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For the first year or two after Michelle and I got married, my mother kept quiet on the subject.  But, 
as the anniversaries began to come and go, she in turn began to wonder – in her own uniquely 
subtle way, of course – when grandchildren might be forthcoming.  We smiled blandly in answer 
each time – until eventually a baby came.  We were very fortunate that happened relatively easily in 
the end. But we had friends and relatives for whom that was not the case, and as the years passed it 
grew harder for both them and us to talk about it.  Harder for them because of the societal 
expectations that children will be the inevitable result of a marriage – or even worse its ultimate 
validation.  And harder for us, because after a while, “I’m sorry” doesn’t quite seem enough; and 
continually asking the same question, seems insensitive and quite possibly intrusive – the question 
carrying with it, however hard we try, some sense of incompleteness.  Which makes today, for 
many, a difficult day. 

 

And yet, of course, that societal pressure about having children is not without its ironies because 
the perfect, happy family of TV sitcoms and other people’s Christmas letters doesn’t really exist. The 
reality of being a parent, of being a mother, is that that also contains its own fragility, brings its own 
share of things you’d rather not be asked about, brings its own share of things you’d rather not have 
to talk about.  A child’s first serious illness, when you feel helpless, incompetent, powerless – it’s a 
heart stopping moment. Or when you see your child make a needless mistake that you know for a 
certainty will greatly hurt them, and yet which you’re powerless to stop – it’s a heart stopping 
moment. And the first time your child tells you, with poison in their voice, and loathing in their 
eyes, really, really meaning it, that they hate you, that they really hate you – it’s a heart stopping 
moment.  Yes, there’s joy, but there’s also pain in being a mother. 

 

And it’s this mix that our Gospel story speaks to.  The joy and wonder that Mary feels when Simeon 
talks about Jesus being the light to the Gentiles and the glory of Israel, is then immediately paired 
with this prediction of the ruptures that Jesus will cause, and the pain that will come to Mary as a 
result of that.  That is what happens in life: good and bad; joy and sorrow. They are mixed together, 
and in many ways one could not exist without the other.  This fragility of happiness, of comfort, of 
even life itself was understood by Simeon and understood by Mary.  But today, rather than accept it, 
we try to ignore it, to push it away in a number of ways.  First, we seek to avoid fragility with regard 
to our children by swaddling them in cotton wool, by constantly hovering over them protectively, 
and by buying into the parental myth that we can ultimately protect them from everything – a myth 
which only sets us up to fail, because when we adopt it, we both lose a realistic perspective and gain 
an impossible burden. Second, we also try to dismiss that fragility in relation to our own lives as 
parents, and, perhaps, especially as mothers.  But we can no more abolish the cycle of joy and 
sorrow in our own lives than we can in the lives of our children – not least because the unrealistic 
burden we take up of trying to protect our children is not just a weight, but also a barrier.  And it 
becomes a barrier because in the same way we find it hard to talk to couples without children 
because of the societal expectation of what is “normal” – we equally find it hard to talk to others 
about the ups and downs of our children’s’ lives (and, therefore ours) when they, equally, don’t 
meet this societal expectation of the normal, successful, happy family.  We have made unattainable 
perfection the only acceptable outcome – and once we do that we have set ourselves up to fail. 

 

But Simeon’s words don’t just talk to Mary as the mother of a new-born, but they point us towards a 
fact that I am only now coming personally to understand, which is that however old your children 
are, they are always your children and you will still worry about them, and feel their sorrow as well 
as their joy – long after you have given up any illusion about being able to protect them, or, indeed, 



that in any way you can shape their lives.  “And a sword will pierce your own soul, too” Simeon tells 
Mary.  How often have the mothers of adult children felt the truth of that? That fragility of 
motherhood lasts for ever.   

 

But while Simeon’s words area addressed to Mary, they also simultaneously broaden this out from 
being about a single family to being about God’s purpose for the whole of humanity.  Jesus has a 
vocation, the fulfilling of which “is destined [to cause] the falling and the rising of many in Israel, 
and to be a sign that will be opposed”.  And this vocation will, of necessity, put him in harm’s way.  
So, in these few words we go beyond the sentimentality of innocent little babies, and the 
unattainable picture of idealised motherhood, into something more real, something where we begin 
to see, and to acknowledge the vulnerability of our creation. 

 

But that’s not the just the vulnerability inherent in beginning of an individual life, and of a single 
human mother, but the vulnerability that is inherent in all creation. The entire Bible story is the 
story of creation and its frequent detours – sometimes careless, sometimes wilful – from the path of 
“perfection”.  God’s child, humanity, careens off course almost immediately in the form of Adam 
and Eve. But it’s in the story of the chosen people, God’s child, Israel, that we see the fragility of 
infancy become the tantrums of a toddler, the fantasies of a child, the wilfulness of a teenager, the 
recklessness of a young adult.  In the desert, in the promised land, in the holy city Jerusalem, Israel 
is always veering off course.  So, God the parent (mother and father) feels the all pain of seeing 
things go wrong, the pain of offering good advice which is rejected, of seeing the child hurt 
unnecessarily, and, yes, the pain of being told by that child, who really, really means it: “I hate you”.  
God has the pain of seeing all this, until he/she decides that the only way to start to solve this 
problem is to send another child into this world of pain to help the first.  Which brings us back to 
Simeon and Mary and Jesus and the story of their lives. 

 

So, Mary is not some sentimentalised archetype of motherhood sat demurely on a throne swathed 
in cerulean blue, with all the golden stars of heaven glistering above her head.  Rather she is a flesh 
and blood mother who has already known trouble as well as joy, and is now told she can expect to 
see a whole lot more.  And yet in that second picture of her, rather than the first, she is also a sober 
portrayal of God who created his/her child. humanity, and then finds that that creation causes them 
profound pain – and yet who, as a parent, loves and constantly seeks to help that child despite all 
the frustration, despite all the pain that we cause. 

 

I talked at the beginning about those for whom, for one reason or another, children are not possible.  
And I have then spent more time talking about the pain than the joy of motherhood.  But I want to 
finish on a more hopeful note.  We are all, whatever age we are, children of God.  And whatever we 
have done, and whatever we will do, God loved us enough to send his/her child Jesus to save us.  
And we, as God’s children, whether or not we are parents ourselves, have a role to play in the world 
and the working out of that gift of salvation.  We are all called to follow the baby we hear about 
today by whatever road we may be on, because all those roads lead, in the end, to the same future. 

But we do, today, especially celebrate those on the road of motherhood, who like Mary, tread a path 
strewn with both sorrow and joy, and who in their lives, as she did in hers, give us insight into the 
parental character of God’s creation, and the heavy, enriching burden of love which comes with 
that. Amen 


