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Celebrating Mama’s Day 

by Rev. Michelle Collins 

delivered May 11, 2014 

I’m not quite sure when I realized that picture books were more than just fun stories to read.  It 

wasn’t until after I had grown out of the having-them-read-TO-me ages, but it was before I had 

a child of my own.  As the oldest of five, I spent a lot of time as Mommy #2 caring for my 

siblings, and I’m sure that involved reading to them.  And we did a lot of reading later on during 

my time as a first and second grade teacher.  However it happened, at some point I started to 

really pay attention to the many messages in the picture books.  And A Chair for My Mother by 

Vera Williams is one of my favorites. 

It’s a story about a totally simple moment, saving up the money to buy a chair, but it’s about so 

much more than that.  A multigenerational family of women, a vibrant working class 

neighborhood, perseverance after loss, hope that tiny efforts will add up to make a difference, 

and most of all, community.  It falls into a rather unique category of children’s books, according 

to education specialist Herbert Kohl.  Kohl surveyed a variety of children’s books, including both 

novels and picture books, and found himself wanting to find what he called “radical children’s 

literature.”  He meant something particular with this.  Here are the elements of what he called 

radical children’s literature: 

 “the major force in the story is the community or some natural social group larger than 

the family” 

 The main conflict in the story involves the whole community or larger group 

 Collective action by the community is involved 

 The main enemy is a three-dimensional complex character and we get to see their 

humanity also 

 “the story illustrates comradeship as well as friendship and love” 

 And last, there doesn’t have to be a happy ending.1 

He named a few children’s novels that fit into this category, but the only picture books that he 

found to even come close were A Chair for My Mother and the other two by Williams that come 

after it in this family’s story.  So what is it that makes this story so radical? 

While it doesn’t get into any story of collective action or societal or economic critique, we hear 

a complex story of collective and compassionate living, with both dignity and struggle.  And it’s 

not only the struggle of an individual family but also a collective struggle.  I think my favorite 

part of the story is when they move into their own place and members of the community all 

give them gifts to help them get started again.  The illustration on this page is stunning, full of 

color and with many people of all ages from toddlers to elderly, many races, and different 

family groupings all lined up with their different ways to help their neighbors.  While the race of 
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the main family is left ambiguous, it would be impossible to mistake them for being white, 

middle class, or rich.  This story rests within a portrait of a multiracial multicultural working 

class community.  This is radical in and of itself in children’s literature.  It’s hard to find in 

picture books as I’ve found as I’ve been on my own quest to find anti-oppressive children’s 

picture books ever since I read this article by Kohl. 

In this story, the family depicted is not the norm that we usually see represented in mainstream 

culture.  The community depicted is not the mainstream norm either.  There are a lot of norms 

flying around, norms and little boxes about how things are supposed to be and supposed to act, 

They especially pop out for holidays like Mother’s Day.  And no place are these norms more 

evident than in the greeting card industry.  I did a small survey of Mother’s Day greeting cards – 

they put together rather large selections of them this time of the year.  I got two dozen of 

them, including every one that store had that had people pictured, a selection of the ones with 

cats and dogs on them, and then a number of others.  They were all American Greetings Tender 

Thoughts brand, with a small subset called Kindred Words for about a quarter of the collection.  

What I found was not too surprising.  The only activities pictured in any of the cards are 

shopping and gardening.  In all but the Kindred Words cards, the people pictured are white, and 

the descriptive words are things like sweet, kind, charming, special, important, loving – you get 

the idea.  The Kindred Words set still stays in the sentimental realm, but it opens up the 

descriptors to include strength, pride, boldness, and determination, and this set at least is 

multiracial.  While these cards certainly can be nice to receive and gardening is a great activity – 

did I mention that a number of the cards are about gardening – they definitely leave me 

wanting.  What’s missing from them?  What parts of mothering and motherhood aren’t there, 

and where are the real bodies and real families?  Just like Herbert Kohl asked of children’s 

books, what I want to ask of the cards is what would a radical Mother’s Day greeting look like? 

First, a radical Mother’s Day greeting would recognize and picture the reality of families and 

relationships.  That normative little box that typical greeting cards seem stuck in, of families 

with two heterosexual parents and two children who are their biological offspring, according to 

the most recent census, only 20% of households in the United States fit that norm.2  I want to 

see representation of families with only one parent, multigenerational households, families 

with two moms or two dads, families with adopted children or foster children.  I want to see 

biracial families and families with different cultural norms pictured.  As a starting point, radical 

greetings would encompass a multitude of realities of types of families and their cultural 

backgrounds. 

But let’s not stop there.  Let’s also seek to go beyond the faces and pictures to what people are 

doing and what they are representing.  Wouldn’t it be great to see mothering that is part of a 

larger community and larger world, mothering with resilience and with grace.  Like the radical 

children’s literature that Kohl called for, radical mother’s day greetings would have complex 
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characters and complex actions, relationships that go beyond the sentimental, and community 

held front and center. 

Now my guess is that these would be particularly difficult to find in our local greeting card 

aisles, but that doesn’t meant that they don’t exist.  An organization called Strong Families has 

been putting together alternative Mother’s Day greetings and other resources, lifting it up as an 

alternative that they are calling by an alternative name, Mamas Day.  They have a variety of 

electronic cards, like the one on the front of our order of service this morning, cards that 

picture many of these radical greetings that I am describing.  Mamas on marches, families with 

two fathers, strong women, activist women, a single duck mother and her little flock, a mama 

with her little one in a sling on her back while she’s carrying a huge bag on her shoulder.  And 

the colors are breathtaking!  So you can take a closer look at all of these greetings and get to 

see the richness and diversity, their cards will be on display in Parish Hall during coffee hour this 

morning.   

This particular holiday can be a complicated one for many, as many relationships with mothers 

can likewise be complicated.  Or you might have lost your mother recently or and your grief is 

still pretty fresh, or you lost her a longer time ago and this is one of the days when it might 

come back more acutely.  So when most of what’s said today is mother this and mother that, it 

might be more painful memories that come up for you instead.  This reality’s important for us 

to hold today, too, even as we’re talking about other kinds of mothering. 

Along with the alternative cards, my favorite part of the Mama’s Day celebration is their 

centering mission.  As the basis for their work, they say: “We believe that being a Mama is a 

profound act of community that should be acknowledged and celebrated.” 3  This is their 

definition of mama-hood, that mothering is a profound act of community.  Now that’s the basis 

for a radical greeting and a radical idea of mothering. 

Who has mothered you, and who have you mothered?  Thinking about mothering as a 

profound act of community defines mothering in a different way for me.  It’s the creating and 

nurturing of community and relationships, both small scale and large scale.  I think of the 

mothering going on in our story today, not only of the mothering in the central family in the 

story, but also of her boss in the diner, who pays the daughter for little jobs and who shows up 

with pots to give them for their new apartment.  I think of everyone in their neighborhood who 

share what they have to help them build their new home, and the grandmother who sits in 

their new chair by the window as she stays connected with every person walking by.  I think of 

founders and leaders of community organizations, and of leaders and connectors and nurturers 

in our own church community.  We have a lot of mothers here. 

Mothering like this, mothering as a profound act of community, this mothering is a type of 

grace.  One of the ways that I would define grace is an unearned and unexpected blessing, 
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maybe something that happens once or something that is ongoing.  Communities can be agents 

of grace, and mothering that is an act of community is certainly this kind of a blessing, this kind 

of a force.  When have you been touched by this kind of mothering and grace?  Who was the 

person whose actions, whose hopes, whose resilience made a difference for you?  These are 

our Mamas, whose examples take us beyond the sentimental and inspire us in an active way 

that compels us to return the action to others.  Let us acknowledge and honor and celebrate 

this Mama-hood today. 

 

Ritual: Honoring Those Who Have Mothered Us4 

I’d like to invite us now into a time of reflection, thinking of one of the Mamas that has touched 

you.  As you reflect, I invite you to think about what message of celebration you might like to 

share with them.  There’s a square of paper that was included in your order of service, for you 

to put your message on, and a suggested sentence starter printed in your order of service.  I 

honor you today because you… Take a couple of minutes now to reflect on who you feel called 

to honor today, who has mothered you, and how they might have touched you with their 

profound act of community. 

[pause for reflection & writing] 

And now, because speaking our words can make our ritual of remembering more powerful, I’d 

like to invite us to take a moment to weave a tapestry of our acknowledgments and 

celebrations.  From where you are, as the spirit moves you, please speak your celebrations into 

our space together. 

[pause for sharing] 

To all those who have mothered us, we celebrate your gifts, your examples, and what you have 

inspired in us.  May these gifts inspire us in turn to mother others, being community for them 

and for our world. 
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