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Mothering as embodied peacemaking

Susanne Guenther Loewen

Did the woman say,

When she held him for the first time in the dark of a stable,
After the pain and the bleeding and the crying,

“This is my body, this is my blood”?

Did the woman say,

When she held him for the last time in the dark rain on a hilltop,
After the pain and the bleeding and the dying,

“This is my body, this is my blood”?!

I have lived with this poem by Frances Croake Frank for the past
several years as | have become a mother and begun to reflect
theologically on that experience. Speaking about Mary of
Nazareth, the poet articulates the covenants a mother makes in
her body and blood with the God of Life. Connecting childbirth
with the cross, it speaks of the costly vulnerability and profound
strength that mothering entails as a theological symbol and an
embodied, ethical, nonviolent act. Depicting Mary as speaking
Jesus’s Communion-instituting words—words forbidden to women
in most Christian worship services—it poignantly knits together
mothering and discipleship.

Of course, such connections are not without their dangers.
Motherhood is all too easily idealized and imposed on women as a
self-abnegating, mandatory role relegating them to the private
realm of the home. According to the book Mothering Mennonite,
this view of motherhood has until recently been characteristic of
Mennonite tradition, in which mothers are simultaneously vitally
important within the family (which historian Marlene Epp terms
“a ‘near-sacred’ institution for Mennonites”) and excluded from
positions of community and church authority. Their voices and
experiences have thus “been woefully ignored by Mennonite

scholars,”? including theologians.’
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Differentiating their view from the patriarchal, idealized
understanding of motherhood, feminist scholars use the term
mothering to denote “female-defined and potentially empowering
experiences.” This term recognizes mothering as an active role,
something women are or are not willing or able to undertake for
various reasons, not a role toward which all women are naturally
predisposed by virtue of inhabiting a female body. Anglican
theologian Emma Percy proposes that “mothering should not be

understood as an instinctual reaction but as an active commit-

ment to a relationship”—a relationship, furthermore, involving

“anxiety, ambivalence, and difficulties.”

5

Given these ambiguities and idealized distortions of mothering,
why should it be connected to discipleship? Why can it not simply

As a theologian and
a mother, 1 feel
compelled to
articulate theologi-
cally the sacredness
of my own mother-
ing as a deeply
embodied experi-
ence of God in the
midst of the ordi-
nariness, frustra-
tions, pain, and joy
of pregnancy, birth,
breastfeeding, and
raising my child.

remain “near-sacred” or quasi-theological? As
a theologian and a mother, I feel compelled
to articulate theologically the sacredness of
my own mothering as a deeply embodied
experience of God in the midst of the ordi-
nariness, frustrations, pain, and joy of preg-
nancy, birth, breastfeeding, and raising my
child. While this experience is by no means
universal to women, we can affirm and draw
on this particularly female experience in
order to bring to light the profoundly embod-
ied, life-giving, and peacemaking aspects of
our common call as Christians to discipleship
in the way of Jesus—as Frances Croake
Frank’s poem above exemplifies. In what
follows, I offer some reflections from a Men-

nonite-feminist perspective on mothering as both a literal, bodily
experience and an evocative symbolic-theological image.

Maternal images of God

Though it might seem strange to focus on birth and mothering in
light of the overwhelming emphasis on God’s masculinity as
Father and Son, this is not a novel image. There is a strong—if
neglected—thread of birth and mothering imagery running
through the Christian tradition. In the Bible, we find God de-
scribed as giving birth to the people of Israel (Deut. 32:18, Isa.
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42:14-16), as a comforting and nurturing mother (Isa. 66:13;
Hosea 11:4), and as a fiercely protective mother bear (Hosea
13:8).° This is the God “in whom we live and move and have our
being” (Acts 17:28): our mothering God, God as womb.” The
Apostle Paul also speaks of himself as a mother suffering birth
pangs (Gal. 4) or nursing the infant churches with milk (1 Cor.
3:1-2), and of all creation groaning in travail (Rom. 8) as God’s
reign and the new creation are birthed. In a similar vein, Jesus
compares the struggle and joy of childbirth to the coming of the
kin(g)dom of God (John 16:21-22)% and in his well-known
lament over Jerusalem even speaks of himself as a mother hen:
“How often have I desired to gather your children together as a
hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!”
(Matt. 23:37, NRSV).

Among medieval mystics, we find poignant examples of the
long tradition of relating to the Divine as a mother. “What does
God do all day long?” asks thirteenth-century mystic Meister
Eckhart. “God gives birth.”® For Eckhart, we are made in the
image of this mothering God, for “We are all meant to be mothers
of God,” bringing God to birth in the world." Julian of Norwich,
a fourteenth-century mystic, famously describes Christ as “our
precious mother Jesu,” who feeds us with his milk of Commun-
ion.!! The alternative interpretation of Christ on the cross as
giving birth to the church in the water and blood from his
wounded side!? leads twelfth-century mystic Hildegard of Bingen
to declare the cross God’s nonviolent victory through birth
(“without even using a warrior!”)"® and Anselm of Canterbury to
proclaim,

And Thou, Jesus, sweet Lord, art Thou not also a mother?
Truly Thou art a mother, the mother of all mothers
Who tasted death, in Thy desire to give life to Thy children.'

Mary as mother

Finally, there is the central female figure of the Christian tradition
whose significance Mennonites have arguably overlooked: Mary
of Nazareth.” With Mary, the symbolics of mothering slips into
the embodied, as she is both literally/historically and symbolically/
theologically a mother. Medieval depictions of Mary celebrated
her embodied mothering, particularly in the proliferation of
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In Catholic devo-
tion, there remains a
subversive sense
that ordinary
mothers are af-
firmed in Mary,
since her prominent
image conveys that
mothering “is a
divine and holy
thing, worthy of
adoration.”

images of Mary breastfeeding the infant Jesus. This Mary reminded
Christians that “at the centre of the incarnation is a female body,”
of “the necessity of the female body for the human Jesus to be
born.” These are therefore simultaneously images of “Mary
breastfeeding God” and of Mary’s mothering power as God’s life-
giving power, since “we see the God of life in Mary—as the source
and giver of life.”!® To me, this Mary speaks to the holiness of
every child, to the sense of incarnation, of the enfleshment and
embodiment of the image of God in every human being.

But Mary’s role as a mother—and other biblical and historical
images of birth and God as mother—has not always reflected
favourably on ordinary mothers. This is especially clear in the
history of Marian theology: Mary’s virgin-motherhood has func-
tioned within official Catholic doctrine to denigrate ordinary
women’s experiences of pregnancy, childbirth, and mothering.
Catholic feminist theologian Elizabeth Johnson observes a pattern
“which exalts the symbol of the spiritual
feminine but denigrates the sexual, maternal,
carnal reality of actual women in the con-
crete.”?

Still, within popular Catholic devotion,
there remains a subversive sense that ordinary
mothers are affirmed in Mary, since her
prominent image conveys that mothering “is
a divine and holy thing, worthy of adora-
tion”—a notion lacking in Reformation
traditions.!’® On this basis, | want to suggest
two ways the sacredness of mothering and its
particular imaging of God can be recovered,
without losing sight of the ambiguity that marks women’s actual
experiences of mothering or suggesting that mothering is a man-
datory role for women. One concerns what we can learn from the
bodies of mothers, and the other—relatedly—envisions literal
and/or symbolic mothering as one way of participating in our call
to embody peace in a violent world.

Learning from our mothers’ bodies

In pregnancy and those overwhelmed early months of caring for a
newborn, I felt strangely as though I were following my body’s
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lead, taking cues from its generous hospitality, its patient, painful
creation, birth, and sustenance of my infant son. I had a sense of
this time being as sacred as it was difficult, yet I found few theo-
logical sources that articulate the significance of this experience,
especially the experience of childbirth, in which one paradoxi-
cally touches death in order to give life. In retrospect, I have
increasingly come to think of my body as a source for theological
reflection, as I have been learning from my
mothering body how to image God the
Mother, the God of Life.

Several contemporary feminist theologians

Against interpreta-
tions that reify the
violence of the cross

or render it a

. have reflected in similar ways on what moth-
[ symbol of masochis-

. . . ering bodies have to teach us, especially
tic submission to ] ) e
about suffering, redemption, and life-giving
power. Against interpretations that reify the

violence of the cross or render it a symbol of

suffering, some
theologians build on
the tradition of

Lo masochistic submission to suffering, some
viewing the cross as

build on the tradition of viewing the cross as
a moment of birth. For British theologian
Mary Grey, this image acknowledges that labour and childbirth
are “painful, messy, and hard work.” At the same time, the image

a moment of birth.

affirms women’s experiences of pregnancy, labour, and childbirth
as embodying life-giving love and struggle, of “co-creating” new

life with God. She calls birth

a letting-go of self—in pain and struggle—for the creation
of new being. . . . We are in the dark, alone, in that
primeval womb of chaos from which all life emerged. And
vyet, in that very darkness we can meet God as creative
center. We are held by that nurturing center: from this
being-torn-apart, this sense of loss, together You and I
wordlessly create new life.!”

Seen in this way, birth is the very opposite of violence and
unjust death, reflecting a redemptive “passion to make and make
again [ where such un-making reigns.”?® Grey explains,

This is far from being a call for women to have more
children to save the world. Nor is it a glorification of
motherhood at the expense of fatherhood. What I am
arguing is that as Christianity has now had two thousand
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years of death symbolism, it is at least possible that the
slaughter perpetrated in the name of Christendom is
related to its symbols of death, blood-guilt, and sacrifice,
and that an alternative way of encapsulating the redemp-
tive events might stimulate more compassionate life-
styles.?!

In other words, images of redemption as birth instead of death and
self-destructive sacrifice may lead to lives of compassion and
peace instead of violence.

In much the same way, theologian Dorothee Soelle speaks of
the pain of birth as unlike any other form of suffering. She rejects
the idea that God is impassible or unable to suffer, explaining that

pain is a part of life because pain is a part of love. I do
not wish to have a God free of pain, for I could not trust
such a God. . . . The culture I seek is not one of domi-
nation and of having to win; it is one of compassion. The
Christian religion could help people get ready for such a
culture, because it derives its intensity from pain. It has
interpreted the deepest pain as a pain of birth.*

Using Paul’s labour imagery in Romans and Galatians, Soelle
speaks of the pain of labour and birth as “pain on behalf of life.”
She interprets his language of groaning pain as pointing specifi-
cally to “the last stage of giving birth,” here understood as the
final part of the struggle to see the coming of the Messiah. Soelle
differentiates this kind of hopeful, life-giving struggle—which she
terms “the pain of God”—from senseless, destructive, or masoch-
istic suffering. Along these lines, she wonders,

How do we approach our pains so that they do not
torment us like pointless kidney stones but, as pains of
labor, prepare the new being? . . . How does our pain
become the pain of God? How do we become part of the
messianic pain of liberation, part of the groaning of a
creation that is in travail? How do we come to suffer so
that our suffering becomes the pain of birth??

For Mennonite feminist theologian Malinda Berry, Mary is a
central example of how a woman’s body makes possible the
redemptive embodiment of God in history. In her view, Mary is
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“the original embodiment of the in utero incarnate God,” by which
Berry means that that incarnate “embodiment has taken place in a
woman’s body as well as a man’s.” Berry clarifies, “I am not ro-
manticizing pregnancy, nor am I saying being pregnant is the only
way women have participated in God’s self-disclosure!” Rather,
Mary’s pregnancy and participation in “the struggle of God’s self-
disclosure being birthed in this world—new life and new meaning
when so much militates against it”—reveal “that God’s revelation
is inclusive of, and relies on, women.”** Though we have not all
experienced mothering ourselves, we can agree that “every person
born into the world has known the hospitality of a woman’s
body.”” These theologians invite us to see God in the generous,
hospitable, strong, and labouring bodies of our mothers—and,
following Eckhart, also to ponder the ways we “are all meant to be
mothers of God.”

Mothering as embodying peace

As Grey, Soelle, and Berry suggest, mothering can disclose to us a
form of power different from that of violence and domination: the
power of vulnerable, life-giving love. Though it is a nonviolent
Mothering can power, it nevertheless reguires greaF courage
and strength, even ferocity, as seen in the
biblical image of God as mother bear. Bearing
and/or raising a child in the way of peace is an
act of faith.

But we are not accustomed to thinking

disclose to us a form
of power different
from that of vio-
lence and domina-

tion: the power of
P about this work as an aspect of our disciple-

ship. We look to the story in Luke where a
woman calls out to Jesus, “Blessed is the

vulnerable, life-
giving love. Though

it is a nonviolent
womb that bore you and the breasts that

nursed you!” And Jesus responds, “Blessed
rather are those who hear the word of God
and obey it!” (Luke 11:27-28). We think of

this exchange as displaying a contrast be-

power, it neverthe-
less requires great
courage and
strength, even

f ity.
erocity tween mothering (body) and discipleship

(spirit), but Elizabeth Johnson argues that they are two sides of the
same coin, since Elizabeth also greets Mary with the words,
“Blessed is she who believed”—a reference to Mary’s yes to God’s
plan for her to mother the Messiah.?® Focusing on Mary’s subse-
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quent Magnificat, her prophetic hymn of liberation for the lowly
(Luke 1:46-55), Johnson asserts, “Mary’s no to oppression com-
pletes her earlier yes to solidarity with the project of the reign of
God.” She continues,

Here is a rare glimpse of female reproductive power as
both physically nurturing and politically revolutionary.
... A pregnant woman is not the usual image that comes
to mind when one thinks of a prophet, yet here are two
such spirit-filled pregnant prophets crying out in joy,
warning, and hope for the future. Clearly this is a picture
of Mary that is the complete opposite of the passive,
humble handmaid of the patriarchal imagination.?’

Mary’s experience of mothering—beginning already in her preg-
nancy—Iled her to a commitment not only to the life growing
inside her but to the very God of Life and to God’s coming reign
of justice and peace.

Mary is not alone in experiencing mothering as an act of faith
that prompts acts of peacemaking and social justice. Dorothee
Soelle tells of how in the era of the Vietnam War, her identity as a
mother turned her attention to sociopolitical advocacy in behalf
of children who were suffering. She writes, “I realized that
‘motherliness’ is indivisible; one cannot be a mother to one or two
or three children and that’s it. . . . One cannot care for a few
children while supporting a policy that incinerates so many
children, that lets them starve or rot in camps.”?®

Taiwanese theologian C. S. Song likewise speaks of the sacred
life-giving power uniquely associated with mothers and which
constitutes God’s response to violence. He writes that pregnancy
is “much, much more than a mere biological process. A life
growing in the mother’s womb is a matter of the spirit, an event of
faith, an act of religion.” Of Mary’s pregnancy, Song writes,

Is this conception of life, this growth of life, this birth of life
in the mother’s womb not itself God’s saving activity?
Ome has only to recall that famous prophecy of Isaiah
when the armies of the Syro-Ephraimite alliance were
marching on Jerusalem. . . . “A young woman is with
child, and she will bear a son, and will call him
Emmanuel” (7:14). In that critical time of the nation,
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Isaiah did not point to the fortification, to the armaments,
to the troops, but to a pregnant woman (or pregnant
women) as the sign of God’s deliverance.

Song concludes that the redemptive hope and power that new life
brings allow us to “believe in the victory of love over hate, life
over death.” In depicting life itself as an act of faith and redemp-
tion, Song suggests that the life-giving power of mothers is more
powerful than violence and death.

In my view, one of the most significant examples of this kind of
nonviolent power which stems from mothers’ (and others’) com-
mitment to life comes from Argentina, where a group of mothers
courageously resisted the violence of the dictatorship in their
country, protesting their children’s “disappearances” at the hands
of the secret police in the 1970s and ’80s. Gathering in the city
square, the group became known as the Madres de la Plaza de
Mayo. Brazilian theologian Maria Clara Lucchetti Bingemer
describes them:

They were only a group of women, mothers and grand-
mothers, who, in Buenos Aires, during the bloody years
of military dictatorship, advocated for their lost children
and grandchildren who had “disappeared” into the abyss
of torture and death. Claiming something which belongs
essentially to the private sphere, and brandishing in the
face of the dictator nothing less and nothing more
than the violated right of their motherhood, they
created a political force with major repercussions. It was
perhaps, the most eloquent and the best understood
outcry against those terrible, dark years in their country
and continent. . . . [Thus,] the Mothers of the Plaza de
Mayo emerged politically with new goals and challenges,
giving birth to redemption for their whole people, born
from the personal, inconsolable pain of losing their
children.*°

Armed with nothing but their identities as mothers—givers of
life—these women stood up to a military dictator, to a regime of
unspeakable torture and violence. They stood as witnesses to the
God of Life, confronting those who would presume to do away
with the lives and bodies they had co-created with God. This
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perspective on the power of mothering not only takes it out into
the public square but also makes it a courageous act of nonvio-
lence, revealing that the children in our lives can inspire our
unswerving commitment to life, to work for the future of God’s
peace. Bingemer concludes that the ongoing witness of the moth-
ers of the Plaza de Mayo is eucharistic, reflecting that their female
bodies, “consecrated by the miracle of life,” became redemptive
for many®! as they insisted, “This is my body, this is my blood.”
Following their example, we too can be images of our mothering
God and know that, literally and/or symbolically, “we are all
meant to be mothers of God.”
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Heirlooms

Ann Hostetler

”

“The things of this earth will grow strangely dim . . .

A s I work the wet June earth I wonder what fruit

will grow from seeds with names like Green Zebra

and Golden Jubilee, why I dig holes and scrape soil

around the roots of seedlings when I can buy good tomatoes
in season at market. All these years I've loved the flesh,

the scent rising from the earth between my thighs as [ squat,
hands deep in soil, sweat beading on my husband’s back

as he spades, the teat of my son’s hair at his nape

as he stoops to retrieve pebbles. All my life I have tried

to live as though the body is the soul, as though

planting and reaping were prayer. But what if the body

is merely the perishable fruit around the kernel

of the soul, the earth absorbing what’s left,

harboring only seeds of next year’s volunteers?
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