LIVING WITH MERCY:

A Merciful Heart

Philippians 4:4-9


Bishop Malkhaz Songulashvili is a remarkable man.  I worked with him this past week in Rome as part of a planning team for an international Baptist peace conference to be held there in early 2009.  In him, I met a man who has earned the respect of global political and religious leaders for his vision and bold actions, yet he comes across as accessible, personable, good-humored, and good-natured as your best friend.  In just a couple of days, it felt to both of us as if we had known each other for years.

Malkhaz comes from the Republic of Georgia (in the former Soviet Union), where he is viewed as one of the country’s heroes, especially in the face of assaults and outright persecution by Russian Orthodox radicals.  Reconciling much of the long-held hostility between Protestants and the Orthodox, he was also received by the late Pope John Paul II at the Vatican for his bold overtures to protect the rights of Roman Catholics in his homeland.  He is also instrumental in bridging the gulf between Christian, Jewish, and Muslim communities in this country that borders Turkey, Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Russia.

Bishop Malkhaz, as he is known, was at the heart of the “Rose Revolution” that nonviolently brought down the corrupt regime of Eduard Shevardnadze, ending the Soviet and Russian domination of their country that included their own Josef Stalin.  Malkhaz was one of the few religious leaders to stand up in Tbilisi with the democratic revolution, thus earning the respect and the ear of European and American political leaders.  He has hosted the U.S. and British ambassadors, among many others, at his church, Cathedral Baptist Church in Tbilisi.  He is, by all accounts, a man of many political and ecclesiastical talents.
The reason for this may be his merciful heart.  I could regale you with stories about all the things that he has done, but I’ll mention only a couple.  One was when he led the effort to reach out to Chechen refugees when no one else would, particularly in the aftermath of the slaughter of 300 school children by Chechen rebels in Beslen in neighboring Ossetia.  He could have condemned the Chechens as enemies (as many did), pariahs deserving of their fate, but he and others compassionately brought food, water, and shelter to save their lives, even though the Chechens had shown little mercy to their Georgian neighbors.
Perhaps Bishop Malkhaz is best known and revered in Georgia for standing up to religious intolerance and his willingness to publicly forgive Russian Orthodox radicals who took out their hatred and vengeance upon non Orthodox groups, including the Baptists, in an effort to purge them from Georgia.  In 2002 and 2003, Baptist churches were among many burned around the country, Bibles and other educational materials were confiscated and destroyed, and even pastors were murdered, including a beloved 75-year-old Georgian Baptist leader known as “Uncle Shura,” whose tongue was torn out of his mouth, as he and his wife were attacked and tortured one September night by followers of the radical Orthodox priest, Fr. Basil Mkalavishvili.

The public outrage against Fr. Basil and his followers, including a threat made against the government itself, led to his arrest and trial for inciting violence and multiple murders.  Yet, in that dramatic context, Malkhaz is recognized for changing the tone away from retaliation and revenge, almost single-handedly.  This required courage, for Malkhaz was one of Basil’s personal targets, not only with vitriolic words, but with direct threats upon his life.  Even when Malkhaz initially sought to visit with Fr. Basil in prison while he was awaiting trial, he was rebuffed.  Basil claimed that it would be “humiliating for him to be visited in prison by the Bishop whom he had fought against for a number of years.”
  

Nevertheless, Malkhaz persisted in his desire to purge the hatred in the name of Christ.  According to the records: 
…On October 4th, a group of Baptists requested the right to visit the priest in prison.  The permit was issued by the judge the same day.  They met with Fr. Basil…in the room of the head of the prison hospital.  After a short conversation in the presence of Fr. Basil’s lawyer and others, Bishop Malkhaz asked everybody to leave him alone with the prisoner.  It was the first time they met [face-to-face].  After the meeting the Bishop declared that he was ready to get reconciled with the priest under the condition that the priest would condemn openly everything he had done against religious groups…

“There are two reasons why we should forgive the renegade priest and try to get him out of the jail,” maintained the Bishop in the Cathedral, “One, because we are Christians and should witness to everybody that Christianity is about forgiveness, and two, because it’s better to have a confessing and forgiven extremist out of jail rather than keep him in the prison as a ‘martyr’ for Orthodoxy.”

Such insightful wisdom culminated in quite a transformation for Fr. Basil and the religious communities of Georgia.  After being sentenced to seven years in prison, Fr. Basil appealed his sentence.  During the second hearing at the regional court, Malkhaz repeated his own appeal for forgiveness, which then Fr. Basil responded to with contrition.  Though one might assume that Basil was doing this merely out of self-interest, Malkhaz still offered a blessing to his former enemy, whose remorse did not result in a lesser sentence, but instead invited a new spirit of reconciliation between them.

The following December in Malkhaz’s church in Tbilisi, during an 10th anniversary celebration of his leadership, two special gifts were brought to the occasion—a pair of icons and a large cake—both given to Malkhaz by followers of Fr. Basil on his behalf.  They were tokens of a new friendship between the two groups, based on the overture of forgiveness made by Malkhaz.  When Fr. Basil is released from prison in a few years, Malkhaz will have a special service formalizing their reconciliation and a new spirit of religious tolerance in Georgia as a testimony to Christ.  

I tell you his story, not just to lift up Malkhaz as a hero of the faith, but because what he does is really no different than what you and I can do when we are living with mercy.  The beauty of our faith in Christ is that when it is actually practiced, it changes things; it opens our minds and our hearts to spiritual transformation and new relationships.
The call to reconcile and to show mercy is not just for the great saints of the church.  The God we follow inspires each of us to reconcile with our neighbors and our adversaries—to choose the sacred and narrow path of peace and justice.  Whether we do it publicly in front of the world, as does Bishop Malkhaz, or whether it is quietly and privately offered to another person in our lives, having a merciful heart toward another is always our heroic ideal.  It is what we are called to strive for in Christ, even when it seems uncalled for by circumstance.  

Part of the challenge you and I face, of course, is that life is very complicated and coarse when relationships are fragile and destructive.  When people are hostile toward each other, rarely do they interact safely based on the assumptions that guide normal friendships.  Hostility, obviously, causes us to rear up and be defensive and cautious.  Our emotional shield of protection is raised; we surround ourselves with allies who will come to our defense; we set up barriers to keep our foe at a safe distance.  We are taught so many life lessons that seem to conflict with the Christian spirit of reconciliation because experience often tells us to be wary and fearful of those who seem intent on harming us.  Rightfully so.  Being merciful is not an easy assignment; at times, it may appear too costly to be worth the risk.  That is why most people dismiss it as utopian; thus they come up short in living with mercy. 
However, as Bishop Malkhaz demonstrated, sometimes our own defensiveness is precisely our biggest obstacle toward reconciliation.  When we position ourselves in such a way that anticipates and particularly looks for hostility in the other person (or anger, or callousness, or coldness, or malice, or anything of the like), then we will constantly anchor ourselves in a defensive posture that reacts to every situation with reinforcing antagonism.  By doing so, defensiveness allows a victim to be controlled by the anger of the offender, who is making all the precipitating acts that define the circumstances.  That alone prevents a victim from ever being free of the abuse.  

On the other hand, even though that is true, rarely are things so one-sided in a conflict that an adversary isn’t responding in the very same way, i.e., acting out in a defensive, reactive manner and calculating how they may be harmed.  When people fight, the lines become blurred as to which one is the victim and which one is the offender, because to varying degrees, both sides are seeking to harm the other as a means of self-protection.  This cycle of abuse and violence only escalates as the mutual sense of defensiveness rises with each attack and counterattack.
Somewhere along the line, as Malkhaz showed, the cycle of hatred has to be broken with a courageous, decisive, and risky act of reconciliation—even one that is carefully calculated and wise to one’s need for security.  Such a heroic act comes from a merciful heart that is open to reframing the situation and reshaping the circumstances (and the outlook one has upon them), based largely in a trust that God, who is sovereign over all things, will aid you in this process.  
This passage in Philippians illustrates what I mean and offers us guidance on the path toward reconciliation.  It comes from Paul’s letter to a church in Philippi and actually comes in the context of two individuals who were fighting (Euodia and Syntyche).  Thus, we can properly read it as counsel for dealing with conflict.
The first few verses speak about turning all of one’s worries and fears over to God—to trust that the Lord will hear you and will be there for you.  That alone can seem risky (conflicts don’t inspire us to be particularly pious), but when put into practice, it reveals a hidden hand that is present in situations that we are unable to see without taking an initial step of faith.

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone.  The Lord is near.

In other words, recognize and celebrate God’s presence—even in times of conflict.  Don’t participate in fueling the hostility; don’t contribute to the defensiveness of your adversary.  Instead, make small, gentle initiatives--gestures of kindness and compassion to the degree you are able to break down their defensiveness.  We see the same counsel in II Timothy 2: “The Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome, but kind to everyone…patient, correcting his opponents with gentleness,” and in Romans 12: “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. …Do not be overcome with evil, but overcome evil with good.”  Believe me, responding in kind and compassionate ways to hostility will catch your adversaries off guard and undermine their justification for being hostile and defensive.

Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God.


In other words, begin to let go of your stress and fears as you let God take control of the circumstances.  Reflect on them in prayer.  Open your mind to new possibilities, and open your heart to change.  Trust God and look for the signs of healing.  Then, “the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.”  You will begin to sense a measure of stability and peace that comes when your security and your actions are entrusted to the power and presence of God.


As this is done, you can reframe your perspective on the situation and your foe, looking for and encouraging the good in them, instead of reinforcing the worst.
…whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable…think about these things…and the God of peace will be with you.
By reinforcing the positive elements in the changing relationship and responding to the constructive overtures that your adversary makes, you can approach things in a way that eventually leads toward healing the relationship.  By taking the initiative toward the positive, before long you can actually regain control of yourself in the relationship, if not guide it altogether toward reconciliation.  That is a spiritual process toward finding peace.


You see, being merciful has more to do with your own outlook than with the actions of your foe.  You are the one to choose to think positively, to reframe your outlook and your conduct in that relationship; you opt for not being controlled by hostility and harmful thinking.  By living with mercy, it will help toward building trust, not sowing distrust, in relationships.  Remember, it’s always a choice we make to encourage healing and cooperation, instead of leaving everything to the initiative and actions of your adversary.

My new friend, Bishop Malkhaz, is a profound example of what a difference it makes when we truly live like a Christian—in the spirit and in the manner in which Christ called us to be.  Even if our enemy needs to be held accountable for harm they have done, even with justice being exercised by law or by circumstance, the last word in a relationship still can be a positive overture toward healing the wounds that have harmed each one’s life.


I can only imagine the day when Fr. Basil and Bishop Malkhaz will drink from the same cup—two enemies who have become friends in Christ!  It will be an amazing witness to the power of the Gospel!  But then, maybe something similar occurs whenever you and I live with mercy and extend such grace to others with a merciful heart.  Perhaps that is just as heroic and courageous as the actions of Bishop Malkhaz.  For in Christ, we all find our peace and, in his spirit, evil is once again overcome with good.
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