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Trying to be good (cont.)

religion where natural phenomena
and heavenly bodies were closely
associated with gods—something
not uncommon in the Middle East
(Anonymous 2008).! Christian
influence from Georgia grew less
over the centuries, especially when
Sufi Islam entered the plains and,
later, the mountainous areas. Some
elements of ancient religion, such
as visiting holy trees and the graves
of ‘saints’, remain until today
(AkaeB & loxaesa 2014).

The life of a devout Chechen
revolves around two important
concepts: that of ghillagash,
‘appropriate behaviour’ (Matsiev
1961), and that of meela. The
ghillagash are the customs that
have been handed down from
generation to generation. These
customs answer the question what
is proper behaviour in all kinds of
different situations. Ghillagash
regulate when it is appropriate to
stand up for someone (a sign of
respect), how guests should be
treated, conflict resolution, the
central role of the oldest brother
and many other culturally relevant
matters. The importance of the
ghillagash cannot be under-
estimated: if one complies with the
ghillagash, one is accepted by
relatives, neighbours, society—if
not, this brings shame on oneself
and one’s family. Shame leads to
less help and respect from the
community, and the ultimate
consequence is forfeiting help and
protection from family and clan.

Just as the concept of ghillagash is
important in day-to-day societal
behaviour, the concept of meela
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focuses on the constant struggle to
find favour in the eyes of God.?
Since one cannot be sure of
salvation within the Chechen
religious framework, it is of the
utmost importance to show
behaviour that is regarded as meela
before God, behaviour that God
counts as positive at the time he
decides about the future of one’s
soul. | have often noticed people
standing up and sitting down again
in the minibus as it crosses a river.
This behaviour is meela before

“What is regarded as
meela before God includes
activities such as giving
water, building roads,
building mosques.”

God, since it shows that the actor is
conscious of life after death (the
idea that one needs to cross a river
of fire to get to God). The book
Saaghin dozalla ‘The value of alms’
quotes verse 274 from Khalid, the
son of Ali Suleiman: “Those who
give their livestock as an alm during
day time and night time, secretly as
well as publicly—they will be meela
before God, they won’t have to be
afraid (on the day of judgment),
they will not need to worry.”

The concept of meela is still very
important, and because of the fact

that people have spread out over
Europe, the concept seems to
extend to all kind of help people
can offer one another, possibly
even overriding the ghillagash. An
invitation to participate in a
demonstration in Strasbourg in
2006 includes the request to those
Chechens that live in the city to
offer help in lodging and food,
adding: this will be meela for you
from God (OprkomuteT 2006).3
Social media have Chechens explain
to one another what is regarded as
meela before God; this includes
activities such as giving water,
building roads, building mosques.

While living in the village some
20 years ago, | noticed that young
men blew the horn of their car
when they saw a beautiful young
woman. | was explained that this is
meela before God, because it
shows one’s remembering the
Qur’anic scene of the virgins after
this life (tradition based on 78:33).
This idea is still very much alive and
extended, witness this comment on
an internet forum: “It is claimed
that it is very meela to say
something nice to an ugly girl, it is
claimed that this gives a large
reward” (Francuz 2011).

Vagapov (2011) does not connect
the etymology of the word meela
with the Arab language, one of the
main languages from which
religious vocabulary has been
adopted because of Islamic
influence, but with Georgian.
Vagapov notes a connection with
the Batsby word madel, which is
close to Georgian madli. The
meaning is given as ‘God’s grace’.
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The link with Georgian is not so
surprising, when one takes into
account that Georgian Christianity
has had a thousand-year influence,
up until the time the Islam entered
the region (starting from the 17t
century).

The Christian concept of
‘grace’ (expressed by the Greek
word yaptc) can be illustrated by a
citation from the Acts of the
Apostles chapter 7, verse 45-46,
where one of the church leaders
Stephen explains: “Our ancestors
received possession of it and
brought it in with Joshua when they
dispossessed the nations that God
drove out before our ancestors,
until the time of David. He found
favour with God and asked that he

Endnotes
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could find a dwelling place for the
house of Jacob.” The words ‘favour
with God’ translate the Greek xaptg
évwmiov tol Oeol ‘grace before
God’, which compares well with the
meela usages. David, the second
kind of ancient Israel, found grace
before God not because of his
behaviour or his actions; God chose
him and hung on to him despite
some bad chapters in his life.

As far as anthropology is
concerned, then, a word that
started out as referring to the
Christian concept of ‘grace’ (free
mercy from God) entered the
Chechen language, but its meaning
over the centuries came to refer to
a concept where God’s favour

needs to be earned by good
behaviour.

| will conclude this essay by looking
at the implications for translation.
Would there be any room for using
the word meela in Chechen
Scripture? One might think that the
etymology of the word, its Christian
origin, could justify its use in
rendering ‘grace’. And even if the
word is not completely correctly
understood right now, good
teaching could remedy this,
couldn’t it? | don’t think so. The
meaning of the word and the
associated value system has
changed unidirectionally over the
years, so that it has come to stand
for a way of life that is fervently
opposed by the apostle Paul in his
epistles. X

! The information on Chechen ancient religion is taken from an article that originated as an information brochure
(Anonymous 2008). The claims in the article match up with the research conducted by Savenko (2012) as well as earlier
observations by Uslar (1869). The association between natural phenomena and deities in the Near East is described, for

instance, in Walton (2012:chap. 4).

2 It is not completely clear how deterministic (i.e. pre-ordained) the stance of Chechens is towards God. Interaction with
the people there did show that something bad, such as a stillbirth, should be accepted without open grief, and that such
a reaction to the bad event is meela before God.
3 There is a linguistic variation here: behaviour can be meela before God (Daalla hwalxa), while this summon states that
the desired behaviour will be meela from God (Deeliera meela xir bu shuna ‘it will be meela from God for you’). One
other example where it is used is in a Russian-language Chechnya Today (2015) internet article, where the concept is
used to explain Russian religious terminology that is used in an article about a road improvement: 3mo 60zo0y200Hoe
deno (fenepa mena 60y 21yAnakx) 3Ha4UMenbHO Pacwupsem 2paHuybl 803MOMCHbIX romex,... ‘This God-pleasing action
(an action that is meela from God) extends the borders of potential obstacles, ...". | regard the ‘meela from God’
construction as an innovation; one that definitely needs more research.
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Announcement:
Remember to join us to discuss cultural background research on key concepts in Scripture.

Friday May 19 at 14H England time. Zoom room: https://sil.zoom.us/j/791528360




