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 Michalych 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.

Michalych didn’t reappear for two days because several burn victims had come in which 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, however 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.”

To which he answered unexpectedly, calmly and self-assuredly, “It’s all right, my dear, don’t you 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 Michalych and keep himself deeply engrossed in philosophical thoughts.

***

When Michalych 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?” Michalych asked.

“You know, somehow my fears are all gone,” Arthur replied.

Michalych 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?” Michalych 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,” Michalych 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 on your fears,” Michalych 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 on 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.

Michalych 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 only want to receive 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, say 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 very clearly understood 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 on which we begin to depend 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 his 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.

Michalych continued:

“So, you see, one person has to have a brush with death, another may understand without it: we are only living 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 truly loved very little.

He pondered once again, ruminated over philosophical thoughts, and when Michalych 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,” Michalych 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 this, understand this: the Kingdom of God is inside of us – not there, not later – and you can achieve it at any second.”

Michalych 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,” Michalych said.

Although Arthur initially took these words as mainly psychological support, he remembered that Michalych had told him that he had studied some healing medical practices.

Michalych, 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, Michalych began to teach him more systematically and practically and Arthur saw results and changes already the next day. What Michalych taught him truly worked in real life.

For instance, the very 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, Michalych 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,” Michalych 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 Michalych 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 this.” 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 age 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 all 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 2 (“The Varieties of Religious Experience”) and others.
2 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.
* "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 only come to see me?”

“That’s not really so,” he answered. “If people ask me things, I always answer their questions. If need be, 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 only know 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 a 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 to yourself 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 an 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 off, 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, yours, 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 works 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 inasmuch 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 love, to live 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 this 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 only sends us angels.

***

Arthur put on a Buddhist look and after a moment of thought he asked Mikhalych, “All right, good, I very much want to love. 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 Тhe 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 this. I never realized that there were people who tried to cure themselves of such problems and yearned for this. 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 says 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 you know what? 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,” Simon 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. Simon 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. Simon 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 complain. 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?

“Simon 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 such people, especially in Moscow,” Arthur affirmed.

“There are a lot of them everywhere; even more in America,” Mikhalych countered. “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 very often happens 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, care for 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,” Mychalych 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 say Russians are a 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 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 in the next day or two an extraordinarily effective practical method (for attaining love). In a half 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? With what would we replace it? 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? Тhat 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 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, along 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 this 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 off of 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.
* * * 

“I can 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. ^ 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.

^ 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.

“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 tied 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 on 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 to 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. Because it’s happened, 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 there is often no one 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 in 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 full 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, parishoners’, 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 then able calmly to consider things and draw some conclusions.

Arthur realized that the bliss hadn’t occured 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 so wanted to talk with you and I decided to come see you again,” Arthur began. “Maybe you could use some help with something? Unfortunately, I’ve forgotten your name.”

“Maria Mikhalovna,” the woman answered.

He began to visit with 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 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 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 where 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 lifing 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 Mikhalychovna have 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 inter-city 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 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 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 this.

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 in the 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 ourwardly 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 in his lunch that 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 on her daughter, too. Maria was very moved by this love 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 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 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. А 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 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 was called).

“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 his whole life, either verbally and mentally. He felt quite well and humorously remembered how but two or three months ago he’d been certain that he’d gone to hell and that the hospital was the gloomiest place in the Universe.

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 that 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 the 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, didn’t 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 very inspired 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 with relatives in Ukraine 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 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 take him as he now was. 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 life, no matter what. 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 a lot of children. She wanted to have a lot of 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 only be 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 this.

“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 abilites, 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 the like. 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 this 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 clearly not pleased.

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 very much hope 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 Mihalych 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 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 for 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.
