
WHO’S CALLING THE SHOTS?
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TEXT: Mark 6:16 “But when Herod heard of it, he said, ‘John, whom I beheaded, has been
raised.’” 
PURPOSE: To encourage our confidence that God really is the ultimate power guiding the
ways of humans, especially when it appears that godless powers are in control.
____________________________________________________________________________

The church I serve, the South Newbury Union Church, is one of thousands
of churches which follow a schedule of readings known as the Lectionary.  This
schedule appoints an Old Testament, Psalm, Epistle, and Gospel lesson for every
Sunday on a three year rotating schedule.  Churches which the follow the
lectionary hear the broadest range of biblical texts in their worship.  It turns out
that the text from Amos and the story of John’s death were on the list of texts
assigned for today.  I suppose I could have gone fishing for some safer texts,
something that would celebrate our life together as the people of Newbury,
something that would sound a bit easier to bear.  But it seems to me that these
disturbing texts helpfully inform the way that people of faith can understand
what’s going on in the world these days.  

These scripture passages from the prophet Amos and the Gospel writer
Mark are about as inflammatory as it gets in the Bible.  Amos was ordered to
leave Israel because his prophecies were upsetting the decorum of the king’s
chapel at Bethel.  And Herod ordered righteous John to be beheaded because
Herod had made an unwise oath in the presence of the pooh-bahs of Galilee. 
Amos’s book doesn’t tell whether Amos did leave Israel, but in both stories, is
does appear that the good guys lost.  

These stories raise this question for me: “Who’s calling the shots?”  Who
really is in charge of the dramas of human living?  Do powerful figures like the
priest Amaziah and king Herod really run things?  We can pose the same question
with regard to the forces at work in our world and our times.  Way too often these
days, I wonder if wicked, self-serving forces have figured out how to run things in
ways that sustain their control over the social order and enable them to be
obscenely wealthy.  Or could there be a power greater than these powers, which is
guiding all things toward a triumph of justice and righteousness?   

There is a great hymn which attends to this concern, which I found myself
singing as I organized my thoughts for today’s sermon.  We will get to sing it in a
few minutes.   The hymn is, “Once to Every Man and Nation.”  James Russell



Lowell, an ardent abolitionist, wrote the lyrics in 1845 as a poetic protest of the
Mexican American War, because the intent of that war was to annex Texas,
which would have added another slave state to the Union.  There’s a line in that
poem which captures the dynamic behind the twin fates of Amos and John: 
“Truth forever on the scaffold, wrong forever on the throne.”  There we have it:
wrong is in charge; wrong calls the shots.  Truth is condemned; truth is banished
from the king’s place of worship; truth is beheaded.  

What we need, as followers of Jesus and people who want to believe that
it’s worth our while to invest ourselves in working for peace and justice, is
confidence that there is power greater than wrong, and certainly greater than us,
which is, to recall an image Martin Luther King, Jr. employed, “bending the arc
of history toward justice.” To gain that confidence, the place to start is back with
the biblical text.

The story of John’s beheading appears on first reading to be a tale of wrong
calling the shots.  But look closer.  First of all, who in this story is actually calling
the shots?  Is it Herod, or his dancing daughter, or her mother, whose marriage to
Herod John had condemned?  The story recalls that Herod knew that John was a
righteous and holy man, that he sought to protect him from his wife’s desire to do
away with him, and that he even went secretly to listen to what John had to say.  I
love this picture of Herod.  Here’s this puppet overlord sneaking down to the
dungeon to listen to John, who both perplexes and attracts him.  Just that little
detail raises doubts as to whether Herod or John has the upper hand in their
relationship.  

And then, there’s Herod’s extravagant birthday party, which he threw for
himself.  The party turned out to be an ancient version of “So You Think You
Can Dance.”  Herod apparently thought very highly of the girl’s dancing.  Who
knows why, in the presence of his important guests, he swore to give her
whatever she asked?  But he did, and after consulting with her mother, she asked
for the head of John the Baptist.  I suppose Herod never imagined such a thing
would be on her wish list.  But that request caught him between his awareness
that John was a righteous man and his own reputation in the eyes of his influential
guests.  While it was Herod who gave the order for the Baptist’s execution, it
doesn’t seem like he was the one calling the shots.  I think he comes off as
powerless, trapped by his own indiscretion.  

That’s not all the clues the story gives us about who really was calling the
shots.  The story starts with a recollection about Jesus, whose “name had become
known.”  Inquiring people wanted to know: who is this guy who heals sick people



and cleanses lepers and teaches with such stunning authority?  Some thought he
was Elijah returning to prepare the way for the Messiah.  Ironically, Jesus’
followers came to understand that John took up Elijah’s task with regard to
preparing the way for Messiah Jesus.  Others thought he was one of the old-time
prophets back from the dead.  But Herod, along with some others, believed that
somehow Jesus was John, raised from the dead, come back to torment him for
having him beheaded.  The tale of John’s execution is set in the light of Herod
being scared to death that John is not done with him.  Yes, Herod had John killed,
and that was a terrible thing.  But what Herod had authorized apparently came
back to haunt Herod.  So who was calling the shots?  

And one more thing, which is the fact that Mark identified Herod as “king”
Herod.  There is some history here which would have made Mark’s first readers
chuckle at this guy being called king.  This Herod, whose name was Antipas, tried
to gain the kingship from his father, Herod the Great, but his attempt failed.  Each
of the Great Herod’s four sons had to settle for a quarter of his domain.  By the
time Mark wrote his gospel, Herod Antipas had long since lost his territory, and
the emperor had banished him to France.  I know, France seems like an excellent
destination, even for banishment, but in those days, it was about as far from the
center of Roman influence as possible.  So for Mark’s earliest readers, reading the
story of Herod having John beheaded because of a dancing girl and her conniving
mother, who by the way was banished to France with him, would be like us
reading some account of Saddam Hussein’s cruelties after we knew that he had
received the ultimate punishment for his misdeeds.  

Who is actually calling the shots?  Our faith assures us that God is the one,
the only one, with ultimate power, and whose power extends to the social and
political realm.  The God whose role is hidden in the story of Herod and John
knows that Jesus himself faced a similar fate for similar reasons: Pilate would
realize that Jesus did not deserve death, but wouldn’t have the guts to oppose the
religious leaders or the ugly crowd.  The God whose role is hidden in the stories
of Herod and John knows that the followers of Jesus will forever be at risk
because they dare to speak truth to power, because their primary loyalty is to the
coming realm of God, and not to the kingdoms of this earth.  The fates of Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther King, Jr., Archbishop Oscar Romero, and a host of
other modern day martyrs remind us that following Jesus remains risky.  But what
happened in the wake of their deaths also assures us that death does not have the
last word.  Conniving and wickedness do not have the last word.  El Salvador’s
Archbishop Romero prophesied that if he were to die, he would be resurrected in
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the lives of the Salvadoran people.  Indeed he was, and the people’s receiving of
his life eventually resulted in the end of a reign of unimaginable terror in that
country.  

I saved the whole of that verse from Lowell’s hymn until now.  It may be
one of the most important verses in the whole of Christian hymnody.  It goes like
this:

“Though the cause of evil prosper, yet the truth alone is strong;
Truth forever on the scaffold, wrong forever on the throne.  
Yet that scaffold sways the future, and behind the dim unknown,
God is standing in the shadow, keeping watch above His own.”  

God was there in the shadow, down in the dungeon where John was executed. 
God was there in the shadow, keeping watch as God’s own Son was nailed to the
cross.  God has always been there, in every situation in which it seems as if wrong
is calling the shots, upholding the strength of truth, and looking beyond evil’s
apparent but short-lived victory toward the whole of creation’s redemption.  

This is what this means to me, and from it I take great courage in our own
difficult times.  Way too often, it looks like there are people calling the shots who
have no regard for what is right and just.  Way too often, it looks like truth is on
the scaffold with a noose around its neck.  So, if that’s what the world looks like,
why should we be risking ourselves for the sake of justice and mercy and peace?  
Aren’t the bad guys going to figure out how to keep calling the shots?  Not if God
has anything to do with it, and this is the witness of today’s texts:  God has
everything to do with it.  The scaffold sways the future.  Wrong’s throne will be
toppled.  The Spirit has given us eyes to see beneath and beyond every tale of
terror to the disarming of every self-serving power with the power of love made
real in Jesus Christ.  Our witness, like the witness of the martyrs, imagines that
another world is possible, a world where God’s rule is fully and firmly
established.  

This is how it works.  We look at the ones who look like they are getting to
call the shots, and we trust God whom we are sure calls the final shot.  We do
what we believe is the right thing to do, whether or not what we do achieves a
righteous outcome on our schedule.  We do what we believe is the right thing to
do because our deep desire is to be aligned with God, who is always keeping
watch, and who knows exactly how and when the truth will triumph.  


