The Way of the Hen

Luke 13:31~35

“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, and
you were not willing!” (Luke 13:34)

E f T asked you to draw a picture of Jesus, what would you draw? A blue-
eyed shepherd holding a staff? A lion? A loaf of bread and a cup of wine?
A door, a gate, a light, a bridegroom? What about a chicken? Would it occur
to you to draw a chicken?

Growing up, I spent many summers visiting my grandparents in rural
South India. Both of my grandmothers kept hens—whole flocks of the cluck-
ing, flapping creatures—and as a little girl raised in American suburbia, I
found the birds hilarious. After all, they weren’t the most elegant of creatures.
They were squat and beady-eyed, nosy and boisterous. They couldn't fly to
save their lives, and they made the funniest noises. Granted, they could be
fierce when they wanted to be; I learned early on to keep my distance from
their beaks. But there was something sad about their ferocity, too. Something
defenseless. Something vuinerable.

To answer my own question: if I had to draw a picture of Jesus, no, I
would definitely not draw a chicken. So I come to the story of Jesus griev-
ing over Jerusalemn and stumble at his self-description: “How often have I
desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under
her wings, but you were not willing.”

Can you picture it? Jesus, the mother hen?

Here’s the thing: if maternal power, acumen, or success are the char-
acteristics Jesus wants to emphasize in his choice of metaphor, he has more
impressive images to choose from in the Hebrew Bible. God as enraged
she-bear (Hos 13:8). God as soaring mother eagle (Deut 32:11-12). God as
laboring woman (Isa 42:14). God as mother of a healthy, happy toddler (Ps
131:2). God as skilled midwife (Ps 22:9-~10).
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But those are not the images he chooses. Instead, Luke invites us to
contemplate Jesus as a mother hen whose chicks don’t want her. Though
she stands with her wings wide open, offering welcome and shelter, her
children refuse to draw near. Her wings—her arms—are empty. This, in
other words, is a mother bereft. A mother in mourning. A mother strug-
gling with failure and futility.

In the verses that precede this heartbreaking description, a group of
Pharisees warn Jesus to leave the area where he’s teaching and healing, be-
cause Herod wants to kill him. Though Jesus knows full well that the tet-
rarch's displeasure is nothing to mess with (Herod is, after all, the villain who
orders John the Baptist’s arrest and beheading), he tells the Pharisees that he's
not afraid of “that fox” (Luke 13:32). I have work left to do, he tells them, and
1 won't be deterred by the machinations of a bully.

At this point in the story, Jesus has set his course for Jerusalem,
the city that rejects God’s messengers and kills its prophets. Jesus knows
exactly what fate awaits him there, but he won't change course. Not for
Herod, not for anyone.

And yet, even as he stands up to a fox, Jesus is 2 mother keening in
grief. What does this stunning image offer to us for our own faith journeys?
Here are three things that strike me as I imagine a Mother Hen God:

First, we are called to embrace vulnerability. Yes, Jesus mocks Herod
by calling him a fox. But he never suggests that the fox isn't dangerous. Ifa
determined fox wants to kill a brood of downy chicks, he will find a way to
do so. What Jesus the mother hen offers is not the absence of danger, but
the fullness of his unguarded, open-hearted, wholly vulnerable self in the
face of all that threatens and scares us. What he gives us is his own body, his
own life, Wings spread open; heart exposed; shade, warmth, and shelter at
the ready. What he promises, at great risk to himself, is the making of his
very being into a place of refuge and return for his children. For all of his
children. Even the ones who want to stone and kill him.

What would it take for us to embrace Jesus's vulnerability as our
strength? To trade in our images of a conquering God for the mother hen
of this Gospel passage? Maybe what we need most in this life is not a fox-
like divinity who wields his power with sly intelligence and sharp teeth,
but a mother hen who calls to us with longing and desperation, her wings
held patiently and bravely open. A mother hen who plants herself in the
center of her children’s terror and offers refuge there, at ground zero, where
the feathers fly and the blood is shed.

Pve seen mother hens gather their chicks under their wings when a
predator approaches. The way they swell with indignation, fear, and cour-
age. The way they stand their ground. The way they prepare to die if they
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THE WAY OF THE HEN

May the desire of Jesus become our desire, too. May the way of the
mother hen—the way of vulnerability, sorrow, hope, and eternal welcome—
guide us home.
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