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Words of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.: “One has not only a legal, but a moral 

responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one has a moral responsibility to disobey 

unjust law.” 

 

A candy dish on a receptionist's desk in a scary space; like the emergency room waiting 

area. Hospitality matters. 

The most hospitable candy dish I've seen was on the check-in counter of the AIDS 

clinic at Grady Hospital in Atlanta. In the dish was an assortment of multi-colored 

condoms and packets of bleach.  We know what condoms are for.  The purpose of the 

bleach is not as well known.  Bleach is used to clean the syringes of I.V. drug users.  

We caught some flak for our hospitality.  Sometimes we put the dishes under the 

counter for an hour or two—when the mayor toured the facility, while the Joint 

Commission for the Accreditation of Health Care Organizations made site visits. After 

all, it was 1985. 

Many people of faith question the appropriateness of a priest offering such a 

sacrament—the body of condoms and the blood of bleach.  Seems I aided and abetted the 

breaking of at least two of the Ten Commandments, not to mention a couple of my own 

moral codes.  Random sex and drug abuse damage persons and community. 

What was I up to?  I violated a lesser moral principle in order to achieve a greater 

one.  The promotion of safer sex preserves more lives than the preaching of abstinence.  

Clean needles save more lives than exhortations against addiction or corralling addicted 

persons into prisons and marginally successful treatment programs.  Sometimes, 

committing a lesser sin may be necessary to avoid a greater evil.  

On April 9th, 1945, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a Lutheran pastor, was executed naked, by 

special order of Himmler, at the concentration camp at Flossenberg.  Bonhoeffer was 

convicted of participating in a conspiracy to murder Adolph Hitler.  

 “I shall have no right,” Bonhoeffer wrote to Reinhold Niebuhr, “to participate in the 

reconstruction of Christian life in Germany after the war if I do not share the trials of this 

time with my people. Christians in Germany will face the terrible alternative of either 

willing the defeat of their nation in order that Christian civilization may survive or 

willing the victory of their nation and thereby destroying our civilization.  I know which 

of these alternatives I must choose.”   

Bonhoeffer radicalized the ethic of violating one moral principle in order to achieve 

a bigger one. 

Today’s passion narrative suggests that Bonhoeffer was cut from the cloth of Jesus.  

Jesus was executed because excessive love broke more “reasonable” religious 

commandments and rules of law that governed a more conventional temple and public 

square.  Jesus's actions threw a wrench in the spokes of “civility.”   
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Jesus's life, which led to his death, often was about violating one moral principle in 

order to attain a better one.  By transgressing the good of temple and town for a greater 

good, Jesus exposed the underbelly of conventional goodness.  

And let’s not jump to conclusions. The idea that Rome and Jerusalem, in sentencing 

Jesus to death, were comprised of a bunch of Ted Cruz and Lindsay Graham types is not 

necessarily true. The decision makers, the likes of Pilate and Herod, were not unlike us.  

They were like elected officials in Augusta and bishops in Portland, a priest in 

Waterville, who go home at night and say to their friends and partners, “We had a real 

tough situation today.  I hope we did the right thing.”  We probably would not have 

joined the assembly which exclaimed, “Crucify him, crucify him.” Our culpability is 

more button downed.  

Jesus and Bonhoeffer challenge us to sift through our established conventions of 

decency to find the evil they conceal and the more expansive goodness they prohibit.  

Such examination clears the weeds around our citizenship and discipleship. 

I imagine our godly gardens are in pretty good shape. Unless we are members of the 

more radical political and religious right, our ethic of godly love stands down some of the 

more treasured values of American culture. For example, godly love snarls at “every man 

for himself.”  

I presume I am more principled than, say, Donald Trump, whose rhetoric, as Victoria 

mentioned, makes reasonable the building of a ridiculous and easily penetrable wall and, 

by association, the leveling of the Statue of Liberty. 

Barbara Ehrenreich, in her book, The Snarling Citizen, writes: “No political 

candidate dares step up on a podium without promising to execute, imprison, and snatch 

alms from the hands of the underclass.  Blessed are those who find fault with the poor, 

for they shall inherit the [House of Representatives].” Perhaps hyperbole. But not that 

much hyperbole. 

We are more principled than the little boy, wearing a God Hates Fags.com tee shirt, 

holding up a placard in each hand, one God Hates You, the other, You’re going to Hell. 

You are probably more principled than I, who’d like to tell the little boy’s parents to go 

where it does not snow.  

We probably are more principled than Jerry Falwell, Jr., until recently chancellor of 

Liberty University, arguably the most influential Christian university in the world. At a 

university-wide convocation, a few years ago, Falwell said to great applause and cheers, 

“If more good people had concealed carry permits, then we could end those Muslims 

before they go out there and kill.” Falwell lost his job as chancellor because of out-of-

control addictions. Would that he would have lost his job for xenophobia.   

On the other hand. Our moral equivocation convicts us. Daily. I love my IPhone. In 

2010, 14 Chinese workers killed themselves at Apple’s biggest supplier, Foxconn, as a 

result of working conditions. I hear Apple has cleaned up its act. But it took a whole lot 

of hurt to get their attention. I regularly participate in a food production and packaging 

industry by which a third of food gets thrown out. Recovering half of what is lost would 

feed the world.  

The executions of Jesus and Dietrich Bonhoeffer goad us.  They ask us: What are we 

going to do about the sneaky evil hiding in the bushes of our accustomed goodness?  

What moral principles are we going to transgress in order to achieve a higher good?  

What lesser sins are we going to commit to avoid greater evil?   
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 Amen. 
 


