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UNRELENTING 

Even though it was cold last Sunday evening, I was out in our back yard grilling supper because it was 

Valentine’s Day and I wanted to provide a nice meal without facing crowds in a restaurant.  It was dusk and I was 

a bit startled as I looked toward something moving to see a red fox walking fifteen feet in front of me.  It paused 

and looked at me.  I was more intrigued than anything.  Red foxes are beautiful animals.  There are some forested 

areas near our house and I have seen a red or gray fox perhaps three or four times in the last year, usually right 

before dawn or just after dusk, probably out looking for something to eat.  I wasn’t frightened since I don’t think 

foxes normally snack on humans, but if it had started to come my way, I might have scampered in the back door 

of the house.  But if I had been a bird, say a hen, I definitely would have moved toward safety when I first saw 

the fox.  And then, what would I have said to my beloved?  Sorry your Valentine dinner got a bit scorched, 

Nancy, I was running for my life. 

We heard a reading today where Jesus got warned that his life was in danger.  Some religious leaders came to him 

saying, “Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill you.”  It was a credible threat.  Herod Antipas was ruler 

over the region of Galilee where most of Jesus’ early ministry took place.  Matthew tells us his father, also named 

Herod, had ruled over a larger area and had killed many young boys in and around Bethlehem when the magi had 

told him that a king of the Jews had recently been born.  Herod Antipas was about as ruthless as his father had 

been.  He had imprisoned John the Baptist for criticizing him for divorcing his wife to marry the wife of his 

brother.  He later beheaded the prophet at the request of his wife and her daughter.  Jesus knew this man was 

capable of murderous acts.  When told Herod Antipas wanted to kill him too, Jesus urges those warning him to 

tell that fox of a ruler that he would be leaving Galilee, but not until he had healed more people that needed it.  If 

Herod wanted to find him, that’s where he would be.  He had plenty of reason to run away, but he would not.          

As Jesus continues to talk, he speaks about himself, using imagery of a mother hen seeking to protect her chicks 

under her wings.  We might have preferred that he had used rooster imagery and not just because of the female or 

male issues. Roosters are feisty and don’t take guff from anyone.  They have sharp spurs on the back of their feet 

and they know how to carry out a preemptive first strike.  A rooster could defend himself and his flock from a fox 

like Herod Antipas.  But Jesus compares himself to a mother hen.  How did he come up with such imagery?   

Interestingly, the following passage from Second Esdras, a book from the apocrypha that is not included in the 

Protestant version of the bible, uses this same imagery.  “Thus says the Lord Almighty: Have I not entreated you 

as a father entreats his sons or a mother her daughters or a nurse her children, so that you should be my people 

and I should be your God, and that you should be my children and I should be your father?  I gathered you as a 

hen gathers her chicks under her wings.  But now, what shall I do to you?  I will cast you out from my presence.”  

It is the same imagery, but it is altogether a vastly different tone.  It is not exactly clear when Second Esdras was 

written – it may have been before or it may have been after Jesus’ life and ministry.  Whether it inspired Jesus’ 

imagery or was inspired by his imagery, we don’t know.  But Jesus definitely doesn’t end saying, “I will cast you 

out from my presence,” as that passage did.  After being rejected and castigated by more than a few, there may 

have been times when Jesus felt like saying something like that, but his heart guided him toward continuing to 

reach out to heal those who needed it, continuing to reach out in love even to those who refused to come to him.  

As he was facing the risk of death from a fox of a ruler, this mother hen was going to continue to try to gather her 

little chicks out of concern for their wellbeing.  His own safety was not his highest priority.     



Jesus’ itinerary could have changed as a result of his fear of who might be out to get him, but it didn’t.  His mode 

of operation could have changed out of anger toward someone threatening his life.  Instead, his primary concern 

was for the people whom he loved, not his particular feelings of fear or anger, although those were legitimate.  He 

was committed to a convergence with God’s will, instead of being governed by a strategy of avoidance of the 

willful Herod.  He did not seek the path of least resistance because so much was at stake.  Even as he ministered 

to people along the way, he would continue his journey to Jerusalem because that was the place where human 

brokenness and divine intervention met.  The temple was there and that was where Jesus needed to go, even 

though there would be greater threats there.        

As was noted, Jesus had plenty of reason to be afraid and angry.  But listen again to what he says.  “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!”  Do you hear 

sadness, frustration?  I do.  He wants more for them than they wanted for themselves.  Many parents have known 

such a desire for their little chicks.  But even though there is a frustrated sadness, he doesn’t just go into a corner 

and brood over his brood.  Rather, he persists in reaching out, seeking God’s best for all.  He continues to 

consider them his chicks even when they don’t come to him.  He keeps on even though he makes himself totally 

vulnerable in doing so.  That’s what unconditional, unrelenting love does. 

That’s why this Mama Hen wants to gather her chicks under her wings so they will experience her unconditional, 

unrelenting love.  There may not always be all the brutish protection we would want from a Mama Hen like 

Jesus, but there is unconditional, unrelenting love – say those three words with me – unconditional, unrelenting 

love.  It is there to bolster us and to shape us for the foxes we face, for the challenges that frighten us, that anger 

us, that make us sad.  There are all kinds of ways we could react to the threats before us and the feelings within 

us, but notice there is a Mama Hen with wings extended who with unconditional, unrelenting love, would draw us 

close.     


