SERMON PREACHED AT THE LICENSING OF MRS JEAN CARLETON AS MOTHERS UNION DIOCESAN PRESIDENT FEBRUARY 7TH 2010

It is I think a matter of public record – and Jean will certainly tell me off afterwards if it isn’t – that Jean, your new President, has said that if the Women’s Institute had not got there first Jean would have ensured that members of the Mothers’ Union became Calendar Girls!
And of course if you know anything at all about the story of the Women’s Institute group who got together to make a slightly risqué calendar in aid of Cancer Research in memory of the husband of one of their members, you will know that the great things was that these WI members got up to something they had never ever done before.  They decided they were bored with endless monthly meetings about
· what to do with broccoli
· the history of the milk marketing board

· Rugs and carpeting

· And the highlights of someone’s latest cruise!
And this afternoon I simply want to encourage the members of the Mothers’ Union to be up for doing something new.  In other words I suppose I am saying I think you all ought to become like the Calendar Girls!  You ought to be doing something new, because of course the Mothers’ Union is not really about the monthly meeting or the summer outing or the Christmas lunch, the Mothers’ Union is there to demonstrate the Christian faith in action by the transformation of communities worldwide through the nurture of the family in its many forms.  And of course you will know that the Mothers’ Union exists amongst other things to promote and support married life, to encourage parents in their role to develop the faith of their children, and to help those whose family life has met with adversity.  And of course the Mothers’ Union is only really being the Mothers’ Union when it is doing that.

There is a rather wonderful and serious moment in the film of Calendar Girls when Marie, who is the leader of the WI branch, and who is clearly rather jumpy about the reputation of her WI branch with all this talk about the Calendar, comes to visit Annie, the widow.  She pretends to be concerned about whether Annie’s late husband would really have approved of the Calendar.  But Annie of course sees right through this, and realises that all that Marie is really concerned about is the reputation of her branch and the possibility of her getting into trouble with Headquarters.  And Annie goes on to say ‘what does more good, knowing more about broccoli than we did last month or providing some comfort to those who really need it?” – and that is the point.  We are only, in our Mothers’ Union branches, going to be faithful to God when we look at what God wants and what God’s world needs rather than what we want.
So you are here amongst other things to help those whose family life has met with adversity, and I have been thrilled over recent months to hear about what you are doing in supporting a Special School in Sunderland.  The difference that what you are doing will make to the lives of those children is something which frankly we will not fully understand this side of eternity, but if for just a moment a child feels valued and loved because they are given a new pair of socks or a new pen, or something like that, then that of course is what the Mothers’ Union is really about.
Many of you will know I hope about interesting experiments that are happening in so many of our parishes on Sunday afternoons and in the middle of the week, with things called ‘Messy Church’ or ‘3 at 4’ where churches are really making wonderful initiatives to be in touch with young families who normally have no contact with the church.  And what wonderful opportunities there are here for members of the Mothers’ Union to help with the catering and sorting out of paint pots, or just being there on the sidelines to chat with mothers and children, and to be praying week by week for God’s blessing on those projects.

There are I think something in the region of 2,300 members of the Mothers’ Union within the diocese of Durham.  What an amazing army of people to be mobilized to help this part of our nation become a little bit more the sort of community that God wants it to be.

And then of course perhaps the greatest moment of the whole Calendar Girls film is that moment when they suddenly realise that their small and tiny print run of the Calendar is totally inadequate for the interest that it has excited.  And what takes place under their very eyes is something of a miracle, as thousands and thousands of Calendars are sold, and tens and hundreds of thousands of pounds are raised for their charity.
It reminds me of that passage in St Mark’s Gospel where Jesus is talking about the sower, and talks of the way in which the seed that is sown on good ground yields a hundred fold and the whole point of that story Jesus is saying is that when God is in charge all sorts of amazing and miraculous things happen.   The members of that WI group could never in their wildest dreams have imagined what might happen when they very first rather tentatively, and rather sheepishly, had the idea of their Calendar.

So I want, as one of your Bishops, to encourage you as members of the Mothers’ Union to start to imagine yourselves as part of the miracle of what God wants to do within our Church and our communities across the North East.  As I said at the beginning, I want to invite you all, under Jean’s leadership, to become Calendar Girls, 
· women and men who will be brave enough to do something new,
· who will care for some of the most needy people in our communities,
· and who will want to be part of the wonderful miracle that God wants to bring about in our communities in the North East.

May God bless you in all that you seek to do for him.

