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I’m sure that growing up nearly all of us have read at least one children’s story 
about a fox and a hen.  There are many different variations on the story, but they 
all contain the same basic elements.  The fox is always a wily and dangerous 
animal whose sole purpose in life seems to be to eat the hen.  The hen, for her 
part, is a passive creature that seems anything but crafty, almost to the point of 
appearing at times simply to be out of touch with the danger that confronts her. 

The hen’s initial appearance is misleading, however, for as anyone who has seen 
a real hen confronting an intruder in the coop or protecting her brood can tell you, 
she can be a fearsome adversary.  And so, in every story, just when it appears 
that all is lost and the fox has won, we turn the page to find that the hen has 
outwitted the fox, and it is the fox, and not the hen, that ends up in the pot with the 
vegetables. 

This is fortunate for us, because bedtime usually follows the story.  And although I 
recall all my children sitting right on the edge of the bed, worrying about what 
would become of the hen, I don’t remember any of them losing a minute’s sleep 
over the demise of the fox.  

Today’s gospel lesson from Luke is a very short tale that contrasts a fox and a 
hen.  The story begins with some Pharisees coming to Jesus to warn him that 
Herod wants to kill him.  The Herod they’re talking about is Herod Antipas, the son 
of Herod the Great, who was King at the time of Jesus’ birth. 

We don’t really know whether Herod had plans to kill Jesus.  We do know from 
earlier in Luke that when Herod had heard about Jesus, he was “perplexed,” and 
tried to see Jesus.  Perhaps it was because he feared that Jesus might constitute 
a threat to his power.  Although Jesus had never even hinted at rebellion against 
Herod, there are reasons to think that Herod might feel threatened. 

If you remember the story told in Mark, Herod had imprisoned John the Baptist for 
declaring to Herod that he had sinned by marrying his brother’s wife, Herodius.  
And Mark tells us that Herodius wanted John the Baptist killed, but Herod 
protected him because of concern for what John’s followers might do if he put 
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John to death.  Herod is a crafty politician, and is aware of the influence that 
people such as John, and Jesus, can have. 

History shows us that a threat from a Herod is not something to be lightly 
dismissed.  You remember in Matthew’s account of the visit of the wise men Herod 
the Great, fearing a threat to his power from the new-born “king of the Jews,” had 
tried to trick the Magi into returning to tell him where the baby was.  They are 
warned in a dream not to return to Herod.  Later, in the part of the story we don’t 
read at Christmas, an enraged Herod orders that all the boys two years old and 
younger in Bethlehem be killed.  If Herod Antipas learned anything from his father, 
Jesus had better watch his back. 

But Jesus shows no fear of Herod Antipas.  He says, “Go tell that fox, 'I will drive 
out demons and heal people today and tomorrow, and on the third day I will reach 
my goal.'  In any case, I must keep going today and tomorrow and the next day-- 
for surely no prophet can die outside Jerusalem!” (Luke 13:32-33) Jesus comes 
across here a little like the hen in the children’s’ story, seeming to be almost 
oblivious to the danger that he may be in.  But nothing could be farther from the 
truth.  He is not concerned with what the likes of Herod can do to him, because 
Jesus knows that they have no real authority over him.  He knows that he is part of 
a bigger play, one whose climax is approaching in Jerusalem.  He knows that he 
will not die by Herod’s hand.  

Jesus then offers a vision that is an alternative to the powers of this world.  He 
says, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem… how often I have longed to gather your children 
together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings…” (Luke 13:34)  It is a 
beautiful vision of humankind not struggling for personal power and gain, but living 
together in the warmth and safety of God’s love, with no fear of the dangers that 
may be lurking outside the reach of God’s protective arms.  

But Jerusalem has rejected Christ’s vision.  Jesus laments in the same verse that 
Jerusalem has not been willing to be gathered together.  Jesus calls Jerusalem a 
people who “…kill the prophets and stone those sent to [them]…” (Luke 13:34) 
Why would people behave this way?  We might wonder what could cause a chick 
to want to venture out of the safety of its mother’s embrace, into the place where 
the fox is waiting.  Why would a chick actually prefer the company of the fox, as 
the people of Jerusalem seem to?  Maybe a better question is whether we have 
shown ourselves to be any more willing to be gathered together by the hen than 
the people of Jerusalem were. 

You see, the juxtaposition of the fox and the hen today is really a metaphor for a 
broader reality, and the fox’s threat is very much a part of that reality.  What is 
being described is something that has existed since the Garden of Eden – the 
conflict between earthly power and heavenly power.  Maybe both Herod and his 
father have intuitively understood this, and that is the reason that to them, Jesus is 
someone who has to be eliminated.  It’s the fox versus the hen. 
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The principalities of humankind and the Kingdom of God have shared a tense 
coexistence throughout history.  Our Articles of Religion contain the following 
words: “The President, the Congress, the general assemblies, the governors, and 
the councils of state, as the representatives of the people, are the rulers of the 
United States of America, according to the division of power made to them by the 
Constitution of the United States…”  Yet they also say in a different place, “We 
believe the Christian Church is the community of all true believers under the 
Lordship of Christ.” How do we recognize the rulers of the United States of 
America, and the Lordship of Christ? 

Jesus himself spoke of the tension between secular and religious authority.  And 
he also acknowledges the place for appropriate allegiance to secular 
governments.  Asked if it is acceptable to give tribute to Caesar, he said to the 
people, "Give to Caesar what is Caesar's, and to God what is God's." (Matthew 
22:21) This is good as far as it goes, but it’s not much help in determining exactly 
what is Caesar’s. 

Almost since this country was founded, there has been a vigorous ongoing debate 
over the role of religion in politics.  In this country, the separation of church and 
state is a sound and revered Constitutional principle. Governments may not 
mandate participation in a particular religion.  But there are those who argue that 
“separation of church and state” means that faith has no place whatsoever in 
government. It’s as if we are expected to take that part of who we are, set it aside, 
and pretend it doesn’t exist when we enter the public sphere.  Worse still is the 
suggestion that certain views should be excluded in the political arena because 
they are based on deeply-held religious beliefs. 

People may be resistant to the intrusion of religion into politics because Christ’s 
message is not an easy one for people in power to hear.  It never was for the 
people of Jerusalem, who made a habit of killing the prophets God sent them.  
God’s message makes the Herods of today uneasy, too.  People with unpopular 
messages are still killed, sometimes – like Martin Luther King, Jr.  More often, we 
just find shout them down, or ignore them.   

Perhaps, too, people don’t trust the motives of religious people because of the 
times in history that the Church has failed to be a faithful interpreter of God’s will 
for society; when it instead has been a tool of society’s worst tendencies.  Lending 
Scriptural authority to the institution of black slavery in this country is the most 
egregious example of that.  Most of you know about the recent actions of the 
Special Conference that further condemned and marginalized LGBTQAI+ persons 
in our church.  It is no small wonder that those outside the church doubt the 
authenticity of our witness to the love of God for all people.  But the Church should 
not retreat from the political arena because of failures like this, but rather, we 
should acknowledge them, and understand them, and learn from them.  The 
message of the gospel is not invalidated because we often struggle to make our 
words and deeds consistent. 
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I’m old enough to remember the election of John F. Kennedy to the presidency in 
1960.  And I recall the concerns that people expressed about Kennedy’s being 
Roman Catholic.  They asked whether his first allegiance would be to the Church 
or to the country.  But underlying that question is a much more important one.  
What does it say about our priorities as a society if the country’s interests and 
interests of Christ’s church are really so different that it’s not possible for a leader 
to be loyal to both? 

We all exist in the world.  We can’t help that.  And whether we have ever thought 
about it in these terms or not, the fox appears to us all the time, in all sorts of 
guises.  It demands of us in ways both obvious and not-so-obvious that we place 
the reality of the world above the reality of God.  Ultimately, the juxtaposition of the 
fox and the hen in today’s gospel calls each of us to consider the question of 
where our allegiance really lies.  It challenges us to find real ways to infuse the 
institutions we humans have created with the message of love, acceptance and 
liberation that Christ proclaimed.   And it invites us to reflect on what our lives, our 
country, and the world would look like if we really rendered unto Caesar only what 
is Caesar’s, and rendered unto God what is God’s.  

The story of the conflict between the fox and the hen that we read today is not like 
the ones we read to our children, where the hen always finds a way to come out 
on top.  Following today’s reading, the hen continued on the journey to Jerusalem 
– to arrest, and suffering, and finally, to death on a cross.  Sadly, in this story, the 
fox won. 

Or did it? 


