the passengers that had become acquainted with Arthur on the airplane unfolded in the following manner in the next several years.
Regarding the model/financial analyst Natalya, at first, she took a keen interest in spiritual matters. She gave up on her business career and made plans to fulfill her mission in life as a woman. A year later she fell head-over-heels in love and married. She wrote not long ago that she was pregnant and happy as never before. So good that, with Arthur's help, she took an interest in what her purpose in life was and that she understood what the main thing for a woman was – first and foremost to be a mother and wife. How foolish it had been for her to direct all her energies to a career.
* * *
Nikolai, the man with the child (Peter) began to read books that Arthur had recommended and was able to carry on philosophical discussions at a par with his son. His wife and he decided to have another child. He changed his employment to something he preferred, though it's paid less. He then had more time to spend with his family and likewise on creative endeavors. Also, he gave up drinking and smoking.
They placed their son in a rural private boarding school, where they firstly taught the importance of morals, ethics, and spiritual values and secondly taught the sciences. Strange as it may sound, all the children were successful. Peter distributes the journal «Thanks» to the parents and teachers and leads the Philosophy Club for lower grades.
* * *
There's also an interesting story about Sergei. He quit his business immediately after returning home and poured his energies into books that had been recommended. He searched for and found the two children from his first marriage, made friends with them, and began to care of them. He visited them in the orphanage twice a week and did everything that they asked. He spent time there and also went with them for a month to summer camp.
He met and fell in love with a wonderful woman and they're soon to be married. He finally fulfilled his dream – to write poetry and sing. He organized and led pilgrimage tours through holy places in Russia, India and Israel. It turns out he'd already read many of the books Arthur recommended before their meeting, but that encounter on the plane served as a sort of catalyst for him to make the big changes for which he was ready.
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He regularly conducts lectures and training courses all over the world. Rami is the editor-in-chief of the international charitable journal "Gratefulness with Love" with total copies nearly 3 million ones. He organized more than 100 unique training courses of personal growth, conducted about 10 000 personal consultations, more than 600 workshops and seminars for 200–1 000 audience.
The main Rami's qualities are fantastic charisma, open-mindedness, humor and at the same time the deepest level of knowledge and long – term practical experience. These qualities allowed him to share the knowledge with a lot of people with lightness, love, inspiration and simplicity.
Rami's mission is in active promotion of wisdom, healthy way of life, healthy family relations, moral standards, culture and breeding.
"Journeys in the Search for the Meaning of Life" is a wonderful and instructive book. A gripping tale of student and teacher is presented on the backdrop of a wonderful literary canvas and we become witnesses to transformation, dedication, and inspiration. A person who understands that searching for and finding the meaning of life is a person's most important task understands the essence of perfection. Berdnyaev once said that if he couldn't find the meaning of life then the search for it would become his meaning of life. How unfortunate that many people don't think about it or go astray from it, finding instead false goals and delusions. For whom is this book written? For everyone, and everyone will find a much-needed answer, a subtle philosophical development of the spirit in it.
Shalva Amonashvili, psychology professor, academician of the Russian Academy of Education, president of the International Center for Humanitarian Education
"Journeys in the Search for the Meaning of Life" is the name of a book I recently read and I can tell you unequivocally, "I am so lucky!" Lucky, that it was written and that I read it; lucky, that it crossed my hands. It's a very timely book. Overall, it's a book everyone should read, but most especially those searching for their own path in life, considering questions about the meaning of life, and the role of events taking place in it. Those experiencing difficulties in their lives (problems with health, relationships, or a spiritual crisis) will find it especially worthwhile.
By the way, in 2012 this book took first place in the category, "For the good of the world". (This is RUSSIAN LITERATURE'S MOST PRESTIGIOUS AWARD – for works not only interesting but also useful.) Now I can say without a doubt: this book deserves it!
The book's author is Rami Bleckt. He's a man whom I can call one of my teachers. His wisdom, breadth of vision, humor, and desire to bring the truth to people make his every statement memorable and unique. I would call his book, "Journeys in the Search for the Meaning of Life", a fount of wisdom and warmth. Yes, that's just how I would put it – you feel an inner warmth when you read this book. I even cried a few times.
The book, "Journeys in the Search for the Meaning of Life", can and should be read and reread, again and again, gaining a deeper comprehension of the meaning of what is written in it with each pass. I'm already looking forward to when I can read it again. I'm already looking forward to reading it again.
Olga Bardina, Chief Editor of the online journal "Happy in the family"
notes
Примечания
1
This book won millions of hearts with its sympathetic and incredibly noble heroes.
2
Perestroika, literally 'rebuilding', was the period during which the Soviet Union changed its economy to a capitalist-style open market.
3
Orlovsky, or Orlov, comes from the Russian word 'oryel', which means 'eagle'.
4
The USSR held a draft into mandatory service in their armed forces twice a year.
5
The Course for Young Soldiers – CYS
6
A sapper is a mine-clearing engineer
7
Now called St. Petersburg
8
The Order of the Red Star was a military award of the Soviet Union for bravery.
9
This was awarded to non-commissioned officers of the army and junior lieutenants of the air force for bravery in the face of the enemy.
10
Special checks that allow purchases of foreign goods in certain stores of the former USSR (author's note).
11
In Fahrenheit that is 59 degrees.
12
Mikhalych – this is a patronymic (a name formed from a person's father) and by using it instead of a first name, it acts somewhat like a friendly nickname, denoting a closer, friendly relationship.
13
The Soviet Union was always striving to become a communist system someday; its regular operation was under principles of socialism.
14
Orthodox Jewish seminary
15
(Arthur Ford) (08.01.1897–04.01.1971) – An American psychological spiritual medium, a clairaudient, author of many books. Born in Titusville, Florida, studied Christianity. In 1917 Ford received a stipend at the College of Transylvania in Florida. He worked at the Barbonville church until 1924. During WWI he discovered that he had the gift of being able to hear the names of soldiers that were going to die in the next few days and whose names would appear on the lists of the dead. Their names were written in the exact same order in which they died as the list that Ford had foretold a day earlier. In 1932 Ford visited India, where he studied methods of consciousness and astral projection from Indian scholars.
16
Reincarnation
17
William James is one of the founders of modern psychology. He became a professor of physiology and later a professor of psychology at Harvard. He is best known at this phase of his career for his great work, the two-volume "Principles of Psychology". This work, which became available in 1890, was immediately recognized in scientific circles around the world as opening a new era in the development of science.
18
Joy is one translation for the Russian word, 'radost'. Here Mikhalych deconstructs the word into its constituent parts – Ra – that is, light, the Sun, coming from old Slavonic and Sanskrit. The second part is 'dost' or 'dast' – 'to give'. The second word, happiness, is for the Russian word 'schastya', deconstructed by Mikhalych as s-chast-ya, literally, 's' is the preposition for 'with', 'chast' means 'part', and 'ya' means 'I' or 'me'. Thus, we get something like 'with me as a part' – a part of the whole.
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