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I think most of you are aware that music is a near constant presence in my life.  If you’ve come 
by the office during the week, you’ll generally find me tuned in to our local jazz radio station, 
KPLU, 88.5-FM.  And, by the way, there is an effort afoot to save KPLU from being taken over 
by the University of Washington and preserved as an independent news and music voice in our 
community.  I hope all of you who are so inclined will donate to that cause.  But I digress…  
You’ll hear jazz in the church office during the work week, classical music on Saturday while I 
write my sermon and on Sunday morning while I prepare.  You probably know from my many 
references in preaching that I’m also an old rock & roller, though I also try to stay current with 
groups like Death Cab for Cutie, Coldplay, Wilco, Mumford and Sons, and Ray Montagne and 
the Pariah Dogs.  But you may not know that I grew up in a home where country music was also 
a pervasive influence.  My mom grew up listening to the Grand Ol’ Opry every Saturday night.  
Dad favored Hank Williams.  Both of them were fans of Johnny Cash and Jerry Lee Lewis, the 
Arkansas natives who were part of the spearhead of what became known as Rockabilly.  Jerry 
Lee was a bit of a guilty pleasure in our pious Baptist household, given his propensity for 
misbehavior.  Johnny, of course, had an equal number of problems but was forgiven because of 
his religiously-tinged and often overtly Christian recordings. 
 
In fact, Johnny Cash and his wife, June Carter, were probably my parents’ shared favorites.  
Having run off to get married in Hernando, Mississippi, where the 19-year old David could 
marry the 17-year old Bonnie with less legal fuss, they identified with the Carter/Cash duet about 
a larger city in that state, “Jackson.”  “We got married in a fever / hotter than a pepper sprout…”  
I think we all listened to the LP of “Johnny Cash at San Quentin Prison” until the grooves in the 
vinyl were worn out. 
 
My admiration for Johnny & June lasted even during the years when their music declined in 
popularity and they were considered irredeemably square.  So I rejoiced when, toward the ends 
of their lives, they were “rediscovered” by the hipsters and both put out new albums; Johnny a 
total of six for Rick Rubin’s American Recordings and June two for different labels.  Both of 
them recorded right up to the end of their lives; some of those albums were released 
posthumously.  Their once powerful voices were worn – almost inaudible in Johnny’s case.  But 
they had a spiritual power far beyond their diminished vocal capacity.  One of June’s final 
albums was entitled “Press On.”  At the beginning of the recording, she can be heard to croak, 
“C’mon, babies, we’re pressing on,” before she begins singing one of the songs that made her 
family famous, A.P. Carter’s “Diamonds in the Rough.”  The chorus goes, “The day will soon be 
over and digging will be done, / and no more gems be gathered, so let us all press on. / When 
Jesus comes to claim us, and says it is enough, / the diamonds will be shining no longer in the 
rough.” 
 
Pressing on is my topic for this morning; per-sev-EErance, or, if you’re British, per-SEV-erance.  
One of the things I find so admirable in those late albums by Johnny Cash and June Carter is 
their perseverance, their intense drive to continue to pursue their art and craft in the service of 
God to the very end and beyond.  In our Scriptures this morning, we find two other towering 
examples of perseverance: Jesus and Paul, who continued their work despite the obvious dangers 
that surrounded them.  And Paul calls on his friends of the church at Philippi to persevere as 
well; to “press on,” to “hold fast,” and to “stand firm.”  This morning, I want to consider those 
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two great exemplars of perseverance and also how it is that the calling to press on is found in our 
own lives. 
 
The perseverance of Jesus is, first of all, a courageous sort of pressing on.  To better understand 
this, we must remember the situation of this story and also grapple with some idiomatic 
expressions that may escape us in the English translation.  The Herod of this story is not really a 
king but the Tetrarch of Galilee, equivalent to a provincial governor and propped up by the 
Roman army.  This is the same Herod who had Jesus’ cousin, John the Baptist, put to death with 
his head famously served up on a platter.  Herod is equally disquieted by Jesus and making plans 
to get rid of him, too.  Despite their usual portrayal in the gospels as Jesus’ adversaries, the 
Pharisees as depicted here are not seeking his destruction but his safety.  By the way, isn’t it 
good to be reminded that we can disagree with someone over important matters and still seek 
their welfare?  It would be nice to see some of that spirit in campaign season America, wouldn’t 
it?  But, again, I digress… 
 
Despite the danger of going up against the Tetrarch, Jesus is dismissive, even contemptuous.  
Here’s where we have to deal with those non-English idioms.  In our European American 
culture, the word “fox” carries certain connotations.  We admire foxes for their craftiness and 
their beauty.  To be “as sly as a fox” or “crazy like a fox” can be considered positive attributes 
and which of us who remembers the 70s didn’t want to be considered “foxy”?  But there was 
none of that underlying positive in what Jesus said.  In rabbinical literature, the word “fox” is 
often used as a term of contempt.  Randall Buth’s researches, particularly into the Jerusalem and 
Babylonian Talmuds, suggest that Jesus “was commenting on Herod's ineptitude… pedigree, 
moral stature and leadership.”  Buth recommends that we substitute for the word “fox” words 
like “poser” or “clown” or, keeping it in the animal kingdom, “weasel.”  Another commentator, 
the British scholar A.R.C. Leaney, cites an Aramaic idiom behind the Greek of Luke’s repeated 
words, “today and tomorrow, and on the third day.”  Leaney says that this is better translated, 
“day by day, and one day soon.”  “Eventually,” in other words, or perhaps “when I’m darn good 
and ready.”  “Go and tell Herod, that weasel, that I have things to do and that he can’t stop me.  
When I’m ready, I’m going to Jerusalem.  That’s where God’s prophets are killed.”  Jesus is not 
afraid of the prideful, petty tyrant who beheaded his cousin John.  Jesus has a calling from God 
and he is going to persevere in pursuing it. 
 
Jesus’ pressing on is also about the love that God has for God’s people.  God’s love, Jesus’ own 
love, is like that, he says, of a mother hen for her chicks.  In a sermon on this passage, Barbara 
Brown Taylor describes the chapel of Dominus Flevit, “The Lord Wept,” nestled on the side of 
the Mount of Olives, just across the Kedron Valley from Jerusalem.  It is built on the site 
traditionally held to be the place where Jesus spoke his words of lament and warning for 
Jerusalem.  “On the front of the altar,” she writes, “is a picture of what never happened in that 
city. It is a mosaic medallion of a white hen with a golden halo around her head. Her red comb 
resembles a crown, and her wings are spread wide to shelter the pale yellow chicks that crowd 
around her feet. There are seven of them, with black dots for eyes and orange dots for beaks. 
They look happy to be there. The hen looks ready to spit fire if anyone comes near her babies.  
But, it never happened, and the picture does not pretend that it did. The medallion is rimmed 
with red words in Latin. Translated into English they read, "Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that 
kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your 



Pressing On 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 2/21/2016 3 
 

children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!" The last 
phrase is set outside the circle, in a pool of red underneath the chicks’ feet: you were not 
willing.” 
 
It is an interesting juxtaposition of images.  Jesus, the fiery prophet unafraid to taunt the tyrant 
Herod as an “egg-sucking weasel,” as we used to say down home, is also the tender mother hen.  
But then the hen is not afraid of the fox either, when it comes to protecting her babies.  Those 
who have raised chickens can tell you, the mother hen will keep her chicks behind her wings and 
bare her breast to the fox, giving herself up to him so that he will be sated and leave without the 
smaller, weaker morsels.  Again, from Barbara Brown Taylor:  “If you have ever loved someone 
you could not protect, then you understand the depth of Jesus’ lament. All you can do is open 
your arms. You cannot make anyone walk into them. Meanwhile, this is the most vulnerable 
posture in the world --wings spread, breast exposed -- but if you mean what you say, then this is 
how you stand… Jesus won’t be king of the jungle in this or any other story. What he will be is a 
mother hen, who stands between the chicks and those who mean to do them harm. She has no 
fangs, no claws, no rippling muscles. All she has is her willingness to shield her babies with her 
own body. If the fox wants them, he will have to kill her first. Which he does, as it turns out.  He 
slides up on her one night in the yard while all the babies are asleep. When her cry wakens them, 
they scatter. She dies the next day where both foxes and chickens can see her -- wings spread, 
breast exposed -- without a single chick beneath her feathers. It breaks her heart, but it does not 
change a thing. If you mean what you say, then this is how you stand.”  Jesus’ love perseveres.  
My friend Fr. John Foreman visited the chapel of Dominus Flevit on a trip he made to the Holy 
Land last month and reported to us that it was the single most moving moment of an emotionally 
packed trip. 
 
The Christians in Philippi to whom Paul wrote would, of course, have known well the story of 
Jesus’ sufferings on their behalf.  They also would have been well-aware of Paul’s own 
sufferings.  He is writing to them from prison, never a felicitous setting in the ancient world.  He 
is cold and hungry; he has been beaten.  They likely would have known of the other times he was 
imprisoned and beaten, of his shipwrecks, of those who turned against him.  So when he says to 
them that he is “pressing on,” they would have known just what that perseverance demanded of 
him.  But, he tells them, he has good reason to keep on keeping on.  “I press on toward the goal 
for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.” 
 
Now, in my experience, the standard interpretation of this is that Paul is willing to press on 
through all his troubles for the reward of Heaven, the afterlife, “pie in the sky by and by when 
we die.”  But despite my own sure and certain faith in the resurrection, I am unwilling to concede 
that Paul was simply looking forward to the far side banks of Jordan, to borrow another phrase 
from Johnny Cash and June Carter.  Paul even writes, earlier in this letter, “I am hard pressed 
between the two: my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; but to remain in 
the flesh is more necessary for you. Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will remain and 
continue with all of you for your progress and joy in faith, so that I may share abundantly in your 
boasting in Christ Jesus when I come to you again.”  Clearly, Paul’s pressing on has more to do 
with another heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.  It has to do with the goal that Jesus taught his 
disciples to remember when they prayed: “Thy kingdom come.  Thy will be done on earth as it is 
in heaven.”  Paul is invested in perseverance so that the Beloved Community may continue to 
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build, so that those he has brought to become disciples of Jesus may continue to fulfill the will of 
God for their own lives. 
 
I believe this is affirmed in what he writes to them in verse 16 of chapter 3: “Only let us hold fast 
to what we have attained.”  It is a reminder to them and thereby to us that we must persevere as 
well.  And to what is it that we must hold fast?  Again, I think the answer is seeded into the early 
part of this letter.  After the salutation, Paul first gives thanks to God for his friends in Philippi.  
In verse 6, he writes: “I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you 
will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.”  This is an assertion that he repeats in 
chapter two, verse 13: “…for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to 
work for his good pleasure.”  According to Paul, God is working in the Philippians and God still 
works in God’s people today.  How?  First, with love, just as we should expect from the loving 
example of Jesus: (Philippians 1:9) “And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more 
and more with knowledge and full insight…”  The Christians of Philippi are moving toward the 
“heavenly calling” by loving God and their neighbors more and more each day.  This is what 
Paul is thinking of when he writes, in 1:27, “Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the 
gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will 
know that you are standing firm in one spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of 
the gospel…”  He refers to this later, in 2:16, as “holding fast to the word of life.”  He is calling 
on his friends to persevere in the love which they have learned is their inheritance in God 
through Christ Jesus and in the faith in that love and in God. 
 
Some of my conclusions here are based on what comes after our passage in Philippians as well 
as what comes before it.  That is in part because I think, to use another home spun metaphor 
borrowed from my old New Testament teacher, Harold Songer, the devisors of the lectionary 
have cut the chicken across the bone.  As proposed by the lectionary, our passage from Paul this 
morning ends: “Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, 
stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved.”  Or is that, “in this way, my beloved?”  Does the 
end of the sentence look backwards or forwards?  If forwards, we get a set of exhortations from 
Paul in which he reminds the Philippians to live with love, joy, and gentleness: “…be of the 
same mind in the Lord.  …Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.  Let your 
gentleness be known to everyone.  … Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, 
whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any 
excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Keep on doing the 
things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be 
with you.”  As my pastor Homer Carter used to say when I was a teenager, “Keep on keeping 
on!”  Don’t stop loving, don’t stop believing, don’t stop rejoicing.  Live as if the Beloved 
Community were already a reality and you will help make it a reality. 
 
Jesus did not persevere in what he was called to do in a vacuum.  Paul knew full well what 
perseverance in the will of God meant when it came up against the will of empire and those who 
were its servants.  It is not easy to persevere in love and joy and gentleness even now.  It will not 
be until the Beloved Community is fulfilled.  We still face the predations of systemic evil in 
racism, xenophobia, religious zealotry, greed, and many other societal ills.  We still face 
debilitating disease and physical death.  For us all as fallen creatures, frail even in our prideful 
strength, the world can seem to be a vale of tears.  Steven Charleston, a retired bishop of the 
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Episcopal Church, whose wisdom I follow on Facebook and often repost, wrote this on Saturday 
morning: “We are not alone in our sadness or our sorrow. There is a quiet spirit that shares our 
deep emotion, aware of our feelings, our hopes too fragile to even acknowledge for fear they will 
disappear like smoke, our longings held tightly in the silence of our worry. We are not alone, for 
a presence stands beside us, there, if only we will trust it, reaching out in whispers eloquent of a 
love that will never leave us, no matter how hard the path ahead. We are not alone, and never 
will be, for the one who gave us life holds that life, in hands as gentle as they are strong.” 
 
I left out a part of Paul’s closing exhortation to the Philippians a few minutes ago.  I think you 
know it.  “And so, my sisters and my brothers, have no anxiety about anything, but in everything 
by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God.  And 
the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep your hearts and your minds in Christ 
Jesus.”  Or, as June Carter said to her band, “C’mon, babies, we’re pressing on.”  Thanks be to 
God.  Amen. 


