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The Greatest Mother’s Day Gift 

Delivered Mother’s Day, May 12, 2013 

by Rev. Michelle Collins 

 

A bottle’s worth of cherry juice was dripping from my walls and ceiling.  It could have been 

worse – it could have been grape – but cherry was bad enough.  I don’t remember how old my 

daughter was, somewhere between toddlerhood and preschool.  We were on our way out the 

door to someplace, story time at the library or some such thing.  And she wanted her cup of 

juice refilled before we left.  Sure, no problem.  For some reason, I always gave the bottle a 

shake, to mix up any sediment that might have settled at the bottom.  Well, this time, 

apparently SOMEONE, most likely me, had not secured the bottle’s lid.  Without realizing that 

was the case, and being in a hurry, I gave it a couple of good hearty shakes and watched with 

horror as cherry juice flew everywhere, forming wide splattering patterns on my walls and 

ceiling, and of course the floor. 

 

There are probably several really good lessons about motherhood contained here, but most of 

them were lost on me.  The need for patience and calm – I missed that one.  Non-attachment to 

plans – nope.  Modeling excellent behavior for your child – missed that too, although I think I 

managed to not throw a tantrum… in front of her.  I did walk away with one lesson that day – 

the reality that grown-up’s can make bigger messes than kids can.  She would have had only a 

cup’s worth of juice, with a nice secured lid, and wouldn’t be able to get it all the way to the 

ceiling.  On the other hand, I had the whole bottle at my disposal, and the height and strength 

to coat my entire kitchen with it. 

 

So many days motherhood seems to be one big series of lessons, one right after the other.  And 

daughterhood does too.  I kind of wonder how I am doing with my progress through the lessons 

– have I made it to a ‘B’ yet or am I more at a ‘C’ still (or worse).  Definitely not an ‘A’ though – 

just look at all of my missed lessons from the cherry juice incident.  And I include mothering and 

nurturing and caring for in these lessons and growth – mothering that any of us can do.  

Motherhood and mothering are a process, a process of these unfolding lessons, a process that 

ideally finds us with growth and deepening awareness and maturity.  I doubt that I’m often 

consciously aware of that process, but occasionally do have glimpses. 

 

One thing that I think mothers often have an ‘A’ in is worrying.  Being an expert worrier myself, 

I hear lines of “what if” and “be careful” bubbling up all the time.  Another mother, Mary 

Cowhey, tells about a time when she finally loosened her own worry hold a little:1 

 
                                                             
1 The Sun magazine, June 2010 
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At the end of the riding lesson, (Mary Cowhey writes) the three girls sit straight in their saddles 

and ride single file out of the ring toward the wooded trail to the barn.  The last horse stumbles, 

and the horse my ten-year-old daughter is on gets spooked and takes off. 

 

My daughter bounces, slips out of the saddle, and begins to slide down.  I will her to hold on 

and somehow stay above those pounding hooves.  She crouches forward, hugging the horse’s 

neck, her red ponytail streaming.  Surely she senses the danger of her situation, but I see no 

sign of panic.  

 

I want to protect her, but I can’t.  I always stay close to her as we bicycle to school each 

morning along the highway.  Now she is completely out of my reach and alone.  The horse 

speeds through the open barn door, hooves clattering on the concrete floor.  Then I hear a 

terrible crash.  I run up to the barn and enter breathlessly: no horse, no daughter.  I walk in the 

direction the horse had been going.  There, outside the barn, the rider-less horse is panting.  My 

daughter sits on a stool, and another instructor asks her, “What part of your body did you fall 

on?”  “My knee and elbow, I think,” she says. 

 

“I just want you to sit here for a few minutes before you try to get up, OK?  Did you hit your 

head when you came down?” 

 

“I don’t think so,” she says calmly.  I hug my shivering daughter, continuing to feel powerless 

myself. 

 

“You don’t have to,” the instructor says, “but I would recommend you get back on this horse 

before you leave tonight.  That’s both for you and the horse.”  My daughter, a girl of few words, 

stands up and walks toward the horse.  I watch in awe as she gets back on.  I carry a mountain 

of fears that some danger will befall my child, that I won’t be able to keep her safe.  But I have 

to look at my daughter differently now.  I know she can save herself. 

 

I don’t quite know if I’d be able to know that like Mary did that day.  How to worry and how not 

to worry are lessons that I am still working on.  Mothering seems to hold both in varying 

measures.  At its heart, I think that this worrying is one of the manifestations of the love that 

mothering is.  Love that worries about something happening or something not happening.  And 

love that knows it has to let go at some point, and then actually manages to let go.  Like Mary 

learned while watching her daughter grasping the spooked horse and then her daughter just as 

confidently getting back onto the horse afterwards, the outcome of her daughter’s experience 

was outside of her control and loving meant letting go of her worry and letting her daughter 

chart her own path. 
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Mother’s love was probably featured on many cards that were exchanged today.  I want to go a 

bit deeper than this sentimental love today.  If we are going to consider love, we also have to 

consider power.  In his last presidential speech to the Southern Leadership Conference, Dr. 

Martin Luther King drew a correlation between love and power.  He said: “What is needed is a 

realization that power without love is reckless and abusive, and that love without power is 

sentimental and anemic.  Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice, and 

justice at its best is love correcting everything that stands against love.”2 

 

Power and love.  Love that is comfortable with power and connected with power.  What does 

this kind of love with power look like in mothering?  There are many types of power.  One 

distinction that I think of regarding power is between power-over and power-with.  I think that 

the ideal combination of love and power with regards to mothering falls into yet another 

category – EMPOWERMENT.   

 

Maybe empowerment was part of what was going on for the mama duck in our story today.  I 

like to think that it was, and it wasn’t just her pushing her little ones to try and go someplace 

when it was on her agenda and not theirs.  That take on the story hits a little too close to home.  

So instead let’s say that empowerment was what she had in mind.  Being their mama duck, she 

had the power to convince her little ones to go along with her.  And she decided to push them 

to the limit of their abilities, to swim upstream with her.  Perhaps she was thinking that maybe 

they could do it today.  Maybe today’s the day that they’ll be strong enough and they’ll believe 

that they are strong enough.  But it just wasn’t the case.  She tried and they tried.  And it just 

wasn’t happening for them.  So her empowerment for the day meant trying to find their limit, 

pushing against that limit, and then accepting that it wasn’t going to happen and letting go.  I 

am sure that she’ll keep trying another day. 

 

As a parent and mother of a smallish child, whether to intervene or not and how to intervene 

are questions of empowerment that come up with some regularity.  My daughter has either the 

blessing or the curse of having a mother who is trained in pastoral care and listening skills – it 

depends on which of us you ask.  When she came home from school one day last year, she was 

upset about some misunderstanding and miscommunication that had occurred in the 

lunchroom, the site of many such misunderstandings if I remember how lunchrooms often 

work.  She was most likely just looking for a bit of sympathy and maybe hoping for a magic fix 

to make it all better.  But that’s not what she got.  Much to her dismay, we sat and talked 

through all the possible different parts of the misunderstanding and rehearsed several potential 

follow-up conversations.  Maybe it was all more for my benefit of feeling like I was empowering 
                                                             
2 http://www-personal.umich.edu/~gmarkus/MLK_WhereDoWeGo.pdf 
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her, but I like to think that these sorts of things add up over time to real skills.  In the moment it 

probably yielded some eye rolling when I wasn’t looking.  To this day, I have no idea if she 

actually used anything that we talked about.  But I want to SEE her be empowered!  I want to 

know for sure of the outcomes!  But this is a lesson that I am going to be forced to get used to – 

the lesson that I do what I can, and then the rest just happens and I can’t do anything more 

about it, and often don’t even get to see it happen.  (although sometimes we do!) 

 

Mothering holds many of these lessons, lessons in how to love and in how to empower, lessons 

in letting go like our mama duck did, lessons in worrying like Mary’s lesson from the horseback 

riding lesson, lessons that hopefully I’ll make some progress on… at some point.  Learning to be 

a mother was an unfolding process for me, one that started precisely nine years ago.  My 

greatest mother’s day gift was exactly that – the birth of my daughter on mother’s day and my 

own entry into motherhood.  It’s not just one’s identity as a mother but BEING a mother, being 

part of that process of mothering and motherhood.  Being part of that process is a gift. 

 

As our own processes of motherhood continue to unfold and evolve, our roles can change and 

who cares for whom can shift and evolve.  I am often reminded of this, as my own relationship 

with my mother shifts and changes.  Denise Roy, whose story it was about the mama duck, was 

also reminded of this and of the continuum that mothers rest in. 

 

She shares this experience with HER mother: Yesterday, my mother broke her knee while 

babysitting [my daughter] Julianna.  My mother is in her seventies now, and she has severe 

osteoporosis.  “Like Swiss cheese” is how her doctor described her bones; they are becoming 

white lace as her skeleton slowly softens, crumbles, and finds its way back to earth. 

 

My mother has broken both her wrists, her pelvis, her shoulder, and many ribs.  Now it’s her 

knee.  She went up the stairs after all my warnings not to, and Julianna heard her topple down 

several of them onto the flat floor.  She ran to her grandmother, feeling guilty that she had 

been watching television and was not there to help. 

 

As I sit now in the hospital, I hear tears, cell phones, and laughter as families in other rooms 

gather around the ailing bodies of their loved ones.  My mother is anxious.  My sisters and I 

take turns sitting by our mother’s side.  I feed her blueberry yogurt, and my mouth opens 

spontaneously, as if urging hers to open.  I fed my babies this way, in spoonfuls, tucking soft 

food between lips.  Through tears my mother tells me, “This is just like I did with Nana.”  I know 

it is also the way she fed me. 
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Julianna comes with me, and I silently think, “Watch and learn, honey.  This is how you feed a 

mother.  One day, you may feed me.”  The three of us—three generations of women—sit 

together in the hospital room.  We are family; we care for and tend to each other’s bodies.3 

 

We are among generations of mothers, generations of those who have mothered and those 

have been mothered.  Mothers, step-mothers, grandmothers, great grandmothers, aunts, and 

also daughters, granddaughters and great granddaughters, sisters, mentors, and friends.  Those 

who have mothered our congregation over the years.  Some of those who have mothered us 

are with us still, and some are carried in our hearts and in the lessons and love and 

empowerment they passed along to us.  May we hold them all dear, today especially, but every 

day.  As we continue in the unfolding process of mothering, learning to mother each other, may 

we rest in the Love that we share, finding guidance, finding empowerment, and finding hope.  

May it be so, blessed be. 

                                                             
3 Denise Roy, MOMfulness: Mothering with Mindfulness, Compassion, and Grace, pages 139-140 


