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Normally, on the second Sunday of Easter, church-goers might expect to hear a reading and a 
sermon taking up the story of Jesus and his friends from immediately after the day of his 
resurrection.  There is a nice handful of such stories in three of the four Gospels and even one in 
Acts and a reference that could be used in Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians.  Indeed, I may 
return to some of these later during Eastertide.  But this week, my attention was drawn to the 
story in Acts which I’ve just read; a story from which I’ve never preached and one that I’ve not 
heard in many years.  It’s a story that encourages a certain subversive attitude among followers 
of Jesus which may be both why it is neglected and why it so strongly appeals to me. 
 
It’s a story, it seems to me, that needs little explanation.  Some of you may be curious about 
references to Solomon’s Portico and to Gamaliel and I will deal with those briefly in a moment.  
But those possible obscurities aside, this story is clear and with a very few changes could be one 
from a newspaper in a number of countries around the world today.  Indeed, the story is one that 
has been familiar to people across the ages for it raises the age old question of the priority of 
obedience to human law versus the calling of God on individual conscience.  And rather than try 
to wax philosophical this morning and give you all a bunch of whys and wherefores, I thought 
instead that I would share with you some of the stories of what Henry David Thoreau called 
“civil disobedience” that have been meaningful to me over the years so that perhaps they might 
become meaningful to you as well.  Stories are important: they fuel our imagination and allow us 
to live lives other than our own so that when we come to the test we have already internalized 
our own response.  Jesus taught with stories and I’m happy to follow his example. 
 
Over four hundred years before our story in Acts took place, the question of the clash between 
human law and the will of God or, in this case, the gods, was very much on the mind of the great 
Athenian playwright Sophocles.  As the culmination of his famous trilogy about the life of 
Oedipus, king of Thebes, and his family, Sophocles wrote a script based on the well-known 
mythical tale of Antigone.  The story goes that after the death of Oedipus, his two sons were to 
share the rule of Thebes, taking it in turns year by year to act as king.  But the two young men 
fell out and civil war erupted.  In the ultimate battle of the war, the two brothers met in combat 
and died at each other’s hand.  Their uncle, Creon, took the throne and had one brother hailed as 
a hero while the other he declared traitor and ordered that his body should remain on the 
battlefield unburied as punishment.  Citing the belief that an unburied person’s soul was doomed 
to wander the earth rather than go to the realm of the dead, the boys’ sister, Antigone, defied 
Creon and spread dirt on her brother’s remains.  In punishment, she is walled up in a cave, where 
she hangs herself.  Upon discovering her death, her fiancé, Haemon, Creon’s son, kills himself 
and upon hearing of his death, his mother does the same.  Creon is left to rule Thebes and 
contemplate whether he did rightly, alone. 
 
Over thirty years ago, I was cast as Chorus in the Rice Players’ production of the French 
playwright Jean Anouilh’s version of “Antigone,” written in the aftermath of World War II, 
when men and women were forced into such choices on a daily basis.  I remember that William 
Albright of the Houston Post called my performance “abundantly urbane”… but I digress.  
Chorus, who has commented on the action of the play throughout, gets the last word:  “Creon 
was the most rational, the most persuasive of tyrants. But, like all tyrants, he refused to 
distinguish between the things that are Caesar’s and the things that are God’s. Now and again – 
in the three thousand years since the first Antigone – other Antigones have arisen like a clarion 
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call to remind men of this distinction.  Their cause is always the same ― a passionate belief that 
moral law exists, and a passionate regard for the sanctity of human dignity.” 
 
Fast-forward four hundred years or so from the time of Sophocles and we arrive at the setting of 
our Scripture for the morning.  By this point in the story, the Sanhedrin have had their fill of 
these annoying Galileans.  Like their Master, the executed Nazarene, these peasant fishermen 
have had the audacity to continue to preach their heresy in the grounds of the Temple itself.  
Solomon’s Portico was a colonnade on Herod’s Temple; sheltered from the elements it was the 
gathering place for the doctors of the law to hear questions and debate.  It had been a favorite 
place for Jesus to speak when he was in Jerusalem from the time he was twelve and failed to 
rejoin his parents in the caravan home to Nazareth after Passover.  Since his death, Peter and 
John have both spoken and healed there, as we read in Acts 3 as well as Acts 5.  Already, the 
Council has admonished them not to speak there or to mention the name of Jesus.  But their 
warning falls on deaf ears.  When they return and preach again, they and their co-conspirators are 
arrested and thrown in jail, only to be mysteriously released and resume their illegal activities the 
next day.  Now the Council is ready to throw the book, and presumably a lethal number of 
stones, at them.  But they are dissuaded by the most famous scholar among them: Gamaliel, the 
greatest theologian of his time and grandson of Hillel, who is honored by Jews to this day as a 
sage equivalent to Moses and remembered in the name of student ministries around the world, 
Hillel House.  Instead of being killed, the apostles are “merely” flogged. 
 
By refusing to submit to the religious authorities, the apostles set the example for countless 
Christians over the centuries who have suffered punishments including death for their civil 
disobedience.  Beginning with Stephen, the deacon whose death at the hands of these same 
religious leaders is chronicled in Acts 6 & 7, these martyrs for the faith have inspired other 
Christians with their bravery and steadfastness.  At the close of the second century C.E., the 
African writer Tertullian, sometimes called “the father of Western theology,” famously wrote, 
“the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.”  Growing up in the Church, I certainly heard 
and was inspired by some of these stories.  When we lived in the English village of Bearsted, we 
were a short drive or train ride through the beautiful countryside of Kent from the mother church 
of England, Canterbury Cathedral, and visited there often.  I remember being fascinated by the 
tombs of King Henry IV and of “Neddy Black,” Edward the Black Prince, one of England’s most 
famous warrior-princes.  But I was always most impressed with the memorial to Thomas à 
Becket, experiencing a shivery thrill from standing on the black cross on the floor that marked 
the spot where he’d been struck down by the knights of King Henry II for daring to challenge the 
king’s authority over the church.  To continue the connection to drama of our age, Becket’s story 
has been retold on stage in T.S. Eliot’s “Murder in the Cathedral” and in another play by Jean 
Anouilh, “Becket, or The Honor of God,” more famously made into a movie starring Peter 
O’Toole as King Henry and Richard Burton as Becket.  As a professional in the theatre, I was 
involved in conversations about producing both of these plays but neither project, alas, came to 
fruition. 
 
Another English martyr fascinated me through my college years and, again, there’s a theatre 
connection.  Sir Thomas More was a highly valued counselor to King Henry VIII, rising as high 
as Chancellor of England.  But when Henry sought to have himself named Supreme Head of the 
Church of England, breaking ties with Rome in order to facilitate his divorce from Catherine of 
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Aragon, More balked.  He resigned his office and attempted to retire from public life.  But Henry 
would not let him be.  Ultimately, More was forced to choose between his loyalty to the king and 
his belief that the king could not rule over the church or, in his own words, that “no temporal 
man may be the head of the spirituality.”  Upon his refusal to sign the Oath of Supremacy, More 
was arrested, imprisoned, tried and executed.  Reportedly, his final words were, “I die the king’s 
good servant, but God’s first.”  I can no longer locate the manuscript but memory tells me that 
one of my culminating projects for my BA in Theatre was a director’s analysis of Robert Bolt’s 
great play about More, “A Man for All Seasons.”  It’s another script I wish I’d had a chance to 
produce and, for as long as I’ve had an office, I’ve had a framed print of Hans Holbein’s famous 
portrait of More hanging in it to remind me both that it’s important to defend one’s convictions 
and also that the price for doing so can be quite high. 
 
Not quite 100 years after the death of Thomas More, another Englishman was born whose 
writings entertained me as a boy.  The author of The Pilgrim’s Progress, John Bunyan was a 
“non-conformist” preacher of the mid-1600s whom Baptists claim as one of our own.  Bunyan 
was not martyred for his faith but in those intolerant days of state religion he was repeatedly 
jailed for preaching.  Arrested at least five times, when he appeared in court after his third arrest, 
he reportedly said, “If you release me today, I will preach tomorrow.”  It was during one of his 
imprisonments that he wrote his classic tale of an ordinary man’s journey “from This World to 
That Which Is to Come.”  Chronicling Christian on his trip from the City of Destruction to the 
Celestial City, The Pilgrim’s Progress features such famous episodes and places as Christian’s 
release from his burden of sin, his fight against the Giant Despair at the Castle Doubt and his 
visits to the Slough of Despond and Vanity Fair.  If you’ve not read this classic, you may have 
sung the hymn which I included in our “Red Book” hymnal supplement as #84, “He Who Would 
Valiant Be,” a favorite of mine as a child in England and adapted from Bunyan’s writing.  There 
is a certain amount of irony in the fact that the Church of England has so adopted the Baptist 
whom they imprisoned for a total of nearly 13 years. 
 
Nor was the practice of the punishment of non-conforming Baptists confined to European shores.  
Most of us have heard of Roger Williams, who founded the First Baptist Church in America in 
what became Providence, RI, after being exiled by the theocracy of Massachusetts into the 
“howling wilderness” in the freezing January of 1636.  15 years later, Baptist preacher Obadiah 
Holmes travelled from Rhode Island to Massachusetts to conduct a revival and was arrested and 
publicly whipped in Boston for his trouble.  Shades of the Sanhedrin!  As late as 1748, Baptist 
minister Isaac Backus was imprisoned in Massachusetts for refusing to pay a tax to support “the 
established church.”  Backus and fellow Baptist minister John Leland of Virginia were key 
voices in the campaign to include freedom of religion in the United States Bill of Rights. 

Perhaps the most famous Baptist face of civil disobedience is the modern martyr, Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr.  I don’t think I need to relate to this congregation his history of marching 
and speaking for civil rights, of being imprisoned and threatened, of his writings from prison 
and, finally, his assassination.  But one doesn’t often hear his words about civil disobedience as a 
tactic in the fight for freedom and justice.  In a collection of his papers published in 2001, we 
find this: “During my student days I read Henry David Thoreau's essay On Civil Disobedience 
for the first time. Here, in this courageous New Englander's refusal to pay his taxes and his 
choice of jail rather than support a war that would spread slavery's territory into Mexico, I made 
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my first contact with the theory of nonviolent resistance. Fascinated by the idea of refusing to 
cooperate with an evil system, I was so deeply moved that I reread the work several times.  I 
became convinced that noncooperation with evil is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation 
with good. No other person has been more eloquent and passionate in getting this idea across 
than Henry David Thoreau. As a result of his writings and personal witness, we are the heirs of a 
legacy of creative protest. The teachings of Thoreau came alive in our civil rights movement; 
indeed, they are more alive than ever before. Whether expressed in a sit-in at lunch counters, a 
freedom ride into Mississippi, a peaceful protest in Albany, Georgia, a bus boycott in 
Montgomery, Alabama, these are outgrowths of Thoreau's insistence that evil must be resisted 
and that no moral man can patiently adjust to injustice.”  I have long counted Dr. King as one of 
my heroes in the faith.  When we were discussing names for our third child, Connie consented to 
the idea that a little boy’s middle name should be Martin. 

A relatively recent martyr for Christ and another whose story I have found deeply meaningful 
was Archbishop Óscar Romero of San Salvador.  Prior to and at his elevation to archbishop in 
1977, he was widely regarded as a social conservative and potentially or actually an ally to the 
repressive regime then in power in El Salvador.  But by his own testimony, he was politicized by 
the murder of his friend, Jesuit priest Rutilio Grande.  Fr. Rutilio had been working with the rural 
poor, the campesinos, organizing them into self-help groups which the government feared were 
fronts for revolutionary activity.  Evidence pointed to government involvement in his shooting.  
Romero said, “When I looked at Rutilio lying there dead I thought, 'If they have killed him for 
doing what he did, then I too have to walk the same path'.”  The Archbishop began to speak out 
against poverty, social injustice, assassinations and torture and, later, against the persecution of 
church workers who were aiding the poor.  He became increasing popular at home and abroad.  
His weekly radio sermons had the largest listenership of any broadcast in the country.  In 1980, 
he was given an honorary doctorate by the Catholic University of Louvain in Belgium and 
granted a private audience with Pope John Paul II. 

Within a month of that event, he was dead – shot down while elevating the cup during his 
celebration of the mass in a small chapel.  No one was ever prosecuted for the act although both 
U.S. and U.N. officials have stated that the planning for the assassination was traced to a major 
in the El Salvador Army who was responsible for many disappearances and tortures and who ran 
the country through front men prior to his death from cancer.  In 2010, thirty years after 
Romero’s death, the government of El Salvador officially apologized for the participation of the 
state. 

Óscar Romero wrote, “The church must suffer for speaking the truth, for pointing out sin, for 
uprooting sin. No one wants to have a sore spot touched, and therefore a society with so many 
sores twitches when someone has the courage to touch it and say: “You have to treat that. You 
have to get rid of that. Believe in Christ. Be converted.” 

Very, very few of us here at Good Shepherd Baptist will ever be called on to suffer for speaking 
the truth, for pointing out sin, or for uprooting sin.  We will not be shot down for speaking the 
truth.  It is unlikely that we will be put in jail for following the will of God and nearly impossible 
that we will be flogged for it.  We may suffer ridicule, embarrassment, perhaps even lose friends.  
But it is important that we, like the apostles, like these martyrs, do as the angel told the apostles 
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and “tell the people the whole message about this life.”  In our case, that may mean less pointing 
out sin and more sharing of the joy of the life that we have found in Christ.  That seems to be 
what the apostles were up to there in Solomon’s Portico.  And despite what they were forced to 
endure, it was their joy that continued to motivate them.  “And every day in the temple and from 
house to house they did not cease to teach and proclaim Jesus as the Messiah.” 

One of the ways in which we proclaim Jesus as the Messiah is to do as those early disciples did 
and as Jesus’ followers have done for two millennia – we proclaim his death until he comes 
again through the remarkable symbolic act we call the Lord’s Supper or Communion.  We 
remember that in ways we still struggle to understand, Jesus died to set us free from brokenness, 
from sin, from death.  We eat the bread and drink the grape and we remember him, feel his 
presence in our hearts, consider his call on our lives.  And after, we must go out in trust and joy 
to obey God’s call to love our neighbors, to love God by honoring our assignment to care for 
creation, to be instruments of peace and servants of love.  As we enter into Communion with 
each other this morning, let us also pray to be in communion not only with our Loving Creator 
but with all of the servants of God who have dared so much on behalf of others.  Amen. 


