A meditation delivered at The First Congregational Church of Riga on February 28, 2010
Beware of Christian Foxes.


Thought for Silent Reflection

If more Christians lived lives like Jesus taught, I’d probably be a Christian.

Ghandi

BEWARE OF THE CHRISTIAN FOXES
Luke 13: 31-35
At that time some Pharisees came to Jesus and said, “Leave this place and go somewhere else Herod wants to kill you.”

32 he replied, “”Go tell that fox, I will drive out demons and heal people today and tomorrow and on the third day I will reach my goal. 33 In any case, I must keep going today and tomorrow and the next day- for surely no prophet can die outside Jerusalem!
34 O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those  sent to you, how often have I longed to gather your children together as a hen gathers  her chicks under her wings, but you were unwilling! 35 Look your house is left to you desolate. I tell you will not see me again until you say, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.”
When I first read this text I was quite surprised to hear those words, that warning, coming from one identified as a Pharisee. I had thought all Pharisees as hostile to Jesus. There was nothing that had ever been said that would have prepared me for the fact that any Pharisees for that matter would ever be concerned for Jesus’ safety. In fact in the preceding passage we find Jesus even warning the disciples Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees, that is, their hypocrisy (12:1). In other words be careful what you see for it is often what you don’t see, or what is not said, that will cause you the most trouble. Or in other words, “they wash the outside of the cup butt the inside is full of greed and wickedness” and they can be like roadside bombs with their detonator hidden from view and just waiting to explode.

So here we also find Jesus referring to the king, Herod Antipas, as a “fox”. Now these certainly could have been fighting words for while in Greek literature the fox was regarded as “clever”, in ancient times a fox was regarded as destructive. My suspicion was that for Jesus the meaning might be some combination of the two. Whether destructive or clever, a fox only meant trouble as they were the slyest of animals, they were destructive and were regarded as worthless and insignificant.. And so it takes a brave person to call the reigning king a fox, especially one whom he knew was one whom he knew was out to get him and wanted to kill him to rid himself of another “troublemaker” just as he had John the Baptist. 

So here we have him listening to their warning that Herod was a danger to him and seeking him out. Could this have been a trap, or a smoke screen and simply an underhanded attempt on their part to get Jesus to trust them so they could be heroes by hatching a plot to trap him. But Jesus’ response to them is matter – of fact and really blowing Herod off. Now I know we get a somewhat one-sided image of the Pharisees from the Gospels. They are always out to trap Jesus and they and the other religious authorities have much to loose if what Jesus is saying is in fact true. However in researching this out I found that the Jews actually knew were different kinds of Pharisees and in fact according to William Barclay had several categories that they fell into.
· The Shoulder Pharisees – There were those who wore their good deeds on their shoulders and performed them so they could be seen by others.

· The “Wait a Little While” Pharisee – They could always find a good excuse for putting off a good deed until tomorrow.

· The Bruised or Bleeding Pharisee – No Jewish Rabbi, in the first century, could be seen talking to any woman on the street, not even his wife, mother or sister. But certain of the Pharisees went further. They would not even look at a woman on the street; they even shut their eyes to avoid seeing a woman; they therefore knocked into walls and houses and bruised themselves and then exhibited the bruises as special badges of extraordinary piety.
· The Ever –reckoning Pharisee – They were always reckoning (counting) up their good deeds and as it were striking a balance sheet or profit and loss statement with God.

· The Timid or Fearing Pharisee – They went about in constant fear of the wrath of God. They were, as it was said by Robert Burns, “not helped but haunted by their religion”.

· The God-loving Pharisees – They were copies of Abraham and lived in faith, charity and righteousness. 

Yes, there could have easily been many more bad Pharisees for every good one. But this passage does show us that even among the Pharisees there were those who admired and respected Jesus. In fact Pharisees were often the moderate voice on the Jewish Council when it was dealing with the early church (Acts 5:34), and some of the members of the Church were Pharisees (Acts 15:5) In fact, Acts also reports that near the end of his ministry Paul himself, acknowledged not that “I was a Pharisee,” but rather that “I am a Pharisee” (Acts 23:6). So perhaps, being a Pharisee wasn’t the critical issue but rather it was “Just what kind of Pharisee were you?”
That was then and this is the 21st century. But with a few minor edits for cultural changes over the past 2100 years, I suspect we could apply the same, or similar, categories today to many Christians. If we go back to those descriptions of categories of Pharisees, let’s look at them through the a 21st century lens and see how many of them still exist as “foxes” in our midst today. 

· The Shoulder Christians – There are those who wore their good deeds on their shoulders and performed them so they could be seen by others.

· The “Wait a Little While” Christians – They can always find a good excuse for putting off a good deed until tomorrow.

· The Bruised or Bleeding Christians – Now we certainly don’t have the issue of speaking with women in public but we do have those who walk around displaying their own “badges of extraordinary piety”.
· The Ever –reckoning Christians – They are always reckoning (counting) up their good deeds and as it were striking a balance sheet or profit and loss statement with God.

· The Timid or Fearing Christians – Those in constant fear of the wrath of God. Those who Robert Burns, “those who are not helped but are haunted by their religion”. 
· The God-loving Christians – They are copies of Abraham and live in faith, charity and righteousness. They are the ones Paul describes to his church at Corinth when he tells them that If I give all that I possess to the poor and surrender my body as a martyr to the flames, but do not love I gain nothing (1 Cor 13:3). These are those who try living their life according to those two commandments Jesus described as the most important those two he said embodied all the laws and the words of the prophets. These are the ones who do not overlook anything when ministering to the last and the least. 
We are told by all the gospel writers about a way of life that Jesus preached. One of always putting the other person first; one of not being proud, envious, or greedy; one where people would willingly forgive the debt of one in need with no strings attached, one where one would always be ready to forgive without expecting forgiveness in return; one where the other cheek would always be turned. One might even describe it as the way of life one would experience if God were king and not Herod or Caesar. It would be a world of social justice where the last are first, where the poor are fed and the hungry filled. And it would be made up of those who lived in faith, charity and righteousness. And lived those characteristics from their hearts. These would be those who would be among those who truly come in the name of the Lord. At the end of this pericope Jesus tells his listeners, I tell you will not see me again until you say, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord (35).”
Yes you can tell those who come in the name of the Lord and those who come as foxes. They come seeking the same things but when push comes to shove, it will be the foxes, the “spiritual foxes,” 
those who come with their own agenda, 
· an agenda that often isn’t obvious until it is too late, 
· an agenda which will always benefit them, 
· an agenda that never reaches out to one’s neighbor without some strings attached, 
· an agenda that often doesn’t allow one to even hear God’s call or far less make any honest heart felt answer to that call which just might be what they need to see Jesus when he is present among us. 
For if they truly come in the name of the Lord, the term agenda, would not even find its way onto their radar screen. Yes, those are the foxes we need to watch out for because they are the ones which can always trip us up so we end up following them and loose sight of Jesus, lose sight of the cross, lose sight of God’s call on our lives, or lose sight of the kingdom all together.
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