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1. And the Oscar goes to… 

a. At tonight’s 91st Academy Awards, Hollywood hopefuls and seasoned veterans 

will vie for more than just a silly statue. 

b. They compete for the recognition of their peers and the ensuing commercial 

benefits typically accrued with the moniker, “Oscar-winning actor or actress.” 

c. In other words, there is a lot riding on who gets this silly little statue. 

i. Even though the Oscar itself comes with no direct monetary prize, winning 

an Oscar can have substantial indirect earnings. 

ii. According to 2015 estimates by Hollywood agents, taking home an Oscar 

can cause a pay increase of about 20 percent for the winner’s next 

project.1 

d. With so much riding on this silly statue, how is the selection made? 

i. Every November more than 6,000 voting members from the 17 branches 

of the Academy of Motion Pictures and Sciences are sent a nominations 

ballot for the Oscars.  

ii. Members of the Academy are all current or retired industry professionals, 

either put forward by their peers or award nominees themselves.  

iii. Each member ranks their favorite five films in a particular category, from 

best director to best makeup and hairstyling.  

iv. Each member can only nominate within their branch: a writer, for 

example, cannot submit a nomination for best sound editing.  

v. All the first-choice ballots for each film are counted, with those above a 

certain threshold securing a nomination.  

vi. The lowest-scoring film is then eliminated, and its second-choice ballots 

assigned to the remaining films.  

vii. The process continues until five films are over the threshold. 

viii. Once the shortlists are announced in each category, Academy members 

are sent a second ballot, and they pick their favorite in each category.  

ix. In this second round they are allowed to cast votes in categories outside 

their branch, but they are advised to avoid those where they lack 

expertise. 

                                                      
1 http://money.com/money/3712601/what-oscars-cost-hollywood/  
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e. Does that process sound like a level playing field to you? 

i. Hardly. 

ii. I can only imagine the back-room lobbying that takes place for these 

coveted awards. 

f. Suspend reality with me for a moment and imagine the Oscars existed two and 

four millennia ago. 

i. Would either Joseph or Jesus be awarded best actor in any category for 

their portrayals of how to forgive those who wrong us? 

ii. Probably not. 

iii. But that is the whole point of why these stories exist in our bible. 

iv. We need examples of ideals for which we can strive in order to cope with 

the inevitable unfairness we all have faced or will face in our lives. 

2. This is why Luke situates his best sermon, the so-called sermon on the plain – on a level 

playing field – and not on some lofty and hard-to-attain idealistic mountain-top. 

a. Luke wants us to see, hear, feel and internalize Christ’s teaching about 

reconciling grace and forgiveness. 

i. This blueprint is the best way to level the playing field of our common 

humanity as each of us faces the slings and arrows of our daily lives. 

1. This teaching is not easy! 

2. This is advanced discipleship.  

ii. It is teaching for those who have already experienced, understood, 

processed, internalized and applied the prerequisite lesson about 

forgiveness from the story of Joseph and his brothers. 

b. Yes, we are to love our enemies: our brothers who beat up on us, our sisters who 

slander us, our parents who disappoint us, our bosses that bedevil us, our friends 

that frustrate us, our neighbors that nullify us. 

i. We are to love them by first doing some very hard internal work and then 

choosing to do some equally hard external work. 

1. Forgiveness is not for the faint at heart!  

c. Fortunately, God has been showing us from the beginning of time some 

accessible tools for exercising the discipline necessary to follow this path of 

loving kindness and to live on this level plain.   

i. In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth…God 

worked like a dog for six days, and then rested on the sabbath.  

1. Why is this pattern of resting after work so important? 

2. And what does this rest have to do with the forgiveness to which 

God calls us? 

3. Listen again to Joseph’s warm greeting to his betraying brothers, years after they sold 

him into slavery: “Brothers, do not be distressed or angry with yourselves, because you 

sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life.” (Gen 45:5) 

a. Joseph anticipated the guilt his brothers would rightly feel when confronted with 

the reality of their poor choice.  

i. Even though everyone knew that Joseph had been an insufferably vain, 

haughty, provocative, favored child of their father who regularly threw 

that favor in his elder brother’s face, nothing could justify their over-

reaction of selling him into slavery and almost-certain death.  



 

ii. Their good consciences might have buried that heavy guilt but seeing 

Joseph anew unearthed the raw mess right in front of them. 

b. Joseph’s anticipation of their guilt came from his hard-earned empathy.  

i. Remember, Joseph was the snot-nosed younger brother who could not or 

would not perceive how much his own awful behavior affected and 

effected his brothers’ in-kind awful behavior.   

ii. Years of imprisonment, false accusations by Potiphar’s wife and hard 

labor in exile gave him plenty of time for self-reflection.   

iii. Joseph finally owned his own part in this whole drama, accepted the 

forgiveness God is always giving us, and sought to help his brothers along 

that painful, yet freeing path as well. 

c. Joseph needed that time of reflection – that built in or forced upon him sabbath 

– to make these huge leaps of self-awareness, acceptance of grace, and 

forgiveness of those who wronged him.   

i. In time, he was able to see God’s grace at work and say to them, “God 

sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep 

alive for you many survivors.” (Gen 45:7)  

d. John Calvin highlights this passage as a prime example of God’s providence – 

that overall arching care, guiding hand and careful shepherding that God has 

for all of God’s creation.   

i. Calvin declares this passage “shows us how we are to think of God’s 

providence and how we are to profit from it.”2 

1. Yes, we can profit from scripture, but that profit is not without work – 

the work of reflecting on God’s speaking to us through stories in 

scripture and applying those insights to the circumstances of our 

own individual lives. 

4. The English mystic Julian of Norwich certainly did that. 

a. She lived at the end of the fourteenth and the beginning of the fifteenth 

century. 

i. During those years the Black Death was the most devastating pandemic 

in human history, killing seventy-five million people.  

ii. Julian was a Benedictine nun who herself was mortally ill. 

iii. During her illness she has visionary experiences. 

iv. Recording these visions, she wrote the first book by a woman in English. 

v. “And so our good Lord answered to all questions and doubts which I 

could raise,” she wrote, “saying most comfortingly: I may make all things 

well, and I can make all things well, and I shall make all things well, and I 

will make all things well: and you will see yourself that every kind of thing 

will be well.”3 

b. This is not cheery optimism or blind faith. 

i. Rather, it is an affirmation of the mystery of God’s love in all things, in all 

circumstances, even in the midst of personal and enormous human 

tragedies. 

ii. With the perspective of God and God’s own love being present in all 

things and through all things, Julian was able to live fully and faithfully. 

                                                      
2 John Calvin. Genesis. Ed. Alister McGrath (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2001), 340-341. 
3 Julian of Norwich. Showings. (New York: Paulist Press, 1978) 229. 



 

iii. Like Joseph, Julian was in the stream with those who have come to see 

the pattern of divine love woven out of life, bringing good out of evil. 

c. Finding meaning woven into the fabric of one’s life gives shape and substance 

to living and allows engagement with others in a conscious and honest way.  

i. So it was with Joseph and his brothers.  

ii. So it was with Jesus when he went away to pray and then came back to 

teach in a level place.  

iii. So it is with us. 

d. Brought to our knees and humbled by acknowledging our own egregious 

deeds, God comes inviting us to receive divine compassion in our brokenness.  

i. When we permit ourselves the times and space to reflect upon our lives, 

we see how God has been at work within and among us and offering 

strength and meaning for our present and future. 

5. The advertisements for tonight’s Oscars say, “movies show us who we are.”  

a. Stories do reveal our humanity and evoke emotional responses.  

b. Both Joseph and Jesus are prime examples of that truth, particularly as they 

show us how to forgive those who wrong us.   

c. Forgiveness and reconciliation are worth more than their weight in gold – they 

are priceless.  

d. As we await tonight’s silly statue statistics, may we gift ourselves necessary 

reflection time to recognize God’s leveling hand at work in our most unfair 

situations.  

i. May we find ourselves on the level – topos pedinos. 

e. May that reflection make us better able to accept adversity in the moment 

without losing our faith and celebrate the good in the moment without anxiously 

waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

 


