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2022 March 27th, Mothering Sunday, Lent 4 

 

On this Mothering Sunday I thought I would share some of the Christian traditions 

associated with this day and hopefully teach some Hebrew words which add context and 

explanation to some of the Motherly images we find in Scripture. 
 

Mothering Sunday has been celebrated in the UK and Ireland, on the fourth Sunday in 

Lent, since the Middle Ages. Indeed, we still draw on the Murbach lectionary from the 8th 

c. which include references and metaphors for Mothers and for pilgrimage.   

Isaiah 66:7–13 Rejoice ye with Jerusalem; and be ye glad for her, all ye that delight in 

her: exult and sing for joy with her, all ye that in sadness mourn for her; that ye may 

suck, and be satisfied with the breasts of her consolations. (Strange language to be said of 

a city on a mountain hence the need to explain the Hebrew imagery later).  

And, in Psalm 122: ‘I was glad when they said unto me, we will go into the house of the 

Lord’.  You will recall that in Luke 2:41 it says that Jesus’ parents went to Jerusalem 

every year for the feast of the Passover and, when Jesus was twelve, they again went to 

Jerusalem according to the custom of the feast.  Mothering Sunday has historically been 

such a day pf pilgrimage for Christians. 
 

In the traditional Epistle reading for this day (Galations 4: 21–31), Paul the Apostle 

shares an analysis of the story of Hagar and Sarah, which speaks of 'Jerusalem and its 

mountain as the mother of us all.'  And, whilst acknowledging the significance of 

motherhood, Paul understands the story as an allegory advocating for an understanding of 

motherhood that transcends the material world, and that which is strictly assigned to 

fertility, by quoting as he does Isaiah 54:1   
 

The traditional Gospel for the day, John 6:1–14, is the story of the Feeding of the Five 

Thousand.  Its setting on a mountain and with feeding, with its Hebrew imagery, 

prompted the association between Mothering Sunday and the 'Gifts of Mother Earth'. 

 

And this passage, coinciding as it does with Laetare Sunday, also called Refreshment 

Sunday, historically led to a mid-Lent day of respite from fasting. And, inspired by the 

Psalm, 'We will go into the house of the Lord', prompted medieval people to celebrate this 

day with processions and feasting at their local 'mother church', their Cathedral.   
 

After the Reformation, the Book of Common Prayer continued to assign the same 

readings to this day. And Christians were encouraged to return to the church where they 

were baptized; or go to their local parish church; or their cathedral, and everyone who did 

this was said to have gone 'mothering', a term first recorded in Worcester in 1644. 
 

Later, Mothering Sunday also became a day, the only day in fact,  when domestic 

servants were given the day off to visit their church, usually with their own mothers and 
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family members and as they walked along the country lanes, they would pick wild 

flowers or violets to take to church or give to their mother. 
 

In 1921 Constance Adelaide Smith of Coddington, Nottinghamshire renewed this 

celebration day with her most influential booklet, The Revival of Mothering Sunday, 

emphasising the different aspects of motherhood that this day should honour:  i. our 

Mother Church, ii. 'Mothers of earthly homes', iii. the Virgin Mary and iv. Mother 

Nature.   
 

Due to the commercial contexts of Modern Britain, 'Mother's Day' has become a popular 

term for Mothering Sunday due to a North American influence. But the former traditions 

still exist and, reflecting the day's association with the story of the Feeding of the Five 

Thousand, and the reprieve from fasting, various types of cakes and buns have long been 

made for Mothering Sunday, especially Simnel Cake, a traditional confection associated 

with both Mothering Sunday and Easter and, in Bristol, and some other parts of the 

world, mothering buns, iced, and sprinkled with hundreds and thousands also remain a 

speciality for this day.   
 

So that is the history, now for those Hebrew words.   
 

I think you will agree that there is something about a mountain that stirs our soul.  It is 

therefore not surprising that there are many occasions in the Bible where mountains are 

mentioned in conjunction with the many special spiritual events that occurred on them.  
 

And, whether we climb a physical mountain or not, I am sure we would also agree that 

sometimes it can take spiritual, physical and emotional energy, to draw near to the all-

powerful, El Shaddai, God Almighty.  For a start it is the last place the devil wants you to 

go – he is much happier if we afford a couple of minutes here and there – but to devote 

quality time aside in which to earnestly seek to draw near to God and to ‘listen to Him’ 

that’s another matter. 
 

In Hebrew to draw near to God Almighty, El Shaddai  and desire his intimate embrace is 

akin to drawing near to the spiritual mountain, the breast of God, for that is what 

Mountain is in Hebrew – Shaddayim, and it is the same word in Hebrew for a Mother’s 

breast.   
 

In Genesis 49:25 Jacob blesses his sons, and during the blessing we read, ‘By the 

Almighty’ (El Shaddai) ‘who will bless you with blessings of heaven above, blessings of 

the deep that lies beneath, blessings of the breasts (Shaddayim) and of the womb 

(rechem). Interestingly from Rechem we derive the word mercy, rachamim, which in 

German a truer translation is Mutter leib Motherly love.   
 

What a wonderful thought that to receive mercy we are shown Motherly love  
 

But you might say that’s fine and good but where do they get the connection between 

Mountain and breast Shaddayim? 



 3 

 

Mount Tabor, west of the Galilee in the plain of Megiddo, or Armageddon, is thought to 

be where the Transfiguration took place, and this of all the mountains, looks like a 

woman’s breast, it stands all on its own perfectly rounded protruding up from a flat 

landscape. 
 

But the real reason for the connection is that the mountain and the breast are both sources 

of life giving nourishment  

– a mountain is where the Nahum, the springs of delicious refreshing sweet life giving 

waters come from.  

– And Nahum is also the Hebrew name for the first thing we taste in this world the 

Nahum, the sweetness and life from our Mothers breast. 

Jesus talked of this Nahum of life – talking to the woman at the well John 4:13 he said, 

Whoever drinks of the water (Nahum) that I will give them will never be thirsty. The 

water (Nahum) I give will become in them a spring (Gihon) gushing up to eternal life.    
 

Incidentally, the English translation of Nahum is Naomi   Do you remember in the book 

of Ruth.  Ruth’s mother in law says don’t call me Naomi because my life is no longer 

sweet – call me Mara instead for my life is bitter – thankfully through her daughter in 

law’s love and Godly intervention life nourishing sweetness returned to Naomi. 
 

So, remember these Hebrew words & their meanings and the traditions of this day. And 

may God bless you this Mothering Sunday as you journey to his Shaddayim the Mother 

of us all. May God bless this church as together we seek the NAHUM of his nourishment 

.  And May God bless all who Mother, and all whom we love and minister, with his 

RACHAMIM his merciful Motherly love. 


