SERMON : MOTHERING SUNDAY MARCH 30*" 2025

For some people, Mothering Sunday and the more modern variant of Mothers’ Day, can
be a difficult time. For some of us, our mothers are no longer here for us to celebrate
and for many, the commercial image of motherhood and parenting is far from our reality.
And this commercialism of Mother’s Day has eclipsed all the traditions that went
before. According to the British Retail Consortium, around 30 million cards are sent
each year and over £55 million spent on chocolates alone.

So what I’'m going to do is to give you four reasons why | think the original Mothering
Sunday is one of the greatest festivals of the Christian year and why it is relevant here
and now, to give us hope through these difficult times we live through. All four are the
reasons the wonderfully named, Buckinghamshire born, Constance Penswick Smith
gave in her book The Revival of Mothering Sunday, written just over a hundred years
ago. And they’re not all about mothers and children. It’s interesting that Constance
herself was childless. Each of the areas has adapted and changed through the years,
but the core purpose of each remains the same.

I hope at least one of these four reasons rings true to you and gives you hope and
reasons for celebration today. Each of the reasons could be a sermon in itself, so
forgive me for just picking on the headline areas for each of them.

Please could you raise your hand if you were baptised at this church, or in the former St
John and St Stephen’s Churches that predate it.

For hundreds of years, the tradition of Mothering Sunday, dating back to the Middle
Ages, was about reuniting families who had moved away from their Mother Church and
an opportunity to see mothers and others in their family for what might be the first time
after months apart. The closest I’ve experienced to this kind of celebration is when Sue
and | were in Kenya for Easter Day in 2018. Over 2,000 people came back home to their
mother church in Mbere from Nairobi and all over Kenya. The Bishop prayed for each
family group of about fifty or sixty people family by family, (one of the reasons why the
service lasted over five hours!). There was good food, great worship and a fantastic
opportunity for families to reunite and celebrate together.

Times do change, but today is an opportunity to celebrate how we are all gathered as
this diverse family. Our church is a place where we can all be part of our own Mother
Church. As we sang earlier in our service, ‘You are welcome here, come as you are.” One
of this year’s new books for Lent is called Wild Bright Hope and it looks at different areas
that can give us hope and faith. One of the chapters, noticeably one of the shorter ones,
is about our own Church of England, written by Cathrine Fungai Ngangira. Cathrine was
born and raised in Zimbabwe, but is now a priest in the Canterbury Diocese. For her, the
church is at a crossroads and faces a challenging future, but there are signs of hope.
Countering what we hear so often in the news recently, she mirrors the words of



Galatians 3 in saying that ‘the Christian message calls for the radical inclusion of
people of different cultures and backgrounds within the love of God. That is surely what
should guide the church as it navigates this crossroads.’

Today is an opportunity to celebrate the diversity and the welcome that our church
provides. We are brought together from very different backgrounds, but within this
Mother Church of ours we can care and support each other through all life throws at us.
And that’s something to hold onto through these troubling times.

The second reason to celebrate Mothering Sunday is probably the most obvious one:
the celebration of motherhood and mothering. Each of us has a unique and different
experience of mothering and today can bring together a mixture of joy, grief, regret and
thankfulness. For myself, my mother, who was a very loving and caring one, was largely
absent from my childhood and teenage years, due to the delights of boarding schools. |
came to rely on a much broader range of family, friends and carers. It is good that today
we can celebrate mothering as this broader support that we can give, whether we are
godparents, grandparents, aunts, friends or professional carers. My favourite image of
mothering is this one by our friend Ali Adeney, painted as a gift many years ago for our
wedding. Ali died of cancer at the early age of 40. How she faced this terrible disease as
a mother of two young children is a remarkable story, but that needs a whole sermon to
explore. Her painting illustrates the beautiful words from 1 John 3 about love: ‘Dear
children, let us not love with words or tongue, but with actions and in truth.” In a world
which has come to value transactional relationships as the norm, it gives hope to see
mothering as a counterbalance to this. Mothering can be a different way of viewing the
world, where love can be dominant and can overcome all. And that is hope to hold onto
through these troubling times.




And that leads us neatly onto our third reason to celebrate Mothering Sunday, the focus
on one of the greatest mother figures of all; Mary, the mother of Jesus. She is often held
up as the supreme example of motherhood, and for her humble acceptance of her
astonishingly difficult role as the mother of Jesus.

Our short ‘blink and you’ll miss it’ gospel reading today features the words of Simeon
directly to a young mother: ‘This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in
Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be
revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul too.” As warnings go, that’s a pretty
severe one to take on for you and your child’s future.

Mary has not only been revered for a more passive approach to mothering but as a
heroic figure protecting the vulnerable against injustice and evil. In medieval times,
Mary was sometimes portrayed as the strong protector wrestling against the devil to
protect others. Or in this case, from a 13" C manuscript, punching the lights out of evil!
The modern-day artist and priest Mary Coffey has reimagined Mary in a new lightin a
series of paintings you can find at her website artfulspirituality.com. This one is called
the Barbed Wire Mary, showing her holding the barbed wire apart as she protects the
people as they pass through. A controversial image for our troubled times.

Mary also sang probably the greatest worship song of all time, the Magnificat.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German priest who stood up against fascism in Germany and

was later executed by the Nazis, called her song: ‘The most passionate, the wildest, one
might say even the most revolutionary hymn ever sung. Itis a hard, strong, inexorable
song about collapsing thrones and humbled lords of this world, about the power of God
and the powerlessness of humankind.’ This song, on which our first hymn today ‘Tell out
my soul’ is based, gives us an image of a powerful, mothering God.

‘God has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has brought down the
powerful from their thrones and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good
things, and sent the rich away empty.’ It is a song of promise that the fears and violence
we face today is not the future God has planned for us: that there will be a time when
justice will come upon those who have heaped misery, poverty and violence on those in
need. And that is something to hold onto through these troubling times.

And the final one of the four is a theme which is important for our own church: the care
for creation. On Mothering Sunday, we usually give out daffodils to people in the church.
Daffodils have traditionally been the first bulbs that bloom in our garden in early spring,
so we are a little late this year in celebrating with them. It is a visual sign that winter has
gone and the promise of new life, rebirth and hope is with us. Like many other churches,
we now give flowers to all those who care for others, to celebrate the goodness of
mothering, caring and support that many of us provide in different ways. We have so
much to be grateful for in how our earth provides so much to sustain our lives in food,
warmth, water, life and beauty.



When | came to the end of reading this book Wild Bright Hope with its twelve different
authors, | was struck by how much hope there is for our world. However, not one of the
twelve chapters had a focus on the environment and what individuals and churches are
doing to bring hope in this area. But perhaps that is the point: this is the story that is for
us to tell and to share the wild bright hope we have for God’s creation through these
troubling times.

I hope at least one of these areas has helped you and given you cause to celebrate and
hold onto in these difficult times: hope In the welcome and care we can give and gain
from our own church here: hope in the celebration of mothering in our family, church or
community: hope in the words and example of Mary: or hope in the gifts our world give
us to sustain us and the challenge we face to fight for its protection. All of these provide
us with reasons to celebrate and to give us hope as we face these troubling times.
Amen.

Hamish Bruce. March 30" 2025



