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A Homily by                    “Today is Refreshment Sunday”
The Rev’d Jo Popham   Fourth Sunday in Lent – BCP Sermon

April 3, 2011
Galatians 4:26–5:1

[Interestingly, the day I wrote this sermon the house of Bishops was meeting in the US.
Their daily study topic was “Who is my neighbour? Islam and Christianity.” What a day
to be researching how to speak about Hagar and Sarah who both bore sons to Abraham to
whom Judaism and Islam trace their heritage. I think that is probably the subject to be
explored in a Lenten series. Today I want to talk about this Sunday in Lent.]

The fourth Sunday of Lent is unique; it is a break in an otherwise penitential season.

The vestments for this day can be rose, just as they are on the third Sunday in Advent.

Today we have flowers instead of greens to adorn the altar. Today is called Laetare

Sunday or Rose Sunday or refreshment Sunday, but in the UK the 4th Sunday of Lent is

Mothering Sunday. In the secular world this Sunday is a celebration of motherhood. It is

synonymous with Mother’s Day in other countries. In Roman times there was a festival

held in honour of the mother goddess Cybele. When the Roman Empire and Europe

converted to Christianity, this celebration  became part of the liturgical calendar as

Laetare Sunday. So the 4th Sunday in Lent came to be a time to honour the Virgin Mary

and the mother church. In times past young women who had left home would get the day

off so that they could return to their family, to their mother. And in the church people

would return to their church home, to their mother church. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if

those who have left the parish and gone to take jobs elsewhere or moved away – if they

would return on Mothering Sunday. Many churches have reunion Sundays. A perfect day

to plan such an event would be Mothering Sunday!

I propose that we go “a-mothering” today since we have such a strong connection with

England.

I particularly like Mothering Sunday, not because I have ties to England – that would

be my husband Jim, descended from Sir John Popham of Littlecote. No, my fondness

comes from the inclusiveness of Mothering Sunday. I don’t know about you, but I have
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been mothered by many people, men and women, not just my mother. ‘Mothering’ can

come from care-givers, nurses, doctors, male parents, from people who serve others,

those who provide loving, nurturing care as if they were our mothers. These are the

people we remember today, people like my grandmother Jesse who mothered me, reading

me the great stories of the Bible and my father who taught me by example that on

Sundays we visited people who could not get out to church. Today let us remember

someone who has cared for an injured or elderly person, those people who have needed

mothering in its truest sense. And let us remember the best mother-er of all, our Lord

Jesus Christ.

In many ways Paul was mothering the Christian converts of Galatia when he worote

his Epistle to them. The Galatian churches were located in a Roman province that in

Paul’s time was a large area of central Asia Minor, in our modern day country of Turkey.

They were Celtic people who had migrated from Europe in the third century BCE. Paul

had converted these Gentile pagans during his missionary travels. When he left the

fledgling churches in Galatia things were going well. But Paul’s work with them was

being undermined by Jewish-Christian missionaries who were teaching that Jesus was the

Messiah of Israel, yes, but that Jesus taught that Gentiles were to adopt the law of Moses.

They claimed to be more faithful to the teachings of the mother church in Jerusalem than

Paul, relying particularly on the story of Abraham and the covenant Abraham made with

God.

Paul sent his angry letter, his Epistle, his sermon to the people in the churches in

Galatia to counter these Jewish-Christian missionaries’ claims. Jesus came to bring Jews

and Gentiles to the same table. This new movement would destroy this unity and it would

undo the sacrifice made by Jesus Christ on the cross to free us from our sins. Paul did not

want the Galatians to revert to life under the law before Christ came to free them and us.

And the beauty of this Epistle is that Paul used the same scripture lessons to argue against

the interlopers.
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The new Christians in Galatia found the Jewish-Christian missionary’s message

appealing, but Paul told them they were missing the whole point. To come under the old

law so that they could believe was to come under its control entirely and to lose their

freedom that Jesus died for. Paul tells the story again.

God sent Jesus his only son into our world so that we would no longer be enslaved. In

the fullness of time, “God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, in order to

redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children”

(Galatians 4:4-5). So we are children of God, and if children, then also heirs. Today’s

Epistle from Galatians picks up the story of Abraham and his two sons: one born of a

slave and one born of Sarah his wife. We recall the story of God’s promise to Abraham

that his offspring would be more numerous than the stars, but he and Sarah were old, long

past child bearing. Sarah, when she heard of God’s promise, laughed and laughed at the

ridiculous idea of having a child at her age. So Sarah gave Abraham her slave Hagar so

that Hagar might bear a child and fulfill God’s promise. And so Ishmael was born to

Abraham and Hagar. But then Sarah did conceive and bore a son, and she named him

Isaac – which means laughter. Sarah’s laughter of scorn turned into songs and shouts of

joy. And what became of poor Hagar and the child of slavery? They were driven out into

the desert for they could not share in the inheritance of the free woman and her son, the

one born of the promise – Isaac.

‘Throw out the slave woman and her child’ Paul said. ‘Align yourselves with Isaac’

Paul told them, Isaac – the child of promise – the free child. The Galatians knew the story

of Sarah and Hagar, the story of the free woman and the slave. So Paul kept close to the

story as it is written in Genesis. If Paul used ‘bearing children’ as a metaphor for gaining

converts and birthing the church as one noted scholar believes (J. Louis Martyn), then

Hagar represents the Jewish-Christian missionaries’ beliefs that the gospels uphold the

law. But, to Paul, Hagar bore children into bondage. And Sarah – the free woman – on

the other hand bore children from the promise made by God, the promise to a couple well

beyond childbearing. And we, my friends, we became the children of promise as well.
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Will you pray with me? (Laetare Jerusalem) Rejoice, O Jerusalem: and come together

all who love freedom. Rejoice, we who have been in sorrow, may we be filled with

consolation. May your Holy Scriptures enlighten us and enliven our lives. May we see

where our story connects with the great story of the Bible told to us through someone

who mothered us. And may we mother others using your Holy Word.


