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Today is Mother’s Day. In other denominations this is the more inclusive
Christian Family Sunday. Well, | prefer to hold onto the focus on Mothers, but not
in the usual fashion, where we separate out a day to become a bit sappy and
sentimental about our moms. Don’t get me wrong! I love my memories of my
mom bandaging up my cuts and scrapes, extricating me from tight spots I’d gotten
myself into, giving me ginger ale and soda crackers when I was sick, and sitting on
my bed to share some time for just me. I loved coming home from school and just
knowing that she’d be there.

But for Christians, while our sense of “mothering” probably includes the
golden-hued memories I just recounted, it involves a good deal more, which | want
to remind us of today. Using our Eastertide preaching theme of “Light of Christ,
transform us!”, I want us to reflect on the way our Lord Jesus, who is, wondrously,
both the good shepherd and the Lamb of God, assumes the traditional mothering
roles of care, compassion, protection, hospitality, and sacrifice. Regardless of our
sexual orientation or gender identity, as Christians we are all called into
transformation, to be mothers to each other, whether family (for sure!) or
neighbour (well...ok) or enemy (ahhh...what?). That call—especially the last
part—is a tall order, and means that in our life—that passes in a blink of an eye—
we experience significant ordeals where we rely on our Lord’s motherly
graciousness to us, both as the shepherd who leads us, and the lamb who sacrificed
to make the way for us.

My title has three significant terms: Mothering, Shepherding, and Ordeal.
I’1l consider each briefly:

First of all, Mothering is about how we live in God’s presence in a world
that doesn’t.

1 John 5-7;

This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is
light; in him there is no darkness at all. 6 If we claim to have fellowship
with him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live out the
truth. 7 But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have



fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us
from all sin.

If the light of Christ transforms us, we become children of a mothering God,
pinpoints of gracious starlight in the vast darkness of human self-centredness,
greed, negligence, and hard-heartedness. Our actions in this darkness make a place
of light, of refuge.

Secondly, Shepherding is about how we as sheep follow the shepherd to our
true home, which is dwelling with God, which is always available to us, but which
we are often lost to, astray from. The Shepherd psalm, number 23, has both the
golden-hued aspect of Eden-like life in God’s light, and the recognition that the
sheep actually follow the light through deep darkness:

Psalm 23

23:1 The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want.

23:2 He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still
waters;

23:3 he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his name's sake.
23:4 Even though | walk through the darkest valley, | fear no evil; for
you are with me; your rod and your staff—they comfort me.

But shepherding is also about how we as shepherds provide God’s dwelling
to others who are lost. In fact, a conundrum here is that as we become sheep
gratefully following our mothering shepherd, we become the mothering shepherds
that others desperately need. As the psalm says, “23:5 You prepare a table before
me in the presence of my enemies....” We become a beacon of God’s light to those
lost in the darkness, and they may hate us for it, but they may step into the refuge
of light we radiate.

Thirdly, the ordeal is the persecution we can face—in whatever form it
takes—as we follow our shepherd, as we live a life that is different from that of the
world and that provides an alternative for that world.

Revelation 7: 9-10, 13-14, 16-17

7:9 After this | looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could
count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages,
standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in white, with
palm branches in their hands.



7:10 They cried out in a loud voice, saying, "Salvation belongs to our
God who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb!". ..

7:13 Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “"Who are these, robed
in white, and where have they come from?”

7:14 1 said to him, "Sir, you are the one that knows." Then he said to me,
"These are they who have come out of the great ordeal; they have
washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.

7:16 They will hunger no more, and thirst no more; the sun will not
strike them, nor any scorching heat;

7:17 for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd, and
he will guide them to springs of the water of life, and God will wipe
away every tear from their eyes."

| am not attempting any interpretation of prophecy here. Nor am |
advocating a theological argument for the end times. | simply observe that the
saints must go through an ordeal, and not because God puts them through a
wringer-washer before they can deserve to go to heaven. Life has ordeals for them
because they separate themselves from the spirit of the world and follow the Holy
Spirit on the path lighted for us by a mothering, sacrificial Christ. It is inevitable
that our values will clash with those of the world. Our values turn the values of the
world upside down.

Think of our Christian topsy-turvy values: the first shall be last, the rich
shall be poor, the master shall be the servant, the servant shall be the master, the
child will lead, and as we just heard: “the Lamb at the center of the throne will be
their shepherd.” The Beatitudes in Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount in Matthew are an
encapsulation of a life ethic shaped by the mothering values | mentioned at the
outset: care, compassion, protection, hospitality, and sacrifice. Just listen:

Matthew 5:3-12, New International VVersion

3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
4 Blessed are those who mourn,
for they will be comforted.
5 Blessed are the meek,
for they will inherit the earth.
6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
for they will be filled.
7 Blessed are the merciful,
for they will be shown mercy.



8 Blessed are the pure in heart,
for they will see God.
9 Blessed are the peacemakers,
for they will be called children of God.
10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
11 “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely
say all kinds of evil against you because of me.
12 Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the
same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.

People who follow this ethic will soon run counter to the principalities and
power of this world. It’s no wonder that the final verses of this passage are
blessings for the persecuted. Following the light of Christ leads to a place much of
the world does not want to go. It means a relinquishment of power and control over
our lives which so many have spent so much time, energy, and resources building
up. People will resist such a sacrifice, and often will persecute those who advocate
for such sacrifice.

In an article first published in Christianity Today, and reprinted on the
website of Campus Crusade for Christ, Christopher Wright writes about the
changes in Christian mission since the early part of the 20" century, and his title is
appropriate for my theme: “An Upside-Down World.” We here at Grace know that
the Ethiopian Meserete Kristos Church (MKC) is the largest church in the
Mennonite World Conference, dwarfing MC Canada. Well, Mennonites are not the
only denomination in the west being outstripped by their fellow believers in the
global south and east. According to Wright:

More Christians worship in Anglican churches in Nigeria each week
than in all the Episcopal and Anglican churches of Britain, Europe, and
North America combined. There are more Baptists in Congo than in
Britain. More people in church every Sunday in communist China than
in all of Western Europe. Ten times more Assemblies of God members
in Latin America than in the U.S. The old peripheries are now the center.

Growing awareness of the disparity between the west and the rest, says
Wright, “makes us uncomfortably aware that what Jesus said to the Laodicean
church might apply to us in the West: “You say, “I am rich; I have acquired wealth
and do not need a thing.” But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful,
poor, blind and naked’” (Rev. 3:17). What gradually is coming into view for



western Christians is an awareness of how our faith has been “infected by cultural
idolatry”, and how we need to “unlearn our default ethnocentric assumptions about
‘real’” Christianity (our own). ...[T]he real mission boundary” Wright goes on, “is
not between ‘Christian countries’ and ‘the mission field,” but between faith and
unbelief, and that is a boundary that runs through every land and, indeed, through
every local street. ... Perhaps what we most need to learn, since we so easily forget
it,” says Wright, “is that mission is and always has been God’s before it becomes
ours.”

Wright calls for a “God-centered refocusing of mission [which] turns inside-
out our obsession with mission plans, agendas, goals, strategies, and grand
schemes. ... We wrestle to ‘make the gospel relevant to the world.” But God is
about the mission of transforming the world to fit the shape of the gospel.”

[CRU (campus crusade for Christ) article “An Upside-down World”,
https://www.cru.org/us/en/train-and-grow/share-the-gospel/evangelism-
principles/an-upside-down-world.html]

That last clause needs to be repeated: “transforming the world to fit the
shape of the gospel.” The good news—the light of Christ which transforms us—
calls us to turn our world upside-down. What such transformation might mean for
Grace specifically related to our pastoral transition in the coming months and to the
shape of the church for the next years is part of our Future Forward discernment at
Council, and we will keep the congregation updated on developments and call
meetings as needed for congregational input into decisions.

But as members of MCEC and MC Canada there is always some mothering
we can do now in the light of Christ. The recent episode of the MCC podcast
“Relief, Development and Podcast” was from Ethiopia where MCC workers
journeyed into the Afar region to talk with nomadic people displaced from their
homes by fighting between the govt and the Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front.
Caught between the powers, Asiyah and her family had travelled by foot over 100
km to escape danger. Asiyah was amazed that people from outside actually came
to see them, and was overjoyed to receive six palm mats to build a house. She was
so happy to have a beautiful Afar cultural dwelling after losing everything. On the
MCC tab of the Grace website there is the following announcement:

“There is a severe shortage of food and humanitarian supplies as a result
of the conflict in Tigray, with more than 90% of the population there in
urgent need of assistance. As part of your Easter worship, you can help
families who have been displaced from their homes and are in need of
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critical care. For example, in Ethiopia a palm mat shelter (tent) costs just
$81.94.”

In closing I’d ask you to look at the bottom of page 2 of your Bulletin, at the
piece about Susanna Wesley.

“Although she never preached a sermon or published a book or founded
a church, she is known as the Mother of Methodism. Why? Because two
of her sons, John Wesley and Charles Wesley, as children consciously or
unconsciously will, applied the example and teachings and
circumstances of their home life. Susanna Wesley was the 25th of 25
children. Susanna and Samuel Wesley had 19 children. Nine of her
children died as infants.

Help me, Lord, to remember that religion is not to be confined to
the church... nor exercised only in prayer and meditation, but that
every where | am in Thy Presence.

There are two things to do about the gospel. Believe it and behave
it.

| am content to fill a little space if God be glorified.

If you want a quality, act as if you already have it. If you want to be
courageous, act as if you were—and as you act and persevere in
acting, so you tend to become.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Susanna_Wesley”

I’ll give only one example of Susanna’s mothering influence on her sons, but
a pertinent one for Mennonites. In a commentary on the Beatitudes John Wesley
says the peacemakers “endeavour to calm the stormy spirits of men, to quiet their
turbulent passions, to soften the minds of contending parties, and, if possible,
reconcile them to each other. They use all innocent arts, and employ all their
strength, all the talents which God has given them, as well to preserve peace where
itis, as to restore it where it is not.” [Wesley, J., ‘Upon Our Lord's Sermon On The
Mount: Discourse Three', Sermon 23]

Amen



