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Let mutual love continue. Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by 
doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it. Remember those who are in 
prison, as though you were in prison with them; those who are being tortured, as though 
you yourselves were being tortured. Let marriage be held in honor by all, and let the 
marriage bed be kept undefiled; for God will judge fornicators and adulterers. Keep your 
lives free from the love of money, and be content with what you have; for he has said, “I 
will never leave you or forsake you.” So we can say with confidence, “The Lord is my 
helper; I will not be afraid. What can anyone do to me?” Remember your leaders, those 
who spoke the word of God to you; consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate 
their faith. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. Through him, then, 
let us continually offer a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that confess his 
name. Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are 
pleasing to God.  
 
 

One of the things people of my generation notice, and have never really 

come to terms with, is the number of young men and women—millennials—

who have tattoos. A millennial is someone born between 1982-1983 and the 

early 2000’s. I once read that the exact date for the last millennial born is 

September 11, 2001, because after that everything changed. I happen to be 

father to three millennials. 

Seeing all these young people with tattoos is a little unsettling for us older 

folks. When we were growing up, tattoos were the things that sailors got in 

seedy establishments after a drunken brawl. Now, there are almost as many 

body art storefronts as there are Subways and Starbucks. I have often 

wondered why these good looking young people, in the radiant flush of youth, 

with all of that beautiful, smooth skin that God gave them, would spend so 
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much money and endure being stuck with needles in order to cover that 

beautiful skin with graphic art. As my oldest said, it’s like putting a bumper 

sticker on a Lamborghini. There’s also a prohibition against it in Leviticus 

19:28: “You shall not make any gashes in your flesh for the dead or tattoo any 

marks upon you: I am the Lord,” though a few Christian commentators point 

out that this law is among the holiness ritual codes in the 613 laws of Moses 

(which also includes prohibitions against eating pork and shellfish and wearing 

clothes made out of two kinds of fibers), and thus applicable only to observant 

Jews. 

Anyway, whenever I start thinking how unsettling it is to see all these 

millennials with tattoos (especially young women, which probably makes me a 

male chauvinist), I tell myself, “Settle down, old man. Remember when you 

were young, and you drove your father with his GI crewcut crazy when you 

grew your hair grew down to your shoulders?” My father couldn’t stand my 

long hair, and he couldn’t stand my loud music, and he couldn’t stand my 

choice of clothes (though in the early ’70’s, he did develop a fondness for 

double-knit polyester leisure suits) and I think, maybe this is just the way that 

generations have always interacted with each other, and now that I’m old I get 

irritated by the young because I no longer am. Sometimes, I think that maybe 

tattoos are just the millennial generation’s passing fancy, and they will get over 

it and move on to something else. But then I think, no, tattoos cannot be just a 

passing fad. You can get your hair style changed in less than an hour and it 

doesn’t hurt, and you can buy fashionable new clothes at J.C. Penney’s and 

give your old ones to Goodwill, and you can listen to your music with 
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headphones so the lyrics won’t offend your elders. But getting rid of tattoos is 

expensive and painful. Angelina Jolie had to pay a fortune to get Billy Bob 

Thornton’s name lasered off her arm. 

 And then, I heard a thoughtful person observe that the reason so many 

millennials have tattoos is because they are permanent. They get them because 

there are so many things in their young lives that we older folks used to think 

of as stable and permanent that are no longer stable and permanent for them—

their parents’ marriages, their family’s security, long-lasting relationships, 

affordable higher education, bright prospects for the future. More often than 

not, they rent rather than buy. Very often, they cohabit before they marry. 

Everything is in a state of flux. We old people may think nowadays that the 

ground is shifting beneath our feet. But consider how the young feel; they 

grew up in an earthquake zone. Maybe they like tattoos because they want 

something that will last in their lives, and what they ink on their skins is not a 

passing fad but something that signifies who they are and what they most 

deeply believe. Sometimes, when I talk to young people with very visible body 

art, I will ask what a particular tattoo signifies, and I’ve found that if the 

question is asked respectfully, they like telling me. One young woman said she 

and her mother had the same saying inscribed on their wrists; and now that 

they’re estranged from each other, it reminds her of when they were close. 

Another young woman, an executive with a demanding job in an influential 

religious charity, had what I took to be a large dove on her arm. When I asked 

her about it, she said, “It’s not a dove, it’s a humming bird.” “Why a humming 

bird?” I asked. “Because it’s the only bird that can fly backwards,” she said. 



HEBREWS 13.1-8, 15-16  4 

Nobody, I have learned, goes through the pain and expense of acquiring a 

tattoo because it signifies nothing, but because its signifies a great deal. 

Permanence. We need it. We hunger for it. In biology, it’s called 

homeostasis—the stability that living organisms need to thrive. But what if 

instability is the new normal? What if the thing that one has grown accustomed 

to is not solid rock, but shifting sand? What if you have to be like a humming 

bird to survive—backwards, forwards, sideways, where all of your life you’ve 

seen technological transformations, unstable relationships, cultural upheavals, 

and great fluidity in terms of identity? When I was growing up, the genders 

were male and female. Facebook now gives its subscribers 71 gender identities 

to choose from. No wonder so many young people want the permanence of a 

tattoo. But is there something in this world that could be more permanent than 

ink on skin? How about the word of God? As the Prophet Isaiah said, “The 

grass withers, and the flowers fall, but the word of our God endures forever” 

[40.8]. 

One helpful tool in Bible study is to see if something in scripture has an 

antecedent in an earlier scripture. For example, it’s helpful to know that when 

Jesus said, “The poor you will always have with you” [Matthew 26.11], he 

wasn’t saying the cause of ending poverty is hopeless. He was quoting 

scripture, Deuteronomy 15.11, which says, “Since there will never cease to be 

some in need on the earth, I therefore command you, ‘Open your hand to the 

poor and needy neighbor in your land.’” When Jesus, dying on the cross, cried 

out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” he was quoting Psalm 

22:  
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My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 
Why are you so far from helping me,  
from the words of my groaning?  
O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; 
   and by night, but find no rest.  
 
When Jesus said that the two greatest commandments are 1) “To love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your mind,” 

and 2) “To love your neighbor as yourself” [Luke 10.27-28] he was citing 

Deuteronomy 6.5 and Leviticus 18.5. Everything was built upon what had 

gone before. 

A Biblically literate people share a powerful common language. When 

Abraham Lincoln said, “A house divided against itself cannot stand,” his 

Biblically literate audience knew he was quoting the words of Jesus in 

Matthew 12.25: 

Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and no city or house 
divided against itself will stand. 

 
When Lincoln gave his immortal Second Inaugural Address, emblazoned 

on the wall of the Lincoln Memorial, his theme was divine Providence. He 

quoted or alluded to scripture six times in that seven minute address [Genesis 

3.19, Matthew 7.1, Matthew 18.7, Psalm 19.9, Psalm 147.3, James 1.27]. In 

one of the most famous passages, he said, 

Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war 
may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth 
piled by the bondsman's two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall 
be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by 
another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it 
must be said, "the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether. 
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Lincoln was quoting Psalm 19.9. As he acknowledged, those words were 

first said three thousand years before. What words could possibly endure so 

long and speak so powerfully to a people who had suffered the greatest 

cataclysm in their history? Only the word of God. 

The night before his assassination, Dr. Martin Luther King gave what is 

known as his “Promised Land” speech: 

…I don't know what will happen now; we've got some difficult days ahead. But 
it really doesn't matter to me now, because I've been to the mountaintop…Like 
anybody, I would like to live a long life–longevity has its place. But I'm not 
concerned about that now. I just want to do God's will. And He's allowed me to 
go up to the mountain. And I've looked over and I've seen the Promised Land. I 
may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight that we, as a 
people, will get to the Promised Land. And so I'm happy tonight; I'm not 
worried about anything; I'm not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory 
of the coming of the Lord. 
 

 Dr. King was invoking Deuteronomy 34, when Moses, who had led the 

people out of bondage in Egypt 40 years before, saw the Promised Land on the 

other side of the River Jordan, knowing he would not get there, but the people 

he had led would. In all of the radical changes that our country has undergone, 

and is undergoing, there has been one constant: that in the most consequential 

times of our history, we have always returned to the only firm foundation that 

a people whose national motto is “In God We Trust” can ever have—the word 

of God. 

 But it was ever so. Even today’s scripture reading from Hebrews invokes 

multiple earlier scriptures: 
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•  “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have 

entrained angels unaware.” [Genesis 18.1-8; Genesis 19.1-3] That’s a reference to 

the time when Abram welcomed the three angels by the oaks of Mamre. 

•  “Let marriage be held in honor among all and let the marriage bed be 

undefiled” [Exodus  20.14]. That’s a reference to the Ten Commandments, 

specifically the 7th Commandment against adultery. 

•  “Remember those who are in prison as though you were in prison with them,” 

which can be considered a rephrasing of Jesus’ words in Matthew 25, “I was in 

prison and you came to me.” 

 It goes on and on and on. You can look up today’s scripture reading in 

your Bibles and see the affiliated readings in small print at the bottom of the 

page. The point is, there is a common, enduring witness in the revealed word 

of God that enables us to understand what God would have us to do, so that in 

this world of constant flux and change, where the ground beneath our feet 

seems more and more like quicksand, the word of God endures as a rock upon 

which we can stand. Do we need to wear a flag pin on our lapels if love of 

country is emblazoned on your hearts? Do we need to write something on our 

bodies to tell the world who we are if we are able to communicate that by what 

we believe and the way we talk and act? “Behold, the day is coming,” said the 

Prophet Jeremiah,  

…when I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I 
will be their God, and they shall be my people. No longer shall they teach one 
another, or say to each other, “Know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, 
from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their 
iniquity, and remember their sin no more. 

*** 
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In Roman Catholicism, the service that draws the greatest percentage of 

Millennials in terms of attendance, I was surprised to learn, is not Easter, nor is 

it Christmas. It is Ash Wednesday, when sins are confessed and heads are 

anointed with ashes—a temporary tattoo, signifying something important. And 

the greatest religious observance among Millennials, I was also surprised to 

learn, is the Lenten discipline, in which something that one likes eating or 

drinking or doing is freely surrendered, willingly given up, until the Day of 

Resurrection. Which must mean that the Millennials are not looking for 

something else to be given to them; they are looking for ways to give 

something for the sake of a cause, a purpose, higher than themselves. That 

must also mean that those who wear crosses or have tattoos with religious 

meaning are not just wearing jewelry or body art, but a sign of a faith that still 

signifies, that still means something, that will not be willingly discarded—

something that says, “This is who I am…this is what I believe”—a faith that is 

not only interior and invisible, but is also meant to be a city set on a hill, a rock 

that cannot be moved, a light that shines in the darkness that the darkness can 

never overcome. Something that abides, even if we do not yet know what that 

faith is, nor even who we are. Only in God, can we find that which truly 

abides. “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. 

Now we know in part; then we shall fully know, as we have been fully known. 

Now faith, hope and love abide, these three, but the greatest of these is love” [I 

Corinthians 13.12-13]. This is the word of the Lord. 

Thanks be to God. 

Amen. 
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