Luke 13:31-35
31 At that very hour some Pharisees came and said to him, ‘Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill you.’32He 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.33Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed away from Jerusalem.” 34Jerusalem, 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, and you were not willing! 35See, your house is left to you. And I tell you, you will not see me until the time comes when* you say, “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.” ’

Our attempts to manipulate Jesus.

Some of you are more familiar than others with the cast of characters we find in the life of Jesus. Two of the more common characters appear in today’s gospel reading; the Pharisees and King Herod. And while we could say that God loves all and hates none, we see and know from our own experience that God’s love is not always reciprocated – by us or by the cast of characters in the four Gospels. Some of us are better than others at loving Christ, and the same was true in Jesus’ day. Mary Magdalene and Peter and the other disciples, though far from perfect, were all considered friends of Jesus. Not so the Pharisees and King Herod. 
What’s puzzling about today’s reading is that we have some Pharisees coming to Jesus in an effort to save his life: “Hey dude, you better scram. Herod is out to get you.” In various times and places in the gospels, Jesus has some pretty harsh words for the Pharisees, and they have some pretty harsh words for Jesus. But Luke says that “some,” not all, but some, Pharisees come to Jesus with this warning. And the gospels do present accounts of Jesus dining with Pharisees, knowing them by name, and even persuading a few to follow him. So it’s quite possible in this instance that “some” Pharisees were really out to help Jesus. 

Herod, on the other hand, is not so easy to paint in a good light. He was no friend to John the Baptist; in fact he had imprisoned, then executed the Baptist recently, and Jesus, aside from being one who was baptized by the Baptist, has gained more disciples than John ever had, and many of John’s disciples were likely following Jesus at this time. Perhaps there was even talk about Jesus becoming the new king, and Herod would have none of that. The most expedient solution to Herod’s problem was to kill Jesus – end of story. 
Human nature being what it is we are able with a great deal of accuracy to predict a person’s response to the threat of danger - actually human nature differs little from dog nature or cat nature or turtle nature or any-other nature when confronted with a life threat – and our response takes two forms; either fight or flight. Watch a long-haired cat that is suddenly cornered by a noisy schnauzer like Archie; the cat grows to four times its normal size, the claws extend, and Archie has to decide whether tis nobler to face the slings and arrow and claws of said cat or avert this threat altogether. Jacob, when informed that his brawny brother Esau was none too happy about losing his birthright and was on his way over to the tent to set things right, made a quick evaluation of his prospect for survival and decided to fly the coop. It’s not rocket science. So if Herod, who has more than a few soldiers under his authority and has recently decapitated John the Baptist, is in fact out to eliminate Jesus, it stands to reason that Jesus’ best prospect for survival would be to run away. 
But Jesus, as he so often does, refuses to obey the laws of human nature. He doesn’t stand much of a chance against a trained army, and considering that Herod was on cozy terms with Caesar Augustus, it wouldn’t be just Herod’s army that Jesus would be up against. The predictable move that Jesus would make upon learning that the king was after him would have been to flee into the vast wilderness around him. Instead, Jesus takes three actions that would add fuel to the proverbial fire: He calls Herod a name (granted ‘fox’ doesn’t seem like such a slanderous term), he tells the Pharisees to go back to Herod with his message of defiance, and he says, “I’m planning to continue doing the things that are upsetting Herod.”
Then Jesus says something that truly communicates to Herod how little effect he could have on Jesus. Jesus says, “Besides, no prophet is killed away from Jerusalem, which is where I’m going.” How much of a threat can you be to a guy who tells you he’s on his way to die anyway? If his life is not something he’s trying to hold onto, then Jesus is immune to any threat of violence against him. By willingly forfeiting his life, Jesus renders his enemies powerless. 
If we pursue the animal motif that Jesus initiated, calling Herod a ‘fox,’ we hear him speak of God as a hen. Mourning over Jerusalem, Jesus says, “How often I have desired to gather your children as a hen gathers her brood under her wings.” There is a lovely mosaic in a church built where Jesus looked upon Jerusalem and wept. This metaphor of a hen applies well to Jesus in relation to Herod, the fox. Hens don’t stand much chance of survival when confronted with foxes, but a hen will gather her chicks under her wings in order to protect them from the threat of the fox. It is her last stance before being killed.
Jesus came to die for us. He did not simply come to stand up to despotic kings and emperors and those in high positions who oppress the masses; he came to stand up for all humanity, as we all have the propensity to act like Herod or Caesar or Hitler or any other sinner. Too often history shows that when one Herod is overthrown, a new Herod takes his place. While we may not see ourselves as people who would oppress or enslave or kill others, perhaps it’s only because we haven’t had the right opportunity. Or perhaps if we look at ourselves with critical eyes, we will see ourselves as ones who oppress and enslave and kill in our hearts, ones who would be quick to stab another with cruel words, ones who care little for others and would enslave them if given the opportunity, ones who would lash out at those who threaten us. Jesus came to die for our sin, something that each of us, if we look at ourselves honestly, will easily discover. And Jesus dies for us as a hen might die for her chicks.

The question we must ask ourselves every day is, “Did Jesus die in vain?” Are we retaining those sins, or are we surrendering ourselves to Christ? Are we allowing the Holy Spirit to inhabit our hearts, or are we intent on remaining as we are? Our worship theme over Lent concerns the cross. What does the cross mean to you? How does the cross speak to you? Today I ask you, “How does the cross challenge you? Is our nature being transformed from temporal to eternal? Are we able to face the injustice and cruelty and indifference of this world with courage, or are we more intent on building a shell around us? How does the cross challenge you? How does invite you to take risks, to make yourself vulnerable like a hen facing a fox? As Christians we place our hope in the transformation of this world, and each of us are part of God’s plan for that transformation. I pray that you would ask God to show you where you fit into that plan. You may yet be a chick, but Christ calls us to grow into hens that we would face the evil around us and within us. May God grant us the strength to grow in our relationship with Jesus that we may boldly carry our own crosses for the sake of the world that he loves so much. 
