
May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O 
Lord, our strong rock and our redeemer. 
 
I can honestly say I had trouble wrapping my head around today’s Gospel passage. (Ok, that 
was a terrible joke. I can’t help it, it runs in the family.) But also, it happens to be true. Today’s 
story from Mark is gruesome, it is repugnant, and it is really difficult to find the good news in it.  
 
Last week, Mark’s Gospel laid out the narrative of Jesus in his hometown, unable to do any 
deed of power because of their unbelief. In Luke’s version, the crowd tries to throw Jesus off a 
cliff. I admit I was grateful when I found out that Rick would be preaching rather than me, given 
that this is my hometown, and my home church, and I worried y’all might throw me out, too. 
Especially on account of my terrible jokes. (leave room for laughter) 
 
Mark goes on to say that Jesus continued teaching in the surrounding villages and then sent out 
his disciples in pairs to cast out unclean spirits, cure those who were sick, and preach 
repentance. And that is where our passage for today comes in. Which is pretty odd. Because 
immediately following today’s passage, Mark tells us of the return of the disciples from their 
mission and their report back to Jesus of what they have done. So why would Mark insert a 
story about King Herod and John the Baptist right here? After all, we learn of John the Baptist’s 
arrest in the first chapter of Mark’s gospel, in verse 14. And now, in chapter six, we are finally 
being told the ending of that story. It seems weird, and yet, this is a very common tool that 
Mark uses in his writing, called the Markan sandwich. He places one story in the middle of 
another story, allowing the beginning and end of one story to be the pieces of bread holding 
the other story sandwiched between it. And the fun part is figuring out why he did it. 
 
In the first chapter of Mark, when we find out about John’s arrest, we are told that Jesus begins 
his proclamation of the good news that the kingdom of God has come near, and it includes a 
call to repentance. This is followed by Jesus’ calling of his disciples. So, proclamation of good 
news. Call to repentance. Calling of the disciples. Now, Jesus is sending those disciples out and 
having them preach repentance and do the healing work that the good news of the nearness of 
God’s kingdom brings. And in that context, Mark then tells the remainder of John’s story 
following his arrest. There is a beautiful symmetry to it. And it highlights repentance and the 
ultimate power we look to: the power of God and God’s reign in God’s kingdom.  
 
And this is important, because the passage from today does not really mention God (outside of 
the context of using Jesus’ name) at all. King Herod heard of Jesus and his disciples, for Jesus’ 
name had become known. Some were saying, ‘John the baptizer has been raised from the dead; 
and for this reason these powers are at work in him.’ But others said, ‘It is Elijah.’ And others 
said, “It is a prophet, like one of the prophets of old.’ But when Herod heard of it, he said, ‘John, 
whom I beheaded, has been raised.’ It seems clear that Herod is feeling guilty for his execution 
of John, and so, in his guilt, he believes the train of local news that is saying that Jesus is John 
raised from the dead.  
 



For Herod himself had sent men who arrested John, bound him, and put him in prison on 
account of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, because Herod had married her. For John had 
been telling Herod, ‘It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.’ And Herodias had a 
grudge against him, and wanted to kill him. But she could not, for Herod feared John, knowing 
that he was a righteous and holy man, and he protected him. When he heard him, he was 
greatly perplexed; and yet he liked to listen to him.  
 
Herod seems conflicted in the telling of this story. He is pulled towards his family and his duties 
as the person with power in this region, and yet he is intrigued by this prophet who is 
challenging his way of life and calling him to repentance. In a sad turn of events, on Herod’s 
birthday, he puts himself in a bind by swearing to give his daughter, who has pleased his 
honorable guests with her dancing, anything she wishes for. And, asking her mother what she 
should do, she fulfills her mother’s desire to kill John the Baptist in the particularly gruesome 
manner of beheading. Rather than spare John’s life, a man whom he fears and finds righteous, 
Herod caves to his desire to hold on to the appearance of integrity by not breaking his oath. 
And in so doing, a young woman subverts the power of a powerful man, and Herod is left 
feeling guilty and deeply grieved.  
 
Setting aside the deeply troubling family dynamics, we see a story of a man of power, King 
Herod, feeling trapped and powerless, feeling guilty and grieved, and facing a path that is 
blocked and distorted. And ironically, John’s whole spiel was about repentance, turning to and 
orienting towards God, and making a straight path.  
 
And this leads us to our passage from Amos in the Hebrew Scriptures, which is where I think we 
can find some good news. Because here, God shows Amos a vision of a wall built with a plumb 
line, and God holding that plumb line. And although the news that Amos is told to prophesy to 
the Kingdom of Israel is not great, with violence, destruction, and exile as part of the promise, 
God shows Amos the resolution to that promise. The tool which can be used to repent and 
orient towards God once again. Because a plumb line is used to make a straight, vertical line, 
the line that is typically associated with the direction of our relationship with God.  
 
And this is important, because, in this story, as in the one about Herod, we have people who 
have lost sight of the reign of God, of the centrality of God. Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, tells 
Amos, ‘O seer, go, flee away to the land of Judah, earn your bread there, and prophesy there; 
but never again prophesy at Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary, and it is a temple of the 
kingdom.’  
 
The meaning of the word Bethel, bait-el, is house of God, and yet the priest Amaziah states that 
it is the king’s sanctuary. God’s reign, God’s kingdom, God’s house, is no longer recognized, and 
this is why Amos is told to prophesy. And in the story of King Herod, God’s law, God’s reign, is 
not respected, but social pressure rules instead. 
 
And so the question we must ask ourselves is, where are the spaces in which we lose sight of 
the reign of God, and instead allow societal pressures or misplaced judgments to rule our lives? 



Where in our lives might we feel guilty and deeply grieved? Where do we have paths that are 
blocked and distorted? 
 
And once we reflect upon and examine those spaces in our lives, we can check in and use the 
plumb line to make sure that our vertical line, that direction to God, is straight, true, and 
aligned. Because that aligned vertical line is the sign of our strong connection with God. And 
when we allow it to be tuned up and straightened, as our psalm for today says, those who turn 
their hearts to [God] will receive peace, salvation, glory, mercy, truth, righteousness, and 
prosperity.  
 
This is the work of repentance. The message that John proclaimed, that Jesus continued, and 
that the disciples passed on. This is the work of discipleship – to repent and know that the reign 
of God is near.  
 
So maybe that is the reminder we need for today, the reminder to check in, to do a calibration 
of our inner plumb line, to make sure that we are oriented towards God’s reign, a reign of 
prosperity and peace, of truth and mercy, of justice and righteousness. A reign of love. 
 
And once we have reoriented and aligned ourselves, we can take that reign of love as our 
posture out into the world. 
 
Amen. 
 
 


