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	 Here’s	a	question	I’m	pretty	sure	you’ve	never	been	asked	in	church:	

How	many	of	you	have	ever	been	arrested?	And	here’s	one	follow	up:	How	

many	of	you	can	imagine	a	scenario	where	Jesus	might	actually	WANT	you	to	

get	arrested?	

	 I	ask	this	question	because	quite	a	few	of	my	pastor	friends	have	been	

arrested	lately	–	not	for	DUI’s	or	assault	and	battery	-	but	for	civil	

disobedience,	participating	in	peaceful	protests.	For	example,	this	past	May	

there	was	a	protest	outside	Senator	Pat	Toomey’s	office	in	Philadelphia,	as	a	

part	of	the	“Demand	the	Ban”	movement,	aimed	at	getting	our	legislators	to	

ban	assault	weapons.	Several	pastor	friends	of	mine	were	there	and	were	

arrested.	More	recently,	there	was	a	huge	march	on	Washington,	targeting	

Senators	and	Congressmen	who	were	most	responsible	for	the	horrors	going	

on	with	family	separation	at	our	borders.	Then,	just	a	couple	weeks	ago	

when	our	Supreme	Court	announced	its	5-4	ruling	banning	transgender	

people	from	military	service,	still	other	active,	non-violent	Christian	friends	

of	mine	were	arrested	outside	the	halls	of	our	nation’s	highest	court.	More	

and	more	frequently,	pastors	and	citizens	are	turning	to	the	tactics	used	by	

Gandhi,	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	and	Jesus	–	all	of	whom	were	arrested	in	their	

lives	-	to	call	attention	to	injustices	that	they	can	no	longer	tolerate.		

	 That	is	why	I	chose	the	two	passages	from	Matthew	5	this	morning.	I	

think	it’s	time	for	us	to	take	a	fresh	look	at	Jesus’s	call	to	“turn	the	other	

cheek.”	For	far	too	long,	Christians	like	me	have	misconstrued	these	words	

as	a	call	to	a	passive	life,	to	be	human	punching	bags,	or	to	live	in	a	way	that	

doesn’t	rock	the	boat.	But	Jesus	and	his	followers	were	anything	but	passive.	

They	were	creative,	active	resisters	then,	and	I	believe	that	Jesus	is	calling	us	

to	be	creative,	active	resisters	now.		

	 To	get	a	clearer	and	more	accurate	understanding	of	what	Jesus	meant	

by	“turn	the	other	cheek,”	we’d	be	wise	to	examine	the	life	of	one	of	the	

greatest	practitioners	of	Jesus’s	path	ever	–	Mahatma	Gandhi.	Now,	some	of	

you	might	be	wondering,	“Gandhi?	Wasn’t	he	a	Hindu?	How	could	he	be	one	

of	the	greatest	practitioners	of	the	path	of	Jesus?”	Well,	for	one	thing,	Gandhi	

called	Jesus	his	greatest	influence.	But	even	more	importantly,	the	trajectory	

of	Gandhi’s	life	and	work	mirrors	Jesus’s	in	so	many	undeniable	ways.	

	 The	thing	most	people	know	about	Gandhi	is	that	he	was	committed	to	

non-violence,	and	that	is	certainly	accurate.	He	took	Jesus’s	“turn	the	other	



cheek”	instruction	literally,	and	he	expected	his	followers	to	do	the	same.	

Gandhi	believed	that	violence	was	the	most	predictable	and	damaging	cycle	

there	is.	One	of	his	most	famous	quotations	was,	“An	eye	for	an	eye	and	the	

whole	world	will	be	blind.”	Gandhi	was	100%	convinced	that	the	only	way	to	

stop	violence	was	to	opt	out	of	the	cycle	altogether…when	someone	strikes	

us,	we	don’t	strike	back.	

	 While	it	is	accurate	to	say	that	Gandhi’s	work	was	non-violent,	the	one	

term	the	Mahatma	rejected	to	describe	him	and	his	work	was	“passive.”	

Gandhi	believed	that	India	should	be	free,	that	the	British	imperial	forces	

should	withdraw	from	India,	allowing	India	to	rule	itself.	To	achieve	this	

desired	end,	Gandhi	identified	specific	places,	specific	aspects	of	Indian	

society	where	British	control	were	most	pronounced,	most	obvious,	and	

took	his	non-violent	form	of	resistance	directly	to	those	places.	So,	for	

example,	he	went	to	the	salt	works	–	the	place	where	India’s	richest	natural	

resource	was	being	mined	and	shipped	off	to	the	highest	bidder	the	Brits	

could	find,	to	maximize	their	profits.	Gandhi	planned	to	take	hundreds	of	his	

followers	–	unarmed	–	to	the	gates	of	the	biggest	salt	works	in	the	country.	

Gandhi,	himself,	was	arrested	the	day	before	this	was	to	happen.	His	enemies	

thought	that	if	they	locked	up	Gandhi,	his	followers	wouldn’t	go	through	

with	this	very	active,	very	dangerous	protest.	The	next	day,	his	followers	

lined	up,	5	or	6	abreast,	and	walked,	one	row	at	a	time,	right	up	to	the	armed	

guards	of	the	salt	works.	Each	row,	as	they	reached	the	guards,	was	

pummeled	with	thick	sticks.	As	one	row	of	non-violent	protesters	was	

beaten	down	and	bloodied,	Indian	women	would	come	and	assist	the	beaten	

and	bloodied,	bandaging	their	wounds	and	getting	them	to	the	back	of	the	

line,	so	that	when	it	was	their	turn	again,	they	could…turn	the	other	cheek.		

							This	bloody	ritual	went	on	for	hours	-	all	day	and	into	the	night	–	

unarmed	men	walking	forward	and	getting	pummeled	by	armed	soldiers.	

What	I	want	you	to	see	here	is	that	there	is	nothing	passive	about	this	well-

orchestrated	act	of	protest.	While	Gandhi’s	followers	were	not	using	nor	

engaging	in	violence,	they	were	receiving	blows	repeatedly	and	by	design.	

To	what	end?	Well,	as	an	American	reporter	who	witnessed	this	famous	

march	would	write,	“Any	moral	authority	that	the	West	thought	they	had	

over	the	Indian	people	was	lost	here	today.”	The	provocative,	active	

protestors	were	exposing	the	injustice	and	the	immorality	of	the	occupying	

British	forces.	Their	non-violent,	active	protest	took	the	fight	directly	to	the	

British;	but	it	did	so	without	weapons	and	without	striking	back.	Gandhi	

knew	–	as	Jesus	did	-	that	the	best	way	to	defeat	injustice	was	to	expose	it	

publicly	without	resorting	to	the	violence	in	the	process.		



	 Turning	the	other	cheek	is	not	a	passive	move,	not	in	Jesus’s	book	

anyway.	It	is	a	show	of	strength,	of	active,	non-violent	resistance.	That	is	why	

more	and	more	of	my	pastor	friends	–	particularly	those	in	the	progressive	

movement	–	are	getting	arrested	–	and	fairly	regularly.		

	 So	when	I	come	across	Jesus’s	counsel	to	“turn	the	other	cheek”	in	

2019,	I	hear	it	very	differently	than	I	did	20	or	30	years	ago.	Back	then,	I	

thought	Jesus	was	asking	me	to	be	passive,	inactive,	and	begrudgingly	

tolerant	of	certain	injustices.	But	today	I	picture	something	entirely	different	

when	I	hear	the	words	“turn	the	other	cheek.”	I	picture	my	friends	Shane	

Claiborne	and	Doug	Pagitt,	Brian	McLaren	and	Jaqui	Lewis.	I	picture	them	

going	to	the	gates	of	power	and	the	halls	of	congress	to	cry	out	for	justice,	

fairness,	and	equality.	I	picture	them	in	handcuffs,	submitting	to	arrest	and	

short-term	incarceration	as	a	way	of	actively,	aggressively	–	yet	non-

violently	–	fighting	for	the	things	that	Jesus	was	most	passionate	about.	

	 This	morning,	I	want	to	ask	all	of	us	to	consider	whether	it	might	be	

time	for	us	to	get	arrested	once	in	a	while,	to	join	in	the	growing	movement	

of	active	resistance.	I	want	you	to	consider	whether	it	might	be	time	for	us	to	

stop	complaining	and	to	start	marching;	to	stop	making	politically	angry	

Facebook	posts	or	tweets	and	start	driving	down	to	Lansing	or	even	

Washington	to	confront	those	who	are	misusing	their	power	in	a	way	that	

our	Lord	would	never	stand	for.	

	 In	April	of	1963,	the	great	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	wrote	what	would	

become	his	most	famous	letter.	It	was	a	letter	written	from	his	cell	in	the	

Birmingham	jail,	a	jail	he	was	thrown	in	for	protesting	non-violently	against	

racism	in	that	Southern	Alabaman	town.	And	it’s	crucial	to	note	that	King	

wrote	this	letter	to	his	fellow	clergy	–	particularly	white	pastors	-	across	this	

great	land	who	were	not	joining	King	in	the	fight	to	end	injustice	and	

discrimination.	Let	me	read	you	a	few	excerpts	from	this	letter…	

	  I am in Birmingham because injustice is in Birmingham...I am cognizant 

of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly by in 

Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice 

anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable 

network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one 

directly, affects all indirectly... 

          You deplore all our demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. But, it 

does not appear that you deplore the conditions that brought about the need for 

our demonstrations...It is unfortunate that demonstrations are taking place in 

Birmingham, but it is even more unfortunate that the city's white power structure 

left the Negro community with no alternative... 



 As the weeks and months went by, we realized that we were the victims of a 

broken promise…As in so many past experiences, our hopes had been blasted, and 

the shadow of deep disappointment settled upon us. We had no alternative except to 

prepare for direct action, whereby we would present our very bodies as a means of 

laying our case before the conscience of the local and the national community… 

 You may well ask: "Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches and so 

forth? Isn't negotiation a better path?" You are quite right in calling for 

negotiation. Indeed, this is the very purpose of all our direct action. Nonviolent 

direct action seeks to create such a crisis and foster such a tension, that a 

community which has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the 

issue. Nonviolent direct action seeks to dramatize the issue so much, that it can 

no longer be ignored…We must see the need for nonviolent protesters to create 

the kind of tension in society that will help men rise from the dark depths of 

prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and 

brotherhood. The purpose of our direct, non-violent action is to create a 

situation so crisis packed that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation.”  

 Friends, this is what I have come to believe that Jesus meant when he 

said, “turn the other cheek.” I have been challenged by my active, non-violent 

protesting friends, challenged to move beyond my clever words in pulpits and 

in newspaper articles, challenged to move beyond my passive Christianity of 

consent, toward a more active Christian expression and protest, that seeks to 

make those in power uncomfortable enough to come to the negotiating table.  

 How about you? Are you ready to offer yourself to the fight against 

injustice? Are you ready to offer your body as a living sacrifice for the benefit 

of the immigrant, the refugee, the persecuted Muslim, or the transgender 

brother or sister who wants nothing more than to be able to serve this country’s 

military? 

 These are desperate times we’re living in. Nationalism and White 

Supremacy are back with a vengeance. Hate crimes are up, and truth telling 

seems to have gone the way of the dinosaur. So many of the men and women 

we have elected to serve us are just not standing up to the bully in the oval 

office. I’m sure that’s why so many of my pastor friends and their parishoners 

have taken the fight – the non-violent but active fight – to the halls of power. I 

just wanted all of you to know that I’m wrestling with how to join them. Amen. 


