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A ship is safe in the harbor, but that is not what ships are built for.




Charlie Shedd

In our lessons, we see two portraits of incredible faithfulness and courage.  

First, we see Jesus responding to the Pharisees, as they warn him about Herod’s plans to murder him.  Instead of retreating or protecting his life, Jesus admonishes them to tell Herod “that fox” that there is nothing that can keep him from fulfilling his mission.   

Jesus was willing to walk into the eye of the storm;  willing to journey head-long to Jerusalem, into his conflict with power;  ready to risk it all in order to accomplish the ministry for which God had chosen him.

In our epistle lesson, we see Paul writing from prison, probably from Rome, uncertain of what is next for him, having no idea whether he will live or die. Paul writes a letter to the church at Phillipi inviting other Christians to join with him in the privilege of suffering for the cross of Christ.  

Writing from his prison cell, knowing his days on earth are numbered, he uses the word joy 14 times in 4 chapters.  The joy of God’s presence anchors him in his cell, as he writes his witness.






I.

At a defining moment in their lives, scripture portrays Jesus and Paul as living without fear.  

In situations that would evoke worry, ulcers or even panic attacks, Jesus and Paul are neither overwhelmed by fear, or caught in the grip of anxiety.  

Instead, they are clear-sighted and hopeful, ready and willing to offer themselves to God in trust.

What gives them this certainty and this clarity?  What gives them the calm assurance of serenity in moments like this?

Perhaps the answer lies in Jesus’ revelation about the nature of God:  that God wants to gather us up like a mother hen.

For centuries, this womanist image of God as mother has given us comfort and courage. Jesus tells us that God’s love is like a mother hen who loves her chicks in the fierce, intimate way that only a mother can do;  reaching out to them to gather them to her breast, protecting, shelter, nurturing, warming, knowing.

We’ve always known that the love of a mother for her daughter and son is profound, the height of love that gives us birth, throughout the whole of life and death, there is a bond there, a closeness that yields an almost inexhaustible supply of caring.

With a mother’s love, tiredness doesn’t apply, lack of sleep is never an excuse, illness doesn’t hold her back, lack of money or resources can’t keep a mother from caring from her child.   Even difficult people--  nothing can get in the way from her reaching out and gathering in. . . 

O Jerusalem, O Jerusalem, would that I could gather you in my arms as a mother nestles her chicks . . .






II.

Jesus is saying that because Jerusalem rejects this kind of divine mother-hen love that comes from God and leads to God, it has learned over the centuries to kill the prophets and reject those whom God sends..

Are we not like Jerusalem? 

What if there was a fierce invisible love that wants to love us through a better resolution to improve the situation with the war in Iraq?  

What if there is a fierce invisible love that wants to love us through a better understanding of energy security, peak oil and global warming, our over consumption and wasteful pollution?

What if there is a fierce invisible love that wants to love our world into slowing down or even stopping the HIV/AIDS pandemic which still is growing in Africa and increasing dramatically and threatening to infecting people exponentially in Russia, China and India?

What if there is a fierce invisible love trying to lead our Roman Catholic Church into a new day, when over 5 archdiocese have filed for bankruptcy and another 25 are in the process?






III.

These are the times that try our souls.  This is a defining moment for us, as a human race, as a planet; not determined by which political party is in charge, or who gets into which office in the next eighteen months-- but whether we can pause, and acknowledge the unprecedented enormity of this present moment.

We are at a crossroads, we are at a crossroads.  And that which defines our present moment more than anything else, is fear:

Fear can make us do strange things.  Fear can make us rigid in our thinking.

Fear can usurp every ounce of reason and close us to creative options. Fear can make us entrench and retrench and buttress ourselves in the problematic thinking that got us into this current mess in the first place.

Jesus called Herod a fox, because Herod was sly and crafty and he knew how to take advantage of the fears of the Sadducees and Pharisees and scribes and priests, and make fear work for him to keep him in power and rule.

I would submit to you that if you look closely at the passion narratives it was Herod who got Jesus killed; not Caiaphas, not the Sanhedrin, not the masses of Jews, but Herod who got off free  . . . . 

Jesus is saying that in the love of God which is like a mother hen, that mother hen will always defeat the fox.  The love of the mother hen will always be victorious over the fox.  Always.

Perhaps if we could pause in this current moment, and acknowledge all those fears we are living by internally in here, and externally, out there, perhaps we would sense God-love reaching out to us, seeking to embrace us at our deepest fears?  Perhaps we would sense a love seeking to gather us in at the point of our greatest estrangement?  Perhaps we would experience a God-love that desires to warm and nurture us and love us at the very point where we are most unlovable?




Perhaps we would sense a surge of pinions gathering us in, feathered strong wings of grace nestling our fragility, stretching to free us from fear, then we could avert the disaster of Jerusalem and for once, not reject God’s messengers or stone the prophets.  Perhaps we could avert the destruction of our planet:  If only we could open ourselves up to that love that wants to love us through every crisis into a new day.  

Then we would find courage and clarity in this present moment.  Then we would find new vision and the strength to love.






IV.

Paul gives us a marvelous image of how we can be about doing that kind of work and being God’s messengers in our daily lives.  Writing from prison, he utters those marvelous words that:  we are citizens of heaven.  Every citizen would have heard this word with great joy, because they were citizens of Rome because they were a conquered people.  As citizens of the Roman empire, they would first and foremost have had an obligation to the Roman government: to obey its rules, to offer it tribute and taxes, to support its military, to honor its emperor.  

But Paul said our citizenship is in heaven, which means we have a higher allegiance. We belong to a larger, higher community.  We seek to live by a different set of values and visions.  We worship a higher power.  Our lives are conscripted out of freedom to bear witness to God’s alternative reign of love that cast out all fear. 

That means if we are the citizens of heaven, then perhaps we become the prophets God sends to Jerusalem, we are the messengers God sends to our age.

Jerusalem doesn’t have to reject God’s messengers;  Jerusalem doesn’t have to stone the prophets.

Jerusalem only has to recognize the power of fear, and experience the greater power of a mother-hen God reaching out to gather in, overcoming every fear, and granting us faith in this current moment.

I believe that one day, the love of the mother hen will overcome the wily fox, and rule our world.

Until that day, let’s keep speaking out, let’s keep witnessing to the truth of love and justice, let’s keep articulating our hope, let’s keep telling the world there is a better way.

And Jesus said:  “Go and tell that fox Herod, listen, I am casting out demons and performing cures, today and tomorrow, and one the third day, I finish my work.  Yet today, tomorrow and the next day, I must be on my way.  Until that day when all people say:  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.”  Amen.

