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To begin this sermon time this morning, I ask you all to take out your bulletin insert and pray with me the collect of the day which I prayed at the beginning of the service.  Let us pray:  “O Lord, mercifully receive the prayers of your people who call upon you, and grant that they may know and understand what things they ought to do, and also may have grace and power faithfully to accomplish them; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.”  That prayer is all about praying for God’s direction in our decisions.  So I have a question for you:  “Did you really mean to pray that prayer?”
If you said “yes,” I need to caution you about something:  God might just give you what you just prayed for!  Be careful what you pray for. Are you really ready to have God actually give you this direction in all of your decisions?  It is Sunday and you are in church, and so it is easy to say “yes” to this….but coming Monday, hmmmm…maybe not.  Do we really want to do what God wants us to do all the time? Maybe not.  We so often pray with this qualification: “Lord, give me this as long as you don’t change me too much.”  We forget that God is in the business of transformation.  God does not leave you the same as He finds you – He converts, He makes changes.  The process of following Christ is about both blessing and sacrifice, about both security and challenge.  We prayed that God “grant that we may know and understand what things we ought to do” and then accomplish them through Jesus. Whew!  So, to better understand this let’s delve into our Scripture readings for today, that are about decision making.  Our choices matter.  Every day, each of us faces hundreds of decisions.  We face big decisions, like how to spend our time and money.  We face smaller decisions, like what food to eat, what time to go to bed at night, where to park our car, or how to respond to a person we are talking with.  Just a couple of days ago, coming home from the Episcopal Church General Convention, I went through a bunch of Illinois toll booths.  One stood out from the rest, for that toll booth operator made my day!  She smiled a big smile when I pulled up, and when she gave me back my change she said cheerfully looking me in the eye, “Thank you. And, oh, I do hope you have a lovely day.”  How she interacted with me in that small way was a decision on her part….and we have this kind of decision throughout our day.  These small decisions add up to something important; they speak about who we are and what we believe in.  Mother Teresa said, “Not all of us can do great things. But we can do small things with great love.”  That is what this toll booth operator did with me on Friday.
Today’s Gospel tells us the story of decisions made by three people; it is a story during Jesus’ ministry within a story that occurred a year before, with King Herod looking back upon a decision he made.  It was a decision that haunted him—the decision to kill John the Baptist.  You see, John was preaching repentance – turning away from your sinful way of living.  He called King Herod out on his marriage to his brother’s wife (who was still alive, so this was adultery); Herod listened.  He knew that, although he did not like John’s convicting him, John spoke the truth.  Herod did not agree – because he “feared John, knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and he protected him.”  But, Herod’s wife did not agree – she just hated what John said about their sinful marriage, and wanted to John the Baptist gone.  John was imprisoned, but Herod was not letting anything bad happen to John in prison. Well, on this particular evening at the birthday banquet he held for distinguished friends, King Herod was in a happy, generous mood.  The banquet included food and dancing, and the dancing included his daughter (who was confusedly also named Herodius here, but is named Salome in other Gospels).  King Herod was so pleased by her dancing that he made this decision: to give his daughter whatever she wished.  In this day and time – one could imagine that he expected his 12 year old daughter to ask for a new dress or cell phone.  But, instead of her asking for some predictable material thing, his daughter went to her mother for advice on what to ask for. The mother made the decision to have the daughter ask for John the Baptist’s head, so Salome (in her attempt to please her mother) went and asked for this. Herod made the decision to comply with this request.  King Herod didn’t really want to do this, but this whole deal happened in front of all his leaders – he did not want to make a fool of himself in public!  So, John the Baptist, the faithful follower of God who paved the way for Jesus the Messiah, was killed.  In this Gospel story, we saw multiple decision points.  One thing led to another and things took a twist; a generous heart became a murderous heart because of pride, the desire not to appear weak. 
In the collect, we prayed “that we may know and understand what things we ought to do.” In this Gospel three people did not listen to God and made decisions to do what they ought NOT to do.  God created us all with free will; He lets us do what we want and does not intervene – although God is very present in our consciences.  We prayed “that we may know and understand what things we ought to do.”  So, how do we do this – how do we not slip into the short-sighted and self-conscious/weak decision making that Herod, Herodius, and Salome did?  How do we not succumb into decisions guided by pride, or revenge, or the attempt-to-please-others? Psalm 24 tells us in verse 6 that the key is to “seek” the face of God, the “king of glory… the strong and mighty….Lord;” listen to God, pray for guidance and wait for the answer before we act.  And Paul tells us in our Ephesians 1 passage today that our decisions are all about love….”in love….according to the riches of His grace that He lavished on us.”  It is through Christ’s death that we are set free, that we are given the courage and power to do the right thing in our decision making.  Following Jesus does not always mean health and happiness. There can be times of suffering –but God is with us every step of the way.  The more we seek His face, listening to Him in prayer, worshiping Him, studying His word, receiving His sacrament, the more we will make the decisions that we ought to make. Decision making with God’s guidance becomes easier and more natural the more we do it because it is about a relationship with Jesus – who is leading us, holding us up, urging us on, giving us the courage.
In the year 1918, an English musician named Helen Lemmel was facing decisions in her life about how to use her talents.  She was torn, so she prayed and prayed to God for answers.  One day she read this in a church brochure: “So then turn your eyes upon Him, look full into His face and you will find that the things of earth will acquire a strange new dimness.”  In other words, you will be able to seek God first when you make your decisions. These words made a deep impression upon Helen Lemmel, and she not only received the answer to her prayers but she also wrote the lyrics to the hymn we will sing today after Communion (#19 in Supplemental Hymnal: “Turn your eyes upon Jesus, Look full in His wonderful face, And the things of earth will grow strangely dim, In the light of His glory and grace.”
Let us pray. Lord, guide us as we make our big and small decisions. Help us to recognize the importance of these decisions, and how they affect others.  Lead us to first seek Your face, Your will, Your grace, Your love.  Help us to be witnesses to your love in the world around us every day. In Jesus Name we pray. Amen.
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