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Picturing Jesus

Do you have a mental picture of
Jesus? If so, what is it like, and where
did it come from? Some of our mental
pictures, like some paintings and
printed pictures that claim to be Je-
sus, seem very different from what
the earthly Jesus must have really looked like.

Especially if we’re Anglo-American, many of
us think of Jesus as looking a lot like ourselves and
the other people at our typical worship services,
Sunday School classes, workplaces,
family gathcrings, and Icisurc activitics.
| That may be largely because many
24, paintings and drawings that claim to be
" Jesus make him look Anglo-American.

Portraying Jesus that way gives a false picture
of him. More important, it can contribute to the un-
just domination of other racial/ethnic groups by
Anglo-Americans. Claiming Jesus as part of that
group makes other groups look less valuable.

Picturing Jesus as looking like our-
selves can be helpful in some ways :
but unhelpful or even harmful in D
others. It can help us remember that
Jesus is accessible to us and cares about us, but it
can keep us from remembering that Jesus also cares
about the people who don’t look or act like us.

A fresh look at a famous picture

An intriguing book that I’ve
recently come across throws a lot
of light—including some disturb-
ing light—on this subject. The
book discusses a famous painting
of Jesus that furnishes many
Christians’ mental picture of him.

David Morgan, a Lutheran who chairs the art
department of Valparaiso University, presents a

A misleading picture

A few days before Christmas |
saw an interesting full-page ad in
each of four cities’ newspapers. Filling
the whole page was a drawing of a
man working at a wooden carpenter’s
bench and a toddler playing on the floor beside him. The
man wore a long, loose garment and was using a primi-
tive hammer. Everything in the picture was clearly meant
to show the setting in which the earthly Jesus lived.

The toddler was plump, blond, and light-
skinned like the man. A circle of light was on
top of the toddler's head. He was playing with

some huge metal nails. Two boards, one shorter than the
other, were prominent on the floor beside him. The light

from an open doorway spotlighted him and made his

body cast a distinct shadow. The :

shadow, however, wasn't shaped
like his body. It was shaped like a cross.

Superimposed on the picture were these words—
“Most of us spend our lives seeking our destiny. One
man created His own. It began in a manger and led to a
cross, and it included you.” At the bottom was the mes-
sage “If you would like to know Jesus as Savior and
Lord, call ... ” and the phone number and address of
Hobby Lobby, the chain of craft-supply stores.

| appreciated the fact that a large business corpora-
tion—especially one whose business depends a lot on
people buying Christmas wrappings and decorations—
had bought expensive ad space in a lot of newspapers to
promote the true meaning of Christmas,
but the portrayal of Jesus bothered me.

The words seemed to imply that Je-
sus created his own destiny and that we
can create ours in the same way—by using
only our individual human resources to become whatever
we happen to want to be. To me that doesn’t seem an
accurate portrayal, either of Jesus or of human beings.
The picture bothered me even more, however. It gave
Jesus physical characteristics that a native of Bethlehem
two thousand years ago undoubtedly didn’t have. It made
him look like a baby of Northern European descent.

Far too often, Christians of that descent smugly act
as if Jesus were a member of their group alone. Too of-
ten, that keeps them from seeing the worth of others.




isn’t just a development of recent years.




