
 

 1 

 A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

 8th Sunday after Pentecost; July 15th, 2018 

 Mark 6:14-29 

 APreserving Our Hearts with Protests@ 
 ~~~~~~~~ 

An acquaintance in Auburn, where Anne Forrest and I lived 

before moving here, who knew this area in northeast Georgia 

and had driven by Nacoochee Presbyterian Church many times, 

upon hearing that I was coming here to be the pastor said B  

AYou=re retiring early, aren=t you?@  I was 37 years old at the 

time.  I said, AYou have never gone to worship at Nacoochee 

have you?@  And he hadn=t; he didn=t know anything about us.   

 

Now, I understand why someone who had just driven by this 

church might think of it as the sweet little church in the valley.  

In fact, for those raised in a different tradition, this church might 

bring to mind the song B AThe Little Brown Church in the Vale.@ 
 We used to sing that song on Sunday nights out of the old 

Cokesbury hymnal.  It had that part B Oh, come, come, come, 

come, come to the church in the wildwood, oh, come to the 

church in the vale.  As a kid I liked that come, come, 

come,...you could do that for the whole song!   

 

(This song has stayed with me such that when we were driving 

to Minnesota a few years back and looking for a place to eat a 

picnic lunch I discovered on the map of Iowa a little brown dot 

B it was the little brown church in the vale, the very one!  It is a 

quaint little tourist stop now with picnic tables.  I stood behind 

the pulpit and had a picture made.  I bought Barbara some 
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pencils with the name of the song etched on them.)  

 

At any rate, this church, our church, has that feel on the surface 

B  a sweet, little chapel in the mountains.  Step into this 

church, however, and you experience something different.  And 

I knew it was different B which is why, 21 years ago, I was 

interested in being here.  This church has a history that predates 

me of tackling tough issues and taking stands on things that I 

and we think are important B not easy to do, but significant.   

 

Every vital church has to balance 1)nurture,2) outreach and 

justice issues, and 3)worship.  We do not always hit on the 

perfect harmony of those three.  All three are important... a 

church that neglects outreach and justice issues will be too 

insular and will distort the gospel into mere comfort and 

personal blessings.  A church that does not adore God in 

worship and nurture its members will be ineffective in 

addressing issues of peace and justice because the witness will 

not be built on the solid ground of God=s grace and love and call 

upon our lives.  All three pillars are important B Nurture, 

Outreach with peace and justice, and Worship.  

 

Our church B the little white church in vale B and most churches 

have to be careful not to neglect the outreach and justice part B 

that is the harder calling, the easiest to neglect.  All churches 

including this one need to take care not to do what James Taylor 

said he was going to do in his song AMud Slide Slim@ B James 

sang: I=m going to build myself a cabin back in the woods, and 

it=s there I=m going to stay  >til there comes a day when this ol= 
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world starts a changing for the good... 

 

The goal of the church is not isolation and self-absorbed calm.  

Rather, if the church is to be true to following Jesus Christ we 

must take stands on issues, we must reach out to the outcast, we 

must offer our neighbors care and love.  We are called to a 

steady practice of compassion and generosity to neighbors near 

and far.  We may not be famous or wildly successful in our 

protests against evil and injustice, but protesting and taking 

stands with the poor and the oppressed has to be a part of any 

church that seeks to follow Jesus.    

 

It is simple really.  We cannot exist isolated, comfortable, and 

happy with ourselves at the expense of engagement with a world 

that is hurting and oppressing and oppressed and still be 

disciples of Jesus.  God will continue to love us no matter the 

level of our involvement B  that is God=s radical grace!  But to 

be disciplined followers of Jesus demands steady and sometimes 

painful and seemingly fruitless involvement in the world 

working for justice, peace, and the extension of God=s 

all-embracing love. 

   

I want to speak this day about one of the pitfalls of working for 

justice in this world.  One of the temptations we face as we try 

to be a voice for the poor and for justice and for God=s universal 

love is to give into the discouragement that crouches on the 

doorsteps of our spirits because failure and disappointments will 

always come. The world does not change quickly.  We will 

grow frustrated and angry and it might lead us to say to 
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ourselves... AWhat=s the use? My work, our work is not making a 

hill of beans of difference in this world; I=m going to build 

myself a cabin back in the woods and let the world go on its 

merry way to damnation and destruction. It=s what the world 

deserves anyway for all the stupidity.@ Such judgmental retreat 

is a temptation off the path of following the God of love 

embodied in Jesus. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Today=s sermon will sound more like an essay than a sermon.  I 

hope, however, it will be as helpful to you as it was to me to 

write it.  The sermon springs from the story of John the Baptist 

and from an essay by Wendell Berry.  The focus is on the 

question B AWhat=s the use of standing up for justice, peace, 

inclusive love when it will probably not make much of a 

difference?@  

 

The disciples have been sent out and they have gone and done 

powerful things in the villages around Jesus= hometown.  They 

cast out demons, anointed with oil many who were sick and 

cured them.  And then King Herod hears of it.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

 Listen now for the Word of God in Mark 6:14-29. 

King Herod heard of it, for Jesus= name had become known. 

Some were saying, AJohn the baptizer has been raised from the 

dead; and for this reason these powers are at work in him.@ But 

others said, AIt is Elijah.@ And others said, AIt is a prophet, like 

one of the prophets of old.@ But when Herod heard of it, he said, 

AJohn, whom I beheaded, has been raised.@  

For Herod himself had sent men who arrested John, bound 
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him, and put him in prison on account of Herodias, his brother 

Philip=s wife, because Herod had married her. For John had 

been telling Herod, AIt is not lawful for you to have your 

brother=s wife.@ And Herodias had a grudge against him, and 

wanted to kill him. But she could not, for Herod feared John, 

knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and he protected 

him. When he heard him, he was greatly perplexed; and yet he 

liked to listen to him. But an opportunity came when Herod on 

his birthday gave a banquet for his courtiers and officers and 

for the leaders of Galilee. When his daughter Herodias came in 

and danced, she pleased Herod and his guests; and the king said 

to the girl, AAsk me for whatever you wish, and I will give it.@ 
And he solemnly swore to her, AWhatever you ask me, I will give 

you, even half of my kingdom.@ She went out and said to her 

mother, AWhat should I ask for?@ She replied, AThe head of John 

the baptizer.@ Immediately she rushed back to the king and 

requested, AI want you to give me at once the head of John the 

Baptist on a platter.@ The king was deeply grieved; yet out of 

regard for his oaths and for the guests, he did not want to refuse 

her. Immediately the king sent a soldier of the guard with orders 

to bring John=s head. He went and beheaded him in the prison, 

brought his head on a platter, and gave it to the girl. Then the 

girl gave it to her mother. When his disciples heard about it, 

they came and took his body, and laid it in a tomb.  

 ~~~~~~~~ 

 The Gospel of the Lord. 

 Praise to you, O Christ. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

We left off last week with the notion that Jesus sent the disciples 
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out two by two just after his failed mission in his hometown to 

teach the disciples that failure is not the enemy of faithfulness; 

rather, the enemies of faithfulness are lethargy, indifference, 

maybe even success.  Today=s sermon will be a deeper 

exploration into this idea of not allowing failure to stunt our 

discipleship. The inspiration to go in this direction is the tragic 

end of John the Baptist and an essay by the Kentucky 

poet-farmer Wendell Berry entitled AA Poem of Difficult Hope.@ 
  

 ~~~~~~~~ 

John the Baptist was a voice crying in the wilderness, a voice 

proclaiming a new age, a new hope, and in so doing he found 

himself at odds with the winners of the day.  John offended the 

status quo, and he particularly offended Herodias, Herod=s wife 

but formerly the wife of Herod=s brother Phillip.  John publicly 

proclaimed the illegitimacy of the marriage, and Herod threw 

John in prison.  

 

It seems fair enough to label John=s movement a protest 

movement.  John and his followers were protesting a society 

built upon wrongful relationships.  The weak were exploited by 

the strong, the poor exploited by the rich, the holy exploited by 

the profane.  Proper boundaries were being crossed.  And 

John=s voice was a protesting voice calling for right 

relationships between people, and his head ended up on a 

platter. 

 

Herod, on the other hand, was a man consumed with his own 

power.  Herod was the picture of self-absorption.  And Herod 
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was so taken by the dance B  was it sultry? B  of his 

step-daughter that he promised her whatever she wished.  Upon 

consulting with her mother, she asked for the head of John the 

Baptist served up on a platter.  And Herod, so full of himself 

and how things would look if he backed off from his grandiose 

promise in front of his male guests, granted Herodias= request.  

And John was murdered and his head brought to the party. 

 

What despair must have befallen John=s disciples.  Is this where 

it all ends?  Is the voice of John so easily and casually 

extinguished?  Is this the end to the protest, to the call for a new 

day?  It is easy to imagine the disciples of John saying to 

themselves B  nothing matters.  There is no way to make any 

real difference in the world.  Let us be quiet and invisible in the 

midst of such hostility. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

After reading and thinking about John and his disciples, 

wondering how the disciples of John must have felt after the 

senseless and cruel murder of their leader, I did as I usually do, I 

took a break.  I put on some coffee and looked for something 

else to read.  And this time the reading brought me no relief.  

This time I went to a collection of essays by Wendell Berry 

called What are People for?  

 

I read the first couple of essays because they were written in a 

poetic style.  Then I turned to the seventh essay in the book.  I 

noticed it had a poem and that is what first caught my attention.  

This seventh essay B  entitled AA Poem of Difficult Hope@ B  is 

a favorable critique of a poem by Hayden Carruth.  The poem 
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by Carruth is AOn Being Asked to Write a Poem Against the 

War in Vietnam.@  The poem is in the form of Carruth=s refusal 

to write the poem, and here it is B  

Well I have and in fact 

more than one and I=ll 
tell you this too 

 

I wrote one against 

Algeria that nightmare  

and another against 

 

Korea and another 

against the one 

I was in 

 

and I don=t remember 

how many against 

the three 

 

when I was a boy 

Abyssinia Spain and  

Harlan County 

 

and not one 

breath was restored 

to one 

 

shattered throat 

mans womans or childs 
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not one not 

 

one 

but death went on and on 

never looking aside 

 

except now and then like a child 

with a furtive half-smile 

to make sure I was noticing. 

 

Wendell Berry observes that Hayden Carruth Ahas not fallen into 

the silence of perfect despair, for he is speaking; and he is not 

talking only to himself, for he has published his poem.@  The 

poet, though his poem seems to be saying that there is no use in 

doing a thing that will make no difference, goes on to do it 

anyway.  Why?   

 

Wendell Berry has a thought about this AWhy do a thing that 

seemingly will make no difference?@ B  but I want to come back 

to John the Baptist and his disciples for a moment. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

John=s mission B  of giving voice to the violence and 

unrighteousness that pervaded his people and calling everyone 

to right relationships and to a new day B  must have been, at 

least at times, overwhelming to John.  There must have been 

moments of feeling alone, and there must have been times when 

he asked himself AWhat=s the use?@  But he preached on and 

some listened and responded with new lives of faith; yet, Herod 

was still king, and John could and did lose his head as the result 
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of a lusty and silly promise.  What=s the use? 

 

And when his disciples heard about it,  

they came and took his body,  

and laid it in a tomb. 

 

John=s disciples did not give into the silence of perfect despair.  

The disciples honored the voice now silent by coming for the 

body and placing it in a tomb.  Fear and true despair could have 

immobilized John=s disciples; they could have left John=s body 

to be disposed of on Herod=s terms.  In fact, it would have made 

more sense to let it be.  What difference would it make to go 

get John=s body and bury it?  But the disciples used the means 

they had to make their statement.  They came for his body, as if 

to say B AWe will not be silent.@  The voice will continue.   

Like the poet  

who pens a poem,  

the disciples  

kept  

their ritual  

of grief  

and gave  

voice  

to their hopes.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

So, why did Hayden Carruth publish his poem?  Why did he, 

like John the Baptist, like John=s disciples, continue the protest 

even when it seemed to make no difference?  Wendell Berry 

writes: 
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Much protest is naive; it expects quick, visible 

improvement and despairs and gives up when such 

improvement does not come. ...Protest that endures is 

moved by a hope far more modest than that of public 

success: namely, the hope of preserving qualities in one=s 

own heart and spirit that would be destroyed by 

acquiescence. 

 

As followers of Jesus, as heirs of the protest movement of John 

the Baptist, as a community of faith in the all-embracing love of 

God, our call is to raise the voice of love in the world.  There 

will be times when it will seem to be of no use what-so-ever.  

There will be times when our calls will not be heeded.  There 

will be times when our voices will seem weak and ineffectual; 

yet, we speak and work for the love of God, for justice, for 

inclusion, because to acquiesce would damage our heart.   

This is the last sentence of this sermon: 

God  

has placed  

in our hearts  

the spirit of  

Jesus  

who embodied  

the truth  

that standing with 

and for  

all human beings  

is the quality  

of the human heart  
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that opens  

us to the ... holy. 


