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For Reflection:  "Anybody depending on somebody else's gods is depending on a fox not to eat chickens."                                                               
Zora Neale Hurston 
 
Epistle Reading:  Philippians 3:17-4:1  
Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you have 
in us. For many live as enemies of the cross of Christ; I have often told you of them, and now I tell you 
even with tears. Their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; their 
minds are set on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are 
expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. He will transform the body of our humiliation that it may be 
conformed to the body of his glory, by the power that also enables him to make all things subject to 
himself.  Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in 
the Lord in this way, my beloved. 

 
Gospel Reading:  Luke 13:31-35   
At that very hour some Pharisees came and said to him, “Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill 
you.” He said to them, “Go and tell that fox for me, ‘Listen, I am casting out demons and performing 
cures today and tomorrow, and on the third day I finish my work. Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day 
I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.’ Jerusalem, 
Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I desired 
to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing! 
See, your house is left to you. And I tell you, you will not see me until the time comes when you say, 
‘Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.’” 
 
Sermon:  A Fox in the Henhouse  
 Today, we have yet another conversation among Jesus and the complex community of religious 
leaders, politicians, disciples and followers of the various groups who would support Jesus, warn him, 
protect him or not, arrest him, seek to stop him or want to see him go all the way to political leadership 
of Israel.  Some are present and some are merely referred to.   While we might miss some of the 
references, early readers would have identified them immediately.   In these few sentences, relationship 
and goals of amazing complexity are revealed if not explained—note the whole conversation is 
bracketed in a rural image—that  of a flock of chickens threatened by a fox.              
 It happens to be an image that for once we, far removed from rural life,  grasp, even if our 
understanding is mostly a result of cartoon imagery –that of the dangers of a fox in the hen house.   Of 
course, in that era, there wouldn't have been a hen house—rather the flock would have been free-
range, even more unprotected than we originally picture.    
 Herod is the fox, of course, characterized as sly and deadly, not the most admired of predators 
in the ancient world.  But what about the chickens who ignore the mother hen's call to come to safety?    
Most often, I suspect, we assume he is directing his comments to the Pharisees and others who oppose 
or at least don't fully support him.   
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Yet, by the time he makes his comments of lament and warning he has already turned his face 
away from the Pharisees and toward Jerusalem.  Let's listen again:  "Yet today, tomorrow, and the next 
day I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.’ 
Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have 
I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not 
willing! See, your house is left to you. And I tell you, you will not see me until the time comes when you 
say, ‘Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.’” 

He is now speaking to Jerusalem; he is speaking to the faithful – the ones who turn away from 
and kill their own prophets rather than be unsettled by them.  While, most often, I suspect, we assume 
when Jesus' extends challenges or laments, he is speaking to anyone but us.  Yet, this text reminds us, 
that our living Lord is still speaking to us—the faithful in this day and time.    

In this moment, Jesus is not talking about the treatment of the poor or marginalized; he is not 
talking about outdated or overzealous religious practice.  In this moment, his focus is somewhere else.   

In other accounts of this episode, we are told Jesus wept over the city.   His words are a grief-
filled plea—lament, not challenge, or command or threat.   The text invites us to consider why Jesus' 
might be weeping over us today—and how and to where he is calling us to return to him for safety.  The 
text invites us to consider where we are unwilling to go even when welcomed with outstretched 
protective arms.   
 To tell the truth, this week, as I wrestled with the text, I found the imagery and words to be 
haunting.   So, this morning I invite you to consider the discomforts that might be triggering Jesus' grief 
over us. 
 It is a scary and challenging time to be the Church in the world today, as it was in Jesus' day.  (I 
am talking about the entire Church in the world as well as our part of the body in this place.)  In the 
intervening millennia, between Jesus' time and our own, we also have the gift and challenge of knowing 
there was a time when the church was on the ascendant, when it was one of the greatest powers in the 
world, if not the greatest—a time, when in fact, the church didn't seem to need the Lord.  It had power 
and people and wealth and respect.   We often got out of the habit of turning to the Lord, instead 
relying on ourselves and the vast gifts bestowed on us.   

But today, the Church is not in the ascendant; it continues declines in wealth and power and 
respect and numbers.  We are afraid, because it seems our house is left to us –and we are afraid that is 
all we will have.  The fox in this hen house is our fear.  We experience myriad emotions about the 
passing of those halcyon days into these days—resignation, anger, regret, grief, nostalgia, fear.  We turn 
to a variety of responses – we turn inward; we shelter in place; we abandon it before it can abandon us; 
we practice paper-shuffling, reorganizing, finger-pointing, blaming, hoarding, being spendthrifts …   
 In fact, we seem to turn everywhere but to our weeping Lord—who stands ready to gather us 
together in a protective embrace—to ease our fears so that we might function with renewed hope and 
vigor.       
 Our first response might be to say that we do turn to the Lord.  We come here.  We worship and 
pray, sing and serve; we share treasure and meals, gather for fellowship and we care for one another all 
in the name of the Lord—good things all.  It is what we have always done and we keep trying to do it 
harder and with more fervor and energy and effort.   And truth be told, even when we are anxious, 
engaging in the rituals of our faith soothes us and gives us comfort.  
 But Jesus asks us to come to him, not in the ways we are familiar and willing to do, but in ways 
we are unwilling to do.  We humans are most often unwilling to do things that are unfamiliar or untried 
or are a change.  It is truly a human reaction, one we especially settle in on when we are anxious, as we 
are in these days.   
 Today's text reminds us what we, especially as Protestants have always believed and practiced – 
we might encounter God in our house, but God in Christ is not bound to this place and lives in the world.  
We understand that God calls us into the world, not out of it.  And it is out in that world that Jesus is 
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waiting for us, arms open, ready to embrace and protects us from the paralysis of our own fear—to lead 
us into the world, helping us to encounter it, its needs and its people and their needs, in fresh and vital 
ways.   

Today's text is one of hope and possibility—it is not a eulogy for the Church in the world.  In this 
season we think of as a journey Jesus invites us to begin a new leg of that journey –not a last green mile, 
but a trip of discovery and wonder, a visit to the strange lands of the present and the future, meeting 
people like us and different from us, experiencing the richness of culture and all the exciting possibilities 
of leaving home.  Jesus does not confront us with a choice between this house and the world, but rather 
offers us many choices about where we will go and who we will meet and invite, whom we will continue 
to meet in the world, the rhythms by which we will come and go and how we will live in and from this 
place in a new day.   He invites us to allow fear to become nervous excitement in anticipation of 
possibility.  May it be an invitation we dare to accept.    
  
Prayers for Others and Ourselves                        
Compassionate God:  We come before you a humble people, aware of how much we need you and how 
much we need – for the sake of the world as well as for our own sakes. 
 
On this weekend, we celebrate part of our nation's immigration heritage – the great wave of Irish who 
emigrated to avoid famine and disease, who faced enormous prejudice on arrival.  While the 
celebrations include many traditions not actually Irish and are celebrated by many not Irish, the 
weekend should remind us of the gifts of a more diverse community, here and in the world.   
 
As our own nation struggles with the integration of an ever more diverse community of people of 
different ethnicities, religions and cultures, so does the world.  Especially this week, we grieve with New 
Zealand, the Muslim community around the world and the family and friends of the 50 who died and 
many more who were wounded.   
 
We pray with the silent meditations of our heart for a weeping world over which our Lord no doubt 
weeps even now. . . 
                 
The Lord’s Prayer 

 
                 
 

 

 


