
Dear Class Member, 
Mixed reaction to the death of former Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev last month raises issues of
leadership, legacies and the meaning of one's life's work. Honored by many in the West as a Nobel Peace Prize
recipient for his work that helped end the Cold War, Gorbachev was viewed by others as a weak and naive
leader, who presided over the collapse of the Soviet Union. The news provides the opportunity to explore how
hard it can be to do good, even when that is your goal. We'll also look at how our faith can help us handle
disappointment, when all our best efforts seem to be thwarted and come to naught. Those will be the topics of
our next class.

If you wish to start thinking about our topic in advance, here is the lesson.

Former Soviet President Gorbachev Laid to Rest; Leaves
Complicated Legacy 

The Wired Word for the Week of September 11, 2022

In the News

Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev, who "did more than any other individual to bring about the peaceful end of
the Cold War," according to U.N. Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, died August 30, after an extended
illness. He was 91. The first and last president of the Soviet Union, Gorbachev won the 1990 Nobel Peace
Prize for his peacemaking efforts.

Yet the Kremlin did not honor him with a formal state ceremony, and Vladimir Putin, president of Russia,
declined to attend the funeral. 

Nobel Peace Prize laureate Dmitry Muratov, editor of Novaya Gazeta, Russia's last major independent
newspaper, which was forced to close after Moscow's February invasion of Ukraine, led the procession of
mourners to Novodevichy Cemetery, where Gorbachev's body was laid to rest beside that of his beloved wife,
Raisa, who died of leukemia in 1999. Gorbachev had drawn on funds from his own Nobel prize to launch the
paper, which he co-owned.

Putin sent a tepid letter of condolence to the family, acknowledging Gorbachev's "enormous impact on the
course of world history" without offering praise for his accomplishments, which included arms-control
agreements with the West, multi-party elections, withdrawal from war in Afghanistan, the reunification of
Germany following the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, and expansion of human rights and freedom in Russia
and Eastern European nations previously under Soviet domination. 

But Putin held Gorbachev largely responsible for the 1991 breakup of the Soviet Union and its decline as a
superpower. Some see Putin's invasion of Ukraine as an effort to reverse the loss of pride and status that
resulted from Gorbachev's policies, which Putin views as "the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the [20th]
century." 

Gideon Rachman, of the Financial Times, wrote that "For Putin, national greatness is defined by territory,
military might and the ability to terrify or subjugate your neighbors. … [while] For Gorbachev, national
greatness was defined more by the dignity of ordinary citizens." Gorbachev believed that human dignity



required truth, freedom and justice for the average person, Rachman asserted. In contrast, the greatness of a
nation, according to Putin, is based on the ability to impose one's will on weaker parties, whether individuals,
groups or other nations.

"It is true that Gorbachev's responses were not always noble and non-violent," Rachman admitted, adding,
"But … Gorbachev lacked the ruthlessness to keep fighting and killing until Moscow's sway was restored."

Many Western leaders admired and applauded Gorbachev's efforts, while admitting that his legacy is
complicated. Case in point: Soviet troops under Gorbachev's administration moved against protesters in
Lithuania in January 1991, killing 14 civilians and injuring more than 140 others. That August, Moscow
recognized Lithuania's independence. 

"After decades of brutal political repression, [Gorbachev] embraced democratic reforms," President Joe Biden
said. "He believed in glasnost and perestroika -- openness and restructuring -- not as mere slogans, but as the
path forward for the people of the Soviet Union." Biden added that Gorbachev had "the imagination to see that
a different future was possible and the courage to risk his entire career to achieve it."

In July 2022, journalist Alexei Venidiktov, a close friend of Gorbachev, said that the former Soviet president
felt that "his life's work" had been ruined. "Freedom is Gorbachev's business," the broadcaster said.

Putin shut down Venidiktov's radio station following the invasion of Ukraine.

"What Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev did is all destroyed. All Gorbachev's reforms to zero, to ashes, to
smoke," Venidiktov said.

Ronald Suny, professor of history and political science at the University of Michigan, described Gorbachev as
"contradictory, complex, [and] consequential … a reformer aspiring to be a revolutionary from above" who
"was caught between a conservative elite, which feared change, and self-styled democrats, led by his nemesis,
Yeltsin, who clamored for more radical change. As head of government, Gorbachev was faced with an
insoluble dilemma: how to achieve the democratic ends he desired without resorting to undemocratic means,
force and violence." 

William Taubman, the author of Gorbachev: His Life and Times, wrote in "Gorbachev Is Hard to Understand"
(https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2022/08/31/mikhail-gorbachev-biographer-taubman-00054292) that
"Mikhail Gorbachev was a decent man -- too decent to be the leader of his country. … Gorbachev was, as the
Russian thinker Dmitri Furman wrote, 'the only politician in Russian history who, having full power in his
hands, voluntarily opted to limit it and even risk losing it, in the name of principled moral values.'"

On Christmas Day, 1991, in his final televised address as Soviet leader after a coup forced his resignation and
the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Gorbachev told his people: "I never regretted that I did not use my
position as General Secretary merely to 'reign' for a few years … I leave my post with concern -- but also with
hope, with faith in you, your wisdom and spiritual strength. We are the heirs of a great civilization, and its
revival and transformation to a modern and dignified life depend on all and everyone."

Just over a year ago, Gorbachev reminisced: "We were searching, we had our illusions, we made mistakes, and
we had our achievements. If given a chance to start anew, I would have done many things differently, but I am
confident that historically perestroika was a just cause … a break with the past, … when the state -- autocratic
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and then totalitarian -- dominated over the human being. It was a breakthrough into the future. This is what
makes perestroika relevant today; any other choice can only lead our country down a dead-end road."

A statement from the Gorbachev Foundation following Putin's invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 urged "an
early cessation of hostilities and immediate start of peace negotiations," affirming that "there is nothing more
precious in the world than human lives."

More on this story can be found at these links:

Mikhail Gorbachev's Enduring Example. The New Yorker
(https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/09/12/mikhail-gorbachevs-enduring-example) 
Gorbachev Mourned as Rare World Leader but Some Still Bitter. Belleville News-Democrat
(https://www.bnd.com/news/nation-world/world/article265121069.html) 
Mikhail Gorbachev: The Contradictory Legacy of Soviet Leader Who Attempted 'Revolution From
Above.' Yahoo! News (https://news.yahoo.com/mikhail-gorbachev-contradictory-legacy-soviet-
145953178.html?fr=sycsrp_catchall) 
Gorbachev on Gorbachev: the Last Soviet Leader in His Own Words. Reuters
(https://www.yahoo.com/news/gorbachev-gorbachev-last-soviet-leader-220020364.html) 
Putin, Gorbachev and Two Visions of Russian Greatness. Financial Times
(https://www.ft.com/content/4d931aa9-d8ea-419a-bd22-cf2a9b24de61)

Applying the News Story 

The opening pages of the Bible depict humanity as made in the image of God, and also as having marred that
image by choosing to walk away from God. Every human being must make decisions every day that will either
reflect or cloud the character of God. Most of us are pretty complicated -- sometimes we get things right, other
times we miss the mark. God calls us to account for our actions, but also extends grace to us. As disciples of
Christ, we are challenged to grow in his grace, toward ourselves and to others as well.

The Big Questions

1. How would you define a great person? A great nation?

2. How do you show grace to yourself when you blow it? To others when they make mistakes?

3. When have you or someone you have observed "voluntarily opted to limit [your/their power] and even risk
losing it, in the name of principled moral values"? What might motivate a person to do this?

4. What does our faith teach us about how to handle disappointment when everything you worked so hard to
accomplish seems to evaporate?

5. Where can we find the faith or imagination to believe that a different future is possible, and the courage to
risk everything to achieve it? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 
Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion:

Deuteronomy 10:1-4 
At that time the LORD said to me, "Carve out two tablets of stone like the former ones, and come up to me on
the mountain, and make an ark of wood. I will write on the tablets the words that were on the former tablets,
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which you smashed, and you shall put them in the ark." So I made an ark of acacia wood, cut two tablets of
stone like the former ones, and went up the mountain with the two tablets in my hand. Then he wrote on the
tablets the same words as before, the ten commandments that the LORD had spoken to you on the mountain
out of the fire on the day of the assembly, and the LORD gave them to me. (For context, read Deuteronomy
10:1-5 (https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Deuteronomy+10%3A1-5&version=NRSVUE).) 

Moses recounted how he spent 40 days and 40 nights on the mountain, fasting as he waited for God to give
him the stone tablets of the covenant, written with the finger of God (Deuteronomy 9:9-11
(https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Deuteronomy+9%3A9-11&version=NRSVUE)). But while
the people waited for Moses to return, they became impatient, and asked Aaron to create a golden calf to use in
religious rituals. 

When Moses saw how they had turned from God so quickly, he broke the stone tablets, signifying how they
had broken God's law and God's heart.

A second time, God called Moses to meet him on the mountain, where he promised to write the same words of
the covenant on new stone tablets.

This is just one example of many occasions in the Bible when God's work had to begin anew, after God's
people strayed from the path God prepared for them.

Paul draws on this wilderness experience in 2 Corinthians 3:1-11 (https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?
search=2+Corinthians+3%3A1-11&version=NRSVUE), where he asserts that God's Spirit writes a letter of
Christ, not on tablets of stone, but on tablets that are human hearts.

"History, despite its wrenching pain, cannot be unlived, but if faced with courage [and imagination!], need not
be lived again," wrote the poet, Maya Angelou.

Questions: How might God deal with other nations, such as the Soviet Union, Russia and the United
States, in ways similar to how God dealt with the Israelites in this case? What hope can we take from
knowing that God does not give up on people, but gives new opportunities to repent, learn, change and
grow? 

What might be a modern equivalent of writing laws on "stone tablets" today? How effective would
those laws be, compared to laws written on human hearts? What might account for any difference in
effectiveness? What is needed for God's law to be written on the human heart?

Hebrews 11:39-40 
Yet all these, though they were commended for their faith, did not receive what was promised, since God had
provided something better so that they would not, apart from us, be made perfect. (For context, read Hebrews
11:29-40 (https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+11%3A29-40&version=NRSVUE).) 

In this chapter, often called the Hall of Faith, the author tells of many heroes of faith, named and unnamed,
who achieved great victories, or who suffered greatly for their faith, people "of whom the world was not
worthy" (v. 38),
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Yet he says that while their faith was commendable, they did not experience the fullness of God's promises
fulfilled. Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann referred to peacemakers as those who are forged in the
fiery vision that "what is promised is more than what is possessed."

Peacemaker Ken Sehested describes what German theologian Dorothee Solle calls "revolutionary patience" as
"a kind of patience that is not passive, that remains expectant amid the lulls of productive activity, that knows
the engines of change can also run in reverse, that is not overly wrought when hopeful breakthroughs stall not
far out of the gate, that is not so distracted by the lack of progress that they keep their eyes and ears alert to
some moment of leverage easily overlooked amid the routine headlines and day-to-day tedium.

"Or, to switch metaphors," Sehested adds, "What is needed to sustain effective social change is what the
Brazilian theological movement of the late '60s and early '70s, in the context of a brutal military dictatorship,
articulated as permanente firmeza, roughly translated as 'relentless firmness (or resolve).'"

Questions: How did Gorbachev practice "revolutionary patience" or permanente firmeza? When, if
ever, have you felt the need for these characteristics, and how did you implement them in your own
life? 

What is the "better thing" that God is providing to those who live by faith, and why is it better? 

1 Chronicles 17:11-14 
When your days are fulfilled to go to be with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring after you, one of
your own sons, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for me, and I will establish his throne
forever. I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me. I will not take my steadfast love from him, as I
took it from him who was before you, but I will confirm him in my house and in my kingdom forever, and his
throne shall be established forever. (For context, read 1 Chronicles 17:1-15
(https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Chronicles+17%3A1-15&version=NRSVUE).) 

For the longest time, King David had his heart set on building a house for God. He himself lived in a fine
cedar house, but he was troubled that the ark of the covenant of the Lord was covered only by a tent. At first,
he thought he would have the honor of constructing a dwelling place for the ark, but God sent him word by the
prophet Nathan that God had designated someone else for that task. Imagine David's disappointment!

God told Nathan to tell David that he had never complained to the judges of Israel about the lack of a cedar
house. In fact, God said, tell David about all I want to do for him! I will build David a house! He meant that he
would establish a royal dynasty through David's lineage that would last forever. And he said that one of
David's sons or descendants would build a house for God.

One one level, this promise can be understood to refer to David's son Solomon, who built a physical temple for
the Lord. On another level, the promise can be seen to apply to Jesus, who was called Son of David and Son of
God, and who lives forever, having risen from the dead.

In the news article, we learned that Gorbachev wasn't able to accomplish all of the lasting reforms he hoped
for. "We are the heirs of a great civilization," he said, "and its revival and transformation to a modern and
dignified life depend on all and everyone."
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Wired Word team member Joanna Loucky-Ramsey recalls one of her mentors, Rev. Evan Jones, describing two
assignments he would give seminarians if he ever got the chance. First, he would ask them to finish a task
someone else started. Second, he would ask them to start a task someone else would finish.

Questions: What important life lessons do you think might come from Jones' assignments? 

What should we do when our hopes and dreams are unfulfilled? How does our faith help us then?

Luke 22:24-27 
A dispute also arose among [Jesus' disciples] as to which one of them was to be regarded as the greatest. But
he said to them, "The kings of the gentiles lord it over them, and those in authority over them are called
benefactors. But not so with you; rather, the greatest among you must become like the youngest and the leader
like one who serves. For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one at
the table? But I am among you as one who serves." (For context, read Luke 22:14-30
(https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+22%3A14-30&version=NRSVUE).) 

Mikhail Khodorkovsky, a Russian businessman who now lives in exile in London, commented this week on
social media that one of Gorbachev's great strengths was his ability to wash away "awe of the person on the
throne."

Questions: How does Khodorkovsky's remark relate to what Jesus was teaching his disciples in this
text from Luke 22? What makes a person or a nation great?

For Further Discussion

1. David Remnick of The New Yorker reported (https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/09/12/mikhail-
gorbachevs-enduring-example): "After issuing a tepid acknowledgement of Gorbachev's passing, Vladimir
Putin's spokesman, Dmitry Peskov, announced that the Russian President's 'work schedule will not allow him'
to attend the funeral. Instead, Putin paid his respects by dropping by the hospital where Gorbachev had died.
He placed a bouquet of flowers near the casket, lingered for half a minute, and, his obligation fulfilled, headed
for the exit. 
              "Gorbachev, in his time, not only attended a memorial for Andrei Sakharov, the country's most
prominent dissident, he stood in the rain at the foot of Sakharov's coffin, in a prolonged gesture of humility." 
              What can we learn from the way each leader treated an opponent?

2. Gorbachev was born in 1931 in southern Russia. When he was a baby, nearly half the inhabitants of his
village, including three of his relatives, died of famine. During Stalin's regime, both of Gorbachev's
grandfathers were falsely arrested and incarcerated,  suffering greatly before their release. 
              Gorbachev said his mother often whipped him with a belt until, at age 13, he grabbed it, tore it from
her, and said, "That's it! No more!" At which point she burst into tears because, he added, "I was the last thing
she could control and now that was gone." 
              How do you think these early life experiences might have shaped Gorbachev into the man and leader
he became?
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3. Discuss this: On Christmas Day, 1991, the day Gorbachev resigned as president of the former Soviet Union,
journalist Ted Koppel asked him if there was a Russian fable that might explain to an American child why
Gorbachev, so popular in our country, was being forced out of office in his. 
              "Centuries ago, there was a young ruler in the Orient, and he wanted to rule in a different way, in a
more human way in his kingdom," Gorbachev answered. "And he asked the views of the wise men. And it
took 10 years to bring 20 carts with volumes of advice. He said, 'When am I going to read all that? I have to
govern my country.' 
              "Ten years later they brought him just 10 volumes of advice," Gorbachev continued. "He said, 'That
too is too much.' Five years later, he was brought just one small volume. But unfortunately, 25 years had
passed and he was on his deathbed. 
              "When the wise man looked at the book, he didn't even give the book to that dying man. He said,
'Well, all in all, all that is here can be summarized in a simple formula: People are born. People suffer. And
people die.'"

4. Reflect on this, from The Wired Word team member, Frank Ramirez: "The Gorbachev story is one that can
be overlooked because a generation has gone by. Those of us who lived under the shadow of Mutually Assured
Destruction (MAD) as a deterrent may still feel stunned that the Soviet system not only collapsed, but an
attempt was made to replace it with democracy. Vassal states became independent nations. We've all made
many mistakes since then. 
              "I'm not sure the experiment with the Kings worked out well, but the Judges system collapsed under
its own weight. Samuel the prophet did not want Judges replaced by Kings but did his best by anointing first
Saul and then David to make it work. He had to admit something wasn't working more than once. Upon their
return from exile the people had to adjust to a whole new way of quasi-self governance under the Persians.
Many don't have the Maccabees in their Bible but when that fell apart more changes were required. 
              "I'm not sure how well we do with paradigm shifts in our personal and church lives, but our church,
emerging from the pandemic, has allowed itself to decide what it wants to do and what doesn't work anymore.
Digital church has been both a tool and an experiment with advantages and disadvantages as well."   

Responding to the News

You may wish to sing together the hymn, "Standing on the Promises of Christ my King"
(https://hymnary.org/text/standing_on_the_promises_of_christ_my_ki) as you reaffirm your commitment to
walk by faith in the God who is faithful to keep his promises. 

Prayer suggested by John 16:16-33 (https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+16%3A16-
33&version=NRSVUE)

Lord Jesus Christ, thank you for speaking honestly about the pain and grief that your disciples experience. You
didn't sugarcoat human anguish, but you did point to the joy to come after labor is concluded, the endless joy
of new life. When faced with disappointment or persecution, delay or heartache, remind us that you have
already conquered the world. In that reality, help us to take hold of your peace so we will face each new
challenge with courage that comes from your Spirit at work within us. Amen.
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