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Today’s reading from Mark’s gospel takes place immediately after last 

week’s reading, in which we hear about the beheading of John the 

Baptist. As Mother Cynthia told us last week, Jesus’s response to this 

grisly execution was shock, great sadness, and an overwhelming need 

to withdraw from human company and pray. Since John’s message of 

repentance was the same as Jesus’s, he probably realized that he faced 

the same fate as John. He was a marked man. 

In today’s passage from Mark, Jesus and his disciples retreat to a 

“deserted place,” but many people follow him and give him no rest. 

Jesus could have dismissed the “great crowd,” but as we hear, “he had 

compassion for them because they were like sheep without a shepherd; 

and he began to teach them many things.” What happens next in 

Mark’s gospel is skipped over in today’s reading, because we will hear 

the story next Sunday in John’s gospel, but I want to mention it today. 

What we miss between Mark 6:34 and Mark 6:53 is the feeding of the 

five thousand. 
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This event is justly famous and is repeated in some form in all four 

gospels. In Mark’s version, Jesus takes five loaves and two fish, looks up 

to heaven, blesses and breaks the loaves, and gives the food to the 

disciples to distribute to the people. And, as we are told, “all ate and 

were filled.” 

Contrast this feast with the banquet we heard about last week, the 

banquet Herod held to celebrate his birthday. This is a very different 

kind of gathering. Herod invites only his “courtiers,” “officers,” and 

“leaders of Galilee.” All, of course, are men. This is very much a closed 

event, limited only to Herod’s closest allies. All are part of the 

privileged, ruling elite. Unlike Jesus’s feast, where all are welcome, 

Herod’s feast is open only to those who belong to his inner circle. 

Notice also, the form of entertainment. The dancing by Herodias’s 

daughter is sexually suggestive, appealing to the lascivious appetites of 

the all-male gathering. It is more like a stag party than a birthday 

celebration. 
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Grotesquely, the main course at Herod’s banquet is the head of John 

the Baptist, served on a platter. This is a celebration of death, not life. 

Jesus’s feeding of the five thousand is a Eucharistic foretaste of the 

offering of his own body on the cross, a foretaste of eternal life. 

Herod’s feeding of the few is a feast of death. Jesus withholds food 

from no one. Herod has only food for himself and his followers, and this 

food does not bring life to those who consume it, but only death. It 

seems appropriate that Herod’s eventual fate is to be struck down by 

an angel of the Lord and eaten by worms (Acts 12:23). 

In our churches today, do we offer the food of life to all who seek it, or 

do we limit our banquets to the favored few? Do we open our hearts to 

all who wish to be fed, or do we believe that some people are more 

worthy to be invited to our banquet table than others? 

In the book, “White Too Long,” by Robert P. Jones, which was published 

last year; the author writes about racial bias among today’s American 

White Christians. Using public opinion surveys by the Public Religion 
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Research Institute, Jones explores the question of white supremacist 

attitudes among White evangelical Protestants, White mainline 

Protestants, White Catholics, and the White religiously unaffiliated; and 

he finds that the White religiously unaffiliated are less likely to hold 

racist attitudes toward people of other races than any White Christian 

group.  

As he puts it, “in survey after survey, white Christians stand out in their 

negative attitudes about racial, ethnic, and religious minorities 

(especially Muslims), the unequal treatment of African Americans by 

police and the criminal justice system, their anxieties about the 

changing face of the country, and their longing for a past when white 

Protestantism was the undisputed cultural power. Whatever the 

explicit public proclamations of white denominations and individual 

Christians, the public opinion data reveal that the historical legacy of 

white supremacy lives on in white Christianity today.” (p. 10). 
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Defining white supremacy as a “set of practices informed by the 

fundamental belief that white people are more valuable than non-

whites,” (p. 16) Jones sums up his study by writing, “if you were 

recruiting for a white supremacist cause on a Sunday morning, you’d 

likely have more success hanging out in the parking of an average white 

church—evangelical Protestant, mainline Protestant, or Catholic—than 

approaching whites sitting out services at the local coffee shop.” (p. 

185) 

Jones goes on to theorize about why White churches are untouched by 

the social gospel. By viewing subjects like race as “political” and, 

therefore, something the church should never talk about; many White 

churches have left the racist views of their members undisturbed. Most 

White churches were once comfortable with slavery and Jim Crow 

segregation. By regarding the business of the church as only the pursuit 

of personal salvation, these same churches have left the racist attitudes 

of yesteryear undisturbed, and, consequently, passed on from one 
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generation to the next. By making religion only about one’s personal 

relationship with God, many White churches have ignored the social 

implications of the Gospel. 

When Mother Cynthia served at her former church in Austin, a 

controversy arose over whether to remove a stained glass window over 

the altar, depicting Robert E. Lee. While the window was ultimately 

removed, it took a year of discussion, and many church members felt 

that removing the window was “political,” meaning that, for them, 

commemorating a Confederate hero on the walls of the church was 

perfectly consistent with the Gospel. For them, Jesus and politics have 

nothing to do with each other. 

What this attitude fails to recognize is that the Jesus of the Gospel is 

very political, when we define politics as the ways we live together and 

our obligations to one another. Jesus is not partisan. He did not openly 

advocate rising up against Roman rule of his country, but he did 

advocate the kingdom of God, whose values directly contradict the 
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values of the Roman Empire. Jesus may not have advocated “regime 

change,” but he did advocate a different political system from the one 

he lived under. Jesus cared very much about politics in first century 

Palestine, and he still does. 

So, Jesus calls us to talk about all the ways we have oppressed our 

brothers and sisters. And he asks for more than just apologies. Instead 

of what Dietrich Bonhoeffer calls “cheap grace,” Jesus advocates justice 

work, the hard job of making amends for our misdoings. Jesus 

advocates anti-racism, which means taking active steps to undo the 

damage done by centuries of racism, which many see as America’s 

original sin. Anti-racism does not mean color-blindness, which pretends 

racial disparities can be wished away and leaves racist systems 

undisturbed. Anti-racism means dismantling systems of power which 

perpetuate White privilege. 

Racism is only one area in which the Church needs to be actively 

engaged. All forms of social injustice should be addressed. Collective 
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sins need to be named and steps taken to remedy the misdeeds of the 

past and prevent their recurrence. We should respond to all the voices 

whose blood cries out to us from the ground. We should respond to all 

those who have been denied an equal seat at God’s banquet table. 

St. Augustine’s was founded in 1961 as an intentionally interracial 

church. We are justly proud of our interracial heritage, but we must 

guard against complacency. We must guard against forgetting who we 

are and what our mission is. We were founded as a truly welcoming 

church for all people and a church dedicated to reaching out to those in 

need, both within the church and in the outside community. We were 

also founded on the principle of social justice; that at St. Augustine’s we 

care about what is happening outside our walls in the society at large. 

We have a political agenda and it’s the Gospel, which proclaims that 

God wants all of creation to flourish, not just the lives of a privileged 

few. 
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Herod’s banquet was a celebration for the privileged few. It made a 

statement that only some people counted, and the rest had no value at 

all. It was equivalent to saying, as Cain did to God after killing his 

brother Abel, I have no responsibility for having harmed someone else, 

and I find the issue none of your business. 

As our life together at St. A’s continues, may we never lose sight of our 

founding missional identity, and, as we read in Paul’s letter to the 

Ephesians, may we always remember that in Christ we are “one new 

humanity.” May we always work for social justice, and may we always 

welcome everyone equally to our banquet table. If we do these things, 

we will truly deserve to call ourselves the Episcopal branch of the Jesus 

movement. We will truly be “walking in love, as Christ loved us and 

gave himself for us, an offering and sacrifice to God.” (Ephesians 5:2) 

Amen. 


