
Sermon on Mothering Sunday 2011

Readings: 1 Samuel 1:20-28; Colossians 3:12-17; Luke 2:33-35

There is an international Christian charity which operates in 81 countries. It has 4 million members (that's over a million 
more than Greenpeace has worldwide, for the sake of comparison).It works at grassroots level in programmes that 
support local needs. It also lobbies local and national governments on issues affecting its objectives; and it campaigns 
to challenge legislation on behalf of the most vulnerable and marginalised. It is represented on one of the United 
Nations Commissions. 
Its programs range from small-scale farming initiatives in Africa to family support groups in UK prisons. It's involved in 
disaster relief work, entrepreneur training,health education and literacy work, including in refugee camps, amongst other 
things. It's involved also in community development work to tackle the causes of poverty and in work with families 
affected by HIV/AIDS.

Perhaps you know the charity I'm describing? 

It is the Mothers Union; of which we have a branch in this parish.

The vision of the Mothers Union is a world where God's love is shown through loving, respectful and flourishing 
relationships. As a Christian charity it does this through prayer, as well as through programmes, through its policy work, 
and through community relationships. It supports marriage and family life especially in times of adversity and so it 
tackles the most urgent needs challenging relationships and communities. It supports parents through its Parenting 
Programme, helping parents to develop their skills and build relationships.

You don't have to be a mother or a woman to be a member of the Mothers Union. Membership is open to any baptised 
Christian who supports its aims and objectives. You can be a central member or you can express your membership 
more locally through  the local branch in this parish or in the diocese.  Mothers Union is very rooted in the Church. 
Anyone  however can subscribe to its excellent family lifestyle magazine Families First and get it either through your 
front door, or on-line.

Why am I extolling the virtues of of the Mothers Union in this sermon? Well obviously the hook to hang an excuse to talk 
about Mothers Union is  the fact that it's Mothering Sunday.

There has been some discussion amongst priests  nationally this week – as there usually is in the run-up to Mothering 
Sunday – about, what exactly are we doing in church on Mothering Sunday? Maggie Dawn who is a priest and a mother 
wrote this week:

“when a whole community such as a Church or a school celebrates Mother’s Day it sets up all kinds of problems. Because for every person 
who is happy about motherhood there is another person whose mother has died, or who is themselves a bereaved mother, or who hates their 
mother for good reason, or who never knew their own mother”

We can take that point  and any sensitive church community will take that point, and yet we may still do Mothering 
Sunday as a church if we know what we are doing. Not everyone is a mother. We all have or had a mother. Not 
everyone has or had a good relationship with their mother. Mothering Sunday may be too painful for some and not be 
something everyone wants to take part in at certain times in life.
We know that the role of mother can be fraught with issues for some. And yet  as a community, as God's people we  
want to support those who are mothers, as well as those who are distressed because they are not; and we want also to 
support our own mothers too, and to remember those mothers who have passed on; and if there is healing needed in 
those relationships we want also to seek God's healing in all of that. 

Two of the biblical readings for Mothering Sunday are little glimpses of the experiences of two actual mothers who are 
remembered by God's people – Hannah the mother of the great prophet Samuel; and Mary the mother of the Lord 
Jesus. Even in the few short verses we hear of these women's lives we are made aware that their lives and their roles 
as mothers are not simple stories of sugary sweet bliss. Hannah struggled with childlessness for many years before 
Samuel was born. Mary is given a child unexpectedly in more ways than one and then receives the warning – ultimately 
fulfilled as we know by Jesus' death – that her soul will be pierced by her son's fate.

These are not stories of women who are “saved” by becoming mothers, whose lives are made whole and complete by 
becoming mothers  Of course these women in particular  are remembered among God's people because of their 
children's significance. Yet Hannah's and Mary's lives are made more complicated – joy and regret, hope and fear, love 



and grief are all heightened in their lives -  when they become mothers. 

So both their stories are told in a way that makes it clear we understand that for both Hannah and Mary it is God alone 
who gave them their strength. Even though they were faithful and good women, they were not immune from the pains 
and losses of life, alongside the joys and delights. So they called to God for help; they looked for God and expected, 
even demanded, God's help, in the downs as well as the ups. And they received it. They held on to the belief that God 
cared about them; and that God can do wonderful things against all expectations. Hannah uttered a prayer or a song 
extolling God's power;God lifts up those who have fallen down, raises up the poor from the dust – echoed by Mary 
when in the words of her song she celebrated God's ability to bring down the powerful from their thrones and lift up the 
lowly.

Today is one day in the Christian year when as a church community  we turn the spotlight on mothers – we remember 
our own mothers and we ask God's help for those of us who are mothers ourselves. We know that this is not 
uncomplicated and simple. There is so much joy and delight in those relationships and so much to be thankful for and 
we celebrate that . Yet we'd be blinkered not to recognise there is also pain and disappointment too; because we are all 
human and finite. So that is why we both thank God and also pray for God's strength and blessing.

As the body of Christ we are God's hands and God's mouth now to give that strength; to express God's love and 
blessing. So this is where the Mothers Union comes in. As a church we don't have to invent new resources of strength 
and support for mothers, fathers and children in their relationships and in their needs. We have that resource already; 
which is the Mothers Union. It's there for mothers and families in this parish; it's there also for mothers and families 
across the world, who may need extra support, where mothers and fathers are struggling to provide fully for their 
children's development. It's there to give voice to the needs of the vulnerable and to speak out for justice where needs 
are being overlooked. You may feel you cannot attend our parish's Mothers Union branch meetings regularly and that is 
putting you off supporting the work of the MU. But it need not. You could become a central member  - you can join on-
line;  or you could just subscribe to the magazine Families First.  Or you could affiliate an existing group to the Mothers 
Union if your group shares its aims and objectives. 
Being a mother of children is one of the ways God has given God's people to share in God's creative love, to share in 
Christ's passionate care and nurture, bringing in God's kingdom on earth as in heaven. We will not do it perfectly and 
we may do it quite imperfectly. What the church community can offer , using resources like the Mothers Union, is a 
place and a community where being a mother is valued and where mothers, as well as those who have not had children 
of their own, can find a welcome and support and help one another to fulfil God's will for our lives in joy.


