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@) The Remorseful Sinner

Leo Tolstby

About the Text

Leo Tolstoy’s short stories often deal with his moral and spiritual
teachings. Moreover, they are the reflections of his spiritual yearnings
and religious enquiries. Likewise, this short spiritual tale exemplifies the
archaic theme of ‘sin, suffering and redemption’. It assumes the form
of a parable to explain the Biblical preaching. Here, a person leads a
life of sin and debauchery for full seventy years without ever letting
remorse enter his soul for his deeds. Finally, when he falls critically ill,
he repents for his sins and turns to the God seeking pardon. Perceiving
the God as merciful and forgiving, Tolstoy’s protagonist argues for his
entry into Heaven. Tolstoy skilfully weaves together the Biblical stories
to put forward his ideas on religion. Through his protagonist Tolstoy
argues that if the nature of the God is merciful and loving, how can He
turn away from heavena £allible human being who'is purged of his sins

through remorse?

About the Author

Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910) was 3 Ru
philosopher, educationist andone

He picks fresh pictures of nature, brea fe and
characters taken straight from reality. No other writer, living or dead,

excels him in deeply probing human consciousneéss for its oyert. an_d
covert motives. His great observational powers find their reflectionin -hIS
surprisingly accurate descriptions of the minute details of everyday !lfe.
His works are viewed as the living symbol of the quest for life’s meaning.
He is often described as the master of realistic fiction for his highly
appreciated works War and Peaceé (1869) and Annd Karenina (1877)-
Equally cherished are his works of shorter fiction like The Death of Ivan
llych, Hadji Murad and How Much Land Does d Man Need?. He exerted a
great influence through his philosophical writings upon the great leaders
of the twentieth century like Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr-

ssian short story writer, playwright,
of the greatest novelists in the world.
thing with life and depicts the

. The Remorseful Sinner
when you come

“And he said unto Jesus; Lord remember me
: S ’ ’ . ; e
Into your Kingdom., And Jesus said to himy, verily 153y unto‘th
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o1 ame 81, John the Tvangelinl, the beloved disciple of ¢ ‘hrigt,

And the sinner rejoleed and pald:

« Now It I Impossible not to admit me: Peter and Davig will
let me In beeaude they know human weakness and the meye
ol God, And you will let me In because you have a lot of loye iy
you, Wam't that you, John the Evangelint, who wrote in hig book
that ‘God In Love, and that anyone who doesn’t love, doesny
know God?” Wasn't that you who, in his old age, told people just
one word: “Brothers, love one another!” Would you now hate
me and send me away? 50 renounce from what you said, or love
me and let me Into the Kingdom of Heaven,

And the gates of Feaven got open, and John hugged the
repentant alnner and admitted him Into the Kingdom of Fleaven,

GLOSSARY

Verily: truly

Repent: express sorrow for wrongdoing

Accuser: a person who claims that someone has committed an
offence or done something wrong

Apostle: disciple or missionary

Caiaphas: the Jewish High Priest who, according to the Gospels,
organised a plot to kill Jesus Christ

Prophet: seer or the one who is viewed as an ingpired teacher or
proclaimer of the will of God

The Wife of Uriah: Bathsheba, the wife of a soldier Uriah the Hittite

The Ammonites: the enemies fighting against King David

Evangelist: a person who secks to convert others to Christianity
through public preaching

Transgressions: of fences

Renounce: slate publicly that you no longer believe in God's
love for mankingd

SYNOPSIS

This parabolic tale begins with an epigraph from The Bibles
The Gospels of Luke. The ‘epigraph refers to an incident happened
during the last moments in the life of Jesus Christ before his
crucifixion. As the story from The Gospels state, there were two
people crucified besides Jesus Christ for their crimes, They wer¢
the criminals bearing the charges of murder and theft. One of
them rebukes the soldiers making fun of Jesus and warns them

e
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of the consequences of punishing an innocent man like Jesus. In
repentance, he begs pardon of Jesus Christ for his own crimes
before being crucified. The dialogue reported in the epigraph
takes place between the thief and Jesus Christ. The remorseful
sinner, the thief, is assured by Jesus Christ that, as he has repented
and begged pardon for his sins, he will surely get entry into the
Kingdom of Heaven.

" Tolstoy’s story runs on a parallel theme of sin, suffering
by remorse, and a final redemption by the merciful God.
By quoting The Gospels of Luke, Tolstoy underlines the holiness
of his argument that every sinner, if remorseful, has at least an
opportunity, if not the right, to be pardoned for his sins. The
unnamed sinner in the story lives for seventy_years.of his_life
without ever bothering about the ethics and morality of his deeds.
In'the gradual course of time, he falls ill and lays dying. In those
last thoughts, he remembers all of his sins and his grevious moral
errors. The guilt of his shameful misdeeds overwhelms him.
A great sense of sorrow for his life of sin dawns upon him, leaving
his soul bare to God. With humility, he begs God that his sins
be forgiven. Equating himself with the thief from the Gospels,
he appeals for forgiveness for his sins. Suddenly, the soul of the
sinner is directly transported to the gates of heaven. He requests
that his soul be allowed into Heaven. Though his plea is denied at
first, he ultimately gets entry into heaven. Tolstoy argues through
the short story that, the prerequisites for a sinner to be pardoned
are only “love towards the God’ and ‘faith in His mercy’. Tolstoy
perceives God as ever kind, forgiving, and merciful. Thereby, he
casts off an image of the God as wrathful and punishing.

At the gates of heaven, the sinner listens to the voice of {he
Accuser charging him of notdoing a single good deed inhis entire
life. He listens to the stern voice of Peter, the first Apostle of Jesus
Christ, denying him entry into heaven. Though disheartened, he
sets forth the reasons for his petition. The sinner reminds Peter
of his own wrongdoings despite the fact that he had listened to
the teachings of Jesus Christ from his own lips. The sinner argues
that if Peter, the Apostle, has committed errors, then he too is
frail. He mentions an incident where Peter failed Jesus Christ.
Peter was asked by Jesus Christ to stay awake and pray at night

but he could not stay awake. Thus, he couldn’t keep his word. t}hie
also reminds Peter of one more instance that occurred during the

trial of Jesus Christ by Caiaphas, the Jewish High Priest. When
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Jesus Christ was invited by the High Priest to the temple for his
trials, Peter had followed him in the darkness. Peter wag asked
by the soldiers sitting by the fire in the courtyard of the temple
if he too was with Jesus Christ. Fearful of the punishment, Pete,
had thrice denied ever knowing Jesus. Peter too had wept in
guilt for betraying Jesus Christ. Even after failing and betraying
Jesus Christ, Peter was pardoned for his sins. If Peter can have
an entry into heaven despite disappointing Jesus Christ, then,
the sinner questions, why should he be denied? Now Peter, the
first Apostle, has no reason to deny his appeal. But there was no
answer and the door to Heaven did not open.

The next voice to answer his knock is that of David, King of
Israel. However, David, the King of the United Monarchy of
Israel and Judah, objects to his entry into heaven. (It should be
noted here that, this is the same David who fought against the
giant Goliath in his childhood.). The petitioner begs for pity
from King David. Upon outright rejection from him, he reminds
Kind David how he too had once fallen from the grace of God
for seducing Bathsheba, the wife of a poor soldier. Her husband
Uriah, the Hittite, served in the army of King David. Bathsheba
had conceived a child from King David. Upon knowing this,
King David plotted to get her husband killed in the battle for
Jerusalem by the swords of the enemies—the Ammonites. The
petitioner reasons, that if his sins can be pardoned by God

then why not his? David is silent. But the door to Heaven does
not open. »

The sinner knocks again and another Apostle, John the
Evangelist, comes to the dooor and rejects his plea for entry into
heaven, The sinner persists. He begs for entry saying that both
Peter and ‘ng David know man’s weaknesses therefore, they
lr}ad no objections to his entry into heaven, John the Ev&lrlgdi?t

likewise should place no obstacle as he preaches love. John's

teaching asks all god-fearing men to love each other. Then Joht

thfa Sinner says, should embrace him rather than drive him away
with hatred. Hearing this, John the Evangelist gives him entry
into the Kingdom of Heaven, . :

The the sinner, the main character in the story argues with the
Apostles and questions their judgment, Like a lawyer, he puts
for ward logical arguments to weigh his claims. It is notable that
in this story the Apostles err in their judgment and the repentan:
sinner wins the grace of God through his arguments. This shor
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arable comes to the moral conclusion that love and grace are
the true emblems of religion. Mercy far exceeds anger in heart
of the God. Tolstoy brings out the notion of God’s love and that
true sorrow for sins committed is worthy of the grace God. He
reminds the reader that ‘God is Love, and that anyone who
doesn’t love, doesn’'t know God.” Tolstoy preaches mercy over

anger and love over hatred.

EXERCISES

I Answer the following questions in brief.
1. Describe the character of the sinner.
2. Which fallibilities of Peter, the Apostle are mentioned in
the short story?
3. Why did King David fall from the grace of the God?
4. Write on the teachings of John, the Apostle.
5. What does Tolstoy emphasise with regard to God?
II. Answer the questions given below in about 300 words each.
1. Explain in detail the arguments of the sinner for his entry
into heaven.
2. How does Tolstoy bring forth the image of God as
merciful and loving?
IIL. Classroom activities.
1. Students are encouraged to listen to the recording of
short stories online. This short story is also available in
audio form on YouTube, search and listen carefully.

2. Organise a Role Play based on this short story.
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