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Anti-vaxxers and Christian Faith Ps.68:5,6; 82:3,4; Jer. 29:4-7; Matt. 6:33  

7/31/16 

 In recent years, measles, which was on the verge of being eradicated 

in this country, has made a comeback.  In 2015 there was a major outbreak 

that began at Disneyland, where scores of people were infected with the 

disease.  There have also been outbreaks in Amish communities, which 

resist the vaccine, as well as in some public schools which have a low rate 

of vaccination.  The disease is so infectious, that if an infected person is 

just standing in a room of 100 people, 90 of them will get the disease if they 

have not been vaccinated! 

 Measles typically causes a high fever, cough, sore throat, and a rash.  

It can lead to dehydration, pneumonia, hearing loss, and even death.  

About 25% of those who contract measles will be hospitalized.  It is a 

serious disease.  But, when 95% of the population is immunized, the other 

5% are protected by what is called “herd immunity.”  Unfortunately, 

vaccination rates have fallen as low as 82% in states like Colorado, which 

has a strong “anti-vaxxer” movement.  The disease is likely to spread in 

such places when even one person gets it.  And children, who for various 

reasons cannot take the vaccine, are especially vulnerable. 
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 Seven year-old Rhett Krawitt is such a child.  He has endured four 

years of chemotherapy for leukemia, so his compromised immune system 

cannot tolerate the measles vaccine.  Therefore, he is vulnerable to any 

exposure to measles, which may indeed kill him if he contracts it.  His 

parents contacted Rhett’s school, asking that it require everyone in the 

school to have the vaccine.  Unfortunately, the policy of his California 

school, while requiring the vaccine, allows parents to opt out if they oppose 

vaccines, so many kids are unvaccinated.  This puts innocent kids like 

Rhett at serious risk. 

 The “anti-vaxxer” movement began with a study published in 1998 by 

Dr. Andrew Wakefield, linking the Measles Mumps Rubella vaccine with 

autism.  The paper was later found to be fraudulent, the publisher withdrew 

it, and Dr. Wakefield lost his medical license.  Dozens of studies were 

conducted in the wake of his allegations regarding the safety of the 

vaccine, and none found a link with autism.  However, anti-vaxxers, 

believing that there is some kind of conspiracy at work, refuse to believe 

the new studies and rely on anecdotal stories to support their belief that the 

vaccine is harmful.  They refuse to allow their children to be vaccinated. 

 Now, you may be thinking, “This is all very interesting, Dave, but what 

does any of this have to do with Christian faith?”  I’m glad you asked that 

question!  When it comes to public ethics, what is right and wrong for a 
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society, Christian faith has something to contribute.  And this is clearly an 

ethical issue, pitting the individual rights of parents to make decisions for 

their children against the need for society to protect the public against 

harm.  Here are three biblical principles that come to bear on this issue. 

 The first is found in Jeremiah 29.  God’s people, Israel, have been 

taken into captivity in Babylon as punishment for their rebellion against 

God.  But God hasn’t abandoned them, and he sends them a message 

through a letter to them from the prophet, Jeremiah.  

Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I 

have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and live in 

them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Take wives and have sons 

and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in 

marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do 

not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into 

exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your 

welfare. (Jer. 29:4-7) 

 The principle here is a simple, but important one, one that has formed 

the foundation for Christian thinking about our relationship to society 

through the centuries.  “Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you 

into exile… for in its welfare you will find your welfare.” (Jer. 29:7)  A 

Christian faith that focuses exclusively on the individual and the rights of 
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individuals is not a biblical faith.  Like those ancient Israelites, we are to 

seek the welfare of those around us.  Decisions about whether to vaccinate 

our children cannot be solely based on our beliefs about what is best for 

our children.  Those beliefs must be held in tension with the mandate to 

seek the welfare of others.  The decision to withhold vaccinations from your 

children doesn’t just affect your children, it affects others in the community-  

particularly, those who are most vulnerable, and we have to take that into 

account.  That leads to the second principle. 

 God cares about and protects the most vulnerable among us.  Listen 

to these verses from the Psalms.  

Father of orphans and protector of widows 

   is God in his holy habitation.  

God gives the desolate a home to live in; 

   he leads out the prisoners to prosperity, 

   but the rebellious live in a parched land. (Ps. 68:5,6) 

3 Give justice to the weak and the orphan; 

   maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute.  

4 Rescue the weak and the needy; 

   deliver them from the hand of the wicked.’  (Ps. 82:3,4) 

Clearly, God cares for the vulnerable among us.  For orphans, widows, 

prisoners, the weak, lowly, destitute, and needy.  The Psalmist reminds us 
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that God is their Father, watching over them, and God commands us to do 

the same- to give them justice and maintain their rights, and even to rescue 

them. 

 Combining these first two principles, we find that God’s people are 

responsible to look out for the welfare of those around us, especially those 

who are most vulnerable.  As a matter of public policy, I believe this means 

that schools should require all children to be vaccinated against measles 

and other dangerous, communicable childhood diseases, unless there is a 

clear medical reason not to do so.  That is the only way to protect the 

vulnerable among us, to be a neighbor to them, to love them as much as 

we love ourselves and our families, as Jesus commanded us to do. 

 Finally, we should remember the major theme of Jesus’ teaching 

which was… the Kingdom of God!  That’s right.  We prayed about it in the 

Lord’s Prayer earlier in the service.  We prayed along with Jesus, “Thy 

kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  The Kingdom 

of God exists anywhere that God’s will is being done.  And it is God’s will 

that shalom or wholeness be available to all people.  That all people have 

the opportunity to live with justice, compassion, health, and peace.  That’s 

what Jesus said is coming in God’s Kingdom.  It won’t come in its fullness 

until Jesus returns, but in the meantime, we are to work to create 

communities and societies that mirror the values and conditions of that 
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Kingdom.  Jesus said, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his 

righteousness, and all these things will be given to you.”  (Matt. 6:33) 

 A Christian response to the anti-vaxxer movement always keeps in 

tension individual rights and the welfare of society, what theologians have 

often called the “common good.”  Christians also make protecting the 

vulnerable a priority.  And we bring the values of God’s Kingdom to earth, 

making it a place where God’s will is done, just as it is done in heaven.  

That’s what we’re called to do.  And, these same principles can be brought 

to bear on other ethical issues that we face, be it gun violence, the war on 

drugs, the lack of trust in law enforcement by some racial minorities, and 

immigration policy. 

 Now I know that some of you are concerned about the erosion of 

individual rights in this country.  I am, too.  Clearly, there has to be a 

balance here.  We’ve seen the horrors of societies that dramatically curtail 

individual rights like the former Soviet republics and places like Saudi 

Arabia, where almost all of life’s decisions are determined by the state.  No 

one wants to see that happen here.  However, there are some times in 

which our individual rights must be balanced by the needs of society so that 

we all can benefit. 

 When I was a youth director, we used to play a learning game called 

the “Red-Black” game.  We would divide into two teams.  Each team would 
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secretly choose the color red or the color black.  Then they would reveal 

the color they’d chosen.  If both teams chose black, they would both 

receive 3 points.  If one team chose red and the other chose black, the red 

team could receive 5 points and the black team would lose 5 points.  If both 

teams chose red, both teams would lose 3 points.  The teams would play 

ten rounds.  The goal of the game was to get as many points for your team 

as you could. 

 I’ve seen this game played many time.  If both teams always chose 

black, they would both receive 30 points in total- 3 points times 10 rounds.  

But inevitably, one or both teams would get greedy and choose red.  

Sometimes it would work.  They would choose red and the other team 

would choose black.  They’d get five points and the other team would lose 

five points.  But over time, both teams would choose red, and they’d lose all 

the additional points they had gained, even when I allowed the teams to 

speak to each other and negotiate between rounds!  In the end, they 

always ended up with less than the 30 points they would have gotten if they 

had just cooperated and chosen black!  This tells us something about the 

way human beings work.  We have a natural bent to look out for ourselves 

and those close to us, while often ignoring or minimizing the needs of 

others. 
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 The writers of the Bible were very realistic about human nature!  So 

they explicitly call us to look out for the welfare of others, especially those 

who are vulnerable, knowing that we aren’t likely to do this naturally.  For 

God’s Kingdom to become a reality on earth, that’s how we must treat each 

other, and that’s what God expects of us.  As Christians, we are bound by 

that.   It’s not always easy, or popular, but that’s what we’re called to do. 

 As we look at the ethical and moral issues facing us as a nation and 

as a world, we must consider God’s call to look out for the common good. 
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