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Perhaps you remember the story of an incident that was in the news back in 2005: a man named 

Brian Nichols, who was on trial, escaped from custody while at the courthouse, killing three 

people – a sheriff’s deputy, a court reporter, and the judge presiding over his trial – as he fled. He 

came across a young woman named Ashley Smith, and held her hostage at gunpoint in her 

apartment. Miraculously, though, Ashley Smith became a hero. She talked with Nichols, trying 

to connect with him. She read him passages from a Christian inspirational book and the Bible, 

talked to him about her faith and the tragic death of her husband, made a meal of pancakes for 

the two of them. After seven hours, he let her leave the apartment; she called 911, and when the 

police came to the apartment, Brian Nichols surrendered peacefully. He is now serving multiple 

life sentences with no chance of parole. It’s not a happy story, but it’s a better one than it could 

have been, because somehow Ashley Smith – now Ashley Smith Robinson – was moved to 

connect with Brian Nichols. 

I thought of that story when I was reflecting on today’s Gospel story. It is a dark and disturbing 

one – perhaps not the kind of uplifting narrative people often expect from scripture. We like to 

hear stories of lives transformed and redeemed, of good deeds and changed hearts. But this is the 

story of what happened at the end of John the Baptist’s life. The text tells us that news of Jesus’ 

ministry and miracles is spreading, and that there are rumors about where his power comes from 

– is he Elijah? A prophet? But King Herod hears the stories, and says to himself that John the 

Baptist has been raised. Suddenly, we are in a flashback to how John the Baptist died at Herod’s 

command. 

This King Herod is not the King Herod of the Christmas story, who was known as Herod the 

Great, but his son, known as Herod Antipas. Herod Antipas had divorced his first wife and 

married a woman named Herodias. This drew criticism from John the Baptist, because Herodias 

had divorced Herod Antipas’s half-brother, Herod II. (Incidentally, Herodias was also a cousin to 

both her first and her second husband – Herod the Great was her grandfather. He had had many 
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wives, some of them at the same time, as was the privilege of the king. Herod Antipas and Herod 

the II were two of his sons, whom he had with different wives, and Herodias was his 

granddaughter from a union with yet another wife.) 

There’s a lot that a person could have concerns about in this whole arrangement, but John the 

Baptist’s objection is to Herod Antipas marrying the ex-wife of his brother. A man marrying his 

brother’s ex-wife would be gossip-worthy even today, but that kind of union was specifically 

forbidden by the law of Moses, and John the Baptist was trying to call people to repentance and 

new commitment to following the way of God, so he spoke out against Herod’s marriage to his 

former sister-in-law. This condemnation raised the ire of Herodias, who wanted to have John 

killed, but surprisingly, Herod Antipas intervened. The text tells us, “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.” 

“…and yet he liked to listen to him.” I love that line. John the Baptist was an outsider, a recluse 

who dressed strangely and said cryptic, threatening things, who developed a following and then 

started publicly criticizing the local ruler for his scandalous marriage to his brother’s ex-wife. 

And Herod liked to listen to him. 

There is something deep in the human heart – a stubborn spark – that is drawn to the truth, even 

when that truth is not a truth that will benefit us. There is a stubborn spark of goodness within us, 

no matter how far we stray from God’s light. There was a stubborn spark in Herod Antipas that 

had not gone out – it had not been extinguished by his quest for power, or his decision to take 

what he wanted no matter who got hurt in the process. God does not create anyone to be a villain 

in someone else’s story. In Herod was imbedded the image of the living God. And when he 

heard a strange prophet speaking a painful, threatening truth, the tiny spark of goodness within 

him flared, momentarily, into a tiny flame. John spoke out against Herod, and Herod was 

perplexed, and yet he liked to listen to him. 

It’s that same spark of goodness, I think that Ashley Smith saw and tended in Brian Nichols, as 

she read him scripture and made him pancakes. Somehow she reached that spark of goodness, 

and fanned it into flames. The harm he did remains; the people he killed are still dead; but the 

story could have a different ending entirely if she had not found that stubborn spark of goodness 

within him and tended it, helping him to end the incident without further bloodshed. 



An essay by Erna Kim Hackett about racial justice in the church coined the term “Disney 

Princess theology.” Hackett writes: “As each individual reads Scripture, they see themselves as 

the princess in every story. They are Esther, never Xerxes or Haman. They are Peter, but never 

Judas. They are the woman anointing Jesus, never the Pharisees. They are the Jews escaping 

slavery, never Egypt. … it means that … people in power… have no lens for locating themselves 

rightly in Scripture or society — and it has made them blind and utterly ill-equipped to engage 

issues of power and injustice. It is some very weak Bible work.” 

When I first came across that line in today’s passage, “and yet he liked to listen to him,” I 

certainly read it through a Disney princess theology lens. I took from it a message that we 

Christians – perhaps including myself – can speak truth to the powerful, and that there is 

something in each person that is drawn to the truth. I heard in the text that we might perhaps do 

some small good, although perhaps like Herod, the powerful will succumb to the temptations of 

status and reputation and ultimately make the wrong choice. I read this this story through the 

eyes of John the Baptist. And that message is true – we are called to speak truth to power, and we 

are called to know that God’s image dwells within the wicked, even within those who use power 

abusively, even those whom we see as enemies, and to speak the truth in love and in hope that a 

stubborn spark will ignite. 

But perhaps, sometimes, we are Herod. Not a powerful king entrenched in royal machinations 

and incestuous relationships, of course. But certainly sometimes we are in the wrong, and are 

invited to listen to a truth that calls us uncomfortably to account, whether that is a big truth about 

the world – about racism, or environmental degradation, or global poverty and hunger – or a 

smaller, interpersonal truth – that we have harmed a loved one, done an injustice, failed to live 

up to our values. Perhaps sometimes there are moments when we are confronted with an 

uncomfortable truth, and within our own hearts, a stubborn spark sputters into flame. Those are 

moments to listen – and then to act. How different would the world be if when Herod felt that 

pull of truth, he had acted on it? How different would it be if the people who like to listen to the 

good news of Jesus Christ, not only listened, but lived that truth whole-heartedly? 

Ultimately, Herod does not follow that flickering flame within him. He falls prey to the 

temptations of power and status and ease. When that tiny beacon of light comes up against the 

prospect of losing face in front of his guests, he calls for the grisly execution of John the Baptist. 
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Reflecting on this story, commentator Debie Thomas writes, “If you’re anything like me, you’re 

thinking: Yeah, but I’m nothing like Herod… I don’t go around killing people.  But do I care too 

much about what other people think of me?  Do I value my status, reputation, and popularity 

more than I do the truth?  Am I so bent on conflict-avoidance that I harm others with my 

passivity?  Do I prefer stability and safety more than transformation?  Is my inner life and my 

outer life misaligned, one always covering for the other?” 

Within me, and within you, and within every human in this beloved world, there is a stubborn 

spark of goodness. Every day brings opportunities to feed that flame, in ourselves and in others. 

By noticing the uncomfortable truths that, nevertheless, somehow, we like to listen to – and then 

letting those truths change us. By seeing the image of God in ourselves and in our neighbors, and 

even in our enemies. By being hearers and doers of the word. By God’s grace, that stubborn 

spark of goodness never goes out. And by the grace of God, we might just be able to let it shine. 

Thanks be to God. 

Amen. 
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