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In August 1968 I was one of nine clergy who volunteered to be chained to 

nine AWOL servicemen, the first on active duty to publicly announce their oppo-

sition to the war in Vietnam—and to take the consequences of their civil disobedi-

ence.  We began a 48-Hour Service of Liberation at Howard Presbyterian Church 

in San Francisco, but with a bomb threat, we moved to St. Andrew’s Presbyterian 

Church in Marin City.  Known as the Marin Nine for Peace, all the servicemen 

were arrested, court-martialed, and all but one did four to six years of hard labor in 

military prisons.  We clergy were thrown into the military police vans with them, 

but after the chains binding us were cut, we were kicked out, free to go.   

Like Jeremiah cast into a cistern for his seditious preaching in encouraging 

the people of Jerusalem to surrender to the Babylonians, whom God was using to 

punish Judah, I was prepared to go to jail.  But having been freed, the lesson for 

me was one of atonement, having James Seymour, my brother in chains, endure 

suffering for my actions with him, just as Christ suffers for all of us.   

At the same time I was protesting the war—though I had served in the Army 

—I had a brother in Vietnam, doing three tours of duty, his last cut short when ser-

iously wounded, recovering, and then being discharged.  We remember the war in 

Vietnam divided the nation in a way it hadn’t been since the Civil War—brother  

against brother—but not in our case.  He and I intentionally stayed in touch, cor-

responding at length about why we’d made our choices, and continued to love  

and respect each other—and the course each of us had chosen. 

 
Civil disobedience happens when people of conscience find themselves 

faced with what seems to be an offense against God, yet is nevertheless legal.  

Law-abiding citizens find themselves doing something risky, even dangerous.  

They find their conscience can’t accept their government’s actions, so in order to 
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change unjust laws, they break the law of the  nation they love, which is breaking 

the law of God.  This is the history of the Civil Rights Movement, the Vietnam 

War and Draft Resistance Movements, demonstrations against U.S. wars in the 

Middle East, Occupy Wall Street, the Sanctuary Movement, Immigrants Rights 

Movement, and the movement in the church to ordain gays and lesbians.  Family, 

friends, and fellow church members are often puzzled and sometimes horrified by 

these actions.  The law condemns them, they say, and surely we must obey the law.  

Yet those who act in civil disobedience may also find it hard to understand those 

who don’t, those who apparently don’t see the need for such drastic choices.   

 
A group of Judean leaders come to Jesus to try to trick him into making a 

public judgment that would, they hope, destroy his credibility with his followers, 

and—better still—cause the Romans to arrest him.  In the background are the Zea-

lots, who today we might call freedom fighters, struggling to overthrow Roman 

rule.  They refuse to obey Roman law or pay its taxes.  Rome, of course, considers 

them terrorists, and ferociously attempts to destroy them.  The Pharisees hate 

Roman rule, but they accept it, pay taxes, and work to preserve the traditions and 

integrity of God’s people.  The Herodians know that the king, Herod Antipas, 

depends on Roman power for his survival.  Though both groups agree with the 

Zealots in principle, they’re not going to risk rousing the Romans by open protest.  

To them Jesus is a threat because he might provoke Rome into cracking down on 

everyone, not just the Zealots.   

So the Pharisees and Herodians plot to get Jesus into trouble on the issue of 

Roman taxes.  Everyone hates paying taxes to the occupying power, but the leaders 

go along for the sake of order and a chance to live unhindered.  Jesus is such a 

fiery radical they think he’ll probably side with the Zealots, denounce the tax, and  

thus get himself arrested—and maybe even worse.  But, if he OKs the tax, he’ll  
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alienate most of the poor people who follow him, for whom the tax is a terrible 

burden—and either way he’ll lose.  So Jesus takes a coin in which the taxes are 

paid, and asks, “Whose face is on it?”  “Caesar’s.”  “So give Caesar what’s his, 

and give God what belongs to the Holy One.”  

 
Unfortunately, Jesus’ reply has too often been interpreted as keeping religion 

and politics separate.  Do your civic duty, obey the law, and take care of your spiri-

tual life.  In Nazi Germany that was what many people did as trains full of Jews 

rolled on to  concentration camps in accordance with the “laws” of the Third Reich.   

People went to church, said their prayers, and kept religion out of politics.  Some,  

however, inspired by faith and compassion, risked their lives and those of their 

families to conceal and save Jews.  They broke the law, many died, and their  

memories and actions are now glorified.   

So what does Jesus mean when he says, “Pay your dues to both Caesar and 

God”?  He’s speaking to the reality that people can, and in good faith do, have very 

different positions on such issues.  To some Roman occupation is oppressive, and 

it seems right to resist it in any way possible.  But to others it makes sense to obey  

the government, good or bad, and preserve some measure of peace so people can 

get on with their lives, and if it takes paying Roman taxes, so be it.  Jesus doesn’t 

decide for them or us.  He doesn’t let any of us off the hook either.  The state has 

its claim, and we have Christian moral convictions.  Both good and bad laws are 

made: most are legitimate, some are illegitimate, or have unforeseen & unjust con-

sequences.  We do our best to make tough choices in faith, in the time, place, and 

political situation we live in.  One thing is clear though, as in the Confession of 

1967, “in each time and place there are particular problems and crises through 

which God calls the church to act”—the church, that’s us!* 

 
As Christians we are all called to make choices to confront laws and policies we  
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do not agree with as Christians, and counter values that are not consistent with our 

faith.  At times some of us find ourselves called to break the law in order to change 

it in the name of the gospel.  Do we then refuse to pay Caesar his due?  There are  

also many of us who choose to work to change the law without breaking it.  Do we 

refuse God because we don’t openly confront the institutional sins of government 

and society?  The answer in each case is maybe: maybe we make the right choice, 

maybe not.  We all go to church, pray, try to make the right choices, even if tough 

ones, and work for justice and peace.  God looks at our hearts and sees motives and 

struggles we may not even realize in ourselves, let alone in other people.  Jesus 

helps us to clarify our tough choices, then lets us decide.  But that doesn’t mean 

he’s neutral.  He makes tough choices, sacrificial choices, and challenges us to 

make them as well.  Again, in the Confession of 1967, we must seek “to discern 

the will of God and learn to how obey in these concrete situations.”* 

The choices Jesus calls us to make are not necessarily heroic or dangerous, 

though they could be, yet they are real and tough ones.  Jesus calls us, as a people 

of faith, to be a community, a community of love, peace, and justice, a community 

in which we can make tough choices, a community where we enjoy the love and 

support, prayer and compassion, integrity and respect of our sisters and brothers  

in Christ, regardless of what choice we make. 

AMEN! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

____________________ 

*The Confession of 1967: 9.43.       

 
Good News: Interpreted into Spanish by Elder Ricardo Morena.   


