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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your word is truth.  

Our Gospel story today almost sounds like something out of Aesop’s Fables.  Remember Aesop and the wonderful animal tales he could tell?  Aesop was a Greek who lived around 600 B.C….that’s 2600 years ago!...and he told these delightful tales in which animals could talk.

Since our Gospel story today includes references to a fox and a hen, here’s a fable from Aesop about a fox and hen.

One moonlit night a fox was prowling around a farmer’s chicken coop, and he saw a hen nesting high up beyond his reach.  Sneakily, the fox cried out, “I’ve got good news!”

“And what might that be?” the hen asked warily.

“Why, King Lion has declared a universal truce,” the fox replied, lying through his teeth.  “King Lion has declared that no beast may be allowed to hurt a bird, but all the animals are to live together in friendship.”

“Well, that is good news,” said the hen, although she saw through the fox’s attempted deceit.  “And there I see someone coming with whom we can share the good news.”  And she craned her neck forward, looking off into the distance.

“Who is that you see?” asked the fox.

“It is only my master’s dog coming over the hill.”  And the fox immediately began to turn away as soon as he heard about the dog.  “What?  Going so soon?” called out the hen.  “Won’t you stay and congratulate the dog on the reign of universal peace?”

“I would gladly do so,” replied the fox, “but I have a feeling he may not have heard of King Lion’s decree.”

One of Aesop’s fables about a fox and a hen.  That particular fable is built upon the image of the fox as the cunning destroyer and the image of the hen as a vulnerable victim.  But in this case, the hen turned out to be even more cunning than the fox, and she saved herself from destruction.

Those are somewhat universal images.  Jesus knew of them…and he used them….both the fox and the hen appear in our Gospel for today….and in not all too different a form than their appearance in Aesop’s fable.

Jesus is told that he should leave Galilee because King Herod is out to kill him.  Jesus responds by calling Herod a fox, a cunning destroyer.  And Herod was a destroyer!  Remember?  He killed John the Baptist, presented his head on a platter.  And now Herod the fox was out to kill Jesus; perhaps he had heard those rumors about Jesus being John the Baptist raised from the dead.

Our Gospel tells us that Jesus is not going to be intimidated by that fox Herod.  He resolves to continue his ministry of healing; he will not be frightened away by the potentially destructive fox.

And then Jesus proceeds to describe himself using the image of a protective mother hen.  He speaks of the citizens of Jerusalem:  How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings.  Can’t you almost feel that?  Chicks resting warmly, securely, surrounded by their mother’s soft feathers?
I can remember as a child gathering eggs on my cousin’s farm.  I’d walk into the henhouse and go from nest to nest putting the eggs in my bucket.  Now you have to realize that I was like the fox, coming in to steal away the eggs.  And, of course, the hens were so protective of their eggs; sometimes they’d peck at my hand.  And yet also I remember how soft and warm it was, underneath the hen, my hand groping around for the eggs.

Jesus compares himself to this protective mother hen who wants to guard her chicks from the cunning foxes of this world.  And yet the chicks refuse.  How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!
And why do the chicks refuse?  Are they being tempted by the cunning wiles of the foxes of this world?  Have they been caught in the fox’s deceits and so they are mistakenly looking to the fox for security?

Here is the question that our Gospel poses:  who sets the agenda for us today?  The cunning foxes of this world….or the loving embrace of a God who is like a Mother Hen?

So many times we allow the agenda to be set by the fox.  Like the fox of wealth and materialism.  Recently a survey was taken among young people, asking them what they would most like to get out of life.  Number one response?  Make a good salary!

And yet when that fox – wealth – sets the agenda, there is no real security, but it only starts a merry-go-round of increasing destruction.  There is no security because you are always looking for more, never satisfied with what you have at the moment.

Or what about the destructive fox of force?  500 years ago, back in the days of the Reformation, there were some Lutherans who wanted to use force to move people away from the Catholic Church.  It actually happened while Martin Luther was hid away – for his own safety – at the Wartburg Castle.  

In his absence from Wittenberg, Andreas Carlstadt, a fellow reformer, had incited the believers to violence.  They rioted through the churches, destroying statues and images, tipping over gravestones in the cemeteries.  
Luther knew he had to return to Wittenberg, and so he did.  For eight days, Luther preached to a packed house in the Wittenberg Castle Church, saying, among other things:
I will preach it, teach it, write it, but I will constrain no man by force, for faith must come freely without compulsion…I have opposed the indulgences and all the papists, but never by force.  I simply taught, preached, wrote God’s Word; otherwise I did nothing…the Word did it all.

At the end of those eight days, the rioting and destruction came to an end.  You see, the foxes seek to divide and conquer by force; but Luther spoke out in favor of the gathering mother hen.

Just like Jesus says to us:  How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings.

Would I be wrong in saying that’s a risky proposition?  Oh, yes, it does sound warm underneath those wings, it does sound inviting.  But how secure would it be if a fox were to come along?  There is a vulnerability about this mother-hen Christ figure, isn’t there?

Given the number of animals available, it is curious that Jesus chooses the image of a hen.  Where’s the biblical precedent for that?  Why not the mighty eagle of the Exodus story…or Hosea’s stealthy leopard?  Or how about the proud lion of Judah, mowing down his enemies with a roar?  Compared to any of those, a mother hen just does not inspire much confidence.  No wonder some of us chicks have decided to go with the fox!

But a hen is what Jesus chooses, which…if you think about it…is pretty typical of him.  He is always turning things upside down, isn’t he?....so that children and peasants wind up on top while kings and scholars land on the bottom.  He is always wrecking our expectation of how things should turn out by giving prizes to losers and paying the last first.  That way the options become very clear:  you can live by licking your chops or you can die protecting the chicks.

If you have ever loved someone you could not protect, then you understand the depth of Jesus’ lament.  All you can do is open your arms.  You cannot make anyone walk into them.  Meanwhile, this is the most vulnerable posture in the world….wings spread, breast exposed…but if you mean what you say, then this is how you stand.

And this is the way Jesus stood, right?....this is the way Jesus died….arms outstretched, pinned to a cross?  It’s a vulnerability which Jesus himself recognizes in our Gospel, as Jesus speaks about his own death which is waiting for him in Jerusalem.  Now there’s a paradox for you:  the protector God who dies….the loving mother-hen who herself gets eaten by the fox.

Jesus won’t be king of the jungle in this or any other story.  What he will be is a mother hen, who stands between the chicks and those who mean to do them harm.  She has no fangs, no claws, no rippling muscles.  All she has is her willingness to shield her babies with her own body.  If the fox wants them, he will have to kill her first.

So it is no wonder that we chicks flee from the vulnerable mother hen and cozy up to the fox instead.  And we do it all the time.  But what would it mean if we were to stay with our mother hen?

Basically, it would mean that we would be vulnerable too.  And yet I think that that is our calling as Christians.  To be vulnerable.  And to realize that there is a security in attaching ourselves to the vulnerable Christ, the mother hen who died for her chicks.
Because, people, this is the Christ who not only died….but also rose again!  The one who shows us that in vulnerability there is victory.  And that even though the vulnerable mother hen may appear to be less safe in the face of the foxes of wealth and accumulation, or the foxes of force…in the end, Jesus Christ, the mother hen, is the only security which lasts forever.

When I think of my personal faith heroes, I think of people like Dorothy Day, who founded the Catholic Worker movement back in the 1930’s and established hospitality houses for the homeless.  I think of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German Lutheran pastor who was active in the resistance against Hitler.

Both of these people indicated by their lives a willingness to be vulnerable.  And I suppose they have become my heroes because I am so afraid to be vulnerable myself…so afraid to put my entire trust in Christ the mother hen.  You too?  The teeth of those foxes glisten brightly, don’t they, and the mother hen appears to be no match for them.

And yet as I read about Dorothy Day and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, there is a freedom that I see in their lives that I don’t see in my own….a freedom that comes as a gift from the vulnerable mother hen, Jesus Christ.

There is that beautiful Swedish hymn, Bred Dina Vida Vingar.  Whenever I hear it, this Gospel verse comes alive for me:

Thy holy wings, O Savior, Spread gently over me,

And let me rest securely Through good and ill in thee.

Oh, let me nestle near thee, Within thy downy breast

Where I will find sweet comfort And peace within thy 


nest. 

Oh, close thy wings around me And keep me safely


there.

For I am but a newborn And need thy tender care.


Carolina Sandell-Berg is the author of that Gospel hymn.  And she knew tragedy and pain in her own life.  She was with her father, a Lutheran pastor, crossing a Swedish lake.  Suddenly the ship lurches, and before her yes, her father was thrown overboard and drowned.  She poured out her broken heart in an endless stream of beautiful songs, her hymns mightily influencing the revival that swept across Sweden after 1850.
To us, Jesus says:  How often have I desired to gather you together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings!  Will you let me?
