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What people are saying about

Meditations from the Classics

Each of the meditations contained in this book begins with a carefully selected passage from the ancient classical writers. These stories blend well with the author’s musings and the scripture selections that accompany them. The closing words are sure to uplift the reader.

The Very Reverend Robert F. Coniglio, Rector Emmanuel Episcopal Church, Physician Associate, Eastern Shore Rural Health Systems

Anxiety taints every corner of people’s lives today. It does not get any better than turning to the classical writers of the past to find genuine peace and contentment. David R. Denny has hit a home run with this devotional book that links the lives of ancient people with the Light of the Bible.

Gene Albert, curator of the Tennessee Bible Museum, founder of the Christian Heritage Museum in Hagerstown, Maryland, and expert and aficionado of ancient texts, peoples, and customs of the past
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Dedication

To Alice, the beloved voice
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Introduction

It’s faint, but I can still hear my grandma’s voice mingling with the Georgia crickets. She often rocked on her rickety share cropper’s porch at night, where she spun personal tales of hardship and joy. Surrounded by cornfields eight feet tall on a dirt road to Doles, a nowhere town with a single intersection, she sing-songed her way through the night hours, her words often the black keys.

But when the Georgia wind stops and the crickets sleep, I hear voices from before the Great Depression, melodies that tug at time’s ancient skirt. I hear Horace rambling down the Sacred Way toward the Roman forum, pondering trifles and trying in vain to rid himself of a pest who won’t leave him alone. I smile at Horace’s satirical jabs at the stranger who ignores the hints.

As those notes fade, a politician rises timidly in the Roman senate. This newly almost-minted emperor, Tiberius, unused to power, unfurls his fake humility, practicing the art of humblebrag. “I could never replace Augustus,” he shrieks.

Then, while musing on Tiberius’ thin strategy, I hear, in a time long before Rome, the tinkling of a golden key crafted by Hephaestus dangling from Queen Hera’s neck. Approaching her boudoir door made of Acacia wood, the lock submits, and heavy hinges creak. Sitting before a beveled mirror, she anoints her delicate skin with olive oil and ambrosia and mutters midnight schemes against Zeus.

Ah, the voices.

There is so much intrigue in the lives that preceded ours. Far from forgotten, they live again in these Meditations from the Classics, daily remembrances of a living continuum that binds us with them. So pause with your morning coffee, walk past grandma’s porch to the classics’ pulsing theater, and sip wisdom from an ancient fountain.

David R. Denny. Ph.D.
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Absence (AD 10)

Ovid, Metamorphoses, 11:452–480

[image: images]

King Ceyx stood forlornly before his wife, who trembled with fear. “I must go to Claros, my darling,” he said. “The oracle’s guidance will help me find my brother.”

Alcyone objected, her face pale as boxwood. She couldn’t stop weeping and tried three times to offer objections but could not speak. Finally, though sobbing, broken syllables tumbled forth. “Please don’t cross the sea, my love. Go overland. I have read too many words on empty tombs and seen broken timbers on endless shorelines.”

Ceyx, moved deeply, touched her tears. “I will return in two months, my love. I promise.” They embraced, but all she could say was “farewell” before fainting.

The young rowers, eager to test the waves, churned the waters with strong strokes. Alcyone saw him wave to her high upon the distant, bobbing stern. She waved back, and the ship sailed on until she could see him no more. Still, she watched until the sail tip slowly vanished into the mist.

Turning homeward, she returned, ghostlike, to her lonely cottage and flung herself upon the couch, feeling the grip of his absence. Now he was gone, perhaps forever.

[image: images]

Farewells poison the soul, leaving us spiraling ever downward, questioning our existence. Alcyone’s worst fears came true. Her husband’s ship sank in a midnight storm, making absence permanent.

After the Passover, as night shrouded the streets, Jesus strolled solemnly toward death, promising his absence would be temporary:

[image: images]

“If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also” (Jn. 14:3).

[image: images]

Tie your absence to God’s promises and live.

[image: images]

“Absence is to love what wind is to fire;

it extinguishes the small, it enkindles the great.”

Roger de Rabutin
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Disguises (218 BC)

Appian, Roman History, 7:6

[image: images]

Hannibal led the shivering African war elephants through the treacherous Alps seeking glory. Cracking mountain passes with iron sledgehammers, he made a road and urged his starving troops onward. After six months of struggle, he slithered silently down the Alpine passes onto the Celtic plains.

Bewildered by such a feat, the native Celts watched as he sent the Roman cavalry fleeing for the hills. The Boii imagined Hannibal to be some invincible god. Ever the shrewd tactician, Hannibal observed the Celtic tribes’ awe and decided to exploit this weakness.

Playing on their barbaric imaginations, he became a magician who turned into various stage characters. One day he would put on a gray wig and tattered clothes. He leaned heavily upon an old walking stick and hobbled and shuffled among them like an elderly beggar. However, the next day, he would transform himself into a youthful warrior brimming with energy and athletic movements. And yet again, on the following morning, he would craft the disguise of a composed middle-aged man.

[image: images]

I once lived in New Orleans, where my friends dressed in costumes and slipped masks over their faces every year. This was all fun, but all too often, we take permanent shelter behind facades.

David once wore a disguise. Running for his life from King Saul, some local villagers spotted him. David thought fast and slipped on insanities’ mask:

[image: images]

“So he disguised his sanity before them, and acted insanely in their hands, and scribbled on the doors of the gate, and let his saliva run down into his beard” (1 Sam. 21:13).

[image: images]

Quit pretending. The world doesn’t need more charlatans.

[image: images]

“Be yourself; everyone else is taken.”

Oscar Wilde
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Dissatisfied (AD 40)

Phaedrus, Fables, 2

[image: images]

The country pond sparkled with morning dew. A slight breeze ruffled the nearby willow, and the rising sun crept along a curved cart path to the sea. Swallows darted here and there, snapping insects in flight and playing joyfully over the pasture. The frogs, however, sat indolently on the pond’s muddy banks waiting for Jupiter’s reply, whose face remained cloaked in silent mystery.

The pond’s joys seemed stale to the frogs, who found themselves bored and dissatisfied. The harsh but joyful challenges of earlier days when discipline reigned were long gone. The last frog summit at the pond’s north end had been unanimous. They had mailed Jupiter a letter demanding an old-fashioned king.

Finally, Jupiter tossed them a rotten stick sending it splashing into the water where it lodged in the thick mud. Awed by the new potentate’s presence, they rejoiced until one day, a curious frog poked it and found it lifeless. The news spread, and soon everyone was leap-frogging over it, ridiculing the water-logged king.

The frogs demanded better. “We want a real king,” they insisted.

So, Jupiter sent a water snake that began gobbling them up one by one. Horror swept the few remaining citizens who nostalgically remembered how blessed their boring lives had been.

[image: images]

Are you sitting with frogs, muttering? Have the riches of your present life grown stale? Dissatisfaction spreads like fog, and before long you no longer see the horizon. This happened once in Palestine:

[image: images]

“you said to me, ‘No, but a king shall reign over us,’ although the LORD your God was your king” (1 Sam. 12:12).

[image: images]

Burn the letter to Jupiter. Abandon the frogs.

[image: images]

“The world is nothing but a great desire to live and a great dissatisfaction with living.”

Heraclitus of Ephesus
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Dissimulation (431 BC)

Euripides, Medea, 1135–1230

[image: images]

Jason strolled gallantly into the princess’s bridal chamber. When she saw Jason’s children still lingering nearby within the city, dreadful reminders of his first wife, Medea, the princess grimaced. Turning away in disgust, she muttered something disgusting.

He touched her shoulder gently. “My darling, you must love those whom I love. Here, my sons, bring you gifts to woo your friendship.” She looked down upon a dress shimmering in delicate golden strands, a goddess’s garment. The other child held up a bejeweled Black Sea diadem from Colchis, Medea’s homeland. Stunned at the exquisite gifts, she quickly acquiesced, smiling at their thoughtfulness, obsessed by the golden gestures.

Jason and the boys bowed and left, smiling. The princess, shivering with expectation, summoned her maids, who dressed her before a shining boudoir mirror. Her golden curls spilled over the diadem’s burnished scenes as she pranced gaily over the palace floors, admiring her extended legs one by one.

But something seemed amiss; dissimulation in the shadows. Nearly falling, the princess stumbled to a chair where white foam dribbled from her lips. Her dilated pupils rolled as her face turned pasty white. The maids screamed. The gown constricted, biting into her flesh. Attempting to run, flames from the diadem devoured her face until she fell in a smoldering heap to the ground.

[image: images]

Shakespeare reminded us that “all that glitters is not gold.” Imposters have dangling keys that open our locked doors, slipping us dissimulating gifts that, though alluring, hide dangerous stings. We must beware as Jesus warned his followers.

[image: images]

“Beware of the false prophets who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves” (Matt. 7:15).

[image: images]

Study the hearts of those who offer you shimmering dresses.

[image: images]

“Sincerity is the face of the soul, as dissimulation is the mask.”

Joseph Sanial-Dubay
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Doom (1184 BC)

Homer, Iliad, 14:1–60

[image: images]

Nestor slipped from his tent upon Troy’s beach into a maelstrom of war whoops. Trojan forces had breached the defensive wall and charged with relentless ferocity toward the Greek ships. Oblivious to it all as he had nursed his wounds in seclusion, he now felt the inevitable specter of death.

Instantly aware of disaster’s predicament, he raced down the shoreline, hoping to find Agamemnon and Odysseus, the wounded kings holed up in hospital tents nursing their wounds. Spotting them in the distance leaning on their spears, faces aghast, he approached, breathing heavily.

King Agamemnon, filled with dismay at the din of war cries, greeted Nestor. “What brings you here? Are you wounded like us?” He paused and, with a contorted face, asked the dreadful question: “Are we doomed? Is Hector’s dreaded prediction coming true? He boasted that he would never return to Ilium before he torched our ships and killed us all.”

Nestor, his eyes sunken and sorrowful, nodded gravely. “Yes, it is, my Lord. The Trojans have broken through our impregnable wall. Their battle cries ascend to heaven itself. Let’s think quickly before fate swallows us whole. Maybe there is something we can still do.”

[image: images]

Doom, depression’s ghost, haunts millions of us daily. We move in heavy increments, dragging our limbs through dark days. But even the darkest doom has an exit. Abraham found that path with God’s grace:

[image: images]

“But he hesitated. So the men seized his hand and the hand of his wife and the hands of his two daughters, for the compassion of the LORD was upon him; and they brought him out, and put him outside the city” (Gen. 19:16).

[image: images]

Take God’s hand today and breathe freedom.

[image: images]

“Beginning with doom in the bulb, the spring unravels.”

Dylan Thomas
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Dread (467 BC)

Aeschylus, Seven Against Thebes, 320–355

[image: images]

The seven-gated fortress of Thebes moaned. Screaming soldiers threatened to flood through its formidable doors, setting fires that would burn the city’s soul. Smoke from enemy campfires belched a dirty victory song, billowing black intentions heavenward. A moving wall of fierce combatants surrounded the perimeter, arms locked, preventing escape as their spears punched the sooty air.

Grain, birthed and bagged with love from previous harvests, shivered on Theban shelves. Storekeepers gripped ready swords to prevent pillaging, guarding with their lives the dried figs, and moist dates picked several sunrises earlier. House shelves laden with cucumbers, radishes, and onions would never surrender to the screaming warriors outside the gates.

Maidens clung to shadowy corners, dreading the inevitable. Should the gates fail, panting men would drag women by the hair like spirited, unbroken horses, ladies young and old perfumed and coiffed with Theban riches, now nothing but weeping chattel. Frenzied victory-whoops would cram the narrow streets as warriors displayed new wives roped and yanked against their will. Pitiful calls among the newly enslaved girls would echo back, helpless sirens on smoky thoroughfares, dreading the night’s impending backroom celebrations with some lucky stranger.

[image: images]

Nothing locks the heart and dampens aspirations like dread. Sunrises that once caressed are now daggers in a dark workday. Wedding bells tinkle like rusty ankle weights dragged through dark routines. Will joy ever return? Will your heart ever sing again? Such were the thoughts of Babylon’s exiles as Isaiah valiantly offered hope:

[image: images]

“For I am the LORD your God, who upholds your right hand, who says to you, ‘Do not fear, I will help you’” (Isa. 41:13).

[image: images]

Every dark room has an exit. Find yours today.

[image: images]

“I have a new philosophy: I’m only going to dread one day at a time.”

Charles M. Schulz
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Dreams (AD 10)

Ovid, Metamorphoses, 10:245–290

[image: images]

Pygmalion lay alone, night after night, smothered by loneliness. Daybreak brought no relief, his mood dampened by continual isolation and the dread of another restless evening beneath a dreary moon. Then one day, he began chiseling an ivory companion in his studio. Bit by bit, he smoothed her rugged features, searching for beauty late into the evenings until an exquisite, angelic statue stood before him.

The woman’s loving gaze stole his heart. Pygmalion’s infatuation grew daily as he shared his darkest secrets with the tender-eyed visitor. His kisses seemed to spark a reaction. At times, he felt as if his fingers had left an imprint on her limbs.

Overwhelmed with new joy, Pygmalion brought her shells gathered on a nearby beach along with smooth pebbles, flowers with a thousand colors, and little pet birds. He combed the nearby dress shops for the latest silk fashions and dressed his love daily with rainbowed robes. He bedecked her bosom with ribbons and draped a necklace of gold upon her neck.

When Venus’ holiday came round, he prayed, arms outstretched: “If possible, give me a wife like my ivory girl.” When morning came, his dreams came true as the statue, her limbs warm and fluid, kissed him intensely.

[image: images]

Dreams still happen, even in our modern world, stiff and unmoved by miracles.

When all seemed lost, Ruth dreamed. One night, lying at the foot of Boaz’s bed on the threshing floor, her aspirations of a wondrous love-filled future blossomed.

[image: images]

“It happened in the middle of the night that the man was startled and bent forward; and behold, a woman was lying at his feet” (Ruth 3:8).

[image: images]

Rise this morning and dream!

[image: images]

“You have to dream before your dreams can come true.”

Abdul Kalam
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Duplicity (687 BC)

Herodotus, The Persian Wars, 1:8–10

[image: images]

Betrayal is surely one of the darkest shades of vice, mingling like a chameleon among its friends and associates, hiding its potential for destruction. Herodotus gives us a shocking glimpse of duplicity.

He tells the story of Candaules, king of Sardis, who admired the beauty of his wife, Nyssia, so intensely he was not content to keep this to himself. One day he decided to flaunt her elegance to Gyges, his favorite palace attendant. “I will show her to you one night as she undresses,” said the king. “She’s a real knockout.”

“Oh, no, sire. It would not be proper for me to drool over her.”

“Nonsense,” said the king, laughing. “She will never know. I will hide you in the closet, and when she undresses before bed, she will never notice you.”

Since Gyges could not wriggle out of the king’s demand, he consented and hid in the closet as instructed. When bedtime came, Nyssia came in and prepared for bed by slowly undressing. After Gyges witnessed the private act, he slipped out the door. But she noticed him and was ashamed.

Disgusted by her husband’s betrayal, she married the voyeur and murdered the king! So, Candaules lost everything while Nyssia gained the world, proving betrayal’s destructiveness.

[image: images]

Duplicity stings with eternal complications. This sweet elixir has a bitter sting, as Judas discovered when he betrayed the Lord, spinning his life into a death spiral.

[image: images]

“While He was still speaking, behold, Judas, one of the twelve, came up accompanied by a large crowd. Now he who was betraying Him gave them a sign, saying, ‘Whomever I kiss, He is the one; seize Him’” (Matt. 26:47–48).

[image: images]

Live without betrayal today.

[image: images]

“Each betrayal begins with trust.”

Martin Luther
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Dust (AD 110)

Juvenal, Satires, 10:147

[image: images]

Juvenal set the banker’s scale on a table and called us to gather round him. As the room quietened, he picked up a small burlap bag and untied the string. He poured its contents, dust, and dirt, upon the scale with a dramatic flair and looked intently at us all.

“Here lies Hannibal, the greatest general. Africa’s boundaries couldn’t hold him. He saw beyond these petty limitations. Conquering Spain, he leaped over the Pyrenees, splitting Alpine glaciers until he held all of Italy in his palm.”

“Do you remember the gloating days after Cannae? Nothing is won,” he declaimed, “until I plant the Carthaginian flag in the Roman forum.”

Juvenal wiggled the scales, finding the balance. “What a general! Look. With one eye patched, he rode an African elephant on toward Rome like a stage actor before screaming fans.” Juvenal tapped the little dirt mound sending tiny tremors along the scale’s bar.

“But what did it get him? In the end, exiled in remote Bithynia, he plucked a golden ring from his finger. Filled with poison, Hannibal sipped its deadly nectar and died alone, choking on memories of grandeur. And who is he now?” Juvenal studied his audience with narrowing eyes. “Nothing but an epic poem in schoolboys’ mouths.”

[image: images]

The Lord God summons us now to gather around His table. Wagging His head in dismay at the first couple’s fall from Grace, he pronounces a dusty verdict that resonates with a familiar strain.

[image: images]

“By the sweat of your face you will eat bread, till you return to the ground, because from it you were taken; For you are dust, and to dust you shall return” (Gen. 3:19).

[image: images]

The saint’s dust is a door to heaven.

[image: images]

“Our lives are but specks of dust falling through the fingers of time.”

Socrates
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Eavesdropping (AD 28)

Tacitus, The Annals of Imperial Rome, 4:69

[image: images]

Sabinus was a lonely man.

He had once served in the Roman army with honors. Now his life had settled into a solitary ritual of dull mornings and evenings—all the same. With a desperate need for friendship, Sabinus fell into a trap set by Tiberius’ spies during the reign of terror.

Latiaris, a palace official, knew that Sabinus liked to complain about the emperor and Rome in general. To snare this easy prey, Latiaris befriended the lonely knight, stopping by at his humble home in the evening to chat.

Sabinus loved these meetings. He often released his hidden miseries while sipping brandy beside a cozy fireplace. An emotional man, tears would accent his complaints and sorrows while Latiaris made secret notes.

Finally, he set the trap. Three notable Roman senators recruited by Latiaris were stuffed in the poor man’s attic. With their ears pressed to the chinks in the ceiling, they eavesdropped as the vulnerable knight poured out his complaints and terrors to Latiaris and other confidentialities. Having heard it all, the senators raced back to the senatorial chambers, where they squawked about the traitor’s admissions.

[image: images]

If only Peter could have shared the couch that night in Sabinus’ living room. He would have warned the gregarious knight to guard against eavesdroppers. He could have nodded at the ceiling or winked a few times to awaken the loquacious Sabinus. Peter’s words, though, can be an encouragement to us who seek to live lives of faith.

[image: images]

“Be of sober spirit, be on the alert. Your adversary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Pet. 5:8).

[image: images]

Keep an eye on the rafters today.

[image: images]

“When sorrows come, they come not single spies, but in battalions.”

William Shakespeare
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Education (423 BC)

Aristophanes, Clouds, 960–980

[image: images]

The older man dragged his wayward son, Pheidippides, to the famous academy where Socrates taught. Lost to life’s basest urges, the once-promising student now lounged at the town’s racetrack, gambling on horses, losing his dad’s money, dreaming of easy fame and quick riches.

Down the street they trudged, the boy whining, his father determined. Entering the schoolhouse, he shoved the rowdy kid toward the revered philosopher in disgust. “He used to be a quick learner, Socrates. As a little boy, he built mud-houses, fashioned toy warships, and made little racing cars out of leather. But now he’s useless. Can you do anything with him?”

Socrates studied the lad and recalled the olden days when kids behaved at school. “I remember,” he told the frustrated father, “when all the village kids marched off to school in utter silence, their faces sternly set. No chatter at all; nobody dared. Even on the coldest days, we marched like soldiers off to battle, chanting military songs as the old men taught. Lunches were simple sandwiches, nothing fancy.”

He paused, the recollections misting his eyes. “Yes, those were the good ole days. Everybody sat on the ground modestly, getting an education. When it was time to leave, the kids brushed the soil lightly to erase their imprint.”

[image: images]

Where would we be today without those early years of old desks, scratchy blackboards, and paddlings at the principal’s office? Tough days at times, but we learned the mechanics of life. Paul valued his privileged education.

[image: images]

“I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia but brought up in this city, educated under Gamaliel, strictly according to the law of our fathers…” (Acts 22:3).

[image: images]

Quick step! School is starting. What will God teach you today?

[image: images]

“Education is the movement from darkness to light.”

Allan Bloom
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Elderly (AD 110)

Juvenal, Satires, 10:200–250

[image: images]

“Everybody wants to live forever,” said Juvenal mockingly. “I mean, if I ever heard someone praying to Jupiter, they always pleaded, ‘Please, God, give me a long life.’”

Juvenal just shook his head in disgust as he put pen and ink to the side for a moment. “Why?” he asked. “Why does everybody want to be old? Longevity is nothing but trouble.”

Understanding Juvenal like I do, I knew a boatload of sarcasm was about to unload. His angry eyes flashed. I just settled back in the chair and let him go.

“Have you ever just gazed into an old man’s face? It’s disgusting! All those leathery wrinkles. Ugh. Reminds me of a mother baboon’s mug.”

Juvenal’s cruelty animated him, poking some hidden fire within as he continued his tantrum.

“Look at how they dodder along, their arms dangling and swaying. Ridiculous. Runny noses, bald heads, I could go on and on. Poor things can’t even chew their food anymore. They gum their bread, masticating like pasture cows.”

He paused, remembering a recent venture to the theater.

“I was sitting in the fourth row from the stage just last week, and I could tell that this elderly lady couldn’t hear a thing. When it was time to go, her partner had to bawl into her ear.”

[image: images]

It’s too bad Juvenal never met Moses. When he was 120, he climbed to the peak of Mt. Nebo, full of vigor and strength. With clear vision, he looked across the valley to the Promised Land.

The culture of ancient Israel honored the elderly.
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“You shall rise up before the gray-headed and honor the face of the elderly…” (Lev. 19:32).
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Hug a senior today and see God smile.
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“Those who love deeply never grow old.”

Benjamin Franklin
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Eloquence (374 BC)

Plutarch, Demosthenes, 5
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The teachers in the little academy in Athens were buzzing about the pending court case. The area’s greatest orator, Callistratus, was coming to town. There was talk of closing school for the day.

Demosthenes, a young pupil at the academy, listened to the teachers’ buzz and begged his tutor to take him. “I’ll be quiet, he pleaded. No one will know I’m even there.” His misty eyes tore at the teacher’s heartstrings.

“I’m telling you, children aren’t allowed!” barked the tutor.

But the kid wouldn’t stop begging. Yielding finally, the tutor managed to secure coveted tickets. When the celebrated day arrived and the courthouse doors opened, Demosthenes’ tutor hid the boy on the edge of the courtroom. “Stay put and don’t even breathe!” he muttered.

For the next few hours, Callistratus mesmerized everyone at the proceedings, pacing in front of the jurors and flinging eloquent legal phrases upon the audience. His gestures punctuated lethal arguments while his charm and literary skills fell like stars from heaven upon an adoring audience.

When the final gavel fell, Callistratus sashayed out through the pressing mob of admirers, victorious. Demosthenes watched with fascination as citizens pressed to congratulate the champion, following in his departing wake, utterly hypnotized by the hero’s prowess.

[image: images]

If you stand today on ancient Marble Street in Ephesus and stroll quietly toward the grand theater carved into the slope of Mt. Pion, you will hear the echo of another eloquent orator. His fluid style punctuated the public theater as onlookers gazed with admiration.
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“Now a Jew named Apollos, an Alexandrian by birth, an eloquent man, came to Ephesus; and he was mighty in the Scriptures” (Acts 18:24).
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Raise your voice today and change the world.
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“Eloquence is a painting of the thoughts.”

Blaise Pascal
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Embraces (1180 BC)

Virgil, Aeneid, 6:684–717
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Aeneas, desperately searching for his deceased father in the underworld, stood at a crossroads. The blissful path to the right led on toward Elysium, the happy place where light and pleasure graced the mingling souls. The opposite road led to Tartarus’ battlements, enclosed by a circling wall girdled by Hell’s fiery river. The bottomless pit consumed blaspheming souls, evildoers who lived in greed’s grasp.

Turning right, he strode toward Elysium, where he noticed a jovial gathering, men and women feasting and singing in unison among a fragrant grove of bay trees. Aeneas paused before them. “Has anyone seen my beloved father, Anchises? I have crossed the underworld to find him.”

“You will find him there in the valley below these upland heights,” they said, pointing to a path beyond the cliffs.

Hurrying toward the valley floor, Aeneas spotted his father and ran across the grassy meadow toward him joyfully. Anchises greeted his son with joy. “Pause, my son. Let me gaze at your face. I never lost hope you would come!”

Aeneas tried three times to embrace his father, flinging hungry arms about his neck only to find the wispy wings of a fleeting dream.
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Embraces are the elixirs of life, sweet confections that lighten life’s onerous burdens. Often taken for granted, embraces, like delicate smiles, wait patiently for their time.
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“So he got up and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion for him, and ran and embraced him and kissed him” (Lk. 15:20).
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Embrace your truest friend today while you can.
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“When someone hugs you, let them be the first to let go.”

H. Jackson Brown Jr.
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Empathy (AD 150)

Apuleius, The Golden Ass, 1:7

[image: images]

Aristomenes stared gloomily at the empty shelves. His competitor, Lupus, had beat him to the bargains, and now he would have to travel to other small Greek villages to find his honey and cheese. As a wholesaler, he had learned to be quick when breaking news of honey sales surfaced. But Lupus beat him to it, so now all he could do was head for the baths and soak away his miseries.

Arriving midday at the spa, he noticed a beggar by the roadside. His face, partially hidden beneath a tattered garment, looked familiar. With sudden empathy, he wondered, “could this be Socrates, long taken for dead?” The emaciated man looked like a streetwalker, barely clinging to life.

“Is that you, Socrates?” he asked.

Hearing his name, the man pulled the filthy cloak over his head, ashamed. “Everyone gave up on you!” shrieked Aristomenes. “Your poor wife mourned forever, and your children now have court-appointed guardians.”

Although Socrates resisted, Aristomenes made him get up, putting one of his garments over him. They hobbled off to the baths, where he scraped Socrates’ nasty skin and bought him some oils and ointments. When he was all cleaned up, his benefactor took the poor fellow to a local inn, put him to bed, and gave him some food and wine, hoping to lift his spirits.
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The Bible’s good Samaritan and Aristomenes never met, but they both demonstrated the value of empathy.
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“But a Samaritan, who was on a journey, came upon him; and when he saw him, he felt compassion, and came to him and bandaged up his wounds…” (Lk. 10:32–33).
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Look around today. Release your empathy.
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“Empathy is walking a mile in somebody else’s moccasins. Sympathy is being sorry their feet hurt.”

Rebecca O’Donnell
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Enemies (AD 80)

Suetonius, Lives of the Caesars, 8.2
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The two guilty patricians, leading citizens in Rome, feared their imminent death. The emperor, Titus, had not ordered their deaths though the court convictions demanded it. Instead, the noblemen stared at palace dinner invitations on Tuesday and Colosseum tickets for the following day’s gladiatorial contest.

Fearing sinister retributions, the men dressed for the arranged dinner and arrived on high alert. To their astonishment, Titus, ever gracious, seated them in prominent places about the table. Though every guest knew the suppressed treachery, they spoke kindly to the convicted patricians, establishing renewed friendships.

The following day, as throngs flooded into the amphitheater to watch the gladiatorial exhibition, these same two conspirators sat beside Titus as prominent guests. Suddenly, the emperor stood quieting the crowds. He ordered his attendants to bring the gladiator’s swords to his throne. Unsheathed, the blades, sharpened for maximum effect, glared menacingly before the silent observers.

Titus stood and handed the weapons to the two disloyal enemies. “Go ahead,” he said to them. “Test the blades. Feel the edge. Tell me what you think.”

[image: images]

Titus’ willingness to forgive and treat his enemies with kindness echoes a similar affair in ancient Palestine. Elisha had blinded the host of Arameans, whose sole mission was to slay him at his country home. Now, with the Arameans corralled, vulnerable, and awaiting inevitable slaughter, Elisha warned the king of Israel against harming them. Instead, he held a feast on their behalf.
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“Set bread and water before them, that they may eat and drink and go to their master. So he prepared a great feast for them…” (2 Kings 6:22–23).
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Who will you hand your sword to today?
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“Love your enemies, for they tell you your faults.”

Benjamin Franklin
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Ennobling (401 BC)

Xenophon, Anabasis, 6:5
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The army stood, stumped, at the deep ravine, unable to pursue the Bithynian army. “It can’t be passed,” said general Sophaenetus, staring at the crevasse before them. “It’s too deep and risky. Let’s turn back.”

While the soldiers grumbled, Xenophon rode up in a frenzy, asking why the army had stopped moving. “It’s the ravine, sir,” barked Sophaenetus, the oldest general.

“Nonsense!” said Xenophon, who, after a brief pep talk to the hesitant force, led the men step by step down into the treacherous deep. When they gathered victorious on the other side, Xenophon ordered his men into battle formation and said this one notable thing: “Listen, men. The enemy is just beyond that ridge. So as we march on, call the names of those marching beside you. Inspire them. And remember to do something ennobling today, something memorable, so that no matter what happens in combat, people will whisper your name in awe for generations to come.”

Then, marching with purpose, they pursued the Bithynians. Suddenly, the trumpet sounded, striking up the paean; they raised the battle cry, couched their spears, and sent the enemy running for the hills.

[image: images]

Ravines often bring out the worst in us, forcing us to turn away from a destination or goal in frustration. But they can be a turning point, a rare chance to say or do something ennobling.

Paul said to Titus,
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“In all things show yourself to be an example of good deeds, with purity in doctrine, dignified, sound in speech which is beyond reproach, so that the opponent will be put to shame…” (Titus 2:7–8).
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Strike up the paean! Do something ennobling today.
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“Make each day your masterpiece.”

John Wooden
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Ensnared (20 BC)

Propertius, Elegies, 1:1
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It was all in her harlot eyes. Cynthia’s glances had sparkled and forced an awkward surrender, leaving Propertius captive to a dangerous woman.

There was a brief time when love had flowed like a wilderness dream between them. Cynthia’s glances, coy and supreme, had once received his overtures. The game was well played by both lovers. But, alas, no more. Her soft lips, now kissed by another, left him trembling beneath a moonless night. Her dark eyes crippled his emotions. He was a prisoner to memories now cold and fractured, though fondly remembered.

Twelve moons passed with no relief. Propertius wandered aimlessly, continually begging the gods for relief from a broken heart. Over and over, on restless night rambles, he pleaded for divine assistance.

“Venus, prove you care. Sift love’s fickle sand, and summon Cynthia to my hand.”

But moons came and went, mocking his loneliness as if love were but a game. He searched far and wide for some mysterious potion, some antidote to his despair, but found none. If only he could return to his first love, faithful and tested. But Cynthia’s eyes had ensnared him.
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How easy it is to stray. Propertius’ wandering eyes had caught the glances of a harlot and quickly ensnared, never recovered. Better by far, it is to turn our eyes toward God, who always loves us.

“And let your eyes delight in my ways.”

[image: images]

“For a harlot is a deep pit and an adulterous woman is a narrow well. Surely she lurks as a robber…” (Prov. 23:26–28).

[image: images]

Kiss your wedding ring and live with joy.
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“A successful marriage requires falling in love many times, always with the same person.”

Mignon McLauglin
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Enticements (65 BC)

Lucretius, On the Nature of Things, 4
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Lucretius sounds like a love-stricken cowboy singing the blues.

I can almost see him at midnight, leaning on a French Quarter stage, beer-sobbing, wondering why his girl deserted him—again. Jerome, the translator of the Bible, said Lucretius died of a spoiled love potion. Who knows? Lucretius certainly had some dark opinions of romance. If we wander closer to the stage where he sits mumbling, we can listen to how it all went wrong for him:

“I used to have lots of money, but then she came along. Now she’s got it all. Look at how the green emeralds play on her brow. Every darting glance dances in jingling gold. Those shoes cost me a week’s pay, and look at that crumpled robe at her feet, creased with a thousand embraces that aren’t mine!”

“Watch her strut across the floor with those enticing robes trailing like a wedding train. That perfume she wears smothers me. I saw her put all this on last week before she left. She must have spent an hour smearing makeup on her greasy face with that other girl assisting. She’s got a spell on me that I can’t shake.”

He waves his hand erratically. “Bartender! Another round of Hurricanes, s’il vous plait.”
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Enticements come in all shapes, sizes, and genders. Sometimes they can take over a disciplined life once dedicated to God. Paul knew such a person. He shook his head in wonder when he thought about him. Was Demas in that bar room with Lucretius?

[image: images]

“for Demas, having loved this present world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica” (2 Tim. 4:10).
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Skip the bar. Head to the chapel.
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“The scars of others should teach us caution.”

St. Jerome
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Entreaties (AD 117)

Tacitus, Annals of Imperial Rome, 16:10
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Nero’s temper blazed undiluted.

Lucius Vetus, former governor of Asia, lived in happy retirement with his daughter Pollitta, and her Rubellius, until Nero murdered Rubellius out of envy. Pollitta grieved hysterically, clasping his bleeding neck as the assassins laughed. She kept his bloodied clothes and lived daily, unkempt and starving, disdaining food.

But unsated, Nero sent assassins again to kill her father, Lucius Vetus. His only hope was to send his grieving daughter to Nero’s palace, hoping her entreaties might curb his wrath. Pollitta hastened to Neapolis where Nero vacationed. She begged to see the emperor. Refused admittance, Pollitta waited for him at the door. When he finally passed by, she pleaded incessantly for understanding and mercy. Nero scoffed. Pollitta screamed furiously—all to no avail. Cold and unmoved, Nero slammed the door upon the exhausted penitent.

Knowing the end was imminent, Vetus, Pollitta, and her mother-in-law cut their veins and were carried by devoted attendants to the baths, where they sat in crimson water gazing into one another’s eyes, longing to be the first to cease breathing.
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Watching Pollitta whimpering, abandoned at the emperor’s slammed door, leaves me pale and distraught. I desperately want to slip my hand through the veil of time and touch her feverish brow. If only I could have told her of One whose door is never closed, whose throne of grace welcomes all entreaties.

[image: images]

“For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses….There, let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:15-16).
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Your first teardrop summons all of heaven’s grace.
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“Sweet mercy is nobility’s true badge.”

William Shakespeare
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Escape (423 BC)

Aristophanes, Wasps, 200–400
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The Athenian night was still, the evening winds calm.

Philocleon, the withered old judge, crept through his house checking locks. Every door was bolted tight, and slaves watched the windows.

“But the chimney! Why not?” mumbled the judge who longed to elope with his fellow magistrates who were warbling secretly for him outside.

Hurrying, he stood on a rickety stool in the chimney’s ashes and managed to shimmy up its sooty path. Undetected, he scrambled out upon the rooftop and stared in disbelief at the trammeling net.

A sweet whippoorwill whistled from a distant tree. Taking courage, the prisoner inched his way to the roofline and slid down to the net’s edge.

“What’s wrong?” screeched his buddies in breathy, hushed tones below on the road.

“My son’s got me locked up. He doesn’t want me to go a-courting anymore. Says my bench days are history. Says I should retire and take it easy like all old folks do.”

“Take this rope,” motioned one accomplice below. “Slide down the rope, and let’s get going. The first case is waiting.”

The roof tiles click-clacked beneath nervous feet as he chewed the netting.

His son, Bdelycleon, awoke and sounded the alarm. “He’s escaping down the roof. Get him!”
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Are you stuck in a chimney longing for freedom? You can’t see much but a few twinkling stars through the cracked cap, but you’re desperate. St. Paul was there. He knew how to escape.
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“They were also watching the gates day and night so that they might put him to death; but his disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall lowering him in a large basket” (Acts 9:25–26).
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Heaven has a lifeline for you. Escape today!
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“To escape fear, you have to go through it, not around.”

Richard Norton
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