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Trinity UMC  Iron Mountain, MI 

Pastor Geri Hamlen 

9th Sunday after the Pentecost  August 2,  2020    

 

Preparation for Scripture Reading 

During the Children’s Time, I tried to make the Bible sound good to the kids.  Good, fun, 

special.   That’s what we do, don’t we?   We want them to know and read and love the Bible as 

God’s great big long lov letter to us.  And as the kids get older, I try to get the kids age 

appropriate Bibles because there are so many versions for different reading levels and ages.    

Slowly and thoughtfully, we introduce them to more and more stories and teachings in 

the Bible.   And at some point, we need to let them know that there are some pretty violent, 

gruesome and even disturbing stories in the Bible. 

A highly respected Biblical Scholar, Raymund Schwager, wrote a book:  Must There be 

Scapegoats: Violence and Redemption in the Bible (p. 47).    He counted over 600 passages in 

the OT alone which ‘explicitly talk about nations, kings, or individuals attacking, destroying and 

killing others.’  He writes:  ‘No other human activity or experience is mentioned as often.’i 

And that’s just the Old Testament.   Over the years, more than a few people have told me 

that they have no desire to read the OT again. Sometimes because it’s too boring but mostly 

because…it’s too bloody.  

 But you can’t get away from Biblical violence it by avoiding the OT because the NT has 

its share of it too.   Remember King Herod the Great…the ruler at the time Jesus was born?  He 

was a piece of work…killing all the little boys under 2 years old.    

Well, this morning I’m going to read you a story about Herod of Antipas—the son of 

King Herod the Great.  Fair warning…disturbing imagery.  This is a story that didn’t make into 

the Revised Common Lectionary…so you don’t hear it every couple of few years.  Maybe you 

know what happened to John the Baptist and maybe you don’t.   So you may want to distract the 

children or be ready to talk to them about this later… 
 

Scripture Reading   Matthew 14: 1 – 11   NRSV & NKJV   (words in italics are added for clarity) 

At that time Herod of Antipas, the ruler, heard reports about Jesus;  

and he said to his servants,  

“This miracle maker and healer must be John the Baptist; he has been raised from the dead,  

and for this reason these powers are at work in him.”  

He said this because Herod had, just a short while ago,  arrested John, bound him, and put him 

in prison on account of the woman Herodias,      

 his brother Philip’s wife, because John had been telling Herod of Antipas,  

“It is not lawful for you to have her.”  

Though Herod wanted to put John to death at that time, Herod feared the crowd,  

because they regarded John as a prophet.   

So Herod locked John in prison instead. 

But when Herod’s birthday came, the daughter of Herodias, brother Phillips wife,  

    danced before the company,  

 and she—the daughter--pleased Herod so much with her dancing 

 that he promised on oath  

to grant her whatever she might ask.  

The girl turned to who mother who Prompted her saying:       

“Give me the head of John the Baptist here on a platter.”  
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The king, Herod of Antipas, was grieved, 

 yet out of regard and concern for his oaths and for the guests,  

he commanded it to be given;  

he sent and had John beheaded in the prison.  

The head was brought on a platter and given to the girl,  

who brought it to her mother.  

 The words of God for the people of God. 

  Thanks be to God.  

 

Message Part 1:  A Strange Birthday Party 

 

Can you imagine going to a birthday party?  I’m sure we can all imagine that…I had a little bit 

of a birthday party this past week.  40 years without a drink…that was pretty fun.   Outside in a 

pavilion with carnations on each picnic table. Birthday parties are fun…we can imagine that.  

 

Can you imagine going to a birthday party for a King?  Or a high up politician?   That may be a 

little harder to imagine unless you run in those circles, which some of you may?    

 

Can you imagine going to a birthday party for a King…that has a beautiful young girl dancing 

to live music?    That’s starting to sound like a sleazy movie or maybe, giving the benefit of the 

doubt a Walt Disney movie…Cinderella or Beauty and the Beast maybe.  

 

Can you imagine going to a birthday party for a King…that has a beautiful young girl dancing 

to live music and then ends up with a bloody head on a platter?   

 

Probably not so easy to imagine.  All of that sounds more like a Martin Scorsese film…the few 

of which I’ve seen are gory and never, ever having a happy ending.  

 

But we’re not talking about movie entertainment here…This is a real thing that happened to a 

real person:  John the Baptist.  Kinsman to Jesus.   Bloody and yucky violence against a single 

person, by the government.  

 

And it’s terribly difficult for us to imagine such a thing happening in that way to anyone we 

know.   Maybe in the news…off in the Middle East where tribal warfare and desert violence 

continue to make headlines now and again…to our collective horror.  But we are so thankful, 

aren’t we,  that’s not what happens here…in our community. In our country.  

 

Or does it?   State inflicted violence against individual people in our country is in the headlines 

right now.   We hear about Federal forces going to Portland…people getting shot.   I trust that 

you all know what happened and perhaps even saw the video of George Floyd in Minneapolis—

on the ground with a knee on his neck for 8 plus minutes.  Begging for his life, for his mother. 

 

And he’s not the only person of color to suffer violence in this day and time…or down through 

the history of our country.    The Prayer Vigil in Crystal Falls earlier this summer gave us a long, 

long list with the names of black people who have died by violence…vigilante violence, police, 
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local sheriffs…in our country.  Men, women, children…each of them a son, a daughter, maybe a 

husband or wife, a mother or a father.  Dead—victims of violence.  Gory. Yucky.  Awful.    

 

So we do know a little bit of something about the kind of violence the Bible talks about.  Even 

though we may prefer not to talk about it.  

 

But the question remains:  why are people so violent in the Bible?  And in the world?   What 

purpose does that violence serve God to have these brutal and unkind stories written down in 

Holy Scriptures and told over and over again?  

 

We ask that question because:  Violence is hard for us.   We don’t like it. We want peace.  We 

want everyone to get along.  We live as those who believe that our constitutional rights to life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness entitle us to peace and calm and tranquility. 

We deserve to live in safe and secure neighborhoods.  

But…Do we even know that our sense of being safe and protected is a privilege that not 

everyone enjoys?   

 

The safety and shelter we take for granted is NOT available to so many people in this country. 

And maybe we can shrug and say…that’s the way life is.   Life isn’t fair.  We got lucky.  Thank 

you Jesus.  

 

But the Bible, the violence in the Bible is reminding us to stop being surprised that violence 

against people begets violence among those who get tired of being on the short end of the stick.   

People get worn out seeing some folks living the safe and secure dream while they struggle and 

struggle and nothing changes.  For them, they feel like Nothing gets better.   It’s just more deaths 

and more violence and more dead ends.    

The violence in the Bible is intended to keep us aware of the unfortunate human ugliness of life 

here on earth. 

 

The violence in the Bible is God’s way of saying…listen up and figure out what’s really 

important.  You can ignore the violence in our world right now.   

You can hide from it.   

You can judge it and the people who are involved. 

But you can’t forget that God has something else in mind for humanity.  

 

And when you come to church and when you read the Bible you will be reminded and told, over 

and over again, that we have all been called to participate faithfully in God’s project…for 

sharing love, for feeding the hungry, for learning from Jesus and for always, always 

remembering that:   

God’s purpose for us is to do justice,  

love kindness and to walk humbly with the Holy One.  Micah 8:6 

 

The violence in the Bible is trying to tell us to get over our unrealistic expectations that the rest 

of our lives are going to be as calm and serene in exactly the way we want them to be.    
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And it’s time to start thinking in terms of how can we serve God’s purposes in this violent time 

and place, with the current level of unkindness and injustice against people of color, against 

people who protest injustice.  We need to be in service with God against the violence of poverty 

and inadequate health care and insecure food resources.   

 

Message Part 2 Meaningful Service:   What Do You Do When… 

  

Church Unique people have identified that this Church, this Trinity Church has a heart for 

serving God’s purpose:   Sharing God’s love with those who hunger. 

And that group has clarified that one of our most enduring values is Meaningful Service in the 

Church, in the community and in the world.   

Meaningful Service…yes, even in the midst of a pandemic and social unrest and historical 

disorientation.  We have our work cut out for us.    

 

Meaningful Service, as we see it here in this church, can be an antidote to the violence in our 

hearts and in our world.   Serving our neighbors channels both fear of violence and the impulse 

to lash out into constructive and holy action.  Like feeding people on Wednesday nights.  Like 

sponsoring Feeding America trucks.  

 

And this Value of Meaningful Service is God’s gift to us through Jesus Christ.     Jesus tells us 

and shows us…even when the violence is close to home.  Even when it’s up close and 

personal…a friend or a relative…serving others is still the most powerful action one can take.    

 

Let’s go back to Matthew 14…let’s return to Herod’s gruesome birthday party, imagine John the 

Baptist’s bloody head on a platter and hear what happened next:   

 

John’s disciples came and took the body and buried it;  

then they went and told Jesus.  

Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there  

in a boat to a deserted place by himself. 
 

My words:  Yes, Jesus responded to government violence and personal grief by taking a time out.  

Going to be by himself to grieve his cousin John and to connect with God around the fresh and 

horrifying reality of John’s horrible death.   We can take lessons from Jesus when the violence is 

too great, too sudden, to long.  Turn off the news.  Turn away from Facebook.  Take a break! Go 

to God.   
 

But Jesus wasn’t alone in hearing the news and reacting. Hear these words…  
 

But when the multitudes heard about John’s death, they followed Jesus on foot from the 

towns. 
 

My words:   Why do you suppose?  They followed Jesus?   Think about it…  

This was a crowd that knew John the B.   

They had heard him speak truth to their personal weakness and condition.   

They had accepted his chastisement and been baptized by water with him standing in the River 

Jordan. 
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They knew that he had spoken truth to the power of Herod of Antipas…and paid for it with his 

life.   I bet they were mad.  And I bet they were scared.  And I bet there was sadness…but mostly 

anger…thinking about that cruelty to John the Baptist, a prophet, on top of all the other 

indignities they had suffered.   

 

When the multitudes followed Jesus on foot from the towns, they were hoping, at least some of 

them were…that Jesus would also get mad about John’s death.  They were looking for the 

chance to say…it’s time Jesus.   

It’s time to rise up against the oppressors, the perpetrators of state violence.  

They were hoping:    

That Jesus would lead a protest. 

Call for an army.  

Do something. 

The death of John the Baptist must have seemed—at least to some of the multitude--just the right 

time for a protest…that could become an insurrection…that could become a revolution…that 

could  bring on the Kingdom of God to overturn the government of Rome.    

 

But that’s not what happened.  

 

No.  Hear what happened next: 

When Jesus went ashore, he saw a great crowd;  

and Jesus was moved with compassion for them and cured their sick.  

 

Jesus did Meaningful Service to a crowd of unhappy and angry people who were sick and tired 

of being sick and tired.  And that’s not all…  

 

When it was evening, the disciples came to him… 

and said,  

‘This is a deserted place, and the hour is now late;  

send the crowds away so that they may go into the villages  

and buy food for themselves.’  

Jesus said to his disciples,  

‘They need not go away; you give them something to eat.’  

 

They replied, ‘We have nothing here but five loaves and two fish.’  

And Jesus said, ‘Bring them here to me.’  

Then he ordered the crowds to sit down on the grass.  

 

Taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven,  

and blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to the disciples,  

and the disciples gave them to the crowds.  

And all ate and were filled;  

and they took up what was left over of the broken pieces,  

twelve baskets full.  

And those who ate were about five thousand men,  

besides women and children. 
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And a riot was averted.  

Meaningful service was given and received.  

The Kingdom of Heaven was in that place… 

 

Maybe nothing changed in the halls of power, in the market-place economy, in the Temple but 

the hearts of people who were there… 

Their hearts were fed.   

Their stomachs were fed.  Their sickness was cured.   

Justice was done.  

Kindness was loved.  

And for that evening meal, in that deserted place, in the middle of unholy violence, God’s 

purposes were fulfilled.  

 

We can do that too…here and now.  

Knowing that there is violence in the streets of our country.   

Knowing that our government is too divided to work together much less function out of mercy 

and justice.   

Knowing that people are being treated with great cruelty and unkindness.   

We can each, in our own way, bring hope and meaningful service to a world that so badly needs 

it.  In a way that is faithful to Jesus.  In a way that is pleasing to God.  

 

Thanks be to God.   Amen. 

 

Prayer of the Day:  

Almighty and gentle Creator, we gather to worship you.   

To remember that your power is sufficient for all our needs.    

We gather to be re-centered in our  baptism 

 and to re-locate ourselves as your blessed children. 

We gather to say thank you for getting us through our darkest days 

 And to say thank your for joining us in our loneliest nights.  

Forgive us for the times when we forget your holy purpose and go our own way.   

Forgive us for the ways in which we ignore the pain and hurt  

that other people are experiencing.   

In Jesus Name we pray.  Amen. 

 

 

 
i Seibert, Eric A., The Violence of Scripture:  Overcoming the Ole Testament’s Troubling Legacy, Minneapolis, 
Fortress Press, 2012, p. 27.  
 

 
 


