
Readings: 1 Samuel 1.20-end; Colossians 3.12-17; Luke 2.33-35 
 
This Mothering Sunday I’m going to ask you to choose between two competing views of 
motherhood.  To make the choice more stark, I’ll tell you two stories: one real, and the other, 
explicitly, a fairy-tale.  In the first, the real story, you – the mother – will have woken up this 
morning to the smell of your children cooking your breakfast.  Not arguing, and with almost no 
mess, they will have brought you a picture-perfect meal, together with flowers and a card that 
declares their constant and undying love for you, and your constant and total indispensability to 
them.  As you laze momentarily in your neat, uncluttered, sun-dappled bedroom, you’ll wonder why 
you have been so lucky.  After church you’ll take your own mother out to lunch, and three 
generations of mothers and daughters will laugh, and smile, and swap stories that look happily 
back, and eagerly forward.  That’s the story of contemporary motherhood.  
 
And the fairy story?  Well, once upon a time in a land far away and long ago, lived a Prince from a 
long line of kings, and his beautiful bride.  And it came to pass that they had a precious and much-
loved baby.  As in the best fairy tales, this birth was special, being noted by a wondrous comet in the 
heavens and joyous celebrations in the Prince’s city.  People came from far and wide to pay their 
respects to the family; and their fellow princes travelled from distant realms to bring gifts for the 
baby.  Auspicious sign followed auspicious sign.  Then one day, as the Prince and Princess were 
taking their baby into the great cathedral, they encountered an old man, known to be clairvoyant.  
To their increasing wonder he told them that their son was destined for untold greatness.  The man 
who would save and restore not only their own country, but those all around.  The parents 
marvelled at their family’s good fortune, but the old man was not finished.  In a fairy story how 
could he be?  “But”, he warned them, “while your son will save the country, he will also divide it.  
While many will love him, some will hate him.  And those who hate him will try to bring him down, 
and, at last, they will succeed”.  “And then”, he said, his clear, wise, deep blue eyes fixing intently on 
the Princess, “at that moment, at that very moment, a sword will pierce your soul”.  Unnerved and 
uneasy, the Princess wrapped her arms tightly around her son, and stared into the suddenly 
uncertain, unsettling future … 
 
Two competing stories of motherhood: one reality, the other fantasy.  Except I wonder, which of 
those stories do you think is which?  Let’s start with the first.  On this Sunday, as a mother, you face 
many of the same pressures that exist at Christmas, and on family holidays.  You aim for what you 
are told is attainable perfection, and feel you have failed if you fall short.  Everyone knows that truly 
happy families never argue.  Everyone knows that perfect mothers have limitless reserves of 
patience and selflessness.  Everyone knows that good children (including adult children) never show 
ingratitude or act selfishly towards their own mother.  Everyone knows that a real family Christmas, 
a proper summer holiday, an authentic Mother’s Day, should produce a wealth of golden memories.  
And so you reach, you stretch, for what you are told is reality, only for your attempt, almost 
inevitably, to fail.  Year after year, those events almost certainly create a wealth of memories – but, 
perhaps, not all of them golden. 
 
So what about the fairy story with its bonny baby, its happy birth, its beautiful mother, its wise old 
man, but also that prediction of pain and suffering to come?  In our second story there is joy and 
hope, current and future; but also a warning that with that joy and hope will be mixed pain and 
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sorrow of the very sharpest kind.  That to me seems more real than the narrative of perfection that 
society seeks to impose on you.  But it’s more real not just because it reflects your true story, but 
also because it reflects God’s true story.  This second story is the story of God the Father who so 
loved the world that he sent his only son to die for us.  This second story is the story of Mary the 
mother, who bore and raised, who nurtured and cared for the son whose living and dying she knew 
would piece her soul with a sword.  And yet it is this second story, I believe, not the first, that is the 
hopeful story of Mothering Sunday.   
 
Firstly there’s hope because the story acknowledges that unconditional love will always, at some 
point, be accompanied by pain.  Is there a mother amongst you who has not at one time or another 
felt that stab of the sword?  Of course, there are good times with your children.  Times of pure and 
unalloyed joy.  But there are also difficult times, tough times, harrowing times, times of complete 
and utter darkness.  Even as a baby, that sense of total fear as she slips headfirst out your hands 
towards the floor, or as his temperature spikes still higher.  As a young child, the first time he is 
bullied, or the first time she hurts someone else.  As a teenager, when they seem to withdraw from 
you, saying to you things you wish you’d never had to hear.  When they are ill, or in despair, or 
caught in a downward spiral from which it seems they’ll never break, you cannot walk away from 
the pain.  So, because your love is unconditional, a sword will pierce your soul.  Now how can that 
be hopeful?  Well, here’s one way.  Measured against our first story, that template of perfection, 
your child’s troubles feel like your failure.  But in our second story, where God had to let his son die, 
where Mary had to see her son nailed to a cross, you realise that this pain is the price of 
unconditional love; the price that you, as a mother, will inevitably pay in some measure, at some 
time. 
 
But in addition to the realisation that you have neither failed, nor are alone – which might in certain 
circumstances still only sound like very cold comfort – there’s another reason to be hopeful, and 
that comes from turning around what I have just said.  If the love will be accompanied by pain, 
sometimes intense, it will also be accompanied by joy, sometimes profound.  So the pain does not 
negate, or extinguish, or overwhelm the joy.  It accompanies it, and they exist together.  And that 
can be a positive – hopeful – for two reasons.  First, if it helps you to an understanding that you will 
appreciate joy more if you also know what pain is.  An understanding that once you have 
experienced that cold shadow, the warmth of the sun will feel still more intense; an understanding 
that once you have experienced profound darkness the light will seem even more brilliant.  And, 
hopeful, secondly, because beyond this issue of the benefits of those contrasts there may be 
something even more essential.  It may, in fact, be that only after suffering can you truly experience 
joy, as opposed to merely experiencing comfort and pleasure.  In a way, perhaps, your soul – all of 
our souls – needs to be pierced, in order to become fully alive.  Jesus talks about denying yourself, 
taking up your cross and following him.  That’s the way to joy, but not to comfort or pleasure; the 
way to light and life, but often through pain.  The unconditional love of a mother makes it 
impossible for you to avoid the pain that flows from what happens to your child and from what they 
do to you.  Because you can’t walk away, can’t abandon the relationship, can’t pretend it never 
happened – any more than God can walk away from the world.  Love for ever ties you to your child.  
But that unconditional love also brings intensity, a depth of feeling, and moments of joy that will 
flow from no other relationship that you will ever have.   
I gave you two stories of motherhood.  One the human story that we tell ourselves, which we know 
isn’t true, and yet against which we measure ourselves – and always fall short.  And another, God’s 
story, where joy is mixed with pain because that’s what love costs.  One story is pretty and neat – 
and bland and flat.  The other story is painful and wonderful, intense and remarkable, fulfilling and 
frustrating, costly and rewarding, excruciating and astonishing, agonizing and amazing.  Which 
story do you recognise?  Which story do you choose? 
 
Amen. 
 


