THE MIND OF THE CHURCH

The Evolution of Mercy:
The Epistle to the Hebrews and the Church’s
Pastoral Experience

John A.

As a priest for over forty years, I have
had the privilege of hearing prob-
ably several thousand confessions.
Having been raised in the Orthodox
Church, confession has also been part
of my own life from the time I was
a child. From both perspectives—as
confessor and penitent—I have been
struck by the constant tension be-
tween the desire to “be good” and
follow Christ, and our persistent
failure to do so. There is a tension as
well between the Church’s demand-
ing call to repentance and rigorous
spiritual warfare on the one hand,
and on the other its willingness to
offer mercy, time for repentance, and
to forgive sins “seventy times seven.”
Confession is just one example of
how the experience of these tensions
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over the centuries has brought about
an evolution, an increasing empha-
sis on mercy, compared to some of
the rigorist tendencies to be found
in the early Church—for example,
in the Epistle to the Hebrews. That
evolution is what I wish to explore
in this paper. I will argue 1) That this
evolving instinct for mercy is deep-
ly embedded in the tradition of the
Orthodox Church, 2) That this tradi-
tion allows for the evolution of our
understanding of human experience
and sin, and 3) That this tradition
needs to be recovered today.

Hebrews: A Tradition of Rigorism?

Twice in the Epistle to the Hebrews, the
author says that those who apostatize
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tle to the Hebrews,
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cannot be restored to communion (6:4-
8, 10:26-31). All that remains for them
is “a fearful prospect of judgment and
a fury of fire which will consume the
adversaries” (Heb 10:27).

For it is impossible to restore
again to repentance those who
have once been enlightened, who
have tasted the heavenly gift, and
have become partakers of the
Holy Spirit, and have tasted the
goodness of the word of God and
the powers of the age to come, if
they then commit apostasy, since
they crucify the Son of God on
their own account and hold him
up to contempt. For land which
has drunk the rain that often falls
uponitand brings forth vegetation
useful to those for whose sake it
is cultivated, receives a blessing
from God. But if it bears thorns
and thistles, it is worthless and

near to being cursed; its end is to
be burned. (Heb 6:4-8 RSV)

For if we sin deliberately after
receiving the knowledge of the
truth, there no longer remains
a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful
prospect of judgment, and a fury
of fire which will consume the
adversaries. A man who has vio-
lated the law of Moses dies with-
out mercy at the testimony of two
or three witnesses. How much
worse punishment do you think
will be deserved by the man who
has spurned the Son of God, and
profaned the blood of the cove-
nant by which he was sanctified,
and outraged the Spirit of grace?
For we know him who said,
“Vengeance is mine, I will repay.”
And again, “The Lord will judge
his people.” It is a fearful thing
to fall into the hands of the living
God. (Heb 10:26-31)

There is no denying that these and oth-
er biblical passages about sin, moral
behavior, judgment, discipline, divine
wrath, and eternal punishment set the
dark tone that at times has dominated
Christianity and eclipsed the joy that
Fr Alexander Schmemann said char-
acterized the earliest Christian faith.

From its very beginning Christianity
has been the proclamation of joy, of
the only possible joy on earth. It ren-
dered impossible all joy we usually
think of as possible. But within this
impossibility, at the very bottom of
this darkness, it announced and con-
veyed a new all-embracing joy, and
with this joy it transformed the End
into a Beginning. Without the proc-
lamation of this joy Christianity is
incomprehensible. It is only as joy
that the Church was victorious in the
world, and it lost the world when it



lost that joy and ceased to be a cred-
ible witness to it. Of all accusations
against Christians, the most terrible
one was uttered by Nietzsche when he
said that Christians had no joy.!

It's worthwhile expanding on the ref-
erence to Friedrich Nietzsche, taken
from his 1888 book The Antichrist.

A certain sense of cruelty towards
oneself and others is Christian; hatred
of those who think differently; the will
to persecute. Mortal hostility against
the masters of the earth, against the
“noble,” that is also Christian; hatred
of mind, of pride, courage, freedom,
libertinage of mind, is Christian; ha-
tred of the senses, of joy in general, is
Christian.?

While we can find this motif that
Nietzsche  deplored throughout
the history of Christianity and
Orthodoxy, I don’t believe this is the
overall tone the Orthodox Church
conveys in its liturgical life and pas-
toral practice today as it evolved from
its experience over the centuries.?
The Orthodox Church has largely set
aside the rigorist approach while also
creating new prayers and new litur-
gical and canonical forms to address
pastoral realities that had previously
been viewed as sinful and beyond the
reach of the Church’s mercy. There
are many examples, all of which were
at one time new and controversial.
These included: Orders and canons
for confession, penance, and receiving
the lapsed, schismatics, and heretics.
Rites for second and third marriages.
Accepting civil marriages. Marriages
with non-Orthodox Christians, with
the unbaptized and—in some plac-
es—with non-Christians. Funerals for
the non-Orthodox. Funerals for those
who will be cremated. Funerals for
those who have taken their own lives.
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Similarly, the Church in practice has
adapted to changing societal norms
around church and state, relations be-
tween men and women, and —most
significantly —the owning of slaves.
The Church no longer sanctions vi-
olent religious intolerance, like de-
stroying the places of worship of other
religions (though recent experience in
Ukraine is evidence to the contrary).
Time and again the Church has set
aside obsolete disciplinary canons
bound to their original time and place.
All of this is evidence that the Church
has learned and grown from new ex-
perience over the centuries. The histo-
ry of these disciplinary, pastoral and
liturgical changes over time could be
much further explored, but in this
brief essay I simply want to underline
the point that the Orthodox Church
has a long tradition of responding cre-
atively to new experience.

As the Church has widened its em-
brace of new pastoral realities, it has
also embraced its identity less as a
company of the righteous, than as a
company of sinners. So, in the Divine
Liturgy, for example, one looks in vain
for the New Testament’s exclusionary
lists of sins.’ In the prayers before and
after holy communion everyone is still
a sinner in need of grace and time for
repentance. This takes away the point-
ing of fingers at specific sins or collec-
tively shaming, isolating, or excluding
whatever group happens to be the sin-
ners de jour.

Returning to the two hard sayings in
Hebrews, it must be said that their
uncompromising position is consis-
tent with the Jewish tradition prac-
ticed at that time, which allowed for
sanctions within and exclusion from
the community.® Elsewhere in the
New Testament also we see shunning
or exclusion based on serious moral

! Alexander
Schmemann, For

the Life of the World:
Sacraments and
Orthodoxy 2nd ed.
(SVS Press, 1973), 24.

2 Friedrich Nietzsche,
The Antichrist (1888),
translated by H.L.
Mencken (1918), 21.
https:/ /monadnock.
net/nietzsche/anti-
christ-21.html).

3 For an incisive
dismantling of the
“dark” interpretation
of Christian faith, see
David Bentley Hart,
That All Shall be Saved:
Heaven and Hell and
Universal Salvation
(New Haven: Yale,
2019).

* For a collection of
essays that includes
many examples

of change within
Orthodox Christian
history, see Fossil or
Leaven: the Church We
Hand Down, ed. New
Skete Monasteries
(New Skete and
Alexander Press,
2016).

® See for example:
Mark 7:21-22, Rom
1:29-30, 1 Cor 5:10-11,
6:9-10, Gal 5:19-21,
Eph. 5:3-5, Col 3:5, 1
Tim 1:9-10, 2 Tim 3:2-
5, Titus 3:3, 1 Peter
2:1, Rev 21:8, 22:15.

®See L. Michael
White, “Discipline,
Ecclesiastical,” in
Encyclopedia of Early
Christianity, 2nd ed.
Edited by Everett
Feguson (Garland,
1998), 337.
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transgression, false teaching, and fac-
tionalism (for example in Matt 18:15-
20, 1 Cor 5:1-5, 2 Thess 3:14-15, and
Titus 3:10).

The Evolution of Mercy: Hermas,
Cyprian and John Chrysostom

The early church’s strict discipline
toward grievous post-baptismal sin
(apostasy, murder, adultery) was
standard policy. This contributed
to widespread reluctance to be bap-
tized, precisely because of the fear of
falling again into sin and then being
cut-off from eternal life. It was wide-
ly understood that there is no second
repentance. For example, we have this
exchange in the 2" century Shepherd of
Hermas between Hermas and a mes-
senger from heaven.

“I have heard, Sir,” say I, “from cer-
tain teachers, that there is no other re-
pentance, save that which took place
when we went down into the water
and obtained remission of our former
sins.”

He said to me; “You have heard well;
for so it is. For he that has received
remission of sins ought no longer to
sin, but to dwell in purity (Shepherd of
Hermas Mandate 4.3[31]:2).””

As a concession, the Shepherd of Hermas
allowed for one major post-baptismal
lapse, but no more. And this continued
to be the norm for church discipline in
the second and third centuries.

This brings me to Carthage in 251AD.
Two years earlier Emperor Decius
had issued an empire-wide decree
commanding everyone to prove
their loyalty to the Roman gods, the
emperor, and the state by offering a
sacrifice to the gods, to be certified by

a magistrate (Jews were exempt as a
permitted religion by longstanding
Roman tradition since Julius Caesar).
This upended the peaceful life that
Christians in many parts of the em-
pire had long enjoyed. They now
risked confiscation of their property,
arrest, torture and death. And most
Christians lapsed, either by making
the sacrifice or by paying to receive a
certificate of sacrifice (a libellus). The
edict and the persecution ended after
18 months when Decius died in June
251, but that left a question for the
Church: how should the thousands of
lapsed Christians be treated? Should
they be readmitted to communion or
not?

On the rigorist side, the presbyter
Novatian of Rome (c.200-c¢.258) and
his followers —the Novationists —took
the view that the lapsed had publicly
denied the name of Christ. They were
apostates, and therefore tradition de-
manded their permanent exclusion.
At the other extreme was Novatus of
Carthage, who believed everyone had
suffered enough during this terrible
time and that Christian mercy re-
quired that all be welcomed back into
the communion of the Church with
little or no penance.

St Cyprian as the bishop of Carthage
took a middle view: the lapsed —and
they were most of the Christians—had
indeed sinned grievously, especially
those who had falsely and in a cow-
ardly manner obtained their libellus.
Nevertheless, they should be permit-
ted back to communion after a peri-
od of penance. This milder, though
by no means easy pastoral approach
was confirmed in 251 by the council of
Carthage over which St Cyprian pre-
sided. A synod in Rome did the same
that year under Pope Stephen I (mar-
tyred 257).



What this period of suffering and dis-
ruption demonstrated was that the
Church could decide to take a path
that recognized the real-life expe-
rience of people who lapsed under
threat of persecution. Pastoral expe-
rience thus shaped a new approach,
over the objections of the hardline
Novationists. But Cyprian also re-
jected the soft-liners, who sought full
reconciliation of the lapsed without
penance, under the guise of mercy.
Too much so-called mercy, argued
Cyprian, is as devastating to the
Church’s well-being as too little.

Moreover, beloved brethren, a new
kind of devastation has appeared;
and, as if the storm of persecution had
raged too little, there has been added
to the heap, under the title of mercy,
a deceiving mischief and a fair-seem-
ing calamity. Contrary to the vigour
of the Gospel, contrary to the law
of the Lord and God, by the temeri-
ty of some, communion is relaxed to
heedless persons — a vain and false
peace, dangerous to those who grant
it, and likely to avail nothing to those
who receive it. They do not seek
for the patience necessary to health
nor the true medicine derived from
atonement.®

The just balance of rigor and mer-
cy continued to be an issue for the
Church. A few decades later, the
Donatists in Carthage took the rigor-
ist view during the persecution under
Diocletian (c. 303-313). They extended
their tough approach beyond those
who lapsed during persecution to
those guilty of idolatry, murder, adul-
tery, fornication, and even second
marriage. They also denied that the
Church had the authority to forgive
such sins. But their views were reject-
ed by the Council of Arles in 314 and
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the Councils of Carthage in 411 and
418.

If rigorism was at one extreme, laxity
was at the other. A hundred years af-
ter Cyprian, St John Chrysostom, un-
der the miraculously new conditions
of a now Christian Roman Empire,
found himself having to deal with
radically changed conditions in which
everyone was expected to be part of the
imperial Church. Vast crowds of the
unbaptized flocked to his sermons.
He tried to continue the strict line of
past centuries: come for baptism and
even your worst sins will be forgiven.
But not afterwards.

There is no sin, no impiety, which does
not yield and give place to this gift [of
baptism]; for the Grace is Divine. If
a man has committed adultery and
murder; the former adultery is indeed
done away, the murder forgiven, and
not brought up again to his charge,
“for the gifts and calling of God are
irrevocable (Rom. 11: 29).”

“...amerciful

and faithful high
priest...” Heb.

2:17. Gift of Anne
Hopko in memory of
fr. Thomas Hopko.

8 Cyprian of Carthage,
“On the Lapsed,”
trans. Robert Ernest
Wallis, in Ante-
Nicene Fathers, ed.
Alexander Roberts,
James Donaldson,
and A. Cleveland
Coxe. (Christian
Literature Publishing
Co., 1886.) Vol V.
Revised and edited
for New Advent by
Kevin Knight. http:/ /
www.newadvent.
org/fathers/050703.
htm.
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° John Chrysostom,
Homily 1 on the Acts of
the Apostles, https:/ /
www.newadvent.
org/fathers/210101.
htm.

1 Homily 9 on Hebrews,
8-9, https:/ /www.
newadvent.org/ fa-
thers/240209.htm.
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But for those committed after Baptism
he suffers a punishment as great as
he would if both the former sins were
brought up again, and many worse
than these. For guilt is no longer sim-
ply equal but doubled and tripled. . ..
[Hear] what St. Paul says: “He that
despised Moses’ law died without
mercy, under two or three witnesses:
of how much sorer punishment, do
you suppose shall he be thought wor-
thy, who has trampled the Son of God,
and has profaned the blood of the cov-
enant by which we are sanctified, and
outraged the Spirit of grace (Heb 10:
28,29) ?”°

This was scary for most people,
and wasn’'t a winning argument if
Chrysostom was trying to convince
his hearers not to delay their baptism.
Fear of sinning after baptism kept
many people from being baptized un-
til the very last moments of their lives,
and Chrysostom’s words could only
stoke those fears of eternal flames.

Chrysostom recognized the dilem-
ma and, in his above homily on Acts
he quickly reassures his flock in
Constantinople that there is a safe
way forward. In fact, he says there
are many ways forward for “the med-
icine of repentance.” In his homilies
on the two Hebrews passages we’ve
been considering he expands on this
and explains that when Hebrews says
there is no second sacrifice (10:26), it
means there is no second Cross, and
therefore no second baptism (see his
Homilies on Hebrews 6:1-3, 9.4-5, 8-9).
But “the medicine of repentance” is
always available in many ways after
baptism, and he lists eleven." In this
way multiple paths to pursue re-
pentance and healing were open to
all and at any time. Acknowledging
that people fear they will fall again
and hold back from baptism yet are

in agony and despair because they
sincerely desire the new life offered
through baptism, communion, and
the life of the Church. He concludes
this is precisely why we should enter
the Church: it is a place of cure, and
the divine healer is within.

This new and gentler approach
would have been especially import-
ant over the next decades as infant
baptism became the almost universal
norm by the end of the 5% century.
Baptism was still understood as a de-
cisive rejection of evil and initiation
into the new life in Christ, but it was
now increasingly seen as a lifelong
process of “falling down and getting
up,” of growth in Christ, with many
opportunities for repentance and
healing along the way. This turn to-
wards realism and mercy —without
sacrificing the way of repentance—
was a clear evolution in pastoral atti-
tude and practice.

Hebrews: The Merciful High Priest

Over time, if there is a tone the
Orthodox Church has adopted from
the Epistle to the Hebrews it is not
from the two hardline passages (6:4
and 10:26), but from the dominant
theme in Hebrews: Jesus as the merci-
ful high priest:

Since then, we have a great high priest
who has passed through the heavens,
Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast
our confession. For we have not a high
priest who is unable to sympathize
with our weaknesses, but one who in
every respect has been tempted as we
are, yet without sin. Let us then with
confidence draw near to the throne of
grace, that we may receive mercy and
find grace to help in time of need (Heb
4:14-16; see also Heb 2:17-18, 7:25,
8:12,10:17).



To conclude the epistle, the author of
Hebrews leaves us with an enduring
image not of judgment, punishment,
exclusion, and burning, but of Jesus as
the merciful high priest going outside
the camp to bear abuse and to suffer
for our sake (Heb 13:12-13) and calling
us to join him there.

So, Jesus also suffered outside the
gate to sanctify the people through
his own blood. Therefore, let us go
forth to him outside the camp, and
bear the abuse he endured. For here
we have no lasting city, but we
seek the city which is to come
(Heb 13:12-14).

Peter Bouteneff, in his book How to Be
a Sinner highlights the point that spir-
itual growth is a process that begins
with God’s mercy. Every human be-
ing is born into a fallen world, inherits
generational marks of that fallenness,
and falls short of the Creator’s origi-
nal plan for human beings. But every
human being has potential to be fully
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human as God intended him or her to
be from the time they are in the womb.

Even if fetal life does not yet meet all
the characteristics of fully conscious
human, it only needs time. The poten-
tial to be human is being human. To
extrapolate further, no matter a per-
son’s age, physical or mental state, or
stage of emotional and spiritual devel-
opment, this human being is valued.
Fetus, child, or teenager; callous or
sensitive; gay or straight; male or fe-
male; communicative or mute; kind or
murderous: each person is on the way
to being human, a human in progress
(172).

Fr Alexander Schmemann was fond
of saying, “C’est le ton qui fait la mu-
sique” —it’s the tone that makes the
music. It is this tone of Christ the mer-
ciful high priest that comes through
most in Hebrews and in the life of the
Orthodox Church as it evolved —and
continues to evolve—to meet the new
experiences of the day. &
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