Pastor Letter: Love Your Enemies (2/22/22)
This week’s scripture passages in the common lectionary are very familiar Biblical stories but highlight some very difficult ethical and moral teaching practices to implement in our everyday Christian lives.  Our Old Testament passage from Genesis depicts Joseph revealing his true identity to his brothers who sold him into slavery many years before.  The brothers originally wanted to kill Joseph but orchestrated a scheme to sell him to a group of Ishmaelite traders heading toward Egypt.  Joseph remains faithful to God while living an unbelievable journey as a slave, prisoner, and finally second in command of the nation of Egypt.  Joseph’s father, Jacob, sends his sons to Egypt to buy food during a seven-year drought.  Joseph recognizes the foreign travelers and finally reveals himself to his brothers.  Although Joseph endured some intense personal tragedies, he remained faithful to his Lord and the Lord’s purposes.
Instead of being angry at them, Joseph explains that God choreographed a plan of salvation from their sinful act of hatred, “I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt.  And now do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life… God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors,” (Gen. 45:4-7). 
Early one Sunday morning, I received a frantic telephone call from a parishioner explaining that his sister was seriously ill in the emergency room.  I quickly informed a ruling elder that I was on my way to the local hospital and may not be back in time to preach at our early service.  

Nothing could prepare me for I what I observed in the ER hospital bed.  An elderly woman had been savagely beaten about the head and face.  An intruder had broken into her home around midnight and battered her for several hours.  Her eyeglasses were broken and her eyes were bruised, bloody, and swollen shut.  Her nose was broken, her lips were swollen and cracked, and her face badly bruised.  She had been punched so hard in the mouth that her false teeth were split in two.  

The intruder had attempted to sexually assault her but could not physically complete the act because the woman was verbally praying for him and sharing the gospel message with him during his sexual attack.  In an act of frustration, the man ordered her to turn over onto her stomach and covered her head with a blanket.   Although her mouth was full of blood, she continued to converse with the man in a calm, quiet, and soothing voice in that position from her bed.  Over the next few hours, she engaged in an open dialogue with her attacker and encouraged him to share some personal details of his troubled life and how he arrived at this point in his existence.  He shared he had been a failure at life and had explored the eastern religions of Buddhism and Islam but could not find any inner peace or answers for his confused mind.  Skillfully, the woman introduced him to the message of salvation through Jesus Christ and related some Biblical stories that might help him openly embrace the Christian faith for his healing. 

When the man attempted to rob the woman, she explained she did not have much money, but he was welcome to whatever was in her purse.  Miraculously, when he saw how little funds were in her possession, he did not take anything from her wallet.  He said if she would not call the police for an hour, he would not harm her any further and would leave the house.  She agreed and informed him that she would continue to pray for him in his state of desperation and confusion.  The man was arrested in a matter of hours after receiving a description from the woman from the Emergency room.
When the woman was released from the hospital, I visited her at home.  Upon my entrance into the home, I received another alarming shock.  When I reached down to pet her normally friendly housedog, he savagely bit my hand.  When the dog attempted to protect the woman from the intruder, it too was brutally beaten and battered.  Both the woman and her dog required extensive professional counseling in order to overcome the emotional scars of this traumatic experience.

I realize this is a gruesome story but this woman’s real life harrowing encounter demonstrates our New Testament lesson from Luke’s Gospel.  She lived the teachings of our Lord who said, “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.  If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who takes away your coat do not withhold even your shirt.  Give to everyone who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them again.  Do to others as you would have them do to you,” (Luke 6:27-31).  This woman demonstrates a remarkable Christian faith, a commitment to God, and the divine love of Christ.
Although this woman was not a member of our congregation, at one time she taught three different Bibles studies in our community of faith.  One study was for a women’s group in the Church, and two different studies in individual homes.  One of those family Bible studies continues to this day and is currently led by some of her students.  
This remarkable woman endured many trials and hardships in her obedient life much like Joseph who remained true to the Lord’s plan of salvation.  Much of her witness was accomplished out of the limelight or behind the scenes in the same manner as she preached to the intruder while under the cover of a blanket on her own bed.  Her weekly Bible studies opened the scriptures and the teachings of Jesus Christ to a wide range of individuals who were thirsty for the Word of God.  
May this week’s Biblical passages and the story of this remarkable woman inspire you to listen for the still quiet voice of God, embrace the teachings of Jesus Christ, live a Christian lifestyle as an obedient disciple of our Lord, love God as well as your neighbor in need, and  “Do to others as you would have them do to you.” 
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