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Eight years ago on Mother’s Day, I had just returned from a trip to Afghanistan as 

part of a delegation from the Council on Foreign Relations. The drawdown of US troops 
had just begun, and we went to assess the progress that had been made over the 
previous decade and the prospects that the drawdown would yield. I began my Mother’s 
Day sermon by describing Afghanistan as arguably one of the worst places on the planet 
to be a mother — or a female of any circumstance.  

Even so, we saw firsthand the progress that had been made. Virtually no Afghan 
girls had been enrolled in school when US troops arrived in 2003. One decade later, 
more than 60% of Afghan girls were attending school. University enrollment had 
increased tenfold. Life expectancy had increased by twenty years. Infant mortality had 
been cut in half, and maternal mortality had been cut by 75%. I came back from 
Afghanistan convinced that the US military should remain to solidify these gains. 

Over the eight years since my visit, the ongoing battle between the Afghan 
military and the Taliban has played itself out against a backdrop of US ambivalence and 
waning interest. Unless the Biden administration reverses course, we will be gone from 
Afghanistan by 9/11.  

For my part, I feel a deep sense of sadness — sadness that so much American 
blood and treasure will come to naught and sadness for the long-suffering Afghan 
people, especially its women and girls. The horrific bombing yesterday of a girls’ school 
in Kabul, with more than 50 dead, illustrates what’s at stake. While the US cannot serve 
as the enforcer of human rights everywhere on the planet, it is a bitter disappointment 
to know that we tried so mightily yet failed so visibly. 

Truth be told, we have also been mostly on the defensive over the past decade 
when it comes to women’s rights here at home. I could cite US statistics on access to 
reproductive services, availability and affordability of childcare, conviction rates of men 
who commit rape, and the relative absence of women in C-suites and the upper echelons 
of STEM professions. I could, but I won’t. You know them as well as I do. Sadly, what 
these statistics reveal is that the difference between Afghanistan and the US when it 
comes to women’s roles and women’s rights is one of degree, but not of kind. 

Here in the US and everywhere else, men have mostly been running the planet 
now for about – well, about always. It is clear by now what kind of world men have 
ended up making. What is not clear is that this man-made world will survive. I say, why 
not put women in charge and see what kind of world women end up making.  



~ 2 ~ 
© 2021 Galen Guengerich 

 

On this point, I have been following with interest the news that Bill and Melinda 
Gates are getting divorced. Coming in the wake of the high-profile divorces of Jeff Bezos 
and McKenzie Scott, Elon Musk and Tallulah Riley (they have now divorced twice), and 
Al and Tipper Gore, it is no surprise that money and love — or to put it more accurately, 
power and love — turn out to be independent variables in a relationship. The interesting 
aspect of the Gates divorce is to see the pivotal role played by Melinda’s commitment to 
gender equality and Bill’s resistance to it. 

Philanthropically, Melinda and Bill had been moving in different directions for 
some time, with Melinda focusing on women’s issues and Bill focusing on clean energy 
projects. When their activity overlapped, or could have overlapped, the power struggle 
emerged even more clearly. In the annual letter for the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, which Bill had always written himself, he reviewed the past year and set the 
agenda for the upcoming year. A decade ago, Melinda asked to write the letter with him. 
“I thought we were going to kill each other,” she writes in her book The Moment of Lift, 
published two years ago. She adds, “I felt, ‘Well, this just might end the marriage right 
here.’” 

As things turned out, Bill relented, and the marriage didn’t end then. But the 
underlying issue remained, and eventually the marriage did end. If half of a couple is 
committed to gender equality and the other half isn’t, not even a 66,000 square-foot 
house is big enough to make a home for both. 

Planet Earth isn’t big enough either. The hierarchical division of labor between 
men as authority figures and women as nurturing figures has been devastating human 
civilization since the beginning of time. The most ancient root of the word “father” 
appears to make reference to a supreme deity, hence the first line of the Lord’s Prayer, 
which reads, “Our Father who art in heaven.” The English word “mother,” in contrast, is 
based on the ancient Iranian word “ma,” meaning breast, which formed the root of 
madar, meaning breast-haver. Madar became mater in Latin and eventually mother in 
our language. Our deep-seated sense that fathers are godlike authority figures to be 
feared and mothers are nurturing figures to be adored has grown from primordial roots. 

With both mothers and fathers, however, the connection between ancient 
patterns of procreation and modern modes of parenting remains tenuous at best. In 
recent years, we have learned that gender identity is a spectrum, not a pair of opposites. 
We have also learned that any two parents, no matter their gender identities, can 
between them balance the need for authority and the need for nurture in the lives of 
their children.  

Even so, the ancient view that men should be godlike, powerful, capricious, and 
judgmental, and women should be womb-like, warm, compassionate, and long-
suffering, persists even today. It is evident in the widespread assumption that boys will 
be boys, and they should be excused for being sexist and loutish (Brett Cavanaugh 
comes to mind), while girls should be nice, and they should be vilified for being strong 
and competent (Hillary Clinton comes to mind). 
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The fact that people often react with disdain when a woman embodies an 
authoritative role rather than a nurturing role suggests that women, especially mother 
figures, symbolize something profoundly important to us. And no matter where in 
evolutionary history it comes from, and no matter the gender identity of the person who 
provides it today, the deeply embedded archetype of a loving and nurturing maternal 
figure represents something essential. In my view, it represents a fundamental desire 
that pervades every aspect of our lives. It is what we most deeply want. 

What is this inescapable longing? I think about the many terms and clichés that 
describe mothers and mothering: Mother Nature, Mother Earth, mother ship, 
motherland, mother lode, Mother of God, Mother Superior, mother tongue, mother’s 
milk, Mother’s Day. There are many more as well, but one strikes me as especially 
noteworthy. It is this: a face only a mother could love.  

The phrase suggests that a mother’s love is unconditional, at least ideally. 
Curiously enough, maternal love and romantic love activate many of the same regions of 
the brain. Researchers at University College in London discovered that love, whether 
maternal or romantic, suppresses brain activity associated with criticism and negative 
emotions. Perhaps this is why we have come to say that there are faces only a mother 
could love. Perhaps it is why we also say that love is blind. 

However imperfect individual parents may be, maternal love symbolizes the 
commitment to love someone no matter what. No matter how imperfect our faces or 
how flawed our character or how dire our circumstances, someone will stand by us and 
love us anyway. The desire to be loved unconditionally, I believe, is the deepest desire 
we have. Love in this sense is an expression of both concern and obligation. Raising 
children requires an abiding commitment to love them and suffer with them, come what 
may.  

This unconditional concern should also extend beyond the walls of our homes. It 
should extend to our neighbors, says the Hebrew Scriptures, and even to our enemies, 
adds Jesus in the Christian New Testament. This kind of love doesn’t necessarily 
indicate fondness for another person or approval of their actions or their character. It 
simply indicates an unconditional commitment to their good.  

Sometimes this kind of love requires judgment or punishment. At other times it 
requires long suffering. Whatever comes, it is an unalterable commitment, a bond that 
cannot be broken. Of course, this kind of commitment is impossible for any one person 
to sustain, which is why humans have always looked to divine sources of unconditional 
love. The New Testament states the situation concisely: love is from God, for God is love.  

There is a moment in Madeleine L’Engle’s book A Wrinkle in Time that captures 
the transforming power of love’s unconditional commitment. The book describes a 
cosmic battle between good and evil, a struggle between the forces of light and the forces 
of darkness. The foot soldiers in this battle are three children: Calvin, Charles Wallace 
and their leader, a girl named Meg.  
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One of the mother figures in the story, a wise old woman named Mrs. Whatsit, 
gives each of the children a stratagem to use in their fight against the forces of darkness. 
To Calvin, she gives the ability to communicate with all kinds of people. To Charles 
Wallace, she gives resilience. And to Meg, she says, “Meg, I give you your faults.” Mrs. 
Whatsit adds, somewhat later, “I love you, and I will always love you.”  

Because Mrs. Whatsit accepts Meg’s faults, Meg can accept them too. And her 
faults — anger, impatience, and stubbornness — turn out to be the key to the children’s 
triumph over the forces of evil. Through Meg, the power of unconditional love ultimately 
vanquishes the forces of darkness.    

In symbolic terms, the book describes end of the battle this way: “Suddenly there 
was a great burst of light through the Darkness. The light spread out and where it 
touched the Darkness, the Darkness disappeared. The light spread until the patch of 
Dark Thing had vanished, and there was only a gentle shining, and through the shining 
came the stars, clear and pure.”  

The theological term for what Meg received from Mrs. Whatsit is grace. Grace is 
the experience of being loved unconditionally, without a view to our merit or 
worthiness. Paul Tillich, one of the greatest theologians of the Twentieth Century, 
describes the experience in the following way:  

 
Grace strikes us when we are in great pain and restlessness. It 

strikes us when we walk through the dark valley of a meaningless and 
empty life. It strikes us when we feel our separation is deeper than usual, 
because we have violated another life, a life which we love, or from which 
we were estranged. It strikes us when our disgust for our own being, our 
indifference, our weakness, our hostility, and our lack of direction and 
composure has become intolerable to us. It strikes us when, year after 
year, the longed-for perfection of life does not appear, when the old 
compulsions reign within us as they have for decades, when despair 
destroys all joy and courage. Sometimes at that moment a wave of light 
breaks into our darkness, and it is as though a voice were saying: ‘You are 
accepted. You are accepted by that which is greater than you, and the 
name of which you do not know….’  

If that happens to us, we experience grace. After such an 
experience, we may not be better than before, and we may not believe 
more than before. But everything is transformed.  
 
More than anything, we want to be accepted — as we are, where we are, without 

conditions or qualifications or performance guarantees. Grace comes to us when we are 
accepted not because of our strength but despite our weakness, when we are celebrated 
not because of our achievements but despite our failures, when we are embraced not 
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because of our beauty but despite our lack of superficial appeal. In the presence of a love 
like this, everything is transformed.  

The work of making divine love real in this world is our work. It is the defining 
task of a spiritual community — of the great family of All Souls. No matter where on the 
planet we find ourselves, no matter our income level or net worth, no matter our gender 
identity or parenting status, each of us longs to be accepted, just as we are. Each of us 
can also see people around us struggling alone in the darkness, desperate souls who 
need to be loved. Our duty, both as individuals and as a congregation, is to reach out to 
them and say, “You are accepted.”  

When divine love comes to our lives and our world in this way, everything is 
transformed. The darkness disappears. The light begins to shine. And morning dawns in 
our lives once again.  


