The fox and the chicken
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In our more environmentally focused times we are often reminded not just to look at Nature, God’s good creation, but also to look at it with different eyes. To discover how it works, what its needs are, how can we protect it; what can we learn from it. Well, Jesus didn’t need reminding of this. His rural background assured that living with Nature came ‘naturally’ to him, if you forgive the pun! It shows up in his way of looking at life. It inspires his thinking about God’s world and about the God behind it. It permeates his stories and supplies him with endless pictures as he teaches people about the Kingdom of God. He gains deep wisdom by the surprising connections he discovers in Nature. Nature speaks to Jesus and Jesus speaks of Nature as the source of God’s truth. 


Just think of the ‘lilies of the field’, the barren fig tree, the mustard seed that grows into a great tree, the care-free ravens fed by God, the desert inhabited by wild animals, the mountaintops providing the ‘thin places’ between heaven and earth by being places of visions and prayer, the stormy sea calmed by Jesus and the fish, giving livelihood to the fishermen and becoming the enduring symbol of our faith in Christ and of the mission to the world. And the pigs, the dogs, the sheep and the goats – the list goes on and on.


Well, in our short Gospel passage for today Jesus again takes characters from Nature using them as metaphors for his intended message. This time it is  the fox, the chicken and the Mother hen. Now, I don’t have anything against foxes and for those with special sensitivities on the subject, I want to assure you that no live fox has been destroyed or defamed during the writing of this sermon! But we all know that traditionally, foxes have been perceived as cunning, wiley creatures with a special taste for small birds, which they pursue ruthlessly if they are hungry enough. Jesus calls Herod a ‘fox’ and indicates that with all his power and machinations Herod is not going to deter him from his chosen path to reach his goal in Jerusalem. 

On the other hand, there are the chickens, small and fluffy, really loveable, but still rather immature, who have the option of roaming freely as the fancy takes them, or to take refuge from their predators under the wings of their mother. Jesus applies the metaphor for the people of Jerusalem, whom he loves dearly, but who do not accept him as their saviour. There is clearly a tension between these two creatures Jesus mentions here and whether it was his intention or not we can certainly discover the contrast between them. One represents a seemingly powerful situation, the other a seemingly free, open situation, though one which has no real chance against the powerful unless it comes into the protective orbit of a higher power. As we think of this we cannot escape the mental association that is conjured up by the picture and all that is happening now in Europe right on our doorstep. 

But there is another, even closer association we can think of and the time of Lent directs our attention to it. After all, this is the time for self-examination, for facing our demons and temptations and those things that may come between us and God as we walk through Lent with Jesus towards Good Friday and Easter. This is the time, when, like his journey was for Jesus, we have things to do and when God undertakes to work ‘on us’, until, like Jesus, we may reach our goal, or as the original Greek expression indicates, we get ‘completed’ or ‘perfected’.

Today’s gospel reading may help us to recognise that we may, in fact, carry both a fox and a chicken within our own hearts. We are quite capable of misusing our little power – mental or spiritual, if not physical – over those who are weaker, yet when our rejoicing and praising God in perceived freedom is disrupted by a crisis, we are just as capable of feeling ourselves totally helpless and even cry out against the perceived absence of God. 

The author of our first reading, Psalm 27 is also familiar with this up-and-down life with God. It begins with exuberant praise of the Lord, who is the light and salvation, the stronghold of the psalmist. There seems to be no more desirable place for him than the Temple of God, where he can gaze at the face and beauty of his Creator. Clearly, a very devoted temple worshipper! Then something happens about half way through the psalm and the tone of the song changes. The psalmist finds he has to shout louder and louder, because he doesn’t seem to be heard. ‘I have come to church, Lord, why don’t you listen to me! Are you rejecting me? Are you angry with me? Can’t you see how all the troubles are overwhelming me? Where are you? I can’t see your face.’ These are the kind of questions that tumble out of the mouth that only had praising words before. These are the times when even the memory of God’s past faithfulness seems far away. But the heart eventually finds its other voice, which has gone quiet for awhile and insists ‘come, seek the presence of the Lord’.

And as the psalmist does so, the praises rise up again though now with some subtle differences. Instead of the almost arrogantly confident faith he sung with before, he now realises that he has still a lot to learn about God’s ways and that he needs God’s constant guidance to find the right path. He is also learning that God’s timing may be different from his and that sometimes he needs to wait upon the Lord, who will supply all the courage and strength he’ll need to wait in hope. 

And finally, back with the Gospel reading, we come to the third creature from Nature which Jesus uses in his lament over Jerusalem, the Mother hen. The metaphor has always been understood as the representation of God’s tender, protective love and care for the people of God, here specifically for Israel, the people of Jerusalem, and as Jesus’ heart-ache over Jerusalem’s rejection of his redeeming love. But in recent decades some attention has fallen on Jesus’ particular choice of the feminine figure of a hen, which is anxious to gather her brood against the lurking dangers outside. The sentiments the picture carries have been expressed in Scripture before. Just a few minutes ago we have heard very similar words as we listened to Psalm 27. The psalmist comes to the Temple to seek God,

      “For he will hide me in his shelter in the days of misfortune;

      He will conceal me under the cover of his tent.”

Like this Psalmist, many different Biblical authors have found many different pictures to describe God and God’s care for human beings. There are plenty of images to choose from both male and female. Jesus was probably influenced by Psalm 27. Yet, even in his deep disappointment and sadness, he is not going down the route of the Judging God, the Warrior God, or the Law-giving God, not even the High Priest God. Rather he follows the spirit of Deuteronomy and the prophets Hosea and Isaiah, who speak of God as a mother eagle, a mother bear, a mother in labour and a nursing mother respectively. 

Now, this is not to claim that Jesus would have been a feminist in a patriarchal society, where, of course, these notions were unheard of anyway. But in the week of International Women’s Day, perhaps we may be allowed to notice Jesus’ freedom to imagine God in both male and female terms. Walking with him may encourage us to loosen up our attachment to any particular gender based picture of God and take seriously the Biblical idea of us (both female and male) being created in the image of God. If we truly believe that, than it follows that we also have to believe that both of our human genders have something absolutely crucial to contribute to the understanding of who God is. 

Stepping beyond the gender question and looking at Jesus’ particular picture of the mother hen invites the thought that Jesus wanted to create a community of warmth and belonging, where everyone is accounted for, where everyone feels safe and cared for and can rejoice in the love and protection of the mother hen. We pray that our church family here at AFC may be such a community and we give thanks for every time we are able to live up to Jesus’ dream. And stretching the metaphor a bit further, we pray that as growing-up chicks, we may come to see how to share it with all who are denied the warmth and protection of a loving, caring community around them. We are called to do this in the power of Christ’s spirit in freedom, without fear or anxiety, because there is plenty of room under those generous wings!

Erna Stevenson, Amersham Free Church
