
What is Mothering Sunday?

Mothering Sunday is celebrated in 
churches on the fourth Sunday in 
Lent. Traditionally it is a day when 
we thank God for the love of our 
mothers, and we thank them in 
person for their care for us. 

The service dates back hundreds of years in 
the UK, when people were encouraged once 
a year, on Laetare Sunday, to return to their 
home or ‘mother’ church or cathedral. The 
name comes from the pre-reformation mass 
for this Sunday in Latin, which is from Isaiah 
66.10 which speaks of the love for Jerusalem 
– the original ‘mother church’. This means that 
there is a small but distinct difference between 
Mothering Sunday, and ‘Mother’s Day’. 

Mother’s Day is an American celebration that 
was instigated in 1914 as a holiday day on 
the second Sunday in May in the US, after 
a campaign by Anna Jarvis to recognise 
the important role of mothers in society 
following the death of her own mother. 
Initially the wearing of a white carnation 
and a proclamation from the House of 
Representatives honoured mothers. The 
commercialisation of the day rapidly grew (and 
Anna Jarvis is known to have spoken against). 

Mothering Sunday as we know it today in the 
UK, and across the Anglican Communion, is 
an evolution of the traditional pre-reformation 
Laetere Sunday observance, the post-
reformation practice of returning home from 
domestic service to visit church and family 
– picking flowers on the way to give to their 
mother and decorate the church – and the 
revival spearheaded by Anglican Constance 
Smith, who read the work of Anne Jarvis. Smith 
campaigned for a revival of Mothering Sunday 
observance in Lent, writing a book ‘Revival of 
Mothering Sunday’ in 1920. The book was so 
influential and widely read that by 1938 it was 
said that every parish in the UK celebrated 
Mothering Sunday. 

Today Mothering Sunday is celebrated in 
churches to acknowledge and thank God for 
the love and care of mothers, to affirm our 
invitation and acceptance as children of God. 
Many churches provide small posies of flowers 
for children in the church to give to their 
mothers to thank them. Increasingly churches 
are aware of those for whom Mothering 
Sunday is a painful time and are including 
prayers and affirmations of care in all its forms 
for children, addressing issues of infertility, 
baby-loss, child-bereavement and parental 
bereavement, particularly of a mother. 

The Children’s Society plays a caring role in the 
lives of over 18,000 children and young people 
with nowhere left to turn. Through partnership 
with the church we believe much can be done 
to bring ‘life in all its fullness’ to children and 
young people. 
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