Christ the King Sunday 23rd November 2025

A Sunday to mark 130 years of MU in North Strand Parish Church

Readings: 

SOME HISTORY OF MOTHERS’ UNION IN NORTH STRAND

From the early 1890s there were well-organized attempts to found and to develop Mothers’ Union right across Ireland. By 1895 there were four branches in the diocese of Dublin with members enrolled in the parishes of Bray, St Werburgh’s, North Strand and Killiney. The North Strand Branch was launched on Thursday 21st November 1895 by a meeting which started at 8pm, just over one hundred and thirty years ago and almost to the day. Knowing the Church of Ireland as well as we all do, I suspect that this meant: 8pm SHARP. While this may indeed seem to us a conventional, if not a predictable, time for a church meeting, the meeting was set at this time explicitly for the benefit of working women. This, in itself, is significant since, through this briefest of references, it tells us something interesting about this parish one hundred and thirty years ago: women worked because they had to work but they still wanted to make time to meet God under God as Members of the Mothers’ Union. It asks a further question: How does Mothers’ Union respond effectively to this desire in a changed and a different world now? 
The first Meeting of 1899 set as the theme for the year: As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord. This is a direct quotation of Joshua 24.15 where Joshua challenges the Israelites to choose whom they will serve; he makes a solemn vow for himself and for his family to serve the Lord. It is Joshua’s farewell address to the Israelites, warning them to turn away from other gods. It also expresses something intrinsic to the ethic of the Mothers’ Union: it is a generational and family-wide decision to follow the Lord. In this way, the parish and the Mothers’ Union Branch align themselves with a Scriptural and a spiritual agenda, a clear line of sight from which the Mothers’ Union, however uphill the contemporary struggle becomes, ought not to deviate. As with many things in the church of today, we have a naïve idea of what we mean by other gods; they are ever-present, ever active and ever attractive in an era of technological convenience and virtual access; they are anything from shopping to pornography. The golden calf takes on many guises. Perhaps the Branch of today, or indeed the Mothers’ Union across the United Dioceses, might consider taking this same motto for the New Year and exploring it in a fresh and dynamic contemporary context relating it to what it is to be a serving household. 
When we think of the assumptions that we, or at least some of us, have about the ease of travel anywhere and at any time, there is both a pellucid innocence and a clarion call to celebrate the local in the special activities of North Strand Mothers’ Union in a year such as 1907. The excursion which is described as breaking entirely new ground went to Sutton, facilitated no doubt by the suburban railway; and the re-union was held by kind permission of Mr and Mrs Bradshaw in the grounds of Mount Temple, Clontarf, soon to house the second iteration of Mount Temple Comprehensive School and under my Patronage. Clearly the prescription was working, as in 1907/8 membership stood at 134 and the Branch was the largest in the diocese. These statistics held until 1943 when North Strand was described as one of the oldest Branches in the Diocese and still the largest. 

How does this remarkable phenomenon come about? I have no specific explanation, but I hazard a suggestion around three things which drive the ethic of the Mothers’ Union at its best (and which it needs to work tirelessly to discover afresh and to express anew in every generation). They are based in a fourth which is a constant for every expression of Christianity, and they are: service, simplicity, society and underpinning them: scripture.    

SERVICE
To describe service as domestic is in no way to diminish it or to demean it. domus means home and in using this word in a context of faithfulness, we have expanded its meaning to include not only our physical homes and our households but also those wo are homeless and would love to have a home along with a renewed and urgent sense that the world is our home and we need to take good care of it. This is a shared legacy of Bartholomew and of Francis who have given fresh depth and resonance to the word: ecumenical, which of course simply means: home place. Housekeeping, therefore, combines elements of compassion and adventure, environment and church. We can all learn to keep house in these ways in our attempts to create a home for all right across the world of God’s creation.

This understanding of home, of course, brings us right to the heart of who Jesus was and what Jesus did. He is the God who came to abide, to make his home and to stay with the creation on earth in the making of which he collaborated with The Father and The Spirit. Yet this Jesus is the very same Jesus who, in another part of the Gospels, wistfully compares himself with the urban fox of today because, unlike the fox, he has nowhere to lay his head. This is not a static Christ. This is not a controlling Christ. This is an engaging Christ. The Scriptural, and therefore the Mothers’ Union’s, understanding of home is all the more relevant as the systems of the church move towards being more and more static and restrictive of vision, mission and energy. In a world deeply divided and paralyzed by war, people crave stability but also enjoy adventure. Home is adventure.
SIMPLICITY

Simplicity seems to me to be the way to unlock such a need for fulfilment and resolution of our fears as hopes, of our aspirations as attainments, of our expectations as celebrations. Prayer, lifestyle and sustainability all join forces in an earthly trinity to enable us on a day-by-day basis to break life down into bite-size pieces and to build it up again as a personal and a communal generosity, fulfilment and enrichment: another trinity. Do not fear to ask! Do not wait to live! Do not be overwhelmed, bullied or shrivelled! And please remember the words of the once young and extremely precocious Greta Thunberg: No one is too small to make a difference. Simplicity is our way forward in mission. Simplicity is our way forward in hacking our way honourably and safely through the Japanese Knotweed of excessive regulation and its capacity to divert and to distort good energy under God. Here again the Mothers’ Union can lead the way.   

SOCIETY

Society surrounds us. Society with its insatiable hunger for market forces, without due consideration of their seductions and their consequences, surrounds us. But society is also ourselves. We cannot opt out. We need to stand up and take responsibilities. Mothers’ Union has taken seriously, and is good at, adopting big and serious issues, naming them and addressing them for the sake of and for the care of women and children worldwide. Mothers’ Union is good at identifying culturally relevant and culturally disturbing areas of life for the sake of and for the care of women and children worldwide. The big screen is always attractive to us. The kitchen window may be less attractive to us. We need to look at both in order to be players in the society to which and to whom we belong. 

One of the areas where Mothers’ Union can really help is by an intentional focus on cross-generational conversation. A key consideration that emerges from within an intensely lonely society is the following question: How do we get to know one another? and: How do we get to know one another all over again? This too is mission. In a world saturated by information but ever fading in interconnection, the Mothers’ Union can play a significant role and be a key contributor – locally. This is where service, simplicity and society come together. This is where the church we all love, yet somehow have let slip away from us, can find its feet and find its way again – locally.  

SCRIPTURE

It is Holy Scripture that underpins who we are and what we do. This sounds self-evident but it is not always self-explanatory. One of the most relevant questions we can ask on an evening when we mark one hundred and thirty years of one Branch of the Mother’s Union is this: Why is it important to live a Scriptural life? It is because we are children of God, signed and sealed in our baptism in a particular and Christ-like way as members of the Body of Christ. It is because we are invited to pattern ourselves on the same Christ not least, in a Mothers’ Union context, in how we live out and in how we interpret for others what it is to be a home and what it is to have a home and what it is to share a home. It is because we are equipped to live a spiritual life on earth as it is in heaven in response to the healing, teaching and preaching ministry of Jesus Christ as disciples of today. This too is mission – locally. This is to be lived out in the community of society and in the life of parish. Fresh opportunities always lie before us. Fresh opportunities always lie within us. Somehow it is beginning to sound rather like The Kingdom of God. 
