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Alleluia, Christ is Risen!

The Lord is Risen indeed. Alleluia!

It has not been my habit to preach on the subject of Mother’s Day, but I would ask that you indulge me for a moment or two in this year of my mother’s passing.  Herself a child of hard beginnings, Mother was a survivor. By the age of ten her father had died unexpectedly, she lived through the largest flood in American history, her family home burned, and the banks failed, beginning what we have come to call the great depression. And out of all this tragedy, as her life progressed, my mother was all about encouragement.  Now I must say, with all due respect, she was not one of those “trim the edges off your sandwich and pack a lunch with a note and a smiley face hidden inside somewhere” kind of mom.  She was not a hovering sort of mother who was always right there in case I needed her.  If she showed up at my school for a special program, I knew it was a big deal, because she didn’t come very often.  She had her own life and her own relationship and my relationship with her was kept in a healthy balance with the other things in her life.  

My earliest memories of her are actually while being rocked in her lap when she began to implant a mantra for me that was to continue through her entire lifetime and mine until just a few months ago.  She would gently say to me over and over, “You can be anything you want to be and you can do anything you want to do.” Now granted, there were surely some blocks that were hard to overcome in her own life that drove her to say those thing to me at such an early age, but no matter the reason, her saying those things to me set me on a path of reaching out farther than the length of my arms, stretching toward something just outside my grasp, leaning toward the new and the unexpected.   


Encouragement was the way she mothered. She never let me think that my life was all about me.  Through community work and service she taught that life was to be spent in relationship with and bearing some responsibility toward others. In church, she taught me that the community we share is very important, and that it becomes the workshop in which we build our own relationship with God.  She celebrated my gifts, driving untold hours to transport me to voice lessons and performances, play practice and auditions. And when I was met with disappointment along the way, she allowed me a full ten minutes to be out of sorts with the world and down on myself before that eternal (and at the time I thought infernal) encouragement machine would crank up again. Time spent in wondering how it could have been, for mother, was time wasted.  “How it could have been, is no longer on the table.” she would say. “Now it is time to work on how it can be, the possibilities of the moment.” 

In school she encouraged me to sample rather than to concentrate, to try new things and have the broadest experience possible.  I really don’t remember much pressure about grades; her pressure was all about squeezing the most out of every day’s experience. It was understood that I was responsible for the grades, that was my job, but there was much more to life than just my job.  Now, like many last-born children, I was the apple of my mother’s eye and when I left home, first for college, then later left ancestral Mississippi first for Colorado and then for Massachusetts, each time was painful for my mom.  But, she encouraged me none the less.  She would ask a thousand questions about the new place and the people in it, just as she has questioned me about all of you over this past year.  She never tired of my explaining something that we were doing at the church, or an art exhibit or musical performance I had just seen.  She always asked for me to describe some particular aspect in more detail. She encouraged me to look deeper than just the facts in every situation.  

On this mother’s day, I celebrate her life and I give God thanks for all our mothers who have encouraged and lifted us up along the way.  But I also want to make a jump from her life to the life of Jesus and the early church and what it teaches us about mothering. In the Acts of the Apostles, Paul is out preaching the word. He goes to a town called Philippi and begins the encouragement there that will lead to one of the great early congregations of the young Church. For all his earlier persecution, Paul becomes an incredible nurturer and encourager for those who are seeking to bring the gospel of Christ to those who have not heard. Even when he is not with them, he communicates through letters, a few of which we still have, and while we pick and poke at Paul about his sometimes opinionated approach to theology, he spent his life mothering along an infant church, encouraging its believers to trust God, to follow Jesus and to love one another.   

In today’s Gospel Jesus has  come to Jerusalem for a festival, and as he walks the crowded streets he comes across the pool of Bethzatha.  Now, if you have been to Jerusalem you may remember this pool,  which is now dry but partly intact.  It is a small Roman edifice of five arches surrounding a spring-fed pool that was said to have healing qualities. The tradition was that when the water was stirred up, when bubbles escaped from the spring, the first people into the water would be healed.  The lame man in today’s lesson couldn’t seem to get into the water quickly enough. Jesus asks him,”Do you want to be made well?” As he makes his complaint to Jesus, Jesus doesn’t give him a special ticket to be first in line.  He doesn’t ask a lot of questions about his infirmity.  Here is the moment where my encouraging mother comes to mind.  Jesus says, “Stand up, take up your mat and walk.”  It’s interesting, he doesn’t say, “Your faith has made you well” or “Go give thanks to the priests in the temple.”  Instead the whole thing is over and Jesus is on the road again, ready to engage, encourage and enliven the people with whom he comes into contact.

If we are to be the body of Christ in this world, then what does this sort of encouragement look like? Perhaps it means that we will be more invested in what actually works about changing lives than in what looks good on the surface. Surely it means that we will see our aim and goal as being a place of encouragement for all who gather here and those whose lives we touch.  Maybe it means that we will call out the health in people, instead of the sickness, focus on their gifts and not their disabilities,  help others to reach beyond their limits and imaginations, rather than settling for a life that is just good enough.  When Dame Julian of Norwich prays to “Jesus our good mother,” she recognizes that this one who came to save us would stop at nothing to accomplish that task.  Surely he would coach and teach and command, but he would also comfort, nurture and encourage.  So, too, we are called to use all our gifts to bring those who do not yet know, to encourage those who are learning and to comfort those who have forgotten.  That is the kind of church that would please God, and make our mothers proud.   AMEN.   
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