Nonviolence Playlets     -         Walter Wink
1 / 

Angie.  Setting:  One male and one female actor.  Get bed or cot, glass

that can be shattered.  Mikes on both actors, cordless.  Angie O’Gorman

is in bed (four strong people carry the bed or cot in, with Angie in or

out of it, depending on weight).  Offstage, the sound of glass

shattering (pre-taped).  Sitting up with a start, she holds the sheet up

to her chin.  A man steps into her bedroom and approaches her bed.

Quietly, she asks: “What time is it?”

Intruder: “Uh, let me see.”  He looks at his watch.  “2:30”.

O’Gorman: “2:30?  My clock says it’s 2:45.  I just set my clock by the

radio.  Are you sure your watch isn’t broken?  When did you last set

it?”

Intruder:  “I dunno, it’s been a while.”

O’Gorman:  “You ought to check it.  By the way, how did you get in?”

Intruder: “I broke the glass in the back door.”

O’Gorman:  “That’s a problem.  I don’t have the money to buy new glass.

It’s all I can do to pay my rent.”

Narrator:  O’Gorman doesn’t tell us what they talked about.  Let’s

imagine that it went something like this:

Intruder:  “I know, I’m flatout broke myself.”

O’Gorman: “You don’t have a job?”

Intruder:  “I just got out of prison a few weeks ago and no one wants to

hire a former convict.”

O’Gorman:  “I know, it’s so unfair.  They lock you up and then, when you

get out, make it impossible to support yourself without turning back to

crime.”

Intruder:  “I can’t even get a place to live.  Honest, lady, I got

nowhere to go.”

O’Gorman:  “All right, I’ll give you clean sheets, but you have to make

your own bed on the couch downstairs.”

Narrator:  “The intruder went downstairs, and she sat up in bed

upstairs, wide awake and shaking for the rest of the night.  The next

day they ate breakfast together and he left.”  (Actors:  can you think

of a way to do this last part as part of the action?  Or we can leave it

to the narrator.)

O’Gorman comments that it was the element of surprise that disarmed the

intruder.  People who intend to do harm have a certain picture in their

mind as to what will transpire when they threaten others.  When the

people they attempt to rob or mug create a different picture, the

assailant has no other picture to put in its place.  So surprise is a

central element in nonviolent encounters.  [“Defense Through

Disarmament: Nonviolence and Personal Assault,” The Universe Bends

Toward Justice (Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 1990), 241-47.]

2 / 

Peter Storey. Methodist Bishop of South Africa.  Setting: Bishop Storey

Africa was driving through Soweto when a group of carjackers stopped his

car.

[Immediately he gets out and, hoping that at least one of the group

might be a

Methodist, and says, "You aren't going to shoot your Bishop, are you?"

Surprise turned

the situation immediately around.

3 /

June at Riverside.  Setting:  Riverside Church in New York City.  June

Keener Wink is leaving pre-school, where she was teaching.  On her way

out, 2 boys come up behind her and stick a gun in her back.

Boys:  “Give us your money.”

June:  Turning around, she takes the hand of the kid with the gun and

turns it aside, saying, “You kids don’t mean that.  Now get out of

here.”  Surprised by her authority, they ran off.

To the element of surprise, this story adds acting with authority.  Most

people, when they encounter a person of unquestionable authority,

automatically defer to it.  June’s would-be muggers were completely

cowed by her firmness.

4 /
Bishop Tutu.  Setting:   Sometimes humor is the best medicine.

Narrator:  The scene is apartheid South Africa.  Bishop Desmond Tutu is

walking by a construction site on a temporary sidewalk the width of one

person.  Tutu is at the beginning of the sidewalk.

A white man appears at the other end and recognizes Tutu:  “So it’s you,

Bishop Tutu.  I don’t make way for gorillas.”  At which Bishop Tutu

steps aside, makes a sweeping gesture, and says, “Ah, yes, but I do.”

5 /

Dick Gregory.  Setting:  African-American activist and comedian Dick

Gregory tells of the time, shortly after desegregation, that he entered

a formerly all-white restaurant and ordered fried chicken.  Just before

he began his meal, three big white men approached him and said, "Nigger,

whatever you do to that chicken, we're gonna do to you."

Gregory put down his utensils, picked up the chicken, and kissed it. The

three men backed away immediately.

(Some folks add that the particular part of the chicken he kissed also

had something to do with the situation.  Alternative ending: “and kissed its tail”.)

6 /

Sanitary Napkins.  Setting:  Narrator:  During the struggle of

Solidarity in Poland, the communist government was no longer able to

supply the most basic necessities.  A group dressed in Santa Claus

outfits distributed scarce sanitary napkins to women free as a way of

dramatizing the difficulty of obtaining essentials.  (Santas on sidewalk

pass out sanitary napkins to passersby.)  “Step right up, get your fresh

clean sanitary napkins right here.  Never before used.”  The Communist

government, embarrassed, arrests the Santas.  (Santas being taken to

jail.  Make a jail.)  Once they are in jail, a whole new bunch of Santas

appear at the jail insisting that the others were frauds, that they were

the real Santas.  [This one may be difficult due to the need of lots of

Santa outfits.  Borrow some from the Salvation Army?]

7 /

Chinese Students.  Setting:  Chinese students, forbidden to demonstrate

against government policy, donned masks of the Communist leadership and

carried signs reading: “Support Martial Law,” “Support Dictatorship,”

“Support Inflation.”  “Encourage Hunger.”  Narrator: This could easily

be adapted to our country: “Be compassionate to the rich.”  “Enron,

Screw your employees.”  “Isn’t greed great?”  “Dominate other

countries.”  “Exploit the poor.”  (Put these American signs on the back

side of the Chinese ones.  Must be large poster board and lettering.)

8 /

Philadelphia Woman.  Setting:  A Philadelphia woman is walking home

after dark in a poor neighborhood, carrying two bags of groceries.

[Woman enters stage left.]  She becomes aware that someone was coming up

behind her.  [Man enters, stage left.]  Just as the footsteps reach her,

she spins around and shoved the bags into the young man’s arms:  “Thank

goodness you’ve come!  I couldn’t have carried these groceries a moment

longer.”  The man carried her bags to her house:  “Right, here’s my

house, I’ll take those groceries now.  Thanks so much.”  The man hands

them back, tips his hat, and disappears.  [Dorothy Samuel, Safe Passage

on City Streets (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1975).]

9 /

Saskatchewan Nurses.  Setting:  Nurses in a hospital in Saskatchewan

were fed up with the arrogant treatment they were receiving from the

doctors.  So with the agreement of the administration, they set up a

“pink alert.”  The next time a doctor was browbeating a nurse in public,

the pink alert went out over the hospital intercom, and every nurse not

immediately occupied converged on the scene of the action.  (Nurses come

running.)  Holding hands, they surround the doctor without a word.  At

first he just smirks at them.  Then he tries to break out of their

circle.  It becomes a game.  He picks the smallest nurse and plunges at

her (actors enact whole scene).  But the circle makes no attempt to stop

him.  It simply gives with his charge.  He tries over and over to break

out, but their amoebae-like circle just give with his every move.

Finally, dejected and embarrassed, he gives up.  (Doctor says “I give

up.”)  Nothing like this had ever happened before.  Behavior like his

quickly ceased in that Saskatchewan hospital in Canada.

10 /

Boy with Nose.  Setting:  Narrator:  “A bully was terrorizing a school

bus. (Arrange chairs to simulate a school bus.) On that bus was a boy

who was the slightest kid on the bus, who had chronic sinusitis.  His

nose, in short, ran all the time.  One day this kid had had enough.  He

blew a handful of snot and walked up to the bully with his right hand

extended.  ‘I want to shake the hand of a real bully,’ he said,

advancing.  The bully stepped back, and back, to a seat in the very back

of the bus.  He never bothered anyone of that bus again, because that

nose was always at the ready.”

11 /

Old Geezer.  Setting:  (Need 5-6 boys and girls, an “old geezer”, enough

one dollar bills, half dollars, quarters, pennies, to go around, and a

rocking chair.)

Narrator:  An old man lived next to a school.  Every day, when school

was out, boys would pass by the porch where the old man was sitting and

curse him every way they knew how.  One day the old geezer calls them

over and says to them,

Geezer:  “Tell ya what.  Tomorrow, when you come by, I’ll give you a

dollar each if you’ll cuss me out real well.”  That was too good a deal

to pass up, so they agreed.  Next day they came back and cussed him

royally [Be really creative in your epithets, like “May there be

tarantulas in your shoes every morning.”  Perhaps only have 3 curse him

each time].  “That’s fine, a dollar for you, a dollar for you [pays them

all].  “Now, tomorrow I’ll give you fifty cents each to cuss me out.”

“Sure,” they agreed.  Sure enough, the next day they cuss him out even

more eloquently.  [Cleverer cussing by 3]).    “Here’s fifty cents for

each of you.  Now, tomorrow if you’ll cuss me out I’ll give you each a

quarter.”  They agree, but they begin to be puzzled.  Next day they cuss

him out royally [3 more cuss him; may need some to repeat], he pays them

each a quarter, and then he says, “Tomorrow, boys, I’ll give you each a

penny to cuss me out.”  “No way, that’s not worth it,” they complained,

walking away, and refused to cuss him out any longer.

12 /

Maggie Harris.  Setting:  Narrator:  “Maggie Harris went for her daily

run on a Friday evening. It got dark sooner than she expected. She was

on a path near the railroad tracks, and suddenly faced a wild-eyed man

who grabbed her forcibly by the arm.

“Just then a small man leading a dog came along. The assailant knew she

would call for help, and she then feared for the small man. She took her

assailant by the arm and out of earshot of the small man.

Her assailant pulled back: "What are you doing?"

Maggie:  “I can see by your eyes that you have experienced a lot of

pain.  You don’t need to get hurt any further.  Hurting me certainly

won’t do anything but add to your pain.  Why don’t you tell me about

that pain.”

Narrator:  “They sat down and talked.

Assailant:  “I was an executioner in Vietnam -- the one who shot

everyone in the village after they were lined up by other Marines.  I

ended up in a POW camp for 19 months.”

Narrator:   After they talked for 1 1/2 hours:  “I would like you to

walk me to my home.”  [She remains on stage while he exits.  The next

day she got a small bouquet of flowers from him with a card.  She reads

it:  "Thank you for being my friend.”  She exits.

13 /

Humming.  Setting:  Somewhere in the Eastern Bloc of Communist nations,

where it was dangerous to intimate in any way resistance to the regime.

Suddenly someone on the bus or train would begin softly humming a song

of national liberation.  Gradually the tune became louder and louder.

The police had no idea where it was coming from or whom to arrest.

[Chairs as in a bus. Hum “Down by the Riverside,” police leaning real

close trying to hear who’s doing it as they go up and down the aisle.]

Police going up and down aisle, trying to find who is behind the

humming. Whenever the police would get near one of the hummers, she

would stop humming, resuming it when the police moved on.)

14 /

Cantor and Mrs. Weisser.  Setting:  June 1991.  Equipment: wheelchair

for Trapp, 3 phones for Weisser, police, Trapp.  Identify areas for 1)

the Weisser home, 2) the police office, 3) Trapp’s apartment, 4)

Weisser’s living room, wheelchair in front of bed.  A Cantor is a Jewish

synagogue official who chants liturgical music and leads in

congregational prayer.

Narrator:  Cantor Michael Weisser and his wife, Julie, are unpacking

boxes in their new home when the phone rings.  (She goes and picks up

phone.)  A voice (Trapp) says, “You’ll be sorry you ever moved into 5810

Randolph St., Jew boy."

Narrator:  With that he hung up.  Two days later, the Weissers found a

packet flung onto their front porch [someone throws a packet from

offstage].  Mrs. Weisser reads:  "The KKK is watching you, Scum."

Mr. Weisser:  “What is it.”

Mrs. Weisser:  “Pictures of Adolf Hitler, caricatures of Jews with

hooked noses, blacks with gorilla heads, and graphic depictions of dead

blacks and Jews.  And a note that says,  ‘The Holohoax was nothing

compared to what's going to happen to you.’"

Mr Weisser:  “That does it.  I’m calling the police.”  (Mr. Weisser

calls police.  At a table across stage, a police inspector answers the

call:   “Hello, I’m Cantor Weisser from the synagogue, moved here just

last week.  We’ve been getting threatening calls and packages ever since

arriving.  Any clues?”

Police, reading profile:  “It looks like the work of Larry Trapp, state

leader, or grand dragon, of the Ku Klux Klan.  He’s a Nazi sympathizer.

He leads a cadre of skinheads and klansmen responsible for terrorizing

black, Asian and Jewish families in Nebraska and nearby Iowa.  He's

dangerous.  We know he makes explosives.  He’s 44, confined to a

wheelchair because of late-stage diabetes.  They’re pretty sure he’s

behind the firebombing of  several African-Americans' homes around

Lincoln.  He’s also probably responsible for what he called ‘Operation

Gooks,’ the March 1991 burning of the Indochinese Refugee Assistance

Center in Omaha.   And now we think Trapp is planning to blow up your

synagogue.  Trapp lives alone in a drab efficiency apartment.  On one

wall, he keeps a giant Nazi flag and a double life-sized picture of

Hitler.  Next to these he hangs his white Klan robe, with its red belt

and hood.  He keeps assault rifles, pistols and shotguns within instant

reach for the moment when his enemies might come crashing through his

door to kill him.  In the rear there’s a secret bunker he's built for

the coming ‘race wars.’”

Narrator:  Shortly thereafter, Trapp launched a white supremacist TV

series on a local-access cable channel--featuring men and women saluting

a burning swastika and firing automatic weapons.

Weisser:  “That really burns me up.  I’m going to call him right now.”

[Reaches for phone.”]  “It’s just his answering machine, but I’m going

to call him on it nevertheless.

Weisser: "Larry, do you know that the very first laws that Hitler's

Nazis passed were against people like yourself who had no legs or who

had physical deformities or physical handicaps?  Do you realize you

would have been among the first to die under Hitler?  Why do you love

the Nazis so much?"  Then he hung up.

Narrator:  Weisser continued the calls to the machine.  Then one day

Trapp picked up his phone.

Trapp: "What the f___ do you want?" (shouting into the phone).

Weisser:  "I just want to talk to you."

Trapp:  "Stop harassing me.  Why do you keep calling me?”

Weisser, remembering a suggestion of his wife's:  "Well, I was thinking

you might need a hand with something, and I wondered if I could help.  I

know you're in a wheelchair and I thought maybe I could take you to the

grocery store or something."

Trapp, too stunned to speak:  Silence on the line.  Then clears his

throat.  "That's OK.  That's nice of you, but I've got that covered.

Thanks anyway.  But don't call this number anymore."

Weisser:  "I'll be in touch."

Narrator:  During a later call, Trapp admitted that he was "rethinking a

few things."  But then he went back on the radio spewing the same old

hatreds.  Furious, Weisser picked up the phone.

Weisser:  "Larry, I thought you were going to change your tune, but it's

clear you're not rethinking anything at all!  You are a liar and

hypocrite.  How can you spout those old lies when you know what they

are?”

Trapp: "I'm sorry I did that.  I've been talking like that all of my

life....I can't help it....I'll apologize!"

Narrator:  That evening the cantor led his congregation in prayers for

the grand dragon.

Next day the phone rang at the Weissers' home.

Trapp:  "I want to get out, but I don't know how."

Weisser:  “What if we come over tonight to ‘break bread.’?"

Trapp, hesitating, then:  "OK.  Apartment No. 3."

Narrator:  “When the Weissers entered Trapp's apartment, he burst into

tears and tugged off his two swastika rings.  Soon all three were

crying, then laughing, then hugging.

Trapp resigned from all his racist organizations and wrote apologies to

the many people he had threatened or abused.  Two months later he

learned that he had less than a year to live.  That night the Weissers

invited him to move into their two bedroom/three children home.  They

converted their living room into his sickroom, and when his condition

deteriorated, Julie quit her job as a nurse to care for him, sometimes

all night (show her caring for him).  Six months later he converted to

Judaism; three months after that he died.  (O’Reilly, D., “Converting

the Klansman,” Philadelphia Enquirer, April 9, 1995, H1, 6.  This is a

summary based on Kathryn Watterson, Not by the Sword (New York: Simon &

Schuster, 1995), which tells the story in detail.)

15 /

Chilean Torture.  Setting:   Narrator: “This is a story of the people of

Chile.  It was the time when Chile was dominated by the police state of

General Pinochet.  One of the ways Chilian resistors found to engage in

nonviolent efforts against the Pinochet regime were ‘Lightning

Demonstrations.’   These were aimed at exposing torture by the police.

People in the resistance discovered the houses where people were being

tortured.  They figured out precisely how long it would take the police

to get there.  Then, walking innocuously from all directions, the

demonstrators suddenly converged on the torture house [Do so], unfurl a

long banner that says, “Torture Happens Here,” chant the same message.

Then, just before the police arrive, the demonstrators drop their signs

and disperse as they had come, in all directions, walking casually

away.  The police descend on the spot, looking for demonstrators,

angrily shaking their heads and walking arrogantly off stage saying, “We

will catch them next time,” and exit stage.  [Need 12 foot sheet of

butcher paper with large lettering, or several pieces of poster board

reading: “Torture Happens Here.”]

16 /

Pots and Pans in Chile.  Setting:  Narrator:  “Chileans had suffered

through the dictatorship of General Pinochet for years, with family and

friends frequently disappearing to be tortured or even killed, as we

mentioned previously.  Finally members of the opposition started a

whispering campaign, telling people to pass the word around: ‘At 8

o’clock on Saturday night, people are going to bang their pots, honk

their horns, and blow on whistles, to indicate dissatisfaction with the

Pinochet regime.’  (Pot bangers who have previously been moving

throughout the audience whispering “bang pots at 8” watch for signal

from leader, then at 8, all spring to feet and start banging.  The rest

of the audience are urged to clap, stomp feet, bang books on chairs,

whatever they can find.)  People are hesitant at first, for fear that

they will be the only ones doing it.  But as the banging became louder,

and louder, and louder still, they begin to pour out their anger and

despair and resistance.  (At some point the leader signals “Stop.”)

Narrator:  “People had no idea that the dissatisfaction ran so deep.

That moment was the beginning of the end for Pinochet’s dictatorship.

In only a matter of months, the Pinochet regime was voted out of

office.”

17 / 

Wife Batterers.  Setting:   [Make some kind of slum houses out of

cardboard.]  “In Peruvian barrios, where the homes are crowded tightly

together and their walls provide little by way of privacy, the women

have found a brilliant way to counter the ages long practice of male

violence toward wives.”

Drunk husband comes lurching into house, shouts at wife:  “Bring my

supper now!”

Woman:  “You missed dinner when you were at the bar.  But I will put

something together.”

Husband:  “I said I want it NOW!  [He starts slapping her around.]

Neighboring women begin banging on pots.

Husband covers his ears and runs out of house.

18 /

Lice Blankets.  Setting:  A squatter’s community in South Africa was

infested with lice.  The squatters tried to get the authorities to

fumigate their shacks, working through channels, without success. [Show

them going to the town offices, urging the authorities to do something,

to no avail.]   When the authorities refused to fumigate the homes, the

leadership committee of the squatter’s community take large plastic bags

of lice-infested blankets to the administrator’s office.

Squaters;  “We asked you and asked you to fumigate our houses.  You did

nothing.  So we have brought you a little ‘present’:  lice-filled

blankets.”  [They dump the lice-infested blankets on his desk.

Official: [Begins hopping around as the lice attack.]   “OK, OK, we’ll

fumigate your houses, just get those blankets out of here.”

Squatters:  “No way.  Just send them to us when they are all fumigated.”

[Squatters and official leave stage in opposite directions.]

19 /

Human Chain.  Setting:  Narrator: “There was a human chain created in

Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia in protest against the occupation of

their country by the Soviet Union.   This chain involved 3 million

people and reached from one end of the three countries to another.  Like

the Chileans whose pot banging expressed the depth of their hostility to

the Pinochet regime, this act showed that Soviet occupation could no

longer succeed against the power of the people.”  [In the conference

where these skits were staged, the audience was intergenerational, so

this skit provided a means to march the youth of all ages out to their

separate programs.  Have them walk backstage and on and off, to give

impression of an endless chain.]

20 /

Widow and the Judge.  Setting: Most people don’t recognize this biblical

story as being nonviolent, but it most certainly is.  Jesus tells this

story as an illustration of his aggressive kind of prayer, but it also

corresponds to Gene Sharp’s category #31 of Nonviolent Action, “Haunting

Officials.” Sharp comments, “As a means of reminding officials of the

‘immorality’ of their behavior in repressing a nonviolent resistance

movement and of the determination and fearlessness of the population,

volunteers may sometimes follow and ‘haunt’ officials everywhere they

go, thus constantly reminding them of the population’s determination.”

In the 1928 Bardoli campaign in India, “Volunteers followed officials

everywhere, camping on roads outside official bungalows. following them

all day.  When arrested, they were replaced by others until authorities

tired of the process.”

“In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor had

respect for people.  In that city there was a widow who kept coming to

him and saying, ‘Grant me justice against my opponent.’  For a while he

refused; but later he said to himself, ‘Though I have no fear of God and

no respect for anyone, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will

grant her justice, so that she may not wear me out by continually

coming’” (Luke 18:2-5; see also 11:5-8).

Have a “widow” and a “judge” act out the parable.  Then have the

Narrator say, “But one widow against a powerful judge is scarcely a fair

fight.  So let’s add a bunch more people like they did at Bardoli.”

(Team after team haunts the judge till he relents.)   (Gene Sharp, The

Politics of Nonviolent Action (Boston: Porter Sargent, 1973, 2:145-46.)

21 /

Pilate and the Standards.  Setting: Jesus’ tradition was rich with

nonviolent resistance against greater powers.  The Book of Daniel was

laced with stories of noncooperation, civil disobedience, and defiance

of authority, and Jesus must have been thoroughly familiar with them.

Then, shortly before his public ministry began, Jesus would have learned

about a remarkable nonviolent demonstration.  Not long after Pontius

Pilate was appointed procurator in Judea (26 CE), he introduced into

Jerusalem by night the flags that Romans regarded as the gods of the

legion.  The Romans had agreed not to bring the Roman gods into

Jerusalem, and this was clearly a violation of that agreement.  Outraged

at this desecration of the holy city, crowds of Jews rushed to Pilate’s

headquarters in Caesarea to implore him to remove the flags. [Crowd of

Jews at Pilate’s office pleading for Pilate to remove flags.] When he

refused, they sat on the ground and remained there for five days and

nights [crowd sits].  On the sixth day, Pilate announced that he would

give them an answer [crowd stands expectantly].  Instead, they found

themselves surrounded by soldiers, three deep.

Pilate:  “I will have my troops cut you down if you refuse to admit

Caesar’s image into Jerusalem.  Soldiers, draw your swords.”

  Thereupon the Jews, as by concerted action, flung themselves in a body

on the ground, extended their necks [crowd do so].  “We would rather die

than to transgress the law.” [perhaps one person should speak for all

the Jews].

Pilate:  [Turning to a subordinate],  “I have never seen such intense

religious zeal.  We can’t kill men who are prostrate on the ground.

Rescind the order.  Remove the flags from Jerusalem.”  [Josephus,

Antiquities 18:55.]

Discussion question:  Do you see any parallel between the Roman attitude

toward its flags, and the American public’s attitude toward the American

flag?

Jesus on Nonviolence
1.  Turn the other Cheek
Need 2 males.  We will demonstrate Matthew 5:39.  Narrator guides them

through the various blows.

 Text:  "If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also"

(Matt. 5:39b).

Background:  You are probably imagining a blow with the right fist.  But

such a blow would fall on the left cheek.  To hit the right cheek with a

fist would require the left hand.  But the left hand could be used only

for unclean tasks; at Qumran, a Jewish religious community of Jesus'

day, to gesture with the left hand meant exclusion from the meeting and

penance for ten days.  To grasp this you must physically try it: how

would you hit the other's right cheek with your right hand?  If you have

tried it, you will know: the only feasible blow is a backhand.

 The backhand was not a blow to injure, but to insult, humiliate,

degrade.  It was not administered to an equal, but to an inferior.

Masters backhanded slaves; husbands, wives; parents, children; Romans,

Jews.  The whole point of the blow was to force someone who was out of

line back into his or her place.

 Notice Jesus' audience: "If anyone strikes you."  These are people used

to being thus degraded.  He is saying to them, "Refuse to accept this

kind of treatment anymore.  If they backhand you, turn the other

cheek."  (Now you really need to physically enact this to see the

problem.)  By turning the cheek, the servant makes it impossible for the

master to use the backhand again: his nose is in the way.  And anyway,

it's like telling a joke twice; if it didn't work the first time, it

simply won't work.  The left cheek now offers a perfect target for a

blow with the right fist; but only equals fought with fists, as we know

from Jewish sources, and the last thing the master wishes to do is to

establish this underling's equality.  This act of defiance renders the

master incapable of asserting his dominance in this relationship.  He

can have the slave beaten, but he can no longer cow him.

  Such defiance is no way to avoid trouble.  Meek acquiescence is what

the master wants.  Such "cheeky" behavior may call down a flogging, or

worse.  But the point has been made.  The Powers That Be have lost their

power to make people submit.  And when large numbers begin behaving thus

(and Jesus was addressing a crowd), you have a social revolution on your

hands.

 In that world of honor and shaming, the "superior" has been rendered

impotent to instill shame in a subordinate.  He has been stripped of his

power to dehumanize the other.  As Gandhi taught, "The first principle

of nonviolent action is that of noncooperation with everything

humiliating."

 How different this is from the usual view that this passage teaches us

to turn the other cheek so our batterer can simply clobber us again!

How often that interpretation has been fed to battered wives and

children.  And it was never what Jesus intended in the least.  To such

victims he advises, "Stand up for yourselves, take control of your

responses, don't answer the oppressor in kind, but find a new, third way

that is neither cowardly submission nor violent reprisal."

Narrator (N):  “Stand facing each other in front of me.  Designate one

as Hitter (H1) and other as Hittee (H2).  Now (to H1), show us a right

hook.”

H1 does so.

N:  “In terms of the text, what’s wrong with that blow?”

(Crowd or one of the role players say, “Wrong cheek.”

N:  “Now show us a left hook.”  “What’s wrong with that?”

Somebody says, “The left hand is only used for unclean tasks.”

N.:  “Yes, at Qumran (a Jewish community active at the same time as

Jesus), they expelled you if you so much as gestured with your left

hand.  So how do you hit the right cheek with the right hand?”

Somebody:  “With the back of the hand.”

N.:  “That’s the only way you can do it.  The back of the hand is not a

blow to injure, but to put people back in the social role where they

belong.  It was always one down: master over slave, parent child,

husband over wife, Roman over Jew.  The backhand is intended to put

people back where they belong.  So now, when the superior person strikes

one of these, and the person hit simply turns the other cheek, what can

the hitter do?”

H1:  “There’s not much he can do.”

N.: “The left cheek offers a big target, but only equals fight with

fists, and the last thing that the oppressor wants is to be thought of

as the equal of this subordinate.  There’s not really very much he can

do.  Rather than being an act of submission, as we have regarded it so

long, turning the other cheek is an act of defiance.  By turning the

cheek, then, the "inferior" is saying: "I'm a human being, just like

you.  I refuse to be humiliated any longer.  I am your equal.  I am a

child of God.  I won't take it anymore."  The master may flog the

“uppity” slave within an inch of his life, but he will not be able to

restore their relationship of dominance.”

2.  The Famous Strip Tease
 Need a female and a male.  The male has a pair of short pants or

swimming trunks on underneath a pair of long pants, plus as many layers

of clothing as possible.   Equipment:  2 cordless mikes (no clip on),

but no mike on the stripper.

 Text:  “If a creditor takes you to court and sues you for your outer

garment, give your undergarment as well (Matthew 5:40).”

 Background.  Jesus' second example of assertive nonviolence is set in a

court of law.  A creditor has taken a poor man to court over an unpaid

loan.  Only the poorest of the poor were subjected to such treatment.

Deuteronomy 24:10-13 provided that a creditor could take as collateral

for a loan a poor person's long outer robe, but it had to be returned

each evening so the poor man would have something in which to sleep.

 Jesus is not advising people to add to their disadvantage by renouncing

justice altogether, as so many commentators have suggested.  He is

telling impoverished debtors, who have nothing left but the clothes on

their backs, to use the system against itself.

  Indebtedness was a plague in first-century Palestine.  Jesus' parables

are full of debtors struggling to salvage their lives.  Heavy debt was

not, however, a natural calamity that had overtaken the incompetent.  It

was the direct consequence of Roman imperial policy.  Emperors taxed the

wealthy heavily to fund their wars.  The rich naturally sought nonliquid

investments to hide their wealth.  Land was best, but it was ancestrally

owned and passed down over generations, and no peasant would voluntarily

relinquish it.  However, exorbitant interest (25 to 250 percent), could

be used to drive landowners ever deeper into debt.  And debt, coupled

with the high taxation required by Herod Antipas to pay Rome tribute,

created the economic leverage to pry Galilean peasants loose from their

land.  By the time of Jesus we see this process already far advanced:

large estates owned by absentee landlords, managed by stewards, and

worked by tenant farmers, day laborers, and slaves.  It is no accident

that the first act of the Jewish revolutionaries in 66 C.E. was to burn

the temple treasury, where the record of debts was kept.

   It is to this situation that Jesus speaks.  His hearers are the poor

("if any one would sue you").  They share a rankling hatred for a system

that subjects them to humiliation by stripping them of their lands,

their goods, and finally even their outer garments.

   Why then does Jesus counsel them to give over their undergarments as

well?  This would mean stripping off all their clothing and marching out

of court stark naked!  Nakedness was taboo in Judaism, and shame fell

less on the naked party than on the person viewing or causing the

nakedness (Gen 9:20 27).  By stripping, the debtor has brought shame on

the creditor.  Imagine the guffaws this saying must have evoked.  There

stands the creditor, covered with shame, the poor debtor's outer garment

in the one hand, his undergarment in the other.  The tables have

suddenly been turned on the creditor.  The debtor had no hope of winning

the case; the law was entirely in the creditor's favor.  But the poor

man has transcended this attempt to humiliate him.  He has risen above

shame.  At the same time he has registered a stunning protest against

the system that created his debt.  He has said in effect, "You want my

robe?  Here, take everything!  Now you've got all I have except my

body.  Is that what you'll take next?"

     Imagine the debtor leaving court naked.  His friends and neighbors,

aghast, inquire what happened.  He explains.  They join his growing

procession, which now resembles a victory parade.  This is guerrilla

theater!  The entire system by which debtors are oppressed has been

publicly unmasked.  The creditor is revealed to be not a legitimate

moneylender but a party to the reduction of an entire social class to

landlessness and destitution.  This unmasking is not simply punitive,

since it offers the creditor a chance to see, perhaps for the first time

in his life, what his practices cause, and to repent.

     The Powers That Be literally stand on their dignity.  Nothing

deflates them more effectively than deft lampooning.  By refusing to be

awed by their power, the powerless are emboldened to seize the

initiative, even where structural change is not immediately possible.

This message, far from counseling an unattainable otherworldly

perfection, is a practical, strategic measure for empowering the

oppressed.  It is being lived out all over the world today by previously

powerless people ready to take their history into their own hands.

 Shortly before the fall of political apartheid in South Africa, police

descended on a squatters' camp they had long wanted to demolish.  They

gave the few women there five minutes to gather their possessions, and

then the bulldozers would level their shacks.  The women, apparently

sensing the residual puritanical streak in rural Afrikaners, stripped

naked before the bulldozers.  The police turned and fled.  So far as I

know, that camp still stands.

 Jesus' teaching on nonviolence provides a hint of how to take on the

entire system by unmasking its essential cruelty and burlesquing its

pretensions to justice.  Those who listen will no longer be treated as

sponges to be squeezed dry by the rich.  They can accept the laws as

they stand, push them to absurdity, and reveal them for what they have

become.  They can strip naked, walk out before their fellows, and leave

the creditors, and the whole economic edifice they represent, stark

naked.

Script:  The female is the creditor, standing on the leader’s left.

They male is the debtor, standing on the leader’s right.  The leader is

the judge.

Judge: “OK, what charges have you brought against this man?”

Creditor: “He took out a loan from me and hasn’t paid it back.”

Judge: “He hasn’t paid anything back?”

Creditor: “Not a single penny.”

Judge: “How long has this been going on?”

Creditor: “Two years already.”

Judge, to Debtor: “How come you haven’t paid anything back?”

Debtor: “Well, Judge, you know how it is.  The drought, crops failing,

wife sick, we haven’t even had enough to feed ourselves, much less to

pay it back.”

Judge, to Creditor: “I get these excuses all the time.  Seems like they

could be a little more original than that.”  To Debtor: “Can’t you pay

her anything?”

Debtor, turning pockets inside out: “I don’t have a penny.”

Judge, to Creditor: “I’m afraid you’ve got a bad loan.  There’s nothing

I can do but make him give you his cloak.  But you know what Deuteronomy

24:10-13 says: you can go to his house every morning and make him give

you his cloak, but you have to return it to him at nightfall so he has

something to sleep in against the cold.”  Then, turning to the Debtor,

the Judge says: “OK, give her your cloak.”

Debtor: “But Judge, it’s cold out there.  I’ll freeze.”

Judge: “You should have thought of that before you took out the loan.

Come on, come on, I’ve got lots of cases this morning.”

Debtor: Reluctantly, he peels off his cloak and hands it to the

Creditor.  While the Judge and the Creditor comment on how unlikely it

is that he will ever pay it back, the Debtor goes through a

transformation.  Until now he has been servile, hangdog, with low

self-esteem, having internalized the System that seizes the cloak right

off the poor man’s back.  Now, suddenly, the worm turns.  “Well, wait a

minute, if you’re going to take my cloak, you might as well take my

shoe” (gives one shoe, then the other, very methodically).  “Yeah, and

my socks” (one after the other).   (The Debtor should have as many

layers of clothing on as possible so as to draw it out.  So he continues

to peel off  his clothes till he has on nothing but his pants.

Meanwhile, the Creditor is becoming increasingly embarrassed, even

mortified, while the Judge is telling the Debtor to stop, that

Deuteronomy 24:10-13 says nothing about all these other pieces of

clothing.  The Debtor ignores both of them.  Finally, he takes off his

belt.  Then he puts his hands on his pants, pauses, and with a great

flourish, unbuttons his pants and drops them.  At that point the leader

yells “Cut,”and the two actors leave the stage to thunderous applause,

only a little miffed at his not going the “full monty.”

3.  Go the Second Mile
 Need  3 cordless or clip on mikes, one for each, 1 backpack.

 Text: “If one of the occupation troops forces you to carry his pack one

mile, go with him two” (Matthew 5:41).

 Background:  Going the second mile, Jesus' third example, is drawn from

the relatively enlightened practice of limiting to a single mile the

amount of forced or impressed labor that Roman soldiers could levy on

subject peoples.  Such compulsory service was a constant feature in

Palestine from Persian to late Roman times.  Whoever was found on the

street could be coerced into service, as was Simon of Cyrene, who was

forced to carry Jesus' cross (Mark 15:21).  Armies had to be moved with

dispatch.  Ranking legionnaires bought slaves or donkeys to carry their

packs of sixty to eighty five pounds (not including weapons).  The

majority of the rank and file, however, had to depend on impressed

civilians.  Whole villages sometimes fled to avoid being forced to carry

soldiers' baggage.

     What we have overlooked in this passage is the fact that carrying

the pack a second mile is an infraction of military code.  With few

exceptions, minor infractions were left to the disciplinary control of

the centurion (commander of one hundred men).  He might fine the

offending soldier, flog him, put him on a ration of barley instead of

wheat, make him camp outside the fortifications, force him to stand all

day before the general's tent holding a clod of dirt in his hands--or,

if the offender was a buddy, issue a mild reprimand.  But the point is

that the soldier does not know what will happen.

     It is in this context of Roman military occupation that Jesus

speaks.  He does not counsel revolt.  One does not "befriend" the

soldier, draw him aside and drive a knife into his ribs.  Jesus was

surely aware of the futility of armed insurrection against Roman

imperial might; he certainly did nothing to encourage those whose hatred

of Rome would soon explode into violence.

     But why carry the soldier's pack a second mile?  Does this not go

to the opposite extreme by aiding and abetting the enemy?  Not at all.

The question here, as in the two previous instances, is how the

oppressed can recover the initiative and assert their human dignity in a

situation that cannot for the time being be changed.  The rules are

Caesar's, but how one responds to the rules is God's, and Caesar has no

power over that.

     Imagine then the soldier's surprise when, at the next mile marker,

he reluctantly reaches to assume his pack, and the civilian says, "Oh

no, let me carry it another mile."  Why would he want to do that?  What

is he up to?  Normally, soldiers have to coerce people to carry their

packs, but this Jew does so cheerfully, and will not stop!  Is this a

provocation?  Is he insulting the legionnaire's strength?  Being kind?

Trying to get him disciplined for seeming to violate the rules of

impressment?  Will this civilian file a complaint?  Create trouble?

     From a situation of servile impressment, the oppressed have once

more seized the initiative.  They have taken back the power of choice.

They have thrown the soldier off balance by depriving him of the

predictability of his victim's response.  He has never dealt with such a

problem before.  Now he must make a decision for which nothing in his

previous experience has prepared him.  If he has enjoyed feeling

superior to the vanquished, he will not enjoy it today.  Imagine a Roman

infantryman pleading with a Jew to give back his pack!  The humor of

this scene may have escaped us, but it could scarcely have been lost on

Jesus' hearers, who must have been delighted at the prospect of thus

discomfiting their oppressors.

 Jesus does not encourage Jews to walk a second mile in order to build

up merit in heaven, or to be pious, or to kill the soldier with

kindness.  He is helping an oppressed people find a way to protest and

neutralize an onerous practice despised throughout the empire.  He is

not giving a nonpolitical message of spiritual world transcendence.  He

is formulating a worldly spirituality in which the people at the bottom

of society or under the thumb of imperial power learn to recover their

humanity.

Script:  One person is the Roman soldier, the other is the captain

(centurion), and a third person is a peasant.  Need three cordless

mikes.

Soldier comes across stage, holds out his pack to the Peasant:  “Here,

Peasant, carry my pack.”

Peasant: “Hey, man, I’ve got to get out to the vineyard, the grapes are

dropping off the vines.”

Soldier: “Come on, you know the rules; military law entitles us to force

you to carry our packs.  I’ll give it back to you after a full mile.”

Peasant takes pack, Soldier marches on ahead.  Peasant scurries to catch

up.  “Wow, this pack sure is heavy.  What have you got in here?  You an

amateur geologist?”

Soldier: “Shut up and carry my pack.”

Peasant: “Well, here’s the first mile marker.  Say, have you heard about

this guy Jesus?  They say he teaches people they oughta love their

enemies.  I don’t know how anybody could do that.  I mean, an enemy is

an enemy.  For instance, how am I supposed to love you?  You oughtn’t to

even be in our fair land.  You should be back at home where you belong.”

Soldier: “Aw shut up.”

Peasant: “See there.  You can’t love me!  I told you you couldn’t.  But

I think I might be able to pull it off if I tried.”

Soldier: “Just carry my pack.”

Peasant:  “Jesus seems to have pulled it off.  You gotta admit that the

world would be a happier place if everybody could learn to do it.”

Soldier:  “Do what?”

Peasant:  “Well, on the other hand, if even a few people could learn to

do it.

Soldier: “OK, here’s the second mile marker.  Hand my pack back.”

Peasant:  (accelerating) “That’s all right, I don’t mind carrying it a

little further.”

Soldier:  “Hey, give me back my pack.”

Peasant:  “No problem.  I think I’m beginning to get the hang of this

enemy love.

Soldier:  “Come on, give me back my pack.  I’m gonna get in trouble if

my Centurion finds out you did this.”

Peasant: “Speaking of the Devil, is that your Centurion up ahead?”

(With one final sprint, the Peasant reaches the Centurion. “Hey, boss,

this is my second mile!  (Holding up two fingers).

Centurion:  “What?!”

Soldier:  “Look, I can explain.”

Centurion:  “You’d better do some fast talking.”

Soldier:  “Well, you see, he was talking non-stop about Jesus, and I

couldn’t get a word in edgewise.  And when we got to the second mile

marker, he just took off.

Centurion:  “A likely story.  Since when have civilians voluntarily

carried our packs?”

Peasant:  “You see, I was telling him about Jesus, this new preacher who

says we can love our enemies.  Have you heard about him?”

Centurion:  “Yes, we have been watching him.  The report says he is

dangerous.  So what is this about you letting him carry your pack a

second mile?  You’re in big trouble, soldier.

Peasant:  “Aw, don’t be upset with him.  I just couldn’t resist telling

him about Jesus.   He’s a great guy.  You want to know more about him?”

Centurion:  “No, I don’t!”

Peasant:  “Well then, I gotta get back to the grapes.  You-all have a

nice day.”

(Exit Peasant.  Soldier and Centurion huddle together, in hushed but

audible tones):

Centurion:  “Now tell me exactly what he said.  I will have to report

this incident to the authorities.  As for you, keep your guard up.   You

never know when they will act friendly and drive a knife in your back.”

A note on sources:  where I have drawn on others, I have indicated so.

If there is no ascription, it is a story I have collected in workshops

in one place or another.  However, many of these have already entered

the oral tradition, and I for one am completely at a loss to trace their

lineage.  My apologies for any unconscious borrowing.
Additional Playlets:
James Lawson.  Setting:

Narrator:  It is the time of the lunch counter sit-ins in Nashville, TN,

1960.   A column of 124 black students marched downtown to occupy the

lunch counters of downtown restaurants.  Bernard Lafayette was four

people from the end.  Suddenly a group of white toughs charged the black

line and attacked one of his colleagues, knocking him down and kicking

him [whites attack].  Lafayette moved as quickly as he could to protect

his friend, throwing his body down on his buddy as they had all been

taught by James Lawson, their mentor.  His action merely made them

switch their attention to Lafayette.  Now they were beating and kicking

instead.  Just then Jim Lawson, who had been walking at the end of the

line, strolled over [strolls over].  He did not rush over as if to an

accident or as if to stop a beating.  Instead he walked over very

calmly, as if to a long-standing appointment.  It was as if he knew all

along that Lafayette’s friend was going to be knocked down and mauled

and that Lafayette was going to try and protect him.

 Lawson’s arrival shifted the attention of the whites from the fallen

Lafayette and his friend.  The leader of the whites was sporting what

was the prevailing uniform of the day for white toughs, black pants,

black leather motorcycle jacket, biker’s haircut.  When he saw Lawson he

was enraged at his coolness and he spat at him.  Lawson looked at him

and asked him for a handkerchief.  The man , stunned, reached in his

pocket and handed Lawson a handkerchief and Lawson wiped the spit off

himself as calmly as he could.  Then, returning the handkerchief, he

looked at the man’s jacket and started talking to him.

Lawson:  “Do you have a motorcycle or a hot-rod car?”

Man:  “A motorcycle.”

[Jim: could you fill in the dialogue that took place between yourself

and the biker?  And is it OK if I include this story in the collection I

am doing of playlets—short nonviolent stories that can be used in all

sorts of settings.   I take it that you asked the biker a question about

customizing your bike.  And then how does the encounter end?  Just give

me something very brief.]

(Source: David Halberstam, The Children (New York: Random House, 1998),

136-38.)

Brazilian Exposé
In Brazil, the military gave up its dictatorship, but only slowly, over

a period of ten years.  But they remained in the wings, ready to strike

if their interests were threatened.  Prior to this slow thaw, the

military had engaged in extensive torture and disappearances.  They were

anxious lest their meticulously kept records should fall into the hands

of civilian authorities after the transfer of power.  Nevertheless, they

never got the chance to destroy them.  In what has to be one of the most

audacious moves ever made against a military dictatorship, a

Presbyterian minister, Jaime Wright, with the complete support of São

Paulo’s Cardinal Arns, managed to secretly photocopy the military’s

entire archive, documenting every detail of torture and every

disappearance.

 In anticipation of the transition to democracy in 1979, the Brazilian

military passed a blanket amnesty that would cover both those accused of

political crimes and state security agents who were involved in human

rights violations.  Victims who had already served time were put on the

same level with assassins who had served no time in jail.  This “clean

start” would have meant, in reality, burying the past under a coat of

sludge. Jaime Wright’s brother had been “disappeared,” however, and

Wright was not about to accept silence.

(Setting: 6 or 8 people seated in a circle.)

Jaime:  We have found a loophole in the 1979 amnesty law.  It provides

lawyers with access to the military’s archives, though only a few at a

time, so that lawyers can prepare the cases of their clients.  Lawyers

for the defense can now take out individual files for a maximum of

twenty-four hours.  I’m sure you realize what an opportunity this

loophole gives us.  If we can just keep from getting caught, we can copy

these records and expose this murderous government for what it is.

Lawyer:  What if they catch us?

Cardinal Arns:  I will handle that.

Jaime: Well, Cardinal Arns, this is taking ecumenism to a higher level

than ever.  Thank you for your kindness.

Cardinal Arns:  And we can set up the copy machines in lesser known

churches, and move from one church to another whenever it appears that

they have caught our scent.

Lawyer:  This isn’t going to be cheap.  How can we finance it?

Jaime:  Ah, that’s a wonderful story.  To cut it short, Philip Potter,

the general secretary of the World Council of Churches, has pledged

secretly to give us as much as $350,000 dollars.  (Wows all around.)

Jaime: We will need twelve lawyers who will pick up a handful of files

from the archive every afternoon on what I hope will seem to be a random

basis.  We have enough cash on hand to lease three copy machines.  We

will need to hire staff who can keep them running ten hours a day, seven

days a week.  At that rate we can finish the job in three years.  I know

that’s a long time, and it means continual stress.  We are all aware of

the price we will pay if we are caught.  If anyone wants to back out,

there’s no shame.  Just pledge to keep it quiet.  [End of Act One]

(Setting: sometime later, in a rural church with tables pilled with

boxes.  Staff are running the copy machines in a steady, methodical

rhythm.  Jaime is checking out the process.  Cardinal Arns comes in.)

Jaime: Ah, my dear Cardinal.  How good it is to see you.

Cardinal Arns:  It looks like our little project is steaming along quite

well.  How far do you think you’ve come?

Jaime:  Impossible to tell, since our access to the records is so

piecemeal.  We realized sometime back that the danger of losing the

archives is so great that we have been copying them on microfilm and

smuggling them out of the country to Switzerland.

Cardinal:  Yes, no doubt for safekeeping with our friend Philip Potter.

Is there danger that the personnel running the copy machines will figure

out what our project is all about?

Jaime:  I think not.  The whole thing is so decentralized that I don’t

think anyone can figure out what it’s all about.

Cardinal Arns:  Well, I’ve come to warn you to pack up and move again.

Seems someone noticed an unusually high electricity bill .  We have a

nice little church I know of, and if all goes well it should serve our

purposes for a while.

Act 3, scene 1

(Setting: a year and a half later.  Twice as many boxes stacked up.

Jaime and staff.)

Copyer:  Mr. Wright.

Jaime, tiredly:  Yes?

Copyer:  We’ve run out of things to copy.  Do you have any more?

Jaime:  What, no more?  Are you sure?

Copyer:  Quite sure.

Jaime:  Do you realize what this means?

Copyer:  Yes sir.  It means I’m out of a job!

Act, scene 2

(Setting: the original group, seated around the table.)

Jaime:  This has been the fulfillment of an impossible dream for me, and

I offer up my part in it to the memory of my brother.  We have copied

over a million pages, transferred them to 500 microfilms, smuggled the

microfilms out of the country several dozen at a time.  Already we have

boiled them down to a seven-thousand-page report, which will then be

further condensed to a summary digest that will be secretly printed and

then, in the summer of 1985, it will hit newsstands and bookstores all

over the country under the title Brazil: Nunca Mais (Brazil: Never

Again).

Lawyer:  This will stand the military on its ear!

Another Lawyer:  Great as this accomplishment is, we will still have to

live with the amnesty law.  The government will never apologize.  It

will still hold the army in readiness if people use this report as fuel

for the fires of revolution.

Jaime:  True enough.  But knowing the truth is, in itself, a kind of

victory over the powers of repression.  And I think, if my brother could

be here, he would be proud of what we have done.

(The facts of this story are all true, but I have invented the dialogue

on the basis of my evening spent in Jaime Wright’s home in 1982, prior

to the publication of Brazil: Nunca Mais.  For a longer account, see

Lawrence Weschler, A Miracle, A Universe: Settling Accounts with

Torturers (New York: Pantheon Books, 1990.)

The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo
Narrator:  Setting: In 1976, Argentina suffered a military takeover.

Backed by the United States and its School of the Americas, the

Argentine military trained its personnel in techniques for controlling

the populace, including torture.  All opponents were branded

“Communist,” rounded up, and between 9,000 and 30,000 were “disappeared”

(imprecise because the military won the right to destroy all records).

The preferred method of execution was drugging the victims and dropping

them naked from thirteen thousand feet into the Atlantic Ocean.

Catholic military chaplains actually blessed the murder of “subversives”

as a necessity for preserving “Christian civilization.” Belatedly, in

1995, senior bishops expressed remorse for not having done “more” to

expose and stop this barbarity, when in fact they had sided with the

military.

 Act 1

Narrator:  On Saturday, April 30th, 1977, fourteen women met at the

Plaza de Mayo, at the heart of Buenos Aires, to protest the

disappearance of their sons.

Woman 1:  Are you sure this will work?

Woman 2:  Everything else has failed.  We must try it.  I for one refuse

to give up seeking to find out what has happened to my son.

Several women voice their agreement.

Woman 2:  Surely someone will notice us here at the Presidential Palace

and the Interior Ministry.  If they won’t notice us here, they won’t

notice us anywhere.   (Women draw signs from under their coats: “Where

are our sons?”  “No more Desaparacidos.”  “Free our children.”

(Women march around.)

Woman 3:  We’ve been here all morning and nobody has paid the slightest

attention to us.  This demonstration is a total failure.

Woman 2:  Can you think of anything better?

Woman 1:  I just know that if he is still alive, and my agitation on his

behalf might help get him released, and I gave up, I would never forgive

myself.

Woman 4:  Here’s an idea.  Why don’t we take our cause door to door.

Many women are too frightened to join us, but there are so many who have

lost their sons.  At least a few more might join us.

Woman 6:  Yes, let’s try it.  And that gives me another idea.  I read in

the papers that a big diplomat from the United States is coming to

Argentina.  What if we could get close to him so that he could hear our

pleas?

Woman 2:  What have we got to lose?

(Women gather up signs and leave.)

Act 2

(Women come in room, bedraggled, hair messed up, signs all torn up,

slump in chairs:)

Woman 2:  Well, we got the American diplomat’s attention all right.

Here come the big bad soldiers, bayonets in place, decked in riot gear.

First they rough us up with their gun butts.  Then they actually raise

their weapons to shoot.  We all shouted “Fire!”  That got the

cameramen’s attention, and in no time flat people the world over learned

that the Argentine military was prepared to shoot women in cold blood,

women who only want to learn what has happened to our sons.

Woman 1:  At last we are getting somewhere!  We’ve got to keep the

momentum going.

Woman 3: We have grown so quickly, now we can afford to buy space for an

ad in the national newspaper, if only they’ve got the guts to run it.

Woman 2:  I know of a couple of women who have joined us in the last few

weeks who could do a terrific job setting up that ad.  Let’s go find

them.  (Exit)

Act 3

(Pre-record off-stage sounds of soldiers breaking up an off-stage

demonstration, with commander ordering the women to disperse in

Spanish.  Then shots ring out.  Women flee to their gathering place.

Woman together:  How many did they hit?

Woman:  I saw Maria go down.  I’m pretty sure they killed her.

Woman 1:  And Consuela, I held her in my arms till she died.

Woman 5:  I saw Isabella just before a soldier smashed in her skull with

his rifle butt.  No way she could survive that.

Woman 4:  I was afraid it would come to this.  Three women dead.

Woman 4:  If that is what they do to women, how much worse will they

have treated our sons.

Woman 5:  If they think they can scare us off by killing us, they have

another think coming.  But it is all the more urgent that we stick

together, and find ways to expose this murderous regime.

Woman 2:  From now on, when they arrest one person, our entire group

will insist that all of us be arrested with them.

Woman 3:  Why don’t we raise some money and send representatives to the

UN and the Organization of American States?

Woman 6:  Great idea.

Woman 4:  We need some way to identify ourselves.  What about making

scarves with the names of our disappeared children on them?

Woman 5:  Is it too late to put these suggestions in our newsletter?

Woman 3:  No, it will be late coming out this month due to a huge jump

in readers.

Woman 2:  OK, let’s get to work.

Act 3

(Women come into room.)

Woman 5:  I can’t believe it.  President Carter of the United States has

read our complaints and he has not only stopped supporting Argentinean

applications for badly needed loans from the multilateral banks but also

has introduced a ban on private commercial arms sales and

government-to-government military sales and training.

Woman 4:  Three cheers for President Carter!

Woman 6:  And the Inter-American Human Rights Commission has just issued

a damning report on the human rights abuses of the regime, and they drew

on our reports!

Woman 1:  Listen to what the Oxford Research Group says:  “Its crushing

defeat in the war with the British precipitated the collapse of the

[Argentinean] regime, leading to the return of a civilian government.

It is widely acknowledged that human rights groups such as the Mothers

of the Plaza de Mayo had so seriously undermined the legitimacy of the

regime that the Generals were left with little option but to return the

country to civilian rule following the war.”

 Woman 2:  Let me see that.  (Takes report and reads):  “…One must

credit the Mothers with having played a vitally important role, since

they were not only the first (and subsequently most vocal) group to

highlight the human rights abuses in the country, but were instrumental

in mobilizing national and international support…The springboard for the

universal mobilization of consciousness was the unsung, heroic

achievement of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo.”

Woman 1:  Wow!  Who would have dreamed that a few heartbroken mothers

could have achieved so much.

Woman 3:  Still brokenhearted.  But our loss is a nation’s gain.  Thanks

to our efforts, maybe this won’t happen again to other mothers’ sons.

(For more details, see Dylan Mathews, War Prevention Works: 50 Stories

of People Resolving Conflict (Oxford: Oxford Research Group, 2001),

42-43; and Walter Wink, When the Powers Fall: Reconciliation in the

Healing of Nations (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), 44-46.)

The Saint of Ayodhya (India)
This is the story of Hindu/Muslim conflict in 1991, and what one very

courageous Hindu holy man was able to do to stop it.  His name is Mahant

(the head of a spiritual institution, something like our abbot) Gyan

Das, and he took on a politician named Praveen Togadia and his political

thugs, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad party (VHP).  The VHP in turn belongs

to the World Hindu Council, which, despite its official sounding title,

is an extremist right wing party that espouses Hindu cultural supremacy

through violence.  Their enemies are the minority Muslims, who are

regularly attacked in Hindu-fomented riots and pogroms.

(Abbot enters room with local Muslim and Hindu leaders.  They sit in a

half-circle.)

Abbot Gyan Das:  Sometimes it helps to have the prestige that comes from

being head priest of one of the most holy temples in the city of

Ayodhya.  When the VHP stirred up a riot earlier in the month, I was

able to stand in their path and make them stop and then scatter.  Now

they threaten another riot, using people outside our state who may not

share veneration of our temple as the birthplace of the Lord Ram.  I

fear that my personal prestige may not prevail this time.

Muslim Leader 1:  We are grateful that you have consistently stood

against them, sometimes at the risk of your own life.  We have tried in

every way we can to keep our own Muslim people from taking up arms and

setting off a full scale religious war.  But what can we do?  We are

outnumbered, and the right wing government is actually in collusion with

the VHP, so there is no where we can turn for help.

Hindu Leader 1:  Three out of the four Hindu sects in Ayodhya are with

us.  They are disgusted with the politicized methods which the VHP

employs in its anti-Muslim tactics.

Muslim Leader 2:  In the VHP’s latest rally, they attempted to enlist

support for vows to build a temple to Ram on the site of the razed

mosque in Ayodhya.  They do this deliberately in order to incite

warfare.  They know we will never stand for such sacrilege.

Abbot:  We are not without recourse.  First, we will send delegations to

Hindu spiritual leaders in the surrounding area in order to keep

outsiders from entering Ayodhya during their rally.  Then we will try to

persuade our own people to boycott the occasion.  Then, if all else

fails, we will confront our fellow Hindus with the challenge, “You kill

us first.”

Muslim Leader 3:  People are already fleeing the city on the basis of

rumors.  They are afraid of a repeat of the riots of 1992, when crazed

mobs burned down Muslim houses and killed innocent Muslims.

Abbot:  I have heard the reports of the Muslims fleeing the town because

they don’t feel safe here. Such events should embarrass people who

promise ‘the rule of God’ (Rama) in India. But what do they care? Lord

Rama is just a polling agent for the VHP. But for those of us who

understand a little bit about dharma (moral law), the very thought of

terrified women and children fleeing their homes is shameful. This

cannot be tolerated.  We must gather our allies—local intellectuals,

heads of religious establishments, and pilgrims—pledging them to

maintain peace in our temple town. Three days before the so-called

“devotees of Ram” are to march on Ayodhya, we will go to the Muslim

quarters of the city with friends and followers.  By the time this group

of saffron-clad holy men fan out in the busy neighborhoods, we should

have well over 1,000 supporters deployed. We will make it a point to

visit first of all Mohammad Hashim, the oldest Muslim claimant to the

disputed land in Ayodhya.  We will go to each house, assuring everyone

that they will not come to any harm.  It will not be a political stunt.

I genuinely want the people of Ayodhya to feel safe. The VHP is an

embarrassment for the Hindus. I want to send out a signal. I want the

VHP to know Ayodhya would not tolerate them this time.

(All parties exit.  After a pause, same group returns to stage.)

Hindu Leader 1:  I have never in my life seen such a heartfelt welcome

as I did from the Muslim families whose homes we visited.  They stood

outside with garlands in their hands and tears in their eyes. I don't

know how anyone can think of harming these innocents.

Abbot:  The VHP must to be stopped, now. It is spreading poison in the

country.  We must get the message out everywhere that “Nobody should

dare touch the Muslims.”

Muslim Leader 2:  All of us stand united.  Abbot Gyan Das, you are the

true protector of the Hindu faith. You helped create such an atmosphere

that even the minuscule number of VHP supporters in Ayodhya were

hesitant to join the VHP openly.

Hindu Leader 2:  Ayodhya has rejected the VHP and we wanted them to

understand this in no uncertain terms.

Muslim Leader 1:  I am most of all relieved that their project to build

a Hindu temple on the site of our razed Muslim mosque has received no

public support.

Abbot:  Now I must go to Lucknow to try to persuade the chief minister

there to stop the VHP.  Meanwhile, you must all work together to build

local defense squads made up of equal numbers of Hindus and Muslims for

mutual nonviolent protection.

Hindu Leader 3:  Perhaps the most significant proof of the strength of

the Ayodhya resistance came in the fact that very few of those who

attended the rally hailed from Ayodhya. One official even went so far as

to observe that there was very little local participation at all. People

mostly came from other states.  The worst that Ayodhya feared did not

come to pass.

Abbot:  We can’t put our feet up yet.  We mustn’t forget that the

elections are coming soon.  They will be drumming up violence in Ayodhya

again. They will organize riots, and innocents will be killed. We have

no time to rest. The country has to wake up to this new challenge. They

want the country to be polarized along ethnic lines and nobody is going

to come to the common people's rescue. We have to act now and fast.

(All exit.)

(Source: “Nonviolence in the Arena,” Fellowship (January/February 2004):

_____; conflated with Dylan Mathews, “Saint Xavier’s Social Service

Society,” War Prevention Works: 50 Stories of People Resolving Conflict

(Oxford: Oxford Research Group, 2001), 22-23.)

Taming the Tank
Setting:  Dennis and Sheila are seated in the living room reading.  John

(age 6) comes rushing in with a family friend in tow.

John:  Momma, Daddy, Uncle  _______ took me to McDonald’s and look what

I got!  They are passing out toy tanks for free and I got one!  They

give them out with the French fries.

Mother:  John, you know we’ve never had toy weapons in our home.

John:  But it has all these great moveable parts.  Can I keep it?

Dennis:  John, you were just six months old when we took you with us to

the Philippines, where we were invited to lead some retreats.  But our

real interest in going there was to show you the street in the main

city, Manila, where the whole country had come together to throw out the

crooked ruler without guns or tanks or airplanes.  We call that “People

Power.”  The crooked ruler sent his army to kill the people, but when

the people stood in front of the tanks and handed the soldiers food and

flowers, the soldiers refused to fight, and climbed out of their tanks

and hugged the people.

John:  I bet those people were glad to get rid of that evil ruler.

Dennis:  You bet they were.  So your mother and I have come up with a

plan for the tank you brought home from McDonald’s.  We will put it

away, but on the 6th day of every month, which was the day that

Filippinos drove him out of their country, we will get your tank out and

act out the scene where the soldiers refused to fight.

John:  Can I be the one that tells each of us what our role will be?

Then, could we celebrate with a special meal for dinner that night?

Sheila:  Of course we can.

 John:  I think I’m going to like this idea.

(Some of these are incomplete pending editing by the original teller.)
