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Marshall Davis is a retired Baptist preacher who has been a friend across many years. In his 
retirement he has taken up writing a blog—an online post offering various opinions and perspectives 
of our world today. This past week he wrote about The Meanness Virus. “There is an epidemic spreading 
across our nation that is worse than the COVID-19 pandemic. This societal disease does not have an 
official name, but I call it the ‘meanness virus.’ It is as contagious as any coronavirus. I do not 
remember Americans ever being this mean…. 

“This bad behavior has spread to all levels of society. Listen to any talk show on the radio. 
They are easy to find on the dial. You will get an earful of overt contempt, scorn and ridicule from 
the host and callers. The attitude is also exhibited in countless Letters to the Editor in local newspapers. 

“On our town’s local Google group, which serves as a public forum for our small New 
Hampshire town, it is now common for people to speak condescendingly toward others, treating them 
as if they were stupid or evil or both – simply for holding a different political position.” Marshall goes 
on to point out that this meanness can be found in our churches as well. “It is hard to overestimate 
the damage this plague of meanness, which is spewing from Christian pulpits and pens, has done to 
the cause of the gospel. People – especially young people - are voting with their feet. The meanness 
virus is emptying the churches faster than the COVID pandemic.” He goes on to mention a turn of 
the century Methodist revivalist, Sam P. Jones, who used to preach: “You better quit your meanness.”1  
 Marshall isn’t preaching every week anymore, not from a church pulpit anyway—he’s retired, 
but he knows our Scripture and I’m sure he knows our words today from James about the power of 
our tongues—they may be small but they can start quite a fire! The question for the church today is 
what kind of fire, what kind of movement do we want to start? Do we want to reflect the same 
meanness that infects our world, or is there another way for us? Might we learn to speak for ourselves, 
to speak in new ways? 

Chris Henry writes: “Recently, a friend and I were talking about how disturbed and saddened 
we’ve been by the hateful and decidedly unchristian words spoken by self-proclaimed Christian leaders 
in recent years. The examples are too numerous to cite, and each has its own agenda of hatred and 
division. I complained that it was so deeply unfair that such intolerant and offensive perspectives were 
being allowed to speak for me and all other Christians.” Watch your tongue. You better quit your 
meanness. But then his friend offered a profound and simple response: “Chris, they only speak for 
you if you don’t speak for yourself.”2 
 Jesus was going along with his disciples and he asked them, “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 said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Today, in the midst of the “meanness virus,” we 
have an opportunity to proclaim the Jesus we have come to know in the reading of Scripture and in 
the practice of prayer, in our service to others, and in the example shown us by justice loving people 
across the ages. Who do you say that I am? 

 
1 Marshall Davis, The Meanness Virus, September 6, 2021 Spiritual Reflections by Marshall Davis. 
https://revmdavis.blogspot.com/2021/09/the-meanness-virus.html 
2 Christopher A. Henry, Saying and Doing, © The Christian Century, September 10, 2012  
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 Over and against all the meanness that seems so present in our world today, we have the 
opportunity to speak for ourselves. As my friend Marshall puts it, the antidote for the toxic Christianity 
that has poisoned American culture can be found in many small churches that practice a “local, 
homegrown, face-to-face, inclusive spirituality that focuses on loving God and loving your neighbor 
as yourself.”3 Who do you say that I am? 
 Of course, when we answer that question, we won’t always get it exactly right—our tongues 
can lead us astray, so be humble. Be open to learning from the experience of others. Peter answered 
Jesus’ question by saying that Jesus was the Messiah and most of us would agree with him. A-plus 
Peter. Then Jesus starts talking about suffering, betrayal and death and Peter wants nothing to do with 
that. He got the right title, but he had the wrong understanding of the meaning of that title for Jesus 
and for his followers. Peter is expecting a Messiah who will establish God’s rule with power and 
authority and bring glory and reward to his followers.4 That is the understanding that Jesus rebukes. 
If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want 
to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. The 
context of these hard words is Jesus’ teaching that he must undergo great suffering, and be rejected 
by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes—all the good religious leaders—and be killed, and after 
three days rise again. That is a whole new understanding of what Messiah means; it is no wonder that 
Peter doesn’t understand.  
 These are difficult words. Are we really called to suffering and rejection and death? Is that 
what discipleship is all about? Our problem here is that like Peter, we miss the most important words 
of all. Jesus taught them that he would undergo great suffering and rejection and be killed and after 
three days rise again. Suffering, rejection and death are not the whole story. New life is.   
 I think of a great many people who have known oppression, suffering, hard times that anyone 
would want to avoid, and yet in the midst of that suffering, they were also incredibly alive. Some years 
ago, when the apartheid government was still in power, Desmond Tutu was asked to address the 
World Council of Churches. He was delayed because his government would not let him leave. When 
he finally arrived, he was greeted by a standing ovation and he proclaimed Paul’s words: “If God be 
for us, who can be against us?” Suffering, yes, but life so much more! 
 Barbara Brown Taylor writes that “the deep secret of Jesus’ hard words to us in this passage 
is that our fear of suffering and death robs us of life, because fear of death always turns into fear of 
life, into a stingy, cautious way of living that is not really living at all. The deep secret of Jesus’ hard 
words is that the way to have abundant life is not to save it but to spend it, to give it away, because 
life cannot be shut up and saved any more than a bird can be put in a shoebox and stored on a closet 
shelf. 
 “Or better yet: life cannot be shut up and saved any more than fresh spring water can be put 
in a mason jar and kept in a kitchen cupboard. Oh, it will remain water, and if you ever open it up you 
can probably still drink it, but it will have lost its essence, its life, which is to be poured out, to be 
moving, living water, rushing downstream to share its wealth without ever looking back. 
 “Peter wanted to prevent Jesus from doing that. He did not want Jesus’ life to be spilled, to 
be wasted. He wanted to save it, to preserve it, to find a safer, more comfortable way for Jesus to be 
Lord. What he forgot, apparently, was that Jesus’ supply of life was never-ending, that what poured 
out of him poured out of an underground source so fine, so strong, that the more of himself he gave, 
the more he had, a veritable geyser of living water send to drench a dry, dry world.” These words of 
Jesus are not actually an invitation to “follow Jesus into death, but an invitation to follow him into life, 
both now and later on, but we can only follow him if we do not get tripped up on suffering and death, 

 
3 Davis, Ibid.  
4 See Harry B. Adams, Pastoral Perspective, Proper 19, Mark 8:27-38, in Feasting on the Word, Year B. Vol. 4. © 2009 
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if we do not get so frightened and preoccupied by those that we forget who we are and whose we are 
and why we are alive in the first place.”5 
 When Bessie and I first got engaged, I met a wonderful man, an old friend of Bessie’s family, 
named Ross Sherbrooke. We got to see him again this past summer. He’s older of course and he is 
just as full of life. Ross taught me a very simple poem: 

A bell’s not a bell ’till you ring it;  
A song’s not a song ’till you sing it; 
Love was not put in your heart there to stay; 
Love is not love ’till you give it away. 
If we want to follow Jesus, if we want to find the best antidote to the meanness that surrounds 

us, if you want to tame your tongue and speak up for yourself, then follow Jesus’ example of a life 
lived for others. Love and life are not really love and life until you give them away. Find real life by 
giving yours away with generosity and compassion.  

 
Let us pray: Bless us dear God with words and actions that proclaim who you really are, that the world 
might discover life that is real life, celebrating the worth of all your people, loving you and loving 
neighbors, following the way of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 
5 Barbara Brown Taylor, Risking Life, in The Seeds of Heaven. Forward Movement Publications. © 1990 


