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We’ve come to the final Beatitude which expands on the 8th when Jesus tells the disciples that we are blessed when we are persecuted.  I don’t know about you, but it hardly feels like a blessing when someone speaks harshly about me.  From time to time, members of the church gets angry at the pastor and says words that hurt.  Or I find myself quoted in the newspaper and the next day, I’ve the subject of a blogger who reviles the comment.  And to this Jesus says, “Rejoice;” for the pain endured on earth will pale in comparison to your heavenly reward.  It is a matter of eternal perspective and that God has my back. 
I’d like to share a story, I received that has traveled around the world on e-mail and returned just a few weeks ago as I began thinking about the way Christians are persecuted in America.  I’ll attempt to condense the story without losing it’s power.

Carl lived in the neighborhood for over 50 years, but no one really could say they knew him.  He didn’t talk much but always greet everyone with a big smile and a firm handshake. He took the bus to work every day until his retirement.  He walked with a slight limp from a war injury.  Neighbors wondered if Carl had survived WWII but would die with the increase in violence brought on by a changing neighbor with increased gang and drug activity. 

He responded to a request for volunteers to care for the gardens at church.  He signed up and just went to work in his quiet manner.  He continued this for years.  At 87, the worst fears of the congregation were realized.  Three gang members approached Carl as he was watering the garden.  He ignored their attempt to intimidate him and offered them a drink of water from the hose.  As the young men reached for the hose, they grabbed Carl and threw him to the ground.  They stole his retirement watch and wallet before they fled leaving the hose snaking back and forth.
Carl simply attempted to get himself up, but with his bad leg could not.  Finally, the minister noticed Carl and helped him up on his feet.  Carl dusted himself off, stating that they were, “Just punk kids,” and hoped that they would wise up someday. He then went back to his work as if nothing happened as his wet clothes clung to his body.  

A few weeks later the three gang members returned and again accosted Carl as he attempted to give them a drink of cool water. They didn’t rob him they just drenched him with water cursed him and called him names and left him on the ground as they laughingly strolled away.  Carl got himself up and went back to his work.
As the summer turned to autumn, Carl continued his work.  One day he was startled as gang leader approached him from behind. Carl stumbled and fell.  As he braced himself for another attack, the young man reached out his tattooed arm and helped Carl to his feet.  In his scarred hand, he held a crumpled bag which contained Carl’s watch and wallet, even with the money in it.

The man uneasily explained "I learned something from you," he said. "I ran with that gang and hurt people like you we picked you because you were old and we knew we could do it But every time we came and did something to you, instead of yelling and fighting back, you tried to give us a drink. You didn't hate us for hating you. You kept showing love against our hate."  As the man l
As the man left, Carl quietly put on his watch and checked his wallet for his wedding photo.  Carl lived his faith quietly until Christmas time when he died.  He received his eternal reward in heaven for serving Christ and enduring the struggles of this life.  He was persecuted by those who did not understand the love of God. Carl had confidence in Christ’s power to transform the hearts and minds of people.
In the spring, the pastor advertised for a new gardener. The gang leader applied and tended to Carl’s garden.  He attended college, married a wonderful young lady, and baptized his son by the name of Carl.  Our rewards may only be seen by God. Amen.
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

Lord, we build our lives in you’re your Holy Word and become stronger in our faith. We have gathered in your house that we may be more aware of your presence. During this worship we strive to clear our minds of all our worldly concerns and concentrate on listening for your word. Speak to us, we pray, that knowing your will for us and striving to carry it forward, we may find that fullness of life in Jesus Christ. Amen.

First SCRIPTURE READING 
Matthew 5:1-12
2Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying: 1When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came to him. 
3“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
4“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
5“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
6“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.
7“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.
8“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.
9“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.
10“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
12Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.11“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 
 TIME WITH GOD’S CHILDREN #88  “Lord, I Lift Your Name”


SECOND SCRIPTURE LESSON 

Hebrews 10:32-39 

32But recall those earlier days when, after you had been enlightened, you endured a hard struggle with sufferings, 37For yet36For you need endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what was promised. 35Do not, therefore, abandon that confidence of yours; it brings a great reward. 34For you had compassion for those who were in prison, and you cheerfully accepted the plundering of your possessions, knowing that you yourselves possessed something better and more lasting. 33sometimes being publicly exposed to abuse and persecution, and sometimes being partners with those so treated. 
    “in a very little while, the one who is coming will come and will not delay; but my righteous one will live by faith.  My soul takes no pleasure in anyone who shrinks back.”
 

39But we are not among those who shrink back and so are lost, but among those who have faith and so are saved.
Carl was a quiet man. He didn't talk much.  He would always greet you with a big smile and a firm handshake.  Even after living in our neighborhood for over 50 years, 
no one could really say they knew him very well.  
 
Before his retirement, he took the bus to work each morning.  The lone sight of him walking down the street often worried us.  He had a slight limp from a bullet wound received in WWII.  Watching him, we worried that although he had survived WWII, 
he may not make it through our changing uptown neighborhood with its ever-increasing random violence, gangs, and drug activity.  

When he saw the flyer at our local church asking for volunteers for caring for the gardens behind the minister's residence, he responded in his characteristically unassuming manner. Without fanfare, he just signed up.  He was well into his 87th year when the very thing we had always feared finally happened.  He was just finishing his watering for the day when three gang members approached him. Ignoring their attempt to intimidate him, he simply asked,  "Would you like a drink from the hose?"  

The tallest and toughest-looking of the three said, "Yeah, sure," with a malevolent little smile.  As Carl offered the hose to him, the other two grabbed Carl's arm, throwing him down. As the hose snaked crazily over the ground, dousing everything in its way, 
Carl’s assailants stole his retirement watch and his wallet, and then fled.  

Carl just passed a hand over his brow and sighed, shaking his head.  "Just some punk kids. I hope they'll wise-up someday."   His wet clothes clung to his slight frame as he bent to pick up the hose. He adjusted the nozzle again and started to water.   Confused and a little concerned, the minister asked, "Carl, what are you doing?" I’ve got to finish my watering. It's been very dry lately," came the calm reply.  Satisfying himself that Carl really was all right, the minister could only marvel. Carl was a man from a different time and place.  

A few weeks later the three returned. Just as before their threat was unchallenged.  Carl again offered them a drink from his hose.  This time they didn’t rob him. They wrenched the hose from his hand and drenched him head to foot in the icy water.   When they had finished their humiliation of him, they sauntered off down the street, throwing catcalls and curses, falling over one another laughing at the hilarity of what they had just done.  
Carl just watched them.  Then he turned toward the warmth giving sun, picked up his hose, and went on with his watering. 
The summer was quickly fading into fall Carl was doing some tilling when he was startled by the sudden approach of someone behind him. He stumbled and fell into some evergreen branches.  As he struggled to regain his footing, he turned to see the tall leader of his summer tormentors reaching down for him. He braced himself for the expected attack.   "Don't worry old man, I'm not gonna hurt you this time."  The young man spoke softly, still offering the tattooed and scarred hand to Carl. As he helped Carl get up, the man pulled a crumpled bag from his pocket and handed it to Carl.  

"What's this?"  Carl asked. "It's your stuff," the man explained. "It's your stuff back.  Even the money in your wallet." "I don't understand,"  Carl said. "Why would you help me now?"  
The man shifted his feet, seeming embarrassed and ill at ease. "I learned something from you," he said. "I ran with that gang and hurt people like you we picked you because you were old and we knew we could do it But every time we came and did something to you, instead of yelling and fighting back, you tried to give us a drink. You didn't hate us for hating you. You kept showing love against our hate."  

 
He stopped for a moment. "I couldn't sleep after we stole your stuff, so here it is back."  He paused for another awkward moment, not knowing what more there was to say. "That bag’s my way of saying thanks for straightening me out, I guess." And with that, he walked off down the street.  

Carl looked down at the sack in his hands and gingerly opened it. He took out his retirement watch and put it back on his wrist. Opening his wallet, he checked for his wedding photo. He gazed for a moment at the young bride that still smiled back at him from all those years ago.  

He died one cold day after Christmas that winter. Many people attended his funeral in spite of the weather.   In particular the minister noticed a tall young man that he didn't know sitting quietly in a distant corner of the church.  The minister spoke of Carl's garden as a lesson in life.  In a voice made thick with unshed tears, he said, "Do your best and make your garden as beautiful as you can. We will never forget Carl and his garden."  

The following spring another flyer went up. It read: "Person needed to care for Carl’s garden."  The flyer went unnoticed by the busy parishioners until one day when a knock was heard at the minister's office door.  Opening the door, the minister saw a pair of scarred and tattooed hands holding the flyer. "I believe this is my job, if you'll have me," the young man said.  The minister recognized him as the same young man who had returned the stolen watch and wallet to Carl.  
He knew that Carl’s kindness had turned this man's life around. As the minister handed him the keys to the garden shed, he said, "Yes, go take care of Carl’s garden and honor him."   The man went to work and, over the next several years, he tended the flowers and vegetables just as Carl had done.  During that time, he went to college, got married, and became a prominent member of the community. But he never forgot his promise to Carl's memory and kept the garden as beautiful as he thought Carl would have kept it.  

One day he approached the new minister and told him that he couldn't care for the garden any longer. He explained with a shy and happy smile, "My wife just had a baby boy last night, and she's bringing him home on Saturday."  

 "Well, congratulations!" said the minister, as he was handed the garden shed keys. "That's wonderful! What's the baby's name?"  "Carl," he replied.  
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