
Lectionary 15B 2018, July 15, 2018, Mark 6:14-29, Emmanuel Lutheran Church, Lancaster, PA, 

Kurt S. Strause 

 

 This past Friday our youth returned from their week-long mission trip to the Eastern 

Shore of Virginia. For five days we lived and worked among the good people of Parksley, a 

small town way down the Delmarva peninsula, below the resort towns of Rehoboth, Bethany 

Beach, Fenwick Island, and Ocean City. This is rural, small town, struggling America. The 

economy is not based on tourism and summer vacations. The economy, such as it is, consists of 

potatoes, corn, and poultry. The two factories, Perdue and Tyson, process much of the chicken 

we eat. It is a racially and culturally diverse community; white and African American and 

Latino, many from Honduras and Guatemala who work in the poultry processing plants.  

 Youthworks is the name of the ministry we participate with. Their model for ministry is 

simple: gather about 50 to 60 youth and leaders together for a week. Live together, eat together, 

pray and worship together, and go out into the community and serve the needs of people, getting 

to know them and build a relationship. It’s that last part that’s most important. Yes, they are there 

to serve: paint a porch or some furniture, as we did; sort cans of food, throwing out the ones past 

their expiration date at the local food bank, as we did. But get to know the people. Listen to their 

stories. So we got to know Miss Rose and Miss Penny, two women who worked at the 

Lighthouse, a ministry providing shelter and assistance to homeless and transient people. Both 

Rose and Penny worked for over 30 years at Perdue and Tyson. Rose worked in the freezing 

section, where chickens were flash frozen, ready for shipment. Now they served the needs of 

those who struggle in an economy that struggles as well. They are creating a warm, safe, 

welcoming home to mothers and children, husbands and wives who might have been sleeping in 

their car for the past week or more.  

 Each morning, after breakfast which is prepared by the youth and a time of building 

cleanup, we spend time in devotions. It’s one of my favorite times of the day. A few moments in 

quiet reflection of what otherwise is a jam packed day of activity. Youthworks provides us with a 

journal with guided Bible readings and reflection questions and prayer prompts. This year’s 

theme was “Onward,” based on the verse from Philippians, “He who began a good work in you 

will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” We considered how we see God at 

work, in our own lives and in the community, and how we might take that experience onward 

into more and greater opportunities to grow as disciples of Jesus.  

 The week is a powerful “mountain top” experience. The youth make intense and quick 

friendships with other youth from various churches. They work hard, the day is long, they are 

asked to dive deeply into spiritual and emotional corners. By the end of the week everyone in 

tired. When we got into the van on Friday morning for our ride home I don’t think I heard a word 

from the youth for the first two hours, they had all fallen asleep. I too was tired when I got home.  

 Later in the day on Friday I thought to myself; I need to look at the scripture readings for 

Sunday morning. I hadn’t really had time to do that before the trip or during the week. So I 

looked them up and what do I read? The story of the brutal execution of John the Baptist. My 

first thought was, “Good grief. What am I going to say about that?” I just return from a 

wonderful week of serving others, growing in relationship with our youth, seeing God at work 

among the people of Parksley, Virginia, worshiping and praying together, experiencing first hand 

the love and grace and mercy of Jesus, and what do I face? This account of a powerful king, 

manipulated by those around him and capitulating to their approval, by beheading a man who 

spoke truth to him. What a stark contrast to everything we had experienced the week before. 



 After some time reflecting and praying about it, it came to me. The contrast between the 

two is precisely the point. The story of Herod executing John stands in sharp, bold, distinct 

contrast to the story of Jesus. For the story of Herod is the story of the world in which we live. 

It’s the way of a world where powerful men and powerful women make decisions that will only 

serve to keep them in power, to build up their power, and tear down the power of others. This is 

the world of “might makes right,” and “survival of the fittest.” In this world judgment and mercy 

are absent. By judgment I mean the sense of being held accountable to a higher power, a power 

that we don’t control, the power of God’s judgment. Mercy and compassion are construed as 

weakness, and weakness is never demonstrated because your enemies may take advantage of 

you. Herod could have admitted his mistake, and pardoned John. But he was locked in and 

bound by the chains of “show no mercy, might makes right, take no prisoners.”  Herod’s story is 

the world’s story. It is a story played out across time and in all places where the powerful only 

seek to grow and consolidate their power, always at the expense of those who have little or those 

who have the audacity and courage to stand against it. 

 Jesus and his life stands in sharp and distinct contrast to this other story. The cross was 

the world of power’s attempt to silence Jesus, like Herod tried to do with John. And there it all 

might have ended and confirmed the motto, “might makes right.” But God the Father is going to 

tell a different story. By raising Jesus from the dead the world’s story is revealed as a fiction and 

a lie. Because Jesus lives, and not Herod, mercy triumphs over power. Serving others triumphs 

over trampling others. God’s judgment triumphs over our judgment.  

 What struck me so clearly is how much our week on the mission trip stood in sharp 

contrast to this other worldly yet dying story of power. Here we had 50 or 60 youth and adults 

living out the story of Jesus, by serving the needs of others, by modeling forgiveness and mercy 

among ourselves. How different could that be from the idea that “might makes right,” and 

“survival of the fittest?” 

 One of the important questions at the end of every Youthworks mission trip is “how do 

we take all this home with us?” How do we take home the ways we’ve seen God at work and the 

ways we’ve grown in our faith? It’s really the question that all of us ask each and every day. 

How do we live the story of Jesus in a world that often wants to tell us a different kind of story? I 

believe we need to remember we are a people who live by promise. The promise that because 

Jesus is raised so shall we be raised. That this world’s story is a story with a dead end ending. 

The real story ends in life and promise and hope. We do go “Onward” as the Youthworks theme 

reminds us. The words from Philippians are surely true, “He who began a good work in you will 

carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” Amen. 

 


