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Did you happen to see the news story last week about the young fox that got trapped in a 

chicken yard where he was pecked to death by the hens? That’s not a joke – it really did 

happen. 

The chickens’ violent treatment of the fox means this story isn’t the perfect contemporary 

postscript to our Bible verses where Jesus speaks of both foxes and hens, but I think what we 

can take from this story are reminders that our expectations do not control what happens in 

the world and that power can arise where we think we see only vulnerability. Those are helpful 

notes to keep in mind anytime we come to a Gospel text seeking to encounter Jesus and 

deepen our relationship with him. 

We don’t have very many verses that we have read today, but there’s quite a bit in these few 

verses to consider and contemplate. 

I think one question to ask is: Does Jesus surprise you here?  

Does he surprise you when he responds to the Pharisees’ warning by insulting Herod? This 

particular Herod was Herod Antipas, the son of Herod the Great who was in power at the time 

of Jesus’ birth. Herod Antipas was the tetrarch of Galilee, which means he ruled one fourth of 

the kingdom which Herod the Great had controlled. Antipas was, by all accounts as ruthless, 

ambitious, cruel, and cunning as his father. By this point in Jesus’ ministry, Herod Antipas has 

already imprisoned and executed John the Baptist, and there is no reason for Jesus to expect 

any better treatment from him. 

But here Jesus is traveling throughout the region under Herod’s rule. If we had turned to an 

earlier verse in this chapter of Luke’s Gospel, we’d have found a report that: Jesus went through 

one town and village after another, teaching as he made his way to Jerusalem. In the course of 

this traveling and teaching, his ministry has come to the attention of Herod, who is not inclined 

to look upon it favorably. 

We can’t really tell from what Luke writes whether the Pharisees are trying to protect Jesus 

from Herod or are simply trying to get him away from their region before he complicates their 

lives any further. Whatever their motive, they do bring Jesus word that he’s not safe sticking 

around Herod’s territory.  Instead of thanking them, Jesus sends them back to Herod with a 

disrespectful message: Go and tell that fox something for me.  
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Calling Herod a fox is a dangerous insult. Certainly, Herod would have been more likely to 

picture himself as a mightier, more regal sort of animal -- perhaps a lion – rather than a small, 

sly, furtive fox. 

Nonetheless, though Jesus doubtless knows that Herod poses a real threat, he refuses to live in 

fear. He refuses to cower before Herod’s petty tyranny. Instead, he dismisses Herod with an 

accurate but unflattering description and announces his intention to continue his work of 

healing and teaching, and his intention of completing his journey to Jerusalem. 

Does that surprise you? Jesus the prophet is determined to travel to Jerusalem, the city that 

kills the prophets. Having dismissed the danger posed by Herod, Jesus turns full-face toward 

the danger which awaits him in Jerusalem. His exchange with the Pharisees occurs within what 

is often called the Travel Narrative in Luke’s Gospel. Luke spends ten chapters getting Jesus and 

his disciples from Galilee to Jerusalem. As they travel, he is teaching his followers along with 

“casting out demons and performing cures” for all who come to him. Jerusalem remains a focus 

even while Jesus is yet many miles away, for he has “set his face” to that city and will travel 

there, even knowing that it will bring his death.  

Jesus names the threat which Jerusalem holds for those who serve as God’s messengers: 

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! 

And then, instead of rejecting Jerusalem or trying to change either the city or his fate within it, 

Jesus speaks a lament. How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen 

gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!  One Bible scholar says that: 

The literary function of lament in the cultic life of Israel was to voice the perils of the 

current world and to request divine intervention within it. Laments include statements that 

reaffirm trust in God’s actions, confessions of violations against God, or assertions of 

innocence. So lament is a liturgical and communal means of coming to terms with grief, 

disappointment, and need through expressions of complaint and petition. (Shively Smith, 

Connections, p. 52) 

Does Jesus surprise you with his lament for Jerusalem? He speaks here his grief and 

disappointment; yet still he feels protective compassion for the city. Knowing that Jerusalem 

will kill him as it has other prophets before him, Jesus still feels and expresses an impulse to 

protect Jerusalem from its own destructive impulses.  

Does Jesus surprise you with this image of himself as a mother hen gathering her chicks under 

her wing for protection and comfort? Even in these few verses from our Scripture for the day, 

we have multiple images of Jesus – he speaks of himself as exorcist, as healer, as prophet, and 

we might have a mental picture of what each of those roles looks like. With his language to the  
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Pharisees of today, tomorrow, and the third day, Jesus may evoke in us images of the crucifixion 

and resurrection events which soon will occur in Jerusalem. 

But Jesus comparing himself to a mother hen is perhaps more startling, less expected than his 

other vocabulary, the other images we find in his words and actions. Jesus here echoes an 

earlier lament over the city, as recorded in II Esdras, a book of the Apocrypha where God says 

to Israel: I was to you as a father to sons, as a mother to daughters, as a hen gathering her 

brood under her wings. (II Esdras 1: 28-30). 

Language for and images of divinity tend – in our culture – to be predominantly if not 

overwhelmingly masculine. So feminine images of God and Jesus capture our attention, 

surprise us a bit. But of course, they should not, for the divine both includes and transcends 

human gender. Feminine images offer us a helpful expansion of our understanding of the 

nature and actions of the divine, for God is – as one of the songs we sing in pre-school Chapel 

puts it – at one and the same time so strong and so mighty and so kind and so tender. 

The image of a mother hen, though, is not just feminine, but also maternal, with all the nuances 

and connotations contained in our understanding of the relationship between mother and 

child.  What is distinctive, noteworthy here is that a mother hen protecting her brood is both 

fierce and vulnerable; committed to nurturing and guarding her young yet having to do so 

without resources of impressive size or strength.  

How does this image of Jesus as a mother hen gathering and guarding chicks influence your 

understanding of Jesus? Is it helpful? Are there moments or circumstances in which you long to 

be gathered under a nurturing, protective wing and held close?  

Are there other images you find more helpful? More dear? More illuminating? 

One of the invitations of the Lenten season is to keep our eyes, our minds, our hearts on Jesus. 

A variety of images can help us to do that. So I have put a cross up on one of the bulletin boards 

in the narthex and I invite you to help complete that bulletin board by adding to it whatever 

images of Jesus you are finding meaningful during Lent. They can be drawings you do or photos 

you’ve taken or pictures cut from a magazine or printed off the internet. If you are more a 

words person than a picture person, it can even be something you’ve written or copied. I’ve 

started it with this icon of Jesus as mother hen. I hope this opportunity to share images of Jesus 

will kindle in all of us what theologian David Lose calls “a more vivid Christian imagination – not 

the right imagination, or the orthodox imagination, just a Christian one, which [he] defines 

simply and expansively as the attempt to understand God in light of Jesus”. 

Because that is what we are about as people of faith – our call is to be always seeking to grow 

in our understanding of the God who comes to us in Jesus Christ. 
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There are many ways to do that. If you have not yet embarked on a Lenten discipline of a 

prayer practice or Scripture study or service or whatever feeds your soul, it’s not too late. I 

encourage you to allow this season to be for you a faith journey that draws you nearer to Jesus, 

nearer to the cross, nearer to the power and grace of vulnerable love. 

Perhaps – if you will allow it -- this season of Lent will surprise you.  

 

In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ 

We bend our knees and lift up our hearts, 

giving glory to God forever. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 


