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A Homily by              “Kings, harbingers, and heralds”
The Reverend Jo Popham      Seventh Sunday after Pentecost

July 15, 2012
2 Samuel 6:1-5, 12b-19

Mark 6:14-29

Let’s talk about titles. Let’s talk about authority.

The Book of 2nd Samuel tells the story of the rule of King David. This title, King,

from where did this honour come? Was David called to be King? Was it his doing? Or

was it from God? In antiquity, the title of king had many meanings. Was David just the

leader of tribal chiefs or was he more? He was publically anointed to rule over Judah by

the council of tribal heads. With Saul’s death the elders of the tribes in the North – in

Israel – anointed him king over them as well. Jerusalem became the City of David. David

conquered many lands claiming them in the name of God, even capturing the Ark of the

Covenant from the Philistines. Who else but a king chosen by God would have the

authority to carry the Ark of the Covenant? Only with the help of God – the God of both

Judah and Israel could David bear the holy seat of God.

Now let us look at Herod. Who gave him that title? He was actually only a tetrarch,

the son of Herod the Great. Yes, Herod ruled over Galilee and part of Transjordon (4

BCE to 39 CE) But oh how he wanted to be king! How he wanted to have power and

influence! Herod had heard of the great deeds that this prophet Jesus had done. The

people were responding to this healer as though he were Elijah. Herod was anxious and

feared that this Jesus was John, whom he had beheaded, raised from the dead. Why was

he so fearful? Did the people not treat Herod, King Herod, as their savior? Well, not

exactly and surely not all the people.

Herod Antipas – the wanna-be-king – what was he really like? Herod’s reputation for

leading a decadent life is well documented. Herod’s first marriage was an instrument of

international politics. John had prophesied against Herod Antipas’s marriage to his

brother Philip’s wife. This second marriage alienated King Artetas, the father of Herod’s
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first wife. John had been quite out-spoken about Herod’s marriage to Herodias telling

him that: “It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.” Not only was Herodius

the wife of Herod Philip I, Herod Antipas’s half brother, she was the granddaughter of

Herod the Great. So she was Herod’s niece. But Herod was in love, and he had to have

her, so he divorced his first wife to marry Herodias. Herod Antipas was a Jew, and

marrying one’s nice as forbidden, not to mention marrying one’s brother’s wife while the

brother was still alive. Historically, we know that Herod’s actions provoked his first

wife’s father to go to war – a war that Herod lost.

So Herod had good reason to be fearful of John the Baptizer, not only because John

was because a good holy man, but because Herod liked to listen to John and knew that he

was right. Herod might also have been afraid that John’s followers would start a riot. So

John was imprisoned. At his lavish birthday party things go wrong, terribly wrong.

Yes, Herod had been living a sinful life. He sought only his own pleasure. He was

impulsive and easily manipulated. And when he had the opportunity to do something

honorable for the Jews and spare John, he chose instead to kill his friend and confidant

John the Baptizer because of his weak character. Herod continued to persecute the Jews,

and the new leader of the prophetic renewal of Israel – Jesus. I wonder how  “King”

Herod’s decisions affected the Jesus movement? John was Jesus’s cousin, but he was

much more. He was a harbinger and a herald of Jesus’s ministry. After Herod’s birthday,

Jesus had to carry on without him.

Let us contrast King David’s ways of “ruling” and the so-called “King” Herod.

Yes, David also fell in love and took someone else’s wife. He even caused the death

of Bathsheba’s first husband Uriah the Hittite who was a faithful soldier of King David.

But God forgave and redeemed David because he repented and because David was

willing to live into God’s purpose for him.

What marks of the office of King did David bear? David showed the joy of loving

God. The first picture many of us have of David – probably from our childhood – is of
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David dancing – dancing before the Lord with all his might.

Have you ever seen a monarch dancing for joy before the Lord God? Is that how a

king behaves? The heir apparent of Britain has been filmed doing hiphop 30 years ago;

later he showed off his dance moves at in Rio during Carnival; two years ago he danced

with locals in India; and just last fall the Prince Charles joined in a welcome dance on an

island off the coast of Tanzania. Was the future King of England’s dancing done for the

glory of God? Who knows?

Dancing features prominently in Mark’s story of the death of John the Baptizer. But

Herodias’s cunning combined with Salome’s alluring dancing led to a less than kingly

response from Herod Antipas. Herod did not show kingly character.

Herod Antipas’s reaction to Jesus and the disciples revealing their power and God’s

glory was fear – the fear that Jesus might be John come back to life, the Baptizer that he

had sacrificed for fear of losing face and the loss of his wife’s affection.

David’s initial reaction to the awesome duty of carrying the Ark was fear, but he

conquered that fear with God’s help.

Mark’s Gospel tells the story of John the Baptizer’s death as a flashback of sorts. I

used to wonder why – why put John’s death here as an interruption of the disciples

fulfilling their mission. The story of Herod’s banquet is a counterpoint to the kingship of

Jesus and his feeding the five thousand. Generations before King David “distributed food

among all the people, the whole multitude of Israel, both men and women, to each a cake

of bread, a portion of meat, and a cake of raisins.” Like his forebear Jesus fed his people

well, and he continues to.

May we continue to be fed with the spiritual food that Jesus offers week after week so

that we too may herald the coming of God’s kingdom among us – so that we can offer

Jesus to a hungry world in our own day.

Lord, may it be so. Amen.


