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“The Hen in the Fox’s House” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 
Psalm 27 and Luke 13:31-35 

M A R C H  1 7 ,  2 0 1 9  

Rosie’s Walk is a children's book with 
wonderful illustrations and very few words.  
In the book, Rosie the hen takes a walk 
around the farmyard, unaware that a fox is 
after her.  The illustrations are marvelous, 
showing the fox sneaking around, hiding 
under ramps, preparing to pounce. 

 
And the children who read this book 

are gleeful as time after time the fox fails in 
his attempt at an ambush.  Stepping on a 
rake and getting whacked in the face, 
leaping only to land in a pond, following up 
the path only to fall into a haystack.  It is one 
mishap after another for the frustrated and 
hungry fox.  Intentional or not, it is a 
meditation of sorts on the 2nd verse of 
Psalm 27.  “When evildoers assail me to 
devour my flesh— my adversaries and 
foes— they shall stumble and fall” (Psalm 
27:2). 

 
And as we read and look at the 

pictures there is so much laughter – and in 
the end the good gal prevails.  Sort of.  She 
is more vulnerable than she ever realizes 

and we hope not quite as clueless as she 
appears in this story. 

 
The world is a dangerous place.  Of 

predators and prey.  Of enemies and 
adversaries, to use the language of the 27th 
Psalm.  The whole circle of life.  “Nature red 
in tooth and claw.”  If we want to keep Rosie 
safe, don't let the fox into the hen house.   

 
I found myself mulling over this story 

of a fox while waiting in line at a skyway 
Chinese restaurant in the St. Paul skyways.  I 
was looking for vegetable and tofu options, 
but on the steam tray buffet, all I kept seeing 
was chicken.  Mandarin chicken. Sweet and 
sour chicken, chicken lo mein, chicken 
dumplings.  And on today’s lunch menu, 
chicken divan.  Poor Rosie. 

 
But this children's story gets us into 

the right perspective, the right frame of 
mind, to hear our gospel reading for this 
morning. 

 
Jesus was traveling and teaching as 

he made his way toward Jerusalem.  
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Suddenly people rushed up to him with a 
warning.  “Get away from here, for Herod 
wants to kill you.”  Now this is no empty 
threat.   

 
For the Gospel of Luke has already 

told us how Herod killed John the Baptist.  
Yes, that same John - who appeared in 
chapter one of this gospel with two expectant 
mothers offering support and kindness to 
one another, and it seemed as if their bodies 
surged together in recognition.  That same 
John who was preaching to the crowds that 
came out to be baptized by him, and who 
told those crowds that while John was 
baptizing with water, “one who is more 
powerful than I is coming” (Luke 3:16). 

 
The narrator then broke into that 

story to tell us about how John had dared to 
speak out against, to rebuke even, this 
Herod Antipas, because of his marriage to 
his brother's wife, and because of all the evil 
things Herod was doing.  So, Herod had 
John shut up in prison.  (Luke 3:19-20). 

 
In chapter nine Herod hears about 

the active ministry Jesus is doing and is 
perplexed.    There were rumors that John 
the Baptist had been raised from the dead.  
And now there is this other prophet causing 
problems.  Luke doesn’t offer the gruesome 
details, just a quote from Herod, who said 
briefly, but ominously, “John I beheaded; 
but who is this about whom I hear such 
things?” (Luke 9:9). 

 
And now fast forward to our passage 

in chapter thirteen.  People rushing up to 
Jesus, warning him that Herod wants him 
dead.  But Jesus would not cower.   

 

He said to them, “Go and tell that 
fox for me, ‘Listen, I am casting out demons 
and performing cures today and tomorrow, 
and on the third day I finish my work. Yet 
today, tomorrow, and the next day I must be 
on my way, because it is impossible for a 
prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem’ 
(Luke 13:32-33). 

 
And then the one who would spread 

his wings and gather the brood in safely 
would be heading straight into the fox's 
house.   

 
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 (Luke 13:34). 

 
And this image Jesus uses, of a 

protective mother hen spreading her wings 
and gathering in the chicks for protection 
and warmth recalls the words of Psalm 27.  
“For he will hide me in his shelter in the day 
of trouble” (Psalm 27:5). 

 
William Kent Krueger is an author 

from Saint Paul who writes wonderful 
mysteries set in northern Minnesota.  His 
protagonist, the small town's former sheriff 
Cork O'Connor (it is St. Patty's Day and what 
a wonderful name is that) is part Irish, part 
Anishinaabe.  There is an Ojibwe word that 
means a person who puts himself in between 
danger and the vulnerable, and that is how 
Cork O'Connor has come to see his role. 

 
And that is what Jesus is about to do 

as he travels his way toward Jerusalem.  It 
will not be a city of peace or welcome.  It is, 
after all, the place with the reputation of 
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being where prophets are killed.  And now 
there is a bounty on his head.   

 
It is a story of courage in a world that 

then and now has too much evil afoot, too 
many enemies of kindness and peace.  The 
gospel stories we encounter in Lent provide a 
meditation on safety, protection and danger 
as we travel with Jesus on the way toward 
Jerusalem, and toward the cross. 

 
In the season of Lent, many people 

give things up for Lent.  No beer for those 
forty days.  Eating fish rather than other 
forms of meat on Fridays.  To the extent that 
they are helpful and intentional reminders 
about life and faith and point toward God 
and God's love and goodness in a difficult 
world - great.  If they turn the attention to us 
and to how much of a sacrifice it is to give 
up beer or meat or whatever than perhaps it 
misses the mark.  For as we encounter Jesus 
in the gospel, I am reminded over and over 
just how brave Jesus is.  His willingness to 
encounter evil face to face, and his deep 
desire to protect the vulnerable ones around 
him. 

 
And so this Lent, rather than giving 

something up, I have been thinking about 
trying to take on two things that Jesus offers.  
The first is courage.  Jesus has it in spades.  
“Go and tell that fox” he responds to the 
people who come warning him.  And even 
as we hear the words today I feel my spine 
straightening up a bit.  When you are not 
worried about the worst that can be done – 
you can go on to do the very best that you 
can, and Jesus shows the way. 

 
All too similar to what has happened 

before.  A church in Charleston.  A 

synagogue in Pittsburgh.  And now an act of 
horror and bloodshed in mosques in of all 
places, Christchurch.  Acts of hatred waged 
against people praying peacefully.   

 
There was an account of heroism.  

Of someone in the pews who when the 
attacker moved forward, this brave person 
rushed toward the perpetrator.  And is 
credited for saving lives.  And it reminded 
me of the story of Todd Beamer on 
September 11, eighteen years ago now, 
gathered a few others, said “Let's roll” and 
rushed the hijackers of a fourth plane, 
causing the terrorists with intent to use the 
plane as a weapon, to lose control, crashing 
into a field rather than a building filled with 
others. 

 
For me, this passage about a brave 

hen and a fox with evil intentions does not 
just conjure up memories of dead heroes.  
You can take courage and act with 
tremendous bravery and kindness in a 
middle school lunchroom.  Absolutely you 
can. You can take courage and act with 
tremendous bravery in a company staff 
meeting or in a neighborhood planning 
meeting.  And you act with courage when 
friends gather and start telling hurtful jokes. 

 
To be courageous, and open-

hearted.  If we could take on two things 
during this season of Lent, the first one 
would be to take heart, to put on courage.  
The second thing I might suggest to take on 
in this season would be community.  There is 
power together.  To be gathered together 
under the wings of Jesus, in this image of a 
protective mother hen.  To find a group of 
people who care and bring out the best in 
ourselves.   
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Community doesn't magically 

appear.  It takes work, and it takes words of 
welcome.  And actions must follow the 
words.   

 
I think of people who move into 

Minnesota in the winter - when it seems like 
no one is outside.  And neighbors are hard 
to find, much less to get to know.  I think 
about visitors who come to this church and 
others, who wonder if they will be accepted 
and welcomed and find friends. 

 
And this church has been intentional 

in our work with refugees.  Downstairs in the 
dining room hangs a banner that says “We 
Choose Welcome.”  And while our official 
period of sponsorship of the Ahmady family 
from Afghanistan has concluded, we are still 
practicing that welcome with language 
lessons and learning about the challenges of 
affordable housing shortages right here in 
our city and trying to connect them with 
Habitat for Humanity. 

 
Community requires standing 

together.  To help with friends and neighbors 
when basements flood.  To bring meals to 
families who are juggling medical 
appointments.  Occasionally standing 
together against discrimination and evil, as 
many did at Dar-Al-Farooq mosque in 
Bloomington yesterday, to say that we are 
neighbors.  We are joined together.  And 
when one suffers we all suffer. 

 
 Here at Central, you may 

remember learning about the plight of the 
Anuak people when the Rev. Gilo Agwa 
preached here a couple years ago.  The 
Anuak people have been persecuted and 

forced to leave their homeland in Ethiopia.  
Southern Minnesota is home to the world’s 
largest community of Anuak refugees, and 
there is a partnership between Presbyterians 
and Lutherans in supporting a church 
community that worships in Roseville.  Their 
pastor Gilo, was asked recently what their 
refugee church community needed most, 
and he said that they have 35 youth 
involved, and the church wants them to have 
a good healthy summer experience.  Just like 
we are promoting Clearwater Forest and the 
Presbyterian Youth Triennium, he wants their 
kids to have these safe, nurturing 
experiences for high schoolers who were 
forced to grow up way too fast.  And so they 
are asking for financial contributions to send 
kids to safe summer experience with kids 
from other churches, including Central.  It 
will not be that easy for those Anuak youth 
resettling into life in Minnesota.  But I am 
confident that this church and others will step 
up in solidarity and make that summer 
experience possible.  

 As we get to know others 
within a church community, we find 
ourselves be opened up to the joys and 
pains of people sitting around us.  To 
include in our prayers, but also to join in 
with offers of rides to appointments and 
deep conversations.  Courage and 
community.  Two things I want to take on 
this Lent. 

 
In that children's story Rosie's Walk, 

by the last page the poor fox doesn’t know 
what has hit him.  Rosie has returned 
triumphantly to her coop.  Walk completed.  
At peace.  And here in the gospel stories, the 
fox thought that threats of violence would 
succeed.  That prophets bearing a message 
of goodness from God could be silenced, 
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only to learn that truth will not be silenced 
but will rise up. 

 
Jesus would keep teaching and 

gathering disciples and offering hope and 
sparking courage right up into the very city 
of Jerusalem.  And in a few weeks, on Palm 
Sunday, we will hear how Jesus turned the 
tables and marched right into the maws of 
power.  And people cheered and 
demonstrated.  They were so brave, so loud, 
that bystanders grew worried.  The disciples 
would shout,  

 
“Blessed is the king who comes in the 

name of the Lord! Peace in heaven, and 
glory in the highest heaven!” Some of the 
Pharisees in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, 
order your disciples to stop.” He answered, “I 
tell you, if these were silent, the stones would 
shout out” (Luke 19:38-40). 

 
May God grant us wisdom.  Grant us 

courage.  For the living of our days. 


