


INTRODUCTION 

The Australian media weren’t prepared for it. They didn’t know whether to report it as 

a joke or serious, as a scandal or a triumph. But they haven’t been able to ignore it, and 

in the last year there has been one report after another of priests, ministers, nuns, and 

Christians of all kinds being arrested in civil disobedience actions. 

The most prominent have been the 100+ arrested in “Love Makes A Way” actions in 

various politicians’ offices around the country, a protest against refugee children held in 

detention. But there was also a group called Religious Response to Climate Change 

locking themselves onto a road blocking entrance to a coal mine. And, as they often 

have been, Christians were heavily involved in the anti-war movement, culminating in a 

group of mostly Christians trespassing (and being bashed by soldiers) on the top secret 

ASIO base at Swan Island. 

All these actions in 2014 have made civil disobedience impossible to ignore for the 

broader church. In fact, it’s become a bit of a buzzword. But while this may be a new 

thing for the Australian church (especially on this scale), we shouldn’t make the mistake 

of thinking that this is some kind of new thing for Christianity. Because from Jesus, 

through to the apostles, Paul, the early church, religious dissenters, wartime 

conscientious objectors, and in many parts of the world today, Christianity is a religion 

and tradition of lawbreakers. 

 

One of many 

Love Makes A 

Way actions 

Christian 

leaders have 

done to end 

refugee 

children in 

detention. 

This one was 

at then 

Immigration 

Minister Scott 

Morrison’s 

office. 



I think you could make a case that today’s western world, where many Christians 

assume that following God coincides with the law and culture of our society, is a rare 

exception in the history of Christianity. And compared to say, Charlemagne’s “holy 

roman empire” or various other times when rulers have claimed some theocratic 

justification for their rule, there is a lot in modern liberal democracies that we can see 

does fit with Christian values. But does that mean that we are no longer called to “not 

conform to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind”? 

In this zine I will be digging into the bible to uncover the traces of civil disobedience 

within it. I’ll examine some passages that seem to endorse civil disobedience and some 

that seem to prohibit it. But one thing I won’t do is pretend that this is some objective 

study of the ancient texts. No, the purpose of this zine, and I’ll be honest about it from 

the start, is to inspire you the reader to imagine and to try to live out a Christianity that 

is a radical challenge to “the principalities and powers of this world”. That can take its 

place alongside the millenniums of Christians who have lived for a different kingdom 

without fear of the repercussions. 

You may not agree with everything I say here, which is fine. But I invite you to 

consider the ideas within. If you decide in the end that they are not in line with how 

you feel called to follow Jesus, then be glad that a different perspective has 

strengthened your faith in your own position. If they do resonate with you, put them 

into practice. Because Christianity is not an abstract set of ideas. Christianity is a way of 

living as if the words of Jesus are true. 
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WHAT IS CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE? 

The practice of intentionally breaking unjust laws has probably been around since the 

first ruler created the first laws. American Henry David Thoreau coined the term “civil 

disobedience” in 1849, when he published an essay of that name to explain why he was 

refusing to pay taxes during the US’ involvement in the Mexican war. 

Thoreau’s argument is mostly on individual conscience basis – “Must the citizen ever 

for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his conscience to the legislator? Why has 

every man a conscience, then?... The only obligation which I have the right to assume is 

to do at any time what I think right.” 

In the 20th century, civil disobedience came to be seen as a valuable political tactic for 

oppressed communities – in movements for women’s right to vote, Indian 

independence and for black civil rights. Mohandas Gandhi and Martin Luther King 

came to be the most influential thinkers in developing a theory of non-violent civil 

disobedience for social change.  

For Christians, the most succinct 

justification for civil disobedience to be 

found in the bible is in Acts 5. On 

being told to stop speaking in the name 

of Jesus, Peter and John’s response to 

the Sanhedrin is to tell them “We must 

obey God rather than men!” 

This one statement is a potent 

reminder that as Christians, our 

allegiance is not to the laws of earthly 

principalities and powers, but to the 

law of God – love for God and for our 

neighbours. The rhetoric of a 

“kingdom of God” meanwhile, is a call 

to Christians to create social relations 

that don’t just facilitate worship on 

Sundays, but that challenge the unjust 

structures of our current society. 

 

Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. was arrested 

almost 30 times in the civil rights struggle. 



THE THEOLOGY OF SITTING IN A TREE 

It’s a warm late summer night in Maules Creek, western NSW, and I’m getting ready to 

suspend myself up in a tree until the police come and take me down. I’m hoping to be 

up in the tree for at least 24 hours, so need to pack accordingly. Plenty of food, toilet 

paper and bucket, climbing gear. For entertainment, I take just one book – the bible. 

What a cliché huh? I know, but for me the act of civil disobedience has always had a 

very spiritual aspect. 

This isn’t the first time I’ve been arrested standing up for my values. But this one has 

the added bonus of including a kind of pilgrimage as well. Legally not allowed to enter 

the Leard Forest (which is being cleared for the construction of the Maules Creek coal 

mine); to resist the bulldozers means me and some friends leaving in the middle of the 

night, sneaking through the bush for a few kilometres (past security who drive laps 

around forest roads looking for intruders), carrying gear, climbing ropes and a 

bedframe. The bed will be my home while I sit up in the tree, suspended by a rope 

which is then tied around as many trees as possible - temporarily rendering them 

inaccessible to the bulldozers unless they want to send me and my little platform 

crashing to the ground. 

The pilgrimage, done in darkness and mostly silence, provides an excellent opportunity 

to reflect on the reasons for and the significance of the action I’m about to do. I walk 

past trees that will soon be knocked down, animals that will soon be dead or homeless, 

a thriving ecosystem that will be a barren wasteland. “All creation has been groaning as 

in the pains of childbirth” says Paul (Rom 8), waiting for redemption from the suffering 

that the selfishness of humanity has caused it. 

I think about climate change, and our great apathy in the face of this disaster our 

lifestyles have created. I think about the injustice of it – the world’s poorest people, 

who have never lived the energy-intensive lifestyles we in the west have, will be the 

worst affected because they are the people who rely the most on subsistence farming, 

because they don’t have the technology to adapt easily to changing climates and 

because they are the least equipped to deal with new diseases and natural disasters 

which will come with climate change. All this even though they are the people who did 

the least to cause it. 

In Australia, as we complain about rising electricity prices, we are the world’s highest 

per capita carbon emitters. “Their god is their stomach,” says Paul (Phil 3) “their glory 

is their shame.” I think of the goats in Jesus’ parable (Matt 25), asking when we ever 



saw Jesus naked or hungry or sick and didn’t help him. The answer of course is in our 

inaction to help “the least of these.” 

I think of another biblical passage too as I walk. It’s in Matthew 10, when Jesus sends 

out the disciples. I have always loved his instructions to not take anything for the 

journey. “Freely you have received, freely give.” But in case anybody thought following 

Jesus would be all happiness and friends, he has a reminder for us of what it really 

means to follow the crucified one.  

17 Be on your guard; you will be handed over to the local councils and be flogged in the synagogues. 18 On 

my account you will be brought before governors and kings as witnesses to them and to the 

Gentiles. 19 But when they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it. At that time 

you will be given what to say, 20 for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your Father speaking 

through you. 

Note the lack of “ifs” in this passage. Jesus says when they arrest you. In case anybody 

misunderstood, he keeps going. “Brother will betray brother… all men will hate you 

because of me.” 

 

 

 

The author is arrested, here marking ten years of the Afghanistan war at the Enoggera 

army barracks. 



Christianity is not for those who wish to avoid confrontation. The call to love our 

neighbour and to stand up against injustice is a promise to take us into some crazy 

situations – many of which make a trek through the bush and a few hours in the lockup 

seem like a gentle stroll. And yet Jesus tells us that we need not worry. “Do not be 

afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.” The holy spirit, he tells us, 

will be speaking through us. 

Almost anybody who has ever been arrested standing up for a just cause can tell you 

about the joy, power and freedom that you feel in those times. It is a profound 

experience personally. “Know where you stand, and stand there” said Dan Berrigan, 

and it is a test of what we believe whether we will carry it out even when the police 

move in. It is an empowering experience politically too. So often we read and hear 

about government and corporate policies we are horrified by but feel powerless to stop. 

Direct action says that I do have power, even if it is only putting my physical body in 

the way, and I’m not just going to sit and watch. 

Funnily enough, the next day in Maules Creek was not the most empowered I have ever 

felt when being arrested. After about 8 hours in the tree, several of which were spent 

literally watching the forest be knocked down around me, I was visited by police who 

were not happy to see me and did not care to listen to what the holy spirit had to say 

through me. They came up in a cherry picker and took me down out of the tree. On 

the ground we surveyed the wreckage in front of us that used to be a forest. “Not 

pretty, is it?” said the cop as he slapped handcuffs on me. 

 

 
The Religious Response to Climate Change, using a lock-on pipe shaped like a crucifix, 

block the road to the Maules Creek mine site. 



Once in the cop car, we drove out through more and more forest that had been 

cleared. Depressing is a mild way of describing it. The fact is, and Maules Creek is but 

one example of many, civil disobedience does not always work. The gospel is mostly 

not Jesus riding in triumphantly on a white horse. Sometimes Christians talk about faith 

only in terms of believing whether God exists or not. If only it was that easy! Faith 

means having the courage to live for the kingdom of God in the middle of this earthly 

kingdom, and to keep doing it in the face of ridicule, indifference and defeat. 

As I sat alone with these thoughts in the watch-house cell, I thought of another biblical 

arrest story. It actually follows straight on from Jesus sending out the disciples, which I 

quoted before. John The Baptist; the man who had roamed the desert, wearing camel 

hair, calling the Pharisees vipers and proclaiming the coming of the messiah, is 

languishing in prison. With the kingdom of God seeming a very distant prospect, John 

sends his disciples to Jesus to ask “are you the one who was to come, or should we 

expect someone else?” 

Jesus doesn’t condemn John for his lack of faith; instead he sends them back with 

reports. Not of a heavenly kingdom about to storm Jerusalem and forcibly take power, 

but one that is coming in small increments from the most unlikely places – the blind, 

the sick and the poor. It’s important to remember that though we are called to stand up 

against any injustice, we are to do it in the guise of a kingdom built on non-violence, 

love for our enemies, and that serves rather than rules. 

Non-violent civil disobedience is not a tactic for the powerful. They make the laws, 

own the guns, buy the power to do what they like. Civil disobedience is a tactic for 

those who have nothing but right on their side. It is an attempt to force those with 

power to be confronted with a choice – do you arrest someone who is acting on their 

conscience, or do you need to change a law that is unjust? Of course, we know from 

history that those with power are rarely willing to give it up easily. 

Civil disobedience then, despite all the feelings of empowerment and all the examples 

we could give of its role in social change, is a slow and difficult way of trying to bring 

about the world we want to live in. Jesus never tried to pretend it was any other way. 

He was a lover of trees as well, and one of many plant metaphors he used was to say: 

“The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his field. Though it 

is the smallest of all seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so 

that the birds come and perch in its branches.” 

 



DANIEL 3 –                                      

SHADRACH, MESHACH AND ABEDNEGO 

King Nebuchadnezzar made an image of gold, sixty cubits high and six cubits wide,[a] and set it up on 

the plain of Dura in the province of Babylon. 2 He then summoned the satraps, prefects, governors, 

advisers, treasurers, judges, magistrates and all the other provincial officials to come to the dedication of 

the image he had set up. 3 So the satraps, prefects, governors, advisers, treasurers, judges, magistrates 

and all the other provincial officials assembled for the dedication of the image that King 

Nebuchadnezzar had set up, and they stood before it. 

4 Then the herald loudly proclaimed, “Nations and peoples of every language, this is what you are 

commanded to do: 5 As soon as you hear the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipe and all 

kinds of music, you must fall down and worship the image of gold that King Nebuchadnezzar has set 

up. 6 Whoever does not fall down and worship will immediately be thrown into a blazing furnace.” 

7 Therefore, as soon as they heard the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp and all kinds of music, 

all the nations and peoples of every language fell down and worshiped the image of gold that King 

Nebuchadnezzar had set up. 

8 At this time some astrologers came forward and denounced the Jews. 9 They said to King 

Nebuchadnezzar, “May the king live forever! 10 Your Majesty has issued a decree that everyone who 

hears the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipe and all kinds of music must fall down and 

worship the image of gold, 11 and that whoever does not fall down and worship will be thrown into a 

blazing furnace. 12 But there are some Jews whom you have set over the affairs of the province of 

Babylon—Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego—who pay no attention to you, Your Majesty. They 

neither serve your gods nor worship the image of gold you have set up.” 

13 Furious with rage, Nebuchadnezzar summoned Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. So these men 

were brought before the king, 14 and Nebuchadnezzar said to them, “Is it true, Shadrach, Meshach 

and Abednego, that you do not serve my gods or worship the image of gold I have set up? 15 Now when 

you hear the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipe and all kinds of music, if you are ready to 

fall down and worship the image I made, very good. But if you do not worship it, you will be thrown 

immediately into a blazing furnace. Then what god will be able to rescue you from my hand?” 

16 Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to him, “King Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend 

ourselves before you in this matter. 17 If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able 

to deliver us from it, and he will deliver us[c] from Your Majesty’s hand. 18 But even if he does not, we 

want you to know, Your Majesty, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you 

have set up.” 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=DANIEL+3&version=NIV#fen-NIV-21809a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=DANIEL+3&version=NIV#fen-NIV-21825c


19 Then Nebuchadnezzar was furious with Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, and his attitude toward 

them changed. He ordered the furnace heated seven times hotter than usual 20 and commanded some of 

the strongest soldiers in his army to tie up Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego and throw them into the 

blazing furnace. 21 So these men, wearing their robes, trousers, turbans and other clothes, were bound 

and thrown into the blazing furnace. 22 The king’s command was so urgent and the furnace so hot that 

the flames of the fire killed the soldiers who took up Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, 23 and these 

three men, firmly tied, fell into the blazing furnace. 

24 Then King Nebuchadnezzar leaped to his feet in amazement and asked his advisers, “Weren’t there 

three men that we tied up and threw into the fire?” They replied, “Certainly, Your Majesty.” 

25 He said, “Look! I see four men walking around in the fire, unbound and unharmed, and the fourth 

looks like a son of the gods.” 

26 Nebuchadnezzar then approached the opening of the blazing furnace and shouted, “Shadrach, 

Meshach and Abednego, servants of the Most High God, come out! Come here!” 

So Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego came out of the fire, 27 and the satraps, prefects, governors and 

royal advisers crowded around them. They saw that the fire had not harmed their bodies, nor was a hair 

of their heads singed; their robes were not scorched, and there was no smell of fire on them. 

28 Then Nebuchadnezzar said, “Praise be to the God of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, who has 

sent his angel and rescued his servants! They trusted in him and defied the king’s command and were 

willing to give up their lives rather than serve or worship any god except their own God. 29 Therefore I 

decree that the people of any nation or language who say anything against the God of Shadrach, 

Meshach and Abednego be cut into pieces and their houses be turned into piles of rubble, for no other 

god can save in this way.” 

30 Then the king promoted Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in the province of Babylon. 

 

The book of Daniel; and the story of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego; is a pivotal 

moment in the development of biblical civil disobedience. And not just because it is a 

clear biblical example of people who follow their conscience (and God) instead of laws 

imposed by human rulers, or because it demonstrates the argument that by taking 

action non-violently we give our opponents the opportunity to convert. 

It’s also pivotal for where it sits in the biblical story. Written while the Jews were in 

exile, it is one of several texts that point the way to a new understanding of a non-

violent, transformative God that would later be fully demonstrated by Jesus. 



Up until this point, the bible is mostly, like probably a lot of the other religions or 

ideologies of the time, the story of violent gains and violent redemption. Moses’ 

response to injustice is to kill an Egyptian and run away. Passover commemorates the 

killing of Egyptian infants. One of the ten commandments is “do not murder”, but that 

doesn’t stop the account of the Jews entering the promised land being one of the 

wholesale slaughter of 

an entire race of 

people. Even the 

prophet Elijah rounds 

up and kills the 

prophets of Baal. The 

kingdoms of Israel and 

Judah were empires 

like any other – based 

on the accumulation of 

wealth and power. 

Until 2 Kings 17 & 25, 

when we are told that 

as punishment for their 

wickedness, the two 

kingdoms are invaded 

by other empires – the 

northern kingdom by 

the Assyrians and the 

southern by the 

Babylonians. Like 

every reign based on 

violence (even our 

own), they survived 

only until someone 

bigger and stronger 

came and took over. 

As Jesus would later 

put it so eloquently, 

“he who lives by the 

sword will die by the 

sword.” 

Dorothy Day was one of the founders of the Catholic Worker 

movement. She started a “house of hospitality” and radical 

newspaper in 1930’s New York. There are now hundreds of 

similar houses around the world.  She was a pacifist and went 

to jail numerous times, famously saying “our problems stem 

from our acceptance of this filthy rotten system”. The Catholic 

church is currently in the process of making Dorothy a saint. 



As Paul later says (2 Cor 12:10) it’s when we are weak that God can show through, and 

it’s at the point of the Jews’ ignominy that a radical new way to live begins to emerge. 

Some of the prophets begin to foretell a time of peace and non-violence for the people 

of God (Zechariah 9:9-10, Isaiah 9:5-6, Micah 4:2-3 among others ). And the book of 

Daniel tells us stories of people who resist violence and empire in a new way. 

The story of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego is illustrative in another way too – 

because while it tells of the protagonists’ resistance to oppression, there is another key 

character too – which is Nebuchadnezzar. And brilliantly, in this story we see a violent 

act, but we also see the things that create violence – ambition, ego, the worship of 

wealth. It’s on these selfish desires that empires are built – violence is just the means. 

The king’s insane bloodlust does not exist in a vacuum, and similarly for us to fight 

violence requires taking on these enigmatic selfish desires in ourselves and in our 

society. Unfortunately, these are all so deeply embedded in human power structures. 

That’s why civil disobedience never goes away – it is the constant struggle against the 

systems of oppression that we build in our sinful world. 

The actions of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego are an excellent, if somewhat 

extreme, example of civil disobedience – they openly break the law by appealing to a 

higher authority (God or conscience), forcing the law enforcer to make an ethical 

decision whether they will enforce the law or accept that the law is immoral. In this case 

(and whether you believe this story is literally true or is a parable is up to you), 

Nebuchadnezzar enforces the law but later is forced to change position. Certainly not 

unheard of in the history of civil disobedience. 

The story provides in verse 18 maybe one of the greatest civil disobedience quotes in 

history, a one-liner worthy of any action film. Its implication that allegiance should be 

paid to the ethical action rather than the legal one, whatever the consequences, is a key 

philosophical and religious concept that would be repeated by Peter and John in Acts 

and echo through the ages. Nadezhda Tolokonnikova from the Russian political punk 

band Pussy Riot said as she was imprisoned for hooliganism, “Despite the fact that we 

are physically here, we are freer than everyone sitting across from us on the side of the 

prosecution. We can say anything we want and we say everything we want. The 

prosecution can only say what they are permitted to by political censorship.” 

And while it ends with a bizarre threat of violence from Nebuchadnezzar, the actions 

of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego would become an inspiration for non-violent 

resistance through the rest of the bible and through history since. 

  



LUKE 6:6-11 – HEALING ON THE SABBATH 

6 On another Sabbath he went into the synagogue and was teaching, and a man was there whose right 

hand was shriveled. 7 The Pharisees and the teachers of the law were looking for a reason to accuse 

Jesus, so they watched him closely to see if he would heal on the Sabbath. 8 But Jesus knew what they 

were thinking and said to the man with the shriveled hand, “Get up and stand in front of 

everyone.” So he got up and stood there. 

9 Then Jesus said to them, “I ask you, which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save 

life or to destroy it?” 

10 He looked around at them all, and then said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” He did so, and 

his hand was completely restored. 11 But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law were furious and 

began to discuss with one another what they might do to Jesus. 

 

In this passage, we don’t simply get an idea from Jesus that we can then apply to a 

theory of civil disobedience. We actually get an example of Jesus openly and 

intentionally breaking the law in order to make a point. In other words, Jesus here is 

engaging in civil disobedience. 

The law he is breaking, it is true, is religious law rather than the social law of the ruling 

(Roman) government. But this is maybe not as clear a distinction as we might think – 

the Jewish community would have still functioned as a kind of theocracy with the 

Torah as an enforceable law. From other passages where Jesus criticises the way that 

the Pharisees enforce the law (eg. Matt 23), we can see that they obviously had the 

power to do so, and indeed this passage ends with the Pharisees “furiously discussing 

what they might do to Jesus.” We know how that ends. 

In reading the bible, we have to be careful not to retroactively impose our own beliefs 

(including modern concepts that Jesus would not have had in mind) onto Jesus. Some 

people may accuse this article of doing just that, but I’m writing this now to say that 

I’m aware of the issue and am trying to take Jesus’ actions and apply them to a modern 

context, not the other way around. 

But I think that Jesus’ actions here are a clear example of civil disobedience, long 

before the term ever existed. It is public lawbreaking to pose a question to the 

lawkeepers and the public alike – “which is lawful… to do good or to do evil, to save 

life or destroy it?” 



Another modern tactic that I think Jesus is pre-empting here is the media stunt. I’ve 

been part of planning many civil disobedience actions where as much emphasis is 

placed on the media angle as the action itself. How do we want to communicate our 

point? How can we do it in a way that will interest the media corporations? 

It seems funny, but it makes sense. The point of doing these actions publicly after all is 

that we want people to see it or hear about it. To raise awareness about an issue, to try 

to inspire more people to action, to make public the questions you are asking of those 

in power. 

While there’s no TV cameras or news journalists in this story of the bible, Jesus 

certainly seems keen to maximise the reach of the action. It takes place in the 

synagogue on the Sabbath, possibly the biggest crowd you could possibly find in Jewish 

society at the time. It’s not even clear that the man with the shrivelled hand actually 

approaches Jesus. It’s Jesus who tells him (rather bluntly, it must be said) to “get up and 

stand in front of everyone”. He then addresses not the man, but the crowd. 

He of course then heals the man’s hand, but this seems to be a sub-plot, the main point 

of the story being Jesus’ public flouting of the Pharisees and their Sabbath laws. They, 

of course, were less than appreciative. But that’s another story. 

 

  
Ploughshares actions are a Christian tradition where people physically damage weapons 

using household tools to echo the words of Isaiah and Micah – “They will beat their swords 

into ploughshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword 

against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.” 

 This photo is of Bryan Law, just after he put a hole in a Eurotiger armed helicopter with a 

garden mattock at Rockhampton airport in 2011. 



 

  

Franz Jagerstatter was an Austrian farmer and 

Catholic.  In 1938 he was the only person in his 

village to vote against the annexation of Austria 

by Germany. Franz was a pacifist, but the church 

hierarchy repeatedly tried to convince him to fight 

for the Nazis. In 1943 he was jailed and then 

executed for refusing to serve as a soldier. 

Archibald Baxter was a Christian farmer from New 

Zealand. When conscription was introduced during 

World War I, Baxter refused to fight. The law did 

not recognise his right to be a conscientious 

objector, so after first being jailed, he and 13 others 

were sent to the front lines where they were tortured 

and physically abused in an attempt to force them to 

fight. Baxter refused, but eventually suffered a 

complete breakdown and was discharged. 

Christianity has a long tradition of refusing to fight in wars. The early church fathers 

were adamant about the immorality of war. This doctrine changed with the conversion of 

Constantine and the lure of state power for Christian leaders; though there were still 

conscientious objectors like Martin of Tours, who was jailed for refusing to fight in the 

Roman army. After the reformation, several denominations became known as “peace 

churches” for their pacifist and conscientious objector stance – especially the Quakers, 

Mennonites and Brethren. These days they are joined in that stance by denominations like 

the Seventh Day Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses and plenty of individual Christians 

who refuse to take arms, even if it means breaking the law. Jehovah’s Witnesses are 

constantly going to prison for refusing compulsory military service in South Korea – it’s 

estimated 16,000 JW’s have done a combined 31,000 years in jail since 1950 for refusing 

to fight. 



MATTHEW 5 – THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT 

Now when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to 

him, 2 and he began to teach them. 

He said: 

3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, 

    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
4 Blessed are those who mourn, 

    for they will be comforted. 
5 Blessed are the meek, 

    for they will inherit the earth. 
6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 

    for they will be filled. 
7 Blessed are the merciful, 

    for they will be shown mercy. 
8 Blessed are the pure in heart, 

    for they will see God. 
9 Blessed are the peacemakers, 

    for they will be called children of God. 
10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 

    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

11 “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you 

because of me. 12 Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they 

persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

13 “You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is 

no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot. 

14 “You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden.15 Neither do people light a 

lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the 

house. 16 In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and 

glorify your Father in heaven. 

17 “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them 

but to fulfill them. 18 For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not 

the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is 

accomplished.19 Therefore anyone who sets aside one of the least of these commands and teaches others 



accordingly will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these 

commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20 For I tell you that unless your righteousness 

surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of 

heaven. 

21 “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder, and anyone who 

murders will be subject to judgment.’ 22 But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or 

sister will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, ‘Raca,’ is answerable 

to the court. And anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell. 

23 “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother or sister has 

something against you, 24 leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to them; 

then come and offer your gift. 

25 “Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still 

together on the way, or your adversary may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over 

to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. 26 Truly I tell you, you will not get out until you have 

paid the last penny. 

 The very first arrest for Christian civil disobedience! 



27 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ 28 But I tell you that anyone who 

looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 29 If your right eye 

causes you to stumble, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body 

than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. 30 And if your right hand causes you to stumble, cut it 

off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go 

into hell. 

31 “It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.’[f] 32 But I tell 

you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, makes her the victim of adultery, 

and anyone who marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 

33 “Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not break your oath, but fulfill 

to the Lord the vows you have made.’ 34 But I tell you, do not swear an oath at all: either by heaven, for 

it is God’s throne; 35 or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great 

King.36 And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. 37 All you 

need to say is simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one. 

38 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ 39 But I tell you, do not resist an 

evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. 40 And if anyone 

wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. 41 If anyone forces you to go one mile, 

go with them two miles. 42 Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants 

to borrow from you. 

43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’ 44 But I tell you, love 

your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 that you may be children of your Father in 

heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the 

unrighteous. 46 If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors 

doing that? 47 And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others? Do not 

even pagans do that? 48 Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 

 

The sermon on the mount is, in my opinion, one of the most important documents we 

have for constructing a set of Christian ethics. Three chapters of quotes directly from 

Jesus, it is the most complete picture we have of the radical message that is the 

Christian gospel. 

So I can’t leave it out of this study of Christian civil disobedience, though at first glance 

it seems to have less relevance than other passages I have looked at. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=MATTHEW+5&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23266f


The sermon on the mount starts with the beatitudes, a kind of mission statement for 

the kingdom of God. The list is in fact bookended by saying “theirs is the kingdom of 

God” in describing the traits. They are a set of values that Jesus says are blessed. They 

are certainly traits to be aspired to, but it’s a mistake to see them only as personal ethics 

to live out. Each of the beatitudes stands in marked contrast to the values that rule 

earthly kingdoms. 

In the kingdom of God, conspicuously absent are the rich (instead we get “poor in 

spirit”), the powerful (“the meek”), the soldiers (“the peacemakers”), or even the law-

abiding citizen (“those who are persecuted because of righteousness”). 

In the uncomfortable merger of Christian churches and violent power structures, the 

radical non-violent message of Jesus has been transformed into a directive to placidly 

accept the status quo 

“meekly” or 

“peacefully”. The very 

kingdoms this passage 

critiqued and opposed 

actually went as far as 

to appoint themselves 

“kingdoms of God” 

(the medieval Holy 

Roman Empire, or 

America’s “in God we 

trust”). But throughout 

history, countless 

Christians have seen 

through the charade 

and stood for a 

kingdom that is truly 

based on these values. 

They of course got 

plenty of opportunities 

to put into practice 

Jesus’ instruction to 

rejoice when people 

insulted, persecuted and 

falsely accused them. 

The Reverend Don Brady on another protest march. Don was 

an aboriginal Christian leader in Brisbane in the 60’s and 

70’s. He was arrested protesting for aboriginal rights and 

was subsequently defrocked by the Methodist church. 



The next part of the sermon is introduced by Jesus saying that he has come to fulfil the 

law. That tiny little paragraph itself has been the subject of much debate over what it 

means, but I think a clue can be gained from reading the set of examples that follows. 

Beginning each with “you have heard it said…”, Jesus takes a set of laws and challenges 

each of them. I think this should be read as a critique of legalism as a system of ethics. 

Presumably because the “hypocrites” (to whom Jesus refers three times once he moves 

from laws to religious practices in the next section) who enforce the laws find ways to 

keep the law while ignoring the moral principle behind it. So then instead of laws (“do 

not murder”, “do not commit adultery”), Jesus places personal ethics (“do not be 

angry”, “do not look at a woman lustfully”) which are impossible to legally enforce. In 

other words, in the kingdom of God, he moves the law from on paper (where those in 

power can create and manipulate laws) to in our hearts (where it is each of our personal 

responsibility to make sure we are doing the right thing – “if your right eye causes you 

to sin, gouge it out and throw it away”). 

To me, this seems to be a pretty straightforward reading of this passage, but it is rarely a 

perspective I have heard in churches, where instead Christians unwilling to part with a 

legalistic understanding of right and wrong or who is “in” and who is “out” come up 

with all kinds of strange ways of interpreting this and any other bible passage that refers 

to the law. 

Indirectly, we can see how this applies to how the law is still used by the powerful to 

justify their actions and stop opposition – for example, environmentally destructive 

practices that harm all life on the planet just to line the pockets of a few are legal, but 

people trying to stop them is illegal. Jesus’ method of ethics would ask not whether an 

action is legal according to the law, but instead whether it is something that reflects the 

two commandments of love for God and love for neighbour. 

It’s worth noting that almost every point in the sermon on the mount begins with a 

negative (“you have heard it said…”, “do not do/be…”) which Jesus refutes by then 

offering a different way of doing or looking at things. From this I understand that Jesus 

is not just introducing a new religion or a new way of doing things. Jesus is in fact 

setting up the “kingdom of God” as something that exists in direct opposition to the 

current status quo – each passage is saying: “this is how it is, but this is how it can be”. 

The gospel is counter-cultural in the truest sense of the word. It is set up as a challenge 

to the selfish, violent world around us. The question for us as followers of Jesus to ask 

ourselves is: do our lives, actions and communities reflect this? 



Matthew 5:38-42 is an interesting little paragraph when it comes to discussing civil 

disobedience and the bible. Following on from the previous few examples, it again 

starts with an Old Testament law – this time “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth 

(Exodus 21:24)”. Any way of reading this passage, it is an extraordinary thought. At 

first glance to us, it is a pretty radical change from the idea of “justice as revenge” to a 

new position of “justice as love”. This seems to fit with the rest of the New Testament 

message and I think is a challenging and worthy idea. 

American theologian Walter Wink though thinks there is more to it that we, reading 

from a vantage point two millenniums after it was first written, are missing. He relates 

each of Jesus’ three examples of cheeks, clothes and miles to specific acts of civil 

disobedience that would have been relevant to the time. 

I’m not going to go into detail on Walter’s interpretation here for a couple of reasons – 

one is because it’s difficult to express briefly and I don’t have a lot of space, the other is 

that it requires a number of statements about what the social conditions were in the 

time of Jesus that I have not done the research to back up. Walter Wink however has 

done the research and is willing to stand by his findings. They are widely available either 

online or in books and certainly make for fascinating reading. If his interpretation is 

correct, then this passage is an example of Jesus advocating specific tactics of non-

violent civil disobedience to confront injustice and oppression. 

Though the sermon on the mount goes on for two more wonderful chapters and is one 

of my all time favourite pieces of literature (one of the most influential civil 

disobedience thinkers Mohandas Gandhi apparently read from it daily), for this zine 

I’m only going to deal with the next paragraph – the final in Jesus’ series of “you have 

heard it was said…” 

It’s funny that when talking about civil disobedience, the pressure is always on those of 

us who endorse it to ethically justify breaking the law. It’s funny because, as Jesus 

points out here, our society is fundamentally violent. “Love your neighbour and hate 

your enemy “ is still the motto of our society, the ethic by which we justify killing 

innocent people in foreign wars, stopping refugees from getting to our shores, 

possessing vast amounts of wealth while others starve and so much more. It is the 

cornerstone of racism, corruption and greed; but also of national borders and private 

property. And as Jesus says, even tax collectors and pagans can live by that law. The 

higher law that he calls us to here is maybe the most radical thing in the whole bible – 

love your enemies. 



The basis of civil disobedience is, or at least should be, love. It is a tactic that attempts 

to change the world by testing consciences rather than using weapons. It believes that 

given the choice between love and selfishness, people will choose love (eventually at 

least). It does not try to force its ideology on others, instead inviting them to join. And 

it says that the participant would rather break the laws and face the consequences than 

quietly participate in an unjust system – even when it is a system that, at least for us in 

the western world, mostly benefits us. 

The Christian idea of radical love has transformed the world. It is impossible to 

measure how much effect this has had on lives and societies over the last two thousand 

years. But precisely the fact that this doctrine is still so radical shows how much change 

is still possible (and necessary). The call to love our enemies is an extraordinary 

challenge that all of us will continue to fail at again and again. But every time we 

manage to do it, we point the way to a radically different world – to the kingdom of 

God. 

  

Dan Berrigan is a Jesuit 

priest. During the Vietnam 

war in 1968 he was part of a 

group who used home-made 

napalm to destroy the files of 

a draft office. He did three 

years in prison, but not 

before going underground 

and becoming known as “the 

holy outlaw”. He later helped 

begin the ploughshares 

movement, damaging the 

nose cones of nuclear 

warheads. In both actions he 

was joined by his brother 

Phil, who is also a priest. 



MATTHEW 22:15-22 –                                    

GIVE TO CAESAR WHAT IS CAESAR’S 

15 Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap him in his words. 16 They sent their disciples to 

him along with the Herodians. “Teacher,” they said, “we know that you are a man of integrity and 

that you teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. You aren’t swayed by others, because you 

pay no attention to who they are. 17 Tell us then, what is your opinion? Is it right to pay the imperial 

tax[a] to Caesar or not?” 

18 But Jesus, knowing their evil intent, said, “You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap me? 19 Show 

me the coin used for paying the tax.” They brought him a denarius, 20 and he asked them, “Whose 

image is this? And whose inscription?” 

21 “Caesar’s,” they replied. 

Then he said to them, “So give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.” 

22 When they heard this, they were amazed. So they left him and went away. 

 

I’ve seen this this passage used a number of times to claim that there is a biblical 

example of Jesus saying civil disobedience is wrong. The argument assumes essentially 

that the meaning of this passage is that “you should follow God’s law, and you should 

also follow the law of the ruling government.” 

I think though that the point Jesus is making here is something different. Like most of 

the gospels, Jesus is making an extraordinary and radical statement here. We can see 

this by the ending, where we are given a picture of the Pharisees left speechless. And I 

don’t think the idea that we should follow both God’s laws and government laws, 

whether you agree with it or not, is that amazing a point. 

So what is Jesus saying here? Well let’s start with what the Pharisees are trying to say. 

We’re told that they ask Jesus this question, in the presence of some members of 

Herod’s party, to try to trap Jesus. If he says it is wrong to pay the tax, he will be 

breaking Roman law. If he says it’s not, he is acknowledging Caesar’s claim to be a god 

and thus breaking religious law. 

Jesus starts his response with a question – “Whose image is on this coin?” He knows 

the answer of course, but in the question is an allusion to a text the Pharisees know 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=MATTHEW+22&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23890a


very well – Genesis 1. “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he 

created him; male and female he created them.” So implicit in the question is another 

idea – that money may be the symbol of human empires, but humans belong to God. 

Now this is where the brilliant, gobsmacking point of Jesus comes through. Because in 

his next sentence (“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.”), Jesus 

makes several points. The first is a question posed to the Pharisees – to paraphrase, 

“why are you asking about money? God wants our whole lives.” Turn over the page to 

Matthew 23 and there we get Jesus giving a more extended rant about the Pharisees 

following the letter of the law (including giving offerings) but neglecting justice and 

mercy, indeed being “full of greed and self-indulgence.” 

But also implicit in this short sentence is a dangerous idea in Roman times – that there 

are things that don’t belong to Caesar. At a time when Caesar claimed his supreme 

authority from the idea that he was a descendant of the gods, Jesus is saying that Caesar 

might have the money, but he can’t own people. 

So in one 

sentence, 

without giving 

either of the 

answers the 

Pharisees had 

so gleefully 

anticipated, 

Jesus has in 

fact challenged 

the authority of 

both the Jewish 

religious elites 

and the Roman 

emperor. It’s 

no wonder that 

the story ends 

with the 

Pharisees in 

open-mouthed 

astonishment, 

walking away 

Michael Walli, Megan Rice, and Greg Boertje-Obed in 2013 entered 

the nuclear weapons storage facility in Tennesee and defaced it with 

blood, hammers and spray paint. The two men were in their 60’s, 

Sister Megan was 82.  As of September 2015 they are all still in jail. 



with their tail between their legs. We do get a later account (Luke 23:2) that before 

Pilate they accuse him of opposing paying taxes to Caesar, which may be further 

evidence that this passage is not as pro-Caesar as some read it. 

When you look at this passage in this way, it’s hard to read it as something that 

prohibits civil disobedience. In fact, I would argue that it does the opposite. Though he 

doesn’t actually use the phrase here, it is one of many examples of Jesus describing a 

“kingdom of God” which exists in opposition to the kingdoms of humanity. “No one 

can serve two masters,” Jesus says another time. “He will love one and hate the other.” 

The empires of this world, though they may sometimes point to a veneer of elected 

democracy, are built on money. Land is taken, people oppressed, the earth’s natural 

resources exploited. And all mostly for the accumulation of wealth. What human 

invention is it that enables the rich to store up wealth for ourselves, at the expense of 

others, far beyond what we physically need? Whose image is on it? 

In contrast to this, the bible offers a 

picture of a radically different kingdom 

of God – built on love, forgiveness, 

inclusion of the poor and marginalised. 

To break the laws that uphold one 

kingdom in order to prophetically show 

people the possibilities held in another I 

think is completely in keeping with this 

passage and the message of Jesus in 

general. 

 

  

Oscar Romero was archbishop of El 

Salvador. He spoke out against 

poverty, social injustice and violence. 

In 1980, a day after giving a sermon 

criticising soldiers’ human rights 

abuses, Oscar Romero was 

assassinated while giving mass. 



ROMANS 12:14-13:7 –                          

SUBMISSION TO AUTHORITIES 

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with 

those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate 

with people of low position.[c] Do not be conceited. 

17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. 18 If it is 

possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take revenge, my dear 

friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the 

Lord.20 On the contrary: 

“If your enemy is hungry, feed him; 

    if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 

In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.”[e] 

21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

13 Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God 

has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. 2 Consequently, whoever rebels 

against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring 

judgment on themselves. 3 For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. 

Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and you will be 

commended. 4 For the one in authority is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, 

for rulers do not bear the sword for no reason. They are God’s servants, agents of wrath to bring 

punishment on the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because 

of possible punishment but also as a matter of conscience. 

6 This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to 

governing. 7 Give to everyone what you owe them: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; 

if respect, then respect; if honour, then honour. 

 

Another passage that is used to claim that the bible does not condone civil 

disobedience is Romans 10. This one would seem to be a stronger case, since unlike 

Matthew 22 it is referring directly to the question of whether Christians should break 

the law. But again, I think the passage is not quite as simple as some would assume. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=ROMANS+12-13&version=NIV#fen-NIV-28262c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=ROMANS+12-13&version=NIV#fen-NIV-28266e


For one, I have begun my quotation of the passage at 12:14, rather than 13:1 which is 

where most people begin. While chapters and verses are very useful for referring to 

parts of the bible, it’s always worth remembering that none of these marks were there 

when the bible was written. Originally Romans was just one long letter, and this passage 

that talks about the need for Christians to obey the law is prefaced with a directive to 

love those who persecute you. Or, even more strongly worded (immediately before the 

reference to breaking the law), “do not repay evil for evil”. 

I said it before that we today can at times equate following God with following the law 

of the land. Partly centuries of Christian/humanist influence on the institutions of our 

society has made that possible, partly it is that with a mixture of political powers co-

opting Christianity and Christian leaders seeking political power, we have been fooled 

into sometimes conflating church and state. 
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But the Christians of first century Rome, to whom this letter is addressed, would not 

necessarily have had the same ideas. These were Christians who lived in the heart of the 

brutal empire that had crucified the founder of their religion. The short history of 

Christianity at this stage had also included Peter and John arrested, Stephen stoned to 

death by the lawkeepers, and potentially other such incidents that aren’t recorded in the 

bible. 

Paul says later in the letter that he is soon going to Jerusalem, where we know from 

Acts 21 that he expects to be imprisoned or killed. Most of the rest of his letters in the 

New Testament would be written from prison. The Roman empire for centuries 

continued to kill Christians, famously feeding them to lions for public entertainment. 

It is in this context, and the context of “do 

not repay evil for evil”, that Paul tells the 

Roman Christians that everyone must obey 

state authorities. So I argue that Paul’s 

message is that even though state 

authorities persecute (or even are “evil”), 

you should obey laws. And in verse 5 is a 

key part – not just because they have the 

power to punish us, but out of conscience. 

Because we are subjects to a greater law (of 

God) that we shouldn’t break just because 

the government breaks it (“do not repay 

evil for evil, but overcome evil with good”). 

Or to go back to the analogy of two 

kingdoms, Paul is urging us not to lose our 

citizenship in the kingdom of God just 

because we are battling with the earthly 

principalities and powers. 

In this context you can view the statement 

that “rulers are not to be feared by those 

who do good” as lining up with other 

biblical passages that say that no matter 

what the consequences, following God is 

always the thing that will give you 

freedom. 

American Kathy Kelly was arrested in 

1988 for planting corn on the site of a 

nuclear weapons silo. Since then she has 

followed the US army to war zones as a 
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the UN enforced sanctions on Iraq that 
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Now a lot of people I’m sure will disagree with my interpretation of this passage. That’s 

ok. I’m not going to pretend that these verses don’t say the words that they do. How 

do you reconcile those words being written by a criminal like Paul? It’s only one of 

many paradoxes that come up in a journey of trying to follow God in a sinful world. 

The path we are called to as Christians is not a simple one of clear directions, it is the 

messy road of love (even love for our enemies). Love is many things, but it is never 

simple and rarely easy. Sometimes it means laying down your life for your friends, but 

every day it means trying to love God and others while grappling with our own 

limitations, a broken and violent world, and a bible that is vast, confusing and 

sometimes contradictory.  

I’m not going to claim I have the 

definitive understanding and systematic 

theology of the bible. What I am going 

to do is recommend that people love 

with a passion and commitment that at 

every crossroad will mean that, unsure 

though we may be, we will always 

choose the path of love. After all, as 

Paul says (1 Cor  13) “If I can fathom 

all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I 

have a faith that can move mountains, 

but have not love, I am nothing.” 

Love does not necessarily following the 

law of the land; and a love for those 

oppressed in this society can lead you 

to moments where, like Paul, you will 

find yourself in conflict with the 

powers of our society.  The message of 

Jesus is not that we should at that point 

compromise that love, nor is it that our 

love for some should make us hate 

others. No, the message of Jesus, 

echoed in this passage by Paul, is that 

even evil can be overcome by love. 

  

Gerrard Winstanley was a radical preacher 

in the time of the English Civil War. In 1649 

he was part of a group called “The Diggers” 

who squatted crown land and started 
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as a “common treasury for all”. Soldiers 

repeatedly destroyed their farms. 



CHRISTIAN CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE - 

BEYOND BREAKING THE LAW 

In the preceding pages I have looked at a handful of bible passages that have some 

relevance to creating a theology of civil disobedience. It is impossible though in a 

project on this scale to comprehensively cover every aspect of how a Christian should 

relate to laws or institutional power; or to do justice to every instance in the bible of 

people resisting injustice. This should be taken as just one offering in a continuing 

conversation of how we are to live following Jesus in a sinful world. 

I do want to stress though that as 

Christians it would be a mistake to 

limit “civil disobedience” to just the 

specific act of breaking the law or to 

an activist tactic for creating social 

change. 

Biblical civil disobedience is not 

about breaking a specific law – it is 

about living in a different kingdom. 

Sometimes this might mean 

breaking laws, sometimes public 

acts of protest, but at other times it 

will mean resisting the values of our 

wealth and status driven consumer 

culture, or radically including those 

who our society marginalises. 

Our job as followers of Jesus is to 

participate in the transformation of 

our world from its present broken 

state into a new kingdom of God, 

like the city that John (Revelation 2) 

sees descending from heaven. Sin 

has shaped our current society in 

many ways – sometimes in the form 

of laws and government policies, 

sometimes informal cultural mores, 

Ammon Hennacy was another Catholic Worker 

activist who was arrested countless times. Once 

in court he told the judge “Your damn laws! 

The good people don't need them, and the bad 

people don't obey them.” 



sometimes in the selfishness and greed that lurks in all of us. True biblical civil 

disobedience should challenge all three. 

To authentically live as citizens of the kingdom of God includes healing the pain and 

alienation that are part of our culture as well as confronting institutional injustices. 

Importantly, it should also reject the hatred, self-righteousness and justification for 

violence that can come from being part of a movement for social change. 

Jesus’ iconic imagery of being “born again” into the kingdom of God is a call for a 

switching of allegiances. It is a rejection of the kingdoms and empires of this world and 

their self-interest and violence; but it also means obedience to a new kingdom built on 

love for others and self-sacrifice. It is a true and joyful calling but not always an easy 

one. 

I’ll leave you with one final verse from Matthew 16. A verse that once more draws the 

link between following Jesus and coming into conflict with the power of the state. That 

doesn’t hide from the consequences of making this decision; but that promises a 

freedom that no loss of social respectability, no prison bars and not even the most 

tyrannical leaders can ever take away: 

“Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For 

whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will find it.” 

American theologian Cornel West is arrested protesting police violence in Ferguson, Missouri. 



 

 

 

 

 

Written between February 

and September 2015. 

 

Thanks for inspiration to 

everybody, friend or stranger, 

who has ever taken up their 

cross and faithfully followed 

God even when it meant 

breaking the law (whether or 

not their picture appears in 

this zine). 

 

All bible passages quoted 

from the New International 

Version. 
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