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Resistance as an Expression of Faith

I received a phone call this week from a group of old Pittsburgh friends who are working with a peace and justice organization called the Thomas Merton Center. You may remember he was a Catholic monk and prolific author of things spiritual, who died in a freakish accident in the late 1960s. Though a monk, he also wrote a lot about the role of religion in society, specifically the importance of religious organizations working to bring about social justice and peace. He also served as a spiritual guide to many religious activists who would visit him at his monastery in Kentucky. The Pittsburgh Center was founded as a community of resistance to war in 1972, so they are about to celebrate 40 years of community work. I worked at the Center for 5 years, from 1982-87. The group called me to ask if I would visit in January to help kick off a year of events celebrating the 40 years by speaking about the ongoing relevance of Merton 40 years later as a symbol for work for justice, peace and resistance to oppression. 

While working at the Merton Center for those 5 years, I learned a lot about organizing around social issues and, most especially, I learned about different forms of resistance to social injustice, specifically the role of civil disobedience as a strategy to open up dialogue and work for change. In particular, I remember one incident in which a group of us was arrested during a sit-in at the Federal building in Pittsburgh, protesting the role of Pennsylvania Senators for their support of what we thought were illegal U.S. actions of war in Central America. When the arrest occurred, one of our supporters standing around to observe, but not part of the sit-in, verbally objected to pretty rough police treatment of one of the protesters. The police response was to arrest Mark, as well, and charge him with disorderly conduct and resisting arrest. When the group went before a magistrate to answer charges, the arresting policeman lied about my friend Mark, and said he was actually part of the sit-in protest, and he resisted arrest. I was stunned, and angry. Afterwards, I couldn’t contain myself, and approached the officer and told him that I knew he lied. He tried to get me to discuss this further in a closed room off the courtroom, I’m suspecting to intimidate me with another charge or, possibly, immediate arrest. I didn’t accept his offer and left the courtroom, deeply saddened by what I considered police role in what turned out to be a biased judicial process.

I was thinking about this incident because of the apparently very different police response recently in Boston in dismantling the Dewey Square encampment of the Occupy Movement. Seems that the Mayor and Police Chief decided to do extra non-violence training with the police before the arrests and decided to have the police, though out in force, show up in regular uniforms, not riot gear and billy clubs, all the while engaging the occupiers in dialogue, giving them every opportunity to move on without arrest. The police had actually developed relationship with many of the occupiers in the preceding weeks and were on a first name basis. Even those who chose to resist by enduring arrest, at least in some cases, highly praised the police behavior and several mentioned the wonderful dialogue they had with many officers about the protest and the social inequality that all parties agreed is shredding our society. Once step better, both the Mayor and Police Chief, in a press conference following the dismantling, said they pretty much totally agreed with the occupiers, respected their acts of resistance, and hoped in their next phase they would develop strategies to make a real difference. Amazingly, like many supporters have suggested, Mayor Menino and Chief Davis acknowledged that the occupiers have already changed the dialogue about social inequities. It’s truly a remarkable moment in my view. 

The whole experience in these last months not only brought back memories of my own developing awareness of social inequity and the need for all people, including people of faith, to resist and work for change, but it further convinced me of the value and importance of acts of resistance and even non-violent civil disobedience, as courageous ways to expose corruption and greed and dialogue about values and democracy. It also reminded me how inconvenient and, sometimes frightening, resistance and civil disobedience can be, and how most of us, most of the time, would rather just conform; complain a bit, yet, ultimately go along. 

I believe most systems that we are part of have rules that they expect people to conform to – go along with. Some are more rigid than others. Families do it on a more personal level, but other, bigger institutions do it, such as governments, companies, schools, religious organizations, the military, and so on. If we’re honest, most of the time we just go along; it’s so much easier. Who doesn’t want to avoid conflict, tension, disagreement, especially if something is at stake, like a job, or an important relationship.

Yet, I’ve come to believe, that in order to fully mature, most especially spiritually mature, it is important at times to resist; to resist oppression, injustice, deceit, untruths, inequality. I like to call this the importance of developing a spirituality of resistance. 

The religious celebration that we remember today and that we are passing on to our children as we did earlier, the Jewish holiday or holy day of Hanukkah, is a celebration of a profound example of resistance to oppression and injustice. As we all know, the ancient Hebrews were under the domination of the Greeks, to the point that their supreme place of worship, the Temple, was destroyed and pillaged by a different kind of occupiers and a group of Jewish patriots rose up in rebellion to reclaim their freedom, politically and religiously, and against great odds the Maccabees defeated the Syrian branch of Alexander’s empire and rededicated the temple by lighting the lamps and restoring the altar. 

Although many of the ancient Hebrews had assimilated to the culture and customs of the Greek empire, conformed, if you will, the Jews led by the Maccabee brothers resisted in the name of Yahweh, the Hebrew God, who was always the God of the underdog; who protected the poor and disenfranchised. As time went on, unfortunately, the Maccabees got corrupted and they later assimilated to the Roman Empire. Because they didn’t like the Maccabees much, and especially despised their ultimate corruption, much of the Jewish tradition carried on by the Rabbis, de-emphasized the accomplishments of the Maccabeans and focused more on the power of God who somehow kept the lamps lit for 9 days, despite the lack of oil. So the orthodox preserved the celebration as a miracle from God and downplayed the military victory and act of resistance. In fact, the Hebrew bible doesn’t even include the book of Maccabees, so determined were they to downplay this revolt. Even the Protestant Bible has marginalized this book with some others as part of the so-called “Apocrypha,” written traditions of much less value. Only the Orthodox Christians and Roman Catholics have preserved these books with full biblical authority, a fascinating historical fact. And in modern times, the Maccabees tradition made a comeback with Jews, but not so much religious Jews, rather secular Jews who saw a wonderfully liberating message here in Jewish history. 

As part of a long biblical tradition that we share with Jews and Christians, and out of which came our own religious roots, as one aspect of our sources of wisdom, Universalists and Unitarians, are part of, if you will, a community of memory, in which, among other things, we continue to express solidarity with all those who have suffered oppression and domination through the ages, and this being part of a community of memory forms the basis of what I have been calling a spirituality of resistance. One of our UU theologians who has most written and reflected on this, Sharon Welch, in a book entitled: Communities of Resistance and Solidarity, writes “The aim …of such a practice is simple-given that we cannot guarantee an end to all that is oppressive, we can at least prevent our own capitulation to evil. We can participate in a long heritage of resistance, standing with those who have worked for change in the past. We can also take risks, trying to create the conditions that will evoke and sustain further resistance.” 

The Maccabees are part of such a tradition, and Hanukkah is a celebration of such, part of a long struggle of the Jewish community for freedom and justice that many Jews and other resisters keep trying to remind the state of Israel in its ongoing dispute with their Palestinian neighbors. But they are part of all of our memories as well. I think the occupiers, despite the slow dismantling of encampments across the country, represent the latest attempt in our history at resistance, in this case to greed, corruption and the resulting stark and growing social and economic inequality in our nation and world. We don’t have to agree with every aspect of their protest to express to them our gratitude for changing the dialogue. And it’s up to all of us, including the faith community, to take it to the next level and resist the current unjust arrangements, and work tirelessly for more equity, always in a respectful, loving and non-violent manner. I think that the vast majority of occupiers’ general commitment to respect and non-violence, especially in their willingness to dialogue and negotiate with the local government and the police, has a lot to do with the general support they have garnered from so many sectors of society; if not 99%, then a pretty healthy majority. 

Some 30 years ago when I first participated in any serious way with justice-seeking people in acts of resistance and civil disobedience, I always tried to say to my fellow resisters, do not make the police who arrest us the enemy, even when their behavior isn’t the best, such as roughing up demonstrators or lying in the courtroom. Once that happens, I argued, we’ve lost the real focus of our efforts, that is, corporate or governmental corruption and social injustice. The current movement for change seems to have that message by and large. And as for the role of police in a loving and compassionate society, I was blown away recently as many of us showed up at a zoning board hearing in Gloucester to try to convince that group to approve a request from a local shelter to increase the amount of homeless beds allowed for the winter months as demand is going up. Though over 20 people spoke in favor of this, despite some opposition from the neighborhood, many of the speakers eloquent and trained public speakers, for example clergy, by far in my view the most convincing advocate was a local police officer, who with clarity, conviction and compassion told the board these people, whatever their issues and problems are they are our neighbors and Gloucester has always been a community that takes care of its neighbors. We are called to embrace them, work with them, and help them, he declared, it is what a community is supposed to do. In this season of hope, as we celebrate the past and anticipate the future, that moment will inspire me to continue to resist inequality and callousness and embrace compassion, justice and love. That’s the message of Hanukkah, the message of Christmas, and I believe the message of our UU faith. 

I’ve decided to entitle my upcoming Pittsburgh talk: “A Prophet in the Monastery: Why Thomas Merton’s Radical Social Vision is Still Relevant 40 Years Later.”  I’m still fascinated that an entire social movement in the 1960s drew such inspiration and spirituality of resistance from a man who seemingly left the world behind, yet saw more clearly than most the injustices and inequalities that society embodied. And just like the Old Testament prophets, armed only with faith and words, Turning Maccabbean swords into plowshares, as the prophet Micah so poetically wrote, Merton was compelled to resist injustice speak the truth to power, thus encouraging a generation of activists. Let us together keep that flame of hope alive as we light our own candles for justice. Happy Hanukkah. 

