St. Moses the Black and the power of forgiveness
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St Moses the Black, was a former gang leader, murderer, and thief in ancient Egypt who became a great 4th century saint. His life, which we celebrate today on August 28th, offers a beautiful example of someone with a checkered and horrible history who became a model of humility, love and ultimate transformation!
 

You see, Moses was a former slave who escaped from his master in the 4th century to become the ruthless leader of a gang of 75 bandits. He and his band of criminals terrorized the entire region where he lived. Moses himself was described as an incredibly strong and powerful man who everyone feared. Yet one day, when he and his gang attacked a monastery out in the deserts of Egypt, thinking that they would find many riches there, Moses encountered a saintly abbot who confronted the gang with a deep inner peace. The abbot didn’t cower in fear before Moses and his mob, but radiated an inner tranquility and showed a deep yet humble strength. In fact, his witness so powerfully impacted Moses, that the gang leader couldn’t proceed with his pillaging. Instead, Moses commanded his followers to leave the monastery, while he himself stayed to be closer to the abbot. Within the monastery walls, Moses began to look within himself, and came to see his evil past in a new light. This self-evaluation and discovery led to his sincere repentance, and a radical change in life!

God touched this former gang leader, murderer and thief and miraculously led him to radical repentance and the beginning of a transfiguration in his life! This is the impact of God’s mercy and grace, which takes the greatest of sinners and if the sinner is open, completely transfigures them into a new creation.

Following this encounter with Christ, Moses the gang leader entered the monastery as a monk, where he wrestled and fought for his salvation. One day when Moses was discouraged at all his struggles to overcome the memory and temptations of his past, the wise abbot of the monastery, St. Isadore, took Moses outside at dawn. As the first rays of light became visible over the horizon, the elder explained, “Only slowly do the rays of sun drive away the night and usher in a new day. Likewise, only slowly does one become perfect in their spiritual struggle. Be patient and continue to struggle.”
There is the humorous story of four robbers attacking the monastery and meeting Moses, who was himself a huge man. Moses surprised his attackers and overpowered them, tying each of them up, and dragging them into the chapel where he presented them to the other monks who were praying. He dropped them in the middle of the church, saying he didn’t want to harm them. The robbers themselves, confused yet amazed by what happened, and knowing of the reputation of the former criminal, repented of their evil ways and became followers of Moses.

Another time when Moses was confessing his sins to his spiritual father, he saw a vision of an angel with a tablet full of his sins. As he confessed, the angel began wiping the tablet clean. The more he confessed, the more the angel wiped, until by the end it was completely clean. 
Moses grew in grace and God’s love, and the community of monks eventually recommended him to be ordained to the priesthood. Moses then went off and founded a new monastery, which eventually had 75 monks, the equivalent number of those who were in his former gang of bandits. St. Moses was known for his wisdom, humility, love, and non-judgmental attitude towards others. Once when a brother had been caught in a particular sin, and the other monks asked St. Moses to come to the church and render judgment, he reluctantly came, carrying on his back a leaking bag of sand. When he arrived, the brothers asked him why he was carrying such a thing. He simply said, "This sand is my sins which are trailing out behind me, while I go to judge the sins of another." At that reply, the brothers forgave the offender and returned to focusing on their own salvation rather than the sins of their brother. St. Moses died at the age of when he suffered a martyr's death in the year 405. 
What an amazing story of how God forgives even the worst of people, and through his unconditional love and mercy and grace, he changes and transforms lives. It seems appropriate that we remember St. Moses today, on the same day that we listened to the Gospel story where Jesus tells his disciples about the Forgiving King and the Unforgiving Servant. The story begins with Peter asking Jesus how many times he must forgive someone who sins against him – up to seven times! Our Lord shocks Peter when he responds, “No Peter, not seven times, but seventy times seven!” Just as God forgives us countless times, we in like manner are called to forgive one another an unlimited amount of times. God doesn’t hold our past against us. He doesn’t rack up our sins, and never let us forget about our evil past!
No! Our loving, heavenly Father is always ready to forgive us as many times as we sincerely and in humble repentance turn to Him as ask for His mercy. He forgave Moses the gang leader for all his crimes. He forgave the servant in today’s parable - who owed his king an unfathomable debt, a debt he could not possibly pay back – He showed mercy and compassion towards him because as the Bible teaches us, “God does not desire the death of a sinner, but that each sinner repent and turn back to Him.”

God isn’t a God of vengeance and retribution. He is a God of mercy and compassion and love. He doesn’t hold grudges, and want to pay us back for the evil we’ve done. He wants us to discover His grace and love, and be healed of the evil we’ve done. This is why He accepts all people, with whatever checkered background them may have, and gives new life. In Christ, anyone and everyone can become new creations!

Yet, if we want to accept and live in the grace of God, this implies that we allow His grace and mercy to flow through our own lives. The more we are united with Christ, the more His Spirit lives in us. This means that we will show to others the same mercy He has shown us. This means that we don’ task the question of Peter, “How many times must I forgive my brother?” but instead we say, “I will forgive my brother as often as God forgives me.” And if we find it difficult to forgive one another, than we know that we are not allowing God’s Spirit to rule in our lives. We are hindering God’s grace from bearing its abundant fruit in our lives!

On this Sunday, let us remember the transformational life of St. Moses the Black, which came about by the evangelical lesson of God’s unconditional and unfathomable mercy and love. This is the spirit we must strive to cultivate and allow to blossom in our own lives!
