“The Motherliness of God”

Luke 13:31-35
It was one of the most frightening moments of my life. I was only seven years old and taking a shortcut through a neighbor’s backyard. I walked around the side of the house and happened to glance into the garage. And way, way back in the far dark corner of a rather long garage, I saw the eyes of a black German shepherd, and the German shepherd saw me.

A split second later the dog bared its teeth and began to charge. I ran as hard as I could to get away from the dog, but just as I reached the edge of their property, I felt a piercing pain in my derrière. Fortunately for me, the dog had been trained not to leave his own yard, and my momentum carried me into the next-door neighbor’s property.

I limped home toward the protective arms of my mother. And as I entered the house, she heard my tears and came to see what was wrong. She held me, and soothed me, and did all those things that mothers do so well. But when she saw the large bite on my rear-end—the purple skin and the torn flesh—her role quickly changed from momma the comforter to momma the mother bear. Seeing one of her cubs threatened and hurt, Momma Bear was mad.

The next thing I knew, I was in the car and headed back toward the house where the dog that just bit me still prowled. We pulled into a second driveway on the opposite side of the house from the garage. My momma took me by the arm and said she was going to show these people what their dog did to her little boy. The whole time I was begging her to get back into the car before the dog realized we were there. But she said, “That dog just better not come near!”
We rang and rang the doorbell, but no one was home. So, we started back to the car, and there was the dog. Instinct and adrenaline kicked in, and this time I outran the dog to the edge of the property. In the meantime, Mom got in the car and drove to where I was standing halfway down the block. Then she drove back to the house, this time locking me safely inside the car. But she got out of the car and went after the dog!

Mom walked all over that yard looking for the dog that threatened her cub. And it wasn’t until she saw the eyes of the German Shepherd in the far, dark corner of the garage, and it wasn’t until she saw the dog bare its teeth and begin to charge, that she finally pondered the question of what exactly she intended to do when she found the dog.

Fortunately, this was before the days when everybody had electric garage doors, because my Mom was able to reach up and close the garage door just as the dog was leaping at her throat. It was perhaps the scariest day of my life, but it was also the day I realized the height and the depth and the breadth of my mother’s love and devotion for her children. And for that, I give thanks to God.

A good and loving mother is one of the highest blessings we can have in life. Now, I recognize that no mother is perfect. And I also recognize that some mothers can be downright destructive, and the same can be said of some fathers. But I think all of us recognize the ideal of motherhood when we hear it.
There is a spiritual bound and connectedness that forms between a loving mother and her child. A loving mother will risk her own life to defend her young. A loving mother intuitively perceives the needs of her child and compassionately understands her child’s shortcomings. A loving mother seeks to be available for her children, offering warmth and tenderness and healing. A loving mother communicates her love through countless hugs, the touch of her gentle hand, and good night kisses. A loving mother bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, and endures all things.

My mother had a servant’s heart, but she also had a protective heart. And if you threatened her family, her church, or her community, you’d better look out. And my mother’s servant and protective heart reminds me of our scripture reading where Jesus proclaimed, “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, but you were unwilling.”
When Jesus uttered these words, he was on his way to Jerusalem, knowing full well that they would crucify him. But he was not only willing to risk his life to protect us, he willingly gave his life to protect us, protecting us from the death brought about by our own self-absorption, spreading his wings on the cross and lovingly gathering us into the eternal heart of God in the power of his resurrection. This is a run-on sentence. Can you restructure?
Once again, I recognize that there is no such thing as a perfect mother. And good mothers come in many different forms, styles, and personalities. And my ideal of the perfect mother is not intended to make any of you mothers feel guilty for being different than my ideal of perfection. My only intent is simply to give thanks for the ideal of motherhood, because the ideal of motherhood gives us a further glimpse into the love of our God.
Does it sound odd to you to speak of the “motherly” nature of God? Traditionally we in the church have always referred to God with masculine pronouns. We have always described God’s parental love by referring to God as Father. And God is indeed our father, but God is also much, much more.

In these words of Jesus, we are fortunate to find a further revelation of God’s nature. God our father is also like a mother hen who risks her life serving as a shield for her chicks gathered under her wings.

Fear not Jerusalem, for the prophet sent to us this day revealing to us our self-centeredness and confronting us with our self-serving ways is also the God who offers the ideal of motherly love—a mother who continues to believe in your worth and your potential even when you fail time after time after time. The prophet who comes to us is the God who brings a motherly love that instinctively knows our fears and pain, our anxieties and insecurities—and offers comfort, protection, and healing. Now make no mistake about it; this motherly prophet expects and demands our faithful service—but lovingly and maternally teaches us right from wrong. The prophet who comes to us this day is our savior, Jesus Christ our Lord.

I celebrate my mother’s servant and protective heart, because I know it was rooted in my mother’s love for her God. And my hope and prayer for you this day is that, if you don’t know the love of our God, you might experience it and be transformed by it.

Like a mother hen who would give her own life to protect her young, Jesus did just that. Jesus died for us to shield us from the eternal consequences of our self-serving ways. Like a mother hen, Jesus showed us the height and depth and the breadth of God’s love and devotion, a love strong enough to save us, a love strong enough to transform us.
Thank you, momma, and thanks be to God!

Let us pray:

O God, our heavenly Father, O God our loving Mother, may we feel your nurturing wings wrapped around us that we might be freed of our anxiety and fear. Thank you, God, for your maternal love that believes in us and teaches us to believe in ourselves. Amen.

David A. Cagle
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