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Eighth Sunday after Pentecost • July 15, 2018 
Amos 7:7-15 •  Psalm 85:8-13  •  Ephesians 1:3-14  •  Mark 6:14-29 
 
I have a little ritual that I do every Sunday night. Sometime while the grill is heating 

up or Obie is barking at the squirrels that have the audacity to walk on his lawn, I pull up the 
readings for the next Sunday. And I don’t read them very closely. I just kind of skim them. 
And I ask myself two questions. And those two questions give me an idea of how to frame 
the liturgy for the week ahead. Number one is Where is Jesus in these stories? And number two is 
What’s the good news in these stories? Now most weeks you can answer those questions pretty 
easily. Where is Jesus? He’s on a boat or in a house or at a table. What’s the good news? 
Something about how God creates faith in us or invites us into relationship or gives us hope. 
Easy. Done. 

Try that exercise out with today’s gospel reading. Where is Jesus? Well, nowhere in 
the story. And what’s the good news? Well technically, there is none. This is a very odd 
story. It’s strange because Jesus isn’t in the story at all. It also introduces a character, Herod, 
who is never mentioned in the rest of the gospel. It’s written as a flashback, which is very 
unusual. And, as if that isn’t enough, it seems like most of the characters have the same 
name. 

Now if you were pitching a novel, and it included a flashback scene which included 
no major characters and introduced a bunch of minor characters who have the same name 
and have no obvious connection with the plot and were never heard from again, you could 
never get it by an editor. But no one edited St. Mark’s gospel, so here we are.  

So why did Mark include it? Much of Mark’s gospel is concerned with Jesus’s struggle 
against the forces of evil. Now “the forces of evil” is one of those phrases that we can toss 
around without really explaining. We all kind of know it when we see it and we don’t need to 
get into details. But Mark won’t let us off that easy. Because we often think of evil as 
obvious, easy to identify, and easy to stay away from. Yet the evil Mark is talking about is a 
much more subtle, seductive, and banal force than we often give it credit for. And so Mark 
includes this story to highlight exactly what the evil is that Jesus’s life and ministry are 
struggling against. So the fact that today’s gospel doesn’t contain any good news isn’t a bug. 
It’s a feature. 

And at the center of this story is Herod. And to understand Herod you need to know 
something about Herod’s dad. Herod’s dad was named—any guesses?—Herod. Herod the 
Great was the ruler of Galilee. And politically, he was pretty astute. He expanded territory, 
had military success, built great amphitheaters, and was able to keep people happy by, and 
this is actually true, promising to cut their taxes. But his domestic life was a mess. He had ten 
wives who gave him a huge number of children. And when those children grew up, they all 
wanted the same job, namely the one that their father had. So Herod spent his final years 
rewriting his will to keep anything from going to the sons that were trying to assassinate 
him.1 

                                                           
1 Bruce M. Metzger and Michael David Coogan, eds., The Oxford Companion to the Bible, 1 edition (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1993), 280. 
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And after Herod the Great finally died, will number five said that everything was 
going to pass down to Herod, the guy in today’s gospel reading. But at the last minute, they 
found an updated will number six, and so Herod Jr. only got a fraction of what he thought 
he was going to get. So you can imagine how that affected his psyche.   

Now this would just be some fun little trivia except that Herod married his brother’s 
wife. And so he started catching criticism from John the Baptist. So Herod’s new wife 
Herodias started pressuring Herod to kill John. But Herod has mixed feelings about John. 
John is kind of a pain, but he’s probably right about somethings. And he’s entertaining to 
listen to. So Herod decides that he’s not going to kill John, but he’ll put him in prison so he 
can keep him around but keep him under control.   

And that’s the scene when Herod decides to throw this big party for his officers and 
for the leaders of Galilee. Remember, this is someone deeply insecure about his position in 
the power structure. And his daughter, who is also named Herodias because why not, comes 
out and does this impressive dance, and Herod, caught up in the moment and trying to 
impress his friends, says, “Ask me for whatever you wish, and I will give it.” Now this is a 
dangerous offer to make. Because his daughter could come back and ask for something 
really crazy. And that’s exactly what happens. She consults with her mother who, no 
surprise, says she wants John’s head. 

And Mark says that when Herod heard this he was “grieved.” He’s overcome with 
sorrow. Because he knows he spoke without thinking. And he doesn’t want to kill John for 
no reason. And yet, Mark says, Herod did not want to refuse her request out of “regard… 
for the guests.” So Herod’s thrown this big party to impress all these people, and he realizes 
that if he backtracks on her request, he’s going to look ridiculous. So Herod has a choice 
here. He can admit that offering her anything was a mistake and save John’s life. Or he can 
try to save face for his guests and get John’s head on a platter. And guess what he chooses? 

See Mark’s vision of evil isn’t of someone who is clearly corrupt and full of malice 
and just out looking to hurt people. Mark says that it’s more complicated than that. It’s 
about how the little choices we make to try to get through the day, the decisions we make to 
try to make life more bearable, the systems we build to make the world manageable, 
perpetuate evil even if that’s not what we set out intending to do. Hannah Arendt, who 
wrote about Adolf Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem, once remarked that “most evil is done by 
people who never make up their minds to be good or evil.”2 Or as St. Mark would put it, it’s 
done by people who are just acting out of regard for their guests. 

We actually have a word for the kind of evil Mark is talking about. Which is systemic 
evil. Systemic evil is what happens when you make reasonable choices in a bad environment. 
Now systemic evil is tricky to talk about. Because it’s not the kind of evil we like to talk 
about. We’re comfortable talking about the kind of evil where it’s one person who does 
knowingly does evil things and we can all point to this one person and say, “You made all 
this happen.” Systemic evil is trickier. Because it’s about the ways that we inherit, benefit 
from, and pass on evil, even if we don’t mean to. So how does God deal with systemic evil?   

                                                           
2 Big Think Editors, “Hannah Arendt on Good and Evil,” Big Think, September 25, 2014, 

https://bigthink.com/words-of-wisdom/hannah-arendt-on-good-and-evil. 
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Well for one answer to that, we have to go back to today’s Old Testament reading. 
Eight centuries before Herod threw his big party, the Israelites were throwing their own 
parties. Israel was awash with money. Elaborate galas, piles of food, gallons of wine. But that 
was only true if you were one of the wealthy landowners who lived in the cities. If you were 
one of the Israelites who lived outside the city, life was miserable. You were always paying 
off debt to someone in the city. Your kids were guaranteed to be worse off than you were. 
You could never get ahead. 

Now the problem wasn’t that these wealthy urbanites weren’t doing anything 
obviously wrong. They weren’t stealing from people or shorting them. They never sat 
around and said, “Let’s do something evil.” But they inherited a flawed system and played by 
its rules. And that’s exactly what they ended up doing. 

So how does God respond to this systemic evil? God responds by sending a prophet 
named Amos to go talk to the king’s priest and tell him about the injustices that are going on 
under his watch. We heard their conversation as our first reading. And the king’s priest, no 
surprise, isn’t happy with Amos. He accuses Amos of being a carpet bagger who is just 
causing trouble. And so he tells him, “Go home and be a prophet there. Leave us alone.” 
And how does Amos respond? “I’m not a prophet or a prophet’s son. I’m a herdsman and a 
farmer.” Basically, Amos says I’m just a guy. I have other stuff I could be doing. I’m not a professional 
prophet. 

Because there are no professional prophets. God doesn’t respond to evil by creating 
some special class of people called prophets. There’s no group of people set aside from the 
rest of us that we can just sit around and wait for to solve our problems for us. No, God 
fixes the system with people who are already in the system. People like Amos who’s a 
herdsman and a farmer. People like you and me who could be doing other things. God uses 
us to be the hands and feet of Christ in the world. So God responds to systemic evil with 
systemic love, overcoming evil from the inside out.  

The story of John the Baptist’s beheading is an unusual gospel reading. But it’s a 
common story. Because too often the answer to the question “Where is Jesus in my life?” is 
“Nowhere.” And too often the answer to “What is the good news in this situation?” is 
“There isn’t any.” And yet God uses us so that anyone who asks those questions might have 
a different answer than the Herods and Amaziahs of the world suggest. God makes us 
prophets so that we can proclaim new answers to old questions. And so we can be the body 
of Christ in the world, overcoming systemic evil with systemic love. 

  
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


