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Bare-Bones Jesus in American Popular Culture



In the context of United States pop culture, the image of Jesus Christ as a white man with

shoulder-length wavy brown hair and a beard is instantly recognizable. Sometimes he is wearing

long white robes, with a piece of rope as a belt and open-toed sandals on his feet. No halo is

needed for anyone living in the United States to recognize this caricature of Jesus Christ, the Son

of God. Jesus is a man of complex character and meaning, whether or not you actually believe he

is the Son of God; so why is Jesus summed up into one distinct and consistently used depiction,

consisting of just appearance and nothing else? As we know through different Christologies,

there are unique and different views of Jesus for different demographics of people throughout the

world. What does the image of Jesus as a white man with long brown hair say about the US? The

caricature of Jesus in American popular culture reveals how Americans think of the image of

God, and that in turn reveals what Americans think of being the best or the most appropriate

characteristics for God to exhibit. There are many characteristics of the caricature that can be

considered, however, I will just focus on Jesus’s whiteness, maleness, and instant

recognizability.

The caricature of Jesus Christ that is used most widely in American popular culture is

usually a white male with shoulder length hair and a beard. This is shown in many popular

cartoons such as South Park, and Family Guy, and even in live-action portrayals of Jesus. Jesus
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is a recurring character on Family Guy, appearing in over twenty episodes, and he has the same

appearance of being a white man, except in one episode “Jerome is the New Black” where he

appears as Black Jesus.1 It is important to note that images of Black Jesus exist in popular

culture, however they are more seen as a variation of White Jesus rather than legitimized as

something Jesus could actually look like. Instead of Black Jesus being as widespread an image in

mainstream American culture as White Jesus, he only appears every once in awhile, and in

Family Guy’s case, once in twenty times. Jesus has appeared in South Park over twenty times as

well, and similarly is male, white, has shoulder-length brown hair, and a beard.2 Even in liveaction portrayals of Jesus, he carries the same basic characteristics of appearance of whiteness,

maleness, and beardedness. This recurring and largely undisputed portrayal of Jesus in American

television, one of the largest forms of media in the country, is emblematic of the normative

thinking that leads to the exclusion of those who do not fit those norms. Though Jesus’ whiteness

in the mainstream image of him is not always present, it mostly is, and this shows the white

supremacy present in American culture. Jesus is also always male, and this shows the misogyny

and patriarchy present in American culture. And because the image of Jesus is so minimal and

based solely on appearance, but still instantly recognizable, it shows the assumed lack of

religious diversity in American culture and exclusion of other religions.

Jesus’s image in the mainstream being almost exclusively white is emblematic of the

white supremacy in the United States. Black liberation theologian James Cone challenges the

exclusive whiteness of Jesus Christ in mass media. Cone simply says that if Jesus cannot be
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black, then he is a white supremacist and an oppressor.3 Images of black Jesus do exist, thanks to

Black churches. There is even a series on the television network Adult Swim, which premiered

in 2014 and accompanies Black Jesus on his travels through Compton, California.4 However,

Black Jesus is not the primary image that America associates with the Son of God, and this is

simply inaccurate. Jesus was a Jew, a people descended from Northern Africa, so at the very

least, Jesus was not European and certainly did not have European features such as white skin.

This is where the mainstream image of Jesus becomes especially troubling; the main image of

Jesus used throughout popular culture is blatantly inaccurate and according to the reasoning of

James Cone, that makes this image of Jesus oppressive. The association of whiteness with

godliness as shown in Jesus’ exclusive whiteness excludes all other people of color from being in

God’s image, and it excludes them from being seen on the same level as White people in the

United States. The heavy perpetuation of Jesus as white also affirms white supremacy in that it

assumes whiteness to be the most appropriate characteristic to represent God, and in turn asserts

that whiteness is better than being of color.

Similar to the image of Jesus being exclusively white, the image’s exclusive maleness is

also emblematic of patriarchy and misogyny present in American popular culture. Feminist

theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether points to many times throughout history where Jesus’

maleness aids in the oppression of women simply by virtue of excluding women. Because of the

binary ideas surrounding gender in which maleness and femaleness are mutually exclusive and

opposite, Jesus being male asserts that he is the opposite of being female, and in turn femaleness
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is seen as the opposite of divinity.5 Similarly to the reasoning seen in Jesus’ exclusive whiteness,

Jesus’s maleness asserts that being male is an appropriate characteristic for God to exhibit, and

also that femaleness is inadequate. And, the consistent and exclusive image of Jesus as male

reinforces misogyny and patriarchy by showing that God cannot be in the image of a woman,

which therefore shows women on a lower level than men in society.

The instant recognizability of the image of Jesus is where the exclusivity and normative

thinking is shown most plainly. Though the population of the United States is a Christian

majority, there is religious diversity due to the existence of other religions and existence of

multiple denominations of Christianity in itself. 80 percent of the US population is Christian,

13.5 percent is agnostic, and the other 6.5 make up the rest of the major world religions;

Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and many others.6 In my experience as a Hindu person

living in the United States, these percentages of different religions create an interesting social

understanding of the religiosity of this country. Because the US is a country founded on religious

freedom, religious diversity could be automatically assumed. However, because the US is

majority Christian, it instead becomes assumed that Christianity is a sort of default religion for

people living here, a norm across the board. This is exacerbated because of the high percentage

with which Christianity is a majority—many other religions exist, but not in great enough

numbers for Christianity to come into contact with or feel threatened by them. In more

religiously diverse communities, for example Asian countries, or more uniquely, West Indian

countries, religious dialogue and shared culture takes place and allows for these religions to

coexist peacefully, and this kind of religious interaction is not present on a large scale in the US.



5



Reuther, Rosemary Radford. "Christology and Patriarchy." In Thinking of Christ, edited by Tatha Wiley, 122-34.

NY: Continuum, 2003. Page 124.

6

"Largest Religious Groups (United States (General))." United States (General), Religion and Social Profile.

Accessed December 13, 2016. http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/country_234_1.asp.



4



My parents’ home country Guyana contains an amazingly diverse community because of

its colonized existence, and though the country is troubled in many ways, one of its greatest

accomplishments is the way in which different ethnic and religious populations share their

cultures and coexist generally peacefully. The country is inhabited by the native Amerindian

population, along with South Asians, Africans, East Asians, and Europeans due to colonization,

slavery and indentured servitude. The current religious figures in Guyana are 55 percent

Christian, 30 percent Hindu, 7.5 percent Muslim, 2.4 percent Ethnoreligionist (the native

Amerindian religions), and the last 5.5 percent containing agnosticism, as well as other religions

like Rastafarianism and Baha’i.7 My parents, who are still practicing Hindus, recall great ethnoreligious dialogue from their time back home, remembering their visits to Muslim weddings and

celebrations of Eid with their Muslim friends. My family also celebrated Christmas back home,

and we continue to do so in the United States, exchanging presents between the family and

putting up Christmas trees of our own. The Hindu holiday Holi, the festival of colors, is

celebrated country-wide in Guyana, with people of all faiths partaking in the throwing of brightly

colored powder. This is not to say that the people live perfectly in harmony; of course there is

still some prejudice between the different religious groups. However, despite that, as a Hindu

person in the United States I have never seen such large-scale and country-wide religious sharing

in this country as there is in Guyana. It could just be impossible for such religious dialogue in the

US because of the sheer size (Guyana’s population is just under 800 thousand whereas the US’s

is around 300 million), but the overwhelming Christian majority in the US is another reason why

other religions are not as recognized as they would be in more diverse countries. And by

recognition, I do not just mean recognition by the government in principles of religious freedom,



7



"Largest Religious Groups (Guyana)." Guyana, Religion and Social Profile. Accessed December 13, 2016.

http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_102_1.asp.



5



but rather by the entire population of the country actually partaking in and respecting other

religious practices.

The overwhelming Christian majority in the United States leads to the assumption that it

is a Christian country, and that everyone is Christian, despite the religious diversity otherwise

found. This becomes manifested when Jesus is portrayed in popular culture, particularly

television. Creators put forth the simple, basic caricature of Jesus (a white man with long brown

hair and a beard) as something that will be understood and known because of the Christian

majority, though not all Christians have the exact same understandings of Jesus and not all

people in the United States are Christian. The image of Jesus in pop culture is very unsubstantial,

and reduced to just personal characteristics such as facial hair and clothing; “bare-bones,” if you

will.

The bare-bones Jesus lacks depth to communicate who he is and what he stands for, and

it results in an image of Jesus that allows viewers to project their own beliefs upon him. When

considering Jesus’ entire earthly existence, even without the question of his connection to God,

one can reach the conclusion that Jesus not only supported justice for the marginalized of

society, but actively worked towards it. Liberation theologians of many disciplines and from

many backgrounds have reached that same conclusion, finding their liberation in Jesus’ existence

and his relationship with God, along with Jesus entirely earthly existence, death and resurrection.

Bare-bones Jesus is not only oppressive in that his skin is white and his body is male, but

also in that the image conveniently ignores liberation theologies such as that of Cone, Reuther

and Lamberto Schuurman. Schuurman’s liberation theology comes out of a colonized Latin

American context, in which he asserts that an abstract Christ is a Christ that can be manipulated.8
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In their colonization of the native population in the New World, the Spanish used abstract and

oppressive images of Christ to get the natives to accept their colonization without fighting back.

Though these colonizing images of Jesus used by the Spanish were pulled from high

Christologies and explicitly manipulated to accomplish a specific goal of pacifying the natives,

the manipulation of bare-bones Jesus operates on a much more subtle scale since it depends upon

the viewer and their own beliefs. If Jesus can just be represented by maleness, white skin, long

hair, a beard and white robes, viewers are not reminded that Jesus sought and continues to seek

justice for the marginalized, and their own beliefs can be projected onto the image of Jesus since

it is so passive.

Black liberation theologian Cone found the liberation of Black Americans bound up in

what he called the historical kernel, or historical truths about Jesus as an oppressed person that

cannot be denied.9 Some historical truths about Jesus that Cone finds is that he was an ethnic

minority as a Jewish person under the Roman Empire, descended from people who were

enslaved, and poor. Since Jesus fought for the rights of the poor and the marginalized and was

marginalized himself as a Jew in the Roman Empire, God therefore cares about Black people in

the United States since they were enslaved and continue to be a marginalized minority, similar to

Jesus’ own context. God manifesting Godself in Jesus and later resurrecting him after he was

killed for fighting for the rights of the marginalized shows that God intends for justice for the

marginalized. The image of Jesus in mainstream television as white omits these liberating

aspects of his existence, which become clear when considering the historical truths of Jesus’ life.

In Ruether’s consideration of historical truths about Jesus, she finds some liberating

aspects of his existence for women that are not found in the bare-bones image of Jesus.

Throughout the Gospels, women were the most open to Jesus’ teachings than men, they
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remained faithful to Jesus even after his own disciples abandoned him, and Mary was portrayed

as the best example of the messianic community.10 This inclusion of and importance of women

shows God’s vested interest in their liberation, as they were very closely involved with Jesus

more so than men and were central to Jesus’ ministry despite their social standing in their

historical context and even in our context today. Though it may be historically accurate to

portray Jesus as male, unlike portraying him as white or European, the image’s exclusive

maleness is still oppressive to women because of the androcentric, or male-centered view

asserting maleness as better than femaleness without any other surrounding context. In the

Gospels, we are aware of the important role women played in Jesus’ life, but with the

mainstream American image of Jesus as a man standing alone, viewers are not reminded of those

women and they are ultimately forgotten about.

In these Black and feminist liberation theologies, we find a deeper understanding of Jesus

that the bare-bones image does not even scratch the surface of; rather, the bare-bones image

shows almost an opposite understanding of Jesus Christ than his actual historical life, death and

resurrection all suggest. This misunderstanding of Christ comes from society’s own norms and

prejudices, and is emblematic of them. However, in bare-bones Jesus’ exclusive use and constant

perpetuation, these norms are also affirmed and they continue to legitimize the exclusion of those

who do not fit them. In not reminding the viewers of Jesus’ fight for justice for the marginalized,

bare-bones Jesus also does not remind the viewers that they should be fighting for the rights of

the marginalized as well. And this is where the manipulation of the mainstream image of Jesus

comes in.

The instant recognizability of the bare-bones image of Jesus is what makes it so passive

and in turn easily manipulated. Because of the assumed Christian majority in the United States,
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creators expect viewers to automatically know that the bare-bones image is portraying Jesus, and

they also expect viewers to know who Jesus is. However, this presumed Christian majority is

false. Though the majority of Americans are Christian, they are not of the same denomination,

and by virtue of that, do not all have the same understanding of Jesus. Other world religions also

substantially exist, and constitute a religiously diverse country. The meaninglessness of barebones Jesus, its inability to portray Jesus Christ’s liberating aspects that are found in historical

truths about him, allows viewers to project their own beliefs onto Jesus. Though not specifically

regarding Christ, Martha Smith Tatarnic found that “ultimately, the church, or religious faith in

general, is presented [in television] in a language that appears to affirm the primacy of individual

desires above all else” in her considerations of the effects of television on religion.11 The barebones Jesus portrayed in television serves to be a sort of empty, hollowed out figure of Jesus that

viewers can fill up with their own views, which are shaped by society’s norms and ideals, and in

turn can reinforce them.

In times of injustice against the marginalized, an abstract Christ only serves to reinforce

the supremacy of the norms exemplified in the bare-bones image of Jesus, and in turn exclude

those who do not fit. Especially in today’s America, where inclusion is needed much more than

exclusion, this type of image becomes unacceptable. When Muslims are discriminated against

because of Islamophobia, the delegitimization of other religions by simply forgetting about them

and assuming that Christianity is the norm exacerbates the issue even more. When Black

Americans are brutalized by the police, the affirmation of white supremacy does nothing to quell

their pain, and even worsens it. And when women continue to fight to break the glass ceiling and

lose their jobs to less qualified men, an androcentric view on life that places men above women

11
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