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This week there was a story in the news about a family in Michigan that has 
the people of the town where the events happened protesting in the streets. The 
story is a pretty sad one; about a family where the parents are divorced, and for 
the last 5 years have been in a bitter custody battle involving their 3 children. In an 
unusual turn of events, the Judge overseeing the case sentenced the 3 children 
ages 14, 10 and 9 to spend the summer in juvenile detention for showing contempt 
of court by refusing to have a “healthy relationship” with their estranged father. 
The Judge accused the children’s mother of brainwashing the children and did not 
seem to listen to the children’s concerns about their safety when they were with 
their father. 

 While this sounds like a startling story, one we can easily get caught up in by 
dwelling on some pretty scintillating details, what has the people of the town 
where all this happened protesting in the streets is the concern that it might look 
like the Judge’s sentence does not take into account the welfare of the 3 children. 
It might be possible the children are being used to make a point to their parents, 
instead of getting help and counseling everyone in that family could benefit from. 

 Even though there is no way we will ever know the whole story, such a 
sentence might also make us wonder what the judge means when she says the 
children are to have “healthy relationship” with their father, as family systems are 
complex because people are complex; making it extremely difficult to mandate and 
regulate relationships between human beings.  

 Our Gospel this morning shows us another family whose dynamics are at the 
center of John the Baptist’s death. Here we also have a sad story, a story that can 
be called sad for several reasons: the obvious one is that it is sad because it is the 
story of how John the Baptizer died. Some might argue he set himself up for his 
own tragic end when he openly criticized one of the most powerful men in the 
region: Herod the Tetrarch of Galilee for his marriage to is brother’s wife. Under 
Jewish law this actually would not have been a problem, in fact it would have been 
commanded by the law, if his brother was dead. The law said if a man died, his 
widow had to marry his brother and have a child with him, as a way of continuing  

 



the man’s line.  But in this situation, Herod’s brother was still alive.  John’s public 
criticism did not sit well with Herod and his wife. We aren’t told if John was aware 
of the danger he was getting himself into, only that he wasn’t afraid to blow the 
whistle on Herod and his wife’s relationship. 

This story shows that it is dangerous speaking truth to the powerful, because 
if the truth is something the powerful do not want to hear, the powerful can be 
quick to punish the whistle-blower. 

 The story also seems sad to me because of what it shows us about how this 
family functioned. Herod’s wife wanted John the Baptist killed, to shut him up 
forever, but Herod wasn’t on board with that. He did not give his wife what she 
wanted for reasons she did not seem to understand. That might say something 
about their relationship and how power played a part in it. 

 Then there is that bit about Herod’s birthday party, an event that was only 
for the powerful men of the region. It was not a family party, his wife was not 
welcome to celebrate with him. If that doesn’t say something about how that 
family functioned, the part about the entertainment for the party certainly does. 
The part about a dancing child. 

 Most often, this is the part of the story that gets emphasized, and (in my 
opinion) exploited. I’ve read commentaries and scholarly articles and chapters in 
books that quickly jump to who this child was and what type of dance she did. Our 
text today says she was Herod’s own daughter, who happened to have the same 
name as his second wife, Herodias. That is a possibility. It is possible Herod called 
for his own daughter to come into an event that would otherwise have been 
forbidden for women and children in order to show her off. Other ancient versions 
of Mark say it was Herodias’ daughter, who would have been Herod’s niece who 
went in and danced.  Also a possibility. But whose daughter she is might not be the 
detail we want to focus on.  Another sad part about this story is that whoever’s 
daughter she was, she was not a full grown woman, she was a girl. The word in 
Greek to describe her is the same word used to describe the 12 year old daughter 
of Jarius who Jesus restored to life earlier in Mark’s Gospel.  

 This is important to remember, because this girl and her dance are what we 
most often focus on in this story. Especially that dance. It has been described as 
the most sensuous and sexually proactive dance ever danced. Poems, plays, 
paintings, and movies have been made just about that dance. Although 
commentators and scholars do not agree that the dance was necessarily sexual. As 
we saw in our first reading, dancing doesn’t have to be sexual, as when King David 



danced before the newly recovered Ark of the Covenant. His dance was a form of 
celebration, of giving thanks and glory to God. Some scholars and commentators 
warn us of letting our imaginations turn a little girl’s dance into something it may 
not have been. 

 Because whether or not it was sexual, the dance did the trick. The child, 
therefore, we could argue, was used, to get what her mother wanted. 

 That is why I feel this is such a sad story. A child was used to get what the 
adult wanted. We might wonder what all this says about this family. We might 
wonder if this family is healthy, and what makes a family healthy. Since this sad 
story is also our Gospel story for today, we might also ask where is the Good News 
of Jesus in the midst of so much sadness. 

 If we step back a moment, we might glimpse what Herod’s family is about: it 
is certainly about power, prestige, and showing off wealth, which apparently 
included his daughter or niece.  I don’t know about you, but I didn’t see anything 
that looked like love, at least not the love we see in Christ. Herod’s family looked 
like one of the families from the Game of Thrones or the Vikings, or one of those 
other TV shows where the men and women will resort to any means necessary to 
get power. 

 And that might be what the author of Mark wanted us to see when he 
included this story in his Gospel. Biblical scholars tell us Mark’s Gospel shows us 
Jesus came to bring the Kingdom of God into the world, which is also what John the 
Baptist preached.  And part of how Jesus did that was he showed people what 
God’s Kingdom is like. Mark’s Gospel highlights the difference between the 
kingdoms of the world and the Kingdom of God.  It is nothing like the Game of 
Thrones, nor Vikings, nor Mad Men.  

 Jesus did not use children to get what he wanted, he welcomed them, 
blessed them, and even said the Kingdom of God already belongs to them. Jesus 
did not use women as show-pieces or prizes of physical beauty, instead he 
recognized and praised them for their faith, talked to them like he talked to 
everyone else, and gave them the same directions he gave his disciples: go and tell 
others about the Good News. Jesus did not pit brothers against each other and 
watch them compete over positions of power, instead he constantly taught love is 
about another kind of power, one that conquers death instead of causes death.  

 



Jesus talked about family that was grounded in this love, where mutual respect, 
care and concern for each other’s well-being is important. And he showed that this 
love brings healing and hope. That is what the Kingdom of God looks like. This is 
what Herod was hearing about Jesus at the start of our Gospel reading today. 

 While there is nothing wrong with shows like Game of Thrones for 
entertainment, I am not sure the real life version was or is as glamorous as the TV 
show. It seems Herod was not a joyful, happy person who felt fulfilled or loved. He 
was deeply conflicted, troubled, and haunted by his past deeds. 

 Today’s Gospel might challenge us to look at relationships, whether they are 
friendships, families, or even our parish community and ask ourselves where the 
love of God in Christ shines in and through these relationships. How are we caring 
for and respecting each other?  

 Maybe even more importantly, how can we, the people of the Church of 
Good Shepherd, be a help and a resource for families of all kinds? How can we 
reach out and be welcoming to families no matter what they look like: 
grandparents, blended families, traditional families, couples, single people, and 
students who might be away from their families some for the first time? I am not 
sure I have an easy answer to those questions, but some questions might be more 
effective if they do not have quick, pat answers dictated to us from someone in 
authority. Questions like these can remind us that we can do more than read about 
families in the news and tut our tongues in judgement, we can instead be present 
in our families, in our parish, and in our communities, with eyes and hearts wide 
open to the people we encounter. Maybe we can even let families tell us what 
might be of help and do what we can to let God’s Kingdom of Love outshine those 
kingdoms of power, unemployment, separation, estrangement, control, anxiety, 
fear, anger, hate and all the other kingdoms that families of all shapes and sizes are 
challenged by so that together we can live the hope and healing of Christ. 


