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Dear Friends,     March 2007 

There was a time when I used to buy a newspaper on a daily basis and 

read it on the train on my way to work. I did this for several months and 

then gave up; reading the news on such a regular basis was far too 

depressing for me. The next solution I tried in order to keep up with 

events in the world was listening to the news on the radio which, over 

time, was interleaved with watching the news on television. This has 

provided a remarkably good source of information, but over the past few 

years I have become less and less satisfied.  

 

The reason for this sense of dissatisfaction with the way the news is 

portrayed is the peculiar emphasis put on events from around the world. 

Yes, it is good to hear from the local news that the body of the boy who 

fell into the Thames a few weeks ago has now been recovered. This 

brings to an end a very disturbing incident in our local community. But 

what I find so strange is the importance given on the international news 

that Britney Spears has cut off all her hair! Why is this given such 

prominence and yet we hear so little about events which affect many 

hundreds of thousands, e.g. the progressive flooding of the delta in 

Bangladesh. Isnôt the latter so much more important in global terms? 

 

But then an item on the news yesterday about the plans the Bush 

administration has drawn up for military action in Iran made me realise 

that I am living in a world which has lost contact with reason. Who 

honestly believes that anything positive will be achieved by carrying out 

such plans? Hasnôt the world at large, and the US administration in 

particular, realised that war achieves nothing except destruction and 

mayhem? If even a mere mortal like me can see how unstable the 

Middle East has become over the last four or five years, canôt the policy 

makers who are meant to come from the most powerful nation on earth, 

and with a professed Christian heritage, get a glimpse of this truth? 

 

Against this backdrop of observations, I sometimes wonder what it 

means to live as a Christian in the modern world. Answering this 

question is not made any easier by the way the affairs of the Church are 

portrayed. From press coverage, it would seem that the Church is 
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interested more in what happens in private in peopleôs bedrooms than 

issues which might shape the future of mankind. So does our Christian 

faith provide an escape route from reality, supplying us with a safe 

environment in which we can concern ourselves with a set of minor 

affairs of little real consequence or does it have some greater meaning? 

 

For years I have recognised that the only way I can maintain a state of 

balance as a parish priest is by saying my daily prayers, both in the 

morning and evening. This is what keeps me both sane and able to see 

life with a sense of perspective which is greater than that presented by 

our press. The reason for this originates from a variety of causes 

attached to the practice of saying daily prayers. First, in a day which is 

crammed full of events and meetings, saying the daily office of Morning 

and Evening Prayer provides a time to relax. You donôt have to make 

any decisions; you simply follow a preset form and let the message from 

the daily office seep into you. So what does it feed you with? Insights 

and ways of viewing life which have a far greater sense of perspective 

than is possible either from yourself and your society. It is a view of life 

which has been chewed over through the centuries and much of the 

dross has been ñboiled offò. Then once this view of life has been 

absorbed, there is a time for reflecting prayerfully either on the day 

ahead or on the events of the day that have happened. 

 

In this practice of daily prayer, what I see happening is a two-way 

process of our daily life rubbing up against the Kingdom of God. Our 

concerns are accepted into Godôs Kingdom, seen in a wider perspective 

and allow us to receive insights, which can influence our thinking, 

attitudes, desires and actions. For me, daily prayers enable me to find 

meaning and purpose in being a Christian in everyday life. My belief is 

that prayer brings both hope and purpose to life and makes our 

interaction with daily living have meaning. 

 

Now, I might be wrong, but I think reading the Bible and saying our 

prayers helps us engage with the real issues of life. Try it and see for 

yourself. With love,   Andrew.  
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The overall theme of t his issue is ôMaking the Christian voice heard 

in todayõs worldõ. This compilation of thought -provoking articles 

provides  appropriate reading for Lent . 

Invited articles in this issue:  

Who is my Neighbour?  
By Brenda Boughton  

p. 6 

Animal Rights  
By Martin H enig  

p. 8 

Address to the Homeless at St Giles on Jan, 28th  
By David Longrigg  

p. 12  

Lasting Treasure: Ethical Investment and the Christian 

Investor  
By John Clements  

 

p. 14  

Other articles were not specifically written with this theme in mind, but 

fit in very well:  

With Desmond Tutu in Nairobi  
By Paula Clifford  

p. 17  

Mothering Sunday   

ôé and a sword shall pierce your heart also éõ 
By Clare Weiner  

p. 19  

 

 

Who is my Neighbour? 
Brenda Boughton 

 

This is the question asked of Jesus by a lawyer standing near him who 

had seen a passer-by attacked by bandits, robbed and left half dead. A 

priest came along, passed by and ignored the wounded man; and so did a 

Levite, passing by on the other side: but a Samaritan stopped at once to 

attend to his injuries and get him lifted on to his mount so that he could 

be taken to an inn-keeper and properly cared for. Also he promised the 

man at the inn that when he passed by on his return journey he would 

pay for any further expenses that may have been needed. So Jesus asked 

the man who had accosted him, ówhich of these three do you think 

proved himself a neighbour to the man who fell among thieves?ô And he 
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replied, óThe one who showed pity towards himô. And Jesus said, óGo, 

and do the same yourselfô. 

 

This story provides us with a very clear instance of how all of us need 

have no doubts about how we all should behave towards our fellow 

human beings, particularly when they happen to be in need of our help. 

 

In the church I usually attend on Sundays mid-morning the priest 

presents, near the beginning of the service, a brief ósummary of the Lawô 

as follows: 

 

ñOur Lord Jesus Christ said 

Hear O Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord 

and thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart 

and with all thy soul and with all thy mind 

and with all thy strength.  

This is the first commandment.  

 

And the second is like, namely this,  

thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.  

There is none other commandment greater than these. 

On these two commandments hang  

all the law and the prophets." 

 

The demand that is made there could scarcely be more overwhelming: it 

certainly convinced me years ago that none of the persons who made up 

the human race ï whatever their colour or creed ï was justified in 

attempting the defeat or death of any other human beings, however 

much they might seem to be enemies. 

 

I hope you will all find this a suitable introduction to the leaflet enclosed 

in this monthôs magazine. Similarly you may find these words from 

Pope John Paul II heartening (1982), as well as the quotation from 

Unesco: Seville statement on violence (1989). 
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Today the scale and horror of modern warfare, whether nuclear or 

not, makes it totally unacceptable as a means of settling differences 

between nations. War should belong to the tragic past ï to history. 

It should find no place on humanityôs agenda for the future. 

Pope John Paul II, 1982 

 

We conclude that biology does not condemn humanity to war, and 

that humanity can be freed from the bondage of biological 

pessimism é. Just as wars begin in the minds of men, peace also 

begins in our minds. The same species who invented war is 

capable of inventing peace. The responsibility lies with each of us. 

Unesco: Seville statement on violence, 1989 

 

 

Animal Rights 
   Martin Henig 

 

For the Christian, all four Gospels provide a constant challenge, which is 

nothing less than imitatio Christi. Whether we choose to view Our Lord 

as the Eternal Wisdom of God who created the Cosmos or focus on Him 

as a man, born within a particular historical context (and I am sure we 

should do both), He challenges us to forsake the comfort of the majority-

view and  to follow Him in siding with the powerless. Many people who 

have called themselves Christians have, at least, paid lip-service to this 

ideal, though curiously they have normally thought entirely in 

anthropocentric terms. Even then, despite the Beatitudes, history tells us 

that standing by those outside the circle of power has always been 

limited, and full rights all too often have been denied to women and 

children. It is not surprising then that animals have lost out even more. 

 

From the moment I became a Christian, I realised that meant trying to 

live up to a commitment to speak out against what I peceived to be 

wrong, just as Jesus did and regardless of pressures from the State, the 

University or anyone else. It has involved for me a spiritual journey, 

exploring what practitioners of other faiths believe and learning from 

them (and when it comes to feeling an affinity with nature some of them 
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may have done rather better). Nevertheless, the Judeo-Christian heritage 

has a great deal to offer. I see the oft quoted (and much misunderstood) 

passage in Genesis 1:26 as referring to the prelapsarian state when 

ódominionô implies Adamôs gentle stewardship over his fellow creatures. 

Death comes in with the Fall and all changes, and after the Flood Godôs 

covenant (Genesis 9:8) is with all living creatures, though in a world of 

exploitative pressures it is only partial. The Isaiac vision of the 

restoration of the Golden Age, one of my favourite passages in the 

whole of scripture, sees man and the animals again living together: 

 

They shall not hurt or destroy 

in all my holy mountain; 

for the earth shall be full of the 

knowledge of the Lord 

as the waters cover the sea (Isaiah 11:9) 

 

Mankind has never had the right to exploit the animal creation or the 

environment, made by God for the benefit of all. 

 

óAnimal Rightsô have acquired an undeservedly bad name over the past 

few years thanks to acts of terrorism by a few extremists, but there 

should be nothing shameful in demonstrating against injustice, even with 

noisy demonstrations as does SPEAK The Voice for the Animals 

(www.speakcampaigns.org) without which we would not know about a 

great many painful and brutal experiments going on in our laboratories. 

And we should remember that Jesus overturned the tables of the 

moneychangers in the Temple rather than sending in a letter of 

complaint to the Chief Scribe! If I am not a member it is simply because 

I can do more good by countering black propaganda by fostering 

academic argument.  

 

Thus I have become associated with two other organisations, founded in 

Oxford over the past year, which strive to give animals a voice through 

argument. The Rev. Professor Andrew Linzey of Blackfriars has just set 

up a new international body, the Oxford Centre for Animal Ethics 

(http://www.oxfordanimalethics.com) which seeks to enhance the ethical 

http://www.speakcampaigns.org/
http://www.oxfordanimalethics.com/
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status of animals through 

research, teaching and 

publication. I am an 

advisor to this, but much 

more actively involved as 

one of the founder 

members of the Voice for 

Ethical Research at 

Oxford (VERO) 

(www.vero.org.uk). 

VERO was set up specifically to oppose the construction of a new 

animal research laboratory in Oxford, by Sharon Howe, a brave and 

forthright graduate from St Hildaôs, who tore up her degree in protest at 

what she (and others such as myself) believes is not an ethical line of 

research for Oxford University to pursue.  

Although VERO is in the first instance only 

concerned with banning vivisection, a 

laudable aim with a distinguished pedigree in 

Oxford, all of us in the organisation are, I 

think, just as exercised by factory farming 

and the carnivorous lifestyle (most of us are 

 

vegetarians or vegans), as well as by hunting and shooting or, indeed, by 

any cruel or exploitative activity. We are united in believing that ends do 

not justify means and that there can be no ethical excuse for harming 

another creature even if , in the case of the Animal Lab, one is aiming to 

secure a notional good (which is often a delusion, as human-based 

research and computer modelling have not been funded to anything like 

the same extent and the Dr Hadwen Trust (www.endeuanimaltests.org) 

provides good reason to think they would yield much more satisfactory, 

and entirely ethical, results). 

 

Because some of the formative Christian thinkers such as Augustine and 

Aquinas have denied that animals possess souls there has been less stress 

on cruelty to animals than on other forms of exploitation, despite the 

campaigning of some very eloquent Christian thinkers of the past 

http://www.vero.org.uk/
http://www.endeuanimaltests.org/
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amongst them C.S. Lewis and very thoughtful and compassionate 

attitudes expressed by a number of present day Christians, not only 

Andrew Linzey, but Keith Ward, Richard Harries and Ann Widecombe 

amongst others. Nevertheless, I do observe a lack of priority when it 

comes to Animal Rights issues, as are apparent from our weekly and 

daily intercessions (which lay too much stress the human environment). 

Correspondence in the religious press, for instance the Church Times, 

shows considerable passion on both sides of the debates about gay 

issues, which I regard as important, though less so than the way we treat 

our fellow creatures; certainly I had considerably more response when I 

wrote about the former than the latter.  

 

 I suspect it is because our Festivals are celebrated with meat-feasts (the 

Christmas turkey; the Easter lamb). As the meat produced is often 

óFactory Farmedô our Christian celebrations of the life and resurrection 

of Christ take place at the expense of Creation downgraded to the level 

of mere commodity. The recent exposé of how a turkey farm in Suffolk 

operates and the chilling mechanics of an industry based on mass 

slaughter should leave all of us who call ourselves Christians deeply 

uneasy. Not one of us has the excuse of not knowing what goes on. Dare 

I suggest, if you are normally a carnivore, at least follow custom and 

desist from eating meat during Lent, and spend the season of penitence 

and reflection thinking about and praying for all our suffering and 

persecuted fellow creatures, animals as well as humans. That will at least 

save some animals. And I would urge everyone to join an animal rights 

organisation of some sort.  

 

Loving animals is not a substitute for loving our fellow women and men. 

Cruelty to and abuse of, animals is known to be a long step towards 

callous disregard of human life. Those who torture animals find it much 

easier to torture members of their own species. By contrast, I have found 

amongst my Animal Rights friends some of the gentlest and most 

concerned people I have ever met. Whether or not they are formally 

Christians, they would certainly be recognised by Christ as amongst 

those who are truly doing his will.  
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Prayer for the Homeless 

Have mercy, O Lord our God, on those whom war or oppression or 

famine has robbed of homes and friends, and prosper all who seek to 

help them.   We commend also to thy care those whose homes are broken 

by conflict and lack of love; grant that where the love of man has failed, 

the divine compassion may heal; through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 

Address to the Homeless at St Giles on Jan, 28
th
 2007 
David Longrigg 

 

O Lord, uphold me, that I may uplift thee; and may the words of my 

mouth, and the meditation of our hearts, be acceptable in thy sight, O 

Lord, our strength and our redeemer. 

 

It seems very appropriate that a service for the homeless should take 

place in St Gilesô Church.   Giles the saint was in a sense homeless, 

living in southern France in the eighth century, and looking after sick 

animals, wounded soldiers and members of society who had fallen on 

hard times.   The 162 St Giles Churches in Britain are situated outside 

the ancient walls of cities in order to cater for the spiritual and medical 

welfare of those who were sick, so that the diseased could not enter the 

city itself.   And that is true of this church ï it is outside Oxfordôs old 

city walls, and there are two public footpaths to the north and south of 

the church. 

 

But homelessness is not just about having no roof over oneôs head, or no 

property in oneôs name.   It can be caused by family break-up, 

redundancy, harassment or abuse of drinks or drugs.   Most important, it 

is also about loneliness, not being able to keep up with the society one 

was born into, not being able to hold down a job for any reasonable 

length of time, not having a close relationship with colleagues, not being 

on the right side of the law, being rejected, not wanted, missing out on 

social benefits, unemployed and possibly not in good health.   But I 

think it is important for all of us, not just the so-called homeless, to 
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understand that many of us at some stage of our lives have been lonely, 

isolated, frustrated, unemployed and forgotten.  Think of the immigrants, 

those always on the move, those in the fighting forces, as well as those, 

in prison or hospitals, whose future is bleak and uncertain.    

 

I worked for well over a year as an 

assistant nurse in Littlemore 

Hospital in the sixties where there 

were then hundreds of patients. 

And there I was very conscious  

We are society, society 
needs humanity ð it is our 

duty to look after  each 
other.  

 

that these hospitals were, are, not as has so often been portrayed in 

historical novels and fiction places where patients scream and jabber.   

In fact it was quite the opposite.  I was acutely aware of the absolute 

silence induced by tranquilisers ï the silence of loneliness, the silence of 

being unwanted, the silence of óIôm lostô. We are all in this together ï 

the homeless, the employed, the unemployed, the mobile, the disabled, 

the sick and the healthy. We are society, society needs humanity ï it is 

our duty to look after each other. 

 

We have lit a candle ï and that candle is a light to the suffering of this 

world and to the hope of the future.   Our Saviour Jesus Christ, the Son 

of God, came to us and was crucified for our sins.   He was, and still is, 

the light of the world.   But do not forget that he too was homeless; he 

was born in a manger because there was no room in the inn.   He was a 

refugee to Egypt when the lives of male babies in Israel were threatened.   

Saint Paul, the great Christian missionary in the first century, was 

always on the move, preaching and teaching the Christian message of 

the Gospels.   And there is the story of Ruth we heard in the OT reading 

who chose to stay with, and look after, her widowed mother-in-law in a 

foreign country when she could have returned home. They were 

emigrants and immigrants searching for food.  It is true she became the 

grandmother of King David. But the story of Ruth and her mother-in-

law is about vulnerable people in society. That is why we are in this 

church ï remembering the past, living in the present and looking to the 

future, seeing God through His Son Jesus Christ. 
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This is what the Kingdom of God is ï the Kingdom of Christ, our 

Messiah.   This Kingdom is not yet perfect, it is not yet complete, it is 

unfinished.   Human beings, with the free will that God has given us, 

have made a bit of a mess of things.   On the other hand, all aspects of 

life are not total disasters.   Alongside the bloodshed and conflicts we 

see on TV, and read about in the press, there is progress, there are 

sustainable improvements; and most importantly worldwide knowledge 

of the problems facing mankind, the world and its climate.   We are all 

in this together, the good and the bad, the lonely and the convivial, the 

sick and the healthy, those in prison together with those who are free, the 

hungry and the well-fed.   That is another reason why we have lit a 

candle ï to the Kingdom, to us, to you.   We live in the hope that we can 

improve the material and spiritual welfare of ourselves, that we can 

understand, tolerate, and live with, those of different views, of different 

faiths and of different cultures.   Thank you ï the homeless and the non-

homeless ï for helping each other.   Thank you for coming to this 

church.   Thank you, O Christ, for your everlasting light; may there be 

light in the future. 

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 

  
 

Lasting Treasure: Ethical Investment and the Christian 

Investor 
John Clements 

 

Issues of personal wealth and business ethics have been at the heart of 

the churchôs social relationships since the earliest days. Jesus spent more 

time with poorer people than the wealthy Pharisees, and we learn that he 

advised the rich young man that it was easier for a camel to go through 

the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of 

God. Pagans commented on the appeal of the early church to slaves and 

the poorer classes and there are many recorded instances of richer 

Christians giving their money to the community. The rise of the church 
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after Constantine introduced the need to come to terms with wealth at a 

personal and institutional level, and we are still feeling the 

reverberations of this today - how do we reconcile Christôs message of 

love for all with participation in economic mechanisms that remain 

based on greed, selfishness and the exploitation of the weak? 

 

In the medieval period, one attempt to deal with the apparent disjunction 

between wealth and Jesusô teaching was to use Jewish financiers in order 

to avoid the charge of usury. This attempt to circumvent ómarket forcesô 

led directly to the persecution of the Jewish people from jealousy and, 

on the part of governments, to avoid repayment - hardly a Christian way 

of behaving. 

 

After the Reformation there appeared to be an accommodation between 

Protestantism and business. Much has been written about how far 

Protestant culture was responsible for the development of capitalism; 

there is not space to go into that debate except to note that Britain and 

Holland were at the forefront of trade development and were also 

Protestant but my own view is that history is much more complex and 

there is rarely a single cause for anything. Suffice it to say that the 

Church of England learnt to live comfortably with a society that valued 

wealth and accepted extreme diversity between the rich and the poor, 

both at home and abroad, whilst also advocating some degree of 

responsibility for those less fortunate. That, it seems, was one of the 

costs of being an established church, so closely woven into the social 

fabric of the time - much of the social conscience movement of the 

Victorian period arose from non-conformism. 

 

Now we are trying to practice the Christian life in a secular society 

where we are in a minority but at the same time our concerns have 

become global. Ethical investment - restricting the investment of funds 

to organisations that behave in an ethical way - is one area in which 

members of the church have been able to influence changes in practice, 

and as we all have some stake in investments, even if indirectly through 

pension funds or the parishôs own reserves, it is potentially one way of 

exercising responsibility.  
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When the first UK ethical investment fund was set up, it was nicknamed 

the óBrazilô fund because only a ónutô would invest; now it has been 

demonstrated that an ethical stance does not inhibit returns and there are 

nearly a hundred separate ethical funds in the UK, ten new ones having 

been launched in the last year. The investment business is always 

attentive to its market and has clearly seen the interest in ethical 

investment as an opportunity for growth.  

 

Sadly the Church of England itself was not quick to move in this 

direction and many will remember the brave decision of our then bishop 

to take the Church Commissioners to court to force their hand.  Now 

church funds are invested only in companies that can demonstrate a 

commitment to socially and economically responsible behaviour. 

Similarly, the Gates Foundation, the worldôs largest charitable fund, is to 

move to an ethical basis of investment after being criticised for its policy 

being out of step with its aims, whilst the Universities Superannuation 

Scheme, the largest private pension fund in the UK, has also been forced 

to commit to an ethical investment policy after pressure from students 

and staff. This is an area where consumer pressure has worked. 

 

Whilst many ethical criteria can be easily applied (does the company sell 

arms, pornography, alcohol?), others are more difficult to assess (does it 

treat its employees fairly; what are the environmental impacts of its 

activities?). Whilst being pleased at the growth in ethical investing, we 

cannot pretend that it is straight-forward. We need to ask just how 

investment managers interpret ethical criteria; after all, investment 

management companies themselves are not renowned for ethical 

behaviour as the publicity about excessive bonuses and sexual 

discrimination cases shows. Good fund managers will visit companies 

and ask difficult questions; anyone considering investing in such a fund 

should try and penetrate behind the glossy surface and discover just how 

ethical considerations are applied to potential investments and what the 

portfolio consists of - you might get some surprises! We all have our 

own emphases and need to know that these are addressed, for example, 

are pharmaceutical companies good as they are developing needed 
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cures, or are they bad for inhibiting cheap treatment for third-world 

AIDS sufferers? The global information network means that companies 

are now much more risk-averse and find it more difficult to avoid 

adverse publicity and the concerned investor can be much more 

discriminating. 

 

So can we put our money in an 

ethical investment fund and sleep 

comfortably? I would argue that 

this can only be an intermediate 

stage. Making a system based on 

wealth creation for a few more 

palatable will not answer the 

underlying imperative.  

Christ told the rich young man to give his wealth to the poor and follow 

Him, so whilst the most ethically risk-averse way to keep money 

remains under the mattress, our real task is perhaps to work for a society 

in which money itself becomes valueless. 

 
 

 

With Desmond Tutu in Nairobi 
Paula Clifford 

 

ñWhy do you think they gave me the Nobel Peace Prize? Because I have 

an easy name: Tu-tuò ï a remark followed by a gale of high-pitched 

laughter. I think I've read about Archbishop Desmond Tutu saying that 

before, but even so it was great to hear it at first hand. 

 

The Archbishop Emeritus was in brilliant form, in a speech marking the 

close of the World Forum on Theology and Liberation in Nairobi, a 

four-day event in mid-January that I was privileged to attend before 

going on to the massive World Social Forum, also in Nairobi. 
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Archbishop Tutu warned us that he was an old man and likely to repeat 

himself, but the 400 delegates from around the world, the majority of 

them Catholics from Africa and Latin America, hung on his every word. 

By the end passers-by were handing their mobiles through the window 

bars for us to take photos for them. 

 

The more serious part of Desmond Tutu's talk had to do with the present 

situation in South Africa. He confessed that the struggle against 

apartheid had been exhilarating and that then it was easy to discern what 

was meant by being Christian: you were either for or against. No 

country, he said, had ever been prayed for so much, and there had never 

been any doubt as to the outcome. ñIf you want to oppress anyone, don't 

give them the Bible: it leads to a hell of a lot of trouble.ò 

 

Today in South Africa things are very different and many people feel the 

churches have lost their way. In Tutu's words, ñWe'd been in against-

mode for so long that it was difficult to change to the for-mode.ò But he 

didn't say solemn for long: ñGod's smart ï he made me retire at just the 

right time!ò 

 

His address ended with an upbeat message of hope. ñYou are Godôs 

stand-inò, he told us. And he continued: ñIf we took our theology 

seriously weôd genuflect before one another. Each one of us is a God-

carrier.ò In the light of this, he argued, oppression does not just mean 

pain ï it is blasphemy. 

 

So the Archbishop called on us all to work with God to change the 

world, to make it a gentler, more caring place. He drew on the parable of 

the lost sheep:  

 

òThe sheep most likely to stray isnõt the fluffy little lamb. Itõs 
the lecherous old ram. The Good Shepherd goes after the 
smelly one. That is grace.ó 
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Mothering Sunday, 18
th
 February  

óé and a sword shall pierce your heart also éô 

Clare Weiner 

 

So Simeon tells Mary in the reading for Candlemas, the celebration of 

the Presentation of Christ in the Temple, the festival which closes the 

Christmas season. 

 

Would he have restrained himself today, allowed only the celebration of 

the birth of a first son, and no reference to what might lie ahead?  One 

wonders é 

 

Celebratory events come and go: the late twentieth centuryôs added two.  

Halloweôen ï a celebration of all that is dark, scary and evil - and 

Valentineôs Day, pink hearts and flowers.  Itôs also managed to convert 

Mothering Sunday ï the middle Sunday in the fast of Lent, when the 

Catholic liturgy begins with the word ñRejoice!òï into Motherôs Day.  

Motherôs Day dates back to 1870, is secular in origin, and attributed to a 

campaign to establish óMothers for Peaceô.  ó(The) idea was influenced 

by Anna Jarvis, a young Appalachian homemaker who, starting in 1858, 

had attempted to improve sanitation through what she called Mothers' 

Work Days. She organized women throughout the Civil War to work for 

better sanitary conditions for both sides, and in 1868 she began work to 

reconcile Union and Confederate neighbors. é her daughteré started 

the crusade to found a memorial day for women. The first é was 

celebrated in Grafton, West Virginia, on May 10, 1908éô   (Wikipadia) 

 

Mothering Sundayôs origins donôt celebrate our physical Mothers, or 

mothers in general.  Mothering Sunday celebrated Mother Church: as 

Christianity grew and spread, the central church of each area was the 

ñmotherò since ñdaughterò churches were established by those who had 

founded the first church.  The ñmotherò churches often became the 

Cathedrals of the Dioceses. And on mid-Lent Sunday, when Fasting was 

suspended for one day, the clergy and congregants travelled to their 

central Mother church for a celebration.   

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anna_Jarvis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Appalachia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grafton%2C_West_Virginia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/May_10
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1908
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It was later, in the 17
th
 century, when this tradition was transferred to the 

day off young workers were given to return to their homes and visit their 

families on mid-Lent Sunday.  The practice has since then died out, been 

revived, and, presently, become unfortunately merged with Mothersô 

Day ï and its add-ons, fatherôs, grandparentôs, and all manner of days!   

 

Why did mid-Lent Sunday become Mothering Sunday, if it was not a 

day for Mother Church, but for a family visit?  We all have a mother, 

and whatever she is or was like, when we were very small, for most 

people our life depended on our mother.  The relationship is intense: it 

can be joyous, fun, difficult, painful.  Often itôs a combination: it is 

certainly a relationship in which we (usually) are encourage to grow, and 

to separate, and that can hurt both sides.  Seen from the vantage point of 

mature adulthood, it can look very different from how it looked when we 

were small.   Sadly, some of us could quote Philip Larkin here: but I 

would think the apprentices, housemaids, and other young workers ï 

maybe as young as 12 or 14 ï must have looked forward to Mothering 

Sunday.  óOn Lætare Sunday people went to Church where they were 

baptized (their mother church); and visited their own mothers, as well, 

often bringing gifts of flowers and simnel cakes (so-called because they 

were made with fine white flour, or simila.ô  (Source: Women for Faith 

& Family, a Catholic womenôs website) When each day is filled with 

hard work, satisfying a tough master or a harridan housekeeper, Mother 

mustôve been the person they looked back to most of all as the centre of 

their childhood lives.  And Mother was brought a present, even though it 

was also time to be re-united with father, sisters and brothers.   Girls 

would have secrets to confide to mother, and questions to ask her.  There 

might also be the worry of whether Mother was well, and whether she 

had survived the birth of another baby.    

 

Mothering (the practice) hasnôt changed that much: the intensity 

remains, the good and the bad times, the sword which Simeon spoke of.  

Inclusivity may nudge us towards smoothing out Mothering Sunday, and 

saying, Why canôt we simply celebrate spring, life and mid-Lent, thus 

avoiding any difficulties around those who are not mothers, and their 

pain?  Why are mothers special anyway?   
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Mothers are and are not special.  Itôs a privilege to be a mother, but like 

Mary, mothers take on a lifetime of pain as well as joy.  Mary indeed 

had to go through several rejections by her Son: Who is my mother and 

my brothers and my sisters?  Or at the Wedding in Cana: Jesusô mother 

told him, ñThey have no more wine.ò ñWoman, thatôs not our problem,ò 

Jesus replied. ñMy time has not yet come.ò (NIV)   and finally, the 

shame of the Crucifixion, the pain and humiliation which she was unable 

to aleviate, and the time when, I suspect, she was most angry with Jesus 

for taking on this task in which he so firmly believed.  If only he had 

settled for being a carpenter!  If and when we feel emotional pain ï as 

children present their mothers with flowers, as we recall maybe with 

intense sadness the loss of our mother, the controlling nature of our 

mother, or the reason we are not a mother, the answer Christ gives is 

twofold: his love and understanding of our deepest needs, and his desire 

for our personal spiritual growth. 

 

Mothers or not, we encounter swords to pierce our hearts.  Christians 

believe there isnôt any cultural tradition or policy which can guarantee 

we donôt.  Paul (Romans 5) says, ñWe rejoice in the hope of the glory of 

God. 
3
Not only so, but éwe know that suffering produces perseverance; 

4
perseverance, character; and character, hope. 

5
And hope does not 

disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by 

the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. And Christ says, óCome unto me, 

all you who have heavy burdens éô 

 

 




