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In both our readings today the ideas of traditional or idealised motherhood are somewhat subverted, which
is refreshing. Whilst it’s lovely to celebrate mothers, Mothers’ Day can run the risk of holding up mothers as
paragons. Although many can attest to a wonderful mothering experience, some lost their mother or had a
difficult time with their mother. Even the ‘good enough’ mothers are also human beings, not perfect, often
wishing they weren’t so busy, and frequently feeling very tired!

I’'ve enjoyed discovering an Instagram account called beahappierparent where an enlightened dad chronicles
his growing understanding of what psychologists call the ‘emotional labour’ often involved in being a care-
giver. This is unseen, unrewarded and unquantifiable labour and it often continues over decades. For mothers,
it includes creating harmony in a family; organising the family diary; keeping a close eye on the emotional
states of family members; noticing what’s going on at school for your kids and eventually may include
caregiving to in-laws.

It takes a toll. Mothers and women in general are not naturally better at these things; it’s just that they had to
learn and so became accomplished. Mothers are often victims of their own success. So-called ‘working
mothers’, who also hold down jobs outside the home whilst doing the emotional labour within the family are
amongst some of the most over-functioning people you’ll ever meet.

| recently read this book by Nicola Hobbs and afterwards, asked a
number of female friends, most of them mothers: ‘how many
relaxed women do you know?’ The question was met with puzzled
, faces and silences. The Hallmark cards suggestion (right) no doubt = 0
A:EEE}SQE: well meant, that mum can take it easy on mothers’ day, tends to <

JOY-FILLED LIFE suggest that the other 364 days she’s permanently ‘on duty.” How
many relaxed women do you know?
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Globally, ‘women are 51% of the population, but 60% of the poor, and 83% of single parents doing 60% of the
work, producing 50% of the food, but earning just 11% of the pay and own only 20% of the land, all while
giving birth to 100% of the population’ (www.bosswomenmagic.com).

What has all this to do with Mothers’ Day and what does the Church (and God) have to say about it?

| remember when | was a new mother and the first day | took my baby in his new pram to Eastbourne town
centre, about a 30 minute walk. I'd taken the baby for a walk before but not so far, and not to the bank, and
not amongst so many other human beings. They say motherhood rewires your brain and that certainly was
my experience, because suddenly | was noticing other women pushing prams and pushchairs. | can’t say I'd
ever really noticed them before.

In the days before having a baby | would decide to leave the house, and a few seconds later, | would leave the
house. Our house in Eastbourne had 6 steps down to the pavement. Our hallway was very narrow. After
feeding the baby and winding the baby | lay him down and eased him into his baby-coat (it was midwinter). |
then placed the enlarged baby into the pram, somehow wielded the thing into the hall and lent over the
handlebars to loosen the latch of the front door, wheeled the pram backwards to fully open the front door,
checked the large bag containing the change of clothes and other baby paraphernalia, bumped the pram
down the steps and began the journey into town.


http://www.bosswomenmagic.com/
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In the town | manoeuvred the pram into the bank and started queuing. Somehow the baby stayed asleep all
this time and it was when | exited the bank and sat down on a bench to recuperate that | started noticing the
other women with babies. They were all going about this complicated business whilst looking calm and in
control and | was wondering if it would ever feel like this for me. | had thought that | had a knack with kids,
but that was when | was teaching other people’s kids.....

Because these women | observed in Eastbourne town centre in 1994; between them they were doing the
shopping and banking and ordering, and collecting and planning and executing, and buying and re-stocking
and carrying, whilst all the time cajoling, comforting, disciplining, modelling, encouraging, celebrating and
teaching their tiny ones how to be decent human beings. | thought to myself in that moment: “the entire
mental health of the nation rests on women, and nobody told me this?” Obviously this was an exaggeration
and I've since revised my somewhat extreme insight. But I'll never forget that little moment of terrifying
enlightenment.

| suggested at the start that our readings subvert the notion of motherhood as we in the West have received
it. And it’s a good thing they do. Because somehow carrying the mental health of the nation (even of just one
family) seems like quite a burden. Let’s look at some models of women and mothers from our readings today
and see what good news we can mine.

In our Old Testament reading we see Hannah, a woman who couldn’t conceive at first and who came to God
in prayer beseeching him for a son, whom she promised back to God, should her prayer be granted. God did
answer her prayer and at the start of our reading we see Hannah making good on her promise. She says to
her husband: “As soon as the child is weaned, | will bring him that he may appear in the presence of the Lord
and remain there for ever.”

She is planning to take her small son, Samuel, and leave him in the care of an elderly priest at the Temple, for
life. It’s a major promise that must have cost her dearly. Today we would be thinking about safeguarding. Eli
the priest was elderly and not very capable; in addition he had two dissolute sons who did as they pleased
and didn’t fear God. Hardly a propitious environment for a small boy. What kind of mother does that? A
mother who knows that something greater than holding onto one’s children is at stake — that is, the health of
a nation before God.

Samuel would go on to be a great prophet in Israel and his formation in this regard is a direct result of his
mother’s being able to let go. It’s a very challenging model, since he was so young, and not one it is easy to
identify with. In an interesting comment, the text says “For this child | prayed and the Lord has granted me the
petition that | made to him. Therefore | have lent him to the Lord”. In addition, her husband says: “May the
Lord establish your word.” This was Hannah as co-worker with God, not as submissive wife with no choice.
Perhaps there’s a hint here of how we as mothers must hold in balance the understandable desire to hold on
to our children, and the need to let them go.

In our gospel we see another mother having to let go of her son. Mary stands at the foot of the cross, witness
to the unimaginable — observing her son being put to death as a common criminal. We might imagine
mothers across history losing sons to armed conflict and war. The women of Iran; the women of Ukraine; the
women losing sons to be child soldiers.
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Here in this shocking scene of cruelty and injustice, Mary loses — and gains — a son, as Jesus indicates John
should take her into his home and care for her. And no doubt, Mary will care for John. And then both of them
will receive back their beloved Jesus as so much more than an earthly son and friend, when he rises from the
dead and appears to them both as Lord and Saviour.

In the case of Hannah and in the case of Mary, motherhood answers to a higher call — the call of obedience to
God. Mary the mother of Jesus said yes to God’s overshadowing and in doing so became a model for
discipleship everywhere. However, in reviewing Chine MacDonald’s new book ‘Unmaking Mary’, one reviewer
suggests that myths about Mary being ‘selfless, sexless, and serene’ still persist

https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2025/16-may/books-arts/book-reviews/book-review-unmaking-
mary-shattering-the-myth-of-perfect-motherhood-by-chine-mcdonald

Religious images of Mary may have formed the Church’s understanding
.x of motherhood as being a most perfect and holy calling. Think of your

§ favourite Madonna and Child and contrast it with a modern portrayal of
a young mother home alone with a small toddler, for instance! Let’s not
forget also that Mary’s Magnificat is a song of resistance to the
powerful being in charge. Her obedience is proof that God raises the
lowly to challenge the status quo.

What about the other women at the foot of the cross? We know that alongside Jesus’ mother was her sister,
and another Mary - named as the wife of Clopas. This latter Mary may have been another aunt of Jesus’s. So
there may have been two aunties present at the foot of the cross. So this mothers’ day we also remember
aunts: whether they have borne children or simply mothered their siblings’ children, aunts are wonderful!

Finally, there was Mary Magdalene. Here is another antidote to the traditional Mothers’ Day notions. There’s
no evidence that Mary Magdalene was a mother, or even married. She is named after her region — Magdala —
suggesting she was an independent woman. Jesus had delivered her from demons and she became an ardent
disciple from that time, travelling everywhere with him and probably supporting him, along with other
women, from her own funds. As the first person to witness his resurrected person some argue for her to be
called the ‘apostle to the apostles’.

So — Hannah gave up her child because it was the right thing to do. Mary saw her son die and was cared for by
someone else’s son. Mary Magdalene was not a mother — her calling was to a life of single-minded devotion
to Jesus.

Aunts, sisters, midwives, many loving care-givers surround the male heroes of the bible as equally important
figures. Together they answer to God first and are not defined by their performance as traditional women
doing traditional things. Our Saviour was not himself a ‘traditional family man’ — he neither married nor sired
children. Instead he looks to us, his children, to bring the kingdom in.

So may we have the grace to hear this renewed call together in Lent.
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