Life and Love

The Gift of a Mother, The Gift of Our Savior

Acts 1:6-14 (alternate text)
Easter 3/Mother’s Day

May 8, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


The year was 1955.  May 8th was the second Sunday of the month, which meant that it was Mother’s Day, just like today.  I doubt, however, my mother, Joanne Delores Beebe, was thinking much about that when at 4:31AM,  she gave birth to yours truly.  I was born at Doctor’s General Hospital in San Jose, CA, weighing in at 8 lbs. 12 ½ oz and 20 ½ inches in length.  Mom says the nurses in the nursery called me the “little football player” because of my broad shoulders.  
I was the first baby born on Mother’s Day in that particular hospital.  That didn’t win either me or my mother any special prizes, like being the first baby born in the New Year.  Now here’s the deal with my name.  I was given the name Geoffrey Wayne, Geoffrey using the British spelling of G-e-o-f-f-r-e-y.  In fact, I was a little disappointed that I didn’t receive an invitation to the Royal Wedding, since I have such a British name, Beebe also being British.  My mother tells me that she and my dad had already decided on the name Geoffrey, which was pretty popular at the time.  But they weren’t sure which spelling to choose, the British or the American.  My mother’s sister Mary, who was present at my birth, suggested and preferred the British spelling.  My mother, she now tells me, favored the American spelling of J-e-f-f-r-e-y.  So, a  compromise was arrived at.  I would be given the British spelling in my birth name,  but use the American spelling for the shorter, nickname, Jeff.  So, that’s why, depending on how formal I’m feeling, you’ll see my name Geoffrey with a G, and Jeff with a J.  If it’s confusing, don’t blame me.  It was mom and Aunt Mary’s doing.   


Since Mother’s Day and my birthday coincide once again this year, it seems appropriate to focus on the theme of motherhood.  My mother would be disappointed if I did not do so.  So I decided to look for a lesson about motherhood and family that would be appropriate for this day.  And I think I found it in the first reading from Acts 1, which actually is scheduled to be read in four weeks, on the 7th Sunday of the Easter season. 


The disciples of Jesus are gathered in prayer just before Pentecost, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  They’ve witnessed the resurrection of Jesus.  They heard his final instructions to them- to wait for the coming of the Holy Spirit- and they watched as he ascended up into heaven.  They followed the Lord’s instructions, returned to Jerusalem, and devoted themselves to prayer.


But the lesson tells us others are there as well.  Did you catch that?  Included is Mary, the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.  Jesus’ family is there.  Here is the only place, outside of the gospels, that Mary is even mentioned.

Mary and his family knew Jesus better than anyone else.  For much of her life, Mary, as his mother, gave to Jesus.  She was his son, fully human, who needed the care and guidance of a mother just as we all do.  But here, Mary is a believer, devoting herself to prayer to her son, just like all the other disciples.  Following the cross and resurrection, the relationship of mother to son changed.  Here she is seeking to receive from her son what he alone is able to give.


And isn’t that in some way what motherhood and Mother’s Day is all about?  For much of our lives we receive from our mother’s, even as Jesus did.  But there comes a time when we want to give back to them for the many blessings they gave to us.  We want to honor them with love, with care, with gratitude, and with gifts, and we do that especially on this holiday called Mother’s Day.


Today I want to look at two things Mary gave to Jesus as he was growing up, and how Jesus gives those same two things back to Mary and to us, but in even greater ways.


The first of these is life.  Mothers give the gift of life, and Mary gave this to Jesus.  Like every biological mother, Mary sheltered and fed Jesus in her womb for 9 months.  She went through the painful yet amazing birth experience, in the stable at Bethlehem. After his birth she fed him, changed him, rocked him to sleep, comforted him, taught him, and guided him, as any mother would do.

Giving life is so important to mothers that I know most would gladly give their own life if it meant that their child would be spared.  The most poignant example of this I have ever seen actually occurred in my former congregation.  A young woman was pregnant with her first child and early in the pregnancy while doing some blood testing, they found out she had leukemia.  Because she was pregnant, there was no treatment she could receive.  Either she’d have to abort the child to get the necessary treatment and save herself, or wait to have the baby and later receive the treatment, understanding that the longer she waited the greater the risk for herself.  She chose to wait and delivered a health baby girl.   After the delivery, she had to receive a bone marrow transplant.  Sadly, her body rejected the new marrow, and she died in the hospital, leaving her husband to raise their infant daughter without her.   This was “the ultimate maternal sacrifice.”  She died that her baby might live.  It’s a terrible choice to have to make, but I think most mothers, in giving life, would rather their child live than themselves.

Mary gave life to Jesus.  And, of course, Jesus, in turn, gives life to Mary, the disciples, and all who believe.  The life Jesus gives was made possible by his death on the cross for the sins of the world.  The life he gives brings forgiveness to all that believe and a renewed, restored relationship with God.  This life begins right now, today, as we are able to know the presence and guidance of God through the Holy Spirit.  And this life continues on eternally, as death is transformed to the gate to eternal life with God.  Having been given life by Mary, Jesus gives an even greater gift in return, the gift of the cross that leads to eternal life.


The second thing that Mary gave to Jesus, and that mother’s give to their children, is love.  Because of the intimate relationship between a mother and child- she is the one who gives birth, she is the first voice we hear, she is the one that nurtures- most people first know love through their mothers.  


Former CBS anchorman Dan Rather has traveled throughout the world to report on most of the major events of our time.  He has been witness to wars, natural disasters, and countless other human stories.  In his book The Camera Never Blinks Twice, Rather tells of a moment from the Vietnam War that still haunts him.  The year was 1965, and he was touring a hospital ship near South Vietnam.  His guide took him below deck to a very large room filled with soldiers recovering from amputations.  He describes the horror he felt as he observed row upon row of young men lying there in bandages.  All were horribly wounded and in tremendous pain.  Most men moaned, a few cried out.  And the one name the men cried out most often was “Mother.”  When their suffering was so great as to be nearly unbearable, they didn’t call for a doctor or a nurse.  They called for their mothers.  Rather comments that in our very worst moments, when we are most desperate for comfort, we turn to the first love we ever knew, that of our mothers.  Love is the single greatest defining characteristic of a mother.


Now I wish it were true that everyone knew that kind of love from their mother.  I feel blessed to have known such love from my own mother, who is now 84 years old and doing well, still living in the home in Minnesota that  I grew up in.  But this is an imperfect world and that does not always happen.  Jesus knew that kind of love from Mary.  Surely his life was shaped by her love.   And following his death and resurrection, Jesus gives back to her, and to all of us, this same never ending, supportive, and sacrificial love.


And that’s the good news in today’s message, even for those of you that have had imperfect relationships with your mothers.  Human love is flawed and weak and imperfect.  Some mothers should not have been mothers.  Some were never properly taught what it would take to raise a child.  Some were never equipped, never had the resources necessary.  Some have been entrapped by alcohol or drug abuse.  If we place all of our trust in another person alone, even a mother, we will surely be disappointed.


But the love that Jesus gives back, is not human love.  It is not flawed.  It is not tainted by sin.  It is not subject to the imperfections of this life.  It is the love of God.  It is full of grace.  It is healing.  It is forgiving.  It is always present.  It is given without condition.  It is eternal.  Jesus knew the human love of his mother, Mary.  What he gave back on the cross was the never ending, unconditional love of God the Father.


Jesus was Mary’s son.  She birthed him and, along with Joseph, raised him and his brothers in a family.   As her son, he knew her love.  It is clear by Jesus’ character that Mary did a good job raising her son and sharing her love.  But following the cross and resurrection, Mary became aware that this relationship of mother to son had changed.  She was his mother, but he was her savior.  She shared her mother’s love, but he returned an even greater love, the love of the Father in heaven.  Today we honor our mother’s love.  But even more importantly, we praise God for the love of Jesus, our savior, whose love alone is perfect and endures forever.  Amen         
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