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Proverbs 31:10-31 

“June Cleaver I’m Not” 

If you read my blog letter you know that I have a love/hate relationship with 

Mother’s Day. People are often surprised when I say that since I have 4 kids who I 

think are pretty great kids, but as a pastor I know it’s a holiday filled with 

landmines that just happens to always fall on a Sunday. I know there are some of 

you have or had a great relationship with your mom and for whom Mother’s Day 

is a wonderful holiday. But I also know there are some of you who didn’t or don’t 

have a great relationship with your mom, so there’s not much celebrating going 

on. I know there are people who lost their mom this past year, so today can be 

especially difficult. For moms who have lost children the day can be downright 

dreadful, and for women who wanted children but couldn’t have them there’s 

grief. And then there are women who don’t have children, by choice, but might 

feel on a day like today that maybe their value as a woman is a little less because 

they’re not a mom.  

It’s for all of these reasons that it’s become more and more commonplace for 

pastors to simply ignore Mother’s Day . . .after all, it’s not a religious holiday . . .or 

if we do mention it to give it a passing nod in a prayer. 

And yet everyone else seems to be talking about it, right? What are you doing for 

Mother’s Day, my hairdresser asked me? Emails flood my inbox about what to get 

my mom. Commercials are running. Restaurants are busy. People are standing in 

front of the cards at Target – do I get this one or that one?  

Everyone is talking about Mother’s Day. So maybe the church should be, too. 

That’s what we started think, anyways. We being the Membership Growth 

Center. Maybe we should do something special for all of the women in the 

church, because we all mother in our own way – and celebrate that – but maybe 

we can also talk about the gift all of us can offer ourselves and the women in our 

lives that’s better than a card or flowers or fancy brunch. 



So that’s what we’re doing. I hope you’ll laugh a little, maybe cry a little, but also 

learn something along the way.   

So Proverbs 31 – let’s laugh a little, shall we? Who is this woman the text speaks 

of? Does she even exist? And if she does I hate her. A capable wife who can find, 

the passage begins. I’m glad it starts with a question, because if that’s what a man 

is looking for in a wife good luck. Let me know if you find her, because I want to 

marry her, too. 

This is one of those passages that fundamentalist churches love, especially on 

Mother’s Day. “A mother’s work is hard,” the preacher might say – always a man. 

“The work God has given mothers needs to be respected by all. Those of you who 

are godly mothers deserve our praise. We need to thank God for these women,” 

he might conclude. 

Which is all well and good and honest, but the problem is that that same church is 

firmly against women in the pulpit, or public places of power, or the equal rights 

of women. They might accuse women of playing “the woman card” . . .which is 

what Terry told me I was doing after I told him what we were doing today. 

“Playing the woman card, I see” – knowing darn well that I play the woman card 

every day. Proudly, as a matter of fact.  

For many women who read this proverb, it seems like an overwhelming ideal, an 

impossible job description, almost a portrayal of a spiritual Martha Stewart: make 

your own clothes; get up in the middle of the night to get everyone else going; 

take care of the family business; work into the night; and, oh yes, have something 

to give those in need; always be strong and dignified, and have something 

profound to say; but also laugh a little; and, finally, do not take yourself so 

seriously. Your children will affirm you, your husband will appreciate you. And do 

all of this with a reverence for God.  

Ah yes, the spiritual Martha Stewart she is. But I’m not Martha Stewart, a fact 

confirmed when one Christmas Terry gave me a plaque that said “Martha Stewart 

doesn’t live here”, which I wasn’t sure if it was an insult or a compliment. I 

decided it was a compliment and hung the plaque in the kitchen, in case anyone 

ever got confused.  



There are some Biblical scholars who try and find the good in the story, noting 

that she’s a successful business woman and excels at pursuits traditionally 

associated with men. And yet, as one of them points out, the Proverbs woman 

“works hard everywhere, on everything, for everyone, from dawn to dusk.” For a 

generation of women who have taken on more roles and responsibilities than 

ever before and yet still report never feeling like they’ve done enough, this ideal 

is not just unattainable, but also can be demoralizing.’” (“What the Bible Says – 

and Doesn’t Say – About Women”, David Lose, September 22, 2012) 

Ah yes, the Proverbs woman . . .whose children rise up and call her happy. 

So we’re going to pause for a moment and park her off to the side – don’t worry, 

we’ll come back to her – and talk about some of the more famous moms of the 

Bible. 

The Bibles first mom is? Eve. Eve, whose name means “the one who gives life.” 

Eve had two sons named? Cain and Abel. They were farmers, Cain primarily a crop 

farmer and Abel a shepherd. One day Cain suggested to Abel that they go out in 

the fields and when they were there Cain killed Abel.  

This is not a great start to motherhood in the Bible. I mean, not even on the worst 

days in the Epling house have my children killed each other; they may have 

wanted to, but no one has ever gone that far.  

Next we have the matriarch of the Bible herself . . .Sarah. Sarah was married to 

Abraham but she couldn’t have any children which in the Bible is code for “what’s 

wrong with you, woman?” so she tells Abraham to have children with their maid 

Hagar. And Hagar gives birth to Ishmael and Sarah loves Ishmael as her own until 

one day she finds she’s pregnant – you might recall Sarah laughed at God when 

God told her she was pregnant because she was like 600 years old which is Biblical 

code for “advancing maternal age”, which for those of us who have had children 

over the age of 35 are labelled – so Sarah gives birth to Isaac, decides she doesn’t 

need Hagar and Ishmael hanging around anymore, and banishes them from the 

home.  

So that’s mother two. Friends, we aren’t doing so well are we? 

Next up we have Rebecca, Isaac’s wife, who had two children, Jacob and Esau. 

Rebecca must have missed a child-rearing class though because she broke the 



cardinal rule of parenting when she told Jacob he was her favorite. But Jacob was 

a real louse. He was the one who fought all night with God; he also stole Esau’s 

birthright. He had two wives, Leah and Rachel, and had children with both of 

them. But he also had children with two his maid servants; all in all he had 12 sons 

and one daughter, and it’s from Jacob that come the twelve tribes of Israel.  

So those are the matriarchs and patriarchs of the Bible. IT’s like it’s own reality tv 

show, you know? Whenever someone says we should return to Biblical family 

values I’m like, really? You sure about that?  

So we have a mom whose son killed the other son; a mom who used her maid to 

give her a son and then kicked her out when she had a son of her own; another 

mom who played favorites; and then two wives and two maid servants who had 

12 sons, but they didn’t get along either. Eleven of the brothers threw the 

youngest one into a pit, leaving him for dead. 

So far, I’m feeling pretty good about my mothering skills. Ladies, how about you? 

And they aren’t even the worst mothers in the Bible. 

But who’s the best mother in the Bible? Mary. Of course! The blessed virgin 

herself. 

But even Mary goofs when she leaves Jesus in Egypt by accident as we heard in 

today’s story. Can you imagine how panic stricken she must have felt, leaving the 

Son of God behind? And then when she finds him he’s all sassy with her? I bet 

after that she wanted to leave him behind. 

I can honestly say I’ve never left a child behind. I’ve wanted to . . .but I’ve done 

other really dumb things as a mom. 

Some of you have been around a long time have heard me tell the story about the 

time we were on a booze cruise at Spofford, and the engine conked out on us. But 

instead of getting in the water myself and swimming to the nearest dock to ask 

for help, I made Tommy and Henry do it. And they were only 4 and 6 at the time. 

We weren’t that far from shore – only like 30 feet or so – and they had life jackets 

on. But I made them swim to the nearest dock, and by the time they got there 

another boat had already stopped to help us. But the people who lived at the 

house they swam to were super nice, and took them inside and gave them warm 

towels and cookies and even drove them back to our house. Which was about the 



time I realized “Holy  XX! I just let my 4 and 6 year old boys go into a strangers 

home, eat warm cookies and get warm towels and get in a car with them and I 

don’t know these people AT ALL.” When they got home I told them “You are 

never, ever, ever to do that again. No matter what Mom says, do not enter 

strange people’s homes and cars and eat their food and accept rides, OK?” And of 

course you know to this day they give me grief about it. Remember you made us 

jump into the deepest part of the lake and swim to shore . . .” The water gets 

deeper and the boat gets further from shore every time they tell the story. 

But I’ve had other lapses of judgement. Not too long ago I got home from work 

and Charlotte was home and said, “Mom, Tommy left me alone.” And was like 

what? Henry was at track, Julia was babysitting, Tommy was walking the 

neighbor’s dog, Terry was still at work. I occasionally have to remind everyone 

that Charlotte cannot stay home alone. She’s only 8! But then Margaret reminds 

me I hired a babysitter once who was 9 – which is not true – she was at least 10. I 

think. 

The point is there are no perfect moms. We all fall short, and if we continue to 

measure ourselves against an unattainable measuring rod of perfection, we won’t 

stack up and we’ll only end up beating ourselves up.  

So really the best thing we can do, and the best gift we can give ourselves or our 

mothers today, is the gift of forgiveness. Because none of us are perfect. We can 

extend forgiveness to our mom, or our mom should extend forgiveness to you, or 

we should extend forgiveness to ourselves.   

All of us make mistakes, some bigger than others, of course, but we all make 

mistakes. So we can forgive our moms, or our children, or ourselves, for what 

we’ve done or what we’ve left undone.  

Now forgiveness doesn’t mean that we excuse the behavior of the other person, 

or say it’s OK, or fine, or no big deal. Because it’s not. But forgiveness does mean 

choosing to let go of our right to retaliate, or our right to feel horrible, or feel 

bitter. And sometimes forgiveness comes somewhat easily, but other times it 

doesn’t. 

I remember a few years ago I preached on forgiveness, and likened the anger and 

bitterness we carry around to these pebbles and rocks we carry around in our 



hearts. Now, some hurts are small, like pebbles. But sometimes we put a 

magnifying glass to them and blow them up and make them larger than they are. 

And instead of tossing them aside, sometimes we get them out and play around 

with them, and tuck them back into our hearts. 

Some of our hurts are bigger than that, though, and they sting for a little while 

longer. And instead of going and talking to the person who did us wrong, or they 

coming and talking to us, we keep them in our backpacks. And we keep doing this. 

Some of them get piled away, because we’re not very good at asking for 

forgiveness or forgiving other people. Licking our hurts and grudges feels better, 

and is easier, than forgiveness. 

And then there are the really big hurts and wrongs that take up a lot of space. 

When we get hit with one of these, we’re going to feel it for a long time.  

We hold onto these hurts in our hearts, and even if we say we forgive we still 

track.  

But it’s really hard to reach out and love someone, and have someone love us, 

when we hold onto these hurts. And they affect all of our relationships, not only 

the relationship with our moms or children, they affect them all. But most of all 

they affect us, and hurt us. And weigh us down. 

This is why God says the greatest gift we can offer ourselves is forgiveness. We 

can forgive the people who hurt us, and we can forgive ourselves for hurting 

others, or not being perfect, or sometimes silently thinking, this mother thing 

really sucks. And today I’m really not doing it well. 

I was recently talking to a new mom who was stressed out, because being a new 

mom is really stressful, and I told her, “You know, no one ever tells you how hard 

the first month is.” If you read the books or look at the pictures, you’d think it was 

easy or that it should come naturally, but it doesn’t. 

I remember when Henry was about 3 weeks old, I was alone with him one 

morning, and I was really having a hard time. I was trying to breast feed him even 

though I really didn’t want to, because everyone tells you you should and that’s 

what’s best for your baby and if you don’t they’re going to be unhealthy and have 

allergies and you won’t bond – and I was stressed out about that and also worried 



I was holding him too much and therefore spoiling him and he’d never sleep on 

his own or through the night –  

I was having a really hard time so I called Margaret, my sister – we lived in WI at 

the time, Margaret lived here – and she was honest with me and said, “Annie, the 

first month is hard and it sucks. My advice to you is do what’s best for you and 

Henry. If the breast feeding isn’t working, ditch it. And you won’t spoil a 3 week 

old. If he’s crying, pick him up. And go fix yourself a drink and relax.” And that’s 

what I did. All of it, even though it was only 10:30 in the morning. And I never 

looked back. Because that was just the first of many decisions I’d have to make as 

a mom, and that Terry and I would have to make as parents, about what is best 

for our child or children, and what’s best for us – because that counts for 

something, too. And some of those decisions were easy and some were hard, and 

sometimes I or we made the right one and sometimes we made the wrong one. 

I’ve often said we learn from our mistakes and we celebrate our successes. And 

hopefully as we go along we get a little wiser. 

But here’s the thing, and the kernel of good news in our Proverbs passage which 

personifies wisdom as a woman. Which means the sort of wisdom we need as 

mothers or fathers isn’t gleaned from books. As my mom said to me about the 

time I was struggling with Henry, “Annie, dump the books.” Wisdom is learned 

from other people. We become wise not by reading books or acquiring 

knowledge, but by watching the people around us and learning from them.  That 

is how the Bible defines wisdom. And as we reflect on this passage from Proverbs, 

we can consider all the women in our lives who taught us about wisdom, and 

what it means to be wise – what it means to be compassionate and fair, humble 

and just. That’s the silver lining and good news in this passage. That we don’t 

need to be all things to all people, or perfect; God doesn’t expect that from us. 

But we can learn from those around us as we see wisdom at work, and reflect on 

the women in our lives, sensing in them what they taught us about wisdom. And 

we can offer forgiveness for what they did or didn’t teach us, and offer ourselves 

forgiveness, too. Because sometimes, on a day like today, that’s the best gift we 

can give and receive. Because forgiving ourselves as we forgive others is what we 

need to make our relationships work. 

Amen. 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


