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Why do bad things happen to good people while good things seem to happen for bad people?  

Certainly this season in our world has us asking questions like this as we watch the continued 

invasion and violence that Russia inflicts each day on the people of Ukraine. We go to bed 

hoping that the end is in sight, only to wake up to new horrors of people taken and carried to 

distant Russian cities. When and how might we see an end to injustice throughout our world? 

 

As I planned for this Lenten season last fall, I would have never guessed that following Jesus to 

Jerusalem and to the cross as we do every year in this season would so directly speak to the 

stories of suffering that we would see in our world in these moments. I wouldn’t have guessed 

that the cries for justice in Les Misérables would be so real for us in our world today. 

 

Matt Rawle, the author of our Lenten study, The Grace of Les Misérables, suggests that among 

the many characters that are named in Victor Hugo’s novel, there is a major character that 

remains nameless. That character is poverty. It is poverty that seems to tie so many of the other 

characters together.1 Hence the name, in English, means “the miserable ones” or “the poor ones.” 

 

A couple of weeks ago, we spoke of Jean Valjean who had to steal a loaf of bread so that his 

family wouldn’t starve. Last week, we spoke of Javert who came up from poverty and couldn’t 

see humanity in the eyes of criminals and those who experienced poverty. Yet, throughout the 

story, we see the impact of poverty and injustice on one character after another. 

 

Perhaps the character who is made to experience the greatest injustice is one who finds herself in 

a never-ending cycle of poverty. Yet, if we were to read the novel, Fantine begins her life among 

the middle class. However, she develops a love for a young man of means. In a moment of 

passion, she ends up pregnant. But the young man leaves her to fend for herself and her daughter, 

Cosette. 
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Fantine’s desire to make sure her daughter has a better chance in life, moves her to place Cosette 

with the Thènardiers. Little does she know how poorly these innkeepers treat her daughter, all 

while preying on Fantine’s situation. Fantine works hard to send money and gives her all for 

Cosette, eventually selling her front teeth, her hair, and her body as a prostitute. Some might say 

that Fantine is experiencing the impact of her own poor choices. 

What causes poverty? How is it that people find themselves in such situations? Why do bad 

things happen to seemingly good people while bad people seem to profit with good things?  

Perhaps we might want to think about that as we hear Fantine tell us this morning about her 

experiences in her own words. [Fantine sings I Dreamed a Dream.] 

“Now life has killed the dream I dreamed,” sings Fantine. How does one who seems to have such 

hope become so entrenched in cycles of poverty? 

In our gospel lesson, the disciples ask Jesus, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he 

was born blind?” It sounds to be a fair question for them to ask. You see, difficulty and hardship, 

illness and disabilities, were directly connected to what a person or his/her parents had done 

wrong in life. The man’s blindness, in their minds, was the consequence of someone’s sin. The 

results of sin are made manifest in one’s life and physical body. 

But what does such an understanding say about who God is? Is God really looking to punish 

humankind for everything we ever do wrong? Certainly there were others who deserved to 

struggle more than this man. If this were the case, why weren’t the Romans struggling more for 

their injustices against God’s people? 

Jesus says, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works 

might be revealed in him.” With that Jesus spit in the dirt, made mud, placed it on the man’s 

eyes, and told him to wash in the Pool of Siloam. In a moment with this man, Jesus not only 

overturned the disciples’ understanding about sin, punishment, and God, but he also turned over 

their understanding of what is clean and unclean by placing something as unclean as spit on the 

man’s eyes to bring healing to him. 

It was as if Jesus was saying in that moment, “It’s not his eyes that have the problem, it’s yours.”  

The story goes on throughout the whole chapter. The Pharisees doubt that he was blind to begin 

with. They challenge him about the healing. They don’t believe that it happened because they 

can’t believe that Jesus can do anything good. 

In any case, the story reminds us how often our own assumptions get in the way of compassion, 

grace, and love. Jesus, however, graciously invites the disciples to humility; to examine how they 

understand their world and even what they believe about God. This is not who God is or how 

God operates. Jesus invites the disciples to take a second look, not only at this man, but at 

themselves. 

Likewise, we could follow Hugo’s novel and simply ascribe the multitude of consequences to the 

cast of “poor ones.” Yet, Hugo invites us to take a second look at each of their stories. He draws 

us into the injustices that Fantine experiences. There is more to her story that one summer night.  

What type of world is it when the father of her child can walk away without any responsibility to 

care for Cosette? What type of world is it when the Thènardiers can take advantage of her? 
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Like with the man born blind, difficulties sometimes happen and they are compounded by the 

injustices in which others participate. Hugo and Jesus are challenging us to think about how we 

might be a part of changing the injustices when instead of finding fault, we seek to bring grace 

and justice into the story. 

Matt Rawle, in his book, The Grace of Les Misérables, writes: 

Some say that God doesn’t give you more than you can handle, but this is a lie.  

First, this terrible saying suggests that it is God doling out the difficulty, and it 

excuses Thénardier from being the monster that he is. Second, thinking that God 

doesn’t give us more than we can handle doesn’t lead us into asking the difficult 

questions as to why a single mother would have to lie about having a child in 

order to find a suitable job, why she has to offer everything she has to fulfill false 

debts, and why the city as a whole doesn’t seem to care.2 

Hugo’s story is not about characters who need to simply pull themselves up by their bootstraps.  

Rather, it’s about a society that needs to look inwardly at its own participation in injustice and 

begin to act in ways that lead towards a more compassionate, gracious, loving, and just world. 

The Lenten season is a time of self-reflection. Our spiritual disciplines of prayer, journaling, 

scripture reading, and more invite us to look at who we are and who God calls us to be. We, too, 

are invited to reflect on the places where we celebrate reflecting God’s image and love to the 

world around us as well the places where we miss the mark. This is a time of looking inwardly, 

not shallowly, but deeply, to see how we might join with Jesus on his journey to life in a new 

kingdom beyond our divisions and the injustices in which we participate. 

As the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. once said, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 

everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of 

destiny.” We are created for one another. Only together can we reflect the fullness of who God 

is. 

This past week as I watched President Zelensky of Ukraine appeal to Congress as well as to 

other legislative bodies throughout the world, I couldn’t help but hear the calls for justice along 

with the reminders of our common destiny as human beings. I couldn’t help but keep asking 

myself, what more can be done in the face of such injustice? We may all have our ideas of what 

governments should or shouldn’t do in these moments. When life and injustice kill the dreams of 

a people, how will we help them to hold out the dream and keep it alive? 

Perhaps it begins when we’re willing to look anew and see God’s dream for our world and live 

so that we might see that world come among us here and now. May God help us to inspire others 

to dream again when life has killed the dreams they dream. 

 

 

                                                 
1 Rawle, Matt.  The Grace of Les Misérables. (Nashville:  Abingdon P, 2019) 61. 
2 Ibid. 


