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Every story has its protagonist—the lead character, the hero, the champion for the cause. Last 

week, as we dove into Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables, we found ourselves rooting for Valjean to 

discover grace in his life and how to live in that life. There is some sort of hope that springs forth 

in us when the protagonist wins. In those moments, we believe that we, too, can win. 

 

On the other hand, great stories must also have an antagonist—a villain, one who subverts the 

protagonist and provides the challenges in his or her life. In Hugo’s novel, Inspector Javert is that 

character. It’s easy to vilify the antagonist, isn’t it? We spend the story waiting to see how they 

will be defeated or won over to a better way of life. 

 

Before we demonize Javert too much, however, we might want to know a little bit more about 

him.  You see, Javert was born in a prison to parents who were both criminals. He spends his 

lifetime seeing prison as the vilest, most reprehensible life that is reserved for those who have no 

reverence for the law. In Javert’s mind, the law produces order and saves the soul of humanity 

from the chaos of the life he knew as the child of prisoners. Criminals cannot be reformed; they 

must meet justice for disobeying the law. Unlike Monsignor Bienvenue who believed that 

Valjean could become an honest man, Javert never believed in a transformed life. “Once a thief, 

always a thief,” in his mind. 

 

It’s his drive for justice and order that drives his relentless pursuit of Valjean. While it may be 

easy for us to identify with Valjean in the story, I want to invite you to hear the struggle in 

Javert’s story this morning. I hear that he’s joined us today and has a few words to share about 

his pursuit of Valjean. [Javert enters and sings Stars.] 

 

“And so it has been and so it is written on the doorways to Paradise, that those who falter and 

those who fall must pay the price,” sings Javert. There is a price to pay for breaking the law. But 

how much is it? Javert won’t rest until Valjean is “safe behind bars.” In fact, he invokes God’s 
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help to find him. For Javert, it’s clear. Justice means there must be a punishment. There isn’t a 

greater story to Valjean’s life. To Javert, he’s simply a criminal. 

 

It seems to me that Javert might not be too far off from the Pharisees and scribes in our scripture 

lesson this morning. The story from John’s gospel is referred to as “The Story of the Woman 

Caught in the Act of Adultery.” Yet, I wonder if we’re too quick to simplify the story and to 

jump to conclusions when we think this story is simply about a woman who was sinning, 

receives forgiveness, and is told to “sin no more.” 

 

In fact, Jesus doesn’t really focus on the woman in the story much at all. When the scribes and 

Pharisees come, they tell Jesus that she was caught in the act of adultery and, according to the 

Law of Moses, she should be stoned. Trying to trip him up, they want his guidance on how the 

law should be carried out to the letter. 

 

There is, however, a great weakness in their story from the very beginning. While the law called 

for a woman caught in adultery to be stoned, it also called for the man caught with her to be 

stoned. If she was truly “caught in the act,” where was the man? What happened to him? Why 

wasn’t he brought out before the tribunal? 

 

Not only that, the law required two eye witnesses to the act. Nowhere in the story do we hear of 

those who corroborate the story as this woman stands before Jesus. The story is not so much 

about what this woman has done as it is about these legalists who are trying to trap Jesus. If Jesus 

agrees that she should be stoned, then he will find himself on the wrong side of the Roman 

government, for only the governor can assign the death penalty. Religious authorities are not 

allowed to do that. On the other hand, if Jesus denies it, then he denies the Law of Moses and 

they’ve found a religious charge to bring against him. 

 

So Jesus bends over and writes in the sand. While a lot of preachers try to talk about what he’s 

writing in the sand, biblical scholar Gail O’Day suggests that Jesus is simply refusing to engage 

with this group of scribes and Pharisees.1 When they continue to press him, he stands up and 

addresses them, saying, “Let the one who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her,” and 

then goes back to writing in the sand as if dismissing them all. When he looks up, none of them 

are around. There is no one to stand as an eyewitness against this woman. He confirms that with 

the woman and says, “Go and sin no more.” 

 

This story was not about the woman as much as it was about the religious elitists who were 

holding up obedience to the letter of the Law of Moses. And if they were going to hold up the 

letter of the Law, then they had no right to be judging this woman, either, because they, too, had 

broken the Law at some point in their lives. The only one who had that power was Jesus. Yet, 

Jesus tempered their calls for punishment with compassion. Jesus understood that the spirit of the 

Law is about connecting people to God and one another. When we use it to divide people, we’re 

missing the point. 

 

Growing up, I can remember hearing, “Let the one who is without sin. . .cast the first stone.”  

Help me with these. “Judge not, lest. . . ye be judged.” “Don’t point out the speck in another 
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person’s eyes before. . .removing the log from your own.” “People in glass houses. .  shouldn’t 

throw stones.” 

 

In one way or another, we’re encouraged to look inwardly at ourselves because we all have work 

that needs to be done within us. That is what this season of Lent is all about, isn’t it? It’s about 

examining where we are on our walk with God. It can be easy to get caught up in examining 

everyone else’s walk without taking count of what God might be seeking to do within each of us. 

 

Javert missed the point of justice when he failed to temper it with compassion for Valjean. He 

thought he was living the righteous life, but thought that once someone like Valjean had fallen 

from grace, he was forever lost. In the end, that’s the same standard that he uses to judge himself 

and he just cannot measure up. While he shows grace to Valjean and lets him go, Javert ends up 

taking his own life because he fails to grasp that grace for himself. 

 

It’s the same difference between Judas and Peter. When Judas realized what he had done, he 

could no longer live with himself. Peter, however, discovered grace again, even after denying 

that he knew Jesus. 

 

Matt Rawle, in his book, The Grace of Les Misérables, tells the familiar story about “a man who 

approached his pastor one day and said, ‘I do not mean to boast, but I consider myself quite a 

learned man. I have read the entire Bible three times.’ The pastor smiled and nodded, and said, 

‘That is admirable, my friend. But tell me, how much of the Bible has been through you?’”2 

 

How much of the Bible has been through us? 

 

This past week, many of us found our hearts breaking as we heard the news of the Russian attack 

that hit a Ukrainian maternity hospital. Our souls cried out for justice in those moments as we 

also felt powerless in too many ways. 

 

Then I found myself reading the words of Maia Mikhaluk, a Ukrainian United Methodist, that a 

colleague had shared with me about the experience in Kyiv last Sunday as people gathered for 

worship. Mikhaluk said, “We prayed for God’s protection for hospitals, especially Central 

Children’s Hospital in Kyiv, where there are kids fighting for their lives. We prayed for the 

emotional state of people who are feeling overwhelmed, depressed, and scared. We prayed for 

the safety of those on the road trying to evacuate. We prayed for the hearts of the Ukrainian 

people not to harden with hate. We are very angry with the enemy. We are frustrated with the 

response of the Russian Church to the way. We prayed that God would strike the enemies who 

came to destroy our country and our lives.” 

 

“We prayed for the hearts of the Ukrainian people not to harden with hate.” Maia Mikhaluk’s 

words sank into me as I try not to harden my own heart. How much of the Bible has been 

through us? I pray that I might be more like Maia in living out the spirit of the scriptures more 

each day. 
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Perhaps we discover how much has been through us when we find ourselves at the intersection 

where justice and grace collide. Might we rediscover in that place the compassion of Jesus, who 

looks us in eyes with a love that can transform us and the world? 
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