
March 1, 2019 

An Open Letter to Museum of the Bible leadership: 

As Marc Brettler recently posted on Facebook, the Museum of the Bible has removed one 
purple banner from its History of the Bible exhibit. This banner, one of many that decorate the 
floor, featured a quotation from 2 Peter 1:21. Adjacent to the museum’s collection of Torah 
scrolls, the banner’s placement implied that these Jewish sacred texts were merely prophecy 
for the coming of Jesus, a nakedly supersessionist framing. It treated the Torah scrolls as 
merely the “Old Testament” waiting for Jesus to fulfill them.  

It is an excellent thing that 
museum leadership has now 
recognized the problem with this 
banner. This one move on the 
museum’s part is not enough to 
deal with the supersessionism 
that runs throughout the 
institution nor the larger 
problem posed by the floor’s 
remaining banners. But it’s one 
obvious step in museum 
leadership’s wrestling with the 
evangelical undercurrents of 
their institution that, when 
presented as neutral, make for 
pernicious history. It remains to be 
seen whether more can or will be done.  

But that’s not our main point in writing today. Here’s the thing: In order for this change to be 

effective, museum leadership needs to make the banner removal public. Those within MOTB 
who became convinced that the banner was problematic need to announce to everyone not 
only that it was removed but also why it was removed. Invite your constituency to learn from 
your mistakes. Educate them about the dangers of (even accidental) supersessionism. Put the 
before and after photos on the Museum of the Bible social media platforms and explain your 
decision. Put a placard in the museum itself. 

http://www.ancientjewreview.com/articles/2018/1/24/the-museum-of-whose-bible-on-the-perils-of-turning-theology-into-history


Recognizing mistakes is always important, but a museum that aspires to be educational in 
nature has a responsibility to help its visitors learn. How a museum changes is just as 
important as what it changes. If this banner was removed because it was supersessionist 
(which it was!), then the museum should publicly own up to its participation in a dangerous 
form of anti-Judaism. And it should use this as an opportunity to educate everyone about 
supersessionist theology.   

This is something that museums have learned to do. Last year, at Harvard doctoral student 
Sarah Porter’s prompting, we visited the Native American Hall at Chicago’s Field Museum. 
Originally created in the middle of the last century, this exhibit featured representations of 
Native Americans and their cultures in ways that were deeply offensive to native peoples. In 
recent years, the Field Museum has recognized this and has in response planned a major 
renovation (to be completed in 2021) that would involve the participation of native tribes and 
nations. In a bold and brilliant move, the Field Museum didn’t just leave the problematic 
exhibits alone—OR (and this is key) remove them from public view. Instead, the Field Museum 
commissioned Kanza artist Chris Pappan to install overlays on top of the current exhibit.  
These overlays disrupt the racist message conveyed by the exhibits until such time as they can 
be removed and redone. And at the same time, the presence of the original (problematic) 
exhibit pieces behind the new art atop them provides an opportunity for both the museum 
and its public to reflect on and learn from the difficult, embarrassing, and dangerous history 
of racist displays.  

This is an example that the Museum of the Bible can and should follow—for this one single 
banner and for any other changes that are made as a result of realizing the problems inherent 
in the current exhibits. 

Don’t hide your sins. Repent in full view. And help others learn to do so too. 

Sincerely, 

Jill Hicks-Keeton (University of Oklahoma) 
Cavan Concannon (University of Southern California)

https://www.fieldmuseum.org/about/press/field-museum-renovate-native-north-american-hall-open-2021
http://www.chicagomag.com/arts-culture/January-2019/Chris-Pappan-Field-Museum-Native-American-Halls/

