Gen 15, Luke 13.31-end: Lent 2

In this reading Jesus is in Galilee, preaching and healing. He is teaching that a massive crisis is coming, that people are going to have to choose which side they’re on, that the place of confrontation and trial will be Jerusalem. Those coming to warn him about Herod, the fox, are telling him things he already knows. He’s taking risks he’s already calculated. None of this is a surprise. 

This is the first part of the reading- I am not going to be knocked off my game by the powerful forces who control people through fear. They do not scare me. I will not be hurried or diverted or cowed. I am preaching and showing the love of God today and tomorrow and on the third day I will finish my work- and to our ears the third day is always linked to ‘On the third day he rose again’. I am going to Jerusalem because that is where prophets have always been killed. I am going to Jerusalem to die. 

And then Christ laments over Jerusalem. Clearly Jesus doesn’t only care for Jerusalem, but Jerusalem was where God established the kingdom of Israel, the place of trust and encounter between God and his chosen people. It represents all of us. In weeping over Jerusalem, God in Jesus is weeping over his people, over creation, over everything we do to wound and weaken others. Time and time again God has sent his prophets to call them, to call us, back to the Light: and every time we have rejected them and carried on as we were, walking our own way, doing our own thing. 

And now comes the strongest image in the reading, that of a hen gathering her chicks together. It is a beautiful picture of love and compassion. Earlier Jesus calls Herod the fox. The fox is not just cunning- it is also vindictive and destructive. If it gets into the hen house it doesn’t just kill what it needs for food but massacres every living thing in reach. It seems to crave blood and death and violence. So here are the stakes in Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem- will the foxes of this world win, or will the hens, who love and protect?
Stories were often told that when there was a fire a hen would gather her chicks together and protect them under her wings. After the fire had burned out, in the midst of smoking beams and fallen tiles, a blackened and dead hen would be found with her chicks still living under her wings. 

Which is what Jesus is preparing for. The world is ablaze. The foxes are in the henhouse. And Jesus comes to open wide his arms and gather the people beneath them, to guard them from the fire and to save them from the fox. 
The crisis is coming. Jesus tells us and shows us. And we need to decide which side we’re on, who we are with, who we want to emerge victorious from the coming battle. Will we wash our hands in baptismal water or the blood of the innocents? Will we welcome those who come in the name of the Lord or will we run with the foxes, gleefully massacring the hens? 

It’s not enough for Jesus to say love- he has to do love as well. And it’s vital to get this- the hen not only says that she loves her chicks but proves it through action. And it’s not enough for us to say disciple, to say redeemed child of God, to say Christ’s- those, too, are things to be lived, demonstrated, done. Because choosing our side, deciding where to stand, is something we do with our hearts, yes, but with our hands and feet and voices as well. Love is not just felt but it is shown as well. Love is not only an inner emotion- it is also a verb, a doing word, an action, a response. 
We know ourselves loved by God and precious to God- and that calls a response out of us, in the way we think and the way we act and the way we live and the people we are growing into in the image of Christ. 
Which is to say that Christ our self-denying Hen gathers us under his wings, each and every one of us, and shows us his love by protecting us through the sparks and the fire. And it is to say that Christ does the same for the Church, and longs to do it for all of creation, that all will not only hear rumours of a loving God but know that love in their hearts. 

But the image of a selfless act of welcome and protection and salvation is not only about what Christ does for us. God’s love is not only something we receive but something we simply must share. After the fire has passed the chicks must emerge from their costly shelter and head out into the world with a new song in their hearts, a song of love and commitment which is the story of what it is to be worth dying for, of what it is to be precious, of what it is to belong. 

After the fire the chicks must emerge and live differently. Each of them must live the same sacrifice, the same love, the same commitment, the same selflessness, the same kindness that has given them new life. They, we, are reborn. The things which limited and defined them, us, are over and done. They have gone through the flames- and we have gone through the deep waters of death in baptism. We are no longer our own- but Christ’s. And when we see the one who dared all of this for us and emerged triumphant over flames and water and grave and death then only responding in love to the love we have been gifted will matter to us. 
Love needs air. It fades and fritters in a drawer. It shrinks and curdles in a pocket. It needs to breathe and stretch and run and dance and sing and grow. It needs to live. 

But do we show that love in our lives? Do we plant our feet deep in the carpet at work and say that we cannot be part of that decision? Do we drag ourselves out of the door to visit a neighbour we find hard work because we know no one else will talk to them today? Do we keep ourselves awake to pray at night even through our weariness? 
Do we write to the Government when it is much harder for Ukrainian refugees to get to England than anywhere else? 
Does the love that gives us life live in our decisions, in the use we make of our time? Mustn’t what we believe and sing and confess and receive in our hands in bread and wine have a cash value out there, in the world, in our lives? 

What was the last decision you truly prayed about? What was the last act of kindness (and what an underrated and vanishing virtue that is- to just be kind) you did because you knew Jesus wanted it of you? When did you last forgive? 

And do we, the CofE. St Paul’s? Because everything I’ve said of us individually is also true for us as part of God’s Church. Are we active enough in welcoming people of all kinds and backgrounds under our wings? Are people loved and supported and helped under that shelter, in that safety, not simply allowed but treasured? Do we do enough out there, in the world, where we belong? 
May you know the immense longing of God to gather you under his wings- may you know in your heart, in every breath and every moment, what it is to be redeemed and precious- and may that certain delight inspire you to let his love live in you to touch and transform the world. 

Amen. 

