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It’s not too hard to draw a line between our gospel story from 2000 years ago and the way power 
operates in our communities today. Herod was a man with abundant social and political power. 
And in our gospel passage he sought to maintain his power through censoring and silencing 
those who questioned him and the system that supported his comfort. 

One biblical commentator points out that anything in our life that we deem above questioning 
has become an idol. Any person, belief system, institution, that we can’t ask critical questions 
about has become an idol. Whether that’s America, or our church structure, or our ministry 
models, or our theology - if we feel threatened by that thing being questioned, it is an idol. If we 
are not allowed to critique the thing in order to get closer to the truth, then that thing has replaced
the living God as our false God. 

Many people in power in our state - the IA legislature and Governor among them - have decided 
to silence, in our school system, educators from teaching about the ways in which the legacy of 
slavery in America has left residual systemic impacts that create unequal opportunity based on 
race. 

Some have called it “indoctrination” to tell children the truth that the political and economic 
infrastructure of our country was built on the backs of unpaid, enslaved African people. And that 
this nefarious sin of our Founding Fathers still affects us today. 

They have said your children cannot be taught to be critical thinkers about race and sex 
systemically. They can’t be taught to ask questions that would reveal that we still have work to 
do to make our communities more equitable. 

They have decided that any questions from educators that make them feel uncomfortable or 
guilty are illegal. I am not saying that race and gender are the only dimensions through which we
should understand the American story. It’s an infinitely dimensional story. But I am saying that 
to stop children from considering that racism and sexism DO play some part in our American 
story now is a sin - and it is evil. 

Our leaders’ comfort and status are now not allowed to be questioned - their comfort has become
their God. And any effort to examine how life is harder for women, or for people of color in our 
state, is just too uncomfortable to be legal. 

During 2020, due to COVID, the overall life expectancy in America decreased by a whole year; 
but the overall life expectancy of Black and Hispanic people decreased disproportionately more, 
dropping 2 and 3 years, respectively.

In the last decade in Iowa, Latino/Latina people were incarcerated at 2 times the rate of white 
people.

In the last decade in Iowa, Black people were incarcerated at 11 times the rate of white people.



In America in 2018, women earned only 85% of what men earned for the same work.

In America in 2018, 81% of women said they had been sexually harassed.  

So I’m left asking - why would we pass laws that prohibit our children from knowing this 
information? If we want a world where our daughters and granddaughters are respected and 
given equal opportunity - if we want a world where our Black and Indigenous neighbors flourish 
- why prohibit conversations that are pivotal to exploring how to heal our communities? As 
James Baldwin once said, “Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be 
changed until it is faced.”

In our gospel passage today we see John displaying a rarely talked about Christian virtue - 
speaking truth to power. Unfortunately through much of history, the gospel has been distorted 
and people have been told the opposite - that to be faithful we should shut our mouths and 
unquestioningly support those in power. We’ve been told to bite our tongues, as people - in the 
name of God - did things that often contraindicated our understanding of the love of justice of 
God. But in our passage today John won’t be silent - he speaks truth to power. Herod is 
accustomed to his comfort and security going unquestioned - he’s used to being treated like a 
God. 

Now the gospel story is unflinchingly honest about how the world works. When John questions 
Herod, angels don’t come down to rescue John. Rather, there is retribution. There is suffering 
that is doled out when John dares to speak truth to power. And we have to look honestly at the 
cost of discipleship, and the suffering we might be asked to endure when we go against the 
grain. 

So the text is confronting us with these question: How am I like Herod in this story? In what 
ways am I uncomfortable letting my way of life be questioned? When I am silent or apathetic as 
people on the margins of society call for change, how is that a failure of my discipleship? 

And likewise, how am I being called to be like John the Baptist? When I’m told - don’t question,
don’t speak out, don’t make waves - how might I resist? How might I speak the truth in love? 
How might I get curious? How might I refuse to passively believe that comfortable lie that says: 
I earned everything I got, and that there’s no work left to do to transform our society? 

Friends, Jesus came to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. We live in a state with 
many leaders who are primarily committed to remaining comfortable at the cost of truth, the cost
of justice. May we lean into God’s call for us to disrupt and afflict the status quo, in others, and 
in ourselves. 


