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	Today is our annual celebration of Mother’s Day, the occasion in many churches for the usual bromides about how wonderful mothers are, how lovingly perfect, a blessing without parallel to their families and the world. All perfectly fine, of course, and guaranteed to not land the preacher in hot water. And yet one wonders if these paeans to maternal perfection might have the unintended effect of making parents feel bad, sensing that they fall short, knowing that parenting is so very hard, that with parenting there is always room for improvement. And so today I am going to lead with a story drawn from a dinner party some time ago, which might lead us in a different direction.

Gathered around the dinner table in an island cottage that summer with a number of old, treasured friends, the conversation was flowing as freely as the wine, with smiles and laughter all around. The conversation took a serious tone when the topic turned to the upcoming wedding of Louise’s son, a much-anticipated affair that was to take place in Boston’s historic – and tony – Trinity Church on Copley Square. It was to be a black-tie affair, with the reception at an equally tony country club in the western suburbs. The bride’s mother had told Louise that she was wearing Armani, and perhaps Louise might like her help in choosing a mother of the groom dress at the same establishment. 

A collective gasp escaped the women at the table. The men exchanged somewhat quizzical, nervous glances, the meaning of which could basically be boiled down to “Do you know what’s the big deal here?”

The big deal, of course, was that while the generally held view was that Louise has a fine fashion sense, tending towards preppy back in the day, then edging perhaps towards Ann Taylor, Armani was a stranger to her bedroom closet, and was most certainly not within her usual price range. 

So what was Louise to do, nearly bankrupt herself to keep pace with the soon to be in-laws, or risk humiliation by not being attired au courant at the wedding and swanky country club reception to follow?

When asked whatever was she to do, Louise, in her most self-assured manner, one perhaps learned at the knees of her honest, plain-spoken and hard-working parents, both of whom were life-long educators, said that she had a perfectly fine dress in her closet that she would wear. “It might not be Armani,” she said, “But it certainly is a B+ dress.”

We all grasped her meaning. It might not be Armani, or Ralph Lauren, or whatever designer one can see showcased by the elite on the red carpet before the awards shows. It did not cost thousands of dollars. But it was not dowdy, or dated, or inappropriate. It was more than “perfectly fine”. It might not be an “A”, but “B+” was close enough for her.

At which point Sally turned the conversation in a memorable and interesting direction, one that sparked a lively discussion, saying “You know, that is a great way of thinking about what makes for a good life. And I think having a B+ life is pretty wonderful at the end of the day, and I know it has worked for me.”

Let’s bring it all back to the Bible. The author of the Letter to the Hebrews seems to have on his mind only the A List of heroes of the faith. Beginning all the way back with Abel and Noah, moving through Abraham and Moses, he holds up the heroic faith of these giants of the Bible. Then he moves on to speak of other biblical heroes, who through faith conquered kingdoms, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight, and on and on. 

Peter Marty, writing in a periodical I receive, the Christian Century, writes of visiting Grace Episcopal Church in Galena, Illinois. The walls of this 172 year-old church are adorned by a host of plaques, each bearing the name of a congregational saint. He writes of sitting beneath a massive bronze slab dedicated to “The dear memory of Lucilla Goodman – 1833-1910 – She hath done what she could.” 

The church’s rector told Marty that all they knew about Lucilla was that she was confirmed in 1861, she was single, and she died from a stroke. Was she, Marty mused, a giant of that little church, someone who, like the woman who poured out costly ointment from an alabaster jar to anoint the head of Jesus, poured out her life in extravagant ways for others? Had she been maimed at birth, and strove her whole life long to transcend that disability? Or was she just ordinary, content to never achieving great things, living, as my friend Sally might say, a B+ life?

The last possibility intrigued him. He writes,

“In a world where people are expected to excel, average achievement sounds almost uncouth. It certainly isn’t celebrated. Benchwarmers, day-dreamers and piano players who practice incessantly but live with the knowledge that they’ll never be better than OK – those sorts of people don’t make it onto bronze plaques. In a world of intellectually sophisticated, athletically fit, and financially wise (or lucky) individuals, to be classified as ordinary is almost insulting.” (The Christian Century, June 16, 2021 p. 3)

Sorta brings to mine Garrison Keilor’s mythic Lake Wobegon, where “everyone is above average.” Because there is just something unacceptable at being average, being ordinary.

But it doesn’t have to be that way, does it? For instance, even in a culture which valorizes athletic achievement, the Boston Marathon is celebrated less for the few who are bestowed the victors’ laurel wreath crown than for the tens of thousands of ordinary men and women who triumph simply by meeting the challenge of wind and weather and 26 miles of pavement to make it all the way down Boylston Avenue to the Copley Square finish line. Perhaps for Lucilla, “doing what she could” might have brought to her the same satisfaction attained by Jimmy Carter, post-presidency, in teaching church school and mowing the church lawn once a week, or attained by Rosalynn Carter, once the First Lady, cleaning the church bathrooms inside. 

The French Jesuit priest Pierre Teilhard de Chardin once described this approach to life: “What matters is not to do remarkable things but to do ordinary things with the conviction their value is enormous.”
“What matters is not to do remarkable things but to do ordinary things with the conviction their value is enormous.”

Fortunately for us, providentially for us, the author of the Letter to the Hebrews, having completed his recitation of all the giants of faith who had come before, brings it all back home to us aspiring ordinary saints, those of us perhaps overwhelmed by the contrast between what we seem capable of accomplishing and the mighty achievements of those biblical heroes. “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses . . . let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith….” 

We are called not to win the race, but to run it. To get up in the morning, don our running gear, and then put one foot in front of the other, each with our own God-given abilities, each at our own pace. Always looking to Jesus, who in his own day ran his race to the foot of the cross, his greater achievement being the humble path of service to others. And when we grow weary, when we wonder if we can go on, we have that great cloud of witnesses – here I picture the crowds all along the climb up Heartbreak Hill, urging on those marathon runners – we have that great cloud off witnesses cheering us on.

As it is with parenting, with being a mother. There is the ordinariness of it all, the routine of rising early, rousing the children, preparing a breakfast for which they rarely show gratitude, bundling them off to school, carrying on with job or career, getting all the chores done, and then the daily after-school routine until you gratefully lay your head down for the night. Then rinse and repeat. 
“What matters is not to do remarkable things but to do ordinary things with the conviction their value is enormous.” And who can argue but that the value of raising of the rising generation is enormous, a holy calling indeed. One where a B+ grade is certainly good enough. One deserving the accolade afforded Lucilla Goodman, who “Hath done what she could.”

Happy Mother’s Day! Amen.
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