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Today is one of those Sundays when a number of observances come crashing together.  As 
we’ve already noted with the children and with prayer, today is Mother’s Day.  And, as you may 
remember from previous years or may have guessed from the scripture we’ve read and songs 
we’ve sung, as the fourth Sunday of the Easter season today is also Good Shepherd Sunday, a 
day I always feel should get special attention at our little church.  And, due in part to the 
historical underpinnings of Mother’s Day, today has been proclaimed by the Baptist Peace 
Fellowship of North America, of which our church is a constituent member, as Peace Sunday. 
 
Mothers, shepherds, and peace: we’ve got a lot going on today.  I suspect that the first thing on 
the minds of most of you this morning has been Mother’s Day.  Its approach has been nearly 
inescapable for the last few weeks, thanks to the urgent reminders of retailers who want to help 
us honor our mothers, grandmothers, wives, sisters, step-mothers, daughters, and the rest of the 
women in our lives.  Particularly fervent in their desires in this regard, strangely enough, have 
been the florists, jewelers and candy-makers, although I’m pleased to report that I got a “Buy 
something this week” reminder from a bookseller as well, thus proving that nearly 100 years 
after women in the U.S. got the right to vote, merchants are finally learning that they can think, 
as well, and about something other than what is bright and shiny, colorful or sweet.  Or maybe 
it’s the men buying the gifts that retailers think are limited in their considerations to those 
infantile objects of desire.  Hard to say… 
 
But even without the importunities of the sellers of goods, most of us would have remembered 
that the second Sunday of May is Mother’s Day.  I think that for most men, women, and children 
of my acquaintance, it’s a day of great joy.  It’s joy for the little ones to present their moms with 
the carefully colored or pasted and hand-lettered cards that they’ve been helped to make at 
school or church and for the older kids to shyly hand over the Hallmark cards and trinkets 
they’ve purchased with saved-up allowance or pay from first jobs or with a little help from dad.  
It’s joy for husbands to give their wife a card and a hug and a whisper of “You did real good, 
honey, and I love you.”  It’s joy for moms to hear these things and to receive the gifts both 
humble and elaborate. 
 
But it’s important to remember this morning that not everyone greets the lead-up to Mother’s 
Day nor its dawning with joy.  In the past week, my Facebook feed has been peppered with 
expressions of deep grief by those who’ve lost their mothers recently or even years ago.  Connie 
will certainly testify, if you ask her, that Mother’s Day has sometimes been a strain for me.  
Since the sudden death of my own mother just over a week before Mother’s Day in 1978, I’ve 
had a certain reticence about the holiday which has probably not been fair to Connie.  And there 
are others for whom the day is less than joyous.  One of my colleagues is relieved not to be 
preaching today as he underwent years of therapy to overcome the horrors inflicted on him by an 
abusive mother.  And I’ve shared with you part of the story of my friends, Chris and Annie 
Hammon in Louisville.  Chris is dying of a rare and nasty cancer but on this day they will be 
grieving together the loss of their infant son many years ago.  Their only child was born with 
multiple medical issues and lived only a few weeks.  Mother’s Day is hard for Annie, for all 
mothers who’ve lost children, for all children who’ve lost mothers, for all who had a destructive 
relationship with their mother. 
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Nevertheless, a deep and abiding appreciation for mothers and the positive attributes of 
motherhood and all those who exercise those attributes seems to be hardwired into us, a part of 
our species memory or genetic code.  As the ancient Hebrew writers did their best to describe 
God, the ultimately impossible effort to capture the truth of the Creator of All, they often used 
mothering imagery to describe God.  Jesus and his followers also used mother imagery, although 
we tend to think of Jesus only speaking of God as Father.  And in describing God as a motherly 
nurturer, the writers of the Scriptures also used language comparing God to the other caregiver 
we celebrate today, the shepherd.  Those mothering, shepherding images lead the reader to a 
picture of shalom, the all-encompassing peace and wholeness that God desires for all of creation.  
As a tribute to mothers and a celebration of the image of God for which our church is named, 
we’ll explore some of those images this morning. 
 
There is, of course, a very firm case to be made that feminine attributes of God are described 
from the very beginning of the Bible.  Genesis 1:27 tells us that all of humankind, both male and 
female, were created in the image of God.  And we don’t have to look past the Torah to find 
images of God as a mother, either.  In the great “Song of Moses,” which the prophet recites to 
the people in the Book of Deuteronomy shortly before his death, Moses chides the Children of 
Israel, “You were unmindful of the Rock that bore you; you forgot the God who gave you birth.”  
For Moses, all of the saving and preserving actions of God toward the descendants of Jacob were 
summed up in that one image: God as mother, life-giver and nurturer.  The majestic poem also 
compares God to a mother eagle in God’s constant care for the people during their desert 
wanderings: “Like the eagle that stirs up its nest, and hovers over its young, God spreads wings 
to catch you, and carries you on pinions.”  It’s an image repeated by the writer of Psalm 91 in 
words familiar to us in one of the hymns we sing often, “On Eagle’s Wings”: “under God’s 
wings your refuge…” 
 
The prophets also compared God to a mother to God’s people.  For Isaiah, the image of God as 
the one who gives birth to the people is used to show God’s distress at their unfaithfulness.  
God’s pain is as severe as the pain of labor: “For a long time I have held my peace, I have kept 
myself still and restrained myself; now I will cry out like a woman in labor, I will gasp and 
pant.”  This passage could lend itself to humorous parody – “All that pain in giving birth to you 
and this is the thanks I get?!” – but most of us cringe at the idea of causing our mother’s 
unnecessary pain.  I’ll never forget making my mother cry, although I’ve forgotten exactly what 
I did that caused it.  As a teenager, I’d made a smart-aleck reply to her, that much I remember, 
and my 5-foot-2, eyes-of-blue mom advanced on me to smack my hateful mouth (we believed in 
corporal punishment in those days).  In alarm, I stuck my arm straight out to ward her off… and 
she couldn’t get to me.  She burst into tears of anger and frustration and THAT made me feel 
much worse than if she’d actually smacked me.  I don’t know that it actually made me a better 
child but I’ll never forget the shame of making my mama cry.  I know she forgave me, just as 
God forgives the pain we cause, but who really wants to make their mother cry? 
 
Isaiah also describes God’s tender care for God’s people in mothering images.  To those 
returning from exile and struggling with the poverty of the rebuilding Jerusalem, Isaiah gives 
these words from God: “As a mother comforts her child, so I will comfort you; you shall be 
comforted in Jerusalem.”  Do they fear that God has forgotten them in their difficulty?  Isaiah 
reminds them of God’s ongoing love with another mother image: “Can a woman forget her 
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nursing child, or show no compassion for the child of her womb? Even these may forget, yet I 
will not forget you.”  God knows that human parents can be imperfect but God’s love is perfect. 
 
We normally associate the prophet Hosea with a lot of negative female imagery but this prophet 
also draws comparisons with a mother’s care for her child when describing God’s love for God’s 
people: “…it was I,” says God, “who taught Ephraim to walk, I who took them up in my arms; 
but they did not know that I healed them. I led them with cords of human kindness, with bands of 
love. I was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks. I bent down to them and fed them.”  
That image of God as loving mother (or father) leading a small child learning to walk and lifting 
the child up for an embrace is surely deeply meaningful to any of us who, as parents, siblings, or 
caregivers, have experienced that exciting moment of a child’s first unsupported steps.  The joy 
that we take in the child’s accomplishment at that moment must be an echo of the joy God takes 
in us as we grow in spiritual stature. 
 
As I mentioned a moment ago, we normally think of Jesus as teaching God as Loving Father but 
he, too, used mother language to describe his “Abba.”  The parable of the lost coin portrays God 
as an industrious, thrifty mother, searching diligently for the coin with which she will provide for 
her family.  In the same way, Jesus says, God searches for us when we wander from God’s path.  
And Jesus also uses the image of a mother’s love to express his own love for the people whom 
he is trying to teach: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who 
are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her 
brood under her wings, and you were not willing!” 
 
On this Mother’s Day that is also Good Shepherd Sunday, I find it particularly poignant that the 
attributes of God that the Bible compares to motherhood are also compared to the care a good 
shepherd takes for his or her flock.  Like that mother leading the newly toddling child, the good 
shepherd leads the sheep.  As my friend Darrell Adams phrased the well-known affirmation from 
the 23rd Psalm, “he leadeth me the quiet waters by.”  The Good Shepherd also leads into 
righteousness as a mother teaches her child the first distinctions between right and wrong.  And 
like the nursing mother, the good shepherd provides food for his charges.  Psalm 23 says “He 
makes me lie down in green pastures (where there is obviously good eating for the sheep)” and if 
that’s not clear enough, adds “You prepare a table before me.”  The prophet Isaiah combines 
these ideas and more in one of his “Good Shepherd” passages: “He will feed his flock like a 
shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the 
mother sheep.” 
 
The idea of a rod and a staff comforting the sheep may sound odd to us but we must remember 
that they were not instruments of punishment but of protection.  The crooked staff could be used 
to lift a sheep from a crevasse in the rocky hills while the rod was for gently guiding the sheep to 
keep it from going a dangerous way in the first place.  And both could be used to fight off 
predators as young David famously illustrated.  One of the mother images I omitted earlier is 
Hosea’s comparison of God to a fierce mother bear protecting her cubs.  A shepherd like David 
was just as fierce in protecting his sheep, risking life and limb on their behalf.  We know, of 
course that Jesus, “great David’s greater son,” is often portrayed as the Good Shepherd, as he is 
on the cover of your bulletin, and that he offered himself to protect his sheep. 
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I could go on at length about the shepherd images for God in both Old and New Testament.  I 
was particularly intrigued this week to realize that the earliest shepherd metaphors in the Old 
Testament are attributed to Jacob in his blessing of his sons.  Jacob, by profession a herder, 
would have known well what it took to be a good shepherd.  But the third observance I want to 
note today and the third idea I want to examine is Peace Sunday and the shalom for which it 
calls. 
 
Our sisters and brothers at the Baptist Peace Fellowship of North America link Peace Sunday to 
Mother’s Day for good reasons.  Not only are those characteristics of motherhood which are 
expressed in God’s life linked to the realization of shalom in security, freedom from want, 
forgiveness and love, but the history of Mother’s Day is in part, as I mentioned earlier, linked to 
the call for peace.  You may know that before Mother’s Day really took off in the early part of 
the 20th century, after being co-opted by commercial interests, it had been promoted by Julia 
Ward Howe, a prominent American abolitionist, social activist, poet, and the author of “The 
Battle Hymn of the Republic,” as a call to peace following the American Civil War and the 
Franco-Prussian War in Europe.  Howe’s 1870 “Mother’s Day Proclamation” was a call for the 
women of the world to unite for the cause of peace and to come together in an international 
peace conference, a goal, alas, that was never fulfilled. 
 
But Howe’s desire for peace was aligned to her faith in the God of Shalom, our God beautifully 
revealed in the 23rd Psalm.  At the heart of peace are the things to which our shepherd leads us: a 
safe place with enough food and water, the way of righteousness which equates to love of God 
and love of neighbor, security in God’s love no matter what our circumstances, the ability to sit 
and talk in fellowship with those whose understanding of life is different from ours.  These are 
not impossible to reach goals.  They are within our grasp and it is within our ability, collectively 
as Christians and people of good will around the world, to ensure that they are realities for all of 
God’s children, for all the sheep of his flock. 
 
It would be completely in character for me this morning to go on with this strain of thought and 
call for each of us to commit to engage in some particular action of social justice that leads to 
shalom.  Or I could call upon us to pledge our energies to whatever effort of ongoing shalom and 
justice work that has caught our attention in recent days.  But I’m not going to do that.  The 
message of the Shepherd this morning is a personal one, as personal as the relationship that each 
of us has with our mother or the mothering presence in our life.  The secret to rekindling Good 
Shepherd Baptist Church, my sisters and my brothers, is not in our frantic activity, no matter 
how righteous it may be.  The secret lies in our own claiming of shalom in our hearts and minds. 
 
It may sound simplistic but I believe that it is true.  You and I may strive as mightily as we can to 
work for peace in our world but until we stop striving and listen to God’s call on our hearts, we 
will never succeed.  To achieve peace, we must first experience peace, the kind of peace that 
God and those who’ve mothered us in our lives have desired for us; the kind of peace that we 
experience when we allow God to comfort us under God’s wings; the kind of peace that we find 
when we lie down in green pastures and have our heads anointed by God; the kind of peace that 
comes from dwelling in the tents of Yahweh for our whole life long. 
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God calls us to that kind of peace every day.  In the midst of the storms of our life, as we trudge 
through the valley of the shadow, God calls.  God calls us to find our home in God, in our Abba, 
as Jesus said, in the Mother of Us All.  God calls to us through the life of Jesus, through the 
words and acts of Jesus, through the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Shalom is ours, my sisters 
and my brothers, as long as we listen to the voice in our hearts and follow that voice, the voice of 
Jesus, to our eternal home in the will of God.  As we sing, listen, listen for the soft and tender 
voice of Jesus, as soft as a shepherd, as tender as a mother, and open your heart to go home.  
Amen. 


