The Voice of Herod: A Voice Full of Fear
Matthew 2:1-8; 16-18

“Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.”  These are the words of Herod, speaking to the Magi, the only direct quotation of Herod’s words that the Christmas story gives us.  The rest of Herod’s story in the narrative is all hearsay – we are told that Joseph is warned in a dream to take Jesus away to Egypt to escape Herod’s wrath.  And we are told that when Herod realizes the Wise Men have tricked him and have gone home to their own country by another way, he becomes infuriated and demands that all the children under the age of two in Bethlehem be killed.  We are told what Herod did.  But we never really hear why Herod did it – not from Herod himself, I mean.  We know he did it because he wanted to make sure Jesus was killed.  But Herod never gets to speak for himself in this story.  So, if he could, what might he say?  The Christmas story that Matthew gives us shows us the dark and cruel side of human nature in the person of Herod.  But what about this…what if Herod was afraid?  


I’m not going to try to convince you that Herod was a good person.  But, what if…just what if…he was more complex, more of a whole person – a whole person with hopes and dreams and aspirations and tender moments and moments of real fear – than the story gives us?  American journalist Dorothy Thompson said that “the most destructive element in the human mind is fear.  Fear creates aggressiveness.”
  Now, Dorothy Thompson was notable for being the first American journalist expelled from Nazi Germany in 1934, so I suspect she knew that of which she spoke.  As a journalist there, watching an entire nation of people become caught up in madness and terrible hatred, I suspect Dorothy Thompson saw that the thing that pushed people, the thing that drove them to be able to commit horrible acts, was real, animalistic fear.  

American author John Steinbeck, a great observer of the human condition, would have agreed with her.  He wrote, “A person afraid is a dangerous animal.”
  And the poet Robert Frost had this to say on that topic: “The people I am most afraid of are the people who are scared.  Why?  Because fear causes us not only to hurt ourselves, but to hurt each other in unwitting, senseless, and often destructive ways.”


Herod was aggressive.  Herod was a dangerous animal.  Herod hurt himself and others.  Herod was unwitting, senseless, and destructive.  Herod was afraid.

Of course, we are never afraid, right?  Wrong.  Oh so wrong.  Fear is a part of our lives.  I would be willing to bet that even the most confident among us harbor some deep and real fears, down in the depths of our hearts.  That’s not wrong or bad.  That’s part of being human.  But why, then, are we so eager to vilify Herod?  Because he scares us.  Because in Herod we see what a human being is capable of, when driven by intense, all-consuming fear.  So how might we learn from Herod?  Well, I think, to start, we have to be willing to allow him to be human.  It’s easy to paint him as a monster.  But I am not a monster.  You are not a monster.  If Herod is nothing but a monster, then I am nothing like him.  You are nothing like him.  So we miss the chance to learn from him.  We breathe a sigh of relief that he is evil and we are nothing like him, and we weep for the children that were killed at his command and we cheer on the Holy Family in their flight to Egypt and we hold Herod at arm’s length.

Today I want us to see Herod as more than just a monster.  So that we can figure out, together, what his voice in the Christmas story has to teach us.  The poet W.H. Auden can help us with that task.  Auden wrote a long poem called For the Time Being: A Christmas Oratorio.  The voices of many of the players in the Christmas story echo through this poem – Herod’s among them.  Auden gives Herod a lengthy chance to speak for himself here and imagines what Herod’s full self might have to say…what kind of struggles Herod might have gone through when faced with the news that a rival king – a child who was alleged to be God-in-human-form – had been born.  

In Auden’s poem, we find Herod confused after his visit from the Magi, trying to decide what to do.  He opens by admitting “…I am bewildered, because I must decide [what to do about the birth of this child.]”
  Herod is uncertain – as he tries to decide what to do about this baby the magi have told him about, he worries about upsetting the divine order of things, but he is also worried about losing control of his kingdom.  He goes on, “There is no visible disorder.  No crime – what could be more innocent than the birth of an artisan’s child? …and this evening, as I stand at this window high up in the citadel there is nothing in the whole magnificent panorama of plain and mountains to indicate that the Empire is threatened by a danger more dreadful than any [enemy] invasion or conspiracy of the Praetorian Guard.”
  Herod knows that the people have been waiting for, expecting God to come and save them – he knows that if God has been born on earth, everything will change.  But he is also afraid that what he has heard from the magi is a rumor that will tear life as he knows it apart.  And as a king, as a ruler of a land and a people, it is his obligation to prevent life in the land from being torn apart.  We, with the benefit of hindsight and the power of faith and belief, can look at Herod and judge him…find him foolish…find him hateful…he was trying to stand in the way of the great love of God.  But were we there, standing with him, looking out over the plains and mountains from the window of the Herodian, wondering how on earth mighty God could come to earth as a tiny child…wondering what would happen if that rumor were true…wondering what would happen if it were not…would we feel the same?  To hear the good news of this great joy for all people now, with the benefit of time on our side and the wonder of faith instills joy and hope in us.  If we were standing there with Herod, might it not instill fear?


Auden’s Herod continues, “One needn’t be much of a psychologist to realize that if this rumor is not stamped out now, in a few years it is capable of diseasing the whole Empire, and one doesn’t have to be a prophet to predict the consequences if it should.”
  And so, he decides.  He says in the Oratorio, “Naturally this cannot be allowed to happen.  Civilization must be saved even if it means sending for the military, as I suppose it does.  How dreary. … O dear, Why couldn’t this wretched infant be born somewhere else?  Why can’t people be sensible?  I don’t want to be horrid.”
  But even Auden’s tortured Herod chooses to act out of fear.  In the Oratorio, Herod gains a fuller voice than he finds in the gospel stories, but Auden cannot alter the course of the story itself.  Herod acts out of fear.  The great preacher William Sloane Coffin once said, “Fear distorts truth, not by exaggerating the ills of the world…but by underestimating our ability to deal with them…while love seeks truth, fear seeks safety.”
  Herod acted out of fear, and sought what he saw as safety for himself and for the empire…instead of seeking truth and love, he sought safety through a murderous, terrifying, and hateful act.  But, like Herod, our fears cause us to underestimate our ability to deal with the ills of the world every day.  What is the lesson, then?  What does Herod have to say to us?  How might Herod’s story help us be better people, live better lives?

The answer can’t be: don’t be afraid.  That’s too simple.  That’s too trite.  With my apologies to the Christmas Eve angels, I am pretty sure just telling those shepherds not to be afraid of them wasn’t going to erase the simple fact that most humans are going to be pretty scared if a bunch of singing, glowing beings show up in the sky above our heads.  We are going to be afraid.  In fact, sometimes we need to be afraid!  Fear exists for a reason; it is a necessary emotion – it helps ensure our survival.  I think it’s what we do with our fear that counts.  And so what if, instead of being bound by our fears, we face them, become honest about them?  

The African impala is a creature that can jump higher than 10 feet and cover a distance of greater than 30 feet when it does so.  So it might surprise you to learn that these incredible animals can be kept in an enclosure in any zoo that has nothing more than a 3-foot wall to contain them.  Why?  Because these animals will not jump if they cannot see where their feet will fall.  Herod couldn’t be sure where his feet would fall if he let the child Jesus live, and so he was confined by that fear just like the African impala becomes confined by a simple wall in a local zoo.  Our fear doesn’t have to trap us, to confine us.  It’s real, it’s powerful, but instead of being trapped by it, driven to destruction or distraction, to mistrust or manipulation by it, we can find strength in it…strength to choose a new way to act…strength to resist the negative pull of fear.  Strength to walk out in faith and love, even when we might be the most afraid.  Strength to believe that we can make a difference in the world around us or in the lives of others, even if we are worried, doubtful, fretful, afraid.

Karl Wallenda was a daredevil performer who spent almost his entire life on a highwire, high above the ground, thrilling the crowds below with his act.  That all came to an end in 1978 when Wallenda fell 75 feet to his death during a performance in San Juan, Puerto Rico.  When his wife began to try and sort out all that had happened that terrible day, she realized that in the time leading up to his death, Karl had become more and more consumed with little details of safety for his act.  His precautions had become a preoccupation for him.  Instead of channeling all of his energy into performing his act, his goal had become instead to just keep from falling.  Out of the story, came a new phrase: “The Wallenda Factor.”  It refers to the risk of being so afraid to fall or to fail that we dwell only on the negatives and ultimately hold ourselves back so much that we hurt ourselves or others.
  We need to live prudently, but life is a risk we must take.  We cannot allow ourselves to become paralyzed by our fears.  Eleanor Roosevelt understood this when she said, “You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face.  You must do the thing which you think you cannot do.”
  For Herod, that would have meant accepting that perhaps God had been born on earth and enduring the uncertainty of what that might mean for him…for life as he knew it.  He would have endured the waiting…endured the anxiety and the wonder.  What is the thing you think you cannot do?  What are the fears we need to face?  

Herod was afraid.  At the end of his portion of the Oratorio we hear him speak these words as he wonders what it would mean if God really had been born on earth in Herod’s very kingdom.  He says, “…for me personally at this moment it would mean that God had given me the power to destroy [Godself].   I refuse to be taken in.  [God] could not play such a horrible practical joke.  Why should [God] dislike me so? … How dare [God] allow me to decide? … I wish I had never been born.”
  Herod could not endure the uncertainty of his fear, and so instead, he gave into it.  

I’m not trying to convince you that Herod was a good person…just that he was a person, a full person, a more complex picture than the simple monster the Christmas story presents him to be.  Herod’s voice rolls down through the ages, and it speaks of fear.  Herod was afraid and he acted out of fear, seeking safety instead of truth; seeking power rather than love.  There will always be those things in life that fill our hearts with dread and our minds with fear…but the Christmas miracle shows us that we need not be consumed by that fear.  Because the power of love breaks through for us and in us at every turn, if only we let it.  Will you let it?  
Amen.  
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