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About 18 months ago now, we moved house - and it wasn’t easy.
Perhaps you have impeccably organized houses. Maybe there’s a
spare room or a garage where all the rarely used things are neatly
ranged on shelves or in cupboards? Well, our garage wasn’t like that.
Imagine accumulated piles of oddments that ‘might come in useful one
day’, assorted furniture that children begged us to keep — ‘Oh, don’t
throw that out — we’ll come down with a van some day’. Hah, hah...



Clearing out the old, setting out for pastures new can be exciting, but
also, exhausting and maybe tinged with sadness. Leaving familiar faces
and places behind isn’t easy, especially as we get older. Luckily for us,
we only moved to the next village where we already had contacts, but
not so Abram. God tells him: ‘Go from your country and your kindred
and your father’s house to the land that | will show you. He was already
75, and in those days, kinship bonds were far stronger. He’s told to
leave his family and his roots, yet he obeys. But this isn’t a case of
teaching an old dog new tricks. Although Abram will be uprooted and
he’s no idea of where he’s going, one thing has stayed constant in his

life: he listens to God. And when he hears, he does what he’s asked to
do.

Today’s New Testament reading comes from Paul’s letter to the
Romans. He points out that ‘Abraham believed God, and it was
reckoned to him as righteousness.” What God gave to Abram and his
descendants wasn’t because he’d done great works or followed the
letter of the Law — which didn’t yet exist! Far more important than
these were his openness to God’s word, his trust, his willingness to do
what God asked. He possessed ‘righteousness of faith’, the same trust
we see today’s psalm:

I lift up my eyes to the hills;

from where is my help to come?
My help comes from the Lord,

the maker of heaven and earth.

Righteousness is a recurring theme in Paul’s epistles. He felt compelled
to remind people of its true source, perhaps because, prior to his
experience on the road to Damascus, it was precisely what he’d failed



to grasp. He imagined he was righteous because he followed the Law.
But once he’d heard Jesus’ voice, he realized that trust in God is what
he’d lacked. Abram was righteous simply because he listened to God
and did what God called him to do. Righteousness is doing what’s right
in the sight of God.

It’s interesting, isn’t it, that Nicodemus visits Jesus by night. He’s a
teacher of Israel, and as a Pharisee, deeply knowledgeable about the
Scriptures. He might be described as deeply religious. Certainly he was
prayerful; he’d pray at least three times a day. So why seek out Jesus?
Possibly he was afraid of being seen, so he went by night. But why risk
going at all? It seems that despite his religious practices, something
was missing. He recognises Jesus as a teacher who has come from God.
Perhaps he’d hoped Jesus might teach him something. Notice that,
although he doesn’t begin with a question, ‘Jesus answered him’. He
already senses what Nicodemus’ wants to ask. Neither the prayers,
nor the fasting, not even his deep knowledge of scripture, have let him
see the kingdom of God. So Jesus tells him, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no
one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.’

Nicodemus is clearly confused by the notion of being ‘born of water
and the spirit’. ‘How can these things be?’, he asks. He’s ‘astonished’
to hear, ‘The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of
it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is
with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” Nothing in his religious life has
led him to be open to this mysterious presence, and he knows it. Yet
he clearly recognizes God at work in Jesus. The question he hadn’t
asked was ‘Why can’t | see the kingdom of God?

So, what could these readings tell us this morning? Maybe, like many
people, you’'ve decided to give something up for Lent. If we take only



one lesson from what Jesus said to Nicodemus, it should be this:
spirituality should never be treated superficially. We can worship and
study, fast, and pray all we like, but it must lead further.

How could we deepen the meaning of giving something up for Lent? |
didn’t do a dry January, but this Lent will be a dry one. Perhaps you
also enjoy a glass of wine with your meal, or maybe a piece of
chocolate with your coffee afterwards? What if, at the moment when
we’d be raising a glass, or when we’d snap off that delicious chocolate
square, what if, in that moment, we reflected on the things God really
wants us to give up - self-restraint that might be much more pleasing
to him?

Such things are very personal. Perhaps being too ready to see the
negative side of situations or too quick to criticise? Maybe getting
irritated when things aren’t going right or losing our temper? We all
sense what we need to change. Our inner lives are displayed in our
outward behaviour. Jesus was teaching Nicodemus a hard lesson: it’s
possible to be "spiritual", at least on the surface, without ever
attaining the righteousness seen in Abram and brought to perfection
in Jesus. We sometimes forget that Jesus faced temptation
throughout his life. In Holy Week we’ll be reminded of what happened
on the Mount of Olives. There was the temptation to run away, yet
his obedience to God’s will was total: Father, if you are willing, take
this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done. (Luke 42.22)

It is hard for us to imagine that we’ll ever achieve such righteousness.
Nevertheless, it's what Jesus calls on his followers to try to do. He calls
us to take up our own crosses and follow him. This would be a very
hard road to travel if we had to do it entirely by ourselves. Today’s
Post-Communion prayer puts it well: we have no power of ourselves to



help ourselves. But thankfully, he didn’t leave us helpless. He told the
disciples: | will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate
to help you and be with you forever— the Spirit of truth.

We should trust what Jesus told and showed us. Helped by the Holy
Spirit, we have the strength to give up the things we know to be
contrary to his Way. Putting our trust in him opens up access to an
array of God-given gifts. Saint Paul called them fruits of the Spirit: love,
joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness
and self-control. (Galatians 5.22-23). God’s generous grace and his
gifts are always available to us; if we knock at the door, it will be
opened. It can take a long time for a tree to come to maturity and bear
the fruit it was destined to produce, but like a tree, we have the
potential. We’re made in the image of God. It’s in our nature to bear
spiritual fruit.

Jesus spells it out to Nicodemus; he has come into the world to open
the door so that we may have eternal life. God’s will is not to condemn
the world. He was sent in order that the world might be saved through
him. A good start this Lent would be to keep in mind the words of
today’s Collect and reject those things that are contrary to (our)
profession and follow all such things as are agreeable to the same. In
other words, work on our righteousness, trusting that what God wants
is indeed the best for us, pruning away those branches that don’t
produce, in order to ensure that we produce a good harvest.

Amen.
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Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting
by the well. It was about noon.

Imagine the scene: it’'s noonday and it’s hot. Jesus is tired: he’s been
teaching in Judea and the disciples have baptized even more people
than John. They still have a long journey back to Galilee, but Jesus is
thirsty, stops at the well, and asks for a drink. And so begins a
profound conversation which changes the course of the woman’s life,
and the lives of the many Samaritans she invites to come and listen to
Jesus.

What David just read is one of the longest gospel readings in our
Sunday lectionary. The Exodus text was much shorter, but you can see
why it was chosen. The Israelites are quarreling with Moses yet again,
this time because there’s no water. I’'m sure I’d be irritated too — even
if I wasn’t in the middle of a desert called Sin! But what a contrast
between the angry Israelites and the thirsty Jesus! Moses has freed
them from slavery in Egypt, but now, even though it'd solve precisely
nothing, they’re ready to stone him to death. Jesus is tired, hot and
thirsty, yet he’s ready, as always, to engage in conversation. And with
a woman! What'’s worse, a Samaritan! As a Jew, Jesus should not be
talking to her. As the gospel says, Jews do not share things in common
with Samaritans.



This morning’s reading is remarkable not only for its length but also for
its many rich themes. Firstly, we see Jesus describe himself for the first
time in John’s gospel with two very significant words. The Greek, ego
eimi, is difficult to translate exactly into English, but roughly it means /
AM. He uses the same words in many other places. The first of his |
AM sayings is | AM the bread of life in chapter 6. I’'m sure you can tell
me the others. | AM ...? Light of the World (8:12), the door or gate of
the sheepfold (10:7), the good shepherd (10:11, 14), the resurrection
and the life (11:25), the way and the truth and the life (14:6) and the
true vine (15:1).

Ego eimi translates into Greek the words heard by Moses from the
burning bush; “/ AM the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the
God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.” (Exodus 3.6) When Jesus says, | am
he, the one who is speaking to you he identifies himself as being in
unity with his Father. He’s making it clear that he is the Christ. Jesus’
use of these words to describe himself is no co-incidence; he tells the
Samaritan woman, / am he, the one who is speaking to you, meaning,
the Messiah. Jesus, the weary traveller, in all his human weakness, is
at the same time God’s living presence in the world, and he’s ready to
seize the moment and open up a life-changing conversation about his
mission.

Then, in between the two sections about the Samaritans, there’s a
revealing interlude which should give us food for thought about how
we share our faith. The disciples come back to the well with their
shopping. We're first told they’re astonished ... that he was speaking
with a woman. They wouldn’t dream of talking to her. In fact, no one
said, ‘What do you want?’ So, the woman leaves. Luckily, they haven’t
discouraged her. She’s left her water jar, because she intends to come
back for this exciting living water that Jesus has promised to give. And



when she brings back many more to listen to him, they in turn are so
excited that they invite Jesus to stay for two days. And many more
believed because of his word.

So at this point, before the Samaritans arrive back at the well, Jesus
turns from teaching the woman to teaching the disciples. ‘I tell you,
look around you, and see how the fields are ripe for harvesting’. They
need to learn to do what he was doing at well — being open, sharing
the good news — with everyone. Jesus isn’t bothered about the food
they’ve brought: My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to
complete his work.

It’s no coincidence Jesus is sitting at Jacob’s Well. He and the woman
share a common ancestor, but because of religious divisions, there’s
been a great rupture. Samaritans worshipped the same one God of
the Jews, the God of Abraham. The Torah was their sacred text too,
but Jews despised them because their sacred mountain and their
worship were different. Of course, that sort of religious intolerance
doesn’t exist today!

The Israelites wandering in the desert showed no gratitude to Moses.
He’s commanded to strike the dry rock, and God releases the flowing
water they crave. Yet despite all his efforts, they continue to be
qguarrelsome and faithless. He names the spot Meribah and Massah,
meaning test and quarrel. It won’t be long before they make a golden
calf, and worship that instead of God. In today’s epistle, Saint Paul
calls on us to understand that we can grow spiritually through
suffering. People like Gisele Pelicot spring to mind. There are those
who are able to overcome immense pain and, in fact, transform their
suffering for the good of themselves and others. But the Israelites
were never like that. They chose to grumble rather than grow.



Meribah and Massah are mentioned several times in the psalms.
They’'re a powerful reminder that the people chosen by God were
often profoundly faithlessness. What a contrast with the attitude of
the Samaritan women. They are rarely thankful, yet this ‘outsider’ is
ready to recognise Jesus as a prophet. She’s eager to learn. Jesus has
made her thirsty for more.

Their conversation could have gone badly wrong at this point. After
she recognises Jesus as a prophet, she begins to talk about the
differences between Jews and Samaritans. The dialogue could have
broken down or becoming divisive or superficial. But it doesn’t,
because Jesus draws her into deeper thoughts: ‘Woman, believe me,
the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this
mountain nor in Jerusalem...... But the hour is coming, and is now here,
when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth,
for the Father seeks such as these to worship him. God is spirit, and
those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” Water, spirit
and truth; it’s the same message Nicodemus received in last week’s
gospel.

On Wednesday evening | was at a Bible discussion with 15 others from
the local Roman Catholic church and we were looking at this very
passage. The conversation was around Jesus’ constant openness to
others. Whatever the situation, he made himself available, even in his
last moments on the Cross. At that point, one of the women talked
about a meeting she called un moment trés fort. Just after the terrorist
attacks in Paris, she and other Christians met with Muslims and Jews
to pray for all who were affected by the violence. They had met in
spirit and in truth, to pray for peace and reconciliation. That spirit that
acknowledges our common humanity and rejects hatred and division,



that is surely what God calls us to recognise in others, just as he
recognized it in the person of the Samaritan woman.

This week’s online Lent discussion focused on two more Fruits of the
Spirit: Patience and Peace. Jesus at the well is the embodiment of both
of these God-given gifts. In Lent we try to grow nearer to his likeness.
We might use this precious time of reflection to cultivate these two
fruits; our world desperately needs them.

Amen
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Water — the building block of all life on our planet. We humans can
survive lack of food for a long times, but it would only be 3 days before
we died if we had no water. All living things on, in or underneath our
planet depend on water for life. We are fortunate here in the west that
by and large we have clean running water always available, to the
extent we probably take it for granted. It was only when our village ran
out of water in a hot dry summer that we suddenly realised how vital
it is, and how much work is involved in accessing it.

There are still places where people rely on wells or springs or rivers
and lakes. Women and children walk long distances to fetch it, and
every drop is hard earned and precious. As was the case in the gospel
reading we heard just now. Normally the water would be drawn up by
bucket, and probably by a gaggle of women and children, chatting and
laughing, or complaining about one thing or another. It’s a social thing,
a hard and tedious task made easier by sharing it. And in a hot country,
it would be drawn first thing in the morning or in the evening when
the temperature has dropped. It was so important in Jesus’s time that
there was a distinction drawn between “living water” and water —
living water was literally alive, running, sparkling, moving on its way
downstream. Usually much cleaner than brackish, stagnant water
gathered in pools which with its garlands of algae was more than likely
also harbouring all manner of infections and diseases.
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Our long story from John today is focussed on this vital resource. We
find Jesus resting in the heat of the day by a famous well, as he and his
disciples journey back to Galilee from Judea, via a dangerous area
called Samaria. There was no love lost between the Samarians and the
Jews and often pilgrims would be attacked so normally they went the
long way round but for some reason Jesus took the more direct and
riskier route. Jesus rests while the disciples go to look for food. He was
looking for a drink but without a bucket and rope he couldn’t reach the
water.

Then a woman arrives with the necessary kit, and he asks her for a
drink when she has lowered it into the water and drawn it up. Which
seems innocuous enough doesn’t it? But it isn’t. This woman was there
in the heat of the day — why? Why hadn’t she gone with the others
from her village in the cool of the morning? And what was Jesus doing
even talking to a woman he doesn’t know, who is Samarian and not
even Jewish. For him to do that was extraordinary in his time — it was
a huge social no-no. Made even worse as we learn as the story unfolds.
This woman had the morals of an alley cat in the eyes of her
neighbours. Her private live wasn’t private at all of course — neveris in
a village- and she was notorious for having had 5 husbands. We don’t
know if she was divorced or widowed, but she was very much a social
outcast — hence her going to the well in the heat of the day to avoid
her neighbours and the abuse or cold shouldering she would have
received.

No respectable man would have been alone with her, or spoken to her,
much less asked her for a drink. No holy man, as Jesus was known as,
would have taken the risk of being gossiped about or being infected by
immorality. And as the Jews and Samarians never mixed and Jews
would never have shared any crockery or cutlery with the Samarians
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he was going well beyond the bounds of propriety. But Jesus wasn’t
bound by social codes or taboos. And he could and would use the most
unlikely people to spread his message, to bring all people to God.
Which is exactly what he did with this unnamed woman. It’s not that
he didn’t know anything about her, he knew all about her.

She is a channel which he will spread his message, an unexpected
channel, and one that would be used in an unexpected way. She, with
all her unsavoury reputation, is given insights the disciples would have
loved, into Jesus and his work. She is told all about herself, and who
exactly Jesus is. Excuses and mistakes are swept aside — she is told that
worship of God is not confined to a place like a mountain where in the
past God showed himself — location isn’t important — it is the worship
coming from the heart, from the spirit itself, from truth about who is
being worshipped. She is told that Jesus himself is the living water —
clean, life giving, life enhancing and pure which quenches all the thirst
of the spirit. Dancing, sparkling, always moving, deep in places. It isn’t
stagnant, impure, old, unmoving water for the spirit — infected by
indifference, by ambition, by manmade traditions and impurity. She
doesn’t really grasp all of this and tries to deflect Jesus from his
message. She talks about the Samaritan belief that their mountain was
God’s holy mountain, as opposed by the Jews believing their mountain
was the holy one of God. Holy mountains don’t matter; in the same
way Solomon’s rebuilt temple wasn’t important other than as a
signpost. The refurbished and beautiful cathedral of Notre Dame is a
triumph of human artistry and construction — but God is bigger than
that, and to be found in the humblest places. This woman is busy
making excuses for her behaviour perhaps, or her lack of belief in God.
We find that all too often nowadays, when people who tell us they are
Christians or have no faith at all go off at a tangent and tell us they
don’t go to church because for example “Mum was Church of Scotland
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and my father Church of England, so we never went to church”. Jesus
isn’t bothered what denomination we are; it's not important what
church we go to; it’s honest true worship of God which is the vital
thing. Excuses for not worshipping God with all our hearts are just that
— excuses.

When the disciples arrive, they are astonished to find Jesus going
against all the social conventions and talking to this Samarian woman,
whilst she makes good her escape and goes back to the town where
despite her reputation and being a social outcast, she tells people
about Jesus. She spreads the message that he may well be the
Messiah. That really is an extraordinary thing — a social outcast, a
woman considered a trollop even —is spreading the news of Christ the
Messiah, the living water of God’s message. She was an evangelist —
female, foreign, unsavoury, despised. Not a disciple — they eventually
returned and fussed over Jesus who hadn’t had anything to eat and
wasn’t unduly worried. He didn’t need food, he was so excited about
spreading God’s word and doing his will, he was buzzing. After all, if
this unlikely woman could spread his message amongst the Samarians,
what might his disciples and he achieve elsewhere? And she was an
effective ambassador — Samarians came out from the town to speak
to him, invited him to stay with them for two more days, and believed
in him.

It wasn’t that they believed the woman, they still needed to hear Jesus
for themselves, but it was she who brought them together. She whose
name we don’t know, who lived a life which made her an outcast from
polite society, achieved so much.

This chance meeting showed Jesus that even here, in amongst what
the Jews regarded as Gentiles, or at best, very muddled distant
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relatives, there was a thirst for knowledge of God, for closeness and a
willingness to hear his message. If that was the case in Samaria, what
opportunities awaited him? The whole world of humanity unfurling
before him, ripe for harvest without the need to sow seeds. So many
prophets before him, including John the Baptist had already done the
groundwork. Now it was time for Jesus to really reach out to all to bring
them to God.

He accomplished so much in his short three years of ministry. He left
us his Church to continue the good work of bring us all to God. His
church may now have become an institution with all the good and bad
that brings, it may have fractured into different denominations, have
different ideas, and like the woman of Samaria, its people may not be
perfect, but it still represents a huge army of disciples who could and
should be bringing that living water of Christ to all of humanity.

15



ANGLICAN CHAPLAINCY OF ALL SAINTS’ MARSEILLE
WITH AIX-EN-PROVENCE AND THE LUBERON
Sermon - Fourth Sunday of Lent
Mothering Sunday
15*" March 2026
Manosque
Jane Quarmby, Licenced Lay Minister

Today is Mothering Sunday, a day when we celebrate very important
people — mothers. The tradition stretches back to medieval times in
the UK, when the 4™ Sunday of Lent was dedicated to mothers. People
who had left home would travel back to their childhood church, where
they were baptised, and children would bring little gifts like a posy of
flowers gathered from the hedgerows and fields to their mothers.
Nowadays those little gifts have become a shopping frenzy, and we are
urged to spend as much as possible on bouquets, jewellery,
chocolates, spa days, trips to the theatre, special meals out etc. but
the thought is there.

So today we have two readings about mothers, spread many centuries
apart and from different countries. The first, from the book of Exodus,
describes the very early days of Moses, and the second from John’s
gospel, of the final hours of Jesus.

Moses was the third child of a Levite couple who were slaves in Egypt.
Things had taken several turns for the worse for the Hebrews since
being welcomed with open arms there in Joseph’s time. They had
prospered and from a few immigrants had become a large population,
to the point that the Egyptians had turned against them. How history
repeats itself over and over again! We only have to look at current

16



events to see how immigrants are regarded nowadays — immigration
purges in America, refugee camps in so many countries, popular
opinion in the UK and France turning against immigrants.

However, going back to Moses, the ruler of the country was so alarmed
by the rapidly increasing numbers of the Hebrews that he enslaved the
adults and ordered that all their male babies be killed at birth. A
ruthless population control measure. It doesn’t bear thinking about.

When Moses was born, his parents were desperate to save him. He
had a sister, Miriam, who was to become a prophetess later, and an
older brother, Aaron. We never hear how Aaron came to be saved.
Perhaps it was because the Hebrew midwives refused to kill newborn
babies saying the Hebrew women were so strong they gave birth too
quickly for them to do anything about the baby. Be that as it may,
Moses was in immense danger from day one. As was Jesus to be many

centuries later, when Herod decreed all boys under the age of 3 were
to be killed.

Various women played a role in his survival. The midwife, Moses’s own
resourceful and brave mother who trusted her baby to God by placing
him in a waterproof basket and leaving it in the rushes, Miriam, his
sister, in close proximity watching to see what happens next and
Pharoah’s daughter. They must have known, mother and daughter,
that Pharoah’s daughter came to bathe in the river Nile every morning
at that particular spot. Did they know more about her than we are
told? Did they trust her? Was she childless or known for kindness and
love of children?

The Nile was sacred to the Egyptians, revered as life giving and so the
Princess wasn’t just having a dip in the river, she was faithfully
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performing her devotions to a goddess of life. She knew this baby was
a Hebrew but was so moved with pity she adopted him as her own. |
doubt she missed the remarkable coincidence of Miriam being right on
the spot with a suitable wet nurse from a Hebrew family. But she saved
the life of this baby hidden in the rushes. Moses’s mother showed even
more faith in God by entrusting her baby to a woman from the same
ruling family which had ordered him killed. Her faith was repaid as
Moses grew up to be educated and lead a privileged life, no doubt
watched by his birth family from a distance. That princess intrigues me
— she must have known this foundling was a Hebrew child, supposed
to have been killed — how did she get him accepted into her family to
be brought up in the palace?

Moses saves his people from slavery, leading them out of Egypt, close
to God and a major figure in history. Thanks to the faith, bravery,
resourcefulness and kindness of those mothers.

We also see remarkable faith, bravery, resourcefulness and kindness
in John’s account of the final hours of the life of Jesus. He, nailed to a
crude wooden cross, suffering agony and shame, close to death, was
not surrounded and supported by his male apostles. No sign of Peter,
James, John, Thomas and the others. They were too afraid of what the
Romans would do to them, so they were hiding. Mary his mother, was
there, supported by her sister and others, who gave the only comfort
they could — their presence. They weren’t seen as any threat by the
authorities, being merely women, but it takes a deeper courage to
accompany a much-loved person on their final (as they thought)
journey, to be by their side as they suffer great pain when you are
unable to do anything to lessen their agony. To be crucified was the
most shameful way to die so that shame would also be something
attached to those women. But they were staunch in their support. Just
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by being there, they were doing their best to comfort the dying man.
At what emotional cost! Their bravery and compassion, their faith and
respect for Christ, nailed them to his side as surely as he was nailed to
the cross.

How does a parent cope with the loss of a child — how bear to watch
them die? How much did it cost Mary and those other mothers, to stay
put and offer the only comfort they could? To express their love for
this young man who had done nothing wrong but was suffering
humiliation and pain right in front their eyes for hours? But they stayed
— along with a very young disciple. It’s thought that John was that
disciple, probably a teenager, yet to grow a beard, who was allowed
to be there because at his age he wasn’t a threat to the authorities.

Mary was a widow by now, with other sons and daughters, but
vulnerable as were all widows in those days. Their care was very
important to the Jews, a sacred duty. Her pain must have been so
apparent to Jesus despite his own suffering, that he entrusts her to his
much loved disciple to be cared for as his own mother —and for her to
care for him as her own son. Two of his most loved people, to look
after each other. A new family, another adoption. For Mary, another
son to love and to be loved by.

We all need love and care. And today, in our fast-moving world, where
families no longer live close by, the of getting back home to see your
mother and make a fuss of her, to reconnect with your roots, is more
important than ever. And to give thanks for the person who brought
us into the world and nurtured us in our childhood. It's equally
important for those of us who have lost our mothers to remember
them today and to give thanks for all they did for us.
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We usually refer to God as Our Father, but in many ways when we look
at God’s constant presence in our lives, endless love and patience,
forgiveness and comfort, we might also refer to God, Our Mother.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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High above Marseille, La Bonne Mére shines again.

For ten months last year the statue of the Virgin Mary atop the basilica
of Notre-Dame de la Garde — affectionately known as La Bonne Mere,
the Good Mother — was hidden behind scaffolding while careful
hands restored her golden surface. When the work was finished, the
city celebrated with prayers of thanksgiving. Once again the Madonna
could be seen, holding the child Jesus in her arms over the restless life
of the city.

Whether people are devout or not, many in Marseille have, at one
time or another, looked up towards that hill — perhaps in gratitude,
or in worry, or in hope. Because deep down La Bonne Mére speaks to
a very human longing: the longing for someone who watches over us
with tenderness and care.

Motherhood carries powerful images like that: protection, comfort,
unconditional love, safety — the quiet assurance that someone is
watching over our lives.

And vyet, in the Anglican tradition, Mothering Sunday has always meant
more than simply celebrating mothers.
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One of the people who helped recover the deeper meaning of this day
was Constance Penswick Smith. In the early twentieth century she
encouraged the Church to rediscover four dimensions of Mothering
Sunday: the Church our Mother, the mothers of earthly homes, Mary
the mother of Jesus, and the gifts of Mother Earth.

The first takes us back to the earliest traditions of this day. In medieval
England, Mothering Sunday was the day when people returned to
their mother church, from which their faith and community life had
grown, often the local cathedral.

Sometimes the enthusiasm became a little too lively. In the thirteenth
century the Bishop of Lincoln, Robert Grosseteste, had to warn
parishes not to quarrel about whose banners should lead the
procession. The rivalry could become quite spirited. One almost
wishes we had the same problem today.

Later the custom took on another, very human dimension. Servants,
apprentices, farm labourers and young people in service — those who
lived and worked in the households of others — were given a rare day
off so they could return home: to their mother church and to their own
mothers. For many families it became a precious moment of reunion.

At its heart, the tradition was about belonging.

And that theme echoes in the Gospel we have heard today. At the foot
of the cross, Jesus looks at his mother and at the disciple standing
beside her and says: “Woman, here is your son... Here is your mother.”
Even in the hour of his suffering, Jesus creates a new family, but one
which is not limited to biology. Mary and John are drawn into a new
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relationship of care and responsibility through him. At the foot of the
cross a community is born — a community shaped by love,
compassion, forgiveness and faithful presence. A community we
call the Church.

The Church should always be a place where people can find belonging
again; where kindness and nurture are learned and shared; where
those who feel alone discover they are part of a larger family — and
from which they can go out into the world bearing the light of Christ,
knowing they can return for refreshment and renewal.

The second reason to celebrate Mothering Sunday is perhaps the most
obvious one: the celebration of motherhood — and mothering.

For some, today is filled with gratitude and joy. For others it may bring
memories, grief, or longing. Often it is a mixture of many things at
once. Motherhood, like all human relationships, is rarely simple.

Yet most of us could easily name qualities that make a good mother:
patience, strength, tenderness, humility, encouragement — the quiet
ability to listen and to understand. And many of us, at some point in
our lives, have received a form of mothering from someone who was
not our biological mother: someone who guided us, encouraged us, or
simply believed in us.

Our reading from Exodus offers a beautiful picture of this wider web
of care. The child Moses survives not because of one person alone, but
because of the courage and imagination of several women: his mother,
his sister, and Pharaoh’s daughter. Faced with danger, they act with
tenderness and resourcefulness. Their love is brave, creative, and
costly.
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Scripture does not offer a sentimental picture of motherhood. Instead,
it shows the joy and the cost of love, the resilience that love demands,
and the unexpected ways in which love draws people into
responsibility for one another.

Mothering — whether biological or not — is a calling that asks much
of us, because love itself is costly. And yet it is also one of the most life-
giving forces we know.

Perhaps that is why the words of Saint Paul in the Letter to the
Colossians sound so familiar today: “Clothe yourselves with
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience... Above all,
clothe yourselves with love.” Are these not the very virtues we
instinctively associate with mothering? And Paul does not address
these words only to mothers. He addresses them to the whole
Christian community. Mothering is something the whole Church is
called to practise.

The third dimension of Mothering Sunday invites us to
remember Mary, the mother of Jesus, honoured as a figure of courage,
trust, tenderness and faithfulness. From the moment of the
Annunciation, when she accepted the astonishing calling placed
before her, Mary’s life became a journey of deep and costly love. Yet
the Gospels never idealise her. Instead, we meet a woman who
ponders mysteries she does not fully understand, treasures moments
of joy, and faces anxiety, misunderstanding and loss.

In today’s Gospel we see her standing at the foot of the cross. She does
not flee the suffering of her son. She remains — steadfast, faithful in
love even in the darkest moment. Mothering, we are reminded, often
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means the courage to remain, the strength to stand beside those we
love even when we cannot take away their pain. For this reason, Mary
has often been seen not only as gentle, but also as a protector of the
vulnerable. In medieval imagination she sometimes wrestled with the
forces of evil to shield those who sought her help. Even today artists
rediscover that strength. One modern painting shows Mary holding
apart strands of barbed wire so that frightened people may pass safely
through — a powerful image for a troubled world.

Finally, Constance Penswick Smith also wanted Mothering Sunday to
remind us of the gifts of Mother Earth: the soil that feeds us, the seas
that sustain us, the delicate ecosystems that make our lives possible.
Yet there is also a danger in speaking of “Mother Earth.” If we imagine
the earth as endlessly forgiving, we may lull ourselves into believing
that nature will always repair the damage we cause. The truth is more
fragile than that.

High above Marseille, La Bonne Mere shines again — and we’re
grateful. Not because a statue can protect the city by magic, but
because she reminds us of our longing to be cared for, and our calling
to care for one another. Perhaps the question Mothering Sunday
leaves with us is a simple one: where is God inviting us to be a “good
mother” for someone else? Through a listening ear, a patient kindness,
a quiet word of encouragement, or the faithful decision simply to
remain beside someone who needs care. In a world that often feels
harsh and hurried, the simple acts of mothering — compassion,
gentleness, love — may be among the most powerful gifts we can
offer.

So go out and love. Love courageously. Love with risk. Love as God
loves.
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The story of the raising of Lazarus begins in a very human place. Two
sisters send word to Jesus: “the one whom you love is ill”. And then—
they wait. There are surely tears, and silence, and conversations that
falter and fall away. And then Lazarus falls into the sleep that has no
end.

It’s a story which speaks to anyone who has ever stood at a grave—
whether literal or not.

And yet—who is Lazarus?

The Gospel of John tells us surprisingly little about someone, we are
told, Jesus loved. The other Gospels do not mention him at all. Lazarus
remains, in a sense, hidden—known, and yet not fully known.

We are told only what matters. He is the brother of Martha and
Mary—two familiar figures from Gospel of Luke: Martha, active and
attentive; Mary, listening at the Lord’s feet. And Lazarus, between
them, almost silent.

Tradition, of course, has not been silent. It has carried his name far
from Bethany. Here, on this very shore, there are stories of Lazarus
arriving with his sisters and others, and becoming the first bishop of
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Marseille. Elsewhere, in Cyprus, he is remembered as bishop of Kition.
The memory of Lazarus has travelled, as memories do, shaped by love
and devotion.

But the Gospel itself remains discreet: Lazarus does nothing. He does
not call out. He does not confess faith, as Martha does. He is, in a
sense, simply there—waiting. And in this, he becomes strangely close
to us.

He is like the dry bones in Book of Ezekiel—waiting for breath. He is
like the humanity described in Epistle to the Romans—where life in the
Spirit is not achieved, but given.

Lazarus was dead. Sealed in the tomb, cut off from the world, crushed
beneath the weight of a stone. Beyond hope, beyond reach. For three
days, the tomb had been watched—as long as it was believed that the
spirit might still linger near the body. But now—this is the fourth day.
The point at which, as people then understood it, nothing remains but
corruption.

And this is where the story begins to touch something very deep within
us. Because our reaction to death—our instinctive recoil, our quiet
dread—is not accidental.

The writer Julian Barnes, reflecting on his own fear of death in Nothing
to Be Frightened Of, asks whether death is something we need not
fear—or whether it is, rather, a nothingness that we rightly fear.
Confronted with the possibility of absolute extinction, he admits, with
disarming honesty, that although he does not believe in God, he finds
himself missing him.
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There is something in us that resists the grave.

We were not made for the slow undoing of all that we are. And we
know it—not always in words, but in that quiet shudder that passes
through us in the presence of death.

The Scriptures do not deny that reality. But they also dare to speak a
different word.

Across the New Testament runs this insistent claim: that in Christ,
death itself has been overcome. That he has “tasted death for
everyone,” that through death he has broken its power, that in him
the resurrection of the dead is not only hoped for, but proclaimed.

And the raising of Lazarus stands here, as a sign. Not yet the end. Not
yet the full victory. But a sign that even here—at the sealed tomb, on
the fourth day—death will not have the final word.

Christ comes to stand before the tomb: fully human, in his steadfast
love for his friends and his distress in front of death; fully divine, in his
power to redeem and to give life.

He alone hears what no one else can hear. The silent cry of Lazarus
becomes the cry of the Psalm: “Out of the depths | cry to you, O Lord.
Lord, hear my voice... | wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in his word
| hope.”

And now—the Word in whom that hope rests stands before the tomb.

“I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even
though they die, will live.”
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Lazarus is called—by name. And in that moment, the hold of death is
broken. From now on, he is known as the one whom the Lord has
raised. And his story does not end at the threshold of the tomb. It
continues at the table.

In the next chapter of the Gospel, we find Jesus again in Bethany:
Martha serving, Mary anointing, and Lazarus—simply there—“one of
those at the table with him.” Alive, present, sharing in the quiet
fellowship of those who are with Jesus.

Perhaps this is where we begin to glimpse what these words mean: “I
am the resurrection and the life.” Not only a promise for the end of
time. But a life given now. A life that is defined by communion. By
closeness. By dwelling with Christ.

From the beginning of the Gospel, this has been the promise: the Word
became flesh and dwelt among us, and from his fullness we have all
received grace upon grace.

“Lazarus, come out.” The voice of Christ reaches into the sealed place.
Into what is closed, hidden, beyond reach. Each of us knows something
of that place. There are parts of our lives that feel like tombs: places of
fear, of grief, of sin, of resignation, of hope slowly given up. Places we
have learned to live beside—but no longer expect to leave.

And yet, even there, the voice is heard. “Come out.” Come out into a

life not yet fully known. Come out into trust. Into hope. Into light. What
in me still waits to hear that voice?
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Lazarus comes out—but he is still wrapped. Alive, and yet not fully
free. And so the word of Christ turns to those standing by: “Unbind
him, and let him go.”

They who had carried him to the tomb, who had helped seal it, are
now asked to take part in something new. To remove what still binds
him. To recognise the life that has been given. To let it unfold.

The work of God’s life in us is not solitary. We are given to one another.
To help one another out of grief—slowly, patiently. To help one
another rediscover purpose. To stand alongside those who are
struggling to step out of long-held bondage.

Around us are those who, like Lazarus, are called to life— and yet
remain, in part, bound. And perhaps, at times, we are the ones who
bind. With our prejudices, our lack of forgiveness, the quiet ways we
limit or overlook others. With our not hearing some voices, because
they are hesitant, or fragile, or different from our own.

“Unbind them, and let them go.” It is a command spoken to each of
us. Take part in God’s work of life. Make space for others to stand, to
breathe, to live.

The name Lazarus means: God is my help. It’s a quiet trust, spoken in
the face of death itself. Let’s not be ashamed, nor afraid, to confess
who we are: Those whose help is in God. Those who trust in his voice.
Those who are called to live—a risen life.
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