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The 2003 Australian film, “Swimming Upstream,” tells the true story of a dysfunctional family which 
nevertheless produces some amazing children. In fact, one of them goes on to become an Olympic 
medalist and a Harvard graduate. The father, who was abused himself as a child, careens between 
drunkenness and choosing one or another of his five children to victimize by desperately trying to 
make them into the man he never became. At times he is very abusive, both verbally and physically 
beating them up. All the while, the wife tries to protect them usually unable to stop the abuse without 
herself becoming bloodied and battered. After one encounter, she holds her brood, gathering them in 
her arms and assuring them of her love and support. “You are my hero,” she tells one. Before he leaves 
home for good one day, he hugs his mom and tells her what her love has meant, what it has meant to 
him to be “gathered” under his mother's wings: “You are MY hero,” he whispers to her. 
 
It's remarkable that out of all the animals in the world that Jesus could have chosen to speak of his 
relationship to the world, he chooses a hen. As Barbara Brown Taylor once asked of this text, “Where 
is the biblical precedent for that?” What about the mighty eagle of Exodus, or Hosea's stealthy 
leopard? What about the proud lion of Judah, mowing down his enemies with a roar?” But no, he 
chooses a hen. And as Luke tells the story, he places this choice in close juxtaposition with Jesus 
referring to Herod Antipas as a “fox.” You know, finally what real chance does a hen have against a 
fox? And maybe that's just the point. 
 
In this story, Jesus has just been informed of something he already knew very well, that his life was in 
danger. He's told by some Pharisees who themselves were no great friends or admirers of Jesus. Who 
knows what that's about? Maybe they just wanted him gone, or maybe they didn't want to have to deal 
with the wrath of Herod on their turf. At any rate, their warning couldn't have been news to Jesus. In 
his response he says as much, basically saying, “I have work to do in embodying and bringing the 
Kingdom. For the next few days I'm going to be casting out demons and healing people. But then, I'll 
go on to Jerusalem where for sure, because I'm a prophet I'll be finished off.” Jesus knows his life is 
threatened and that's why he chooses a hen as the image for himself. I think he wants the choice to be 
clear between his way and the way of that fox Herod: you can either live by licking your chops or die 
baring your breast in love. Well, it doesn't seem like much of a choice, does it? That's a no-brainer, 
isn't it? 
 
No wonder so many of us decide to go with the fox. Life can feel very threatened and very threatening. 
And how can you trust in Jesus in those times? How can you trust in one who compares himself with a 
chicken? There is that scene in the movie “Witness” where a Philadelphia detective named John Book, 
played by Harrison Ford, is hiding out with an Amish family. One day, dressed like the Amish, he goes 
into town with them where at one point when their horse-drawn buggies are stopped on the street they 
are accosted by some locals who make fun of them and egg them on knowing that they won't fight 
back. Book finally has seen enough and begins to get out of his buggy to go and confront these bullies. 
The father of the family tells him “no, it's not our way,” to which Book replies, “it's my way.” And he 
goes and confronts the bully and ends up punching him out, bloodying and breaking his nose. And as 
we watch, something inside of us cheers. 
 
It's a threatening world and we like it when those we see as threats get theirs. We are all about power 
and advantage whether the name is Hussein, Bin Laden, Kim, Bush, or Clinton. And it's not just the 



rich, famous or powerful. We know these people. They work in our offices, teach in our schools, 
worship in our churches and live in our homes. They may claim that they seek the best interests of 
others, advantages for those nearest and dearest to them, but in reality they are controlled by fear and 
self-interest. And from time to time, sometimes more often than not, we are them. In a world like ours, 
when life feels threatened we find it hard to choose the way of the hen over that of the fox. The fox 
seems to us to have a better way of gathering. Be like me, the fox says. Become a fox and you don't 
have to worry about other foxes. 
 
Friends, in this story Jesus names that as a lie for us. The fox's way of “gathering” in reality doesn't 
gather at all. It scatters. It scatters communities, world or local and it scatters our hearts. To be 
controlled by fear, self-interest and survival isn't life at all, it's death. And it finally cannot bring life 
but only more death. “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are 
sent to it!” (those who tell it the truth it doesn't want to hear) “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.” You have your church building, you have your home, you have your standard of 
living. But you don't have life! Not real life, not life deeply rooted in God. “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.'” 
Blessed is the one who shows us God's truth, that we might be “gathered” together as one humanity 
and live in God now. 
 
Friends, isn't that what the church is called to be? Aren't we to be the ones who are at least trying to let 
ourselves be “gathered” by Jesus into life, this new life he lives, as opposed to continuing on in our 
self-serving ways of death? Aren't we to be the ones who can indeed pronounce as blessed this One 
who continues to show us the truth we don't want to see about ourselves, how we keep adopting the 
ways of the fox? Jesus names the lie. He loved Jerusalem, a city lost in the ways of violence and power 
and self-interest, like the abusive father, lost in its own degradation and so seeking to fight its way out 
by degrading others. He loved Jerusalem enough to name the lie, saying I would gather you like a 
mother hen if you'd only become vulnerable, open human beings again. Open to God and so, open to 
each other. Christ would gather us if we would let him.  
 
But, the choice is ours. Shall we see that we are all human and so forgive even the worst of the sinners 
among us and support each one in our common brokenness, being “gathered” by Jesus in that love that 
simply bares its breast vulnerably, wings outstretched in love? Or, shall we continue to try to “gather” 
ourselves around strength and self-interest that always depends on violence and scapegoating and 
demonizing others? The choice is ours. Jesus won't be king of the jungle in this story, or in any other. 
And he won't support any of our ways of being king of the jungle. Unlike the abusive father in 
“Swimming Upstream”, and unlike Herod, he knows that posture built around dominating power is 
bankrupt. 
 
What our Lord will be is a mother hen, who puts herself between the chicks and those who wish to do 
them harm. Finally, she may not be able to protect them. But, even if they are lost, they will have been 
“gathered” into true life. They will have deeply known God, which is the truly full life. And you see, 
that's exactly what happened. Jesus said, “If the world wants to scapegoat, or degrade, or demonize any 
of these outcasts, or anyone else, friend or enemy, they'll have to kill me first. They'll have to 
demonize, scapegoat, and name me as “enemy” first. And they did. The foxes came one night in a 
garden when the chicks were asleep. And they put this mother hen to death the next day where both 
foxes and chickens could see her – wings spread, breast exposed – without a single chick beneath her 
feathers. But, God raised this one up in order to say: “this posture, the most vulnerable posture in the 



world, that's what it means to be fully human.” “That's what I intended.” And a few of the chickens 
that saw him die that way started to whisper to one another, “He’s my hero, my Lord!” And this 
posture became theirs, too. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


