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One of the great blessings which I have enjoyed as your pastor is to be supported, uplifted, and 
held accountable by my peers in the ministry.  When I first came to Good Shepherd Baptist, the 
first group of these to be sure I was welcomed and included were the veterans of the South 
Snohomish County Ministerial Association: people like Kevin Nollette of Edmonds Presbyterian 
and Barry Keating of Maplewood Presbyterian and Fr. Jim Dalton and Kathleen Kichline of St. 
Thomas More Parish.  Soon after, I was invited into a covenant group of ministers from our 
Evergreen Association of American Baptist Churches.  That group has morphed over the years 
but included at its height sisters and brothers like Judy Gay of Fremont Baptist, Curtis Price of 
Wedgwood, Tim Phillips of University and later Seattle First Baptist, Manny Santiago of 
University Baptist, Dennis Plourde of Mountlake Terrace, and our own Charlotte Keyes.  And as 
both of those groups waned and changed, I was invited about a year and a half ago to join a 
regular lectionary study group on Wednesday mornings, which has continued to include Susanne 
Kromberg, the Quaker manager of spiritual care at Swedish Edmonds Hospital, Fr. John Forman, 
an Episcopal priest, and Paul Mitchell, a Methodist minister. 
 
The fellowship of these pastors and chaplains has made a significant difference in my life and 
ministry among you.  I am a better pastor for their advice and input and, I hope, a better man.  
And, in the case of the last trio named, our shared musings on the Scriptures have, from time to 
time, made their way into my sermons.  Such is definitely the case today.  I have preached before 
from each of the pericopes I read a moment ago and for several weeks I struggled to decide 
which of them would be my starting point this week.  It seemed to me that there was something 
linking them, some fresh aspect I hadn’t previously considered.  Fr. John Forman came to my 
rescue on Wednesday when he offered a quotation from a 20th century author he’d discovered in 
his researches on the Gospel reading.  The Dutch theologian J. Christian Beker wrote the 
following in his book, Suffering and Hope:  “Whenever we divorce the experience of suffering 
from our projects of hope, suffering itself loses its inherent relationship to hope and instead 
becomes a form of inactive, introverted, resigned or despairing suffering.  Conversely, whenever 
we divorce hope from suffering, hope disintegrates into a wishful ‘Dreamsville’…or into an 
egocentric project of survival, a hope ‘fenced in’ and ‘protected’ from the reality of suffering in 
the world.” 
 
Beker, who had been a slave laborer in a Nazi work camp during World War II, knew something 
of both suffering and hope.  And it seemed to me that our passages this morning all touch on the 
idea that these two seemingly opposite experiences must be held together.  So, I want to explore 
that idea this morning along with some other thoughts as we look at two stories and a promise 
and a cast of characters that includes kings, dancers, and fools. 
 
Let’s begin with the kings: in this case, David and Herod.  We tend to think of David having 
lived a blessed life, having been saved by God from lion, bear and giant, as well as from the mad 
King Saul, going from victory to victory as king.  But he surely knew suffering as well, living as 
an outlaw in hiding when he fell from favor with Saul, having his family kidnapped by the 
Philistines, losing friends, including the beloved Jonathan, to those same Philistines in battle.  
And, of course, David had his flaws, including adultery and his part in the death of Uriah, 
husband of Bathsheba.  But David’s overall reputation as the King after God’s own heart and his 
care for the least in his kingdom suggest that he did not forget the lessons of suffering.  But 
neither was he a man without hope.  His wild rejoicing at the advent of the Ark of the Presence 
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into Jerusalem shows us a man capable of deep joy and, therefore, lasting hope.  His refusal to 
kill Saul when the old king was twice at his mercy also indicates an honoring of God and 
faithfulness that also points to his deep-seated hope that God, too, would keep promises. 
 
Herod, on the other hand, seems like a perfect example of Beker’s description of hope divorced 
from suffering, “an egocentric project of survival.”  To be clear, we are speaking here of Herod 
Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee, heir to only one-third of the kingdom of his infamous father, Herod 
the Great.  The younger Herod surely experienced suffering during the elder’s lifetime, if nothing 
else the suffering of fear.  Herod the Great, after all, famously killed or had killed a wife and 
three sons, prompting his Roman patron, Augustus Caesar to remark of the kosher-observant 
King of the Jews, “It is better to be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son.”  Growing up in such a 
household must have often seemed like torture.  But like so many despots, once Herod Antipas 
gained power, he forgot his suffering and his hope became egotism.  He, too, ignored family ties, 
stealing his brother’s wife, and killed his enemies with as much impunity as he could muster 
under his Roman overlords.  Rather than lose face by breaking a public (and probably drunken) 
promise to his niece, he blithely had executed a man that he apparently admired for all that John 
was in prison for insulting him.  More on that in a moment. 
 
If David’s honor, albeit stained, gives us a striking contrast to the corruption of Herod Antipas, 
his joyous dancing also gives us an interesting counterpoint to the calculated artistry of the latter 
king’s daughter (or niece, the Gospels do not agree), Herodias, also known as Salome.  Now, we 
should probably begin by untangling Gospel from legend where Salome is concerned.  Despite 
centuries of legend, paintings, plays, operas, and ballets, the Bible does not actually describe 
Salome as a teenaged temptress and her dance as lascivious.  In fact, the Greek used to describe 
her is usually translated as “young girl,” one not yet come to puberty, and the gospels say only 
that her dance “pleased” the king and his guests.  We may simply have here the after-dinner act 
of a talented child and the happy response of a bunch of celebrating adults to a cute kid.  But it 
certainly sounds like Salome’s dance was calculated to please and that she, or rather her mother, 
took full advantage of the audience’s good feeling to get something that she desired.  Once again, 
this reads like the self-centered result of hope that turns away from suffering.  Just like the king, 
the king’s wife/sister-in-law and his daughter/niece are perfectly happy to ignore the suffering of 
John and the poor for whom he speaks as long as they are able to enjoy their riches and power 
unmolested. 
 
David’s dancing, on the other hand, seems completely uncalculated, spontaneous, born of the joy 
of a moment.  David, in current parlance, dances like nobody’s watching.  We can assume that, 
like most men of his culture, he knew the ancient folk dances common in the villages of Judah 
and Israel.  He was certainly athletically gifted – such a successful warrior would have had to be 
ripped (to use another current term) and agile.  Leaders such as David were expected be good at 
things like dancing and we know from the stories in the Bible that he was both musically talented 
and beautiful to see.  But his dance was for no one’s praise – it was in praise of God. 
 
A brief excursus, if I may: I wish David was a more honored model for the newly repopularized 
interest in dance in worship.  I am most decidedly not a dancer but, in my theatre career, I 
worked with plenty of them, hired and directed more than a few of them, and I’m married to a 
dancer, so I know a little bit about the art form.  It seems to me that the “liturgical movement” 
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which many churches have deemed acceptable in worship situations often suffers from two basic 
faults.  One is that the dancers are often lacking in technique.  Their vocabulary of movement is 
small and unrefined and, therefore, boring over even a piece of 3-5 minutes.  The other, related 
issue is that the dancers cannot respond to the emotions they are trying to convey with the 
abandon of David.  We have been taught in the Church for so long to be suspicious of our bodies 
that “liturgical movement” is constrained, the female dancers’ bodies hidden by flowing skirts 
and scarves.  The talented, athletic David stripped to his skivvies and danced for joy.  I would 
imagine his performance for God had a lot more in common with the hip-hoppers I sometimes 
see in Black Church youth dance troupes than with the swaying-but-rooted torsos and waving 
hands and poses that I’ve seen all too often in “artsy” Euro churches.  Our hope should be 
physical, like David’s, rooted in our suffering, painful, sensual bodies. 
 
If that’s shocking to you, well, David shocked Michal, too.  In fact, II Samuel says that she 
“looked out of the window, and saw King David leaping and dancing before the Lord; and she 
despised him in her heart.”  We should have some pity for Michal.  She was the daughter of Saul, 
given to David in marriage after the older king had reneged on his promise to marry David to his 
other daughter, Merab.  And the Scriptures tell us that she loved her husband and helped him to 
escape from her father when he became murderous.  But while David was an outlaw, Saul gave 
her to a man named Paltiel.  Michal and Paltiel’s marriage must have been at least reasonably 
happy as 2nd Samuel chapter 3 records that when David was in power and sent for Michal that 
Paltiel “went with her, weeping as he walked behind her all the way to Bahurim.”  To go from 
being the sole wife of such a devoted husband to part of the harem of a distracted king must have 
been a blow to Michal.  Indeed, we might say that she became an example of Christian Beker’s 
description of suffering without hope: “inactive, introverted, resigned or despairing suffering.”  
In Michal’s criticism of her husband and king, I hear the bitterness of a woman abandoned by 
love who had enough hope to build a new, happy life only to have that happiness shattered when 
her first love claimed her but didn’t pay much attention to her.  Sadly, it is her bitterness that 
remains her legacy.  What if she’d entered into the joy of worship with David?  What if she’d 
borne him a child to unite the two royal families?  We will never know. 
 
David tells Michal that he’s quite willing to be contemptible and abased in service of God and 
that brings me to another idea that I want to pursue.  David, to describe his actions in a different 
way, is willing to be a fool for God.  We have nearly forgotten the role of the fool in a royal 
court.  A fool’s job was to entertain the king – to dance, to juggle, to do acrobatics and pratfalls – 
to make the king laugh.  But a fool’s role was also to comment on what he saw around him, to 
tell the truth with (relative) impunity.  There are some great fools in the plays of William 
Shakespeare: the unnamed Fool in “King Lear,” “the melancholy Jacques,” fool to Duke Senior 
in “As You Like It,” Feste in “Twelfth Night.”  And that truth-telling function, the ability to tell 
truths that no one wants to hear in a way that they cannot turn from hearing them, is part of the 
role of a prophet, as well. 
 
David, of course, had his own foolish prophet in Nathan, the brave man of God who told the 
adulterous David the story of the poor man’s lamb and then skewered the sympathetic king with 
the famous admonition, “Thou art the man.”  Nathan, the more fool he, spoke the truth and lived.  
It makes me wonder, what if Herod hadn’t been afraid to break his rash promise?  John the 
Baptizer seems to have played the classic role of the fool for the Galilean tetrarch.  Of Herod we 
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are told, “When he heard (John), he was greatly perplexed; and yet he liked to listen to him.”  
John certainly had no illusions about what sort of suffering Herod could visit upon him.  And 
yet, he dared to put his hope in God and God’s ability, through the Messiah, to change things 
entirely.  That hope kept John alive in prison, for a time, just as it sustained Christian Beker and 
so many others who have suffered for righteousness sake. 
 
Of course our ultimate example of the righteous sufferer, in whose hope we still live, is Jesus.  
On the cover of your bulletin this morning, I have reprinted part of the graphics from a famous 
musical of the early ‘70s which is still playing in productions all over the world, including at 
Taproot Theatre Company until August 15.  When “Godspell” was first produced, some people 
were incensed at the portrayal of Jesus as a clown.  Others, however, welcomed the image of the 
humorous story-teller and, indeed, Jesus fits the classic model of the fool – people loved his 
stories and flocked to hear him yet he never stinted from telling the truth, even when to do so 
was dangerous.  Like David, despised by Michal, Jesus was, in the words of Isaiah, “despised 
and rejected by others; a man of suffering and acquainted with grief…” 
 
And in Jesus, of course, we find the fulfillment of Beker’s admonition that hope cannot be 
divorced from suffering.  Jesus knew suffering; indeed, he became suffering for us.  Jesus knew 
hope; indeed he has become hope for us.  It is here that I can, at last, make the overt connection 
to our reading from Ephesians.  The opening of Paul’s letter to the Christians in Ephesus is 
aimed at those who, in our NRSV translation, “were the first to set our hope on Christ…”  This 
grand promise, all one sentence in the Greek, is for those like J. Christian Beker who understand 
that hope and suffering are inextricably linked, that only with an eye to the suffering that we and 
others endure can hope be grounded in reality and find its fullest expression in selflessness and 
love.  It is the way of Jesus. 
 
Just as my Episcopalian colleague, John Forman, provided me this week with the quote from 
Beker, so my Methodist colleague provided me with a beautiful paraphrase of our reading from 
Ephesians.  It comes from Rev. Steve Garnaas-Holmes, a fellow Methodist minister who 
publishes his devotional thoughts on unfoldinglight.net. 
 
Blessed be God, who birthed real love among us in Christ, 
and in that love has given us the blessings of heaven itself. 
Since before Creation, in this love, God intended  
that we would be holy, loved, and loving, 
God's own dear children. 
In this love, so generously lavished on us, 
we are redeemed, and all our wrongs are forgiven. 
Stop and wonder at this grace, and give thanks! 
 
If God gives us any wisdom or insight  
it is to know that it is God's delight  
to always be gathering everything in Creation  
into Christ, into the body of love. 
This is our destiny, God's will, which is always fulfilled: 
that we, who began by hoping in the Love that Fills the World, 
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would ourselves live lives that radiate that love.  
When you first heard this wonder, that you are part of the world's salvation, 
when you first opened yourself to this love,  
it poured into you. God's Spirit changed you. 
Now you yourself are part of God's promise. 
The Spirit in you is the first bit of God's redemption of the world. 
That is God's glory. Doesn't it make you want to praise God? 
 
Kings, dancers, fools: God gathers them all into Christ, into God’s self.  That is our hope; that is 
our reality.  Like David, we are called to dance before God with all our might.  Like John, we are 
called to speak of the truth, winsomely so that people will want to hear what we will say, but 
unstintingly, even when it will put us in jeopardy.  Like Jesus, we are called to remind others of 
this calling and like Jesus we are called to love.  We may sound to the world like fools.  We may 
be scorned as inappropriate dancers.  But we serve the One True King and in Jesus is our hope 
and our fulfillment.  Thanks be to God. 
 


