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     If you have internet access check out his humourous video where 
comedian Anita Renfroe condenses everything a mother says in a 24-hour 
period into just under 3 minutes. And she sings it too!)  
https://youtu.be/WhFad6gLvRg  
 I certainly relate to a lot of that piece and I’m learning what most of 
you already know — that parenting doesn’t end when your kids get older. 
My oldest is in Morocco doing an internship for her program, and we are in 
daily contact thanks to apps like WhatsApp or FB Messenger.  
 There is no such thing as a perfect mother. Mothers today feel 
increasing amounts of anxiety to get it right, and we have to acknowledge 
that some just don’t get it right. I always figured that my job as a parent is to 
raise them to be successful enough that they can pay for their own therapy 
… which they will need as a result of my parenting! 
 But if we put aside the obvious human failures and imperfections that 
exist in real day-to-day mothering relationships, there is something about 
the quality of a mother’s love that reminds us of God’s love. The love of a 
mother is often the first and closest thing that people feel to the love of 
God. God loves us unconditionally. God sees us and knows us and loves 
us not because of what we do, but because of who we are: made in the 
image of God. 
 The scripture we read this morning speaks to me of that kind of 
unconditional love. Jesus heals a woman who has been bent over for 18 
years. When you are bent over, you don’t see much. You see your own 
feet; you see the ground and perhaps the feet of someone standing near 
you. If you look up in an awkward way, you might be able to avoid some 
obstacles. Can you imagine how cut off from society that woman must have 
felt? It is very difficult to interact socially when you can’t even see 
someone’s face, when you can’t see their eyes or even know if they are 
speaking to you. I picture her shuffling through the village, not catching 
anyone’s eyes or hearing a single person say ‘Hi, how are you?’ Not only 
must she have felt cut off from people and society, she might have felt cut 
off from God. She was unable to lift her head and her hands in prayer and 
praise. What a lonely existence! 
 There are many people in our world and our community who could 
relate very well to this woman. Perhaps you yourself in some way can 



relate to her. I imagine that all of us know something of what she was 
experiencing ... cut off, unvalued, unwelcome, unseen.  
I imagine that people with disabilities often feel that way. It is difficult to feel 
welcome in a community or in a church, for example, if physically you are 
unable to come because of stairs or some other obstacle. It is difficult to 
feel valued when you simply can’t contribute to society in the same way 
that others do. When you meet a stranger, after asking “Where are you 
from?” the next question we tend to ask is “What do you do?” or “What did 
you do for a living?” Those who have intellectual and developmental 
disabilities can feel even less valued, even more cut off.   

 I was touched this week to hear of the 
passing of Jean Vanier. Jean Vanier was a 
Canadian theologian, philosopher and 
humanitarian. He created the l’Arche 
Community ; a network of communities for the 
intellectually disabled that today exists in 37 
countries around the world. 

L’Arche is the French word for the Ark, as in Noah’s ark. Vanier 
thought this was a good symbol for an 
organization which would pick up and carry 
passengers over a turbulent sea. L’Arche 
communities are family-like homes, where 
they welcome four to nine adult core 
members who are there for life. Rather than 
living in an institution where so many were 
before they came to a L’Arche community, 
(nearby we think of the Rideau Regional 
Center which closed not so long ago) — at L’Arche, instead of an 
institution, they are given a lifelong home.  
 The communities do not simply care for physical and practical needs, 
but also for the spiritual and emotional needs of each person. The 
philosophy that is foundational to this community is that every person, 
whether they are able bodied or disabled, whether they are capable of 
understanding complex calculus or not even able to read at a kindergarten 
level; every person has value; every person has gifts; every person can 
contribute to the community in his or her own way. Every person deserves 
to be loved and given the opportunity to love in return. Vanier believed that 
with love and care and spiritual nurture, people with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities who had previously been severely neglected and 
even abused, could be freed to love and to be the people that God created 
them to be.  



 A little over a decade ago I took a course led by a Canadian l’Arche 
community about Jean Vanier and the organization. It was a very good 
course and it helped me to look at the world with different eyes.   
 I attended the course in Naramata, BC (this was a United Church 
Retreat Center) and present at the course there were three ‘core’ 
members, which is what they call those who are in the community who 
have intellectual or developmental disabilities, and four attendants, who live 
in the community as care givers. Each of the attendants shared their own 
story of coming into the l’Arche community and what it did for them. Though 
they had very different stories, there were some similar themes that ran 
through each of their stories. One was that when they arrived in the 
community, they very much derived their feeling of self-worth from their 
abilities. They felt that they were good people and loved because of what 
they could do and how they could help.  
 All of them had some kind of ah-ha! moment or turning point when 
they realized that like the people they were helping, they were loved and 
valued by God not because of what they were able to do, but just because 
of who they were. It was a moment of vulnerability or inability that helped 
them to understand.  
 One attendant, Laurie, was very depressed and stressed over a 
situation at home. She tried hard to leave the problem at home behind her 
and to be strong and happy at her work in the l’Arche community, but one 
day she couldn’t hold it in any longer. She broke down in tears in front of 
Kerri, the woman she was caring for who had Down Syndrome. As she 
broke down in sobs, Laurie was thinking that she was a bad care giver for 
bringing her problems to work ... and especially for breaking down in front 
of the woman she was caring for. But she’ll never forget how Kerri just took 
her and held her firmly in her arms and rocked her, saying over and over, 
“It’s OK, Laurie, it’s O.K.” Laurie felt total acceptance from Kerri, and she 
knew that at that moment what she needed most was the gift of Kerri’s 
love, the care that Kerri was giving to her. The caring community of l’Arche 
not only provided the loving environment to Kerri that allowed her to 
blossom into a beautiful woman gifted in faith and in love; the community 

also provided the environment to help those who are in the 
community as attendants to grow and to understand what life 
is really all about.  
 Jean Vanier wrote a book about l’Arche, the 
organization he began, and he entitled it “Becoming Human.” 
 Vanier believes that we become human when we 
begin to see the value in each person that God has created, 
and that we become truly human when we see our own true 



value and our own special gifts. He said: “Up until now, we have spoken 
about doing good to the poor. But at L’Arche, you say that it is the poor who 
do us good.” And then he added: “It will take a long time before this idea is 
integrated into the church.”  
 I don’t know why the woman in our Gospel reading was bent over. 
We only know that she was that way for 18 years. In spite of her condition 
and in spite of the way she was treated, or not even treated at all, she was 
determined not be completely cut off, so she made her way to the temple 
on the Sabbath. But this time was different from every other time. This time 
someone saw her. This time someone noticed her, valued her and cared 
about her. This time someone set her free. Jesus saw this woman. Before 
he even touched her or did anything to change her condition, Jesus 
declared to her and to the crowd around: “Woman, you are set free from 
your ailment!” And then he went over and touched her, and she stood up 
straight and began praising God. Jesus freed this woman to do what she 
had been created to do, to praise her creator, her God.  
 I believe that when we truly see someone and love them as they are, 
we set people free, and sometimes, the person who is set free is us. Love 
does that.  
 Many of you were fortunate to have a mother who loved you like that. 
I was and I thank God for that. Whether you had a mother like that or not, I 
don’t think we ever grow out of needing the love of a mother. Even after we 
grow up and move away or our mother passes away, we still need 
someone to see us and to love us for who we are. Ultimately we need so 
much to be seen and to be valued, and we can experience that love by 
inviting Jesus into our heart. God loves you with an unconditional love. God 
loves you in all your imperfections, in all your fussiness, and quirkiness. 
God loves you, and that love will change you.  
 We’ll talk more about that next week, but for now I want you to close 
your eyes and think about a time when you felt full of joy or gratitude. This 
might have been recently or a long time ago. Where were you? What was 
going on? Think about the quality of the gratitude or joy. Now I want you to 
imagine Jesus sitting in that memory with you. Thank him again for 
whatever it was you were thankful for. Now I want to invite you to ask Jesus 
“What do you like about me?”…  
 In all of the beauty and imperfection, in all the thanksgiving and pain 
of a day that celebrates the love of a mother, remember that God loves you 
with a love that never ever fails. 
 Amen. 
 
 


