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When I was about 10 years old, I was out trick-or-treating on Halloween in my 

neighborhood, probably with my brother and some friends. As the night was wrapping 

up, I remember coming back down my street to return home. I was just arriving home on 

the opposite side of the street from my house, and as I looked across I saw my mother 

standing in the driveway ready to welcome me. So I darted straight across the street to 

her –and I was this close to being hit by a car. My mom yelled out to me and then 

scooped me up into the tightest, fiercest hug I had ever felt.  

That’s really my only enduring memory of that night – I can’t remember what costume I 

was wearing, or who I was with trick-or-treating; I can’t remember any of the details, 

really, but I can remember my mother’s body – the way she clutched me, the way she 

cried out my name when I was in the middle of danger and the way she tearfully and told 

me to never ever do that again. I remember being held in her fierce, loving, protective 

arms…. cherished, and safe. 

This scene from my childhood came to mind as I was meditating on our gospel reading 

for this morning.  It’s a story where we get a glimpse of the fierce, loving, protective 

arms of our Mama God that long to scoop up all God’s children and gather them in 

safety, love and belonging.  We hear the voice of God crying out in this raw and painful 

lament that just pours out of Jesus: “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!” 

Did you hear that - “How often have I desired” – this phrase captures the ceaseless, 

passionate desire of our God to have all those God has formed and made close to God’s 

bosom, nestled next to God’s heartbeat. “How often have I desired” – we hear in this 

lament and longing of Jesus the very heart of God beating with boundless compassion for 

all God’s children, particularly for those who have gone astray. 

In Hebrew, the noun that is translated as compassion or merciful love has at its linguistic 

root, the word for uterus, or womb.1 Just as a mother is intimately connected to her child 

when a child is growing in her womb, caught up in this mystery of sharing life and self-

giving love, true compassion entails a deep awareness of our interconnectedness with 

others and with God.  

Jesus spent his whole life and ministry, his death and his resurrection showing forth the 

compassion, the womb-love, of our Maker. And sometimes Jesus presents compassion 

and womb-love in a gentle way – eating with others, washing the disciples’ feet, healing 

through touch. In this morning’s story, there’s not much by the way of gentle, though. 

Some of you might have heard the image of the mother hen and thought – oh, how sweet 

and tender. And it is tender, but it’s also really a fierce image.   

                                                        
1 I learned of this connection from a chapter called “God acting womanish” in Quest for the Living God: 
Mapping Frontiers in the Theology of God, by Elizabeth Johnson. 



Not having hens and chicks myself I went to YouTube and typed into the search bar, 

“mother hen gathering chicks” – what I found was a video of a dog and a hen in a 

standoff.2 The hen had several chicks, maybe 10, and as the hen had this confrontation 

with her threat it looked like there was no way these chicks would all fit under her for 

protection. But sure enough, they tucked in close and nestled in and the hen propped 

herself up proud and spread her wings bigger than I could have imagined possible. She 

also gave some pretty menacing clucks to try and get the dog to back off.  

This is a mother hen moment for Jesus not simply because we see God’s compassion, 

God’s womb love, pouring out. Jesus is revved up in direct confrontation with a threat. 

The Pharisees come to him and tell him that Herod wants to kill him. Rather than cower 

or run away in fear to protect himself, Jesus names what’s going on. He calls Herod a 

‘fox,’ a predatory animal. And then he names his determination to continue his work of 

healing and casting out demons…he’s going to keep spreading his wings of love and 

healing big and wide. It’s a standoff between God’s power, and the power of empire, and 

Jesus is going to stay his ground, even though he knows he will ultimately die a prophet’s 

death.   

This standoff, this confrontation, between God’s power and the power of empire, 

between the powers of life and compassion and love and the powers of death and sin – 

this confrontation was a reality throughout Jesus’ life and it’s still the reality we live in. 

Our God cries out to us in the midst of this confrontation, inviting us to gather in close, to 

feel Her fierce love and protection.  

Every week, we come together here as a community to gather close to God’s heartbeat. 

We come as chicks who have gone astray from God in many ways during the week – this 

is what we confess at the beginning of our worship -  but we gather because we want to 

nestle in close to the womb-love of our maker where there is forgiveness and new life. 

We have seen the standoff in the world between God and empire, between God and the 

forces of sin – these struggles have played out in our own bodies, in our lives and in our 

communities. We, like Paul in his letter to the Philippians, have also had tears and we 

have wept when we see the destruction that comes from those who live as enemies to the 

self-giving love of Christ: Paul says of these ones: ‘Their end is destruction; their god is 

the belly; and their glory is in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things.” We too 

have played into these false ways of being. We too need to nestle into God.  

This last week, we all witnessed the horror of the massacre of Muslims at prayer in 

Christchurch, New Zealand. Like us this morning, these faithful people came together on 

Friday as they always do, to come close to the heartbeat of God – to nestle into God.  

And instead of having the peaceful prayerful gathering they had hoped for they 

experienced a confrontation with a gunman whose mind and heart had been poisoned by 

the foxes of this world, by the demonic forces of white supremacy and white nationalism.  

Unfortunately this confrontation didn’t end on Friday, and it didn’t begin that day, either. 

It’s not a confrontation that’s just out there, far across oceans and time zones. White 

supremacy is at the foundation of the American empire, and runs through our 

communities in deep, structural and social ways, as Islamophobia yes but in so many 

other forms.  

                                                        
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ocvs3rKaWiQ 



We are beckoned by Jesus this morning to gather with him, to join him in the work of 

casting out this demon, to renounce white supremacy and all the forces that defy God. 

We are called, together, to be the mother hen body of Christ that will keep spreading its 

wings of love and compassion and healing wide. And we are spreading them – as we 

welcome Muslims to this building every day of the week for school, as we work for 

justice and healing in our state through ISAIAH alongside Muslim congregations, as we 

gather here together and pray for God’s healing and compassion to fill and renew the 

world.  

To feed our witness, to strengthen our determination, to heal us and to bring us in tune 

with God’s very heartbeat, God feeds us from Her very self with compassion, with 

womb-love. Soon we will gather together at God’s table where we will feast together on 

God’s very life. Before we eat, you will hear Pastor Laurie speak the Eucharistic prayer, 

including these words about Jesus: “In great love, you sent to us Jesus, your son, who 

healed the sick and suffering, who preached good news to the poor, and who, on the 

cross, opened his arms to all.”  

To the very end, Jesus embodied the fierce, loving arms of our God, the God we name as 

Mama, or Abba, Mother, Father.  Jesus died a prophet’s death on the cross, but death did 

not stop God’s arms from loving – in fact they just got even wider right there on the cross 

to embrace all those who feel shut out, scapegoated and forsaken in this world. On the 

third day, Jesus rose again, and spread the wings of God’s healing love and life even 

wider than anyone could have imagined.   

As you come forward to receive the meal, feel the embrace of your God. Feel God’s 

fierce love and protection. Feel God’s forgiveness. Feel God’s heartbeat, beating for you, 

beating in you - beating in us, and giving us life. Amen.  

 

 

 

 


