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Motherhood has nothing to do with pedestals, and everything to do with love, justice, non-violence and peace.  

As Bethine Church said in her closing words about Martin Luther King, Jr.: "Let us here today and in our daily lives all be 

prepared to love and care about each other, to let our differences strengthen rather than diminish us. Let us give up fear of each 

other and change it into belief in ourselves and our ability to add healing in this often injured world." Good words for Mother's 

Day, or any day in fact. Words to take to heart. 

 

—The Rev. Dr. Forrest Church 

 

Spiritual Motherhood 
 

[Ed. Note: This is an abbreviated version of the service. Guest speaker Senator Rich Madaleno spoke extemporaneously at the 

11:30 service; Rev. Clare read with permission from material under copyright.] 

 
The Covenant 
(Read in unison)                 

L. Griswold Williams 

 

LOVE IS THE DOCTRINE OF THIS CHURCH, 

THE QUEST OF TRUTH IS ITS SACRAMENT, 

AND SERVICE IS ITS PRAYER. 

  

TO DWELL TOGETHER IN PEACE, 

TO SEEK KNOWLEDGE IN FREEDOM, 

TO SERVE HUMAN NEED, 

TO THE END THAT ALL SOULS SHALL 

GROW INTO HARMONY WITH THE DIVINE— 

THUS DO WE COVENANT WITH EACH OTHER. 

 

Opening Words   
Dear Brave Souls:  Mother’s Day 

Clara Pinkola Estes 

                                                                        

Chalice Lighting  
(Read in unison)              

Rev. Deane Oliva 

 

WE LIGHT THIS CHALICE IN TRIBUTE 

TO THE MOTHERS IN EACH OF US. 

 

WE LIGHT THIS CHALICE: 

 

TO CELEBRATE THE WOMEN AND MEN 

WHO HAVE TAKEN ON THE TASK 

OF RAISING A BABY INTO CHILDHOOD, YOUTH 

AND ADULTHOOD; 
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TO CELEBRATE THOSE 

WHO’VE NOURISHED THE LIGHT 

OF TRUTH AND COMPASSION 

IN GROWING MINDS AND HEARTS; 

 

TO CELEBRATE THOSE  

WHO HAVE COMMITTED TIME, MONEY, AND ENERGY 

TO THE CHILDREN OF THIS WORLD. 

 

WE LIGHT THIS CHALICE TO CELEBRATE AND HOLD DEAR 

THIS FLAME OF LOVE. 

 

Time for All Ages 
The Gift Of Song, The Dream Of Peace 

Adapted from The Rev. Denise Tracy and The Rev. Doug Taylor 

Delivered by Anita Cox 

                                                       

Prayer/Meditation                              

Rev. Janet H. Bowering 

 

9:30 Readings 
From Mama’s Day Instead     Rev. Angela Herrera 

From Litany Arise, All Who Have Hearts! 

From Sparks of Wonder by Rev. Erika Hewitt and Becky Brooks and published by Skinner House 

 

11:15  Reflection 
Creativity in Dark Times                   

Senator Rich Madaleno 

 

Homily  
Spiritual Motherhood              

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

Julia Ward Howe’s lyrics appeared in the 1937 Unitarian hymnal Hymns Of The Spirit. But by the 1990’s, this 

song was not included in our grey Singing the Living Tradition. Julia Ward Howe is still honored as a spiritual 

mother  in our grey hymnal. But what is included is her “Mother’s Day Proclamation.” It is reading number 

573 in the back of your hymnal. But there’s a typo. It should read: “Arise, all women who have hearts, 

whether your baptism be that of water or of tears!” Tears, not fears.  

 

A baptism by tears was an appropriate image for Julia Ward Howe herself. Her own mother died of 

tuberculosis when she was only five years old. For those for whom this day is a reminder of loss, you are not 

alone.  

 

Julia’s father, a banker, gave her the best education that he could. She learned French, Italian, German, Latin, 

and Greek as well as literature, science, and mathematics. Her education was unusual for a young woman at 

the beginning of the 19th century. Today, we remember all those who taught and nurtured us and pointed us 
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along life’s way.  

 

When she was 20, Julia’s beloved father, and her favorite brother, sister-in-law, and their newborn all died. 

The strict Calvinist theology of her family offered no solace for her deep grief. Julia read the writings of 

American Transcendentalists and wrote, “I studied my way out of all the mental agonies which Calvinism can 

engender and became a Unitarian.”  

 

Julia met Margaret Fuller, who hosted influential gatherings for women called, “Conversations.” These 

women became spiritual mothers to Julia. She wrote of how their example was “like the addition of a new 

continent to the map of the world.” 

 

In 1843, Julia married Samuel Gridley Howe—a Unitarian reformer who was director of the Perkin’s Institute 

for the Blind. He was 18 years her senior. And in spite of being a reformer, he had traditional ideas about the 

role of his wife. He expected her to be a mother to his children. and to support his work. They had six 

children in twelve years. Julia did not have many memories of her own mother. And she felt insecure as a 

mother.  

 

She wrote a poem about this which was published anonymously, entitled, “The Heart’s Astronomy.” She 

describes her three children watching her  

 

“While round and round the house I trudged,  

Intent to walk a weary mile,  

Oft as I passed within their range,  

The little things would beck and smile.  

 

They watched me, as Astronomers,  

Whose business lies in heaven afar,  

Await, beside the slanting glass  

The re-appearance of a star.  

 

Not so, not so, my pretty ones,  

Seek stars in yonder cloudless sky;  

But mark no steadfast path for me,  

A comet dire and strange am I.”  

 

She ended the poem,  

“Pray that the laws of heavenly force  

Would help and guide the Mother star.”  

 

She later wrote, “I am alas one of those exceptional women who do not love their children,” She crossed out 

“do not love” and wrote instead “cannot relate to.” This is not the stuff of Hallmark cards. But it is real. And 

I take heart that, after her death, Julia Ward Howe’s children published a biography honoring her life. Julia 

did love her children.  

 

Her youngest child died at the age of three. Once again in deep grief, trying to make sense of her loss, Julia 

read philosophers. She wrote to her sister, “My ethics are now the joke of the family, and any child, wishing a 
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second helping, will say: ‘Is it ethical, Mama?’”  

 

For those of you today, honoring a complicated relationship with a mother who might not have always been 

there in the ways you needed, or who could not relate to you, you are not alone. Samuel was not the 

supportive partner Julia needed while raising children. She wrote in her journal, “I have been married twenty 

years today.” She continued, “In the course of that time I have never known my husband to approve of any 

act of mine, which I myself valued.” She concluded, “Books—poems—essays— everything has been 

contemptible in his eyes because it’s not HIS way of doing things . . . I am much grieved and disconcerted.”  

 

Julia and Samuel considered divorce. But women did not have a right to keep their children in a divorce. 

Women did not have the right to own property. And women did not have the right to vote to change the 

system. Rather than give up her two youngest children, Julia sacrificed her own happiness for theirs. For 

those mothers who made sacrifices—sometimes unknown sacrifices—we give thanks.  

 

One of the issues over which Samuel and Julia argued was which Unitarian Church to attend. They started 

out attending Theodore Parker’s church. Samuel complained that it was too informal. People read 

newspapers during the service and wandered in and out during the sermon. So they began to attend Rev. 

James Freeman Clarke’s Church of the Disciples. The Reverend James Freeman Clarke encouraged Julia’s 

creativity, when Samuel Howe did not.  

 

Spiritual mothering is not just for women. The Reverend James Freeman Clarke was in the carriage with Julia 

Ward Howe in Washington, DC. He was the one who, as they listened to the soldiers singing, encouraged her 

to write new lyrics—and she did. The Reverend James Freeman Clarke preached, “The progress of mankind 

onward and upward forever.” Julia Ward Howe followed his invitation to contribute to the progress of 

humankind. In addition to raising children and publishing poetry and books, she preached in Unitarian 

Churches, served as president of the American Woman Suffrage Association, and founded the Association 

for the Advancement of Women. She also issued the Mother’s Day Proclamation for Peace to bring women 

together to create a more peaceful world.  

 

This week, the United States pulled out of the Iran nuclear deal, thereby proving that the progress of 

humankind is NOT a straight trajectory onward. Julia Ward Howe’s vision for counsel with each other as the 

means whereby the great human family can live in peace is still relevant almost 150 years later.  

 

In her own family life, Julia did, ultimately, find peace. Samuel Gridley Howe came to appreciate his wife’s 

talents and gifts and their marriage became more harmonious. The day after he died in 1876, Julia wrote, 

“Start my new life today.” And she did— working for another 37 years for the rights and freedom of women.  

 

Julia Ward Howe offered a universal image for a Mother’s Day: “Every woman is not, in God’s Providence, a 

wife, and every wife is not actually a mother. But every true woman has the mother in her and this grand, 

spiritual motherhood, exerting its influence and watchfulness in all the walks of life will give every woman a 

noble part to perform in the great drama of the world.”  

 

May we help one another to realize this vision of care and nurture; responding, creatively, to challenges in our 

lives and in dark times and finding our own unique role in the great drama of the world. May we help one 

another to realize this vision of spiritual motherhood, that the great human family might live in peace.   
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Closing Words                 
Adapted from Rev. Jaco ten Hove                                                                                                                                                                                   

                      

GO NOW IN PEACE. 

 


