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“Every revolution needs at least three ingredients,” writes Matt Rawle, the author of our Lenten 

study, The Grace of Les Misérables. The ingredients are “a problem, a solution, and a leader.”  

He goes on to say, “Regardless if either problem or solution is real or perceived, a revolution is 

meant to overthrow, overturn, destroy, or upend the way things are.” 

 

Over the past three weeks, we’ve been looking at a variety of characters and how they deal with 

the issues of poverty and oppression in Les Misérables. In our first week, we could relate to Jean 

Valjean’s desire to become an honest man even as life sometimes causes us to struggle to know 

the right choices to make when we’re seeking to live as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ. Javert’s 

character reminded us how we easily we can get caught up in holding someone to the letter of the 

law and miss the spirit of what God intends for them, for us, and for humanity. And last week, 

Fantine’s character brought out the realities of poverty itself, that we might seek to empower 

others and stand with them against injustice. In the end, she gives her whole life that her 

daughter might never experience the same struggles without realizing the Thénardier’s cruel 

treatment of Cosette. 

 

As we witness individual characters caught in these systems of injustice and poverty, we begin 

asking ourselves who will address the larger issues. Who will stand up for what’s right and 

change the society as a whole? Who will lead the people to a new way of living? 

 

Victor Hugo described the situation in Paris at the time, saying, “It was like a rising tide 

complicated by a thousand eddies.” The tension grew until the students decided to band together 

with a plan to take up arms at the barricade. It’s one of the defining moments in the novel and in 

the musical that seems to capture our hearts. This morning, I thought it might be best to hear 

from the students who take the lead in naming the solution to the problem of oppression as they 

see it. [Choir sings Do You Hear the People Sing?] 

 

 

On The Way… 

“TO FORGIVENESS” 
Matthew 5:38-48 

Rev. Elbert Paul Dulworth 

 
First United Methodist Church 

Birmingham, Michigan 

 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

Will you join in our crusade? 

Who will be strong and stand with me? 

Beyond the barricade 

Is there a world you long to see? 

Then join in the fight 

That will give you the right to be free! 

 

How does one stand against injustice and tyranny? Perhaps as Americans we connect in this 

patriotic identity that is shared here in Les Misérables because we, too, still remember our own 

revolution and struggle for freedom. 

 

Yet, we are also challenged by Jesus’ words as we gather together this morning. 

 

You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” But I 

say to you, do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, 

turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your 

cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile. 

Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to 

borrow from you. 

 

You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor and hate your 

enemy.” But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute 

you… (Matthew 5:38-44, NRSV) 

 

Turn the other cheek. Give up your cloak. Go the extra mile. Love your enemies…pray for those 

who persecute you? Come on, Jesus. At some point, enough has to be enough! Right? How else 

do we deal with oppressors without walking around looking like looking like black-eyed, 

bruised, battered, nearly-naked punching bags at the hands of abusive bullies? Is that really what 

Jesus wants from faithful followers? Is this what forgiveness, faithfulness, and discipleship really 

look like? 

 

We read passages like this from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and we quickly find ourselves 

looking for the out. Some passages of scripture are meant to be taken “literally” and others are 

meant to be taken “figuratively,” right? I mean, even Jesus had a moment of frustration and 

revolution in the Temple when he turned over the tables of the money changers. 

 

In a world filled with Javerts, Thénardiers, unjust systems that keep people in poverty and 

oppression, and despots who are desperate to hold onto power at the expense of innocent human 

life, how in the world do we ever overcome if we’re simply having to give in to such evil acts?  

What is Jesus getting at here? 

 

In fact, Jesus makes this whole passage sound impossible when he ends with, “Be perfect, 

therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” Perhaps that just sums it up for all of us. Not only 

is perfection overrated, but this kind of perfection is just impossible to achieve. How can we 

begin to live like this? How do we imagine a world beyond the barricade if we can’t even get 

through it because of those who would unjustly block the way to a new way of living? 
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The word that is translated “perfect” in Greek is telos. I’m not so sure that “perfect” is the best 

word for that here. Telos can also be translated as “end” or “goal.” It is something that we strive 

after. It’s like the bullseye on the target towards which we aim. Telos includes the notion of 

persistence. 

 

You see, Jesus was also a revolutionary, but he wasn’t the kind of revolutionary that zealots like 

Judas Iscariot expected. He didn’t come into town and drive out the nasty Romans. In fact, he 

was crucified on a Roman cross. He frustrated the Pharisees by teaching about the spirit of the 

law when he healed on the Sabbath. Jesus gave his life that we might know life. When he rode 

into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey, he wasn’t the kind of king the people expected. Yet, he 

is exactly the kind of king our world needed, and needs even today. 

 

Jesus, like the student revolutionaries, saw that the answer to the problems of injustice and 

violence was drawing people together towards the same end. He believed and witnessed a love 

that could eventually bring the oppressors to their knees, facing their own humanity. 

 

Perfection wasn’t the goal he was seeking to establish with his disciples. He was pointing them 

in the direction of a new type of kingdom that would be established in love and compassion for 

one another; even for the enemy. Retributive justice often leads to more violence. It leads us to a 

world of folks that are more blind than we already are. 

 

“Turning the other cheek” is not about giving the oppressor a chance to turn the oppressed into a 

punching bag. It’s not about cheap grace and forgiveness, either. It’s about not repaying evil with 

evil. Matt Rawle writes, “You cannot forgive in the midst of tragedy. The suffering must subside 

before forgiveness can be offered. Forgiveness in the midst of violence suggests acceptance.” 

 

Acceptance of violence and oppression is not what Jesus is advocating here. Rather, he is 

pointing his disciples and us to a new way of life: a life that is truly living, a new kingdom that 

looks different than the way we often see and experience the world today. But it’s a kingdom that 

begins when we think about how we respond in moments like this. 

 

Perhaps to bring that reality into the present, we must imagine life beyond the barricade moments 

and stand for the life on the other side. How might we lead to that reality? 

 

Late this week, Casey popped into my office. He had just bumped into a woman in the hallway 

from the Ukrainian National Women’s League of America. It seems that she and some others 

from the league have been offering themselves to sing in churches throughout our area as we 

continue to pray for the people of Ukraine, for an end to violence, and for their freedom. She 

shared that she had sung up at the Clarkston UMC last week. So I called my very good friend 

and colleague there and asked her about them. She said, “Elbert, you have to call them back and 

have them in worship with you.” 

 

Music is powerful and has a way of helping us to see a new reality in much the same way that 

Jesus invited us to see the new reality of his kingdom  So, this morning, I’m pleased to welcome 

Olga Yakimenko and the Ukrainian National Women’s League of America to Birmingham First. 
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If we want to see the kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven, then perhaps it begins with how 

we respond today. Can we imagine what the kingdom might look like if we are willing to do 

what it takes to connect with others in these moments to sing and live a new world into being, by 

the grace of God? 

 


