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Have you ever heard of a “momily”? Momilies are short zingers our mothers may have said to 

us when we were growing up. Here are a few examples: 

➢ Just because Susie jumps off a bridge doesn’t mean you have to. 

➢ Always wear clean underwear. You might get hit by a car and taken to the hospital. 

➢ Be careful what you wish for, you might get it. 

➢ If you get spanked at school, you’re gonna get spanked at home. 

(Most of us grew up in a less enlightened age. As for me, this one only hit home once.) 

➢ So it’s raining? You’re not sugar – you won’t melt. 

➢ Don’t cross your eyes or they’ll freeze that way. 

➢ Just wait until you have children of your own. 

 

I offer these momilies, these pearls of wisdom this morning, of course, because it’s the 2nd 

Sunday in May, which we celebrate as Mother’s Day. (At least we do in the United States.) 

 

But in the church’s calendar, today is special for a different reason. It’s the 4th Sunday in Easter, 

which we celebrate as Good Shepherd Sunday. Every year, on the 4th Sunday in Easter, 

whatever else we read, we always read the 23rd Psalm – that most beloved of the psalms which 

begins, “The Lord is my shepherd …” (Except, of course, today, we sang the 23rd Psalm!) And 

we always read a passage from the 10th chapter of John – in which Jesus announces, “I am the 

good shepherd.”  

 

From time to time, Good Shepherd Sunday coincides with Mother’s Day. This coincidence of 

feast days – one religious and one secular – invites us to consider the ways in which a 

shepherd’s care for a flock is like a mother’s care for her children. And how they are, both alike, 

like the love of God made known to us in Jesus. 

 

I am usually reluctant to make much of Mother’s Day in church. In the first place, it’s not a 

religious holiday. More than that, I am painfully aware that not everyone can easily celebrate 

this day. For some, Mother’s Day brings as much grief as joy: a mother’s grief over a lost child 

or a woman’s regret about never having children; a child’s sorrow after the death of a mother or 

their scars from a mother’s love that did not protect or nurture. 

 

All of which is to say Mother’s Day is more complicated than we generally notice.  
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And the aggressive sentimentality that pervades the cultural celebration of the day further 

complicates. So, I generally avoid saying much about Mother’s Day in church.  

 

Sentimentality complicates our celebration of Good Shepherd Sunday, as well. Sheep are 

adorable little “land clouds.” Somebody said, “we hear ‘sheep,’ and our brains get fluffy.” So, 

too, the life of a shepherd looks so gentle and pastoral to us.  

 

We should admit that not every mother has lived up either to the cultural ideals we lay on her 

or to her own expectations of herself. We know that there are mothers – fathers, too, of course – 

who fail their children, who diminish them rather than build them up. (With my tongue firmly 

in my cheek, I recall some of the things mothers have reportedly said to their children. There’s 

Thomas Edison’s mother who told him, “Tommy, of course I’m proud that you invented the 

light bulb. Now, turn it off and get to bed!” Or Michelangelo’s mother who discouraged his 

creativity, saying, “Why can’t you paint on walls like other children? Do you know how hard it 

is to get that stuff off the ceiling?”) 

 

Not all mothers – nor all fathers – have succeeded in nurturing their children. 

 

And the same is true for shepherds. When Jesus refers to himself as the good shepherd, he’s 

calling out those who fail to live up to the ideal of shepherding. He finds fault both with 

“thieves and bandits,” who only want to fleece those they should protect, and with “hired 

hands,” who care more for their own skins than their sheep. 

 

But at their best, mothers are life-giving and shepherds are life-preserving. They are protectors 

and nurturers. They know what it means to do without for the sake of the vulnerable ones 

entrusted to their care. Their love is a corrective to all our flawed attempts to love. 

 

Much of our romantic images don’t pertain. The life of a shepherd was hard. The work could be 

dangerous. It was certainly dirty and tiring.  

 

And mother’s work, of course, was never as soft and gentle as it is often depicted. Anyone who 

loves enough to choose to carry a child through nine months of pregnancy is capable of loving 

in ways more durable than we usually discuss. And anyone capable of going through labor is 

capable of a love more than merely soft and sweet. And anyone dedicated to raising a child 

from birth through adolescence shows a steadfast love that surpasses any fleeting affections.  

 

In the Bible, there is an abundance of maternal images for God:  

➢ Isaiah speaks of God as being like a woman in labor, crying out in pain for new life; 

➢ So, too, Job likens the whole creation to a God who gives birth; 

➢ Hosea speaks of God as being like a mother bear, fiercely protective of her cubs; 

➢ Isaiah (among others) compares God’s care for us to a mother’s breastfeeding; 
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➢ In Exodus and Deuteronomy, God is said to carry us aloft like a mother eagle; 

➢ Jesus picked up on a recurring biblical image of a mother hen’s longing to draw chicks 

under her protective wings. 

 

Down through the centuries, the mystics had no problem imagining Jesus as our mother. 

 

At its best, a mother’s love – like a shepherd’s care – is fiercely protective and gentle. And it’s 

also strong and emboldening.  

 

And going beyond even a shepherd’s care, a mother’s love aims to lead the child to grow up 

into the full and free human being we were all created to be. “Male and female,” Genesis says, 

God made us in God’s own image.  

 

At its best, a mother’s love does not aspire to infantilize the child. Rather, she rejoices when a 

child grows up. And she respects the child as able to make their own choices in life. She doesn’t 

diminish the child by shame or guilt or manipulation or coercion, but rather she celebrates the 

full and sacred freedom of a child to grow up and become an autonomous human being. 

 

In this morning’s gospel, Jesus says, “My sheep hear my voice.” What they hear, of course, is 

the voice of one who genuinely cares for them. Take some care, when listening for that voice, 

that the one who claims to speak for God speaks with a voice that claims us for love, that 

protects us and will never let go of us. In biblical times, sheep were in constant danger of being 

snatched away by thieves and by wild animals, so the assurance of not being snatched away is 

powerful. Be wary of any voice that says God’s love is conditional; a threatening voice is a false 

voice. 

 

“My sheep hear my voice,” Jesus says, adding this: “I know them, and they follow me.” Sheep 

are not coerced; they follow of their own inclination, it seems, because they trust the shepherd. 

Barbara Brown Taylor describes a few things she learned about sheep from a friend: 

[Cattle] are herded from the rear by hooting cowboys and cracking whips, but 

that will not work with sheep at all. Stand behind them making loud noises and 

all they will do is run around behind you, because they prefer to be led. You push 

cows, my friend said, but you lead sheep, and they will not go anywhere that 

someone else does not go first – namely, their shepherd – who goes ahead of 

them to show them that everything is all right. 

Sheep tend to grow fond of their shepherds, my friend went on to say. It never 

ceased to amaze him, growing up, that he could walk right through a sleeping 

flock without disturbing a single one of them, while a stranger could not step 

foot in the fold without causing pandemonium. i 
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I took the picture included on 

the cover of this morning’s 

bulletin. I took it back in 2014, 

when I was walking the 

Camino de Santiago, across 

norther Spain. Just this past 

week, someone shared a video 

of another shepherd leading 

another flock through the 

village of Puente la Reina along 

the Camion. The sheep follow 

the shepherd, not needing to 

look both ways as they cross 

the street because they trust 

they will be cared for and not 

led astray. 

 

Both shepherds and mothers make for potent images for God and for God’s love for us, children 

of God and sheep of God’s own flock.  

 

All of which is to say, mothers may, from time to time, give momilies. But they also give love 

that is more substantial. And all mothers do the same – moms by adoption or fostering, too. 

And those who spend their lives mothering in other ways: teachers, aunties, babysitters, 

godmothers, strong women mentors … all women who nurture the next generation. 

 

On this day, a feast day (as I’ve allowed) in both church and the wider world, I invite you to 

recall both a good shepherd’s trusted care and a mother’s steadfast love. Don’t settle for the 

merely conventional and sentimental images that come quickly to mind. Go past them to 

discern the toughness of a real shepherd’s love. Go deeper to discern in a mother’s love a 

maternal love of God, a love that is nurturing and protective as well as fierce and strong. 

 

Appropriate to the occasion, I’ll leave you with one of Jan Richardson’s wonderful blessings. 

This one is called “Blessing the Mothers.” 

Blessing the Mothers 

Who are our 

first sanctuary. 

Who fashion 

a space of blessing 

with their own being: 

with the belly 

the bone and 

the blood 
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or, 

if not with these, 

then with the 

durable heart 

that offers itself 

to break 

and grow wide, 

to gather itself 

around another 

as refuge, 

as home. 

Who lean into 

the wonder and terror 

of loving what 

they can hold 

but cannot contain. 

Who remain 

in some part of themselves 

always awake, 

a corner of consciousness 

keeping perpetual vigil. 

Who know 

that the story 

is what endures 

is what binds us 

is what runs deeper 

even than blood 

and so they spin them 

in celebration 

of what abides 

and benediction 

on what remains: 

a simple gladness 

that latches onto us 

and graces us 

on our way. ii 

 

 

i Barbara Brown Taylor, “The Voice of the Shepherd,” in The Preaching Life (Cowley Publications, Boston, Massachusetts, 1993), pp. 

140-141. 

ii Jan Richardson @ https://sanctuaryofwomen.com/blog/mothers-day-blessing-the-mothers/. 

https://sanctuaryofwomen.com/blog/mothers-day-blessing-the-mothers/

