Sermon for March 16 2025 		   Luke 13:31-35	   “Like Herding Cats, but Harder”
Some Pharisees came and said to Jesus, "Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill you." He 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. Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.' 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! See, 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.'"


           There is a charming phrase that was popular back east, but I don't know if it also carries meaning out here...the phrase is 'setting ones cap'.  It has a quite specific meaning, most likely drawn from a Jane Austen novel...and it refers to the moment when a woman desires to befriend a gentleman, she 'sets her cap' for him.  She likely wears her best cap, her most lovely ribbons and gewgaws, at the most becoming angle on her pretty head, as one does in a Jane Austen novel.  More generally, though, we can use this phrase to indicate that someone has set an intention in motion, that they have 'set their cap' towards a specific outcome or desire.  And that is how we are going to talk about Jesus, the reluctant cat-herder, today.

           The story commences with intrigue: some Pharisees appear to warn Jesus to flee the area, because Herod wants to kill him.  After all the critique and verbal violence that Jesus has leveled at the Pharisees, it is rather stunning that they would intervene to save him, isn't it?  The warm fellow feeling between Jesus and the Pharisees is about as cordial as the relations between President Trump and President Zelensky, which is to say, not cordial at all!  But for all the rancor between these leaders, then or now, there remains a modicum of basic human decency, even for one’s enemies.  It takes a few more chapters for the Pharisees to turn really homicidal, but for now, they try to help Jesus out, they try to get him to re-route.

          What they don't know is that they are wasting their breath, because Jesus has 'set his cap' for Jerusalem.  All his ministry, thus far, has been engaged up here in the North Country, Galilee and thereabouts.  But he knows that his destiny, and the effectiveness of his message, need to be played out in the capital, so he is heading for Sacramento, as it were.  And just like here in California, the only big roads go north and south...so as his ministry expands southward, town by town, it doesn't take a Stanford professor to figure where he is going.  Meanwhile Herod, while not bright enough to be tenured in the Silicon Valley, is surely crafty enough to intercept Jesus along his charted course.  History hasn't called him a fox for nothing.

          There are other things that history has called Herod that we would do well to keep in mind.  Sociopath is among them...Herod is one of the bloodiest-handed rulers our world has ever endured.  Paranoid, delusional, and torn between his own Jewish people and the guys who wrote his paycheck, the Romans, Herod earned the cunning, duplicitous epithet of 'fox'.  His current beef with Jesus, we surmise, is that Herod is flagrantly and defiantly bedding his brother’s wife.  John the Baptist, you will recall, made the tactical error of pointing out the dubious leadership quality of these kinds of shenanigans, and paid for his opinions with his life.  Subsequently, nearly all of John's followers transferred into the care of his messianic cousin, Jesus.  And having heard even one of Jesus' sermons, Herod would have to know that his behavior would not be deemed acceptable to Jesus any more than it was to John.  He needed to be able to keep the Jews in line, that was his deal with Rome; but Jesus calling his morals into question every time he turned around sure complicated that.  And so Herod was fixin' to use his all-purpose conflict resolution strategy, murder.

           But Jesus doesn't seem all that phased, does he?  Tell that fox, he says, that I am doing the good I came here to do, healing and feeding and raising the dead.  And I will be doing it for the next few days journey as I wend my way towards my destiny in Jerusalem.  I will not squander my message or my life on anyone, or anywhere, less.  Because I understand how things are, and how, if I am to be martyred, it will be following my triumphant experience in our people's capitol, the Holy City.  So the next you see of me, o false and faithless king, will be there, after I have been exalted to the role you so shabbily inhabit, King of the Jews.

                         Pretty strong stuff hidden among the ancient lines, there.  But even so, Jesus is not quite done...Jerusalem!  Jerusalem, he says, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent for your enrichment!  How I have longed to do good by you, to fulfill my leading among you, to gather you beneath my peaceful wings like a hen gathers her brood, but you would have none of it!  Working with you is like herding cats, but harder! Miracle upon miracle upon healing upon sign I gave, freely, lovingly, that you would turn from your disastrous course and return to godliness. But you would have none of it!  And so now you are left to it...and with regret, I must point out that you have made your lumpy, perverse bed, and now you must lie in it.  Regrettably, now, my mission, to redeem the lost children of Israel, and the lost of every place, will not come to pass during my lifetime.  But my message will go on, a truth that could have been forever to your glory, our legacies linked, but you would have none of it!  Your house is left to you...and thousands of years later, that house is still contentious and divided and bitter and brittle.  Some Holy City…

                          These principles have not left us just yet, have they?  A few years ago now we witnessed President Trump and the Pope taking on the ancient roles of fox and hen. And the fox – he’s even orange, what a hoot - suggested that for a religious leader to question the faith of anyone was disgraceful...sounds like the spirit of Herod has survived the millennia. Our fox recently took a bishop – another in a long line of caring hens – took this bishop to task for suggesting that mercy and forbearance and compassion should be central to Christian leadership. How dare you call my behavior into question, says the fox?  But that is just what the hen does, not with words only, but with actions.  Gathering, protecting, nurturing, feeding, encouraging, both the Pope and Bishop Budde have adapted to the role of hen quite well.  You know I really strive to maintain an apolitical pulpit, but seriously, which version of Christian faith and practice do we wish to emulate?  Despite our own shortcomings, despite our thoroughly human tendency to be harder to herd than cats, these images, of conniving fox and peaceful hen will just not leave us alone.  But unlike Jerusalem, I am glad to say, our bed is not quite yet made, and we do not quite yet have to lie in it.  We still have choices.

                         And thus we end where we began, with the perpetually Lenten invitation to 'set our caps', an invitation to intentionally conduct ourselves in the ways of righteousness.  They say that if you don't know where you are going, then any road will take you there.  I gotta ask - is that all we want of our faith?  Or do we want to 'set our caps' to follow where Jesus leads?  The paths will not be identical, yours and mine, but I can tell you one thing for sure: the true path will lead us all to the henhouse, not the fox hole.  Amen.

