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“God moves… past All Obstacles” 
A SERMON on Luke 13:31-35 for the Second Sunday in Lent, Year C 
Preached 13 March 2022 by the Rev. Matthew Emery, Lead Minister 
Cloverdale United Church, Surrey, British Columbia, Canada 
  

“It’s complicated.” 
Back in what some might consider the golden era of Facebook—back when you could post 

a simple status update without a picture or video and imagine that people might actually see it, 
back before the algorithms turned it into mindless meme videos and an echo chamber of political 
polarization, back in the era when it was still the hip and cool platform for youth and 20-
somethings… Back in “the day” you’d see in people’s profiles, if they chose to fill it in, their 
“relationship status”.  Or you’d see changes in “relationship status” pop up in your news feed.  
Jennifer is single.  Alex got engaged to Myung Hee (명희).  Tracy is in a relationship with Gayle.   

Most amusing, though, was the fact that Facebook let you choose “It’s complicated” as a 
relationship status.  You’d look at someone’s profile, and in the “relationship status” box, it might 
read “It’s complicated with Mary”.  Or in your news feed, it would show up: “Ha Neul (하늘) is in 
a relationship with Addison and it’s complicated.” 

Truth be told, most of the time you saw this, it was someone trying to be funny.  After all, 
when someone indeed is having a troubled relationship with their significant other, that’s not the 
sort of thing that most people choose to broadcast all over social media.  No, instead, it would be 
some guy in university, saying he’s in a relationship with his roommate and “it’s complicated.”  
Or maybe someone listing her relationship status as “it’s complicated” with Starbucks. 

Of course, in nearly every aspect of our lives, we all have complicated relationships (and 
not simply with pumpkin spice lattes!).  In fact, I would say that all of our relationships, if they are 
of any value, are at least a little bit “complicated”—even the ones we wouldn’t label that way.  
Things get complicated whenever we love someone or care about someone with any depth 
because both we and they are both fully alive and real and human.  You have your own thoughts, 
dreams, feelings, reactions, and so do I.  And neither of us can control those for the other.  And so, 
even when we are filled with true and devout love for someone, that doesn’t mean that things 
won’t get complicated sometimes.  I mean, simply think about the relationship between a parent 
and their child.  And if you don’t have any children yourself, think about your relationship with 
your own parent, whether past or present.  Just think about that moment when your hopes for the 
future and their hopes for the future didn’t quite mesh.  Or imagine that time when you simply 
had to shake your head in befuddled wonder, because you simply couldn’t believe they’d make 
that choice for themselves.  I have yet to meet someone who wouldn’t say that things were at least 
a little bit complicated between them and their parent, even among those with the healthiest and 
most amicable of relationships.   

Indeed, part of an ‘I’ having a relationship with a ‘Thou’—a fully autonomous other party 
that I don’t get to simply control and shape after my own imagination—means that things can get 
complicated. 

Today’s reading from the gospel of Luke is chock full of complicated relationships.  If 
you’ve been following along with our scripture scenes over the last few weeks, you may have 
noticed we’ve been skipping around in the storyline a good bit.  For a while, we’d been following 
along with Jesus and the crowds as he ministered around his home region of Galilee—healing and 
teaching, primarily.  Then two weeks ago, we skipped ahead a bit to that scene when Jesus went 
up a mountain with three of his closest disciples and was transfigured before their eyes—
something about how Jesus looked or how the disciples were able to see him changed 
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dramatically.  So too did the trajectory of Jesus’ journey, since that scene marks a bit of a 
transition point in the story after which Jesus’ attention and travels start taking him toward 
Jerusalem.  Last week’s scripture was a bit of a flashback, if you will, to the very beginnings of 
Jesus’ adult ministry, but now today, we’re continuing forward with Jesus as he makes way 
toward Jerusalem. 

As he is making way, in today’s scene he and we first hear from a group with a lot of 
complicated relationships:  the Pharisees.  In Christian circles, the Pharisees sometimes get a bit of 
a “bad rap,” since there certainly are places in the gospels’ story where Jesus and the Pharisees 
seem to be in conflict.  We especially paint the Pharisees as legalistic, but that’s a bit simplistic.  In 
reality, the Pharisees’ devotion to following the commandments of the Hebrew law stood as an 
alternative path to the religious system focused on making sacrifices at the temple.  It was a bit 
more of an “everyman’s” religious path, in contrast to the temple system dominated by the upper 
classes and elite.   

In a time when the whole of the Jewish community was under occupation and a certain 
level of oppression under the Roman Empire, to say that the Pharisees had some complicated 
relationships would be putting it mildly.  They were at odds at times with other subgroups within 
the Jewish community, especially the Sadducees who tended to be more connected with the 
Temple systems, and yet joined with some of those same groups in trying their best to keep their 
heads down and not get into too much trouble with the Romans. 

Jesus himself had a complicated relationship with the Pharisees, it seems.  As I said, most 
of us who have been around Christianity for very long know that there were a number of times 
when Jesus and the Pharisees seemed to be in conflict.  We hear stories of Pharisees challenging 
Jesus, asking him why he allowed his disciples to do certain things and testing him on finer points 
of the law.  And yet, Jesus also was known to dine with Pharisees—there’s just such an episode 
right after today’s passage, at the beginning of chapter 14 in Luke—and there were a number of 
Pharisees who the Bible tells us “believed in” Jesus:  Nicodemus, Joseph of Arimathea, the apostle 
Paul.  I’ve even heard some scholars wonder if whether perhaps Jesus was, himself, a Pharisee—
after all, few disagreements and challenges are as fierce or as painful as the ones with your closest 
allies, the insiders of your own group.  In other words… “it’s complicated.” 

We also hear in today’s scene of Herod, the puppet ruler of the region.  Herod’s 
relationships were likewise a bit complicated.  He was of Judean origin—that is, he was of the 
people of the region—and he was nominally the ruler.  And yet, he was beholden to the Roman 
Empire, and only held his position as their servant and accomplice.  In as much as he ever wanted 
a bit more control and autonomy for himself as ruler and for the people of his region, he was 
constantly balancing that against not wanting to rock the boat too much, lest he lose his position 
altogether.  And Jesus, with the way his presence and work had a tendency to rouse a few rabbles, 
Jesus was a bit of a threat to the delicate balance that kept everyone just-satisfied-enough with 
the status quo.  Or, in other words, when it comes to Herod… “it’s complicated.” 

And then, of course, there is Jesus himself.  Not only is his relationship with the Pharisees 
complicated… and not only his relationship with Herod… but his relationship with the people as a 
whole—the people of the Jewish community of the time, the people in general symbolized by the 
city Jerusalem, the people as a whole who represent us, too: all God’s people yesterday, and today, 
and in each tomorrow. 

“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!”  We hear this lament from Jesus’ lips about the place where he 
is headed.  He knows it as a place that rejects the prophets, and yet at the same time he knows that 
this is the place where he is to go.  He recognizes all the ways that the people are rebellious and 
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rejecting of God’s ways and even God’s care, and yet still the heart-song sings from within: “how 
often I have desired to gather [you].”  The little chicks peck and scratch and scurry away, and yet 
still Mother Hen yearns to gather, to protect, to embrace.  It’s complicated, even for God, isn’t it? 

And it goes both ways, doesn’t it?  Our relationship to God is complicated.  As we 
confessed in our Ash Wednesday liturgy, we neglect worship—at least sometimes—and we turn 
to God only when we feel desperate—at least too often that’s the case.  We wonder—and rightly 
so—how and why God seems to allow certain things to happen.  As the English poet Charles 
Causley once wrote, 

 
I am the great sun, but you do not see me, 
 I am your husband, but you turn away. 
I am the captive, but you do not free me, 
 I am the captain you will not obey. 
 
I am the truth, but you will not believe me, 
 I am the city where you will not stay. 
I am your wife, your child, but you will leave me, 
 I am the God to whom you will not pray. 
 
I am your counsel, but you do not hear me, 
 I am the lover whom you will betray. 
I am the victor, but you do not cheer me, 
 I am the holy dove whom you will slay.1 

 
Here’s the thing, though.  Even for how complicated all the relationships are among the 

people and players we meet in today’s scripture, even for how complicated we realize our 
relationship is with God and, to be honest, how complicated it must be for God to be in 
relationship with us—we, who just like the Jerusalem Jesus lamented kills the prophets sent 
among us; we who are far too often not willing to be embraced and enfolded in God’s grace and 
love… even for all that, this morning’s scene gives witness to another even deeper truth.  Jesus 
would not be deterred.  “I must be on my way,” he says.  ‘This day and the next,’ he let them know, 
‘I will be about doing the work in the world for which I came.’  Jesus knew what was ahead in 
Jerusalem.  Nevertheless, that was where he knew he must be going, and go there he would. 

My friends, as it was then, so it is still today.  Even for all the complicated realities of our 
world, even for all the complicated realities within us, God will not give up.  Jesus still walks right 
into our places of pain, our places of conflict, our places even of his own death as well as ours.  And 
no masquerading strongmen or conflicted souls will stop him. 

Just like in today’s scripture reading, where Jesus laments over Jerusalem, Jerusalem, that 
place he so loves and yet is so pained by, God’s heart is breaking this very day over us—our wars 
and our injustices, our fear and our reticence to tuck ourselves under Mother Hen’s wings.  May 
our hearts likewise be broken by these things that break the heart of God.  And then, finding 
ourselves embraced and enfolded under Mother Hen’s wings anyway, let’s get to work mending 
the breach and calming the storm. 
 

BLESSING AND HONOUR, GLORY AND POWER BE UNTO GOD, NOW AND FOREVER.  AMEN. 
 

 
1 From Charles Causley, “I Am the Great Sun (from a Normandy crucifix of 1632)”, in Mark Price, ed., Literary Companion to the 

Lectionary: Readings throughout the Year (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2002), 34. 


