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“Let me be clear. This is revolting. The Bible is not a prop. A church is not a photo
op. Religion is not a political tool. God is not your plaything.” 
 
These were the words of the Jesuit Priest James Martin in response to the images
that we woke up to on Tuesday morning of U.S. President Donald Trump standing
in front of a Washington church wielding a bible high in his hand. This is in the
wake of the protests that have spread across America in response to the merciless
and race-driven murder of George Floyd by a police officer whose job it was to
protect. In fact, presumably at the request of the White House, police officers in
riot gear had used tear-gas to clear protesters out of the way so that the photo
opportunity could take place. And by the way the church had not given
permission for him to be there. 
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Christian leaders around the world have been rightly appalled at Trump’s
actions and have been quick to condemn this stunt and indeed his
authoritarian leadership following George Floyd’s death. Of course this kind of
politicisation of the bible isn’t anything new. Indeed it has been used in the
past to legitimise slavery and racism that is at the very heart of the wider
issues that have led to George Floyd’s murder. What Trump is trying to do with
this image is to project his authority, his cause and his agenda onto that of
holy scripture. His starting point is himself. How far removed this is from the
reason God has given us his word in the first place which is to shape us - not
us shape it.
 
To find an example of a leader who was informed and shaped by God’s word
take a look at the late Martin Luther King, Jr.. The agenda for his leadership
wasn’t projected onto the bible but arose from it. In fact, his approach wasn’t
always liked by parts of the civil rights movement - most notably non-violent
resistance. But his was a practiced faith that was at the core of who he was and
his message of equality for all. He used the words of the prophet Jeremiah to
describe his relationship with scripture like this:
 

‘The word of God is in my heart like burning fire shut up in my bones.’ 
Jeremiah 20.9

 
 
Don’t you want that in your life, God’s word burning inside you? What an
example to us all to always start with the bible, to come first to God’s word
prayerfully, to allow the Potter to do his work in us (Isaiah 64.8), to be sensitive
to the leading of the Holy Spirit, and to allow the Father to write his ways onto
our hearts (Jeremiah 31.33) - not the other way around.


