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Unlike medieval kings who threw coins to the masses (or modern politicians who make promises to 
the poor just before elections), Jesus had the ability to offer his audience lasting, even eternal 
rewards. Alone of all people on earth, Jesus had actually lived "on the other side," and he who came 
down from heaven knew well that the spoils of the kingdom of heaven can easily counterbalance 
whatever misery we might encounter in this life. Those who mourn will be comforted; the meek will 
inherit the earth; the hungry will be filled; the pure will see God. Jesus could make such promises 
with authority, for he had come to establish God's kingdom that would rule forever. 
 
One summer I met with a group of Wycliffe Bible Translators at their austere headquarters in the 
Arizona desert. Many lived in mobile homes, and we convened in a concrete-block building with a 
metal roof, I was impressed with the dedication of these professional linguists who were preparing 
for a life of poverty and hardship in remote outposts. They loved to sing one song especially: "So 
send I you, to labor unrewarded, to serve unpaid, unloved, unsought, unknown...." Listening to them, 
the thought occurred to me that the song has it slightly wrong: these missionaries were not planning 
to labor unrewarded. Rather, they endured certain hardships with the prospect of other rewards in 
mind. They served God, trusting in turn that God would make it worth their while—if not here, then 
in eternity. 
 
In the mornings, before the sun rose too high above the hilltops, I went jogging along dirt roads that 
coiled among the stalky stands of saguaro cacti. Wary of rattlesnakes and scorpions, I mostly kept 
my head down looking at the road, but one morning on a new route I glanced up to see a shimmering 
resort looming before me, almost like a mirage. I jogged closer and discovered two Olympic 
swimming pools, aerobic workout rooms, a cinder jogging trail, lush gardens, a baseball diamond, 
soccer fields, and horse stables. The facilities, I learned, belonged to a famous eating disorder clinic 
that caters to movie stars and athletes. The clinic features the latest twelve-step program techniques, 
has a staff well stocked with Ph.D.'s and M.D.'s, and charges its clients about $300 per day. 
 
I jogged slowly back to the jumble of houses and buildings at the Wycliffe base, keenly aware of 
their contrast to the gleaming architecture of the eating disorder clinic. One institution endeavored to 
save souls, to prepare people to serve God here and in eternity; the other endeavored to save bodies, 
to prepare people to enjoy this life. It seemed obvious which institution the world honors. 
 
In the Beatitudes, Jesus honored people who may not enjoy many privileges in this life. To the poor, 
the mourners, the meek, the hungry, the persecuted, the poor in heart, he offered assurance that their 
service would not go unrecognized. They would receive ample reward. "Indeed," wrote C. S. Lewis, 
"if we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering nature of the rewards promised 
in the Gospels, it would seem that Our Lord finds our desires, not too strong, but too weak. We are 
half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, 
like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine 
what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea." 
 
I know that among many Christians an emphasis on future rewards has fallen out of fashion. My 
former pastor Bill Leslie used to observe, "As churches grow wealthier and more successful, their 
preference in hymns changes from 'This world is not my home, I'm just a passin' through’  to 'This is 
my father's world."' In the United States, at least, Christians have grown so comfortable that we no 
longer identify with the humble conditions Jesus addressed in the Beatitudes— which may explain 
why they sound so strange to our ears. 
 
Yet, as C. S. Lewis reminds us, we dare not discount the value of future rewards. One need only 
listen to the songs composed by American slaves to realize this consolation of belief. "Swing low, 
sweet chariot, comin' for to carry me home." "When I get to heaven, goin' to put on my robe, goin' to 
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shout all over God's heaven." "We'll soon be free, we'll soon be free, when the Lord will call us 
home." If the slave masters had written these songs for the slaves to sing, they would be an 
obscenity; rather, they come from the mouths of the slaves themselves, people who had little hope in 
this world but abiding hope in a world to come. For them, all hope centered in Jesus. "Nobody knows 
the trouble I see, nobody knows but Jesus." "I'm gonna' lay all my troubles on Jesus' shoulder." 
 
I no longer scorn the eternal rewards mentioned in the Beatitudes as "pie in the sky." What good does 
it do to hope for future rewards? What good did it do Terry Waite to believe that he would not spend 
the rest of his life chained to a door in a filthy Beirut apartment, but that a world of family and 
friends and mercy and love and music and food and good books awaited him if he could just find the 
strength to hang on a little longer? What good did it do the slaves to believe that God was not 
satisfied with a world that included back-breaking labor and masters armed with bullwhips and 
lynching ropes? To believe in future rewards is to believe that the long arm of the Lord bends toward 
justice, to believe that one day the proud will be overthrown and the humble raised up and the hungry 
filled with good things. 
 
The prospect of future rewards in no way cancels out our need to fight for justice now, in this life. 
Yet it is a plain fact of history that for convicts in the Soviet Gulag and slaves in America and 
Christians in Roman cages awaiting their turn with the wild beasts, the promise of reward was a 
source not of shame but of hope. It keeps you alive. It allows you to believe in a just God after all. 
Like a bell tolling from another world, Jesus' promise of rewards proclaims that no matter how things 
appear, there is no future in evil, only in good. 
 
My wife, Janet, worked with senior citizens near a Chicago housing project judged the poorest 
community in the United States. About half her clients were white, half were black. All of them had 
lived through harsh times—two world wars, the Great Depression, social upheavals—and all of 
them, in their seventies and eighties, lived in awareness of death. Yet, Janet noted a striking 
difference in the way the whites and the blacks faced death. There were exceptions, of course, but the 
trend was this: many of the whites became increasingly fearful and anxious. They complained about 
their lives, their families, and their deteriorating health. The blacks, in contrast, maintained a good 
humor and triumphant spirit even though they had more apparent reason for bitterness and despair. 
 
What caused the difference in outlooks? Janet concluded the answer was hope, a hope that traced 
directly to the blacks’ bedrock. belief in heaven. If you want to hear contemporary images of heaven, 
attend a few black funerals. With characteristic eloquence, the preachers paint word pictures of a life 
so serene and sensuous that everyone in the congregation starts fidgeting to go there. The mourners 
feel grief, naturally, but in its proper place: as an interruption, a temporary setback in a battle whose 
end has already been determined. 
 
I am convinced that for these neglected saints, who learned to anticipate and enjoy God in spite of the 
difficulties of their lives on earth, heaven will seem more like a long-awaited homecoming than a 
visit to a new place. In their lives, the Beatitudes have become true. To people who are trapped in 
pain, in broken homes, in economic chaos, in hatred and fear, in violence—to these, Jesus offers a 
promise of a time, far longer and more substantial than this time on earth, of health and wholeness 
and pleasure and peace. A time of reward. 
 
 


