
Daniel Cooperrider     10 May 2015 
Weybridge Congregational Church   Sermon-in-Scripture 
 
 

Mothering God: Biblical References and Images 
 

 
So for our reflection time today, I’m going to try something new this morning, 
which is that instead of hearing a single scripture and then focusing the reflection 
on the one scripture, I’ll be taking more of a meandering course today, as in 
honor of Mother’s Day I thought it might be interesting to try to give a brief survey 
of some of the key references to God-as-Mother that we find in the Bible…but 
just as a sort of caveat as we begin, I imagine some of us today might have 
varying feelings when it comes to celebrating Mother’s Day, in part dependent on 
the quality of our own relationships with our mothers, but I do think that we can all 
agree that in its essence the blessings that mothers brings to the world, and the 
basic vocation or calling of motherhood, and ultimately the image of God as 
mother—well these are beautiful images and ideas and so I think certainly worth 
spending some time pondering and celebrating this morning.  
 
Some of us also I imagine might lament the commercialization of a holiday like 
this, and if we do then we’re actually in good company here as the founder of 
Mother’s Day itself soon came to resent the commercial aspects of it. You might 
know some of this history, but the woman who founded Mother’s Day was Anna 
Jarvis born in 1864 in West Virginia, and as a devout Episcopal it was actually 
during a prayer one Sunday morning at her church when she was 13 that she 
came upon the idea that there should be a day set aside to officially celebrate 
mothers and all that they do. Many years later, in 1908, three years after her own 
mother had died, Anna Jarvis organized a memorial service for all mothers at her 
Episcopal Church, and that service is noted as marking the first official Mother’s 
Day. Later still, in the 1920s, after Hallmark started selling Mother’s Day cards, 
and after candy replaced flowers as the most popular gift to give, Anna Jarvis 
organized boycotts and protests of these companies, even at one time becoming 
arrested in an act of civil disobedience. So, just a little interesting history I think 
about this day…and it’s amazing to think that it all began one Sunday morning at 
church during one prayer… 
 
One more Mother’s Day fact that I came across this week that I guess I shouldn’t 
say surprised me, but really just captured the point of celebrating all that mothers 
do—perhaps you’ve seen that Forbes magazine I think sponsors a survey or 
study of how much a stay-at-home mother these days should be paid in annual 
salary given all the work that they do…and in the report they note how mothers 
are usually called to fulfill at least 10 different job descriptions—Day Care Center 



Teacher, CEO, Psychologist, Cook, Housekeeper, Laundry Machine Operator, 
Computer Operator, Facilities Manager, Janitor, and Van Driver… 
 
The study found that the average stay at home mom works about 100 hours per 
week, and if they were to be paid for this work as they should, that would amount 
to an annual salary of $120,000...  
 
Okay, well from Mother’s Day to some biblical references to God-as-Mother. And 
I’ll move somewhat quickly through these, with the intention just to highlight and 
point out some examples of how, even in our Bible which tends to reflect a strong 
patriarchal bias and privilege, that even here there are powerful ways and 
resources and invitations for us to think about and imagine God as a mother, or 
to think about God as a mothering presence and force in the world… 
 
So beginning at the beginning…we heard as our scripture here last week the 
majestic opening chapter of Genesis…and perhaps you noticed last week, that 
there’s a really interesting reference to the nature of God in Genesis, particularly 
in that moment in which God creates humanity—“Then God said, ‘Let us make 
humankind in our image, according to our likeness…So God created humankind 
in God’s image, male and female God created them.” From the very beginning 
then, our scripture is clear that however else we might imagine God, God can’t 
be limited to one gender or the other, but contains the two sides of the coin as it 
were, both male and female, both father and mother. 
 
From the creation of the first two people, the basic Biblical narrative continues to 
trace the geneology of humanity in general, but with a particular focus on the 
Isrealites as a distinct  peoples…and again and again God is described in one 
way or another as the mother of this specific group of people. In Deuteronomy, 
God is described as the Rock who bore the Isrealites, the mother who gave them 
birth….in Numbers, in a conversation with Moses, God is imagined as carrying 
the people close to God’s bosom, as a nurse carries a suckling child…and in 
Hosea, a book of prophecy from the 8th-century BC, the prophet channels God as 
speaking to the people of Israel in this way, as a mother might speak to her son, 
saying:  
 
“When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. The more 
I called them, the further they went from me…Yet it was I who taught them to 
walk; I took them up in my arms, but they did not know that I healed them. I led 
them with bands of human kindness, with cords of love. I treated them like those 
who lift infants to their cheeks; I bent down to them and fed them.” 
 
God speaks in this beautiful and so clearly mothering way through other prophets 
as well, most notably in the book of Isaiah, as in Isaiah we find reference after 
reference to God as mother. Here are just a few:  



 
“For a long time I [God] have kept silent, I have been quiet and held myself back. 
But now, like a woman in childbirth, I cry out, I gasp and pant.” (Isa. 42:14) 

“As a mother comforts her child, so will I [God] comfort you; and you will be 
comforted over Jerusalem.” (Isa. 66:13) 

“Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on the 
child she has borne? Though she may forget, I [God] will not forget you!” (Isa. 
49:15) 

While here and elsewhere in the Bible God is imagined to be like an actual 
human mother, there are also many instances in which God is imagined to be 
also like an animal mother, especially like a mother bird or a mother hen. Again 
this image of God goes back to the beginning of Genesis, where at the very 
beginning of creation, God’s spirit—and spirit here being a strong feminine term 
in Hebrew—God’s feminine spirit is noted at the very beginning as brooding over 
the surface of the primordial waters…God’s spirit brooding over creation…the 
language and the image here is the exact same as a mother hen brooding over 
her eggs—sitting over them, keeping them warm, incubating them—…and this 
striking image of God as a mother bird continues throughout the Bible….In 
Deuteronomy, for example, God is imagined as a mother eagle caring for her 
young… “As an eagle stirs up her nest and hovers over her young; as she 
spreads her wings, takes them up, and bears them aloft…” 

And then in what we can think of as the prayer book in the Bible, in the Psalms 
we find something like this God-as –mother-bird-image over and over again, for 
just one example, Psalm 91: “God will cover you with her feathers, and under her 
wings you will find refuge …” (Psa. 91:4) 

Jumping to the New Testament, Jesus himself also picks up and uses this image 
of God as a mother bird when in his last days he laments over Jerusalem: 

“Jerusalem, Jerusalem…how often I have longed to gather your children 
together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings...” (Matthew 23:37; Luke 
13:34) 



One more animal image for today, lest we think God can only be imagined as a 
gentle mother bird protecting us under her wings, the Bible also offers to our 
imagination a striking image of God as having a fierce maternal instinct to protect 
her children, as again in Hosea we hear about God being “like a bear robbed of 
her cubs…” God separated from us, fiercely longing for us, like a mother bear 
robbed of her cubs…Maybe you can think about that next time you read about a 
local bear sighting on Front Porch Forum…God like a mother bear looking for us, 
her lost cubs… 

Finally, for our last image of God as mother for the day, well we began at the 
beginning in Genesis, but also at the very end of the Bible, in that strange last 
book that we call Revelation, one of the most striking images from that book is 
the image of the so-called Queen of Heaven—Revelation chapter 12:  

Then a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the 
moon under her feet and a crown of twelve stars on her head. She was pregnant, 
and she cried out because she was in labor, in pain from giving birth.  
 
God’s spirit like a mother hen brooding over creation at the very beginning of 
things…God’s fierce love for us like a mother bear separated from her cubs, and 
at the end, God’s glory in the heavens pictured like a woman clothed with the 
sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of stars on her head… 
 
And so to all the mothers today, and to the great mother of us all—can we say it 
together?—Happy mother’s day! Amen.  
 


