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Sermon by Rev. Susan Drake

Scripture Readings
Luke 13:31-35
At that very hour some Pharisees came and said to him, “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.’”
Sermon “Allowing Ourselves to be Gathered”
Isn’t this a great passage from the Gospel of Luke? We really get a glimpse of Jesus here that I
think we can all learn from. He stands up for himself and basically says to Herod ‘I’m going to
keep doing what I’m doing, you fox, and I’m going to keep doing it tomorrow and the next day
no matter what you threaten.’
Now a couple of the commentaries I read said that the Pharisees were lying to Jesus about the
threats. First-century “fake news” designed to intimidate and manipulate Jesus, but we have no
real way of knowing and we have to be careful not to transport that 1st-century anti-semitism
into the 21st century as so much prejudice of all kinds has already done. What we do know is
that in this story Jesus stays the course, even with all the drama, he does what he was called to do
and he stands up to the bullies.
I’ve found when I am distraught whether it is with something or someone in my own life or I am
troubled by world events, like the corrupt and murderous fox that has us all shaken up– that if I
focus on doing the next right thing to do, then I calm down. I am “gathered in,” soothed and
grounded by the tasks of ministry.
But what is truly exciting to me about this scripture is that Jesus uses an image for himself that is
feminine, an image of a mother hen. It reads, “How often have I desired to gather you, children,
together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings and you were not willing!”
How often have I tried to love you, and you won’t let me in is what I hear. I still have to work
hard to let that love of God in, I think we all do.

This image seems appropriate to Women’s history month, doesn’t it? You see it took a woman’s
eye studying the bible to even bring this image to light. Most Christians don’t realize that there is
a myriad of images of God in the Divine Feminine.
I never heard this as a kid. But there are several of them in both the Hebrew scriptures and in the
new testament and as you have heard me say before, the Holy Spirit was originally written using
feminine Hebrew words.
A lot of these scriptures depict God as a Mother, a mother bear, a mother eagle, a human mother
who bends down to feed her child. I really like the one in Psalm 131, “But you have calmed and
quieted my soul, like a weaned child with its mother; my soul is like the weaned child that is with
me.” That’s the feeling I got when I read this scripture about Jesus gathering us in like a hen does
her chicks, I get calmed and my soul is quieted.
But it took a woman’s eye to point these out. Some of the women in history, the mystic saints
that Heather and A Place to Be will be looking into during Lent showed us some of this but they
were still very much at the mercy of the extremely male-dominated hierarchy of the church in
their time.
Truly things didn’t start to shift until the mid-20th century when women started to kick open the
doors of institutions of higher learning and demand educations in male dominated fields like
theology.
We had the privilege of having a couple of these pioneering women as professors at Eden
Theological Seminary, Rev. Dr. Marilyn Stavenger and Rev. Dr. Peggy Way. I remember seeing
Marilyn’s graduation picture from Yale Divinity School in the 50’s. She was all of five feet tall
and she was surrounded by a sea of very somber men, the only woman in her class. She was
dwarfed in the picture, but a giant in my learning.
They both took so much heat for being women ministers, but they both were just like “I’m going
to keep doing what I’m called to do, and do it again tomorrow and the next day.” Staying focused
on the tasks of ministry. Loving and healing and learning and teaching.
It was from them that I learned of other feminist theologians like Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza,
Letty Russell, and Sally McFague, through the eyes of these brilliant women we started to
understand and hear that God was neither male nor female but is all of it, God has the strength of
10,000 men and the tenderness of a million mothers and everything in between.
Believe it or not, I struggled with this idea. I had been raised on God the Father, I had prayed and
sung and worshipped God the Father all my life. But I had read that many people struggled with
this because their Father was distant or abusive.
We started seminary just a couple of years after the New Century Hymnal came out and I can tell
you I didn’t like that they had changed the words to such dear hymns to me, especially the
Christmas ones.

I remember telling a friend this in seminary, that my Dad and I have a pretty good relationship so
I’m good with God the Father. Her response was “I’m glad for you Susan, but when I hear father
I remember the sting of the belt in the barn and I see the red face, contorted with rage, of my
abusive and alcoholic father as he beat me. This was important for me to hear and gave me some
perspective I couldn’t have found just by reading books.
It was actually in 1973 that General Synod passed the following resolution about inclusive
language:
“A concerted effort will be made by the Instrumentalities, Conferences, Associations and local
churches to educate the membership of the UCC to the issues and sensitivities involved in the
writing and using of inclusive language.
The Constitution and Bylaws [of the United Church of Christ] will be changed so that all
language is deliberately inclusive;
All newly printed materials (including worship books and services, hymnals, the red hymnal had
just been printed, curricula, books, journals and magazines, personnel materials and documents)
published or used officially by the agencies of the United Church of Christ will be written (or
rewritten when revised) to make all language deliberately inclusive.”
That will be 50 years ago next year… change is hard. And in the last few decades, there has been
so much of it. I can’t keep up, seriously the older I get the less I am able to keep up, no matter
my good intention. And so often my brain just defaults to the original script because it has lost
its youthful elasticity.
I seriously do not know what the letters past LGBT mean. I try to make it stick but my brain has
lost its ability to memorize.
Also, if you tell me you have been to see your doctor I will more than likely ask you what did
“HE” say? Even though, I haven’t had a male doctor in years. It takes effort to make God gender
neutral in our speaking and singing and sometimes it’s just easier to go back to what we know.
But we have to ask ourselves, is it worth the effort. Is it worth our young people hearing and
seeing themselves in the images of God that they were created in? Is it worth it to ourselves
when we are feeling a little low to have this image of God in our hearts of a gentle Mother,
gathering us to herself, keeping us safe under her wing, being our stronghold. Now granted
images of Mom may be just as toxic to some if their Mother was abusive, but at least we point
out that God is more that one thing.
I think God might take issue with this too. This constructed limitation of who God is as strictly
male.You know as someone within a minority, I know what it is like to be looked at and people
only see one thing about me.

We all want people to see all of us, to appreciate the whole of who we are, to not just see us for
what we look like on the outside or as just male or female, black or white, gay or straight. We are
all so much more than whatever label short-sighted society has assigned us.
God is so much more than just male or female. God is the Almighty, the powerful Creator of
Heaven and Earth, The Father and Mother of us all and Jesus, the loving energy that underlies
everything in existence. God is compassionate, forgiving, gentle, strong, tender, and extremely
courageous.
Think of the courage that Jesus shows when he is told that a person in power is out to kill him.
He basically says ‘bring it, and in the meantime I will just keep doing what I’m doing today and
the next day and the day after that!’
When you wake up in the mornings during Lent I want you to open your heart and mind to God
and try to let all of God gather you in. Let yourselves be loved, let yourselves be nurtured and
fed by the living God, that wants us close, that keeps trying to pull us closer and loves us even
when we don’t allow it, when we don’t let that healing grace and strength, that tenderness and
courage into our spirits.
I want you to just breathe all of God in, allow God to be both Male and Female and neither.
Allow all that love and acceptance into the deepest, most vulnerable, sacred yet most defended
part of yourself. Let yourself be gathered and made whole again. Do this for yourselves. But
also do this for your family, friends, neighbors, and strangers also. For only when we allow that
love into ourselves do we have it to pass on to others. AMEN
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