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What a tangled web we weave!
Most of us know someone,

Or maybe we are that person ourselves,
Caught in an interconnected series of decisions.

Something that started out seeming like a good idea
But which is ending up as a disaster.

Maybe it’s a teenager giving a party.

It seemed like a good idea to have a party

When Mom and Dad weren’t home.

Have a few friends over,

Relax a little bit

Enjoy the summer.

Without planning it,
A few extra kids show up,

Somebody brings some beer.

They don’t mean to,

But the noise and the music get out of hand,

And before you know it,

The police show up

And then there are a bunch of teens

With an arrest record.

It seemed like a good idea,

But ended up a tangled mess.

Teens aren’t the only ones

That this happens to.

Most of us can think of at least one instance

Where we have started something

That seemed like a good idea at the time.

Maybe it was a business deal

Or a project at work

Or a discussion with our spouse,

And before you knew it,

One thing led to another,

Stuff just snowballed,

And what seemed like a good idea

Ended up being something

We wish we had never gotten into.

We are human,
And our judgment is limited

By flawed human intuition.  

Individuals are not the only ones that this happens to.
Whole organizations and countries

Often get themselves into something

That gets so tangled, they regret they ever started it.

With the death of Robert McNamara this week,

Some of us might even reflect on what happened to the US

In our involvement in Vietnam.

We thought we were doing something good,

Helping the Vietnamese people,
And before we knew it

We were tangled in the midst of a highly unpopular war. 
Situations sometimes just get out of control.

One of our characters in the Gospel this morning

Found himself in exactly that kind of tangled situation run amok,
Where things go off track, 
And have unbelievably bad consequences.

Herod, who comes from a complete family line of Bible villains,
Finds himself smack dab in the middle of a tangled web.

Herod Antipas, the governor of Galilee,

Is full of decisions,
Which all seem to go south!
It starts out when he marries his half-brother Philip’s wife Herodias.
This might have seemed like a good idea,

But whatever was he thinking?

John the Baptist, who is famous for calling a spade a spade,

Tells Herod that not only is it not a particularly good idea,

It is, in fact, against God’s Law.

Now things start to get complicated. 

The new wife Herodias is not particularly pleased at John’s comments,

So she has her husband Herod put John in jail.

She really wants to kill John,

But Herod is starting to get afraid.

The things that John says make sense,
And he seems to be speaking God’s Word.

Now, Herod didn’t quite understand John,
But he liked to go to listen to John,
So he protects John from Herodias.

Then Herod gets another of those

It seemed like a good idea at the time

Kind of ideas.
He throws a birthday party for himself,

Inviting all the important people in Galilee.
His stepdaughter entertains the crowd by dancing.

Herod, probably at least a little drunk,

Is, to put it delicately,

Overwhelmed by the his stepdaughter’s dance,
And boastfully offers her anything her heart desires.

Herodias, who is the girl’s mother

Is not one to miss an opportunity.
She coaches her daughter to ask for John’s head.

The young girl, with all the drama,

That only teenaged girls can pull off,

Waltzes back into the room

And in front of all the guests,

Asks her stepfather for John’s head on a platter.

Herod is now really in deep!
He has made a boastful offer in front of his birthday guests

And his bluff was called.

He doesn’t want to lose face,

A terrible fate in the Middle East,
So he sacrifices John to preserve his own honor. 
 It all started out

With what seemed like a good idea,

But a series of sinful decisions

Lead to the murder of an innocent man.

And so it goes frequently with us,
Perhaps not to the extremes of Herod,

But there are so many times,

Where our good intentions

End up with bad results.

And it is into this world

Filled with people whose good intentions,
Are polluted by greed, self-interest and obscured vision
That Jesus arrived.  

This story about Herod and John the Baptist

Is a really unusual story in Mark’s Gospel.
It is the only story in which Jesus is not a main character,

And it is plunked right down in the middle of stories about Jesus’ ministry.

In fact, the telling of this anecdote about Herod,

Starts with Herod hearing about Jesus’ miracles

And wondering if Jesus is John the Baptist resurrected from the dead.

You might even imagine Herod thinking to himself
Holy, moly, I’m really in trouble now.

I kill a prophet and he comes back to life to haunt me. 

As I pondered this text this week,

I wondered why Mark included this downer of a story in his Gospel,

And why he put it in the middle of the stories 

Right at the start of Jesus’ ministry.
It may have been to foreshadow Jesus’ death and resurrection,

Keeping his readers in touch with the kind of dangers that Jesus, too, faced.

It may also have been to remind us 
Of the kind of world that Jesus was sent into. 
Jesus came into a broken world in need of healing.
Stories like that of Herod remind us

That even if we don’t go around directly imprisoning and murdering people,

We daily face temptations

Where our own self-interest is held up against the welfare of someone else.

Have you ever faced a situation with lots of blame to go around?
Chances are you found it pretty hard to speak up
And admit that you made a mistake,

Particularly if there was a chance that no one would find out
Exactly how you were involved.  

Or have you ever thought about how 

When you are in the middle of a fight with someone,

It is so much easier to be self-righteous about your own position,
Than it is to accept that the other person has at least a few valid points.

Have you ever walked past someone who needed help,

Because you had to be somewhere,

Or you just didn’t want to get involved

With someone else’s troubles.  

Let’s face it.

We live in a sinful world

And each of us,

Often, without intending to,

Commits our share of sins

Both by what we do,
And by what neglect to do. 

God gave his original chosen people,

Those from whom Jesus descended

A set of rules to tell them how to live. 
Herod knew God’s laws,

But went ahead and married his brother’s wife.

Herod liked to listen to John,

Because John reflected God’s ways to him.

Herod realized as he listened to John that he was doing wrong,

But he didn’t know how,

Or didn’t want to change what he was doing.

God has given us the Ten Commandments,
And Jesus’ Law of Love,

To tell us how to live.

Yet, even when we are well-intentioned

And try to follow God’s rules,


We find that we just can’t keep the whole list.

For instances, we know that God would not be pleased

With our using more than our fair share

Of the world’s resources,
But we don’t seem to know how to stop our consumption affluenza.  

God’s Laws drive us to the realization,

That we can’t stop sinning

And force us to realize that we need help,

The very kind of help that Jesus brought into a sinful world. 
Herod needed Jesus, but didn’t know how Jesus could help him.

Each of us needs Jesus

And we are lucky enough to have heard the Good News

That Jesus was sent to people like Herod

And people like you and me.

People who find themselves caught 

Between good intentions, grounded in God’s Law,
And sinful self-interest.  

Jesus was sent first to guide us,

And then to save us,
When like the wandering sheep

We somehow get off track. 
In this nasty story of Herod’s tangled mess there is Good News for you. 

Unlike Herod, 
You have heard the Good News,
The Gospel of Jesus Christ, crucified and resurrected for you.

Even though you will undoubtedly sin in some way,
Hopefully not as egregiously as Herod,

You have the promise

That if you believe and ask for forgiveness

You will be forgiven and saved.  

Jesus Christ was sent into a messy, broken, seemingly tangled world,

And he triumphed over sin, evil and death.

Jesus Christ was sent, crucified and raised just for you,

And whatever messy, tangled situation you find yourself in. 
Amen 
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