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“For we are what [God] has made us,” says St. Paul, “created in Christ Jesus for good works, 

which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.”  

 

We are created to do good! That’s great news! Yet, this is the same St. Paul who also said, “I do 

not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate... So I 

find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. “(Romans 7:15, 

21, NRSV) 

 

It’s not only sometimes hard to do good, but it’s also downright difficult at times to know the 

difference. “What in the world are you getting at, preacher?” you may find yourself asking this 

morning. For we all know the difference between good and evil, don’t we? Adam and Eve sinned 

in the Garden of Eden when they ate the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

When they ate the fruit, humanity lost their innocence and learned the difference between good 

and bad. So we know that, don’t we? 

 

For instance, we know that stealing is bad, right? We know that lying is wrong, right? We know 

that war is “incompatible with Christian teaching,” right? Well, that’s what the United Methodist 

Church teaches! We know that murder is wrong. We know our ten commandments or most of 

them. We know right from wrong, don’t we? Or do we? 

 

St. Paul raises the difficulty of choosing to do good in his letter to the Romans, but also tells the 

Ephesians that we’ve been created by God to do just that...to do good works. Victor Hugo, the 

French poet, novelist, author, and playwright, however, invites us to think more deeply about 

good and evil, right and wrong, moral and immoral actions in his classic French historical novel, 

Les Misérables. 

 

Jean Valjean, the protagonist, the classic “good guy,” doesn’t start the story as the “good guy.”  

In the beginning, Valjean is seen working out a prison sentence that he had received for stealing 

a loaf of bread to feed his starving family as well as several escape attempts. He’s not known by 
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name, but simply by his prisoner identification number “24601.” We just said that “stealing is 

bad,” but somehow our hearts are turned when we think of a society that has grown so cold that 

it allows families and young children to go hungry while there is bread out there to feed them.  

Can we blame him? 

 

When Valjean finally has finished his time, he’s released, set free. He arrives on the doorstep of 

a beloved priest and bishop known as Monseigneur Bienvenue. The priest invites Valjean into 

his home to stay the night, but Valjean ends up stealing almost all of the silver from his home 

that night. Hugo makes us question right from wrong as the Church is seen with so much wealth 

while poverty exists at its very doorstep. 

 

As you know, Valjean is captured by the police and brought back to Bienvenue, who thanks the 

officers for doing their job but tells them that he had given that silver to Valjean. Then the 

gracious bishop grabs two silver candlesticks and offers them to Valjean, saying that he must 

have forgotten them when he left. After the officers leave, Bienvenue tells Valjean to take these 

gifts and become an honest man. 

 

I’ve heard that we have Jean Valjean in worship with us this morning. I’m going to ask him to 

tell us what he felt in that moment as he experienced grace for that first time. [Russ Ives sings 

Jean Valjean’s Soliloquy from The Prologue of Les Misérables.] 

 

Valjean asks, “He told me that I have a soul, how does he know? What spirit comes to move my 

life, is there another way to go?” 

 

This moment of grace is apparently a turning point for Valjean and yet he will continue to 

struggle to know right from wrong. As a part of his parole, he has to continue to check in 

regularly and carry papers saying that he was a convict. He’ll eventually choose to avoid doing 

that to start a new life. Was it right or wrong? What about Msgr. Bienvenue? Certainly, he 

witnessed grace to Valjean, but he did so by lying to the police. So was it right or wrong? 

 

Hugo seems to invite us into the real world where grace and justice collide and our opinions can 

sometimes feel a little gray. I’m not calling into question what seems so clearly right and wrong 

in our world, but what does it mean for us to be faithful, to “do good” in the face of injustices, to 

“do good” which God prepared to be our way of life? 

 

As Russia continues its warring invasion of Ukraine, how do we do good? In the United 

Methodist Church, you can give to the United Methodist Committee on Relief that is organizing 

humanitarian aid and assistance to Ukraine and surrounding areas where refugees are fleeing 

each day. A gift to UMCOR through our website will go to the International Disaster Response 

Fund which is geared for relief for Ukraine at the present moment. UMCOR will be there long 

after the fighting has stopped. 

 

Here at Birmingham First, our missions team just supported a special grant of $5,000 from our 

Partners in Mission Fund to our Christian Help Center mission in the Czech Republic just 

outside of Prague. They are already receiving Ukrainian refugee families in the help center as 
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they cross the border daily to find safety. It is primarily women and children because the men 

have been conscripted to fight. 

 

The other day, I read an article about many Americans who are paying for Airbnb reservations 

that they will never use to get funding directly to families in Ukraine. What an amazing 

outpouring of support! 

 

Yet, in the face of potential war crimes and dehumanization of a people as the world watched a 

mother rush her baby into a Ukrainian emergency room, what does it mean to do good? How do 

we tone down rhetoric while vehemently standing against aggression such as this? 

 

Meanwhile, as Ukrainians struggle for their own lives and the ideals of freedom and democracy 

for their people, here in the United States, the United Methodist Church just announced that a 

global meeting of the Church will be postponed until 2024, prompting the more traditionalist 

Global Methodist Church to say that they are launching their denomination effective May 1. 

When the world most needs a witness of unity from a global part of the body of Jesus Christ, we 

find ourselves so frustrated at our own injustices, our own relationships, and our own theological 

differences, strained by the tension of all of that, that we cannot find ways to simply say, “Hey, 

we’re just not always going to see eye to eye, but can we find a way to live heart to heart for the 

sake of the good news for the world?” 

 

Certainly, we read the scriptures differently, but we all take them seriously. At the end of the 

day, there are families losing loved ones and made homeless in Ukraine. There are children 

starving here in the United States, as well. We’re housing refugees. Don’t we have more in 

common than we have that divides us, even when we read the scriptures differently at times? Oh, 

but am I meddling again? 

 

Paul said, “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is 

the gift of God—not the result of works, so that no one may boast. For we are what he has made 

us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of 

life.” 

 

Could it be that our greatest struggle in faith is not so different from that of Jean Valjean? Our 

greatest struggle is to live in the grace that we have received in Jesus Christ. “By grace” we 

“have been saved through faith,” and this has nothing to do with anything that we have done. “It 

is the gift of God” because God has created us “in Christ Jesus for good works.” 

 

Yet, we struggle to know how to live out that grace. We like to decide how and when it gets 

applied to one another and those around us. We don’t like to live with grays even though the 

world around us is filled with shades of gray. What is clear for us is this: Jesus once said, “With 

the measure you use, it will be measured unto you and even more.”  

 

I don’t know about you, but I’m more like Valjean than I care to admit. Most days I need a lot of 

grace. Even today, I need a lot of grace. Because even though my heart may be motivated by 

love, there will be some that struggle with my understanding of the scripture. There will be some 

who don’t see it the same way. There will be some who are trying, like me, to be faithful, but 
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will end up in a different place. And in those moments, I’m asking for grace, that we might 

together hear the Spirit who calls us to heal the hurting of our world rather than continuing to 

harm one another. 

 

He told us that we have a soul, how does he know? What spirit comes to move our lives, is there 

another way to go? 

 

Perhaps there is another way to go…and we discover it anew at the table of grace…where we 

might taste and see once again what goodness is…that we might be that goodness for our world. 

 


