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I REMEMBER MAMA
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When K.C. asked me to speak, I thought I was prepared.  I had already been thinking about a  topic to present to the group. Then I realized it was Mother’s Day!  My original topic was not suitable.  I had to say something about Mothers instead.  

Not knowing exactly where to start, I did some research on the origins of Mothers Day, and I discovered that in this country a day set aside to honor mother grew out of the pacifist and feminist movements of the late eighteen and early nineteen hundreds.  So, it seemed fitting that our first hymn should be “We Shall Overcome” in remembrance of some of the early struggles for equality and for peace.




“We shall overcome someday.


 

 We’ll walk hand in hand someday

 We shall live in peace someday.”

Did you know that one of the early calls to celebrate Mother’s Day in the US, came from Julia Ward Howe (does the name sound familiar – she wrote the words to “The Battle Hymn of the Republic”).  Her Mother’s Day Proclamation written in 1870 was a reaction to the carnage of the Civil War and a feminist call to women to take responsibility for shaping their societies at the political level.  The Proclamation is in our hymnal, and I would like to use it for our reading today.  

Arise, all women of this day!

Arise all women who have hearts, whether your baptism be that of water or of fears!

Say firmly: “We will not have great questions decided by irrelevant agencies, …

……………………………………………………………………………………….

As men have often forsaken the plow and the anvil at the summons of war, 

Let women now leave all that may be left of home for a great and earnest day of counsel.

Let them meet first as women to bewail and commemorate the dead.

Let them then solemnly take counsel with each other as the means whereby the great human family can live in peace, and each bearing after her own time the sacred impress, not of Caesar, but of God.

 




(The full text can be found on page 573 of our hymnal)

Julia Howe was certainly not talking about the little lady in kitchen, but was calling for women to take to the streets and create a political movement for peace.

By 1907 the cause had been taken up by Anna Jarvis of Grafton, West Virginia who embarked upon a campaign to make Mother’s Day a recognized holiday.  Finally in 1914 President Woodrow Wilson made it an official national holiday and Anna Jarvis went down in history as the founder of Mother’s Day.  

But Anna Jarvis wasn’t happy with the way Mother’s Day became so commercialized.  She believed that “Hallmark” had gotten it all wrong.  She spent the rest of her life and her family inheritance campaigning against the holiday – even being arrested on it least one occasion for disturbing the peace with her anti-mother’s day demonstrations.  

 I too was beginning to wonder if “Hallmark” had gotten it wrong.  Perhaps the pink lacy card with its sentimental verse really did miss the point.  We always think of “LOVE” as the main word to associate with Mother, but a new word was coming into mind and that word was “STRENGTH”.

Look at the early Greeks and Romans who had holidays or festivals to celebrate their most important female Goddesses.  A Goddess, not the little lady in the kitchen,  but the feminine worthy of devotion and worship - the feminine of power and control – the feminine of strength.

Later Christians turned the holiday into a celebration of the Virgin Mother Mary.  Not only did this woman have the honor of being the mother of God, but she was viewed as the intercessor between the poor sinner on earth and the God of the Universe – a position that demanded compassion and love, but also power and strength – she could approach the almighty, ask him for something, and GET IT.

Today, around the world the Mother’s Day celebration is in many cases a commemoration of a significant woman or women’s roll in shaping that nation.  

Some examples:

In Bolivia the day is celebrate on May 27th  and commemorates a battle during the Bolivian war of independence in which women fighting for the country’s independence were slaughter by the Spanish army.

In Japan it celebrates the birthday of one of Japan’s empresses and was established when the Imperial Women’s Union was organized in 1931.

In Paraguay it honors the roll played by Juana Maria de Lara in the events of May 14 1811 that led to Paraguay’s Independence.

In Romania it is celebrated as part of the International Women’s Day

In Indonesia the aim was to celebrate the spirit of Indonesian women to improve the condition of the nation.
A day to honor Mother does take on a whole different meaning when we look at it from this point of view and we see the strength, courage and wisdom of the women it celebrates.  

So if Hallmark’s sentimentality misses the mark and strength is the operative word, what would be a good example of the type of mother I want to celebrate to day?  Is it the pioneer woman who, along side her husband, hacked a living out of the wilderness; the woman who paraded on main street to protest wars and injustices, the single mother raising three children who demonstrates real strength and courage every day of her life?   All good examples, but most are out of my realm of experience.  In my comfortable, air conditioned home I am not exactly hacking out a living.  I have always had the help and support of my husband.  I have never taken to the streets to demonstrate against an injustice.  How can I speak about something that is not really me?  

Then I Remembered Mama.  

Those of you who are old enough to remember the 50’s, may recall a television show called “I Remember Mama”.  It was based on a book by Kathryn Forbes and was one of the first family situation shows.  It was the story of a Norwegian-American family living in San Francisco around 1910.  The story was told through the eyes of the daughter Katrin and always begin with Katrin saying:

“I remember the big white house on Steiner Street, and my little sister Dagmar, my big brother Nels, and Papa.  But most of all, I remember Mama.” 

Unfortunately, if you do not remember the 50’s and the show, Mama is not around so we can enjoy the reruns.  Except for a few of the last episodes, the show was done live and there is no tape to remind us of this delightful family.

But I remember…. and I remember one special episode that touched me very deeply.  If you will bear with me, I would like to share that episode with you today, because I think it truly demonstrates the concept of mother I want to celebrate today.

I guess I remember the episode so well because I could so closely identify with Katrin,  the daughter.  I was almost a teenager and was experiencing many of the same things Katrin faced and especially in this episode.

I Remember Mama

The story begins with Katrin coming home all excited about the good news she had received.  Everyone had to stop what they were doing to hear her news.  That included Uncle Gunnar who had been in the middle of demonstrating his new fangled moving picture machine.

Katrin explained that her friends were having a progressive dinner (a progressive diner involves going as a group from one friend’s house to another and having a different course of a meal at each house – salad at one house, soup at another, etc.).  Katrin had been selected to serve the dessert, and she had already decided she was going to serve the new dessert sensation, Baked Alaska.  I immediately understood how Katrin felt.  I was like her – never the popular one – not the prettiest or the wealthiest – but always on the fringe.  Now here was her opportunity to shine; to wow her friends with her Baked Alaska.  

Mama was calm and happy for her daughter.  I would have been frantic thinking about baking ice cream in the oven, but Mama took it in stride as only mothers can.  She would open her home to the young people and make the dessert, however exotic, because that’s what mothers do.  So everyone in the household got busy making plans and getting ready for the big occasion.

The night of the dinner everything was going well as the friends went from house to house enjoying the different courses of the meal.  Katrin could hardly contain herself as she waited for her turn.  Then at the house before Katrin’s things changed.  It was of course the home of the most popular, wealthiest, and prettiest girl in school.  You all know the kind of girl I mean.  Everyone sat down to a beautiful table and she began to serve, you guessed it, Baked Alaska.  

Katrin was horrified.  

“You were supposed to be serving the salad, the dessert was mine”. 

 “Why dear you must be mistaken – I had the dessert”.

Katrin ran from the table and did what we have all done when things got tough – she called her mother and poured out her heart.  Her life was over – everything was ruined – how could she ever face anyone again.  Mama was calm and said those words that mothers say, “Don’t worry, it will be alright.  I will take care of it.” That’s what mothers do.  They have the strength to rise above the circumstances and make it all better.  

In the last scene the young people arrive at Katrin’s house – still talking about the Baked Alaska.  As they come in the door Mama is there and begins handing out bags of popcorn.   “PopCorn”,  Katrin says those words we have also said so many times. “Mama how could you! You are embarrassing me in front of my friends!  My life is over.”

Mama ignores the unkind words, because that’s what Mother’s do.  She opens the parlor doors, and starts to usher everyone into the parlor where chairs have been set up and Uncle Gunnar is preparing to start his new fangled motion picture machine.  The Baked Alaska is quickly forgotten as the excitement of the home movies fills the air.

I have never forgotten that episode and that is the Mother I want to remember and celebrate today.  Mother with the wisdom and the strength to make it all better.  Mother who shelters and protects, who loves us even when we are angry with her, because that is what mothers do.  This is a woman who does what needs to be done to make the little world around Steiner Street a better place for her children.  Not flashy, not wealthy just a powerful tower of strength on which to rely.  That’s what a mother is!  

When I was a little girl I had to recite a poem for mother’s day.  I remember my mother had a picture of my grandmother hanging on the wall along with a little poem.  I knew I still had the picture, but I wasn’t so sure about the poem.  I went looking for it and I found it. I would like to read it today.   I don’t know who wrote it or where it came from – perhaps a Hallmark card – that would be real irony.



MOTHER


A wonderful being is a mother:


Other folks may love you,


But only your Mother understands.


Mother works for you,

Cares for you,

Loves and forgives you.

And when you leave her - 

Like a guardian angel 

Her memory is always with you.

Only Mother has the wisdom to understand.  Mother cares for us -  sometimes not an easy job.  She protects us with all of her ability from real and imagined dangers in our life.  Yes, she loves us, but she also has the strength to forgive us.  And like a guardian angel she is always with us.  A guardian angel – not an angel with filmy white wings – an angel with a metal beast plate and a drawn sword – a guardian angel.  That’s the Mother I celebrate.

As we prepare for our talk around today I would like you to remember your mother and share a time with us when you felt surrounded and protected by her strength.
To start you thinking about this I would like to share a time I remember.  

My mother died when I was young girl so I don’t have a lot of memories of shared times such as getting ready for the prom or planning a wedding, or rejoicing in grandchildren.  But I do remember that every time I got a new doll that doll got a new coat.  I remember those times when she was knitting the little coats and I would sit and watch her.   I remember her confidence in what she was creating and her confidence in what she knew I would become.  As the cloth got longer and began to take shape, I remember feeling safe and secure - the outside world was very far away.  Nothing could hurt me in those moments, because she was there. And like a guardian angel she has always been with me.

“Sleep, my child, and peace attend you, all though the night. 

  I who love you shall be near you all through the night

  Soft and drowsy hours are creeping, hill and vale in slumber sleeping .

  I my loving vigil keeping, all through the night.”








Alicia Carpenter

