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Grace and peace to you in the name of God our Loving Creator and our Lord 

and Savior Jesus Christ! 

 

Happy Mother’s Day!  I forgot during the announcements to name that special 

announcement!  We’ve been having mothers and their kids serve as worship 

assistants or deacons for our service for this service and the last one!  Special 

thanks to Lori and Sam and Katie, Nora and Tybeigh for helping these last 

couple Sundays.  It’s made the service fun for me and I’m sure for the 

congregation as well.  This week our liturgy even seemed to come from space! 

We are glad your families are in our orbit and we hope you have a great 

Mother’s Day today.  Happy Mother’s Day to all of you in our First Family! 

 

Whether or not we have been mothers ourselves, I don’t know if there is a 

more important role in the human experience.  We are all connected to the 

same birth experience through a mother.  They tell us we shouldn’t navel 

gaze… but our belly buttons tell that story.  We all live because another person 

shared their life and enough nutrients with us so that we could be born into this 

world.  And we know, after that, the role of mother comes in many forms, 

shapes and sizes, that may or may not share our DNA.   

 

We may have been raised by a single parent, grandparents, foster parents, 

through a big family or a community, but the image and role of mother is a 

powerful one and one that Scripture uses to describe God.  We know Jesus 



uses Father, or more aptly “Daddy”, to address God in the prayer that he 

teaches his followers…but he also uses the image of God as a mother bird— 

that is actually borrowed from Moses in Deuteronomy (32:11)—when he says 

that God’s arms want to wrap around the rebellious sons and daughters of 

Jerusalem like a hen gathers her chicks (Mt 23:37, LK 13:34).  The Bible calls 

God by many names and uses many descriptions for God, but the parental 

images of Father and Mother are especially powerful as an image of 

responsibility, caring and connection to his/her human creations. 

At our Tuesday Bible Study, we did an exercise looking up the meaning 

of our names.  Most of us knew the meanings of our own names, there were a 

few surprises about others’ names.  It’s always refreshing for me to find out the 

meanings of names.  It’s a reminder that we are a part of a larger story, bigger 

than ourselves, especially when we remember those that named us and why 

those names were chosen.  Sometimes our identities can be tied up in a name.   

My last name in German means Gravedigger.  Great if you are a 

monster truck fan perhaps, but probably not so great for my Swiss relatives to 

try to break out of the shadow of that particular class role.  Do any of you have 

last names that connect with the work ancestors did?  Millers, masons, bakers? 

It’s something we may not always think about, but our names tell a story that 

can take us generations back.  Sometimes it is one we have pride in and 

sometimes they may mark us in a way we don’t like.  Obviously most 

African-Americans have last names that link them to the terrible history of 

forced labor and slavery, as their names were replaced by that of the slave 

owner’s.   

Martin Luther changed his name from “Ludder” to “Luther” so it would 

sound like the Greek word for “Free”.  The word Ludder was actually used as 

derogatory name for women.  But Martin Luther after experiencing the gospel 

changed it to a name that meant “free” and reminded him of his new identity 

in Christ.  When Martin Luther King Sr. took on that middle name and changed 



his son’s name from Michael King Jr.  to Martin Luther Kings Jr. the word 

freedom was not only represented in the work of MLK but also in his name. 

Both our first and last names can carry important stories.   

God has names for us too.  In First Peter, we hear names that God has 

used to describe the faithful, “Royal priesthood, holy nation, God’s own 

people” these were deployed to ears in his community that were hungry to 

hear that they are valued by God and part of a Holy Family.   

In the Gospel of John, we read today, when the disciples don’t seem to 

understand Jesus’ identity, and that he and the Father are one, Jesus reminds 

them, “Believe me that I am in the Father, and the Father is in me.”  Jesus 

making this claim and saying that he will do whatever you ask in his name, is a 

powerful statement about his identity connected to his name.  But instead of 

that status and role being one that is used to exploit lesser creatures, this is the 

name above all names, because he served all and released all from bondage 

through Christ’s life and death. 

There is a disciple’s name that is closely associated with that servant role 

in the Book of Acts.  Someone that lived as Jesus lived and died as Jesus died. 

That person will always be remembered as the first witness and martyr of the 

Christian faith.  His name was Stephen.  When gentile widows were not being 

treated well in the early church, the apostles called together the community 

and told them to choose seven disciples to take on a new role, as “deacons” 

meaning servant or minister.  This is perhaps where the disorganized early 

church first tries to get organized, in creating distinct roles that support each 

other in the work of the body of Christ.  In order for the Apostles to live into their 

call to share the word and testimony with the world, they appoint deacons to 

organize and care for the community.   

We still have such a distinction in the church today.  In today’s ELCA, 

Deacons are rostered ministers of Word and Service, while pastors are Ministers 

of Word and Sacrament.  We also name those who help with worship service, 



“deacons”.  All of these roles connect with service, whether worship services, 

service within a community to help others fulfill their vocations, or acts of 

service in the world, deacons are an essential part of the church then and 

now. 

And this original deacon, Stephen, was first called to serve the aging 

mothers of the Christian community.  Remember this is a community of 

thousands.  Making sure everyone has enough food and essentials would have 

been a big job.  When the disciples name the need for deacons they even 

say, “we can’t neglect the word in order to wait on tables!”.   

So these servants have a lot in common with those in the service industry, 

who today during this pandemic cannot be forgotten or devalued, as we now 

may be called to serve and support them in return.  And we can see these 

peoples’ service as connected to Stephen and the first deacons service.   

As I think about Mother’s Day, I think about my mother who was a 

waitress.  Sometimes she doesn’t like me naming that as a primary vocational 

role, because she did much more with her many gifts.  But she was a really 

good waitress and I always admired that.  I got to grow up seeing her interact 

with people at my uncle’s restaurant—some that were nice and appreciative 

and I’m sure many others who weren’t—but treating all with hospitality and 

grace.   

My mother was an example to me of how to serve and love people 

through whatever roles we have in life.  And most customers loved her back.  I 

got to meet so many interesting people in my mom’s service community when 

I went into the restaurant when she was working.  I remember my ears buzzing 

with amazement when she introduced me to one of her customers, whose 

voice matched the announcer on the NPR station that was often on at my 

house.  My first celebrity experience!   It was a fascinating human community 

like a church, that she was connected with through service and making their 



experience special.  She really got to know them over the years and visits, and 

I feel like people saw her as family.  

God has many names, but we know that presence and identity through 

love and service, and where we see love and service in the world that is a way 

we get to know more about God’s nature too.  That’s a way we abide or dwell 

with God.  In the Gospel of John, we are invited to not have troubled hearts, 

because God is inviting us to live “in” him.  God invites us to wrap ourselves up 

in the love God offers like a mother’s loving arms, and I think God is one of 

those moms who are probably going to hug you are ready for it or not!  There 

is room for everyone in those arms, and yet each of us are also valued as 

unique under those wings.  God loves us and calls us to serve the world like we 

are an extension of those big loving arms stretching out to others.   

Stephen is an ordinary Christian pulled into extraordinary service. 

Stephen loved as Jesus did—as a servant—and died as Jesus died—accused 

wrongfully of crimes he did not commit.  His witness lives on, in deacons and all 

who serve.  Many churches have Stephen Ministers that visit the sick and 

homebound as he did.  Spreading those arms out when people in 

congregation aren’t able to come to worship.  These days we all are Stephen 

Ministers for each other, sharing God’s love and encouragement as we 

remember the witness that came before us—and that God has a future for us. 

As we remember our baptism today, we remember our names and the 

power of Jesus’ name in our lives.  We die to sin and are raised with Christ 

each day—and know we will be on the final day when we are fully apart of his 

new creation.  We remember the power of transformation through the 

promises of Christ.  Forgiveness of sins, redemption, salvation, eternal life in the 

kingdom— they are all here for us whenever we need them, they are the long 

arms of love that God like a mother hen extends to bring us all home to God’s 

goodness and mercy in the house of the Lord…forever and today.  We can 

always lean into those promises and hear it as being named as a loved, 



valued, Child of God as if for the first time.  Helping us hear our call as a 

Christian in this world.  Helping us to see the gifts we have to share and name 

the gifts in others. 

Stephen may not have been called as preacher, but the Spirit gave him 

words to speak in the face of trial and death.  Perhaps what got him killed is 

the bold assertion that the religious leaders were a “stiff necked people” 

unable to hear God’s identity when it was staring them in the face in Jesus. 

And he continued, “Your hearts and ears are still uncircumcised.  In his faith 

tradition, children weren’t named until they were circumcised.  So Stephen is 

essentially saying to the authorities who seek to judge him, “It’s as if you don’t 

even know your names!”.  Jesus had pointed out that those who think they 

have sight are often blind to see God in their midst and those who think they 

hear often are deaf to the good news. 

As Stephen said this, those who prepared to stone him, laid their cloaks 

at the foot of a man named Saul.  Laying their cloaks was a way of showing 

that Saul had authority and would serve as a witness against Stephen.   As a 

witness he would claim that Stephen’s murder was God’s justice.  According to 

the eyes and ears of the world he was in, he was doing what God wanted. 

But Saul didn’t even know his true name yet. 

Later in life, Paul remembers these days, when he persecuted the early 

Christians.  He remembers Stephen and the service of the deacons who 

provided hospitality in a community that Saul sought to take away and 

persecute.  But looking back on it, Paul knows that if there is space for him 

within God’s gracious wings, surely there must be room for all.   

“In my Father’s house there are many rooms”, Jesus said.  “Where I 

abide, there you abide also”.  “Do not let your hearts be troubled”.  “Believe in 

God.  Believe also in me”.  Promises that are for us as they were for those that 

came before us.  Promises that shape our identity in Christ, as one of 



abundance and not scarcity, where every name matters, and we remind 

each other of our true name.. and the power of his.   

 

May the peace that Jesus gives you in all his promises claim you as God’s child 

and pull your heart and mind into God’s giant, warm, loving wings. Amen.   

  


