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            PROLOGUE: "NAVALNY — CHRIST?"

          

          A FACEBOOK POST FROM FEBRUARY 6, 2021

        

      

    

    
      
        
        [Three weeks earlier, on January 17, 2021, Alexei Navalny had returned to Moscow from Germany, where he'd been recovering from Novichok poisoning. He was arrested at passport control. On January 23, protests erupted across Russia. Police beat teenagers in the streets. On February 2, Navalny was sentenced to 3.5 years in prison. The world watched, most assuming this was just another chapter in Russian politics. I saw something else. These thoughts have been floating in the air, and before they dissolve, I decided to write them down quickly, spontaneously on Facebook. —A.T.]

      

      

      

      These thoughts have been floating in the air, and before they dissolve, I decided to write them down quickly, spontaneously. I'll be talking about what's happening in Russia and my values. And as an example, I'll reference the one who once became for me a model of integrity. Navalny? No. Christ. I know this is a very slippery topic, uncomfortable, a topic with such a huge stumbling block and cause for endless disputes. But I'm not here for the sake of argument.

      A small digression about Navalny. Some people don't love him not for what he does, but simply for the fact of his existence. Propaganda has imposed on us a threatening image of Navalny, and it's already becoming too tiresome to think with our own heads. Vile cynicism and inadequate lying behavior have become part of our thinking. Appealing to reason is becoming difficult. However, I will try, as much as my eloquence allows, to briefly explain that critical thinking is useful not only in science but also for positive socialization in society. It's one of the key skills that allows us to analyze information, draw conclusions and make decisions based on analysis, and importantly, form our own opinions and defend our position. Actually, it's not complicated. It's as simple as distinguishing white from black. Let me show you. I won't develop a discussion regarding the legal aspects of statehood—in this area, Russia is complete profanation. I also don't want to speak within the framework of the AUE institute; thank God I'm not versed in these "concepts." My thoughts will be in the sphere of humanism.

      I once graduated from biblical college with a degree in apologetics. Let me explain: this is a branch of Christian theology devoted to substantiating doctrine through rational means, that is, primarily from the position of intellectual, moral, cultural, and other generally recognized norms and criteria. To put it very briefly, it's the defense of the truthfulness of a statement not based on blind faith, but on obvious, researchable evidence. For example, the Earth is round—it would be correct to say spherical—because it has great mass and its own force of gravity gives it the shape of a sphere. This statement arose not from faith but from studying physics. So why am I saying this? I try not to make hasty conclusions or be gullible. I'll voice some thoughts and parallels. Getting closer to the topic, you'll understand what I mean.

      The first parallel is ironic and terrible at the same time. The Massacre of the Innocents—an episode from New Testament history. King Herod, learning from the wise men about the coming birth of the Messiah, fearing competition, orders the killing of all children of suitable age. Propaganda says that children came out to the rally demanding the overthrow of the current government, and police, OMON, and Rosgvardia beat them. Just think about this. Yes, I understand, it's too stretched and controversial a parallel. Let's continue.

      Second. Jesus was sentenced to death. The accusation attached to the cross states that he proclaimed himself "King of the Jews," thereby challenging political authorities. Jesus was condemned by an elite that sought to maintain its dominant position. This inscription was a mockery of the dying man on the cross. Like, look, he called himself a defender of justice. This only says that the social order is far from dialogue. The unwanted are destroyed. Something is already taking shape. And here we smoothly transition to the next point.

      Third. Courts. It's no secret to anyone that Jesus was accused on false charges and the so-called trial against Him was fabricated. Since then, any authoritarian power actively uses the judicial system to show some semblance of legality. However, all decisions are made in favor of corruption. So it was with Jesus, so it happens now with anyone who tries to fight for human rights. Unfortunately, if the court is bought, there's no chance for fair proceedings. You can maintain dignity only by boldly declaring your fearlessness.

      Fourth. From the very beginning, Christ knew that His fate was to be rejected and mocked and to die an agonizing death on the cross. Jesus didn't humiliate Himself or squirm before His enemies. Jesus committed self-sacrifice, not suicide. The latter is a sign of despair, but He was in complete control of the situation. We see who's afraid now, and who boldly holds their head high, with an open face. I repeat, with an open face, not hiding under the mask of a robe or visor. Who's hysterical, and who maintains dignity defending their rights, speaking simple words—"Iron doors slam shut behind me with a deafening clang, but I feel like a free man."

      Fifth. Rhetoric. Not to be confused with speech. This is perhaps the only characteristic by which you can judge a person if you base it only on their words. Words and how they're spoken say a lot about a person. Listen to what they say, more importantly how they say it, those who have usurped power. These notes of prison slang: "she drowned" said mockingly about those who died in a boat, "whack them in the outhouse," "the state owes you nothing," "minus one woman," "if we wanted to poison him, we would have," "the Berlin patient," and so on. And the diametrically opposite noble speech of Jesus on the other side. His words are clear, his speech abounds with examples so the meaning of what's said is understood. He's emotional, sincere, but without obscenity. In his words are the value of human life, dignity, and freedom. Who's brilliantly ironic, and who cynically smirks—"who needs him anyway?"

      Sixth thought and parallel. Authorities or servants of the people? Here are two concepts of statehood. One includes the presence of an authoritarian leader, the second democratic or in simple language people's power, that is, a political system based on the method of collective decision-making, where there are also leaders, but with the functions of servants. The values of the second system are legality, equality, freedom, human rights, the right to self-determination, and peaceful transfer of power. I understand that achieving this is difficult, but this doesn't mean we shouldn't strive for it. Unfortunately, there are few positive examples in history, including Christian history. Regarding the leader-servant, there's only one example, which is Jesus Christ. Here I want to emphasize—the main goal of democracy is limiting arbitrariness and abuse of power.

      Seventh. Education. Jesus from an early age amazed those around Him with His knowledge. Honest people don't need to buy diplomas or plagiarize dissertations to get privileges. These people are naturally curious; what distinguishes them from corrupt officials is the presence of common sense. And as a result of their creativity, it's creation, not prohibitions. Here I'm talking about the insane number of stupid, sometimes harmful prohibitive laws restricting the freedom to collect fallen wood or educational activities.

      Eighth. Leader and followers. Any followers have motivation from their leader. It's motivation that makes you go toward a goal. What motivation do those now in power have? The pursuit of illegal, I would say barbaric enrichment. This is when a person tries by any means, often predatory, to seize great material wealth. It doesn't matter what it will be, a palace or a toilet brush. Who's ready to put up with this? As a rule, those who have a slavish nature or receive satisfaction from the loot. The quality of followers testifies to the leader. Here the phrase "The Tsar is good, the boyars are bad" doesn't apply. Christ's followers followed Him not for any preferences. They were united by the idea of freedom and equality.

      Damn! I could list a lot more and for a long time. For me it's obvious where the light is and where the darkness is. I'm not saying that Navalny is Christ. But he has more of Christ in him than any most devout priest, not to mention the others. This is that rare case when Christian humanism has manifested in a specific person and in his followers. I'm for honest competition, for sound thinking, fair courts, freedom of speech, human rights, perspective, non-violence, education, and self-determination. I'm against corruption, authoritarian power, a corrupt judicial system, theft, violation of rights, murders, and total control over people.

      "Cowardice asks the question, 'Is it safe?' Expediency asks the question, 'Is it politic?' Vanity asks the question, 'Is it popular?' But conscience asks the question, 'Is it right?' And there comes a time when one must take a position that is neither safe, nor politic, nor popular, but one must take it because one's conscience tells one that it is right." —Martin Luther King Jr.
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            "AND YET..."

          

          ON WHAT IT MEANS TO IMITATE

        

      

    

    
      Look, let me be absolutely clear from the start: I'm not saying Alexei Navalny is Christ. I'm not deifying a politician. I'm not starting a new religion. I'm not even suggesting we should pray to his icon—God forbid. What I am saying is something that should be obvious to anyone with eyes to see and a functioning conscience, but apparently needs to be spelled out in our confused age: here was a man who, whether he intended to or not, walked a path so strikingly similar to Christ's that ignoring the parallels requires deliberate blindness.

      And before you close this book in disgust, thinking I've lost my theological mind, hear me out. Because this isn't about creating a political messiah. This is about asking a simple, devastating question: What does it actually mean to imitate Christ in the 21st century? And why does a self-proclaimed atheist locked in an Arctic prison cell seem to understand this better than most people who call themselves Christians?

      Let's start with the basics. In Christian theology, there's this concept called imitatio Christi—the imitation of Christ. It's not some esoteric mystical doctrine; it's Christianity 101. The Apostle Paul wrote it plain as day: "Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ" (1 Corinthians 11:1). Thomas à Kempis wrote a whole book about it in the 15th century that became the most widely read Christian devotional book after the Bible. The idea is simple: followers of Christ should pattern their lives after His.

      But here's where it gets interesting—and uncomfortable. What exactly are we supposed to imitate? His miracles? Can't do that. His divine nature? Impossible for us mortals. His perfect sinlessness? Good luck with that. No, what we're called to imitate is something far more achievable and far more terrifying: His self-emptying love, His confrontation with corrupt power, His willingness to suffer for truth, His path to the cross.

      And this is where most of us check out. We're happy to wear crosses around our necks, but carrying one? That's another story entirely. We've domesticated Christianity into something safe, something that demands nothing more than Sunday attendance and maybe tithing if we're feeling generous. We've turned the radical rabbi who overturned tables in the temple into a gentle Jesus, meek and mild, who mainly wants us to be nice to each other and maybe vote for the right politicians.

      But then along comes this Russian lawyer, this anti-corruption activist, this self-described "militant atheist," and he does something that should make every comfortable Christian squirm: he actually picks up a cross and carries it. Not metaphorically. Literally.

      Here's a fact that should scramble your religious categories: Alexei Navalny, the man who once mocked believers, who ran with a crowd of atheists at the Anti-Corruption Foundation, who rolled his eyes at Orthodox pieties—this same man spent his time in solitary confinement memorizing the Sermon on the Mount. Not just in Russian. In English, French, and Latin too.

      Think about that for a moment. While Patriarch Kirill, the head of the Russian Orthodox Church, was blessing missiles and calling Putin's war a "metaphysical struggle," while priests were sprinkling holy water on instruments of death, while the institutional church was prostituting itself to power (let's call it what it is), an atheist in a punishment cell was reciting: "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied."

      During a 24-day hunger strike in April 2021, Navalny experienced what he himself called a miracle. The prison chapel service—which he attended, this atheist, sitting among believers—read the exact passage from the Sermon on the Mount he had been memorizing. He wrote: "Lord Jesus! I almost fainted and only with enormous effort kept my tears from flowing in streams. I walked out of the church stunned and as if on wings. And no longer hungry."

      The atheist had an encounter with the divine. In prison. While the official church was silent about his suffering.

      Good Lord, if that doesn't make you think, I don't know what will.

      Let me paint you a picture of two men, both claiming to represent Orthodox Christianity in Russia. First, Patriarch Kirill. Net worth: estimated at $4 billion (though the church denies this). Famous for wearing a $30,000 Breguet watch that his press service tried to Photoshop out of existence (they forgot to remove its reflection on the table—you can't make this stuff up). Lives in a Moscow residence that would make a oligarch blush. Travels in a private jet. Calls
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