10th March 2024
Psalm 107.1-3,17-22; John 3.14-21
Call to worship
God gives us light.
And yet often we stick to darkness.
It takes courage to go into the light,
a willingness to start again, to keep trusting –
trusting that one day, we will see,
and finally find peace.

A gathering prayer
Wonderful God, in the very beginning,
the first thing you gave us was your light,
your heavenly light,
even before you made the sun.
In your light we flourish.
And we call your Son, Jesus Christ,
the light of the world.
He reaches into our darkness,
and heals us, and makes us whole.
Today, help us to learn how
to be children of your light.
Amen.
A prayer of approach
Give thanks to the eternal Lord, for God is good.
From east and west and north and south,
God calls us, equips us and challenges us.
As we worship, we give thanks to you, Lord God.
Amen.
A prayer of adoration
Almighty God, King of kings and Lord of lords,
we adore you.
You make sense of our lives, of our living and our loving.
You make sense of the world around us, in peace and in turmoil.
In moments of joy and desolation you bring us meaning and purpose.
You are light in our darkness.
Almighty God, King of kings and Lord of lords, we adore you.
Amen.
A prayer of confession and an Assurance of forgiveness
A prayer of confession

Forgive us, dear God,
for the words we have spoken that have hurt others;
for the ideas we have shared that have confused others;
for deeds done that have hindered and have not helped;
for our closed ears, when open ears would have heard a need;
for our closed eyes, when open eyes would have shown love.
Forgive us, dear God, and let us walk the paths of life,
in your way, in your truth and with your love.
Amen.
 

Assurance of forgiveness

Almighty God, you hear our prayers, you accept our confession
and, through your great love for us, you offer us redemption,
forgiveness, love and blessings beyond our deserving.
Our sins are forgiven.
Amen.
A prayer of praise and thanksgiving
Almighty God, we praise and thank you
for being always with us by our side and within us.
Almighty God, in the darkness of night you are with us.
Almighty God, in the light of dawn as sun breaks on the horizon,
you are with us.
Almighty God, in the noonday sun, its heat and brightness,
you are with us.
Almighty God, in the fading light of dusk when shadows fall,
you are with us.
Almighty God, in the darkness of night, in the stillness it brings,
you are with us.
Almighty God, we praise and thank you.
Amen.
Story for Mothering Sunday

Short story for children to illustrate the cost of a mother's love

The letter
Not many people are christened Clementina. I suppose it's hardly a fashionable name nowadays but this story is about a girl who was called just that.

Clementina was, on the whole, a very charming and likeable 11-year-old. She could even be extremely kind and thoughtful on occasions, as you will soon see from my story; but alongside that there was also an ever so slightly devious side to her character.

Clementina lived with her mum, dad and two younger sisters in a pleasant suburb of a large city. In addition her granny lived close by and Clementina was particularly fond of her, so she was often round there on visits after school. At the time of this story it happened to be the week of her granny's 60th birthday. Clementina had decided that she would buy a present and she knew just the right thing to purchase. She had seen it in the corner shop. It was a large and very pretty box of delicious MacCrumbs homemade chocolate biscuits, wrapped up with a beautiful pink bow. Now you may think that this was a strange idea for a present but the truth is that these were granny's favourites - and also, incidentally, they were Clementina's, but that had nothing to do with her choice, of course!

There was, however, one snag. This beautifully decorated present cost £5.99 and unfortunately Clementina had already spent all her pocket money that week. She hadn't been able to resist a bumper edition of her regular music magazine, especially as it carried a picture of her favourite celebrity on the front cover. But this meant she had no money left over. What was she to do? Clementina had a good think and then came up with her big idea.

After a week during which she was particularly and, I must confess, unusually helpful around the house, Clementina sat down on Friday evening to write a letter to her mum. This is what it said:

Dear Mum,
Here is my bill for last week's work.
Cleaning shoes - 80p
Helping with the shopping - £1.20
Feeding the dog (seven days at 20 p a day) - £1.40
Washing up (sometimes) - £1
Laying the table each night - 60p
Tidying up my room - 99p
Total - £ 5.99p
Love Clementina
She placed the letter in an envelope and left it on the sideboard so that Mum would see and read it after Clementina had gone to bed.

The following morning Clementina came down to breakfast and she glanced over at the sideboard. To her delight she saw the letter had been opened and that another letter addressed to her lay there in its place. She opened it quickly and this is what she read.

Dear Clementina,
Enclosed is £5.99 and many thanks for all your help. Now here is my bill:
Feeding and clothing you for 11 years - 0p
Nursing you through measles, chicken pox, etc. - 0p
Transport to Brownies, swimming, gymnastics, parties, etc. - 0p
Cost of holidays and entertainment for 11 years - 0p
Total - 0p
Suddenly Clementina felt very humbled indeed and for the first time she realised just what her mother's love really involved and that it was all given free. Clementina learned a big lesson that day and the next time Mothering Sunday came round it somehow meant a great deal more to her than ever before, as she thought back to the letter her mother had written. It was a letter - rather like her name! - never to be forgotten.
Card = what put on it?

Prayers
Sermon
I guess we will all have a different experience of what a mother is and what they have taught us. I read an article where the writer listed a number of his mother’s favourite sayings and what they had taught him. For example:

My mother taught me about genetics … ‘you are just like your father’. My mother taught me about anticipation... just wait until your father gets home. My mother taught me about how to be an adult....’if you don’t eat your greens you’ll never grow up to be a big boy’. And my all time favourite - My mother taught me about justice…’one day you will have kids, and I hope they turn out just like YOU... then you’ll see what it’s like!’
Well we are thinking about mothering qualities this morning; the qualities of nurture and care and encouragement. We have been considering the general theme of God’s promises during Lent. We have looked at God’s promises to Noah, not to destroy the world. To Abraham to raise up a people of his calling; to Moses and the covenant on Sinai, with the Ten Commandments, a rule for living. Today’s promise is about healing and care. 

We stereotypically think of caring and healing and nurturing qualities as feminine. A child cries and we say ‘do you want your mother!’ Occasionally in scripture, God is described in ways like a mother – someone who nurtures and cares for his people. I mentioned a couple of weeks ago how some psychologists view children as born believers. They intuitively believe someone is behind all that we see, and that there is a reason for everything. Freud, the great psychoanalyst, of course believed that religion was an illusion; God wasn’t there but was a childish wish projection. His views have been rubbished in recent decades, although sadly it still forms a base prejudice many have against religious faith – that it is childish, infantile and an illusion. Apart from the fact that Freud did all his research with people who were mentally neurotic to begin with, he also only focused only on the child father relationship – and thought God was a father figure. But what about our relationships as small children to mothers, to siblings, to significant others – how that shapes our wellbeing, helps us to trust, to develop faith. Freud was obsessed with father figures. 
I will suggest three mothering qualities, of praise; love and understanding that arise out of our scriptures today, that we cannot only apply to mothers but also ultimately to God.

When my children were having a disagreement, even an occasional fight (!), they usually went to Debbie, their mother, my wife (just in case you didn’t know), for arbitration.  She usually dealt with them with immense skill and wisdom, worthy of a UN peacekeeping force. In fact I’m sure it would be a shrewd move on the part of the UN General Secretary to employ a few mothers in his ranks, what with all their experience of conflict resolution.
Debbie usually praised the children’s good behaviour, what they have been doing well up to that point of contention, before considering what had gone wrong. She listened to each story in turn and sifted through the evidence, before getting each of the protagonists to take responsibility. Apologies, hugs and kisses usually settle the matter. If only the rest of life could be that simple.
It is always good to be praised and affirmed, even if you know that there is going to be some criticism coming later. The psalm today, psalm 107 calls on God’s people to give thanks to God for his love endures for ever. The people should be constantly grateful for all that God has done for them. In verses 17-22 even those who have become sick should be thankful, for God is merciful and will save them. Whatever your circumstance respond with gratitude and thanksgiving. 
One of the great things about belief in God is that you have someone to give thanks to….

In the John’s gospel, Jesus refers to a story from the time of Moses in the Book of Numbers 21, when the Israelites, freed from slavery in Egypt were wandering in the wilderness and started grumbling, wishing they were back as slaves, working hard for Pharaoh.  God sends venomous snakes into their midst. 
It’s hard to understand why God would send snakes on these people?  As I said a few weeks before I believe you need to read the Old Testament through Christ shaped lens and see where the writers of these books may have got the wrong idea about God, which Jesus would ultimately bring to the light. There are many parts of the bible that needs handling with kid gloves.

Back to the story of Moses and the Israelites consequently get bitten and become ill but God saves them by making a bronze snake. Anyone who looks at the snake will be healed. It is an interesting story, Jesus uses it to compare with how he will be lifted up on the cross and people who look to him will be saved. Grumblers usually look down, so there might be some symbolic significance in having to look up to be saved.

I know from my time in secular work that I appreciated bosses who praised and encouraged me when I got something right or did something well. I was then more willing to hear and to learn from their criticism when I did something daft or badly. Praise is like the sun on a flower, gently opening it up, allowing it to blossom and flourish. How we need it in our lives and how we not only need to receive it but how important it is to give it. 
One day a man came home from work to find total mayhem at home. The kids were outside still in their pajamas playing in the muck. There were empty food boxes and wrappers all around the house, dishes stacked up everywhere, dog food spilled on the floor, a broken glass under the table. The living room was strewn with toys and various items of clothing, and a lamp had been knocked over... He headed upstairs to look for is wife, worried that she was ill or that something had happened to her... He found her in bed, still with her pyjamas on, reading a book. She looked up at him, smiled and asked how his day had been. He looked at her bewildered and asked ‘what happened here today?’ She again smiled and answered, ‘you know how everyday you come home from work and ask me what I did today but then don’t listen to what I say?’ ‘Oh!’ was his reply. She answered ‘’well, today I didn’t do it!’

We can take people for granted and miss their contribution to our lives. We all need some appreciation and praise. Even with the most irritating colleague, or annoying family member, it is good to try and find some redeemable feature to balance your opinion and attitude towards them.
So giving encouragement and praise, where praise is due, is I suggest, a good mothering quality, identified by our passages today. But this seems to imply that god needs our praise and affirmation. Is God a little insecure? Does God need a bit of flattery now and again, so that He’ll still love us? The short answer is no – don’t be ridiculous. Giving thanks and praise to God is actually for our benefit. It opens our heart in gladness; it lifts our head to look for another perspective, for a divine perspective, to look to the Lord, with whom all things are possible, whose nature is love, and whose work is redemption. 

But we still have our grumbles. Some of them are pathetic. Some, one could claim, are justified. There are many mothers in Gaza and Ukraine grieving as a result of the tragic wars there. It’s hard to give thanks in such circumstances. It’s hard to believe that God’s love endures forever.
I said earlier that one of the great things about believing in God is that you have someone to thank for all that is. You also have someone to grumble to and get angry with. Many times I look at the world and wonder ‘why?’, and people’s situations leave me distraught. I have a small crucifix which I sometimes use in prayer, gently holding it in the palm of my hand. In our church tradition we tend to have empty crosses putting the emphasis on the Risen Jesus and the hope of resurrection, but sometimes it is helpful to remember the suffering of Christ. When I am distressed I sometimes look into the eyes of the Jesus on this crucifix. Why is all this happening I ask. And then I see his eyes looking back meeting my stare. He asks the same question on the cross. There is someone who understands. There is someone who has gone through death...
John 3 verse 16 sums it all up, and if you want a passage that clearly expresses all that anyone needs to know to come to faith and understanding, then this is one of them. God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that everyone who has faith in may not perish but have eternal life. 
God so loved the world. We can think of all the evil and sin, corruption and violence in the world and it may be hard to believe that God can still love the world. Love has to persevere. 

Mothering love puts up with all our faults. A mother said to her young son, ‘every time you’re naughty I get another grey hair’. The boy replied ‘mummy, you must have been a terror when you were young … just look at Grandma!’

They say that motherhood is full of frustrations and challenges, but eventually they all move out.

As we will discover as we, once again, journey towards the cross and Easter Day, the evil and sin, corruption and violence that nailed Jesus to the wood and lifted him high, didn’t stop him loving and forgiving nor suffering, nor feeling forsaken. Yet victory was his, when death was defeated. God’s love perseveres. God so loved. Love is my second mothering quality.

The rest of this passage in John’s gospel speaks about judgement; people are either in the dark or in the light, living in truth or trying to hide for fear of exposure. Those who have something to hide, Jesus tells Nicodemus, stay in the darkness where it is easier to smuggle things away. We acknowledge the truth of his words in our very language, talking of scandals 'coming to light' or being 'kept in the dark'. Which do you think dominates our public life in the UK: darkness or light? 
The truth will set you free says Jesus. It may be painful facing the truth, especially if it is facing up to the grumbles, or to the reasons why someone is hurt or why they hurt someone. But there will always be something freeing about the truth, particularly when it is exposed in an atmosphere of understanding.  Hence the saying here, ‘those who live by the truth come to the light’

Fred Craddock tells the story of his father, who spent years of his life hiding from the God who was seeking him out in love:

 

"When the pastor used to come from my mother's church to call on him, my father would say, 'You don't care about me. I know how churches are. You want another pledge, another name, right? Another name, another pledge, isn't that the whole point of church? Get another name, another pledge.'

 

My nervous mother would run to the kitchen, crying, for fear somebody's feelings would be hurt. When we had an evangelistic campaign the pastor would bring the evangelist, introduce him to my father and then say, 'See him, get him! See him, get him!' My father would always say the same thing. 'You don't care about me! Another name, another pledge. Another name, another pledge! I know about churches.'

 

I guess I heard it a thousand times. One time he didn't say it. He was at the Veteran's Hospital. He was down to 74 pounds. They had taken out the throat, put in a metal tube, and said, 'Mr. Craddock, you should have come earlier. But this cancer is awfully far advanced. We'll give radium, but we don't know.'

 

I went in to see him. In every window -potted plants and flowers. Everywhere there was a place to set them -potted plants and flowers. Even in that thing that swings out over your bed they put food on, there was a big flower. There was by his bed a stack of cards 10 or 15 inches deep. I looked at the cards sprinkled in the flowers. I read the cards beside his bed. And I want to tell you, every card, every blossom, every potted plant from groups, Sunday School classes, women's groups, youth groups, men's bible class, of my mother's church-every one of them. My father saw me reading them. He could not speak, but he took a Kleenex box and wrote something on the side from Shakespeare's Hamlet. . . . He wrote on the side, 'In this harsh world, draw your breath in pain to tell my story.' I said, 'What is your story, Daddy?' And he wrote, 'I was wrong.'" 

 

It is not until you know God is seeking you in love, not in condemnation; it is not until that moment that the gospel becomes Good News for you: that moment of real understanding.
Some mothers can be too understanding though. A mother was bravely gulping down some of the cake her young daughter had so thoughtfully baked as a ‘surprise’ for her birthday. After somehow managing to convey the idea, between laborious swallows that she was enjoying herself, the girl beamed, ‘I’m so glad you like it mummy. There should have been 35 candles on the cake but they were all gone when I took it out of the oven’. The truth can be painful but it usually helps understanding.

Praise, love and understanding, three great mothering qualities, that are essential for the life of faith. May God grant them to us.

Prayers of intercession
(You could use a simple action for the word ‘light’)
Your light shines, your light is with us now.

We thank you for the light of Jesus that shines in us as we come here to be together. We thank you that we are free to worship, and there is no darkness of fear for us in this country.

We ask that your light would help us in our worship and prayer, in our activities and our learning, and fill us with the joy of knowing more about you.

We remember those who face the darkness of arrest, cruelty and harm for wanting to worship you. In sadness we pray for all the families and friends of the five thousand Christians who have lost their lives for their faith over the last year, and we ask that wherever in this world they are, they would see and know your light right now.

 

Your light shines, your light is in our country.

We thank you for all that makes us feel safe and good in our country, and the many good things that we enjoy. We thank you for all the churches that work to shine your light.

We ask that we as your people here would be active and energised to share your light in our schools, shops, colleges, hospitals, and all places of work near us.

We remember those who have the responsibility of bringing light and hope to all people in our nation. We think of all those badly affected by the recent budget, and for those who can now be more generous in helping others. In hope we pray for our politicians and leaders who have been elected or chosen to serve all people, and we ask that they would daily put aside the darkness of temptation, greed and selfishness, and instead consider and work for all that would make our lives better and brighter. 

 

Your light shines, your light shines across your world.

We thank you for the light of creation, when all was made and you saw that it was good. We thank you for all the wonders of your world; our daily reminders of you.

We ask that we, as your people, would value your world and do all we can to protect land, animals, birds, rivers and the seas and work to end the darkness of pollution and destruction.

We remember with sadness those who have lost their homes, their land and their work through changes in the seasons, the rising of water levels, and the increasing power of the sun’s heat. As we move from one of the wettest winters on record we are aware of the damage being done to our climate, and the challenges for the future. Help us to think about all that we can do, and all that we can encourage and vote for, to protect your created world better.

 

Your light shines, your light is never defeated by darkness.

We thank you that where you are there is always light and hope through your love for all people, but we recognise that for many people right now that light is hard to find.

We ask that we would be willing to speak up for those whose darkness seems overwhelming, and are in the middle of despair and conflict.

We remember those normal families who are caught up in war and conflict, who have no security and safety, and who have suffered the loss of those close to them. We think of people in Haiti where unrest is developing; Gaza where millions are in despair; Ukraine, Israel, and other nations across the world. We ask that you would strengthen all those who can bring light in the darkness of this hopelessness and pain.

Your light shines, your light is with us now. Help us to be people who stay in your light, and share your light with those around us.

A sending out prayer
Loving God,
we humans are afraid of the darkness.
But, for you, darkness and light are alike,
and no problem.
You can see in the dark,
and we can put our hand in yours and trust you,
knowing that the light will dawn again –
in your time.
Amen.
