
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon  

Spirituality and Struggle 

Mothering Sunday, 31st March 2019: Luke 2vv33-35 
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The importance Mary has for us in the living and understanding of our Christian faith is for 

many people a difficult, even an uncomfortable concept to grasp. Some see her as a figure 

whose adoration and celebration in some traditions of the church usurp the rightful place of 

her son as the primary heir for such accolades. For many others, her apparent distance and 

aloofness in the Gospels, especially from her own son, make her somewhat of a remote 

figure, whose significance is therefore not always clear. 

Simeon’s words to Mary in today’s Gospel is not merely a prophetic forecast of what will 

overcome her, but a revealing portrait, too, of her character and importance for us today. 

When he tells Mary that a sword will pierce her own heart, I don’t think that is just a 

reference to her son’s death on the cross which she was to witness, but it refers to all of 

Mary’s experiences in the Gospels. A sword which began cutting at the Annunciation, calling 

her to be a single mother, risking condemnation and rejection; the many bereavements that 

all mothers face as they watch their children changing, growing up, growing away, distancing 

themselves- including a rebellious 12 year old who told his mother that she should have 

known he would be in the Temple asking questions; and a young man at the start of his 

ministry who retorted to his mother who had come looking for him, ‘Anyone who does the 

will of my Father is my brother, my sister, my mother’. 

One of the reasons why I think Mary is portrayed as a ‘silent’ figure in the Gospels is 

because all this is somehow internalised, and it becomes part of a ‘spirituality’ which 

compels her to contemplate her son’s suffering and the moment when she would stand 

under the cross. It gives real meaning to Luke’s assertion that ‘Mary kept all these things, 

and pondered them in her heart’.  

But even though Mary may appear as a waiting, attentive, rather hurt figure, I do not believe 

this is any unapproachable, mysterious Madonna, but rather a central, key player in the 

inauguration and promulgation of the Kingdom of God. Kenneth Leach once wrote that the 

Kingdom of God can be described by the twin properties of spirituality and struggle- a 

spirituality which is not a quest for inner peace of heart and an escape from fear and tension 

(how many people think that believing in God might provide some kind of insulation against 

that!), but the stretching out of heart and mind towards the peace- the shalom- which is 

inseparable from the struggle for the justice and salvation of God. Mary’s spirituality was one 

which, because it was also borne of her experience, immersed itself in the sufferings of her 

son Jesus Christ. 

Our spirituality is nothing if it is not in solidarity with Christ, which means having a share in 

his dying and rising, enabling us to try and make sense of our own sufferings. And as such, 

our prayers shouldn’t be for the improving of our lives, but for the changing of them. We 

can’t act for change to bring about God’s Kingdom unless we are changed ourselves. And it 

is because Mary was someone who had entered deeply into her own heart, who had 

explored the wastes of her own inner desert, who had had to face her own darkness and 

fear, that she is also an example not only of deep pastoral worth, but a powerful figure for 

change and renewal- a deep and sincere advocate for the message of the Kingdom of God- 

that in this new order liberty would be proclaimed to captives, sight given to the blind, the 
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poor be given the Good News. In the fundamental and unique aloneness which was the 

pierced heart of Mary, she was able then to perceive the needs of others. In her is the 

interlocking of solitude and solidarity. In her is the combination of spirituality and struggle 

essential for a right understanding and proclamation of the Kingdom. 

And so it is Mary who pushes her son into responding to the needs of hospitality at the 

wedding at Cana. It is Mary who stands with the earliest Christian community at Pentecost, 

preparing in the steps of her son to proclaim with the infant church ‘Repent, for the 

Kingdom of God is at hand’. She who with the Spirit gave birth to the Messiah makes it 

possible for the Spirit to give birth to the church, and she becomes the mother of that new 

community. 

Perhaps though, and fittingly for this so- called Mothering Sunday, it is in Mary’s 

motherhood, the example she teaches and gives to Jesus, which most clearly demonstrates 

this powerful combination of spirituality and struggle necessary for the furtherance of the 

Kingdom. Jesus’ own spirituality and struggle is seen most graphically in the Garden of 

Gethsemane; he knows that servanthood cannot be achieved without sacrifice- that the 

Kingdom of God which is justice and salvation can only grow and flourish if a sword pierces 

his own heart, and he is once again prepared to go into the wilderness to do battle with the 

devil, and yet the words ‘Not my will but yours be done’ which sign his death warrant and 

the birth of the church are surely but an echo of his mother’s words to the angel at the 

Annunciation before Jesus came to be: ‘I am the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me as you 

have said’. Perhaps as with most families something was passed down from mother to son. 

She who responds ‘Thy will be done’ is the mother who teaches her son the same response. 

He who taught us to turn the other cheek and offer a blessing in return for a curse is the 

son whose mother had lived it first. 

Of the Kingdom of God, Dietrich Bonhoeffer once wrote: ‘Our being Christian today will 

be limited to two things- prayer and doing justice.’ Perhaps the first exponent of that was 

Mary, the Lord’s mother, who today brings him into the Temple, to do for him what the law 

required. 

 

Ivor Moody. 

  


