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Dialogue on Being Pro-Life

I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.

John 10:10

SHANE: One of the most important issues of our day is the need for a consistent pro-life ethic. Catholics and evangelicals and all sorts of folks have begun to resonate with this idea—not just in the sense it is talked about in abortion debates.

Jesus talks about life a lot. Life to the fullest (John 10:10). The narrow way that leads to life (Matthew 7:14). He is the way, the truth, the life (John 14:6). His message and his life are an interruption of death. He constantly interrupts whatever is destroying the life and dignity of other people—and invites us to do the same. As a young Christian, I was confused about the inconsistency with which we address issues of life. No group or party seemed to be seamless. Some folks were against abortion and euthanasia, but were pro–death penalty and pro-military. I found myself at odds with some of the positions that had come to characterize traditional evangelicalism, but I sure didn’t fit into a progressive or liberal camp either.

As Red Letter Christians, we need to be pro-life from the womb to the tomb. Abortion and euthanasia, the death penalty and war, poverty and health care—all of these are issues of life and death. And they are issues Jesus cares about because they affect real people.

The death penalty has been a huge deal in the news this past year, with some high profile cases like Troy Davis in Atlanta.1 I think we are at a crossroads on this issue, and it is possible that we could see it come to an end in our lifetime. We are one of very few nations in the world that still kills its own people.2 What is even more wicked is how we make theatrics of death as we execute. Though lethal injection is the most common form, there are still states in the US that allow government-sanctioned executions to happen by hanging, firing squad, gas chamber, and electrocution.3

When presidential candidate Rick Perry celebrated his 234 executions as Texas governor during the September 7, 2011, GOP presidential debate, the audience, who were mainly members of the Christian Coalition, roared in applause. As a Christian, I found that deeply disturbing.

There are many facets to the issue. On the one hand, there are folks who are against the death penalty in principle, like many Christians. The pope has spoken out poignantly against the death penalty on behalf of the Catholic Church. There are others who believe in capital punishment in principle but have become deeply concerned that we often do not simply end up killing guilty folks as much as we end up killing poor folks, people of color, and those who can’t afford good lawyers and don’t know all the ins and outs of the legal process.

In 2000, George Ryan, Republican governor of Illinois, called for a moratorium on the death penalty. Persuaded by the work of law students exposing race and class discrimination, he called for a halt on executions. The 2000 moratorium fueled the fire of many Christians and other abolitionists who are working for restorative justice and for an end to the death penalty.

Jesus was confronted with this issue in John 8, when crowds were preparing to stone a woman for adultery. But when they questioned him about it, the first thing he did was peculiar—he bent down and wrote in the dirt. We asked the kids in our neighborhood what they thought he was writing, and one of them said, “If this doesn’t work, run, woman!”

We don’t know what he wrote, but we do know what happened next. He addressed all the men who were ready to kill: “If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” And of course, Jesus has already taught that if we call our neighbor a fool, we are murderers. If we look at someone with lust in our eyes, we are adulterers (Matthew 5:22, 28). I can hear the stones start to drop as the men walked away, and soon the only one who was left with any right to throw a stone was Jesus. And he has no inclination to do so. We can see that the closer we are to God, the less we want to throw stones at other people.

This dual conviction that no one is above reproach and that no one is beyond redemption lies at the heart of our faith. Undoubtedly, it’s why the early Christians were characterized by nonviolence, even in the face of brutal evil, torture, and execution. Of all people, we who follow the executed and risen Christ should be people who are pro-life, pro-grace, anti-death.

TONY: We should be that way, but that’s not always the case in our American society. For instance, the Sermon on the Mount raises questions among those people for whom the death penalty is readily accepted. What’s particularly troubling is that studies made by sociologists indicate that evangelical Christians are more in favor of the death penalty than are secularists, in spite of the fact that Jesus made it clear that for his followers the “eye-for-an-eye-and-a-tooth-for-a-tooth” morality (Exodus 21:24) should be transcended.4 Many evangelicals are prone to say, “If a man takes a life, he should have to pay with his life”—namely, the very eye-for-an-eye standard that Jesus rejected. If we take seriously what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, we have to be against capital punishment because Jesus said, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.” He went on to say essentially, “If you want mercy from God, you have to start showing mercy yourself” (Matthew 5:7). He impinges on some of the practices and values that too many American evangelicals embrace enthusiastically.

SHANE: Apart from Jesus’ example, the other thing that has really been powerful for me is getting to know folks who are living in prison, some of whom are on death row. I exchange letters regularly with many of them.

A friend of mine is spending life in prison for committing a terrible crime, which he says he has regretted every day of his life since then. But when he went to trial, the victim’s family happened to be Christians, so they argued against the death penalty. They knew that there is something wrong with killing someone to show that killing is wrong. They said, “God may not be done with this guy. It’s not going to bring our kid back, so we want him to think about what he did.” Because of their witness in court, he was not given the death penalty. He said, “So then I had a lot of time to think about grace.” While he was behind bars, he kept hearing their words, that he was not beyond redemption. He started reading the Bible and ended up having a powerful conversion. Now he sees the point of his whole life and his vocation behind those bars as trying to continue to speak that grace to other imprisoned men and women.

TONY: In the library here at Eastern University, there is a plaque in memory of In Ho Ho, a student who came from Korea to study. He was a brilliant student, graduated near the top of his class, and went on to attend the University of Pennsylvania medical school. His desire was to go back and serve the poor in Korea. But one night, while he was on his way to mail a letter home to his parents, a gang of young thugs accosted him, stole the $3.52 he had in his wallet, and then beat him to death.

At the trial, not just the mother and father but the entire extended family of In Ho Ho, traveled all the way from Korea to beg the judge not to give the death penalty to those evil young men. These bereaved people took seriously the beatitude in which Jesus says, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.” They lived it out in that courtroom. The judge acceded to their request.

SHANE: I know too many victims of violent crime, and the ones who have healed the best are ones who have been able to forgive. One family member of a murder victim told me she works against the death penalty because the more she met other victims, the more she realized the unhealthiest ones were those who were punitive and vengeful.

Restorative justice is some of the most redemptive and the most Christ-like work happening in the justice system. Much of it was started by Quakers who did not believe in punitive justice, but rather restorative justice. That’s the idea that God’s justice is not just about getting what we deserve but about restoring what has been broken—about healing and forgiveness. That’s what makes biblical justice different from other justice. The word penitentiary shares the same root as repentance, and the original intention was not to create a dead-end trap for criminals or a business of incarceration but to give people the space to repent, to rethink their lives, and ultimately to be restored to society. One of the oldest prisons in the United States is here in Philly, and it was started by Quakers for that very purpose.

Bible scholars often point out that the words justice and righteousness are the same word in Hebrew (tsedeq) and Greek (dikaios) for both the Old and the New Testaments. One friend of mine said the phrase that best captures the original meaning of the Greek is “restorative justice.” That’s what Jesus is talking about in the Beatitudes: “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for [restorative justice]” (Matthew 5:6).

Our musician friend Derek Webb says, “Murdering to show that killing is wrong is like trying to teach holiness through fornication.” And there is a theological element to it too: if anyone deserved the death penalty, it’s me. And Jesus spared me the sentence of death I deserved. Many evangelicals believe that Jesus’ own death on the cross was an interruption of the natural consequence of our sin, which is death (Romans 6:23). According to conventional evangelical wisdom, our sin would warrant us all the death penalty were it not for Jesus. How then can we who have been spared death so quickly become people who are so eager to dish it out?

TONY: The writer of the book of Hebrews tells us that when we sin, we crucify Jesus anew (6:4–6). We are constantly crucifying him every time we sin. There is no passage of time with God. Like the speed of light, all of time for God is compressed into a simultaneous moment, which is why Jesus could say, “Before Abraham, I am.” He wasn’t using poor grammar; he was declaring that what happened thousands of years earlier was present tense for him. Thus when we sin, in his eternal now, the Christ on the cross absorbs our sin into his own body and experiences the same agony as he did two thousand years ago. For those of us who realize that our sin is responsible for murdering Christ, supporting capital punishment for other murderers becomes impossible.

SHANE: The other thing that I find really troubling about Christian acceptance of the death penalty is that our Bible is filled with murderers who were redeemed and given a second chance, like David.

We remember David as a man after God’s own heart   (1 Samuel 13:14). And he was, on some days. But on other days, he was breaking commandments. In two chapters of the Bible, he breaks every one of the Big 10—he lusts, lies, covets, commits adultery, and has the woman’s husband literally killed. He’s a murderer. Yet, he has a firm rebuke from a prophet and goes on to write much of the biggest book of the Bible—Psalms. He was not beyond the grip of grace.

Then a genealogy appears in the first chapter of Matthew, which at first might be a little bit boring, but then it gets to David and says, “David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s wife” (Matthew 1:6). There’s a little Gospel humor here, as Uriah was the man David had killed. Clearly that was a sin, but God is bigger than the sin.

TONY: Whenever somebody says to me, “My sin is so great that God could never forgive me,” that person is really saying that his or her sin is greater than God. Talking that way, in a sense, may be the greatest sin of all.

SHANE: Same thing with thinking that someone else’s sin is so great that God can’t forgive them. Shouldn’t we try to be as gracious as God, as merciful as Jesus? We should be the hardest people in the world to convince that someone is worthy of death.

This is the good news: mercy triumphs over judgment (James 2:13). Death has been interrupted by grace. No one is beyond redemption—no one.

TONY: It’s not enough to only save the lives of “the born” as we try to do in our endeavors to abolish the death penalty. We must also do all we can to protect the unborn. We have to raise serious questions about abortion, which has become all too common in our society. When we talk about being pro-life, we have to be, as Ron Sider says in his book Completely Pro-Life, consistently pro-life. You said it well: we have to be pro-life from the womb to the tomb.

Barney Frank, a liberal Democratic congressman, in a personal conversation, made the challenging statement that the problem with evangelicals is that they think that life begins at conception and ends at birth. He was basically saying that we’re willing to protect life from the moment of conception until the moment of birth, but once that baby is born, we don’t want to do what is needed to take care of the baby. As evangelicals, with our pro-life politics, we seldom want to put the necessary money into health services, day care, and education.

The late Cardinal Bernardin of Chicago talked about the seamless robe. If you are going to talk about being pro-life, he said, it has to be a seamless statement of life that reaches all the way from abortion to war to caring for the poor.5

When I served on the platform committee of the Democratic party for the 2008 election, my evangelical friends asked how I could possibly do that. I answered them by saying that I thought there needed to be a pro-life voice when the party platform was developed. While I wasn’t able to get a plank in the platform document that called for the abolition of abortion, I was able to support efforts that would cut the number of abortions performed each year.

Almost 70 percent of all abortions performed in America are economically driven, according to the Guttmacher Institute.6 Many women have abortions because they lack the economic means to take care of a baby. Consider a woman who works at a Walmart for minimum wage, has no hospital coverage, and is pregnant out of wedlock. She knows she can’t support a child. She’s having a hard time supporting herself, so she has an abortion. She’s one of those people whom we call “the working poor,” and she lives in a society that tells her, “We’re not going to provide for you if you have your baby. We’re not going to cover your hospital bills, and we’re not going to cover the cost of daycare so you can work. We’re not going to provide any prenatal care for you, and we’re not going to raise the minimum salary so that you can earn enough to support yourself as well as your child.” Society is telling her that it absolves itself of all responsibility once her baby is born.

To be pro-life is not only to be committed to protecting the unborn but also to protecting the child after birth. Being pro-life goes much further than criminalizing abortions.

When I’m asked if the zygote becomes a human being at the moment of conception, I say, “I don’t know, and since I don’t know exactly when the unborn becomes human, I have chosen to be pro-life.” If I err, I’d rather err on the side of life, lest I support murdering an unborn child. The Roman Catholics have consistency. They say essentially, “We don’t know when the ‘ensoulment’ begins, so we’re not only against abortion, we’re also against contraception.”

SHANE: When I was speaking out in Michigan, one of the guys who came up to talk to me afterward said he had always been pro-life and he still was passionately pro-life. But he said, “I began to realize I was pro-life but I wasn’t proactive. I wasn’t really doing anything other than protesting.”

Then he went on to share with me that he had started a counseling service for young women and an open adoption agency to help find homes for new babies who need families.

TONY: Both Jerry Falwell and Mother Teresa didn’t just say they were pro-life, but each took care of troubled pregnant women who didn’t want abortions. Mother Teresa would say to such women that if they were pregnant and thinking of getting rid of the child, they shouldn’t do it. She pleaded for them to give those babies to her, and she would see that they were cared for and nurtured.7

Jerry Falwell, on the religious Right, did exactly the same thing. Not only did he preach against abortion but he provided women with problem pregnancies with housing, financial assistance including medical expenses, and loving support, even arranging adoptions for those who chose not to keep their babies. Dr. Falwell’s commitment to care gave integrity to his pro-life preaching.

My own ministry, the Evangelical Association for the Promotion of Education, is affiliated with Aquila Way, a ministry in the northeast of England that, along with caring for homeless women with children and battered women, takes care of pregnant women. Those who minister there work with about thirty women at any given time. It’s easy to say you are pro-life, but if you are not doing anything to help take care of pregnant women in need, you are really saying, “You got pregnant. Having the baby is your responsibility.”8

SHANE: When I was in India, there were two street kids I got really close to. They must have been about seven and ten years old, and totally on the streets, orphans. So I called my mom and said, “Do you think we could find anybody to take these kids in?” She did a little research and found one of her friends who said she would actually love to do it. So after going through the ranks in India, I ended up talking to the person right under Mother Teresa, and she said, “Actually, I will go and talk to Mother Teresa for you.” She came back and said, “It’s been our definitive position and continues to be Mother’s conviction that we shouldn’t have kids come from India to the US until you change your abortion laws because that’s a more urgent issue right now.”

When I was in India, I learned that folks there did not call Mother Teresa “Mother Teresa”; they just called her “Mother.” The reason was that she was a mother. Over and over I met kids she had raised. She earned that title, and her credibility as a champion for life, not because she went around picketing abortion clinics with signs saying “Abortion is Murder.” She was a champion for life because she accompanied women and kids in tough situations—integrity you can’t argue with.

Our ideologies come with responsibility. In my neighborhood, to be against abortion means we have to figure out what to do when a fourteen-year-old girl gets pregnant. If we are really pro-life, we had better have some foster kids and teen moms living with us to prove it. I don’t want to just be anti-abortion or anti-death. I want to be pro-life. For far too long, we Christians have been known more by what we are against than by what we are for. I am ready for a Christianity that is consistently committed to life and all about interrupting death everywhere it shows its ugly face.8 We are Resurrection people. When Jesus rose from the dead he declared essentially, “Death, thou art dead.” I am ready to see Christians make that same declaration. Death, thou art dead.
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Dialogue on Civil Disobedience

Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jews. But now my kingdom is from another place.”

John 18:36

TONY: Shane, you get a lot of support from people who say, “We need to speak truth to power,” but they get upset when you practice civil disobedience. You’re willing to get arrested when you believe that the government is not doing the will of God and needs to be opposed. I know you’ve been arrested on occasion, such as when you joined with the homeless who were being put in jail for sleeping on Philadelphia’s sidewalks. When you slept on the sidewalks with them, you broke the law! How do you reconcile breaking the law and getting arrested with what the apostle Paul said in Romans 13:1–2? He wrote, “Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves.”

How do you take that passage of Scripture seriously and still believe that civil disobedience is an acceptable way to speak truth to power?

SHANE: Without a doubt, we need to submit to the authorities, but I think there are two different ways to do so. One is to obey the good laws and the other is to suffer the consequences of disobeying the bad laws.

It is our divine duty not to cooperate with evil. So Paul, who writes in Romans 13 that we are to obey the authorities, is the same Paul who says in Ephesians, “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12). He uses the exact same word—authorities. At some point you have to reconcile the fact that Paul, who submitted to the authorities, also got arrested for subverting the authorities.

TONY: I’m always amused by the fact that Paul wrote to tell the church at Rome to be subject to the higher powers while he was in jail—for disobeying the rules of the system.

SHANE: There is a Christian tradition of civil disobedience from the beginning. Moses’ survival was an act of civil disobedience: his mama put him in a basket and floated him down the river in the middle of a state-sanctioned killing of babies. The Exodus story is God’s Underground Railroad—it’s God freeing the slaves from Egypt. There was a collision with power when Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego disobeyed royal orders and were put in a fiery furnace. Daniel served in the king’s court but didn’t eat the royal food. Eventually his uncompromising allegiance to God landed him in the lions’ den. The prophets were always speaking out as holy agitators. Jeremiah was jailed, John the Baptist got his head cut off, then all the way at the end of the story in Revelation, John got exiled to the island of Patmos. We have an entire history of holy troublemakers, so this issue is inescapable throughout the Scripture.

Jesus is born, similar to Moses, in the middle of what becomes genocide, as Herod kills little babies in the land. The Magi were basically told to go and tell Herod where Jesus was, but they were interrupted by angels in a dream that told them to go a different way. They practiced civil disobedience by not going back to Herod. Paul and Silas were in jail and, literally, angels broke in and set them free. The entire book of Philemon was written to a friend, saying he needed to take back a fugitive slave, not as a slave but as his brother. Philemon is about divine obedience in the face of slavery and injustice.

Then, of course, there’s Jesus, who is one of the most spectacular examples of the kind of imagination we need in the face of injustice. Jesus is wonderfully subversive in his interaction with the tax collectors, pulling the taxes out of the mouth of a fish. He is silent before Herod, calling into question Herod’s authority. Jesus is accused of subverting the authorities and claiming to be king. I think the reason for that was Jesus actually was subverting the authorities and claiming to be king. But he was holy and humble as he did it. Right in line with Ephesians 6, he wrestled the principalities and powers. Jesus nearly promises us that we will get into trouble for the gospel and will be dragged before courts. He basically says, “Don’t be surprised when the world hates you; look what they did to me” (John 15:18). So we shouldn’t be too surprised if our faithfulness to Jesus leads us to jail. If we look at history, we find ourselves in pretty good company.

When we talk about what the Scripture has to say about civil disobedience, it’s important to note that it is never the goal of the people of God to break the law; it’s the goal of the people to obey God. It’s not just about civil disobedience but about divine obedience. There is a constant thread throughout Scripture, and throughout history, of good folks breaking bad laws.

The first-century Christians had times when they found it necessary to practice civil disobedience. As you can read in Acts 5:29 KJV), when the governmental authorities demanded that they stop their gospel preaching, their answer was, “We ought to obey God rather than men.” And, as you know, they went right on doing their work of evangelism.

Elaine Pagels, in her book Revelations, describes how when Roman emperors tried to extinguish Christianity by making it an illegal religion, the early Christians went right on breaking the law by practicing their faith. She writes that the usually tolerant “philosopher emperor, Marcus Aurelius, who had no tolerance for Christianity, found that the power of the state could not prevent Christians from acts of civil disobedience as they spread the gospel far and wide.”1

The early Christians were good at practicing divine obedience. As early historian Minucius Felix wrote, “They practice a cult of lust, for they call each other brother and sister indiscriminately and under the cover of these names fornication becomes incest.”

Origen, another early historian, said in response to Celsus, “The Christians form among themselves secret societies that exist outside the systems of walls and obscure and mysterious community founded on revolt in the advantage that accrues from it.”

As I look at the early church, I have this sense that every time they said, “Jesus is Lord,” they were saying, “Caesar is not.” It was a radical new definition of who they were; it is a confrontation to the powers, but it’s a humble confrontation.

Throughout movements in history, there is a precedent for humble resistance. During the civil rights movement, Dr. King said repeatedly that we need good laws. You know, we need traffic laws, and a red light is a good thing, but when there is a fire raging, the ambulance has to run through the red light in order to put the fire out.

Sometimes urgent crises in our world demand that we go through the red lights in order to save those who are in danger. And we always do that with the humility of Christ.

TONY: Submitting to the authorities does not mean blind obedience. I agree with anyone who says, “An unjust law is no law at all.”

Shane, how do you answer people who ask what the church should have been doing in Nazi Germany?

SHANE: Well, we should have been getting in the way of Hitler. Hitler came to power with the Bible in his hand, as much of the church stood by. But did God put Hitler into power? Certainly it is not God’s will to have those in power who kill masses of people, but we have to look back to the origins of kingship and worldly power.

The Bible makes it clear that kings weren’t God’s idea, but ours. From the very beginning, when the first king was put in place, God didn’t like the idea. Israel wasn’t supposed to have a king, but they demanded one, so they got one. God told them explicitly that a king was going to oppress them, make them slaves, take all their money, and make them serve in his wars (1 Samuel 8). God said, “In my anger I gave you a king” (Hosea 13:11).

So are kings and political leaders ordained by God? Yes, because we demanded it, and so we continue to suffer from it. Just as there were good and bad kings in the Bible, there are good and bad governments today. But we are still called to be a distinct people from that; there are things in government that are always going to be out of line with God’s heart.

I think America is a Christian nation only as much as it looks like Jesus. There are some things our nation does that I am proud of, and there are some things that make me deeply embarrassed and saddened as a Christian.

TONY: Exactly. We may live in the best Babylon in the world, but it is still Babylon. And we are called to “come out of her” (Revelation 18:4) and recognize that our ultimate citizenship belongs to another kingdom.

All the world’s principalities and powers have a tendency to claim that they are doing the will of God. When they crucified Jesus, the religious establishment and the political leaders who put him there said essentially, “We’re doing the will of God.” They might have made pious claims, but how could they have been doing the will of God if they crucified his Son? A good look at Calvary is all we need to see that those in positions of power don’t always do the will of God. If they did, Jesus would not have been nailed to the cross. That’s why Paul wrote in Colossians that the crucifixion of Christ exposed the principalities and powers that nailed him to that old rugged cross as powers that served evil purposes, regardless of their claims to being the upholders of law and order (2:15).

SHANE: So is there a place for civil disobedience in the Christian tradition? Absolutely! Is there a place for wearing a mask and throwing a Molotov cocktail through a window? Absolutely not!

We have a great history of nonviolent resistance, but a peculiar way of fighting evil. We expose injustice by suffering with those who suffer. Dr. King said, “We must expose injustice and make injustice so uncomfortable that it has to be dealt with.”

That’s what the civil rights movement did: People saw unarmed people getting beaten, attacked by dogs, sprayed with water hoses—and all the evils of racism. Jesus did the same thing on the cross: He suffered nonviolently and experienced hatred and evil—and unmasked it. The apostle Paul says that Jesus made a spectacle of the powers and authorities on the cross (Colossians 2:15).

Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder called this idea “revolutionary subordination.”2 Through suffering rather than armed conflict, we unmask evil and expose injustice. When my friends and I went to jail in Philadelphia for feeding the homeless and sleeping in the public parks, we raised huge questions about the rightness of the anti-homeless laws the city was passing. We were ultimately found not guilty. The judge even said, “If it weren’t for people who broke the bad laws, we wouldn’t have the freedom we have. We’d still have slavery. That’s the story of this country from the Boston Tea Party to the civil rights movement. These folks are not criminals; they are freedom fighters.” In fact, police officers even came to court to argue that the laws were wrong. And it was all because we broke bad laws and we openly and willingly suffered the consequences.

TONY: Similar to what you experienced in Iraq?

SHANE: As we came back from Iraq in 2003, we found that, indeed, we had broken the law. We were breaking US sanctions; our doctors, missionary doctors, took medicine to an enemy country. They said we could face up to twelve years in prison for violating those sanctions.

When we went to court, the first thing the judge said was, “Wow, this is a really difficult case! I think the state’s got its challenges to prove this one!” We were willing to suffer for what we did, willing to go to jail for what we did, and it made people crazy. People were saying, “This is insane!” Even the judge said, “This is nuts!”

Instead of jail time, we ended up with a $20,000 fine, which we gladly paid in Iraqi dinar. This money would have been worth about $20,000 US dollars before the war but was worth about $8 US. I think of it as an act of winking at Caesar and of practicing revolutionary subordination. It takes creativity to face the unjust laws and the challenges of today.

We were looking to Martin Luther King Jr. and so many heroes throughout history who struggled for freedom. When it comes to submitting to the punishments of the government, or the “powers” as Paul calls them, nobody in modern times demonstrated this better than Dr. King. When he broke what he believed to be the unjust and unconstitutional laws of Alabama concerning the right to demonstrate against racism, he also presented himself for arrest and went to jail in Birmingham.

As King essentially said, “You can burn down our houses, and we will still love you. You can throw us in jail and squirt us with water hoses, and we will still love you! You can threaten the lives of our children, and we will still love you, but be assured that we will wear you down by our love!”3 This is the story of our faith. As the early Christians said, “Grace is able to dull even the sharpest sword.” That’s the kind of movement that I want to be a part of.

TONY: This is also the exact thing Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount.

SHANE: Yes! He picked out some familiar scenarios. If someone is doing you wrong and evil, expose the injustice and make a spectacle of it. So if someone is suing you for your outer garment, take off all your clothes. This is a real thing: you could sue someone for the coat off their back. Expose their greed. Take off all your clothes and say, “You can have it all, but you can’t take my dignity!” And I think that is what we are called to do. To expose that injustice with revolutionary subordination.

I teach the kids in my neighborhood that you can get in trouble for doing things that are wrong, and you can also get in trouble for doing things that are right. So the question is, are we doing things that honor God? Even if they collide with the kingdoms of this world? There are lots of bad laws that have existed throughout history, so just because it’s legal doesn’t make it right. It was legal to ban black folks from stores and from sitting in the fronts of buses, but that didn’t make it right. It was legal to take people from Africa and make them slaves and treat them like animals, but that didn’t make it right. It might have been legal to take this land from the Native Americans, but that didn’t make it right. It may be legal to sell assault rifles in North Philadelphia, but that doesn’t make it right. It may be legal to create weapons that can kill a hundred thousand people at one time, but that doesn’t make it right. It might have been legal to nail our Lover and Savior to a cross, but that doesn’t make it right.

TONY: Shane, I saw this revolutionary subordination during the Vietnam War, when I was teaching at the University of Pennsylvania. There were some student protesters who were pretty obscene and destructive in what they did. However, there were others who wanted to oppose the war and resist being drafted in ways that were decent and respectful. I remember three young men coming to me in distress, saying, “Professor, we have a problem. We think this war in Vietnam is immoral. In good conscience we cannot be a part of it, but all three of us have been given our selective service notices and are supposed to report for induction into the army. We are opposed to this war and don’t want to support it by becoming soldiers, so we are considering leaving the country and going to Canada.”

In response, I said, “If you are really going to be Christian about this, you won’t go to Canada. You will present yourselves to the selective service office and say, ‘Arrest us! We find this war to be immoral, but we are submitting ourselves to the jurisdiction of a government that says that it will punish anybody who violates the legal ruling that we must report for military service.’” I then explained why this was the only recourse for a Christian who believed as they did.

Those students did it! They went to jail because they believed that, according to Romans 13, they were required to submit to “the higher powers” (verse 1 KJV). They only stayed in jail for two days because what the government didn’t want was good, upstanding Christian men behind bars, and the word getting out that these fine young people, out of conscience, were opposing the war. The government wanted all the protesters against the war to be seen as hippies throwing rocks through windows, blocking traffic and creating an uproar. They wanted only negative images of protestors, and certainly not any image of a protester standing behind bars and saying, “I am here in the name of Jesus Christ.”

There is a place for righteous defiance, especially when the government calls for action that violates Christian values. Those young war resisters were making the point that you don’t have to go along with the system. There may come a time when going along with the system is immoral, and the only thing you can do is stand up and say, “No!” That was what Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego did in that Bible story in which they were told to worship Nebuchadnezzar’s golden statue or be thrown into a fiery furnace. They said to the king, “We’re going to do what God tells us to do, and when we are told to bow down and worship the king, we’re going to say no! And if you throw us into the fire, maybe God will deliver us—or maybe God won’t deliver us. But regardless of what God does, we still have to say no!” (Daniel 3:16–18, paraphrased).

SHANE: Or Daniel. There are prophets who are voices in the wilderness such as John the Baptist, and then there are prophets who turn up right in the imperial courts, such as Daniel. Daniel fasted from the king’s food. His philosophy was basically, “I’m gonna serve in the king’s court but I’m not gonna drink the king’s Kool-Aid.” He protected his soul. And he got in trouble.

We can have any job as long as we’re willing to get fired at any point for not compromising our faith or our conscience. And of course, some jobs make that difficult. Like working at a porn shop.

But what about military service? Or working for a weapons contractor or a company that continually abuses human rights overseas or destroys the environment? What’s a Christian to do?

For the early Christians, baptism meant you were a new creation. The old life was dead, drowned, and you arose as a new person. That also meant a new career sometimes, if one was a sculptor of idols, worked in the gladiator games, or served in the military.

We live in a much more liberal society that wants to try to make all things work together, but sometimes they just don’t. It’s impossible to know exactly what Jesus would do if he lived in the United States rather than first-century Rome. But I can’t help but think he’d find a way to creatively critique the priorities of the empire in which we live, just as he critiqued the empire in which he lived. Rome and the United States share some things in common, including that their biggest budget item is military spending. We need only to look at the courage of the early Christian rebels to see what it looks like to be faithful to Christ in the belly of the empire. They refused to bow down to money. They insisted on dying instead of killing. They refused to pledge allegiance to anything except Christ, including Rome and Caesar. And they, like Jesus, were accused of treason and insurrection (Luke 23:2). Their identity in Christ trumped their national identity. Their faithfulness to Christ came before their obedience to Caesar—even if it put them behind bars or cost them their lives. And it often did.4





Conclusion

A Red Letter Future

In wrapping up a book like this, it is important for some predictions to be made about the future of Red Letter Christianity. What does the future hold in store for this effort to take Jesus seriously and to take an honest shot at living out his desires for life?

First of all, there is a great deal of evidence that there is a hunger for this kind of Christianity. For example, the author of a featured article in Newsweek magazine observed that people had become tired of the ongoing arguments over such issues as gay marriage and abortion (as important as we believe these arguments to be), and want to focus instead on the things Jesus talked about.1 The author made a major point in raising up Saint Francis of Assisi as a heroic figure whom more and more religious people are considering an ideal to be imitated. The simplicity of the beliefs and practices of this medieval saint who tried to live out the teachings of Jesus as he articulated them in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5 and 6), are viewed as a contrast to the theological complexity of religious leaders. A Christianity that makes giving to the poor the primary way in which followers of Jesus should use their money, rather than spending it on expensive buildings they call churches in order to honor One who said that he did not dwell in temples made with hands (Acts 7:48).

The attraction of this mendicant monk of another era seems to be growing among those Christians who find something irrelevant about the bureaucracies and hierarchies of institutionalized religion. There is an authenticity in the life of Saint Francis that is attracting a growing host of Christians.

Second, I believe that Red Letter Christians increasingly will become activists for social justice. Because they are taking the words of Jesus literally, they will be led into personal relationships with poor and oppressed people. Not only will they endeavor to respond to the immediate needs of these children of God but also they will be drawn into the social movements that are committed to changing those social structures that contribute to poverty and oppression.

As they feed and clothe the homeless on city streets, these Christ-followers will inevitably become involved with activist groups that are trying to change the political and economic systems that have failed to address the needs of the homeless. Their growing contact with Palestinian Christians will lead them to participate with those who want to end the illegal occupation of Palestinian land, even as they affirm and work for Israel to have safe and secure borders. Friendships with gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender individuals will soften their attitudes, and render them less likely to support prohibitions that the religious establishment has long legitimized against LGBT persons.

Seeing the physical and psychological sufferings of military combatants will generate a strong antipathy to war and an increasing commitment to peace efforts. Awareness of the ill effects of environmental degradation will cause these Red Letter Christians to join organizations that challenge those who are skeptical of global warming, and to support many of the regulations of the Environmental Protection Agency.

There is no doubt that living out the red letters on the micro level will lead many of these people to involvement in changing social structures on the macro level.

Finally, we expect that Red Letter Christians will become significantly more oriented to spiritual disciplines. Those who once as evangelicals used to question the practices of Roman Catholics, will come to embrace with enthusiasm the spiritual exercises of the likes of Saint Ignatius, Catherine of Siena, and Saint John of the Cross. It is not surprising that the book Common Prayer, which Shane coauthored with Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove and Enuma Okoro, has not been looked upon with favor by some very orthodox evangelicals, who deem it “too Catholic.” Red Letter Christians, nevertheless, are finding crucial guides to intensive spirituality as practiced by many of the Catholic mystics, along with the spiritual disciplines they discover in Protestant sources such as the German pietists and Pentecostal revivalists.

We may not think that this Red Letter Christian movement will ever become a dominant form of religious life; however, we are convinced that in one form or another it will continue to be a positive irritant to a church that has the tendency to become complacently conformed to cultural values. We hope that what we have written will be a part of that and invite all our readers, both young and old, to join this movement. Go to our website, www.redletterchristians.org, and find out how. We need you as partners in this Red Letter Christianity.
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