12th July 2009
What do you think of Herod?

Reading:  Mark 6.14-29


King Herod heard about Jesus, for Jesus’ name had become well known. Some were saying, “John the Baptist has been raised from the dead, and that is why miraculous powers are at work in him.” 


Others said, “He is Elijah.” 


And still others claimed, “He is a prophet, like one of the prophets of long ago.” 


But when Herod heard this, he said, “John, the man I beheaded, has been raised from the dead!” 


For Herod himself had given orders to have John arrested, and he had him bound and put in prison. He did this because of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, whom he had married. For John had been saying to Herod, “It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.” So Herodias nursed a grudge against John and wanted to kill him. But she was not able to, because Herod feared John and protected him, knowing him to be a righteous and holy man. When Herod heard John, he was greatly puzzled; yet he liked to listen to him. 


Finally the opportune time came. On his birthday Herod gave a banquet for his high officials and military commanders and the leading men of Galilee. When the daughter of Herodias came in and danced, she pleased Herod and his dinner guests. 


The king said to the girl, “Ask me for anything you want, and I’ll give it to you.” And he promised her with an oath, “Whatever you ask I will give you, up to half my kingdom.” 


She went out and said to her mother, “What shall I ask for?” 


“The head of John the Baptist,” she answered. 


At once the girl hurried in to the king with the request: “I want you to give me right now the head of John the Baptist on a platter.” 


The king was greatly distressed, but because of his oaths and his dinner guests, he did not want to refuse her. So he immediately sent an executioner with orders to bring John’s head. The man went, beheaded John in the prison, and brought back his head on a platter. He presented it to the girl, and she gave it to her mother. On hearing of this, John’s disciples came and took his body and laid it in a tomb.

Sermon

Had you ever asked yourself where that term ‘I want his head on a platter’ came from?  Well now you know!

But, that wasn’t the question I asked myself when I discovered that this was the passage I’d be preaching on today. No, the question I asked myself was one that might be going through your minds at the moment.

How is Andy Wolton going to use that story to tell us something that fits in with celebrating a baptism today? 

After all it is a gruesome sort of story, the sort of thing you might expect of some savage tribe of science fiction characters. The Orcs of the Lord of the Rings books and films perhaps.

But, while the outcome is pretty awful, the rest of the story is actually just one about grudges and scheming. And it’s the sort of thing we’re familiar with in popular fiction from TV’s Eastenders through to Agatha Christie’s Poirot. 

Just like those stories this one has its major and minor players. It has a couple of story lines that weave in and out of each other. And it puts someone on the spot and forces them to make a dramatic decision.

We’re used to having goodies and baddies in the cast. If you’ve seen the cartoon film ‘The Incredibles’ you’ll know that the goodies are Mr Incredible and his wife Elastigirl, their daughter Violet and their son Dash, and a friend called Frozone. The baddies are villains like Bomb Voyage, the robot Omnidroid and the robot’s controller Syndrome.

If, like me, you enjoy the Poirot series, you’ll know that the goodies are the detective Hercule Poirot and his assistant Captain Hastings (who sounds a bit like a superhero when he’s actually nice but rather dim), plus Inspector Jupp, who usually gets in the way but is well intentioned. And that, generally, the rest of the cast are all baddies to one degree or another.

And of course, they all act according to type.  The goodies are good and the baddies are bad.

But what about the characters in this Gospel story? Let’s put aside the minor characters, the ones we don’t know much about. People like Herod’s brother Philip, or the daughter who danced so well.

Let’s look at those whom we know more about.  Who are the goodies and who are the baddies?

Well the story starts with people wondering who it was that had been going about performing miracles

Jesus had sent out his disciples, the men who were learning from him, in twos, and had given them authority to heal in his name. And they had been doing just that.  So Jesus’ name was well known. But the people in this story hadn’t yet seen him, so they were wondering who he was.  

They wondered whether he might be the great man of God they had already seen. A man called John the Baptist. Definitely one of the good guys. John had a great love for God and was as honest as the day is long. A man who knew when something was right or something was wrong and was willing to say so.  A man who had called on all the people to seek forgiveness for all the bad things they had been doing. Who had baptized those who were willing to admit their failings and try to be better. What the Bible calls a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of the sins.

And there we have a link with the baptism we are celebrating today. That reminder that young Francesca has taken part in a tradition going right back to John the Baptist.

And we made another link earlier in song. John was a kind of herald for Jesus. A sort of walking, talking, advert telling people that Jesus was coming. The Bible describes John as the voice of one calling in the desert, "Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him” We echoed that when we sang ‘make way’ earlier. A song all about making way for Jesus. Which is what baptism is about. Becoming a part of the church and learning to make way for Jesus in our lives.

And when we do that it can mean speaking out against what is wrong.

It was the same for John the Baptist. He was such a holy man, a great man of God, that he had spoken out against Herod wrongs. Jewish law, rooted in Moses and the 10 commandments, made it illegal to marry your brother’s wife, unless the brother had died and the wife was childless. Now the Bible doesn’t make it clear what had happened to Philip, but it is clear that his wife, the woman called Herodias, had a daughter. And it is equally clear that the circumstances were such that this marriage was truly wrong. So John had spoken out.

Herod may have been uncomfortable about John the Baptist’s outspokenness, but Herodias was nursing a deep anger and set on revenge.

So who are the goodies and the baddies?  Well, there’s no doubt where John the Baptist and Jesus fit.  They are definitely the good guys.
And when you look at the scheming vengefulness of Herodias, her wicked grasping of an opportunity to have John killed, we can see her as bad to the point of being evil.

But what about Herod? The dancing of his step-daughter pleases the guests at his lavish birthday party. He makes a spontaneous offer of a reward. And the girl sensibly enough asks her mother.

A story line about Jesus and John, on the one hand, has gone to the back of our minds.

A story about Herod and a birthday party and the sort of offer the press today would associate with someone like Silvio Berlusconi has come to the front.

Then, out of the blue, the stories crash together. The girl’s mother tells her to ask for John’s head. … 

Herod has made a promise in front of his guests. People he wants to impress. He is a powerful man and able to deliver what has been asked. Yet we know that he recognises John’s holiness. That even though he put him in prison, that was in part to protect him.

Herod is put firmly on the spot.

So is he a goody or a baddy?  He doesn’t want to harm John, but he’s made a promise. He hasn’t engineered this deliberately. Did he have a choice? Is he just a victim of circumstances?   Or is he really bad?

And this is where the whole story has a meaning for me and you today.

Too often we can end up doing what we know to be the wrong thing, just to save face and just like Herod.

Too often we blame our circumstances, when in fact they are circumstances of our own making, just as Herod’s were.

Too often we say ‘I didn’t mean too’ after we’ve done some harm, when with a bit of care no harm need have been done, just as Herod might have taken care not to make a foolish promise.

Do we really want to risk being labelled with the bad guys and all that can mean? Or would we rather be listed with the Incredibles, Poirot, and the good guys?

So was Herod a baddy? Was he right to keep a foolish promise even if it meant that someone else got hurt? Is saving face ever important enough that someone suffers as a result?

Or is it better to admit it when we are in the wrong, ask forgiveness, and be right with God?

That, after all, is the question that John and then Jesus have asked us all, so it’s worth repeating: is it better to admit it when we are in the wrong, ask forgiveness, and be right with God?

It is the question to which the answer ‘yes’ has been given today on behalf of young Francesca.

And it is the answer we all must give if we are to ‘make way for the King of Kings’ in our lives.

Amen
AW
