Text: Mark 6:14-29

Introduction

This sermon may be a little pointed in places.  I hope by the end you will at least grant me that it is textual, if you are a little ruffled at some of its content.

Trouble in the World

It is a sick world.  We know the litany of the statistics.  The most recent addition is that in the United States the percent of children born outside of marriage is now 40%.  That is not a minority segmentation - that is for the nation as a whole.  Predictions of apocalypse can be overblown, people muddle on, but the gathering pile of social data says that the last 40 years have been a disaster and only war profiteers and filth purveyors would be optimistic at a statistic like that. 
Our government considered it good policy to bail out millionaires and billionaires on wall street and the pillaging of the public treasury continues with banks lining up to buy each other’s bad debts backed by the Treasury Secretaries bonds – knowing full well that they will just all default and the US tax payer will own the bad debt at full value taking the full loss.  Privatized gain and socialized pain.  Adam Smith – the philosopher of the free market – once warned that policy makers don’t get together for anything other than to figure out how to rig the market.
Our military considers it good policy to continue to spend 21% of the US budget – a little over $500B per year – on sustaining two overseas wars, many overseas outposts and an extensive power projection ability.  The closest potential enemy budgets based on DoD estimates (not likely to be underestimated) are $63B for China and $70B for Russia.  The US  in one year spends over 3 times the sum of the two potential enemies.  (And those are just budgetary numbers that don’t include the war addendum off budget shenanigans.)   And this is the policy in a country that is facing disasters in Social Security and Medicare and currently has an unemployment rate approaching 10%.  Eisenhower didn’t warn about the Military-Industrial Complex for nothing as he exited the Presidency.   
Our business leaders and cultural leaders have also bailed on the idea of a public good.  Whatever you think of a single-payer medical system, Wal-Mart’s reason for turning 180 degrees was not a benevolent turn but a way to stick it to Target.  As the largest US employer, Wal-Mart will always have a seat at that table.  You think they can’t game the system in their favor?  The Washington Post was selling access to politicians – and can you doubt good press coverage for those politicians and the people paying – they were selling access at Salon’s hosted by their reporters at ritzy houses.  At the same time we get wall-to-wall coverage of Michael Jackson, but the press can’t provide balanced and in depth coverage of the ongoing embarrassment of the Albany State House.  The Catholic Church seemed to think that the best thing was to shuttle pedophile priests around parish to parish.  I don’t want to think about what you’d find if that bright light got shone at schools and other organizations.
It is a sick world.  Plenty of evidence for corruption to go around – but also plenty of prophetic voices calling it out.  The world is not at a loss for prophets.  But we know what happens to prophets.  They get marginalized and killed.  We may not literally kill them anymore, we just make sure those prophetic guys and gals get hit with the full force of the slime machine or just ignore them.
Trouble in the Text

It is not like our modern world is alone.  Mark calls this Herod King – and that is probably how he thought of himself and the local peasants would have called him that – but this is a two-bit King Herod compared to his Father – the King Herod who killed the babies trying to find the King of the Jews.  This one is rightly the tetrarch – a man who took over rule of 1/3rd of that King Herod’s empire.  The Romans would never give him the full title.  

This King Herod is having just such a Salon as our modern ones.  To celebrate his birthday, the magistrates and the military commanders and the leading men of galilee came together for a feast.  And what kind of decisions get made.  Well first we have the allowing of what is probably a 12 year old girl to do a dance before the gathered poo-bahs.  Nothing like the step-father abusing a daughter – oh, does that still happen today – just that it isn’t likely to be a step-father but simply the live in.  Probably a little into his cups by that time, step daddy gets all excited – “Ask me for up to half my kingdom, whatever you desire, and it is yours.”  And he swore many oaths on that.  Nothing like a ruler of a realm promising the wealth of its people to a stripper – oh, sorry Eliot Spitzer, Barny Frank and Mark Sanford.
While the men who were supposed to be the heads of state and military and business and culture were drinking and reclining, the real ruler becomes evident.  Herodias tells her daughter – fulfilling a longstanding grudge – “get the head of the Baptist.”  And even though this Herod knew John to be a righteous and holy man – a prophet – a prophet who disturbed him when he listened (exactly what the law should do), yet he continued to listen to him – Even knowing all that, Herod sent for the head of John immediately because of his drunken oaths before the other leaders.  Justice does not mean a thing in that climate – only power.  It is a sick world.
Gospel in the Text

Prophets can be killed.  In fact that is usually what happens.  You see, prophets largely tell real inconvenient truths – like you shouldn’t divorce your wife to take your brother’s wife as your own.  Prophets tend not to like sin.  They carp on Justice and things like doing your duty.  Things that put a real drag on the party.  They say things like repent, the Kingdom of God is near.  And powerful people don’t like that message.  So they kill them.  Jesus says as much when he calls down the blood of the prophets from Abel to Zechariah on the temple establishment.  But right here is the gospel.  Everyone in Mark is asking who is this Jesus?  This is a man who has calmed a storm, cast out demons, healed many and even raised a dead girl.  And they are wondering who he is.  And their answers are He is Elijah and others said He is one of the Prophets.  If Jesus was just a prophet – people like old Herod could do what they always do to prophets and kill him.  As Caiaphas said – “Don’t you know it is better for one man to die than the whole nation perish.”  
But the popular perception was wrong.  Herod was getting closer to the truth.  If this one is John the Baptist raised from the dead, that would be a disaster.  As Herod said, “It is John back from the dead and that is why these powers are at work in him.”  That would be a disaster because this sick world’s power is death.  The wages of sin are death.  This world is now groaning, the creation itself longs to be set free from its bondage to corruption.  Herod could see where it was going.  If the prophet was raised from the dead, then the powers of this world – Herod and his magistrates and military men and business leaders would have no weapon against him.  Prophets you can kill.  A resurrection means a judgment is coming.  A resurrection means that death – that nuclear weapon of this corrupt and dying world has been made obsolete.  Herod was closer to the truth, He just has the wrong guy.  Herod had the forerunner.  The Baptist made straight the road for the messiah, the King of Kings, the Son of God.  That road would go through that cross.  Prophets are killed.  But Jesus was more than a prophet.  The people weren’t even close in their perception.  God the Father would raise this prophet Jesus and proclaim him King of all.  And the Herod’s and the Pilate’s and the Caiaphas’ and the powers behind them could no longer touch this Jesus.  In fact all those powers were place under his feet – and at the appropriate time – unlike this farce of justice Herod perpetrated, unlike the farce of Justice Pilate presided over – Jesus will reign in Justice.
Gospel Today

It is a sick world.  Prophets consistently point that out.  But we have one greater than a prophet.  We have a great King who has done something about this sick world.  Jesus has given us the cure for that sickness.  Repentance, belief and baptism.  In Christ we fear no evil.  Not that the valley of the shadow of death is not all around us, but death has lost its sting.  In Christ we will all be made alive.  Our God is not the God of the dead, but of the living.  The powers of this world may take our current existence, even that soft power of time – but there has been a resurrection, there is a judgment coming.

That was the Baptist proclamation, that was the apostle’s proclamation and it is ours.

Jesus said - "You must be on your guard. You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the synagogues. On account of me you will stand before governors and kings as witnesses to them. 10  And the gospel must first be preached to all nations. 11  Whenever you are arrested and brought to trial, do not worry beforehand about what to say. Just say whatever is given you at the time, for it is not you speaking, but the Holy Spirit. 
There is a King of this world – a King whose standard is Justice.  A King who has conquered death.  A King that will likewise raise us all – his kingdom of priests, his nation of prophets – we will all be raised on that last day.  A King who will raise us to judgment.  Don’t wait for that day when it is too late.  Today is the day of Grace.  Repent, turn, believe, live and rule your lives and those entrusted to you in justice - today. Amen.  
