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He returns the bishop’s kindness by stealing his silver candlesticks.  He 
deserves severe punishment, and Javier makes ithis mission to bring 
Valjean to justice.  The police soon catch Valjean, and bring him back to 
the bishop’s house for questioning.  When it is clear that Valjean is head-
ed for jail, the bishop insists to the authorities that he allowed Valjean to 
have the candlesticks.  Jean Valjean is completely shocked, dumbfound-
ed by the gesture, and about to faint!  He deserves punishment, but in-
stead the bishop offers grace!  Then the bishop says to Valjean in a low 
voice: "Do not forget, never forget, that you have promised to use this 
money in becoming an honest man.  Jean Valjean, my brother, you no 
longer belong to evil, but to good. It is your soul that I buy from you; 
I withdraw it from black thoughts and the spirit of perdition, and I give it 
to God." 
 
Isn’t that exactly what Jesus does for all of us?  He comes to live and die 
for us.  He saves us from all our sins.  He tells us torepent and follow him.  
People killed him, and God the Father raised him victoriously to new life.  
We have the promise that we will be raised to new life too in the mys-
tery of the resurrection.  We’ve been offered and shown and saved 
by the pure grace of God.   What will we do with it? 
  
“Here is a simple, rule-of-thumb guide for behavior: Ask yourself what 
you want people to do for you, then grab the initiative and do it for 
them. Add up God’s Law and Prophets and this is what you get”  
(Eugene Peterson, The Message Matthew 7:12). 
  
To God be the glory.  Amen. 
 



Maybe it is saying, “I’m sorry.”  Give some thought and prayer to it. 
Just before Christmas our family saw the wonderful movie:  Mary Pop-
pins Returns, starring Emily Blount and Lin Manuel Miranda.  Poppins 
is a beautiful, brilliant, and adventuresome nanny who comes to the 
Banks family to give a single father Michael, who is grieving the death 
of his wife, hope again.  Poppins also teaches the Banks children 
about the wonders and powers of the imagination:  “There’s a differ-
ent point of view awaiting if you’ll just look up.”  "Everything is possi-
ble.  Even the impossible.” ”Head up and feet beneath you.” 
“We’re on the brink of adventure, children, don’t spoil it with ques-
tions.” “A cover is not the book, so open it up and take a look.” 
“After all, you can’t lose what you never lost.” “Nothing is gone forev-
er, only out of place.” “For when you dream, you’ll find, all that’s lost is 
found.” “Today or never.  That’s my motto.” 
 
“You’re too focused on where you’ve been to pay attention to where 
you’re going.” Are you and I too focused on where we’ve been to pay 
attention to where we are going?  The Golden Rule is timeless and pre-
cious because it is not a descriptive statement for yesterday, it is a call 
to action today.  Do something good to another in the same way you 
would like something good done to you.  Don’t give people what they 
deserve (judgment, punishment, or ridicule).  Give people what they 
need (mercy, love, grace, and joy).     
 
Jesus knows that the Law and the prophets are all about human gener-
osity.  The Golden Rule is a generous living motto.  So we can boldly 
ask ourselves, "How can I grow in my sensitivity to my neighbor?”   
Jesus says such a thing is the Law, is the prophets, is the OT, is the ethi-
cal drift of the Bible.  St. Augustine once observed:  "Jesus wanted to 
say nothing new but something extremely old, nothing original but 
something generally valid, nothing surprising but something intelligi-
ble, incontestable, and inescapable.  Jesus is only the messenger of 
an eternal truth which in principle is acknowledged always and every-
where and by all.” 
  
One of Sarah’s and my favorite musicals is Les Miserables.  One of my 
favorite scenes from the story is when the main character, Jean 
Valjean, is desperate, so desperate that a bishop has pity on him and 
gives him food and shelter.   
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Have you ever heard of a warm fuzzy?  Each year at Montreat for the 
youth conference, the group members draw the name of a secret friend 
in the group, their warm fuzzy for the week.  Each night before devotion, 
the kids would sing songs for their warm fuzzy and present silly gifts for 
their warm fuzzy.  Then on the last night, there was a bit more of a seri-
ous gift, maybe a little bracelet or a tee shirt or piece of art, then the 
warm fuzzies are revealed.   
 
In 2005, my warm fuzzy was a kid named, Ellison Smith, a soft spoken 
young man who was the guitar virtuoso of our group.  He ended up go-
ing to the University of Miami and studying jazz music.   He loved guitar, 
music, was one of our Eagle scouts, and enjoys the sport of golf.  We 
were a good match!  On the closing night of devotion in our back home 
group, Ellison gave me a gift that means so much to me, a piece of art 
from the Montreat Book store about the Golden Rule.  It sits on my shelf 
in my study amidst all my M&M dispensers and theology texts.  What I 
love about it is that it includes various versions of the Golden Rule from 
many faiths around the world in addition to the one Jesus gives us.   
 
North American Indian: “In the beginning were the instructions.  They 
are to love and respect all living creatures and Mother earth.” Hinduism: 
“Do not to another what is disagreeable to yourself.” Judaism: “What is 
hateful to you, do not to your fellowman.  That is the entire Law, all the 
rest is commentary.” Baha’i Faith: “Blessed is he who preferreth his 
brother before himself.”  Islam: “None of you is a believer until he de-
sires for his brother what he desires for himself.” 
 
Buddhism: “Hurt not others in ways that you yourself would find harm-
ful.” Christianity: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” 
Humorist Andrew Tarvin argues that many people are aware of the Gold-
en Rule simply because it is a fun sentence so say: “Do unto” twice!) and 
it seems like great advice on how to treat other people. Except it’s not 
actually good advice. Think about it.  I love milkshakes.  



If I’ve done something to help you out, a fantastic way for you to re-
ward me would be to take me out for a milkshake (I’m not saying you 
have to do anything, but if you wanted to, a milkshake would be a 
great thing to do).  
 
Now let’s assume you have done something to help me out. If I follow 
the Golden Rule, then I would take you out for a milkshake. But what if 
you don’t like milkshakes? What if you’re lactose intolerant and a 
milkshake will only make you feel sick. Is that a great reward? 
That’s the problem with the Golden Rule: it assumes that other people 
want to be treated the way you want to be treated. There’s a chance 
they don’t. That’s why the Platinum Rule is a better way to show re-
spect for someone: treat people the way they want to be treated. Or 
to make it more fun to say “Do unto others as they would have you do 
unto them.” 
(Source: https://www.humorthatworks.com/wisdom/the-platinum-
rule/) 
 
Call it Golden, call it Platinum.  Whatever we want to call it, Jesus gives 
us this rule in his sermon on the mount as a way for us to be practical 
and to remember ever so simply that following him means we must be 
connected to other people.  Faith is never just about Jesus and me. 
 Matthew scholar Dale Bruner interprets the Golden Rule this way:  
“How would you wish to be treated?  There, those are the ways you 
are to treat people.  This is what the Law and the Prophets are all 
about” (The Christbook p 346-7). 
 
The words “So then” are puzzling to me.  Do they puzzle you?  The pre-
vious section of Jesus’ big sermon speaks of prayer, but here Jesus is 
talking about our conduct.  Perhaps the connecting link is generosity?   
Just as we live with a generous heavenly Father, so then the world 
around should be able to live with generous disciples.  God’s boundless 
grace is something we as Jesus’ followers are to imitate.  The simplicity 
of this rule is deceptive.  Jesus, in one sense, frees all who follow him 
from the endless rules and expectations of experts.  Ask the sage what 
to do, consult your rabbi, priest, or pastor for how to think.   
 
Seek the advice of the seer, the therapist, the specialist.  All of those 
people are important, but when it comes to our personal relations, 
simply consult your own feelings: 'How would I like to be treated in 
this particular situation?’  Got it?   

 
Now, as best you can offer that to others.  Bruner calls this the 
“inventiveness of love.”  Jesus gives us the Father in the Lord’s Prayer; 
he gives us ourselves in the Golden Rule.  Martin Luther said, “Jesus is 
so clever to state it this way.  The book is laid into your own bosom, 
and it is so clear that you do not need glasses to understand Moses 
and the law.   
 
Thus, you are your own Bible, your own teacher, your own theologian, 
and your own preacher.  Jesus encourages our active faith imagination.   
A lack of imagination is a lack of love.  A few weeks ago as I spent time 
with the family of dear Nina Bird, her grandchildren Sean and Anne 
just lit up with they spoke of how much Nina, their Maw Maw, enjoyed 
imagining ways to show them love.  Nina imagined how to make a visit 
with a loved one the best.  Her answer was through food!  So she 
learned her loved ones’ and friends’ favorite foods and always had 
them there when they visited.   
 
When Sean was little his Maw Maw made him his first and only cherry 
pie.  I say only because he ate the whole thing when he got it, and it 
made him sick!  From pies to casseroles and pots of half runner beans, 
people such as Nina do unto others with goodness and grace because 
it is the right and loving thing to do. Jesus encourages us to take initia-
tive in showing love.  Don’t wait for it to come to you first from anoth-
er.   Jesus also calls us to creativity as we take initiative.  The Golden 
Rule is not a wooden rule to look back and simply do to others what 
they have done to you (like the old eye for an eye), but to look forward 
to what might be possible and live into the vision of what could be. 
I challenge us today to think ahead about the days of the week.   
What is something thoughtful and creative and good you can do for 
another person that would show them some love?   
 
Love them simply because they are human beings, worthy of love, 
made in God’s image.  Expect nothing in return.  Maybe it is a house 
chore such as doing the dishes or tidying up a cluttered room?   
Maybe it is going and checking on an elderly neighbor and bringing 
them a plate of food?  Maybe it is sending someone a card that makes 
them laugh?  Maybe it is calling up a relative or an old friend who 
you’ve been distant from?   
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