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2 Samuel 6:1-5, 12b-19 
Psalm 24 
Ephesians 1:3-14 
Mark 6:14-29 
 
 
A world without God. 
 
What does that look like? 
 
A world where  

 
A world where opportunities become traps, 
Where enthusiasm is met with contempt. 
 
That world is a game where everybody loses. 
 
That world is all around us, 
In the news, 
On the highway, 
In back alleys and  
Everywhere we turn. 
 
We see it in power grabs  
And the embrace of the sordid and the scary, 
In the denigration of justice  
And the denial of hope.  
Even, from time to time, 
In our failed attempts to do good. 
 

 
 
But how can that be? 
The gospel is, by definition, 
Good news. 
 
But  
 

 
But is it good news? 
The conflict between prophecy and power.  
The exploitation of the young daughter, 
And the appeal to her vanity. 
The overweening demands of ego, 
And the vicious pursuit of revenge. 
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This story is caught in a web of ego and lust 
And anxious power, 
The power that struggles,  
Here and everywhere, 
Against prophetic witness.  
 
The witness of the prophet is all about integrity, 
Aligning the self 
With the source of truth, 
Maintaining within the self 
An unbroken whole 
That is filled from beyond  
And from the depths of the self. 

 
 
The king has the power, 
Here and now, 
And if he wants to stay king, 
He has to hold on to the power. 
He has an ego to maintain, 
Not only for his own sake, 
But for the sake of the people 
Whose egos are invested in his. 
He holds power, 
And shows that power is the master. 

 
 
Truth meets power. 
Power does its thing. 
Truth takes a mortal blow, 
But cannot be killed. 
Truth springs up from the earth 
No matter what.  
 
And so, though John the Baptist loses his head, 

who loses his soul. 
 
Herod, caught by his own inflated promise, 
had a chance to do something radically new, 
to change, 
To find his integrity  
At the expense of his ego.  
That would have been good news. 
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Change is one way of telling the good news: 

 
We can change. 
We can turn around, 
And let go of the ceaseless demands  
Of the ego, 
Demands 
For power, 
For security, 
For gratification. 
Herod could have done that. 
He was the king.  
He could have said, 
I made a big mistake. 
I was lured and lulled  
Into a rash, grandiose gesture, 
And if I follow through, 
I will do great harm. 
 
If I turn back,  
My power will falter and  
everything will change, 
but I will be free. 
Herod could have done that. 
 
That would have been good news. 
Radical, costly news.  

 
And so, instead,  
We are left to wonder  
 
Where is the good news?   
How can this story be good news? 
 

 here at all; 
, 

At least not right now. 
 
It may be there, 

 
In the luscious, lurid story of the puppet king, 
Lulled at last into letting go his one righteous action  
Yielding  who knows after how long  
to the silken insinuations 
of the pleasing stepdaughter. 
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Trapped by his own rash words, 
he silences John the Baptist, 
the last and greatest prophet. 
 
Kings and prophets and dancing girls, 
Tangled together in a web of intrigue and betrayal. 
A rich mine for art and music  
Think of the stark lines of the art deco prints, 
The dissonant chords of the shocking opera  
A treasure trove for deep psychological inquiry, 
A gold mine for intellectual analysis. 
Great stories. 
 

the good news? 
 

 
There has to be good news. 
That is the foundation of our faith. 
 
And it s true. 
There is always good news. 
Ignored, resisted, 
Forgotten, God is still here. 
The is no world without God  
There is only a world where we fail to live with God.  
 
And yet 
God will keep on showing up, 
Keep on offering new ways 
To see the good news.  
 
The petty king  
And the dancing girl  
And the headless prophet 
offer a thrilling and gruesome view 
Of what happens  
When we live in a world without God. 
 

 have to live in that story.  
 
Herod was stuck in the story, 
Captive to his ego and his fear. 

 
 
We can walk out of the story  
And into the good news.  
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The good news is bigger than the story, 
And better. 
 

ve to live in this story, 
And we can share that good news. 
We can be a place where even Herod could enter, 
And say those words that were impossible to say: 
I made a big mistake. 
I need to turn around.  
 
We can be that place,  
If we set our hope on Christ.  
 
Listen again to these words from the second lesson: 
We set our hope on Christ.  
The church in Ephesus worshipped and worked in a time  
As unstable and threatening as our own. 
And yet the writer to those early Christians  
Offered a message of hope. 
We set our hope on Christ.  
 
Hope will get us out of this story, 
And into a new one. 
Hope can get anyone out of a story 
That has no good news. 
 
Hope is a virtue. 
Not an attitude, 
Or an act of will 
Or a feeling. 
It is a virtue,  
Given by grace, 
Maintained by discipline, 
Hard to hold on to, 
Impossible to live without. 
 
Hope is something we have to learn to practice. 
Like love, 
Maybe like faith, 

 
Not something we feel. 
 
We live into hope in many ways. 
It takes practice,  
And continual reminders: 
Reminders that come in prayer, 
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In conversation, 
In the words of scripture, 
In the glory of the summer sky 
And the handclasp of a friend.  
 
We practice 
By remembering what has been true forever, 
The source of life and love 
Is beyond us, 
And within us, 
Embraces us, 
And will not let us go. 
 
If Herod had believed that, 
Would he have been able to change? 
Was there hope for him? 
Was there a way out 
Of the trap created by his power, 
A way to find and maintain his integrity 
Against the relentless urging of the ego? 
 
There is a way out, 
A way out that opens up  
No matter what 

 
 
There is a way out,  
When our hope is set on Christ.  
 
Our fear,  
Our will to power, 
The longings that spoil us, 
All are overtaken and undone 
When we set our hope on Christ, 
When we believe 
That our life is not just what we see in the news, 
Not just what we see in the lurid stories embedded in scripture, 
Not just what we see in our own dark moments, 
Our failures and losses 
And pain and fear. 
Our life is grounded and inspired 
By the good news that is bigger than all the stories. 
 
Our hope is set on Christ, 
The one who lived and died and lives always 
As sign and promise of what our life can be, 
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If we leave the old story and choose the new one. 
 
We all have a choice, 
Daily, hourly  
The way of Herod, 
Or the way of truth. 
 
It is always possible to make the hard and better choice, 
To align ourselves with truth 
And walk away from the , 
The rash, grandiose gesture. 
While we cannot undo what has been done, 
It is always possible to turn around, 
To reclaim, embrace and protect our integrity  
Against the incessant demands of the ego. 
 

 
No one, and nothing, 
Can change it. 
 
That good news is hidden everywhere: 
In our violent cities, 
In the violent weather, 
In the terrors of the world. 

 
Even in the silken veils of the dancing girl  
It is waiting for you 
In some choice or action or insight. 
 
Our world is reeling, 
Heads are quite literally rolling, 
Thunder rumbles and the floodwaters rise up around us.  
 
And God is here.  
There is nowhere we can go, 
Nothing that can happen, 
That can make God go away. 
 
God is in every story. 
Hope is in every story. 
We just have to find it.  
And we will. 

 
And among us. 
 
I hope.  


