
 
 

My Sermon from Sunday March 17, 2019, LENT 2   ~  “God As Mother Hen” 

 

I speak to you in the name of our God of compassion and love, 

our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

Last week I preached about 2 symbols of Lent:  the Cross and the Lamb of God.  These are symbols of 

God’s sacrificial love for us.  This week I am going to preach about another symbol that we do not 

normally associate with strength and with power and with victory.  But this symbol does have strength 

and power and victory. 

   

The ‘Mother Hen.’  More particularly, God as ‘mother hen.’  God as a chicken, in other words.  It 

seems incongruous, doesn’t it? 

 

What is your favourite animal symbol of strength, loyalty, courage, and self-sacrifice?  A lion?  A dog?  

Here are some of the most amazing animal parents: 

 

Orangutan mothers.  These highly intelligent apes, found in rainforests of Sumatra and Borneo, look 

after their young for eight years.  Female Sumatran orangutans only have a baby once every 9 years 

(they continue to have babies into their 40s), and because they take such a long time to raise each one, 

mum and baby build exceptionally strong social bonds. 

 

Clownfish, the starring animal of the animated film about paternal love Finding Nemo, make brilliant 

parents in real life.  They do this by working together. 

 

Penguin Moms and Dads travel great distances to bring food to their chicks and they protect them 

from bitter cold and from predators.  They do this by working as a team. 

 

Elephants from Africa.  In times of danger group parenting comes into its own as all the older 

elephants form an outward-facing circle when under threat, keeping the vulnerable calf protected in 

the middle.  Occasionally baby elephants are kidnapped by females from other groups.  When this 

happens, the baby’s entire herd might group together, looking more powerful and threatening, in 

order to get back their precious cargo. 

 

Let’s get back to the chicken and more 

specifically to the hen.  This is a symbol that 

Jesus uses to describe himself.  We wonder 

why Jesus didn’t use some other biblical 

animal symbol to describe himself.  What 

about an eagle (Deuteronomy 32:10-11,13), 

or a fierce mother bear (in Hosea 13:8), or a 

mother giving birth (Isaiah 42:14)?  Eagle, 

bear, a mother in labour  ~  all are used to 

describe God in the Old Testament. 

 

Why does Jesus refer to himself as a 

‘mother hen’? 

   

I have never seen this but I have read about 

how chicken hawks go after baby chicks.  

Often, the mother hen is aware of the 



presence of the hawk and she opens her wings and gathers her chicks under her wings.  She squawks 

until all the chicks are safe under the shelter of her wings. 

   

The hawk dives and the hen turns her body toward the hawk and spreads her wings wide.  The 

mother hen is prepared to sacrifice herself in order to save her brood.  Often, the mother hen is too 

big to be taken by the hawk and the chicks are safe so the hawk flies away. 

 

Jesus has the same desire to care for the people of Jerusalem.  He is heading towards Jerusalem after 

preaching and teaching and healing along the way.  He knows that Herod is determined to kill him but 

he also knows that he must finish his ministry.  This Herod is Herod Antipas, the son of Herod the Great. 

Jesus begins a sorrowful lament over 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.”  (Luke 13: 34) 

 

Another predator of hens and chicks in the henhouse is a fox.  Jesus refers to Herod as a fox which 

was a derogatory term in first century Israel.  Herod will have a part to play to ensuring that Jesus is 

sentenced to death by Pilate. 

 

In England in the 1940s a young woman entered Oxford University with little focus.  She had no idea 

what to do with her life.  But she soon came under the influence of a professor of English, a writer 

with a gift, named C.S. Lewis.  She became a Christian through much of his influence.  When she 

started to believe in God she said “it was if a switch had flipped.”  She left Oxford, against the advice 

of friends and family, and became a nurse. 

  

But her story doesn't end there, for her questing, Christian spirit would not let her rest with the way 

things were. You see, she ended up working on a cancer ward in a London hospital.  Gradually, she 

came to realize that most of the doctors ignored the patients who were palliative, terminally ill.  As a 

result she watched many of them die virtually alone. 

 

Greatly troubled, she felt that Christian compassion needed to be expressed to these patients in a 

visible way.  She approached the hospital administration with an idea she had for surrounding those 

dying of cancer with friends and loved ones during their last days, rather than isolating them in sterile 

rooms with strangers. 

 

Her radical ideas were quickly rejected.  But undaunted, she decided to enroll in medical school to try 

to make a difference even though she was already 33 years old and would not graduate until she was 

39.  This she did and later a movement soon grew around her ideas that made it possible for dying 

patients to live their days in a setting of love and support. 

 

The “hospice” movement came into existence. The woman’s name is Cicely Saunders.  Out of 

Christian compassion and a sense of calling to help in a specific way, she began this movement in 

England in the 1950s.  She founded the first modern hospice, St. Christopher's Hospice, in 1967 to 

provide palliative care to those in need, providing pain control, and promoting the principle of dying 

with dignity.  The hospice movement later moved to North America, and is now seen in communities 

all across Canada.  It is drawn from Jesus’ own passion and love for his children:  “as a hen gathers her 

brood under her wings.”  Dame Cicely Saunders died in 2005. 

 

On this 2
nd

 Sunday in Lent, the message for you and for me is to be compassionate, like Jesus, and to 

gather God’s children closer and closer together.  I am horrified by the senseless attack on the 2 

mosques in Christ Church, New Zealand by a white supremacist, and by the murder of 49 people.  



May God have mercy on all of the victims’ families and friends. 

 

Archbishop Fred Hiltz (Primate of the Anglican Church of Canada) has written about the New Zealand 

tragedy.  He titles his remarks:  “Weeping, Praying, And Standing With Our Muslim Neighbours.”  

“We pray for a conversion for all those whose hearts are consumed by fear and hatred of those who 

are different, so that we all might recognize our common humanity and live together in peace and 

goodwill.” 

 

We are called to gather together all of God’s children, each and every one of us who shares this 

planet.  May our faith in our Saviour make us more understanding, more nurturing, more loving, more 

open-minded to all. 

 

The more I think about it, the symbol of God as a 

hen sounds just about perfect. 

   

 Cross 

 

 Lamb of God 

 

 Hen 

 

Symbols to inspire us, bless us, and bring out the 

best in us.  In the name of Jesus, the greatest hen 

of all time. 

   

“How often have I desired to gather your children 

together as a hen gathers her brood 

under her wings.” 

 

Amen. 

 

Archdeacon Deborah + 

 

Modern mosaic of a mother hen protecting her chicks 

on the altar of Dominus Flevit Church built on the 

‘Mount of Olives,’ Jerusalem.  (Luke 13: 34) 


