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This morning’s reading from the Gospel according to Mark is familiar and 
familiar. It involves a family. Actually, two families. The first is a wildly 
dysfunctional royal family that would put Charles and Camilla and Diane 
and all the HRH’s and royals to shame. The second is a couple of cousins 
who became notable prophets, one more than the other, though both still 
have their followings in this 21st century. Yes, John the Baptist still has a 
following among the Mandaeans in the Middle East. But obviously not as 
large as his cousin Jesus. 

Now our royal family is headed (as it were) by yet another Herod. Herod 
Antipas was one of many sons of Herod the Great, who had been 
responsible for the murder of the young boy children in Bethlehem at the 
time of Jesus’ birth. A rather jealous soul, he also had killed so many of his 
sons from so many of his marriages that the saying in the Jewish 
community was that it was safer to be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son. 

Herodias, who is prominent in our story today, was the daughter of 
Aristobulus, one of Herod the Great’s murdered sons. Herodias married 
Herod Philip, who was the son of Herod the Great by another wife, and, 
thus, the half-brother of Aristobulus. Therefore, Herodias was the niece of 
her husband. But she also was his sister-in-law.  

Herod Philip and Herodias were the parents of Salome, the dancer. Salome 
married Philip the Tetrarch, who was the son of Herod the Great and 
Cleopatra of Jerusalem, the last of Herod the Great’s many wives. If we 
chart this all out, we see Salome as both the niece and grand-niece of her 
husband, Philip.  

And, of course, Herod Antipas had seduced and later married Herodias, 
even though she was the wife of Herod Philip, drawing criticism and 
condemnation from John the Baptist. If we know any good soap opera 
writers who need inspiration, can we think of a better place to start. You 
can’t make this stuff up. 
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As human beings we are a messy lot. And none of us can deny it, try as 
we might. Though let’s hope that we never descend to the level of the 
Herod’s messiness.  

But let’s also never deny that the messiness of any human being is, indeed, 
messy. None of us are perfect. Yet, few, if any, people, are completely evil. 
Even Herod and Herodias. After all, Herod, had a conscience that pursued 
him. He was haunted by it, fearing that Jesus was John the Baptist, who 
had been raised. Herod could not avoid living with himself, as none of us 
can. Who among us is not haunted by our past misdeeds. They have a way 
of hunting us down.  

And Herod had respected – even feared – John the Baptist as a righteous 
and holy man. And until that evening of dance and drink, he had protected 
him, although sometimes via the first century version of protective 
custody. In fact, anyone planning a post-COVID excursion to the Middle 
East can visit the dungeons of Machaerus castle on the Dead Sea where 
John the Baptist was imprisoned. 

A bigger surprise of a virtuous streak in a villainous person can be 
discovered in Herodias. Long after Herod delivered her John’s head on a 
platter, they travelled to Rome to plead that Herod be granted the title 
“king.” The emperor was not impressed and instead exiled Herod to Gaul. 
But he told Herodias she need not share in his exile and could go free. She 
refused, stating, that where her husband went, she would go, too. Dare we 
say, “true love?”  

Human beings are inevitably a peculiar, perplexing mixture good and evil, 
virtue and vice. A messy lot, indeed. And that should remind us that we 
always must be hesitant to judge others. It is way too complicated. That’s 
why we are well-advised to leave the judging to God.  

We might remember, too, that even the most vile and vicious villain is just 
one step away from God’s forgiveness. In the words borrowed from a good 
GPS, we need only make the next available U-turn. Turn our lives around. 
Repent, as John the Baptist would say. And God will forgive…and forget. 
That’s God’s grace, and we are wise to avoid second-guessing God.  

But on a less prophetic note, isn’t it amazing is that as messy as humanity 
and the world may be, God uses it as the Petri dish for God’s kingdom. 
What a formidable testament to the grace and power of God…and of God’s 
trust and confidence in us as his designated stewards of creation.  

The gap in my education was history. And I continue to fill that void 
primarily with reading about the history and conduct of the Second World 
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War. Many very flawed, but also brilliant political and military leaders 
made many lousy decisions.  

 

Few people realize, for example, that Douglas MacArthur, a military 
genius with an ego that often blinded his better judgment, was singularly 
responsible for the transition of Japan from a defeated warrior nation to a 
liberal democracy after the war. 

Winston Churchill had a blind spot for British colonialization, but an 
indefatigable spirit and eloquence that inspired his nation in the most 
discouraging times. And whether is affection for whisky was a weakness or 
a strength may never be known. 

Franklin Roosevelt was a shameless manipulator, and an ingenious 
manipulator when it counted most. The allied victory in World War II was 
the product of countless decisions, with a just a few more right than wrong. 
Like almost every human endeavor. And yet in spite of it all they 
succeeded. 

So we never need wallow in the wake of our mistakes, misdeeds, and mis-
directions. Sometimes, we are going to flail and fail. But looking back at 
them gets us nowhere.  

Out of this mess of a world, God trusts and promises a better world, fully 
aware that perfection ultimately will emerge from imperfection. When all 
is said and done, humanity’s foibles are no match for God’s scheme of 
creation. 

If we doubt that, think of all the supposedly human schemes that 
succeeded. And all the times God’s hand becomes plainly visible in our 
rear-view mirrors.  


