A message for Mothering Sunday March 6th 2016
The story Jesus told of the forgiving father ( or the Prodigal Son, to those of us who know it by this name ) is a story about making a difference. It focuses on an example of family compassion and unlimited love, to give a picture of what God is like. In many parts of the world,the family is more important to people than the politics of the region. 

On Mothering Sunday, we are able to give thanks for family members, including our own mothers, whose love has made a difference for good, and sometimes have turned things around. Mothering Sunday is a break, half way through Lent, often called Rose Sunday when roses were carried from mass, to symbolise a period of joy and blessing, in the midst of the  sombre season of Lent.   Mothering Sunday was the Sunday, when people working away from home, could return to their mother church and family, in their home village or town. Today, the occasion is still an opportunity to be thankful to family members and also to God. In this service we will show our appreciation in giving daffodils and in sharing simnel cake,  the gift taken to  mothers by their children when they returned home from working away. 

Jesus used the character of the parent in the gospel story ( Luke 15. 11 - 32 ) to show what God, his Father is like. It seems likely, from the gospel stories we have of his younger years, that Jesus had a happy family life. Jesus is blessed by Simeon, when brought by his parents to the Temple. Luke 2. 22 - 35. He is filled with wisdom in Nazareth. Luke 2. 39-40.  Jesus tells of a younger son, in his story. It wouldn’t have been unusual for a younger son to leave home and set out independently. But for sons who did this, they often found the world a harsher place than their home surroundings. In the story the young man soon has spent everything he had. Then a famine occurred and he had to get some short term work, feeding pigs, on someone else’s land. In his culture this was a dirty, loathsome job, just as making shoes or being a blacksmith, has in the past seemed unclean in other parts of the world. He remembered his father’s workmen did a lot better than he was doing, at that time. They were well treated and reasonably paid. So, he thought his best option was to seek out his father and plead to be treated like a hired worker. 

But while his son is still a long way off, his father sees him. As the son is trying to begin his prepared speech, his Father puts his arms around his son, and blesses him. The house servants were asked to bring out the best robe, to bring a ring for his finger and sandals for his feet. They were to get a party ready.
1. The blessing of the Father, for the youngest son, is not unique in Christian scripture. In Genesis 48 Jacob blesses Josephs sons, Manasseh ( the eldest son ) and Ephraim ( the youngest son ) were blessed by short-sighted Jacob. But Jacob crosses his hands to bless Ephraim, the youngest, first. In Jesus' story, the Father’s blessing raises those who are conscious of needing mercy and love.  Mary’s song, in Luke 1.48. puts it like this, "He has looked with favour on the lowliness of his servant. “ Jesus says elsewhere, “ I do not call you servants any longer.. but I have called you friends.” John 15. 15. 
2. Sharing the Fathers blessing.  A Franciscan colleague has just written a book called, “Sharing the Fathers blessing” . It’s what the older brother in the story couldn’t do, where his life had sadly focused on obligation and earning his family place.  Carl Rogers, a therapist, worked in the USA during the time of President Roosevelt, just after the end of the 2nd world war. American confidence was at a low ebb and there was a financial crisis. Carl Rogers instiled a new sense for people of being affirmed. He used a method of group therapy, which built on “Unconditional Positive Regard” of others, recognising the interior worth of each person. He encouraged a positive regard for the suffering and fears that difficult  behaviour represents. He saw each person as born to develop positive loving ways. In simple terms, “I am special.You are special. The earth and all life is special. “
3. Blessing and receiving where there is loss  This parable is one of a series: the lost sheep, the lost coin, the lost son. The loss of loved ones and the loss of confidence in others,  is something we all experience.  The father in Jesus story, had thought he had lost his son. At Easter, Peter the apostle, must have thought that his  pretending not to know Jesus, when his Master was brought for trial had lost him his relationship with Jesus. But  in the Easter story Luke tells us, that the two disciples  who rushed back from Emmaus  having recognised Jesus  in their home, were told,  "The Lord has risen indeed and has appeared to Simon Peter.” In such a meeting was blessing, healing and restoration.  
The parable of the forgiving father is about love and blessing; the kind which we share with each other in some small way today  All our sharing of love and care with friends or family can lead toward understanding the unlimited love and unlimited blessing which God offers to each one of us.  It gives us a picture of what God is like, the Father who invites us now to his family table.
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