
This installment of The Wired Word has been prompted by two stories in the news recently. In one, a 

leader in the Black Lives Matter movement referred to Jesus as "the most famous black radical 

revolutionary in history." In the other, Justin Welby, the Archbishop of Canterbury and head of the 

Church of England, spoke of the need to rethink the way the Western church usually portrays Jesus -- as 

white. 

In different ways, both articles invite us to recognize that Christians and others have a long history of 

remaking Jesus to fit our current hero-types, sometimes to the point of obscuring how the New 

Testament presents Jesus. So we will use this lesson to look at this remaking-Jesus trend, and seek to 

look again at the Bible's presentation of him. (We've explained this in more detail in the "Applying the 

New Story" section below, and you may find it helpful to read that before reading the "In the News" 

section.) 

If you'd prefer a different topic, look at our second lesson, which explores an issue about which people 

of faith don't all agree: whether or not to wear facemasks. When there is no biblical command that 

explicitly tells us what to do in this case, we ask what theological principles we can turn to as we make 

decisions about matters in so-called "gray areas" of life.   
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In the News 

In a June 24 interview on Fox News, Hawk Newsome, the head of Black Lives Matter of Greater New 

York, claimed Jesus was "the most famous black radical revolutionary in history." 

Interviewer Martha MacCallum had Newsome on her show "The Story" to elaborate about comments 

Newsome had previously made about the necessity of violence in some situations related to the Black 

Lives Matter (BLM) movement.  

Newsome responded by citing how America "is built upon violence," adding, "for any American to 

accuse us  of being violent, it's extremely hypocritical," and cited the role violence has played in U.S. 

foreign policy, replacing leaders in other countries by force. 

Newsome went on to say that the BLM movement is about "saving lives," not "ambushing police 

officers," but he declined to rule out violence in the struggle to bring about black liberation. 

"We are talking about protecting lives and there is nothing more American than that," he said. 



"When people get aggressive and they escalate their protests, cops get fired, now, you have police 

officers, you have Republican politicians talking about police reform. I don't condone nor do I condemn 

rioting, but I'm just telling what I observed," Newsome said. 

Newsome also cited the Second Amendment and how it was hypocritical for Americans to look at black 

people as violent when they talk about "arming themselves and defending themselves." 

At one point, MacCallum quoted Dr. Martin Luther King Jr, saying, "Let us be dissatisfied until that day 

when nobody will shout, 'White Power!' when nobody will shout 'Black Power!' but everybody will talk 

about God's power and human power." She then asked Newsome if he agreed with that 

"I love the Lord," Newsome responded. "And my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, is the most famous black 

radical revolutionary in history," he asserted. 

"He was treated just like Dr. King. He was arrested on occasion, and he was also crucified or 

assassinated," Newsome said. 

"This is what happens to black activists: We are killed by the government," he said. 

Newsome went on to say, "It's just the hypocrisy and the white supremacy in America and in the world 

that show us portraits of a pasty, white Jesus. Jesus was not white; we all know this." 

MacCallum responded that Jesus "is Jesus to all Christians and people interpret him in imagery in 

different ways." She noted that Jesus was "from the Middle East. We all know that." 

"So, he wasn't a white man," Newsome said again. "We all know that, right?  We all know Jesus wasn't 

white, right?" 

Newsome repeated the question several times as MacCallum was trying to close out the interview, but 

she did not answer the question nor did he answer hers. 

"I appreciate where you're coming from and I appreciate you coming on tonight and I know you're very 

passionate and that you want what's best," MacCallum said. "So, everybody has different aims and 

different ways to get there." (See the full interview here.) 

Three days later, while not in direct response to the Newsome interview, Justin Welby, the Archbishop 

of Canterbury and head of the Church of England, said the church should reconsider its portrayal of 

Jesus as a white man. 

Appearing on the BBC "Today" program, Welby was asked whether the way the Western church 

"portrays Jesus" needed to be rethought in light of recent BLM protests following the death of George 

Floyd. 

"Yes, of course it does," Welby said, adding that Jesus has been portrayed differently in countries 

around the world. He said he was regularly in touch with Anglican Church leaders from around the world 

who did not portray Jesus as white. 
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"You go into their churches and you don't see a white Jesus -- you see a black Jesus, or Chinese Jesus, or 

a Middle Eastern Jesus -- which is of course the most accurate. You see a Fijian Jesus -- you see Jesus 

portrayed in as many ways as there are cultures, languages and understandings." 

Welby added that the representations of Jesus were not, however, "who we worship" but rather served 

as a "reminder of the universality of the God who became fully human." 

TWW team member Joanna Loucky-Ramsey commented, "When I was a pastor, I deliberately used 

music and art from many traditions. The point was not that most cultural depictions of Jesus are 

'accurate' or 'authentic.' We all know that a picture of the birth of Christ as a Korean or African child is 

not more correct than one that depicts Christ as German or Italian. But my reason for using a variety of 

images was to 'flesh out' what the incarnation of Christ might look like to different people in different 

parts of the world. So when I decorate my house for Christmas, I have several nativities I set up, from 

Nicaragua, Africa, the Czech Republic and Native Alaskan artists. The nativities remind me that Jesus 

didn't just come to earth for people who look like me, but for people all over the world." 

More on this story can be found at these links: 

'Jesus Christ Is the Most Famous Black Radical Revolutionary in History,' Black Lives Matter Leader 

Says. Christian Headlines 

Black Lives Matter Greater New York Chair on Movement's Goals. Fox News 

Archbishop of Canterbury Says Portrayal of Jesus as White Should Be Reconsidered. CNN  

Applying the News Story  

A few years ago, a religious supply house in the Midwest marketed a series of Jesus figurines that 

showed Jesus dressed in the usual biblical garb, but in each case he was involved in an activity not 

depicted in the Bible. One of the collectibles had Jesus helping a child swing a bat on a present-day 

baseball diamond. Another had him handing off a football to a youth. A third portrayed Jesus, robes 

flying and hockey stick in hand, whizzing down an ice rink in pursuit of the puck. Yet another showed 

Jesus shooting baskets with a couple of kids. There are more in the series too, all showing Jesus involved 

in some sort of sports activity. 

These figurines are simply entries in a long line of attempts by writers, artists, songwriters, preachers 

and others to try to imagine how Christ would behave if he were walking our land today -- or perhaps 

using contemporary images in their art to capture an aspect of Jesus that is especially meaningful to 

them. Back in 1925, an advertising man named Bruce Barton published a book titled The Man Nobody 

Knows, in which he cast Jesus as a successful businessman. It rose to the top of the nonfiction best seller 

list both that year and the next, and is still in print today. In 1999, artist Stephen S. Sawyer produced a 

painting titled Undefeated that has Jesus, wearing only trunks, standing in the corner of a boxing ring 

holding a pair of boxing gloves. He has a beard, long, flowing hair and a muscular physique, and he looks 

like a hunk who could model for the cover of one of those bodice-ripper romance paperbacks. 
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When he was president, Thomas Jefferson spent a few evenings scissoring out of the gospels all the 

references to miracles and Jesus' divinity, ending up with a slim volume which he called The Philosophy 

of Jesus of Nazareth, in which he presented Jesus as an enlightened sage. 

Some 19th-century Christians saw Jesus as a reasonable progressive pointing the way to a world that 

would only get better. Greek writer Nikos Kazantzakis wrote about a 20th-century post-war nuclear age 

Jesus, wracked with doubt and ennui. The still popular musical Jesus Christ Superstar tells us a lot about 

the '60s' political point of view about prophets and powerful interests -- and oddly enough it got a lot of 

teens reading the Gospels. Evangelist Garner Ted Armstrong wrote that Jesus was "a professional 

builder in the construction business, combining the technology of 'modern,' first-century engineering 

with the art of the skilled craftsman." 

Starting in the 1980s and continuing through about 2006, a group of biblical scholars who were dubbed 

the Jesus Seminar tried to find the "historical" Jesus by voting on which -- in their opinion -- of his 

recorded sayings are genuinely from him and which are elaborations of the early Christian community. 

But it's often said that in the search for the historical Jesus, the person usually found is the 

individual historian's Jesus. 

These days, depending on their political persuasion, some people picture Jesus as a champion of 

conservative or progressive views and it's often said that many of us have a tendency to remake Jesus in 

our image. That Jesus resembles the reflection in our mirrors more than it does the Christ of the Bible.  

Over the years of America's history, this remaking of Jesus gradually separated him from the creeds, 

from the scriptures and even from Christianity itself -- with some people claiming that the 

religion about Jesus and the religion of Jesus are very different things. This is bolstered by the claim that 

what really matters is what Jesus did and taught, not what others in the Bible and church have believed 

about him. And once Christ was disentangled from Christianity, Americans of any religion and even of no 

religion have felt free to embrace their own version of him. 

Today's news stories give us an opportunity to think about these matters and try to move our own 

biases and "invented" Jesuses out of the way to let the Christ of scripture be seen. 

The Big Questions 

1. When you picture Jesus in your mind, to what ethnic group does he belong? In what ways, if at all, 

does your mental image of Jesus affect how you perceive his role in your life? his role in the lives of 

people of other ethnicities? When is imagining Jesus as part of a particular culture or identity a spiritual 

stumbling block, and when is it a way of deepening our understanding that Jesus is Emmanuel, God-

with-us? 

2. If you have ever encountered an image of Jesus that you found startling or off-putting, what about it 

caused that reaction?  

3. To what degree is your understanding of Jesus based on who you want him to be? To what degree is it 

based on how the New Testament presents him? 



4. Do you consider Jesus your guide in life? What does that mean to measure yourself by who Jesus is?  

5. Many people base what they believe about Jesus on a personal experience (such as a conversion). 

How reliable is experience in helping you know who Jesus is? How does personal revelation, church 

tradition and scripture inform your understanding of who Jesus is? 

6. Does creating Jesus in our own image (or the image we want him to be) constitute idolatry? Why or 

why not? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

Mark 8:27-29 

Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way he asked his disciples, 

"Who do people say that I am?" And they answered him, "John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still 

others, one of the prophets." He asked them, "But who do you say that I am?" Peter answered him, "You 

are the Messiah." (For context, read 8:27-33.) 

This incident comes late in Jesus' ministry. His disciples had been with him for something like three 

years, and they had seen the miracles and heard the teachings and seen Jesus in action. Jesus knows 

how close he is to the cross, but the disciples do not yet sense it. So part of what is going on here is 

Jesus trying to see how far along they are in their understanding of him. That will be vitally important 

after he is gone. 

And so he asks them two questions: First, who do other people say that he is. The disciples answer that 

people are speculating that he is a reincarnation of John the Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah or one of the other 

prophets. People were defining Jesus according to their expectations -- healer, teacher, wonder worker, 

military messiah, harbinger of the eschaton and so on.  

But then Jesus asks the second question: "But who do you say that I am?" Peter answers for the group 

when he responds, "You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God." 

Those are the same two questions that confront us today when we look at Jesus. Who do others say 

Jesus is? And the responses are all over the place. But the more important question is, "Who do you say 

Jesus is?" 

Here are some basic answers to that question from the Gospels: 

 Jesus is the one, who, after he was baptized, lived up to his baptism every day by the way he 

honored and obeyed the heavenly Father. 

 Jesus is the one who proclaimed the good news of God, preaching repentance and announcing 

that the kingdom of God had both begun and was still to come in all its fullness. 

 Jesus is the one who was so filled with compassion that though it sometimes seemed to get in 

the way of his proclamation ministry, he still took time and energy to heal the sick. 



 Jesus was the one who embodied the very authority of God, and that was so evident that people 

who heard him commented on it. 

 Jesus was the one who did not shun bad company, but who called them to repentance and to a 

place in the kingdom of God. 

 Jesus is the one who repeatedly withdrew to pray and stay in touch with his heavenly Father. 

 Jesus is the one in whom his contemporaries recognized a special connection with God -- a 

recognition that led Peter to call him "the Son of the Living God." 

 Jesus is the one who conveyed God's love to humankind. 

 Jesus is the one who claimed to be God himself and one with the Father. 

 Jesus is the one who went to the cross despite being innocent, understanding that in doing so, 

he was being obedient to the will of God, and was doing something profound for humankind. 

 Jesus is the one who arose victorious over death on Easter and is thus living today. 

Questions: Who do you say Jesus is? What other definition statements would you add to the list above, 

and what evidence would you base those added statements on? 

John 9:25 

I do not know whether he is a sinner. One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see. (For 

context, read 9:1-41.) 

This is the answer that a man born blind who received his sight through Jesus, gave when some religious 

leaders pressured him to call Jesus a sinner. The man, who hadn't known Jesus before his healing, gave 

an honest answer based on what he'd experienced: I was blind; now I see. 

Questions: The blind man's viewpoint about Jesus underwent a change. Was there a moment when the 

way you see Jesus suddenly changed? What happened, and how did the changed view affect you? What 

does your experience of Jesus tell you about him? What reinforces or confirms or makes you question 

your experiential evidence of who Jesus is? 

John 6:35, 41, 48, 51 

I am the bread of life. 

John 8:12 

I am the light of the world. 

John 10:7, 9 

I am the door of the sheep. 

John 10:11, 14 

I am the good shepherd. 

John 11:25 

I am the resurrection and the life. 



John 14:6 

I am the way, the truth, and the life. 

John 15:1, 5 

I am the true vine. 

In the Gospel of John, Jesus makes these seven statements about himself. These statements would have 

had particular significance to the first-century Jewish listener, who would remember that God had 

revealed himself to Moses with an "I AM" (Exodus 3:14). Elsewhere in John, Jesus used the same words 

to describe himself (4:26; 6:20; 13:19). 

Questions: Which of these seven statements mean the most to you? Why? Collectively, what do these 

seven statements from Jesus tell you about his identity? 

Philippians 2:5-11 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 

who, though he was in the form of God, 

            did not regard equality with God 

            as something to be exploited, 

but emptied himself, 

            taking the form of a slave, 

            being born in human likeness. 

And being found in human form, 

            he humbled himself and became obedient 

            to the point of death -- even death on a cross. 

Therefore God also highly exalted him 

            and gave him the name 

            that is above every name, 

so that at the name of Jesus 

            every knee should bend, in heaven 

            and on earth and under the earth, 

 and every tongue should confess 

            that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

            to the glory of God the Father. 

(For context, read 2:1-11.) 

Paul here presents the incarnation of Jesus, along with his humble obedience to the point of death and 

his subsequent exaltation as the ultimate servant of God -- and God himself. 

Questions: How could Jesus become a human and still be God? What divine attributes (knowing 

everything, being everywhere, etc.) did Jesus set aside to become human? Which did he retain? 

Applying the concept of setting aside privilege to ourselves, TWW team member Joanna Loucky-Ramsey 

said, "I find the idea of setting aside privileges tremendously motivating for me as a Christian, especially 

in the current conversation about 'white privilege.'" Could it be that by willingly "setting aside" privileges 



that come with our place in the culture -- to the extent that is possible -- we become more fully 

Christlike and reflect Jesus more in the world? 

John 12:32 

And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself. (For context, read 12:27-36.) 

Jesus was here talking about his impending death -- a "lifting up" in being hoisted into the air on a cross, 

but also the lifting up to follow in resurrection and ascension -- and what effect that would have: 

drawing "all people" to himself. 

Note, all people.  

Regardless of his human ethnicity, his work was and is for all. 

Questions: Does the skin color of Jesus matter to your relationship with him and your faith? Do you see 

anything wrong with Jesus being portrayed in the skin color of the believer? How, if at all, would your 

faith differ if you saw Jesus in a different skin color and/or sex?  

In what ways, if at all, do you feel Christ drawing you? Why do you think he said "draw" and not "drag"? 

For Further Discussion 

1. As noted in the "Applying the News Story" section above, over the years, people have tried to paint 

Jesus as the ultimate sports figure, a successful businessman, a manly redeemer, an enlightened sage, a 

post-war survivor wracked with guilt and doubt, a professional builder, a historical non-divine person 

overlaid with church beliefs, a superstar, a black radical revolutionary, a political 

conservative/progressive (your choice, depending on your political persuasion), and more. Which of 

these, if any, fit your understanding of Jesus, and why? Why do you think some people have redefined 

Jesus? 

            TWW consultant James Gruetzner writes: My parents had a "coffee-table book" of depictions of 

Jesus in art from many cultures.  It was the first time I'd seen Jesus portrayed as a Chinese sage or an 

African storyteller or an American Indian elder.  It was great -- and it was irksome. Like most youngsters, 

I was fairly literal-minded, and found such vaguely odd -- just as I found the European paintings of Jesus 

wearing European dress from the Middle Ages or Renaissance rather odd. (OK, the response was often 

an eye roll.) Although I quickly learned to appreciate these different perspectives in art as I matured, I 

still tend to be fairly literal-minded, as, I think, is predominant in our modern and postmodern culture. I 

think this is one reason why the Sallman portrait "Head of Christ" became so popular. Painted with an 

olive skin, he was neither white nor black, Asian or African or European, but more representative of that 

crossroads of trade from all portions of the Old World.  We like to see Jesus both as he is, and as he 

becomes one of us where each of us is. Discuss how the various depictions of Jesus can, in different 

ways, aid in your relationship and knowledge of him.  

2. Respond to this from hospital chaplain, J.S. Park: "The politics of Jesus are not predictable. If the 

church's politics are predictable, then they're not the politics of Jesus. 

            "On one hand, Jesus could be a liberal. He cared for the poor, foreigner, oppressed. He gave food 



and health care to the masses. He flipped a money changer's table. On the other hand, Jesus could be a 

conservative. He preached family values and moral virtue; he said if your hand causes you to sin, cut it 

off, if your eye to sin, gouge it out. Jesus told his disciples to buy swords; later he told Peter to lay it 

down because 'those who live by the sword will die by the sword.' Jesus was a mix of political 

contradictions. Why? 

            "Here's my speculation. If Jesus is the Son of God, then his wisdom is outside of time: he is not 

locked into the views of 2,000 years ago or of today. His wisdom would be timeless, transcending all 

traditions, positions and divisions. He would look like no person we've ever seen, capable of holding 

multiple tensions, so balanced that he would disrupt every system he entered. 

            "Many Christians, me included, try to extrapolate one part of Jesus to support our agenda. We 

sprinkle some Jesus on top to force his endorsement. It was done with slavery, burning witches, the 

Crusades and fundamentalist hate groups. It is still done now. 

            "A survey taken by a professor found introverts in his class largely believed Jesus was an introvert 

and extroverts thought him an extrovert. We carve Jesus into our own image. 

            "Can we pin down Jesus' politics? No. Not if we met him. And if we've met him, he expands us. 

            "This to me is clear. If we limit Jesus, we haven't met him yet. He takes us beyond those limits. He 

challenges the positions we hold dearly. He presses in to question our convictions, and to hold us to 

them. And to firmly yet humbly walk through our disagreements. 

            "I do not mean that Jesus was neutral, inscrutable, or middle of the road. Many of the things that 

Jesus did are clear and not a mystery open for interpretation. He was fiercely involved. I believe that 

Christians likewise ought to be politically engaged as lovingly and boldly as possible. 

            "For me, here is what I see: Jesus went to the wounded. Every time. He preached for the hungry, 

naked, imprisoned and sick. He stretched his arms to both criminals at the cross. Jesus walked with the 

least likely to be liked, people like you and me. 

            "Perhaps I am limiting Jesus again. But my prayer: May he surprise us as he gives us vision over 

sight." 

3. Comment on this, also J.S. Park: 

The Jesus that I "prefer" 

can only serve my small agenda 

The Jesus that I need 

            has a vision far greater than my sight 

            and an imagination that outweighs mine. 

He loves not just the people like me 

            but the least likely 

            like you, and like me. 

4. Discuss together the viewpoint found in this article: "Jesus Isn't Interested in America's Two-Party 

Division."  

5. Consider this responsive statement of faith in Christ, from TWW team member Frank Ramirez: 
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One: We believe in the Jesus who healed the sick, reaching out to those who were isolated and 

alienated, and restoring them not only to health, but to their communities of family and faith.  

All: We believe in the Jesus who not only preached peace, but lived it, challenging us to love our 

enemies, turn the other cheek, and to respond with nonviolence and forgiveness to those who dared to 

lay hands on and murder him. 

One: We believe in the Jesus who comforted the grieving widow and the women who lamented his 

impending crucifixion, who bantered with the ostracized Samaritan woman, heard the challenge of the 

Syro-Phoenician woman, and honored the extra effort of the paralytic's friends who interrupted Jesus' 

teaching by lowering their friend through the roof. 

All:  We believe in the Jesus who challenged the powerful with a refusal to let them frame the 

conversation with their loaded questions, who was unafraid to offend them when they victimized the 

poor, the widow, the orphan and the suffering.  

One: We believe in the Jesus who tells stories grounded in our lives, who speaks our language, knows 

our joys and sorrows, and can out-Bible anyone who tries to justify wrong behavior with a few 

quotations from scripture. 

All:  We believe in the Jesus who grieves over the rich young man who turned away and rejoices that no 

greater faith is found in our church than the Centurion who is the outsider. 

One: We believe in Jesus, the gardener who asks the landowner for yet one more year to bring us back 

to life! 

All: We believe in Jesus, who suffered, died, and was buried, and on the third day rose from the dead, 

who lives and reigns, and at whose name someday every knee will bow and every tongue confess that 

Jesus is Lord. 

Responding to the News 

This is a good time to consider how you picture Jesus, and whether you've "remade" him into someone 

you can manage instead of opening yourself to be managed by him. 

You might wish to view James Taylor's rendition of the Christian song, "Some children see him."  

This is also a good time to learn more about what Black Lives Matter means and why responding with 

"All Lives Matter," while certainly true and important, misses the point in that particular 

discussion. Here is a good place to start. 

Prayer 

Help us, O Lord, to see Jesus as clearly as we can, and not to re-create him in our image, but let him re-

create us in his. Amen. 

Other News This Week 
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People of Faith Wrestle With What Scripture Teaches Us About Wearing Masks and Other Gray Areas 

The Wired Word for the Week of July 12, 2020 

In the News 

Brett McCracken, author of Gray Matters: Navigating the Space Between Legalism and Liberty, recently 

posted an article entitled, "4 Reasons to Wear a Mask, Even if You Hate It." While he acknowledges that 

the Bible doesn't give us a mandate regarding masks, he says scripture invites us "to do at least four 

things": 

1. To Love Your Neighbor (Matthew 22:39) 

2. To Respect Authorities (Romans 13:1-7) 

3. To Honor the Weak in Our Midst (Romans 14 and 1 Corinthians 8 and 10), and 

4. To Use Freedom for the Sake of the Gospel (1 Corinthians 9:19-23). 

Even if  wearing a mask is annoying or uncomfortable at times, and even if you don't believe wearing a 

face covering is effective in helping to slow the spread of the coronavirus, McCracken writes, why not do 

so as an expression of love for one's neighbor? 

McCracken points to Titus 3:1, 1 Peter 2:13-14, and Hebrews 13:17 as additional references in support 

of respecting the authority of government officials when they order or recommend certain practices to 

protect the public, even if you don't necessarily agree with them. He states that the commandments are 

summed up in the words: "Love your neighbor as yourself" (Romans 13:9). So obedience to lawful 

decrees, according to this line of thought, is a way of loving one another.  

Regarding his third point, McCracken refers to Paul's discussion of an issue that caused conflict in the 

early church: the question of whether or not believers should eat meat that had been offered to idols in 

pagan worship. Some refrained from eating such meat for reasons of conscience, while others felt free 

to partake without concern that to do so would constitute a sin.   

"Paul argues that in matters of freedom, it's important that 'stronger' Christians don't flaunt their 

freedom in ways that become stumbling blocks to the weak," McCracken writes. "When a mask-wearing 

'weaker' brother enters a church gathering full of mask-free 'stronger' brothers, the mask wearer 

naturally feels pressure to remove it -- but that's exactly the sort of wounding of the weak conscience 

Paul says is a 'sin against Christ' (1 Corinthians 8:12)." 

The opposite, of course, would also be true: A mask-free person entering a group of masked "stronger" 

brothers would naturally feel pressure to put one on and become one of the group.  In current life, 

many "mask wearers" believe themselves to be smarter and better -- "stronger"--than those who don't. 

The argument goes both ways, which McCracken fails to mention.   

Finally, McCracken says that "American Christians are sometimes prone to understanding 'freedom' in a 

way more shaped by the U.S. Constitution rather than by the Bible. But … scripture sometimes calls us to 
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give up these freedoms for the sake of the gospel. Few things are more beautiful to witness than 

someone giving up their rights and freedom for the sake of another," McCracken concludes. 

Rev. Tim Reynolds, pastor of Second Presbyterian Church in Knoxville, Tennessee, compared public 

health edicts with traffic laws meant to protect others as well as ourselves, suggesting that if we don't 

question the authority of the government to determine under what conditions we are entitled to 

operate a vehicle, we shouldn't see public health directives as attempts of government officials to force 

us to do something against our will. Rather, Reynolds says, we should choose to follow such directives 

"to show solidarity with and compassion for one another." According to that way of thinking, our 

priority should be what serves the common good rather than demanding what we believe are our 

individual rights. 

This position presumes that we know what serves or constitutes the "common good." There is a very 

long and deep understanding that the "common good" is dependent upon and cannot be separated 

from individual rights: in other words, that the exercise and preservation of individual rights is vital to 

"the common good." In this understanding, appeal to the "common good" is akin to Gellert Grimwald's 

appeal to the "greater good" in the Harry Potter books: an excuse for oppression and tyranny.  In such 

an understanding, government officials and bureaucrats forcing people against their will is opposed to 

"the common good," and must then be resisted. 

TWW team member Frank Ramirez pointed out that the book of Leviticus contains public health 

guidelines for the Israelites that included quarantines and other restrictions on where people who had 

contagious diseases could live, as well as how people would be restored to the community once they 

were healed. Those guidelines were meant to protect the community at large, much as masks, social 

distancing, hand washing and other sanitation measures are doing today. 

Mental health professional Clare Johnson wrote that she belongs to the camp of believers who choose 

to cover their faces "out of care and respect for those around us." She understands that some take 

government decrees regarding public health as "an infringement on personal liberty," which she agrees 

is a legitimate concern, but she says that abiding by those decrees deepens her faith in several ways: 

 By helping her practice love of neighbor, especially "the least of these." 

 By helping her grow in humility, especially when wearing a mask is unpopular and even scorned. 

Johnson says when she is ridiculed for her attempts to love others, she remembers that the 

Christ she follows endured much more. 

 By forcing her to speak less and listen more, since communicating through masks is harder. 

 By reminding her that she is loved and that she is not alone. When she wears a handmade cloth 

mask someone made for her, even when isolated due to Covid-19 restrictions, she senses the 

love of God and of others, and expresses gratitude more consistently. 



 By reminding her that God understands her heart, even when other people may not. So 

"wearing a mask reminds me that my identity is found in my relationship with God," Johnson 

says. 

More on this story can be found at these links: 

Walking by Faith and Wearing a Mask. BioLogos 

Removing the Coronavirus Mask: May This Crisis Reveal Us as Christians. USA Today 

Whether You Wear Mask During Pandemic Unmasks Your Theology. Word and Way 

While Some Try to Politicize Wearing Face Masks, For Me It's a Spiritual Practice. Baptist News 

To Wear a Mask or Not Wear a Mask? Try to Envision What God Might Have Us Do. The Island Packet 

Applying the News Story  

Though political, scientific and medical aspects of the question of whether or not to wear face masks 

might engender a lively discussion, our focus for this session will be how to understand the issue from a 

theological and biblical perspective.   

In fairness, we recognize that not every Christian who declines to wear a mask views it as an unloving 

act. As one person explains, "not wearing a mask may indicate a desire to oppose government dictates 

one views as oppressive. I refuse to wear a mask in part to help others overcome needless fear and grow 

in courage and strength."  

Proponents and opponents of mask wearing sometimes accuse each other of increasing the burdens of 

the fearful instead of helping them to overcome their fears. People may respond to information about 

Covid-19 based on which they believe to be the greater threat: the possibility of contracting the virus 

that could sicken or kill them, or the possibility of government overreach that might rob them of their 

precious personal liberty.  

How people react to news about the coronavirus may also depend in part on which voices they believe 

are trustworthy. Some also found the fast-moving flood of advisories and mixed messages from various 

sources regarding the way we should respond to Covid-19 frustrating, contradictory and confusing. 

Medical experts and government officials are not perfect. They make honest mistakes, for which we 

need not attribute nefarious motives to them. What people in prominent positions announce to the 

public may or may not be affected by politics, but when self-interest or partisan agendas appear to 

influence the messages they convey, the public may find it hard to know what to believe. 

We will not address questions of whether or not masks are effective in mitigating the spread of the 

coronavirus, what type of masks are helpful, or when and where face coverings or other measures such 

as physical distancing and handwashing should be the norm. Other sources provide information about 

the use of masks in various cultures throughout history, but for our purposes, we are intentionally 

narrowing the focus to biblical and theological cases for or against the wearing of masks in our present 

circumstances, and more broadly, how we determine our theology and practice in the gray areas of life. 
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The Big Questions 

1. Have you ever been criticized or shamed for wearing or not wearing a mask? What was the gist of the 

criticism? 

2. To the best of your ability, make an argument, based on scripture, against the wearing of masks in our 

current situation. 

3. To the best of your ability, make an argument, based on scripture, in favor of wearing masks in our 

current situation. 

4. What is the nature of our spiritual freedom? What responsibilities accompany the exercise of spiritual 

freedom? 

5. What overarching biblical principles guide you when making decisions in gray areas of life? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

Galatians 5:1, 13-14 

For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery. ... 

For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for 

self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another. For the whole law is summed up in a 

single commandment, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself." (For context, read 5:1, 13-26.) 

Paul's emphasis in the letter to the Galatians, and in verse 1 of this chapter, is on the freedom from the 

Mosaic law followers of Christ have. But Paul also gives a caveat: While the grace of God in Christ frees 

us from legalism that would re-enslave us to rules and regulations we could never hope to keep 

perfectly, the same grace frees us from slavery to self-indulgence, the desires and works of the flesh (vv. 

13, 15-21).  

Instead of being enslaved to what tears us apart, Paul speaks about "becoming slaves to one another" 

through love (v. 13). This concept harkens back to the concept of becoming a bondservant found in 

Deuteronomy 15:12-17. The law was that indentured servants were to be set free every seventh year, so 

that their bondage would not be a perpetual state of being, but rather temporary, until the servants 

could "get back on their feet," so to speak. But if at the end of six years, a servant wished to stay with 

the master out of love for him and his household, and because he finds the situation agreeable, he could 

covenant to remain in that household as a servant for the rest of his life.  

Paul is saying that we are to have that kind of love for others that we willingly serve them for the rest of 

our days. 

"Do we want the non-believing world to look at Christians as reckless virus super-spreaders who put 

their own freedoms ... ahead of the health of their larger community?" asks author Brett McCracken.  



Questions: Recall a time when you used your freedom as a permission slip to indulge your selfish 

desires. How much satisfaction did you feel afterward? 

Now think of a time when you voluntarily limited your freedoms for the sake of others. How satisfying 

was that experience? 

Give an example of Christians not using their freedom as an excuse to indulge themselves, but rather as 

an opportunity to serve others in love. 

Philippians 2:3-5 

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let 

each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind be in you 

that was in Christ Jesus, (For context, read 2:1-8.) 

Kate Murphy, pastor at The Grove Presbyterian Church in Charlotte, North Carolina, remarked that "the 

Incarnation … was inconvenient and uncomfortable. It was God's way of going out of his way -- leaving 

the splendor and glory of heaven to live uncomfortably on earth, covering up his divinity with frail and 

imperfect human flesh. … Jesus went out of his way to show -- in his flesh -- that [people's] lives 

mattered to him." 

Murphy commented that "when people see you not wearing a mask, those who agree with you might 

think you are smart and free. But those who believe the reasons government officials and scientists give 

us for wearing masks, … look at you and think -- 'that person doesn't care if I die.'" 

She concludes that "Wearing a mask is a practical way to show that you love your neighbor, to lift the 

burden of someone who is afraid instead of adding to it. And if you don't believe that masks are 

necessary and you wear one anyway -- then that is an even more extraordinary witness of selfless love."  

Questions: What does it mean to "regard others as better than yourselves" in humility? What does that 

not mean? 

How would you define "your own interests"? What are "the interests of others"?  

How did Jesus think about his own interests and the interests of others (what is the mind "that was in 

Christ Jesus" with regard to what was in his best interest and what was in the best interest of others)?  

How does the incarnation of God in flesh (John 1:14) in the person of Jesus challenge and motivate you? 

Luke 10:27-28, 36-37 

[The lawyer] answered, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 

with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself." And [Jesus] said to him, 

"You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live." … [After telling the parable of the Good 

Samaritan, Jesus asked the lawyer,] "Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who 

fell into the hands of the robbers?" He said, "The one who showed him mercy." Jesus said to him, "Go 

and do likewise." (For context, read 10:25-37.) 



In response to a lawyer's question about whom he should consider his neighbor, Jesus told the parable 

of the Good Samaritan to shift the focus from which people we include or exclude in the category of 

"neighbor" to whether we act as neighbors to others. The lawyer actually gave Jesus "the right answer" 

about what leads to eternal life when he quoted scripture commanding us to love God and love our 

neighbor as ourselves (vv. 27-28).  

All three men who were traveling the Jericho road that day had their own agendas, but when faced with 

a person in need, they responded differently. Mitch Randall, of Good Faith Media (formerly Ethics Daily), 

wrote that the priest and Levite who pass by the injured man operate by "a theology of individualism," 

which must not be confused with "the importance of personal conscience that provides rights to 

individuals to practice faith as their conscience dictates." 

While the priest and the Levite put their own priorities first, the Samaritan was willing to be 

inconvenienced and even to make sacrifices of time and treasure to care for the injured crime victim.  

Randall asserted that "People of faith who refuse to wear masks in public when physical distancing 

cannot be observed reveal a theology of individualism, which places individual interest over the 

common good." 

Questions: Do you agree with Randall's assessment? Does a "theology of individualism necessarily place 

individual interest over the common good? Why or why not? How might an emphasis on individualism 

at times produce positive results and actually promote the common good?  

Who do you see making sacrifices for others during this pandemic, even at times to the extreme of 

laying down their lives?  

What does "being a neighbor" look like in our extraordinary circumstances today? Would wearing a 

mask qualify as an inconvenience, or a sacrifice, for you? What inconveniences and sacrifices are you 

willing to make for people who are hurt and at risk today? 

1 Corinthians 13:4-7 

Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its 

own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It 

bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. (For context, read 13:1-13.) 

Ephesians 4:2-3 

... with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, making every effort 

to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. (For context, read 4:1-6.) 

"In Essentials Unity, In Non-Essentials Liberty, In All Things Charity." So wrote the German Lutheran 

theologian, Rupertus Meldenius, in a tract on Christian unity (circa 1627) during the Thirty Years War 

(1618–1648). 

From the celebration of Pentecost in Acts 2 until today, Christ followers have been united and divided by 

doctrines and faith practices. As we think about what we believe and how we practice our faith in the 
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gray areas of life, we do well to consider what (and, more importantly, whom) we share in common that 

unites us.  

Paul urges the Ephesians to pull out all the stops to maintain the unity of the Spirit. That is only possible, 

he says, if they practice "all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love." 

Dr. Mark E. Ross, a professor of systematic theology, wrote that "Salvation comes to us by faith in Christ, 

so there must be a defining core of truth that is ours in faith, sufficient to unite us to Christ even if not 

yet complete in all its detail. Defining this core precisely might prove to be as difficult as living out the 

whole truth faithfully, but it will surely include that God, the Creator of heaven and earth against whom 

we have all sinned, was in Christ, reconciling to himself all who believe in him, not counting their sins 

against them, but forgiving them through the redemption that is found in the sinless life and atoning 

death of Christ and received by faith alone, calling for obedience to Christ as Lord under the authority of 

his Word in the Holy Scriptures." 

Yet even if Christians agree on these basic tenets of faith, significant disagreements occur over what to 

believe and how to practice our faith. For some, even the issue of whether or not to wear face masks 

during a pandemic might cause friction and even division among believers. 

"The saying of Rupertus Meldenius strikes the right balance," Ross concluded. "It calls for unity on the 

essential things, the core of truth in our union with Christ. In nonessentials (not the unimportant, but 

those things that if lacking do not prevent our union with Christ), it calls for liberty so that all might 

follow their consciences under the Word and Spirit. In all things, however, there must be love ('charity' 

from the Latin caritas, or 'love'), 'which binds everything together in perfect harmony' (Colossians 

3:14)." 

Questions: Give examples, from scripture, church history or your own experience, of nonessentials that 

have threatened the unity of the church. 

How are we to define the core of our faith in terms of our beliefs? In terms of how we practice our faith? 

How can the church maintain the unity of the Spirit in the essentials of our faith while extending the 

grace of freedom of conscience and choice to others in the nonessentials? 

For Further Discussion 

1. Ohio State Rep. Nino Vitale (Rep.) said that while he respects the choice of others to wear a mask, he 

does not believe that Ohioans should be forced by the government to do so. "Quite frankly everyone 

else's freedom ends at the tip of my nose," Vitale said in early May. 

            "You're not going to tell me what to do … we do have to be careful about how much 

encroachment we get on personal liberties and freedoms and that, to me, is the goal and the end duty 

of government: to protect personal liberty." Vitale also said he chooses not to wear a mask because he 

wants others to see he was made "in the image and likeness of God," which he believes is seen most in 

our faces. 

            Rabbi Brad Bloom of Hilton Head Island countered that the image of God is seen most clearly not 



in "the literal body frame God created" but in human beings who live "by values and morals that God 

wanted us to embrace and live by in our lives." 

            "Is God concerned more about how we look or how we behave?" Bloom pondered, adding "If we 

believe that God created us in the divine image and that all humans are our brothers and sisters then 

what are we willing to do to protect them? Is this not God's law -- to treat life as sacred?" 

            How would you respond to the two men's points, from a theological and biblical perspective? 

2. Several viewers responded to this video with comments that were either anti-masks and/or anti-

government-mandates to wear masks. Here are a few of their remarks in condensed form for your 

consideration. In most cases, we only have the user names without additional information regarding the 

identities of those commenting. How would you assess the concerns expressed by these viewers? 

 This is all a part of a Godless agenda that starts with baby steps. Masks promote a spirit of fear 

of something that doesn't exist. (David Terry) 

 "It reminds me so much of the mark of the beast 'you can't buy nor sell without taking it.' These 

are all stepping stones for tribulation hardly anyone is realizing it. ... if the Spirit of God lives 

inside of you (Greater is [he that is] in me then [sic] he who is in the world) then you CANNOT 

contract the virus neither can you spread it/give it to someone else since you don't have it AND 

can't get it, if you don't wear a mask." (Canadian Susan Stewart) 

 You are made in the image of God, not the image of the bandit. The beast is a system and this 

mask is his mark. Who are you declaring your allegiance to, your Creator or the kingdom of this 

world? (Scott C) 

3. Discuss this from welder Andrew Leyva, who also responded to the video in For Further Discussion #2: 

            "I think our faith as christians is hanging on by the threads of the masks we wear. If that's the 

case, don't wear a mask. But, if your faith is in Jesus Christ, built on stone and not on sand, wearing a 

mask is simply wearing a mask. I don't actually think my faith is dependent on the mask. 

            "I am for the most part used to wearing masks at work. And I'm not talking about the flimsy kind. 

I'm talking about the ones that squeeze your face and have filters on both sides. My job requires it when 

doing long heavy welding applications. I could argue I won't get lung cancer because I believe in God, 

therefore, I don't need to wear a mask. But that would be ignorant of me. Think about it. If thats the 

case, I dont need to ever wash my hands, or wash my clothes, or shower, or x, y, z. 

            "I find it difficult to believe that many brothers and sisters in christ think their pursuit of God is 

going to be hindered by a piece of fabric." 

4. According to church historian Eusebius, an epidemic swept through the Roman Empire in the fourth 

century. Eusebius tells us that "all day long [Christians] tended to the dying and to the burial, countless 

numbers with no one to care for them. Others gather together from all parts of the city a multitude of 

those withered from famine and distributed bread to them all." Because of the way Christians behaved 

during the epidemic, Eusebius concludes, everyone "glorified the God of the Christians." 

            When this pandemic ends, will people glorify the God of the Christians because of how you and 
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your church acted during this crisis? How can you live in such a way that God will be praised and 

glorified after this is all over? 

5. Ed Stetzer, the Executive Director of the Wheaton College Billy Graham Center, wrote: "We normally 

think of masks as things to cover who we are -- to hide or disguise what we really value. I think this virus 

will take off some masks -- and help reveal … what kind of Christians we really are. … moments of crisis 

define who we truly are and what we truly believe." 

            What do you think our current crisis is revealing about what kind of Christians we really are and 

what we truly believe? 

Responding to the News 

When you see people out in public, look at their behavior. Hear Jesus ask, "Who is acting as a neighbor 

to others?" 

Go and do as that neighbor has done. 

Prayer 

Lord Jesus, our Good Shepherd, thank you for your willingness to put the needs of your flock before 

your own. You laid down your life for the sheep, for your friends, for your brothers and sisters. Help us 

not to hesitate to lay down our lives for others, just as you did for us. Empower us with your Spirit's 

passion and your Father's love, that we might serve others with great joy. Amen. 
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