PAGE  
6

Sixth Sunday after Pentecost                                                                                                                        
Mark 6:14-29

Admirers or Disciples?
By Jerri L. Kumm LP


May the light of your Word so shine through my words, Father, that those who hear might know you better.


Well, at first glance, our Gospel lesson today appears to be the relating of the Death of John the Baptist, which is a cheery little story filled with serious breaking of the law, sexual suggestion, intrigue and murder.  I couldn’t find a single word of hope within this story upon which to preach.  But let’s have a look.

The Story actually begins with Herod the Great, who was the pro-Roman king of Judea at the time Jesus was born.  Now, Herod was remembered for doing a lot of building in Israel during his reign, but he was not generally considered a nice guy.  When the Magi (the wise men) reported to Herod that they had seen the new King of the Jews, just born in Bethlehem, he became afraid that he would lose his throne.  At that point, some scholars believe, he ordered that all newborn boys in the town of Bethlehem be killed.  This is called the Massacre of the Innocents and appears only in the Gospel of Matthew.

Warned by an angel,  Joseph and Mary took Jesus and escaped into Egypt where they lived for many years until Herod died and it was safe to return to Israel.  Meanwhile, Herod the Great has had several sons, one of whom is banished with his mother Doris, when Herod sees another woman who catches his eye.  He marries this woman, Malthace, and they have three sons – one of whom is Herod Antipas.  This is the Herod we find in our story of the death of John the Baptist - Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great.

Now let’s set the stage for our Gospel Lesson.  Jesus has just spent a great deal of time with his Disciples teaching and preaching and healing many people in Galilee.  He then moved on to his own home town of Nazareth where he was rejected.  At this point, he called his disciples together and gave them authority over evil spirits, and he sent them out two by two to spread the Word, to heal, and continue his work.


About that time, John the Baptist learned that Herod Antipas had divorced his wife and taken a new wife.  This second wife was the divorced wife of Herod’s own brother, Philip.  Now this sort of thing was against Jewish law and John the Baptist had no trouble preaching against such sin.  He was most happy to condemn such action and when Herod Antipas heard about it, he had John arrested and thrown in jail.


But now, here comes an important point of the Gospel lesson – scholars suggest that except for the personal references of John’s preaching, where he was condemning Herod’s incestuous marriage to Philip’s wife,  Herod liked what he heard from John.  Or at least he was intrigued by John’s words about the Kingdom of God and this Messiah who was to come.  Herod was a Jew working as a Roman tetrarch, in Galilee at the time – a tetrarch is a Jewish governor who is sympathetic to the Romans.    So as a Jew, that is at his very core, he was curious about what John was saying.

Ah, but into this mix we have to bring Herodias, the new wife of Herod Antipas and the ex-wife of his brother, Phillip.  While they were married Phillip and Herodias had had a daughter named Salome who lived with Herodias and her new husband, Herod Antipas.  By all accounts that I could find, Herodias was an evil piece of work.  She was forever after Antipas to kill the Baptist and put a stop to his preaching in which he condemned the validity of their marriage. 


But Antipas protected John and secretly continued to respect his view and his message about the Kingdom.  And, truth be told, he actually considered John to be a HOLY man, so killing him outright would be a dreadful sin.  This caused Antipas to fear John.  Well, the whole mix of what Herodias wanted, what John was saying, and what Antipas wanted all came to a boil at Herod’s birthday celebration.  There were many leading citizens of Galilee at the celebration as well as members of the military and political leaders.

Herodias encouraged her daughter, Salome, to dance for Antipas.  Now through my research, I found nothing to confirm that the dance was anything but a dance, but through the years and because of the nature of the whole story, the dance of Salome has become somewhat sexually expressive…..the dance of the seven veils type thing.  True?  Who knows.

But Herod probably had had a little too much wine so when the dance was over, he over-zealously offered Salome anything her heart might desire – including half of his kingdom.  Ah-Ha!  Herodias saw her opportunity and seized it quickly.   When Salome asked her, “What should I ask for?”  Herodias triumphantly said, “The head of John the Baptist.”

Too late, Herod realized his mistake.  Here is a man he admires (but fears) and considers a Holy man.  What would the consequences be of murdering a Holy man?  On the other hand, he had offered Salome anything she wanted in front of all these important dignitaries and citizens.  How could he NOT carry through with his offer?


And so  - reluctantly and with great fear for what would follow – Herod ordered that John the Baptist be beheaded and that his head be brought to Salome on a plate – just as she requested.  And it was done.
   
So when Herod heard about Jesus, that he was going around healing people, preaching about love and forgiveness, he was certain that John the Baptist had returned from the dead and yet he knew that that could not be.  Jesus scared him.
Now, let’s travel forward in time a bit until we come to the arrest of Jesus.  Herod Antipas once again finds himself in a nasty position.  Jesus has been brought before Pilate right after his arrest.  But after getting some information, Pilate says, “This man is Jewish – he’s Herod’s race – let Herod deal with him.”  

Herod knew that Jesus was a good and honest man because Jesus had  grown up in Galilee where Antipas was governor –  he knew that Jesus was not deserving of punishment of any kind, but because of the pressure of those around him to condemn Jesus, Antipas went along with crowd and mocking and deriding Jesus, and sarcastically called him “the King of the Jews”.  Once again Antipas has caved in under pressure.
Now we come to the “message” in the Gospel lesson – at least this is the lesson I saw when I read it.  It is not about the martyred death of John the Baptist at all, it is not about the evilness of Herodias, or the provocative dance of Salome.  It IS about the reluctance that Herod had, in the ordering the death of John the Baptist, and in passing judgment on Jesus.  It is about how Herod went along and did evil things even though he KNEW both John and Jesus were holy men and deserved no punishment.  It is about the pressure that we find ourselves in from time to time which causes us to act in a way that we know is not what God would have us do – but we do it to save face – we  go along to get along. 


It is not always easy or popular to do the right thing.  It was not easy for Jesus to go to the cross.  But if we are true disciples of Jesus, we are called to “go to the cross” for our belief and the love of him who died for us.


This short story illustrates that point:   There were two brothers in Georgia during the 1950’s.  One decided that regardless of the current racial segregation of the day, he was going to support, and participate in, the formation of a multi-ethnic community.  The other brother worked as an attorney for a prominent law firm.  Both were Christians and attended church regularly.  As the community formed and social pressure forced them into court proceedings, the one brother asked his attorney brother to help them with the legal work.  The brother refused saying that he could lose his job.  His brother reminded him that he was a Christian.  The lawyer responded, “I will follow Jesus to his cross, but it is his cross.  I have no need to be crucified.”  To this his brother replied, “Then you are an admirer of Jesus, but not his disciple.”

My friends, most of the time we know what is the right thing to do…..just as Herod Antipas did.  The question is when we find ourselves under such pressure – will we do it?  Will we go along to get along and be only admirers of Jesus – or Will we be true disciples ready to “go to the cross” ourselves for our beliefs and for the love of him who died for us?










Amen

