Pre:

Today I am going to conclude our series about the gifts of God that are hard to accept. I have not exhausted the list, by far. There are so many more. But I hope I’ve gotten you thinking. And paying attention to the many gifts that God gives every day. 


Like manna, our daily miracle. And rest, our daily renewal. And grief, God’s path to a hopeful future. 

Today we’re going to talk about protection. God’s protection, which comes in the context of God’s covenant with us. You know about God’s covenant? It began with Noah, really, when God made promises to Noah and his family, and then called them into the Ark. And then Abraham and Sarah, when God called them to go to a new land and create a nation. Then Moses, through whom God saved the children of Israel from slavery and led them home. And all the way to Jesus, through whom we have salvation. In the covenant, God reaches out in love, in compassion, in protection. And the people of God respond by coming into God’s presence, and following where God leads. 


Throughout the history of God’s people, God has remained faithful to the covenant. But a covenant is two-sided, and on the other side of the covenant, the people side, there has often been trouble. People have drifted away, or have gone away intentionally, instead of sticking with God. At the worst points they have rejected and even killed the people God has sent to get them back. 

Our Bible reading today comes from a fiery speech that Jesus made in Jerusalem, just a few days before his crucifixion. I am thinking of this speech as being kind of like a “State of the Union” address. In it he has lambasted the religious leadership of his time. The scribes and the Pharisees, (hypocrites he calls them!) have failed in their job of leadership. They have been more interested in appearance then in substance, they have been arrogant, seeking power and prestige for themselves, rather than helping the people they were called to serve (sound familiar?). They appear righteous on the outside, Jesus says, but they are rotten to the core—immoral and untrustworthy. The worst indictment that Jesus makes is that they have led the people astray  Instead of leading them to God. Then, in conclusion, he says this. (Matthew23:37-39)

Gifts from God: Protection

Matthew 23:37-39)


On Tuesday the world will turn to Punxsutawney Phil (the ground hog) to see if we will have six more weeks of winter or not. Interesting, isn’t it, to give a ground hog such power of suggestion?  But I was thinking about the movie Groundhog Day.  Do you remember it? It’s about a man who lives the same day over and over again because he’s gotten caught up in a time warp.  It’s fantasy, but the movie does link in with our experience, and it has even spawned a psychological term called The Groundhog Day Effect. This is defined as “an unpleasant, unchanging, repetitive situation that leaves one feeling powerless.” There are plenty of those to go around, aren’t there? Unpleasant, unchanging, repetitive situations that leave people feeling powerless. 

In his book Fuzzy Memories, Jack Handey writes this: “There used to be this bully who would demand my lunch money every day. Since I was smaller, I would give it to him. Then I decided to fight back. I started taking karate lessons. But then the karate lesson guy said I had to start paying him five dollars a lesson. So I just went back to paying the bully.” 


He concludes: “Too many people feel it is easier just to pay the bully than it is to learn how to defeat him.” (Fresh Illustrations, 187)


In a newspaper article this week, I read the story of how Solomon Dwek started his life of crime and deception. He was a teenager, about to graduate from the school for Orthodox Jews. And he was failing math. But the teacher offered an alternative way to get his diploma. Pay the teacher $50 and pass the class. Which he did. And off he went into a life of fraud and corruption. (Asbury Park Press, 1-29, 2010 A1)

In so many areas of life there are bullies looking for various kinds of “protection money.” And people keep paying them off. And paying them off. But not feeling very safe.

Some of the bullies are really subtle.  Or perhaps it’s just that you are so used to hearing this kind of thing, that you don’t catch the lie. You don’t feel the manipulation. I’m talking about advertising of various kinds, which tries every which way to hook your attention and your desire and your feeling of insecurity so that you will buy their product. They want you to imagine that you will feel better, safer, more productive, more secure if you make that purchase. One ad that I saw on TV recently has really stuck with me, because it was so blatant. It was for Verizon—and I don’t mean to target Verizon any more than any other advertiser—but here’s what the ad said: Verizon’s 3g network: coverage so good it’ll make you a better person.  What? I can be a better person by buying a new cell phone? 


Wait a minute! 
The bullies and the advertisers, along with various addictions will do their best to keep you on that Groundhog Day treadmill.  Anxious, afraid, helpless. Needy. Buying more. Drinking more, smoking more, eating more. Yet feeling less fulfilled. But there’s only one thing that will make you a better person. And there’s only one thing that will fix those insecurities and those fears. And that is to get your life in tune with God. 
A very long time ago (third century a.d.), a man named Cyprian, who came from a wealthy pagan family, became a Christian.  Some time after his conversion to Christianity, he wrote to a man named Donatus, and here’s what he said: This is a cheerful world as I see it from my garden under the shadows of my vines. But if I were to ascend some high mountain and look out over the wide lands, you know very well what I should see: brigands on the highways, pirates on the sea, armies fighting, cities burning; in the amphitheaters men murdered to please applauding crowds; selfishness and cruelty and misery and despair under all roofs. It is a bad world, Donatus, an incredibly bad world. But I have discovered in the midst of it a quiet and holy people who have learned a great secret. They are despised and persecuted, but they care not. They are masters of their souls. They have overcome the world. These people, Donatus, are the Christians—and I am one of them. (Illustrations Unlimited, 448) 

Would you like to step off the treadmill? Would you like to learn the great secret of survival in this hazardous world? 
Listen to God’s invitation! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings. . . 
What a remarkable picture of God Jesus is presenting! Not the king, not the shepherd or the lion.  A mama hen with her brood of babies. A picture straight from the barnyard. Yet what strength is in that picture. What loyalty, what warmth, what nurture and love, what protection. And how natural it is for the baby chicks to come running when mama hen calls. When mama hen calls, they scurry under her wings, and burrow into her feathers, secure in the love and protection that she offers. 
Can you imagine? The hawk’s flying overhead, but you’re a safe little chickie under mama hen’s feathers. Can you imagine this? How does it feel? 
How often, Jesus says, how often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings. 

 Mama hen Jesus wants you to run to him for protection. His arms are wide open. He’s calling. 

And you were not willing!

Not willing! Incredible. The most natural thing in the world for a baby chick is to run when Mama Hen calls. And the most natural thing for the children of God is to run to God for protection, to stay with God through thick and thin, knowing that in God, there is safety and security.  No matter what the outer circumstances. 

But the picture that Jesus is painting here is Mama Hen calling and the babies running away. Maybe they think they can protect themselves. Maybe they think there is better protection elsewhere! Perhaps they think there is no dander.  But, for whatever reason, they are ignoring the one who is calling and who will protect those chicks with her very life if necessary. 

What the Pharisees and scribes and other religious leaders were doing in the first century, and what many people today are doing as well, is as unnatural as a chick running away from its mama.  They are seeking security somewhere else. Paying the bully protection money instead of receiving the grace, mercy and peace of God for free. Looking for help from second and third-rate sources, when God’s help is right at hand. And, because it is unnatural, this running the other way creates a sense of alienation and anxiety. The very feelings that promote the Groundhog Day Effect.  Those unpleasant, unchanging, repetitive situations that leave one feeling powerless. 

So if you feel that anxiety, that alienation, it may be time to do a status check. Where are you in relation to Mama Hen? 

There is good news. Mama Hen is still waiting. You can get off the treadmill. You just have to acknowledge that you are headed in the wrong direction. And turn around. 
May you have the courage to turn, to run, and to burrow deeply into Mama Hen’s feathers!
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