Living Lent

The Animals Tell The Story

Fourth Week In Lent

The Hen Reveals A Grieving Savior

Drama

"O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, 

how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers 

her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing." Matthew 23:37


Isaiah 10:12-14, 20-21 -- Romans 11:24-32 -- Matthew 23:37-39


Prof:
Why, Juanico, you're up with the chickens this morning! What brings you so early?


Juanico:
I've got a pretty good idea of what needs to be done now, so I just thought I'd start on things before it gets too hot. Say, speaking of chickens, have you seen all these babies?


Prof:
I saw one yesterday, but that was it. 


Juanico:
Well, there are five of them today. Just look at them! They're wandering around, pecking and scratching just like Henrietta, their mom.


Prof:
It's amazing, but somehow from the moment they're hatched they're able to peck at their food and eat it. My, they're cute! 


Juanico:
And listen to Jenny! That donkey must think we're starving her. I'll be there pronto, Jenny! Be patient!


Prof:
That's some voice Jenny has, isn't it! Hey, look! All Henrietta's babies have disappeared under her wings!


Juanico:
Jenny must have scared them.


Prof:
That's a good safe place for a frightened chick to be, and for us too. 


Juanico:
Professor, I'm allergic to feathers. You won't find me under some chicken's wing.


Prof:
It's just a figure speech, Nico, a very old one. Lots of places in the Bible picture God as a bird with wings to shelter his people.


Juanico:
I guess the Bible writers must have been keen observers of nature.


Prof:
Many were, Nico, and of history too. They'd look at events in Israel's history and interpret those events in word pictures their readers could understand.


Juanico:
Like describing God as a bird with protective wings.


Prof:
Right. David, in the Psalms, used that picture. As king, rivals and evil men were always plotting against him, David could have frozen up with fear, if it wasn't for his faith. 


Juanico:
So when David felt threatened, he pictured himself as a chick, kept safe under the wings of God.


Prof:
Exactly. And God did protect him. Despite the intrigues, despite an attempt to overthrow him by his son Absalom--that's just what God did, protect him. David finished out his reign as an old man, dying in his own bed.


Juanico:
But I thought birds in general and chickens in particular were stupid, you know, "bird brains." So why all the bird references?


Prof:
Actually, some birds are quite intelligent. Parrots and crows can be taught to talk, and use tools. One trained bird could even say the right word for different objects. 


Juanico:
That is smart! But chickens aren't parrots. They're dumb.


Prof:
Maybe domesticated chickens, but I'm not so sure about wild ones.


Juanico:
Wild ones? 


Prof:
There aren't too many left, but some parts of India--where chickens probably came from--still have wild populations. Red Jungle Fowl they're called. They come in every color and look just like barnyard chickens except for a few details.


Juanico:
Like what? 


Prof:
Well, the wild rooster grows special black feathers during the molting season. Both the males and females have little white patches on their ears, and usually have gray legs. Domestic chickens don't have those features.


Juanico:
So except for being a little more intelligent, they're pretty much the same?


Prof:
Yes, and they easily interbreed, so it's very hard to find a pure strain anywhere in the world.


Juanico:
How long have chickens been domesticated?


Prof:
That's debated, but possibly as long as thirty-five hundred years.


Juanico:
Plenty long enough for tame chickens to spread from India to Palestine.


Prof:
Yes, and so the people in Jesus' day would have been familiar with them for centuries.


Juanico:
When we talked about the fox, you said it had a bad reputation in the Bible. Doesn't the chicken too?


Prof:
I haven't found any negative references to chickens. After all, unlike the fox, chickens are very useful. You can make pillows and decorations from their feathers, they lay eggs, and their meat's good to eat. … Maybe there's one reference that might seem negative.


Juanico:
And that is …?


Prof:
In Isaiah, the King of Assyria is bragging about his easy conquest of Israel. There's no resistance whatsoever. He's invaded Israel and other countries and gathered the plunder as easily as one gathers eggs abandoned by a hen. There wasn't so much as a flapped wing or feeble chirp. 


Juanico:
That is a negative picture. The stupid hen was too frightened to stick around and defend her nest.


Prof:
It looks that way, but it isn't really.


Juanico:
So tell me how it isn't. 


Prof:
The hen has left because her children have rejected her. In other words, rather than turning to the LORD for help against a terrifying enemy, the people turned to the enemy. They actually trusted the king of Assyria to be merciful rather than God.


Juanico:
That's like a mouse asking a fox for help.


Prof:
Right. The fox is just going to eat the mouse. 


Juanico:
So does the hen abandon her eggs forever? Does she come back for her babies?


Prof:
Actually, Juanico, it's not the hen that abandoned her children. The children abandoned the hen. When the children want to return home, the hen is more than happy to receive them. 


Juanico:
So you're saying that if God's people, who are taken captive by their enemies, want to return to him, he'll rescue them?


Prof:
That's what Isaiah says. When God's hurting children stop relying on their enemies to help them, and turn back to him, he'll bring them home. He'll protect them. They'll live safely under his wings again.


Juanico:
Did they ever wise up?


Prof:
For a while, they did. Eventually, Persia defeated all Israel's enemies. Then, from many parts of the world where the survivors lived, they cried out to the LORD for help. He heard them. Under leaders like Ezra and Nehemiah and Zerubbabel the people were allowed to return home and rebuild their country.


Juanico:
And they lived happily ever after!


Prof:
Not quite, Nico. God's people then and now had a short memory. Before long they got slack in their relationship with God. They took him for granted. They intermarried with unbelievers. They stopped tithing. They offered God their sick and lame animals for sacrifices. Divorce was rampant.


Juanico:
And so what happened?


Prof:
The Greeks took over the country. 


Juanico:
Alexander the Great?


Prof:
Yes, and after Alexander, his generals. One of them, Antiochus Epiphanes, tried to turn Judah into a Greek colony. He corrupted the temple worship with pagan sacrifices. He made the Jewish men behave and dress like Greeks. The law of God and his true worship was almost lost.


Juanico:
So did they cry out to LORD again?


Prof:
I'm sure some did. An old priest named Mattathias started a revolt when he killed a Jew who was about to offer a pagan sacrifice. His son, Judas Maccabaeus, finally defeated the Greeks and cleansed the temple. Never again were the Jewish people tempted by paganism.


Juanico:
So things were good again, right?


Prof:
For a while, yes. But as time went on, people began to replace the love of God with the law of God.


Juanico:
I don't think I understand.


Prof:
Well, Israel had finally learned its lesson. Never again would they turn to other gods. But rather than trust in the LORD and his promises, they began to trust in their ability to keep his law. That's when the religious parties began to develop; you know, the scribes, the Sadducees, the Pharisees.


Juanico:
Oh yeah, I remember from our conversation about the camel. Thescribes were the teachers of the law, the Sadducees the keepers of the temple, and the Pharisees the enforcers of the rules.


Prof:
You've got a great memory, Juanico.


Juanico:
And I also remember Jesus calling them "hypocrites."


Prof:
Yes, he did. Last week I shared with you Jesus' warning to the religious leaders. "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you hypocrites! … You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel." 


Juanico:
They thought they were being faithful to God, but they'd actually become his enemies again.


Prof:
Yes, as shown by the fact that they had no use for justice, mercy and faithfulness. The letter of the law was all that mattered, not the spirit of the law, or the One behind the law.


Juanico:
And in the process of trying to keep the law perfectly, they were actually breaking it.


Prof:
Yes, because they had forgotten that the whole point of the law was love for one's neighbor. For them it became just the opposite of love. Stone the adulteress! Avoid the leper! Don't touch the wounded traveler! Cast the sinner from the dining hall! There was no concern for sharing God's love and forgiveness, no desire to bring the lost and erring to repentance. Keep myself pure. Condemn the rest to hell. That was their modus operandi. 


Juanico:
Modus what? 


Prof:
Sorry, Juanico. That's just a word I paid good money to learn in graduate school so I thought I'd use it. It means "mode of operating."


Juanico:
That's okay, Professor. No point in wasting a good word. So as hateful and selfish as the religious leaders seemed, had God written them off? Had he given up on them?


Prof:
You and I might, Nico. But we're sinners who don't have nearly the patience of God. Jesus, then and now, yearns to have sinners come back to God and his grace. In fact, that's why I have Henrietta. She helps tell the story. 


Juanico:
A stupid chicken? Well, maybe they aren't too stupid. Those chicks did run to Mama and hide under her wings when Jenny brayed a minute ago.


Prof:
And that's just how Henrietta tells the story. After describing the hypocrisy of the religious leaders, Jesus says, "Jerusalem, Jerusalem, …how … I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing." 


Juanico:
It sounds like Jesus' heart is breaking over Jerusalem's stubbornness. Will they ever be willing?


Prof:
Well, St. Paul holds forth that hope. He says the inclusion of the Gentiles into God's family through faith in Jesus is partly to arouse jealousy on the part of unrepentant Israel. If they're jealous, maybe they'll turn to Christ and be saved too. 


Juanico:
Will they?


Prof:
I surely hope so, Juanico. Paul says that after the full number of the Gentiles comes in, "All Israel will be saved."


Juanico:
That will be a wonderful day! But when might it be?


Prof:
No one knows, Nico. It depends on a lot of things; like what does "all Israel" mean?


Juanico:
Doesn't that mean all the Jews?


Prof:
Maybe, but Paul also describes believing Gentiles as Abraham's children. 


Juanico:
Oh, so "all Israel" might mean all the Jews and Gentiles in the whole world who ultimately will believe in Jesus. Say, I just had a thought!


Prof:
Go ahead.


Juanico:
Maybe that picture of Jesus longing to gather his chicks under his wings doesn't refer just to the leaders in Jerusalem, but everyone who doesn't know him, and everyone who does know him but is just too stubborn to repent.


Prof:
You know, Juanico, I bet you're right! I hadn't thought of it that way before. I'm going to have to retire and give you this job. Right now, Jesus is longing for all sinners to repent and come to him.


Juanico:
Yes, and when they do, he'll receive them, their sins will be forgiven and they'll be members of God's family forever, Israel and Gentile alike. I never thought a chicken could be such an exciting animal, Professor!


Prof:
Neither did I, Juanico.
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