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‘Tell that old fox…’ 

 

There is a wonderful Hebrew word: chutzpah.  Chutzpah is hard to define exactly but it is a 

quality of boldness, perhaps bordering on insolence; a desire to be provocative, when provoking 

the anger of our opponent may not really be in our interest;  it is a kind of self-confidence in the 

face of a difficult or impossible situation.  Italian words which capture something of the idea are  

‘arrogante’, ‘insolente’, ‘faccia tosta.’   
 

It is a quality that we see Jesus displaying today in our Gospel (Luke 13: 31-35).  
 

So how is it that Jesus has chutzpah?  
 

Well, for one thing, his situation seems pretty impossible. He is on his way to Jerusalem, 

and he knows he is going to be killed. He knows that he and his disciples are not going to out-

maneuver the great machinery of religious and political power and intrigue of his day.  

 

Any sensible man would be looking for a way out, might be trying to appease the Pharisees; 

might be looking to see what contacts he could make with the king and the governor to get them 

on his side. At the very least, a sensible person might decide NOT to go to Jerusalem. But Jesus 

does none of these things. When he is warned by some Pharisees who are trying to save his life, 

Jesus answers with scorn and provocation, he answers with chutzpah.  

 

He refers to King Herod as ‘that old fox.’ No respect for power and authority in those 

words. He accuses Herod of being sly and manipulative and scheming---and at the same time Jesus 

insinuates that Herod is a bit past it. He calls Herod not just a ‘fox’ but an ‘old fox.’  

 

Jesus makes it perfectly clear that Herod, the Roman authorities, the Jewish leaders can all 

do what they like. But they are not going to stop Jesus from doing the work that his heavenly 
Father has called him to do.  

 

He speaks also in a kind of code. ‘Today and tomorrow I am working, and on the third day 

I finish my work.’  The third day, a symbolic day, the day of resurrection. If Jesus is killed on the 

Friday, descends into hell on the Saturday, then it is on the third day, the Sunday, in which he 

finishes his work in the resurrection.  
 

For those with ears to hear, and minds to understand, we can see why Jesus is so fearless. 

He knows exactly what his work and his future hold. We can almost hear a note of scornful 

laughter in his voice as he tells his listeners: I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a 

prophet to be killed outside Jerusalem.’ The chutzpah of Jesus, his confidence and his complete 
and utter faith in God, help him to face down his opponents, to persevere in his mission, and to 

relish with confidence, and dare we say, quiet joy, the future that awaits him.  
 

But this boldness, this faccia tosta of Jesus is accompanied by deep grief and pain—not for 

himself and what he is to suffer, but for the people he loves, for the people he came to save, for 

the people he will die for.  
 

‘Jerusalem, Jerusalem’, he cries. That repeated word, Jerusalem---is a cry of the heart, an 

expression of intense sadness that they haven’t listened, that they haven’t turned their hearts, that 

they haven’t understood even a little bit, the joy and goodness and justice he was is trying to bring 

to them. ‘How often have I desired to gather your children under my wings as a hen gathers her chicks, 

but YOU were not willing.’  
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What a beautiful image this is of love and care and tenderness in the face of danger. And 

what an utterly strange image it is for Jesus to use immediately after calling Herod a fox.  

 

In a contest between a fox and hen, we know what happens: the hen dies, the fox wins and gets 

his supper.  Jesus’s reference to himself as a hen, and to the powers that be as a fox—remind us 

that the way of Jesus is not the way of physical might and power. The strength of Jesus is the 

strength of vulnerability, the strength of the desire to love and to care and to protect and to 

nurture.  
 

We know that following the death of Jesus, Jerusalem chose the path of military rebellion. 

They attempted to throw off Roman rule through violence, through bloodshed, through political 

victory—and the result for Jerusalem in about the year 70 AD was destruction.  
 

The chutzpah of Jesus is the boldness of someone whose faith is unshakeable—unshakeable 

not because he knows that God will keep him from suffering or pain. But unshakeable because he 

knows that whatever happens to him, including being nailed to the cross and dying, will not 

separate him from the love of God,  and the power of that love to transform lives, to bring hope, 

and to save the world.  
 

The chutzpah of Jesus is that same chutzpah we read in Psalm 27: The Lord is my light and 

my salvation, whom then shall I fear? The Lord is the strength of my life, of whom then shall I be afraid?  
 

In the darkness of our present age, when we continue to live surrounded by acts of 

violence, by killing, by racism, homophobia, xenophobia, fear-mongering, name calling, dishonesty 

and manipulation, oppression and exploitation.. we are given today these words of hope, we are 

invited today to follow the example of Jesus.  The Lord is the strength of my life, whom then shall 

I fear?  
 

Today we are invited to live a fearless life—a bold life—a confident and joyful life, 

purposefully bringing hope and joy and peace to a frightened and troubled world.  
 

The Lord is my light and my salvation, whom then shall I fear?  
 

Amen.   
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