
Mothering Sunday St John and St Stephen’s Reading: March 27th 2022 
Year C.  
 
(“Laetere” – Refreshment Sunday) 

Psalm 127 

Unless the Lord builds the house, 
   those who build it labour in vain. 
Unless the Lord keeps the city, 
   the guard keeps watch in vain.  
It is in vain that you hasten to rise up early 
   and go so late to rest, 
eating the bread of anxious toil; 
   for he gives his beloved sleep.  

 
Children are a heritage from the Lord, 
   and the fruit of the womb is his gift.  
Like arrows in the hand of a warrior 
   are the sons of one’s youth.  
 

Luke 2:33-35 

33 And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said 
about him. 34Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, ‘This 
child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign 
that will be opposed 35so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed—
and a sword will pierce your own soul too.’ 

SERMON. 

It feels good to have my first Mothering Sunday in this church building. 

Last year I preached online. The year before that Mark preached online at our 
first ever Zoom service. For all the years previous, going back to 2010, I 
preached in a village church on Mothering Sunday – apart from the year 2019 - 
when a female lay member of my congregation took it on and did a fantastic 
job, to my complete delight. For a preacher, Mothering Sunday always feels 
like ten sermons rolled into one. 



For all sorts of reasons that will not surprise to you, Mothering Sunday as we 
have inherited it, is not an easy day for some. For several years, I’ve been 
asking myself: where is the Good News in Mothering Sunday? Where is the 
gospel in ‘Mother’s Day’? Can we rescue ‘Mother’s Day’ from the clutches of 
commercialism, or should we not even try? Why do some people avoid church 
on this day? 

But maybe it’s not complicated for you. Coming to church this morning you can 
give thanks for your mother and take home a bunch of flowers. What’s 
complicated about that? Maybe this is your first year of being a mother, and 
it’s all pure joy. But maybe your mother died years ago, you never married, or 
you never became a parent, and you’re in church wondering what the message 
is for you. 

In addition, every time you walk past a pub this week, you’re struck by how 
many offers there are for Sunday lunch with your mother today, that is, if she’s 
still alive, wants to see you, lives nearby and you can all afford to go out to eat, 
and if she isn’t at work herself today. That’s an awful lot of ifs… 

It seems to me that Mother’s Day as such, is not necessarily unconditional 
good news, because in its present form, it’s not good news for all. The 
American Christian, Anna Jarvis, began her Mother’s Day project for all the 
right reasons – to celebrate her own mother and her wonderful influence. But 
it all went pear shaped when the American President enshrined it in the 
national calendar and commercialism then claimed it utterly and exported it to 
the UK. By the end, Anna Jarvis herself wanted nothing to do with ‘Mother’s 
Day’. 

But the Medieval idea of “Mother Church” – I think we were on to something 
there. What was that all about? Was there a whiff of truly Good News in that 
custom? 

The Church in the Middle Ages, in her wisdom, provided an opportunity during 
Lent, for people to return to Mother Church (the church of their childhood or 
baptism, often the largest church in that area). It meant a day off work for 
refreshment, and you could see your family. If you were a lowly agricultural 
labourer, this was definitely good news. It was said that you were going ‘a-
mothering’ because you went back to mother church. Another name was 
‘Refreshment Sunday’: Laetere in Latin. 



Refreshment is good news, right?  We’re all in need of refreshment after two 
years of pandemic…and some of us have forgotten the toll it’s taken… 

Imagine the Church as Mother, then. Mother Church. What does that conjure 
up for you? Being accepted? Having an unconditional welcome? Being in a 
family where no one’s perfect and there’s grace to rub along with each other, 
even to love each other?! 

In Mother Church, the focus isn’t on one person – the mother – but on the 
Church as mother, on God as Mother, on God as ‘good parent’. God’s the 
parent, we’re the family. So that takes the pressure off gender expectations, 
for a start. Everyone, of whatever gender or identity can be in this family, 
being nurtured by God. If we can unhook God from ‘father figure’ for a 
moment, there’s a lot of richness in the idea of God, or a church, that mothers 
us. 

This week Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe was finally released to return to her family 
in Britain, to her husband and 7 year old daughter whom she was still 
breastfeeding when the Iranian authorities seized her in 2016. It is beyond 
imagining how painful that separation of mother and daughter must have 
been, with Nazanin a new mother and her milk still flowing as she sat in 
captivity. ‘Can a mother forget the baby at her breast?’ asks God in Isaiah. ‘So 
can I not forget you.’ God as mother.  

The mother image is deep in nearly at least three of the Lent films this year. 
Shola Amitosa, aka ‘Rocks’, becomes a mother figure at 13 – much too early - 
when her own mother can no longer take care of her, and she risks losing her 
childhood and her innocence.  

The very last scene of the last of our films, The Father, will also underline the 
powerful idea of mother as fundamental carer, the one we turn to when all 
else fails. When everything breaks down for the protagonist though, ‘mummy’ 
isn’t there. Who will care for this difficult, confused, lost man? Because the 
cost of caring is sometimes very high – it always needs to be shared. 

It seems good to cultivate an expansive picture of God as both Father and 
Mother, AND entirely beyond gender. This is difficult liturgically; I think we fall 
too far on the side of him/he pronouns in our Creed when we speak about 
God. If I hadn’t taken an oath of canonical obedience, I would attempt to 
rewrite the Creed, but alas, that might not go down well. I did attempt to write 



an alternative Mothering Sunday Creed in 2016, but it turned into a poem of 
745 words. 

So, God is expansive, Mother Church is an expansive image. The Psalm says 
‘…the Lord builds the house’. ‘Unless the Lord builds the house, those who 
build it labour in vain’. Mother Church is a place where all are gathered in and 
held. It’s never one person’s sole responsibility to ‘keep the show on the road’. 
Even Bishops and Incumbents share the ‘cure of souls’ with each other. And it’s 
all God’s work anyway. 

That is good news for all church volunteers. ‘Unless the Lord builds the house, 
those who build it labour in vain’. Volunteering (and ministry) can feel like 
labour sometimes. It feels like labour to be a Church Warden sometimes. It 
feels like labour to take an Office in the Church like a Safeguarding role, a 
Deanery Synod role, a lunch organiser, a PCC member, a worship leader.  

As the Psalm says, we are often ‘eating the bread of anxious toil’. And that’s 
not nourishing. It’s not refreshing. But we can remind ourselves today that it’s 
‘the Lord who builds the house’. It’s the Lord’s work, it’s the Lord’s call, it’s the 
Lord’s ultimate responsibility. That’s good news. It takes the pressure off. 

And let’s be honest, being a parent is also labour sometimes. We all know the 
feeling of ‘going to bed late, rising early’ that eventually leads to burn out. All 
parents, and all workers know this, actually – you don’t need to be a parent to 
be burning the candle at both ends. You don’t even have to have a job, as such. 
Sometimes life just feel like toil. We need refreshment. 

But the Psalmist says: ‘It is in vain that you hasten to rise up early/and go so 
late to rest, 
Eating the bread of anxious toil/for he gives his beloved sleep.’ 

In many homes, it’s the mother who ‘builds the house’, so to speak, who 
makes a house a home. It’s hard work; some have called it ‘emotional labour’. 
It’s not managing the diary so much as feeling like you’re managing the 
wellbeing of the entire system. Sometimes mothering feels like labour. And 
mothers often neglect their own health in the process. 

Making a house a home is particularly hard if you’re doing it without a partner. 
But here’s some more Good News today – when it’s functioning as it should - 
the Church is a more expansive home than the nuclear family: it has the 
potential to be home for all.  



In Nomadland, Fern says “I’m not homeless, just houseless”. And it’s true: she 
has a van, and she builds a home in her van with her few treasured 
possessions. She is befriended and she learns to offer friendship in each 
stopping place, and this gives a feeling of home. The nuclear family is not the 
model in that film, and it wasn’t the model for Jesus’ adult life either. 

There’s something bigger going on. ‘Building the home’, emotionally, 
spiritually, should never fall on just one person. It’s God who builds the home 
and God who builds the Church. Carers need caring for too. 

The Psalm also says:  

‘Children are a heritage from the Lord/And the fruit of the womb is his gift.’  

Yes, that’s true (the older versions say ‘sons’, of course). But if you are 
unwillingly childless, that little epithet is not necessarily good news for you. 
Jesus is unconditional Good News though: he never married, and he didn’t sire 
children. He was operating far wider than the nuclear family. His family is born 
of the Spirit – and that’s us. We are the Bride, we are the body. We’re all 
related here today by something more than blood. That really is Good News. 

And there’s more good news, more refreshment to come, although it’s rather 
bracing refreshment, from the gospel. As Mary and Joseph bring their baby to 
the Temple, we see gender, the nuclear family, and the whole concept of 
‘keeping everyone happy’, which is what some women feel they must do, 
being turned completely on its head. It’s Mary who takes centre stage and 
Mary who is addressed. 

‘This child is destined for the falling and rising of many in Israel…and a sword 
will pierce your own soul’. What words to be said over a new-born. It’s like in 
Sleeping Beauty when all the good fairies come along to the christening and 
say: ‘she will be kind; she will be good; she will be blessed with beauty’ and 
then the bad fairy sweeps in and says: ‘she will prick her finger and fall asleep 
for 100 years’. It’s not exactly what was called for, but you don’t have much of 
a story without it.  

Simeon’s message is Truth, and the truth is somewhat bracing in the case of 
this baby Messiah. In a sea of Mothering Sunday emotion, I find the idea of 
God’s truth, God’s bigger picture, rather refreshing.  



Simeon’s prophetic word that this baby will be a ‘sign that will be opposed so 
that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed’ (Luke 2) is bracing in the 
extreme. What are we supposed to do with that amongst all the daffodils?! 

The more you think about it, the more Jesus seems to stand completely apart 
from the Interflora/Beefeater pub lunch/general panic about “have I 
remembered to send, or will I receive, any Mother’s Day cards?”  

So, we’ve seen how Mothering Sunday/Mother’s Day bears a lot of weight and 
that God, through “Mother Church” can take that weight off. We’re invited 
into refreshment today, into a moment when we can all say – do you know 
what? I’m enough, I’m doing enough. Mother Church holds me and God loves 
me’. 

Mother Church welcomes us all, in Christ, especially the imperfect ones. Jesus 
stands apart and offers us truth. And so, we can enter into true refreshment on 
this day of all days. May we hear God’s loving invitation this morning. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


