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We’re in the middle of our sermon series, Consider the Birds, and we’re talking about 
the rooster this morning. I tried and tried to find an appropriate rooster joke to start off 
with, but there’s only about two that I could actually say from the pulpit without blushing, 
and they were so bad I just couldn’t do it.

The reason there are so many “colorful” rooster jokes is because humans usually 
imagine the rooster with a personality that’s big, aggressive, virile, and cocky. And this 
picture of the rooster holds true across time and across cultures - from the Babylonians 
to the Greeks to modern cultures around the world. Here’s what one writer of the 
Proverbs said in the Old Testament.

Proverbs 30:29-31 - “There are three things that are stately in their stride, four that 
move with stately bearing: a lion, mighty among beasts, who retreats before nothing; a 
strutting rooster, a he-goat, and a king secure against revolt.”

A lion, a rooster, a male goat, and a king. And, of those, the rooster struts; he’s got a 
walk. Confident, proud. He’s grouped together with a king. The rooster’s a relatively 
small animal, but it’s like he doesn’t know how small and weak he is. 

Pokey
We had a dog like that, once. His name was Pokey and he was a miniature toy poodle  - 
about five pounds. But he had no idea he was only five pounds. He had a mess of black 
curly hair all over his body, including a big tuft on his chest, and we used to joke that if 
he’d put on a big gold chain necklace he’d look like a hairy-chested mafia man. Pokey 
used to bark at animals ten, twenty times his size, and in the end he went down in the 
way I imagine he’d have wanted - death by a much larger animal that - no doubt - Pokey 
challenged to a fight. 

That’s the rooster. Kinda big for his britches. We get the word “cocky” from the rooster, 
who we know is also known as a cockerel or a cock. We also get another slang term in 
the English language from that word because when roosters are placed in a hen house, 
well … it’s a hot time in the hen house. They will mate with the hens several times a day 
- several partners, several times. (Hence the saying, “like a rooster in a hen house …”)

So the way we humans imagine rooster personalities is somewhat deserved; they are 
virile. And if you put two roosters together, they will fight to the death; they are 
aggressive and territorial. Cock fighting is one of the world’s oldest sports and is still 
pervasive. If you remember from the Peter Pan stories, Peter was known for his rooster 
crow. It was a sign of dominance and leadership and pride. Or in Annie, Miss 
Hannigan’s brother’s name was Rooster … a charming swindler was he.

The rooster is also associated with betrayal. It’s is perhaps most famous in all of human 
literature for its crow that rang out after the apostle Peter denied knowing Jesus three 
times the night before Jesus died. 
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Let’s look at that story - we’ll start with the part where Jesus predicts Peter will deny 
knowing him. Imagine with me: Jesus has just shared a Passover supper with his 
disciples, the Last Supper. They finished eating and they left Jerusalem and walked 
together up onto the Mount of Olives just east of the city. In just a few hours Judas will 
turn Jesus over to a group of Roman soldiers and Jewish officials. 

Matthew 26:31-35 -  “Then Jesus told them, ‘This very night you will all fall away on 
account of me, for it is written [he quotes the prophet Zechariah]: “I will strike the 
shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.” 

‘But after I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee.’ [It’s always struck me that 
Jesus told his disciples exactly where he would meet them after the resurrection, but 
none of them went there because they didn’t understand what he was saying about 
death and resurrection.]

Peter replied, ‘Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will.’ 

‘Truly I tell you,’ Jesus answered, ‘this very night, before the rooster crows, you will 
disown me three times.’ 

But Peter declared, ‘Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you.’ And all 
the other disciples said the same.”

So many empty promises made. It’s striking that the rooster is almost symbolic of Peter 
himself. Cocky, strutting. Thinking he’s better than the others. “Even if all fall away on 
account of you, I never will.”

And that’s just the beginning of his foolishness that night. Jesus then goes off to pray, 
knowing he’s about to be turned in by his supposed friend, Judas, and put to death. 
He’s praying in a garden on the Mount of Olives and Peter and the other disciples fall 
asleep nearby. They can’t stay awake with Jesus for the life of them. Here he is, in 
major distress - he’s crying out to God and he’s sweating blood from all the stress. If 
there’s ever a time he needs friends, it’s now. And he goes back to his friends and says 
“Couldn’t you men keep watch with me for one hour?” . He directs that question to Peter 
specifically: Peter, couldn’t you men keep watch with me for one hour?

Maybe they’d had too much to drink at the Passover meal (I mean, a few glasses of 
wine are part of the ceremony), but when Jesus comes back a second and third time to 
check on them, they were asleep again. For whatever reason, they can’t come through.

Then, when the moment arrives that Judas leads the soldiers and officials into the 
garden, Peter jumps up with his sword and lops off one of the guy’s ears, like a rooster 
in a ring fighting to the death. The gospel of John gives this poor man who lost his ear 
the dignity of recording his name - it’s Malchus, a servant of the high priest Caiaphas. 
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Jesus rebukes Peter sharply. “Jesus commanded Peter, ‘Put your sword back in its 
place, for all who draw the sword will die by the sword. Do you think I cannot call on my 
Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels? But 
how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen in this way?’” Then he 
heals the man’s ear.

Jesus is taken away and brought before the high priest for questioning through the 
night. Peter and another disciple followed the group into the high priest’s courtyard 
(actually, the high priest’s father-in-law’s courtyard), but had to wait outside the door 
while Jesus was questioned through the night. Three times during that time people 
asked Peter if he knew Jesus, and three times Peter denied being Jesus’s friend.

Then the rooster crowed. The rooster is the perfect bird to reflect back to Peter all the 
ways he missed the mark that night. It highlights all his bravado. And faced with that, 
Peter went outside the courtyard and wept bitterly, his pride completely undone by his 
betrayal, his disloyalty, his fear. 

And so the rooster became associated with betrayal as well.

Probably most of us are familiar with betrayal. If you’ve ever been divorced, or dumped 
by someone you really loved and saw a future with, you’ve probably felt deeply 
betrayed. Or a business partner who stabbed you in the back. A friend who turned on 
you. If you’ve been abused.

The people who cause us the most pain are those we’re supposed to be able to 
trust. That’s what makes betrayal so treacherous and gut-wrenching. I sometimes 
wonder if Jesus was more hurt by Peter’s lack of loyalty than by Judas’s turning him in. 
Judas, we’re told, had been stealing from Jesus and his disciples (he’d been in charge 
of the moneybag). He wasn’t trustworthy and Jesus sensed that. But Peter was one of 
Jesus’s three closest friends. Jesus trusted him.

“Of all the betrayals at Jesus’ death, Peter’s is the most heart-breaking. The 
religious authorities think they are protecting their religion. The empire behaves 
the way you expect the empire to behave. The big powerful forces share 
responsibility for killing the unconditional Lover of the world, but there’s 
something about the part they play that seems intelligible. Even if the government 
or the moral authorities condemn you, you really need your friends to love 
you.” (Rev. Debbie Blue)

Betrayal shatters our sense of the trustworthiness of the people around us. If I can’t 
trust “x,” then who can I trust? This can lead us to put defenses - to hardness and 
cynicism, a guardedness that leads to disconnection from others. One of the hardest 
things to do is to allow ourselves to be open and vulnerable with other people after a 
deep betrayal. But we can only truly connect with others if we allow ourselves to be 
vulnerable and to trust again. It’s so hard!
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Richard Rohr, a Franciscan friar, wisely says: “If you do not transform your pain, 
you will with 100 percent certainty transmit it to others.”

Easier said than done, right?

I wish there were a three-step model for how to transform that kind of pain; there’s not. 
However, I’m acquainted with betrayal, and what I can offer is some vulnerability in how 
I’ve processed it. Here are three thoughts:

My first thought is that it’s better to let forgiveness be a process than to pretend like 
you’ve forgiven someone when you haven’t. God is patient and kind and merciful. 
Dealing with betrayal is part of the spiritual journey - part of our maturation. There’s a 
reason Jesus experienced deep betrayal and isolation - he fully identified with the 
depths of human suffering as a human. He knows what it feels like, and has 
compassion. God expects a process and he’s with us in it. Doesn’t mean it’s easy. 
Doesn’t mean we’ll learn to do it quickly. In fact, doing it quickly isn’t the point. Learning 
to do it is the point. We have to feel our feelings and attend to those with God and 
people who love us (and sometimes a therapist) and allow the Holy Spirit to bring 
healing in her time. And it could be years.

I want to be clear that when I talk about forgiveness and vulnerability, I’m not saying 
forgiving means we need to continue to be vulnerable with the person or people who 
have hurt us. That’s not the sign of healing; please hear that. You can forgive people 
and set them free, commend them into God’s hands, and still have boundaries and 
maintain those boundaries for your own health and safety.

A voice in my head says, “Yes, but Jesus reconciled with Peter, so shouldn’t we expect 
that of ourselves?”. Well, Peter recognized his betrayal, and he was heartbroken and 
repentant. That makes a difference in how things turn out in our own stories. We’re 
humans who make our own choices and we can’t control how others feel or behave. So 
sometimes a mended relationship isn’t the end of our stories. But forgiveness and 
healing can be the end of our stories.

My second thought is brief: get help if you need it. Getting outside help, sometimes 
professional help, is wise. 

So, forgiveness is a process and get help if you need it. My third thought is that I’ve 
found it helpful to take in as much nature and beauty and goodness as possible.

Philippians 4:4-9 - “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! Let your 
gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything, but in 
every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 
And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and 
your minds in Christ Jesus. Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is 
noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if 
anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. Whatever you have 
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learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God 
of peace will be with you.”

Thinking about lovely and noble and excellent things provided me an avenue to be able 
to pray, and it helped me to remember the goodness of God. I love to pray, but prayer 
was hard this past year. Contemplating as a form of prayer was doable. 

If you missed the first sermon in the series, we talked about how contemplating 
something simply means to look at something thoughtfully and appreciatively, and we 
talked about contemplating nature as a spiritual tool in particular. And offering a simple 
prayer in response to our looking - a prayer of Help, Thanks, or Wow.

I was able to walk in a park and feel gratitude to God for the beauty around me, for the 
wind. I could sit and watch the Huron River and imagine God’s presence and peace 
flowing through me like that river. Or imagine my hurt being released into the water. 

Sometimes I just watched the snow fall and prayed for that kind of peace and 
gentleness to rest in my heart. I’ve often told God that, no matter what happens to me, I 
want my heart to be soft, even if it means I feel a lot of pain in the process. 
Contemplating isn’t a way of wasting time or being lazy. It’s important for our mental 
health and helpful for our spiritual growth. 

1. An article came out this week in the New York Times about how walking in nature 
changes the brain. It’s something many of us do instinctively, but there’s some 
science behind it. 

2. They found that people who spent time walking in a park were happier and more 
attentive than those who walked in trafficked urban areas. Their prefrontal cortex 
had more blood flow, and they reported ruminating less. Their negative thoughts 
quieted in comparison to those who were surrounded by nature.

My therapist likes to say “living well is the best revenge”. Forgiving and being free is part 
of living well. When we ruminate on how others have harmed us, it doesn’t help us live 
well. It doesn’t help us feel free.

Contemplating nature helped me interrupt the ruminating thoughts and redirect them; it 
helped me access gratitude. When I’d find myself in a negative thought loop, I’d turn my 
mind to something around me: the raspberries, the maple tree, the bright pink flowers 
that I don’t know the name of. And I could be thankful for those, and I could say, “Wow, 
God, that’s awesome.”

Which makes me think of a book that’s made me smile the last few months. It’s a book 
Rachel got as a gift and that moved to Michigan with her. It’s called The Book of 
Awesome. Let me read a couple of random short ones for you.

[read]

It’s helpful to be mindful of joy all around us.
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So, let forgiveness be a process; submit an openness to God for beginning such a 
process if you haven’t. Get outside help if you need it. And become a vacuum cleaner 
for goodness and beauty and nature and things that make you smile. Soak those things 
up and wait expectantly with God.


