Proper 10 - Year B - 7/16/2006

In the iconography of the Eastern Church, John the Baptist is commonly called the “Forerunner.” He is seen as the harbinger of the One who comes.  According to the conventions of that art form he is depicted wearing a hair shirt, and a green tunic to signify his outdoor ministry.  But, more interesting than that, John is always shown in icons with wings like angel wings. Like the angel he is a messenger from God, bringing God’s news, to some good, to some not so good. Our own season of Advent is filled with descriptions and references to the Baptizer as he takes on his ministry of challenging the ruling elite of Jerusalem out there in the wilderness. “Who told you brood of vipers to come and repent.” John was no one’s wilting lily.

Today’s story is new to the lectionary for Episcopalians.  It is a story of palace intrigue, licentious behavior and deception.  None of these were foreign to Herod the king.  The odd thing about this story is that they are used against him rather than by him.  And, in the tension of ego and power in this ruthless ruling family, the life of the New Testament’s great prophet is snuffed out as the reward for a not-so-innocent parlor game. 

What is important for us to remember about John, however, is not how he died but how he lived. Luke tells us that he was Jesus’ cousin, the son of Elizabeth. Other recounters of the gospels don’t know of any family connection.  All we know is that John recognizes Jesus at the Jordan. I like to think of John as a signpost, always pointing to something else, never absorbing the center of a scene, but standing a bit to one side, pointing toward the one who is coming.   

Even John has his doubts about Jesus.  When he is frustrated that Jesus doesn’t step more forcefully into the scene of Jerusalem he sends some of his followers to the preacher to ask, “Are you the one?”  “Are you the awaited messiah?”  And, in the end, after his death many of his disciples come to travel, proclaim and witness as disciples of Jesus.  Notable among those who made the change is Andrew, who brings his own brother Peter along to meet Jesus.  It could well be that it was John’s disciples who made up the bulk of the traveling community of Jesus.  In the New Testament, that community grows almost overnight from 12 to 70. Perhaps it was John’s followers, men and women who were looking for new life, new hope, and new direction who, when their leader falls, come to be with Jesus. 

So, what is in this lesson for us today?  Perhaps there is a bit of folk wisdom that reminds us of the high stakes and finality of palace intrigue, a story that advises us to stay away from the Herods of our own day who one day are listening with interest and amazement and the next day are ordering our heads on a platter.  But beyond that this lesson reminds us all—at least, it reminds me—that I am not the Christ.  When I choose to act as if I am the Christ, I am not fitting into the shape of God’s kingdom. 


There have been some incredible forerunners in my own life, just as there are in your own.  For me, one was a bishop.  A few have been priests, most by far have been laypeople.  They have each, in their own way, pointed—not so much directed as pointed—me and so many others toward something other than themselves.  They have pointed me toward Jesus.  Through lives that are lived for others, through giving of all they have for a common good, through endless praying and encouraging and supporting the work that God has for all of us to share.  The forerunners are the signposts in our lives that find us in a moment when we might go astray and point us back to the better path.  There was nothing weak about the ministry and life of John the baptizer.  His strength, his great worth, his ministry was that he knew he was not the chosen one, but pointed to the one who comes: to save Israel—and all of us.     
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