“Oh, The Webs We Weave”

Page 7

[image: image1.wmf]
SHARON COMMUNITY PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

522 Carnot Road

Moon Township, PA  15108-2317
________________________________________________________

“Oh, The Webs We Weave”
a sermon delivered by Rev. Roger P. Howard

Mark 6: 14-29; 3/18/12

You will need some background to get anything out of this passage. It is a flashback, of course, since Herod is thinking back to when he killed John the Baptist. You can imagine this scene, if you will, the way Hollywood would handle it, complete with blown-in fog for the memory King Herod has of the incident. I would cast Mike Douglas as Herod, something like Gordon Gecko of Wall Street, Demi Moore could play Salome, and Susan Lucci could be Herodias. Donald Sutherland could be Philip… but you get the idea.


The text begins with the words, “Herod heard of it…” meaning that the local king, Herod, heard of the miracles of healings of Jesus and the apostles.


There’s a strange ethic going on here. Herod does not really want to kill John, but he feels a higher obligation to keep his oaths than to save John’s life – as twisted an ethical priority list as that is! Herod keeps his word to Salome, the dancer in the story, in spite of the consequences of having to behead John. The difference, of course, is that his promise to Salome is to fulfill her whim, and the result is an execution, suggested by her mother, Herodias. But he kept his word! I guess the moral of this part of the story is: we certainly should be careful what we promise. The modern equivalent might be a governor, presented with last-minute incontrovertible proof that a convicted murderer is absolutely innocent, refusing to commute the sentence of death because the governor made a vow to voters not to prevent executions in the state.


Herodias holds a grudge against John the Baptist, and Herod against his brother Philip. The church is certainly guilty of this – I still hear about Angela Davis, from time to time, and with the facts all jumbled up, but with plenty of remaining anger from nearly 45 years back!


Now to some background: the commentator William Barclay tells us some of that: The scene before us was “at the castle of Machaerus, which stood on a lonely ridge, surrounded by terrible ravines, overlooking the east side of the Dead Sea. It was one of the loneliest and grimmest and most unassailable fortresses in the world. To this day the dungeons are there, and you can still see the staples and iron hooks in the way John must have been bound. It was in that bleak and desolate fortress that the last act of John’s life was played out.


“Second, let us look at the characters. The marriage tangles of the Herod family are quite incredible, and their inter-relations are so complicated that they become almost impossible to work out. When Jesus was born Herod the Great was king. He as the king who was responsible for the massacre of the children in Bethlehem. Herod the Great was married many times. Towards the end of his life he became almost insanely suspicious, and murdered member after member of his own family, until it became a Jewish saying, “It is safer to be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son.”

(Now you’ll have to listen ‘fast!’) “First, he married Doris, by whom he had a son, Antipater, whom he murdered. Herodias, the villainess of the present passage, was the daughter of this Aristobulus. Herod the Great then married another Mariamne, called the Boethusian. By her he had a son called Herod Philip. Herod Philip married Herodias, who was the daughter of his half-brother, Aristobulus, and who was therefore his own niece. By Herodias, Herod Philip had a daughter called Salome, who is the girl who danced before Herod of Galilee in our passage. Herod the Great then married Malthake, by whom he had two sons – Archelaus and Herod Antipas, who is the Herod of our passage and the ruler of Galilee. The Herod Philip who married Herodias originally, and who was the father of Salome, inherited none of Herod the Great’s dominions. He lived as a wealthy private citizen in Rome. Herod Antipas visited him in Rome. There he seduced Herodias and persuaded her to leave her husband and marry him.


“Note who Herodias was: she was the daughter of his half-brother, Aristobulus, and therefore his niece; and she was the wife of his half-brother Herod Philip, and therefore his sister-in-law. Previously Herod Antipas had been married to a daughter of the king of the Nabataeans, an Arabian country. She escaped to her father who invaded Herod’s territory to avenge his daughter’s honor and heavily defeated Herod. To complete this astounding picture – Herod the Great finally married Cleopatra of Jerusalem, by whom he had a son called Philip the Tetrarch. This Philip married Salome who was at one and the same time the daughter of Herod Philip, his half-brother, and the daughter of Herodias, who herself was the daughter of Aristobulus, another of his half brothers. Salome was therefore at one and the same time his niece and his grand-niece.


“Seldom in history can there have been such a series of matrimonial entanglements as existed in the Herod family. By marrying Herodias, his brother’s wife, Herod had broken the Jewish law, and had outraged the laws of decency and of morality.”


“Because of this adulterous marriage and because of Herod’s deliberate seduction of his brother’s wife, John had publicly rebuked him. It took courage to rebuke in public an oriental despot who had the power of life and death…”


“In spite of John’s rebuke Herod still feared and respected him, for John was so obviously a man of sincerity and of goodness; but with Herodias it was different. She was implacably hostile to John and determined to eliminate him. She got her chance at Herod’s birthday feast which he was celebrating with his courtiers and his captains. Into that feast her daughter Salome came to dance. Solo dances in those days in such society were disgusting and licentious pantomimes. That a princess of the royal blood should so expose and demean herself is beyond belief because such dances were the art of professional prostitutes. The very fact that she did this is a grim commentary on the character of Salome, and of the mother who allowed and encouraged her to do so. But Herod was pleased; and Herod offered her any reward; and thus Herodias got the chance she had plotted for so long; and John, to gratify her spleen, was executed.


“There is something to learn from every character in this story.

Herod stands revealed before us. He was an odd mixture. At one and the same time he feared John and respected him. At one and the same time he dreaded John’s tongue and yet found pleasure in listening to him. Herod could fear John and love him, could hate his message and yet not be able to free himself from its insistent fascination. Herod was simply a human being. Are we so different? Herod was a man who acted on impulse. He made his reckless promise to Salome without thinking.

Herod feared what others might say. He kept his promise to Salome because he had made it in front of his cronies and was unwilling to break it. He feared their jeers, their laughter; he feared that they would think him weak. Many a person has done things he or she afterwards bitterly regretted because he or she had not the moral courage to do the right.
Salome and Herodias stand revealed before us. There is a certain greatness about Herodias. Years after this her Herod sought the title of king. He went to Rome to plead for it; instead of giving him the title the Emperor banished him to Gaul for having the insolence and the insubordination to ask for such a title. Herodias was told that she need not share this exile; that she might go free, and she proudly answered that where her husband went she went too.  Herodias shows us what an embittered woman can do. There is nothing in this world as good as a good woman, and nothing as bad as a bad woman, the Jewish Rabbis had a quaint saying. They said that a good woman might marry a bad man, for by so doing she would end by making him as good as herself. But they said that a good man might never marry a bad woman, for she would inevitably drag him down to her own level. The trouble with Herodias was that she wished to eliminate the one man who had the courage to confront her with her sin. She wished to do as she liked with no one to remind her of the moral law. She murdered John that she might sin in peace. She forgot that while she need no longer meet John, she still had to meet God.

John the Baptizer stand revealed before us. He stands as the man of courage. He was a child of the desert and of the wide open spaces, and to imprison him in the dark dungeons of Machaerus must have been the last refinement of torture. But John preferred death to falsehood. He lived for the truth and he died for it. The one who brings to others the voice of God acts as a conscience. Many a person would silence his conscience if he could, and therefore the person who speaks for God must always take his life and his fortune in his hands.” Another commentator said, “Believers should not be too surprised when the declaration of God’s judgment and mercy is met with hostility.”

Lest we think that this kind of nonsense only took place 2,000 years ago, let me tell you a true modern story:

When we were in Milford, PA, (1979-1990), there lived a physician across the street from the manse and the church. He was also a member of my congregation. His wife, a good 30 years younger than he, had been the wife of the owner of the Tom Quick Inn and Restaurant. At some point there had been an affair, and the 60-year-old doc won over the 30-year-old wife of the restaurant owner. As you might imagine, these were two men stuck physically where they were – the doctor in the last ten years or less of his practice, after 30 years in town; and the restaurant/inn owner, who had a substantial trade, including having the local watering hole for all the attorneys in town, who came across the street from the courthouse. Both previous marriages had issued children, as did the subsequent marriages of the doctor and, later, the inn owner. When weddings occurred, both sets of parents were usually invited, and the reception often occurred in the banquet room of the Tom Quick. I could never quite figure out how the families managed to do all that without fist fights, shootings, and the like. Then again, obviously the doctor and inn owner managed not to keep their grudges, unlike those in our biblical account. 

Incidentally, the daughter of the doctor from his first wife married a lawyer in town who had been married twice before. His second wife then married a state police officer who had been married thrice before, as it said on the marriage license! They both were on their fourth marriage. Meanwhile, the son of the innkeeper and his first wife, now the wife of the doctor, had a ne’er-do-well son, an alcoholic who wasted all his money. When another banquet hall/restaurant owner died and his business was sold, the innkeeper bought that place for his son to run – which he did until he ran it into bankruptcy. Then the innkeeper gave the building to his new wife, who made it into a child care center, still operating to this day as far as I know. Meanwhile, the innkeeper became a lush and a gambler, and ended up losing the Tom Quick Inn.
Do we really think that the ancient biblical times were the end to this kind of nonsense?

All of this leads me to ask some questions, generated by this passage:

What is ethical for us? Do we keep to oaths taken in haste and without thought, or do we do the right thing, when the two are mutually exclusive?

Oh, the strange webs we weave – as seen in the marriages and family relationships in Herod’s family and in the doctor and innkeeper’s families in Milford! Where is the grace of our lives? Maybe it lies in not holding grudges, in mercy and forgivenss; in finding God’s purpose for our lives in spite of the mess we may have made of them.


What happens when you tell truth to power? What happened to John the Baptist? Why should we risk telling truth to power? A news magazine program recently had an article about the man who worked for Homeland Security, blew the whistle on his Army general – boss, and was prosecuted for exposing a wasteful, silly program. That program was later denounced by that same general, stating that the whistle-blower was right, but… The same story can be told about some whistle-blowers in the cigarette industry.


What do the characters in this story tell us about character? Whom do we emulate? It’s a tough call, isn’t it? We want to say “John the Baptist,” but look what happens to him!

Maybe most significant of all of the questions this passage asks of us is asked by another biblical scholar, Lamar Williamson. He wrote, “One way to read this passage, then, is in terms of success versus significance. Success, as the world measures it, is seen in the court of Herod. There was find the chief of state and his advisers, the military commanders, the leading people of the country; they are the ones who can afford leisure and pleasure; they can get what they want when they want it. John the Baptist, alone in his cell, doomed and helpless to save his life, appears in shocking contrast to the glitter of the successful people of his time. Our minds are perpetually and perversely fascinated by the wealth, power, and intrigue of Herod’s court; yet the significance of the text lies in the death of that starkly simple prophet in Herod’s prison. The Gospel here invites us to look closely at success… and then to choose significance as we follow Jesus on his way.”
And I think this is the best and final question this passage asks of us, and I will finish with it today: Which do you want to be: successful, or significant, as a follower of Christ? AMEN.
