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“Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism: Edited Stories and Cover-Ups” 

So this is the 5th sermon in my series “Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism”.  

We’ve covered the topics of creation and evolution, Adam and Eve and sin, 

human sexuality, and the role of women.  Today the subject is edited stories and 

cover-ups.  But we’re not looking at stories that the Biblical writers have edited, 

we’re going to look at stories we’ve edited – or sanitized might be a better way of 

putting it – stories we’ve sanitized to make ourselves feel better and inoculate us 

against their deeper meaning. 

The story we’re going to look at most closely today is the story about the 

beheading of John.  It’s a gruesome tale, full of scandal and greed and lies and 

betrayals, and on its surface this story seems to be about what happens when 

people in power get carried away with their power – the moral being that we 

don’t want to be like that.  And that’s a good message, a good moral story.  But if 

you’re brave enough to delve a little bit deeper, and put yourself in the story, you 

realize that there’s more to it than that. 

Because beneath the surface of the story there is tension.  Things aren’t all that 

black and white; there’s more gray than we may be comfortable with; there is 

tension between wanting to please the people around us in order to minimize 

conflict, and doing and saying the right thing, which is bound to create problems.  

We may think Herod is a caricature, but behind the façade we can find anyone – 

even ourselves -- who has ever taken the easy way out for the sake of maintaining 

peace.  Who among us hasn’t told a little white lie, or maybe even a big one, for 

the sake of keeping everyone happy?  Who hasn’t negotiated a number of 

complicated relationships both personally and professionally and discovered it’s 

hard to please everyone and still uphold one’s personal standards, let alone 

God’s?  Because those are the personal and social dilemmas in which Herod finds 

himself.  He’s at odds with his wife over John the Baptist, and he’s at odds with 

John the Baptist over his wife.  Which side would you choose? 



Years ago, or only yesterday, the Washington Post quoted a lavishly paid lobbyist 

who said: “There are only two engines that drive Washington: One is greed, and 

the other is fear.”  That’s a good description for what’s happening in our story.    

The King Herod who orders John’s execution is the son of the King Herod who 

ordered the execution of all the male babies under the age of two -apparently the 

proclivity to execute people runs in the family.  You might recall that that King 

Herod feared the baby Jesus so much, that he ordered the execution of all the 

male babies in Jerusalem in order to insure the baby Jesus’ death.  Like his father, 

the King Herod who beheads John is fearful and a coward, but he has a lot of 

power-which makes for a bad combination. 

Herod, for reasons we don’t know, married his brother’s wife, which was illegal 

and immoral, a fact John the Baptist doesn’t mind reminding Herod and Herodias, 

which really bugged Herodias.  For reasons also unknown, Herod liked listening to 

John, but listening to him left him perplexed.  He also considered John righteous 

and holy and protected him, but he feared him.  However, none of that mattered, 

because when the chips were down Herod was too embarrassed and too much of 

a coward to tell his friends, spouse, and daughter that he liked John despite what 

they thought of him.  This story is a mixture of soap opera, horror film, and high 

school all rolled into one. 

Thrown into the mix is Herod’s birthday party with lots of drinking, partying, and 

dancing.  He’s invited all the town’s elite and powerful to his party and he wants 

to impress them.  So he brings out his daughter and tells her he will give her 

whatever she wants, “even half my kingdom”.  That must have been some dance.   

Well, daughter dearest rushes off to Mommy Dearest to ask her opinion, but 

Mommy Dearest isn’t interested in her husband’s kingdom, because what she 

really wants is revenge on John for calling her marriage unlawful.  Upon hearing 

the girl’s request for John’s head, Herod obliges-because a refusal in front of his 

guests would embarrass and discredit him.  When John’s head arrives he gives it 

to the girl, who in turn gives it to her mother. 

Now as I said, at first site, this story looks like a moral matter.  Herod and his wife 

did something immoral by marrying each other, and then further delved into 

immoral behavior when they sought revenge and killed John, using their daughter 

in the process.  But in the larger picture it’s a story about more than just bad 



morals; it’s a story about how quickly things can go terribly wrong when we put 

our need to be in control or our need to preserve our own privilege ahead of 

God’s desires, and God’s ways.  And if we’re willing to look really deeply into the 

story, we’ll see that it sheds light on the deepest, darkest reality of who we have 

the potential to be or what we have the potential to do.   

It’s not hard to see how this story applies to the contemporary world and church. 

Because if we don’t challenge the Herods of our time, we tacitly endorse what is 

going on.  Or as someone once said, “All that is required for evil to triumph is for 

good people to do nothing.” 

So often in our world today, people see the wrongs that are taking place around 

them, they see what the Herods are up to, but instead of speaking up and taking a 

stand for the truth—for God’s truth—many people are content with just silently 

shaking their heads and whispering to themselves, “Ain’t it awful!”  And maybe 

we’re among them.  We whisper “ain’t it awful” to ourselves instead of speaking 

up, because we know that if our voice is heard, there might be consequences, and 

we’re not so sure that we’re willing to pay a price for standing up for the truth. 

In 1818, a group of African Americans from Charleston, SC formed Emanuel AME 

Church, “mother Emanuel”, as we’ve heard it referred to since that fateful June 

day, and by forming that church they spoke truth to power – because worshipping 

on their own, without the aid of whites, was considered insurrection.  140 

members were arrested for worshipping, including founder Pastor Brown, who 

was given the choice of leaving SC or serving a month-long jail sentence.  He 

chose to do his time and stay in Charleston as did the church.  But that wasn’t the 

end of its troubles. 

Four years later allegations were made that members of the church were plotting 

a slave revolt led by Denmark Vesey, a free black man.  Authorities said up to 

9000 slaves were mobilized with stockpiles of weapons, but none were ever 

found and the evidence against them was thin.   

But still, this could not stand.  Southerners saw themselves as good Christians, but 

when it came to teaching the word of God to slaves, they were conflicted.  On the 

one hand, they felt it was their duty; on the other hand, they understood the 

gospels threatened their twisted moral justification for slavery, and perhaps even 

threatened their privileged white status. 



There wasn’t anything resembling a trial for Vesey and others, but they were 

secretly interrogated and threatened with hanging and whippings.  Vesey 

remained calm and collected throughout the ordeal.  In fact, court documents 

state that “He was remarkable throughout his trial, for great presence and 

composure of mind.  He exhibited no signs of fear.” 

For that, Vesey and 34 others were hanged. 

Whatever the extent of Vesey’s insurrection, his heroism stands.  He couldn’t be 

broken.  Nor could the church.  Today, a monument to Vesey stands in 

Charleston. 

Why should we expect the cost of standing up for God’s truth to be anything 

less?  What would happen if we were to commit ourselves to the causes that God 

wants us to take a stand for with the same kind of discipline, sacrifice, and 

willingness?  When will we realize that being faithful to God is not just believing in 

better things than other people believe, but a willingness to hold on to God’s 

truth and to act on that truth no matter what. 

In your life, what are the wrongs that you see?  In your life, what are those things 

that you see around you that aren’t entirely the way that God wants them to 

be?  Among your circle of friends, at work, at school, in the community, in the 

nation, what is it that deep down inside you know you should speak up about and 

take a stand for the truth?  Sure, keeping quiet or just silently muttering to 

yourself “ain’t it awful” is the safe and easy thing to do. But if we want to be 

Jesus’ disciples, he calls us to something more than that. Because what Jesus calls 

us to do is to hold on to God’s truth and to act on that truth no matter what, no 

matter what the cost might be.  

In John’s case, challenging the powers that be led to his death.  The same is true 

for Jesus.  In both stories the ways of the world collided with the way of God. 

Friends, all that is required for evil to triumph is for good people to do nothing.  

Our moments of speaking truth to power may not happen in a big way, in fact, 

more often than not, they’ll come in smaller more ordinary ways.  We might not 

even notice them.  But it’s just those ordinary moments that can add up and 

make a big difference.  As Anne Frank wrote in her diary, “How wonderful it is 

that nobody need wait a single moment before starting to improve the world.” 



Amen. 
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