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A Homily preached by 2nd Sunday in Lent
The Rev’d Jo Popham        “Like a Mother Hen”

February 28, 2010
Luke 13:31-35

Did the Pharisees actually come to Jesus to warn him? Were these the same Pharisees

who had rejected God’s purpose [Luke 7:30]? And were these the same Pharisees “who

were lying in wait for Jesus to catch him in something he might say” [Luke 11:24]? We

have heard much about the Pharisees and their hypocrisy that might lead us to believe

that they indeed were in league with Herod. But Jesus calls Herod a fox – an animal who

does hide and wait for his prey. Jesus laid out his itinerary for them, a schedule that will

lead to his death in Jerusalem. The Pharisees were free to report back to Herod if that was

their plan. Then Jesus said “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.” Jesus so wanted to protect them, as a mother

hen protects her chicks.

When I was young, we raised chickens. I say, we, but really it was my Daddy that

raised the chickens, and quail, and ducks, too. The roosters always attacked my mother

whenever she got near them. But the chickens and ducks and quail liked me, maybe

because I sometimes fed them. I knew we were raising them to eat, but they were still my

pets. While we did have brooder cages with warming lamps, we had some mother hens

from time to time that would sit on the eggs to hatch them. And we had one mother hen

who was not a good mother. She would not sit on the eggs. But Miss Musky would. She

was a big duck who was a good brooder hen. She was a muscovy duck. You may have

seen these ducks. While they are tropical and are native to Mexico and Central and South

America, there are wild muscovy ducks throughout North America because they can

adapt to icy and snowy conditions down to – 10 C. If you had seen them you would

remember. They have very distinctive facial characteristics unlike any other duck, which

is a nice way of saying that they are exceedingly ugly, and they really smelled bad. They



2 of 3

are very aggressive in defending their young. Miss Musky became the mother hen for all

our chick eggs and even the abandoned mallard eggs I found down by the river. She

made quite a picture guarding the menagerie of chickens and ducks that she had hatched.

She had a wide wingspan, and she would flap about wildly when she thought there was

danger. Then she would gather her chicks and ducklings under her wings. I don’t think

we ever had a fox go after any of the chicks or ducklings, but I once saw Miss Musky kill

a snake who tried to get to the eggs she was brooding over.

As God’ emissary, Jesus was like Miss Musky, wanting not only to redeem God’s

people but to mother, to protect and nurture them and us. Jesus instinctively wanted to

care for Jerusalem as a mother hen who draws her young under her wing when danger

threatens. Images of God being a bird mothering her young abound in the Bible. God’s

people were sustained and shielded “As an eagle stirs up its nest, and hovers over its

young; as it spreads its wings” as the Old Testament reads in Deuteronomy (Deut. 32:11).

As Ruth’s benefactor Boaz told her when speaking of Ruth’s faithfulness to her mother-

in-law Naomi: “May the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come for

refuge reward you for your deeds!” (Ruth 2:12) God is like a mother bird who offers

refuge to her young. The Prophet Isaiah likened God’s protection of Jerusalem to of

“birds hovering overhead to protect and deliver… to spare and rescue” (Isa. 31:5). In the

evening service of Compline we say “Keep me O, Lord, as the apple of the eye; hide me

in the shadow of your wings” (Psalm 17:8). That same promise is found in Psalm 36 (v.

7) where God’s people “may take refuge in the shadow of your wings” And in Psalm 91

we are assured that we may find refuge under God’s wings for God’s “faithfulness is a

shield and buckler” (v. 4).

If Christ Jesus was the mothering hen who offered God’s people not only redemption

but the loving care and protection of a mother hen, then Herod was the devouring fox of

the 1st century.  Were the Pharisees then indeed the fox in the henhouse, doing Herod’s

bidding? The danger to the community of believers indeed was real, and Jesus was sent to
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gather them together as a mother gathers her young to herself. Could there be a more

tender image to describe God’s love?

What threatens to take over the community of God these days? Metaphorically

speaking, who might the fox of our day be? Does God still extend to us shelter and

protection and care as loving as a mother hen would offer? Yes, my friends, yes!

The Holy Spirit brooded over the waters of creation. And we are the crowning glory

of God’s creation. God’s love is steadfast. God’s love is forever. Through Jesus’s love on

the cross, we still have that offer of love. We are just as loved as the people of Jerusalem.

But, do we turn away that love as God’s people did in Jesus’s time? Jesus so wanted to

teach the people of his time the love of God. He wanted to enfold them in his loving

protective wings. Jerusalem was not willing. Are we? Without a mother hen in Jerusalem

the chicks were scattered when the fox got into the henhouse. And Jesus could not shelter

them from the rout. Even his disciples ran and hid, while the women and his mother

waited at the foot of the cross. How she must have wanted to enfold him in the safety of

her wings.

What mother would not want to protect her brood from a hungry fox? Have you ever

loved someone you could not protect? I dare say every mother has been in this position,

and fathers too. All we can do is open our arms. We cannot force our children into the

protection of our wings.

In the end, Jesus did care for God’s people as a mother hen. He redeemed us all. He

taught us the most radical love of all – God’s love. Jesus stood totally exposed, totally

vulnerable, willing to sacrifice himself – with his wings open wide for Jerusalem, for his

disciples, for us, for all his chicks who had been scattered and still are scattered.


