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INTRODUCTION
To
Beloved Brothers in the Priesthood,
Cherished Religious Men and Women,
Dearest Members of Christ’s Faithful,
----Especially Mothers and Women,
All Men and Women of Goodwill in the Diocese,
My Brothers and Sisters – 

I welcome you all to the holy season of Lent which ultimately leads to the Easter season, both seasons which we call the Paschal Season. I am very happy to address you all this Lenten Pastoral of 2026. I do this first of all in thanksgiving to God, through Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit, that we are privileged again to undergo this rigorous and heart-uplifting season of grace, and for all the ceremonies within it intended for our sanctification. 
As I look back, I see that we have many reasons to be grateful to God. We are grateful for the graces and blessings bestowed on our diocese in the course of the year, especially since after the beginning of Lent/Paschal season of 2025. It is true that last year was not very eventful. Contrary to the case of the few previous years, our diocese did not organise huge occasions like when we hosted the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria (2022), when we had the Episcopal ordination of the auxiliary bishop (2024), when we hosted the Provincial Bishops (August 2024). However, like the power of God which also manifests itself in a “gentle whisper” (cf. Elijah’s narrative, see 1 Kings 19:12), the grace of God was nonetheless abundant in real and silent spectacular ways. God is present not only in the ceremonial big events but also in our day to day lives, in the quietness of our devotions, in the silence of our adoration, in the unspectacular good examples we show, in the ‘Little Way’ (St. Theresa of the Child Jesus) – the little kindness that we do, in the humanly unnoticed love that we share. The blessings of God were still evident all around us. I would only want to mention few of the myriad of blessings.
The Church East of the Niger celebrated the 140th anniversary of the arrival of the missionaries at the shores of the Niger. 5th December 1885 was historic as Father Joseph Lutz and few other missionaries landed in Onitsha. That landing became the realisation of the eternal plan of God to count us also among his elect in Jesus Christ. The light of faith dawned on our land. The rest is now history. The story of Christianity in Igboland is from all intents and purposes, one of the best love stories of Christian evangelization in any soil in the whole world and in history. The coming of the faith in Igboland has become like in the Igbo proverb where the one carrying foo-foo has met the one carrying soup. We thank God that the sacrifices of the missionaries, the sacrifices of our first Christians and their successors, have yielded a giant Church. The celebration was exactly on 5th December 2025 at the Holy Trinity Basilica Onitsha. We pray that the faith continues to spread wider and grow deeper. Long live the Faith!
Still on the note of anniversary, it is important to note that while this year marks the 126 years of the coming of the faith in our diocese – the missionaries having arrived in 1910 – our diocese clocks 45 years this year, having been inaugurated in February 1981 (although created in November 1980). By this, I kick off the notice for the series of preparations that would lead to our Golden Jubilee celebration in five years (2031). We pray to be all alive, in whatever capacity we shall be, to witness this graceful moment. Looking back, we all have reasons to thank God collectively as a community of believers, under the patronage of the Blessed Trinity. 
2025 was a Jubilee Year, titled ‘Jubilee Year of Hope,’ which was kicked off by the late Pope Francis on Christmas Eve of 2024, and ended early this year with the Feast of the Epiphany on January 6, 2026. We are glad that as a diocese, we cued into the programme as stipulated by the universal Church, at the diocesan, regional and parish levels. If there was any community that benefitted from this Jubilee of Hope, it was our diocese. Faced with security challenges, we thank God that we did not succumb into despondency. While we still continue to say our prayer for peace in the region of our land under our diocese, we thank God that there are positive signs of calm. The last Christmas season was generally peaceful. We thank our people who came back for their celebrations, and encourage all to put away fears and be filled with hope and confidence. “The God of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our stronghold” (Psa. 46:7). On 6th January 2026, we gathered in our Cathedral for the official closure to the programme. My trust is that individual Catholics took the necessary spiritual steps – making Sacramental Confession, receiving Holy Communion etc. – to gain the plenary indulgences accruing from the Jubilee Year. 
We thank God for the gift of the many vocations to the priesthood, to the consecrated life, for the many Baptisms, First Communions, Confirmations, Marriages and all other sacraments celebrated in our diocese. We are grateful for the developments and giant strides recorded in the apostolate in the diocese, in the parishes, within the organizations, statutory bodies and sodalities. 
In the course of the year, we dedicated many Churches. More than twelve Churches were completed and dedicated. As I normally explain during dedication ceremonies, the liturgy of Church dedication first of all teaches us that the completed concrete building is totally set apart and consecrated for worship purposes. The Church building is blessed and recognised for what it is – the house of God (cf. 1 Kings 8:13). This therefore calls us to reverence towards the physical structure itself. Secondly and equally very important, in these ceremonies, we go beyond the building made of stones, woods and steel, to the living stones of the temple of God which we are (cf. 1 Peter 2:4-7; Eph. 2:19-22). We dedicate/ rededicate ourselves, the dwelling place of God. The many ceremonies of dedication, and in fact, the fact that our diocese ranks highest in the whole of Nigeria with more dedicated churches is a testimony to the commitment of our faithful to the things of the Church, to the things of God. May it also translate to our dedication to God, individually and collectively! 
On a sad note, last year, with the universal Catholic Church, we suffered the loss of our dear Supreme Pontiff, His Holiness Pope Francis, death which occurred on Easter Monday (21st April) of 2025. As a diocese, confident in the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come, we participated in the funeral rites of this beloved man of God, an advocate for the poor and the environment. May God receive his soul! Nevertheless, God does not leave his own as orphans. We thank him for the gift of Pope Leo XIV. This Augustinian missionary has all it takes to renew the missionary spirit in the universal Church, and particularly sustain the African Church in her generous tempo of supplying missionary force into the universal Church. 


CHAPTER ONE
LENT 2026! THEME OF ‘MOTHERHOOD’
1.1 The Season of Lent:  Ecclesiastes 3: 1-3 Opens with “There is time for everything, and season for every activity under the heaven” 
Lent is s season of introspection, repentance and penance.   Lenten season this year begins February 18, barely a month after the intense high-pitched festive period of Christmas with about few weeks of the ordinary time of the year before it. The mood of the Church and of liturgically sensitive Christians changes from feast to fast, from blast to sober celebration. The period of Christmas saw us singing joyful melodies; the Jingle Bells, - and jingle all the way for that matter – the ding dong merrily on high, Gloria, Hosanna in excelsis. During Lent, it is about sorrow, it is about the cross, it is about ‘bloody sweat and heartbreak’ – ọsịsọ mmee na obi nwute – it is about suffering, it is about death. The mood changes from blasting musical instruments to the silence of organs and drums in some cases, from blast decorations to sober outlook. Christians do this in remembrance that the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, and the beginning of the end of the same ministry, were all marked by this mood. The beginning was marked by his temptation by the devil after fasting for forty days and forty nights (cf. Matt. 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13; Mark 1:12-13). The beginning of the end was marked by this remark: “My soul is sorrowful until death” (Matt. 26:38).
But this is not mood swing in the terms of behavioural psychology. I refer to it as a good mood swing in the terms of spirituality and religiosity, an intended change of focus, a shock to consciousness. In his homily on the Feast of the Epiphany this year while closing the Jubilee door, the Pope affirms: “We are going to close the holy door. The good shepherd has always opened the door of his heart to receive us whenever we feel oppressed. Guided by the Holy Spirit, let us unite our voice to that of the whole Church… It is possible to begin again…. The jubilee was there to remind us that it is possible to begin again….” In Lent, we begin again. That is why the lamentation and sorrow are not the last word. It is hopeful lamentation. The call for ashes is for the purpose of purification and cleansing. Sorrow leads to joy, as Good Friday leads to Easter. New life begins as in spring time. Easter has gotten a powerful symbolism with the egg which represents the budding of a hidden life, a new life. Nature attests to this also, as the period of Lent towards Easter coincides with nature’s season of spring.
Lent is a 40-day period leading up to Easter. The word is derived from the Anglo-Saxon word for spring, when the days lengthen. The 40-day period of Lent evokes some important biblical memories. Noah spent 40 days on the ark during the flood (cf. Gen. 8:6), the Israelites spent 40 years in the wilderness (cf. Exo. 16:35), Moses spent 40 days fasting while on Mount Sinai with God (cf. Exo. 34:28), Elijah spent 40 days and night wandering in the desert (cf. 1 Kings 19:8). Jesus spent 40 days in the wilderness (Luke 4:2) etc. One thing common in all these is that they are all stories of testing and trials. They speak of sacrifice, often including fasting, prayer, and other traditional religious disciplines or practices. 
Lent begins with Ash Wednesday. On Ash Wednesday, Christians, especially Catholics, mark their foreheads with ashes. The ash symbolizes grief and sorrow over sins and repentance. Thus, is begun a programme of fasting (or abstaining from certain foods or physical pleasures), prayer and almsgiving for 40 days. This is done to imitate Jesus Christ’s 40-days fast in the wilderness. This programme takes us through seven weeks of liturgical Sundays that end with a series of celebrations in the Holy Week: Palm Sunday (Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem when he was celebrated as a triumphant king days before the same crowd demanded his death (cf. John 12:12-19), Maundy Thursday (the Last Supper where Jesus institutes the Eucharist (cf. Matt. 26:26-29), Good Friday (Jesus’ crucifixion and death on the cross (cf. Luke 23:26-43), Holy Saturday (the resurrection vigil) and Easter Sunday (the Lord’s resurrection).
In my reflections, I believe that Lent is not a pretentious season. What do I mean? Lent is a first class religious and spiritual celebration that does not give so much room for deception. Lent is clearly demanding. It calls the Christian to order, to truth, to unmask oneself. The New Year, Christmas and other Church feasts are yes quite religious celebrations, but could easily be hijacked by the secular, non-religious world. During Christmas for example, many have tried removing Christ from Christmas; they celebrate big but not Christ. So, it is for some other Church feasts where the feasting could easily be simply secular. On the contrary, the Lenten season is observed by dedicated religious believers. People do not go to obtain ash for fashion. People do not abstain from food as a way of feasting. Lent does not give much room for pretence. One cannot be easily mundane with Lent. 
Nevertheless, while the Lenten tradition is rich and demanding, we can still point at few ways Christians tend to misuse Lent. And this is always a temptation for many Christians. This happens when Lent becomes duty driven or approval driven. Lenten practices could be duty driven when it becomes a routine, or one observes them for the sake of duty. In this sense, it becomes ritualistic. It is not about ticking all the boxes. It is approval driven when one does it to prove to God that I love him, or to gain approval from people. It can also unfortunately be a bargaining – the so called do et des – I do these things to obtain also … from God. This happens when one fasts but without the goal of repentance. Self-denial is not the goal in itself. The goal is to repent and be a better Christian and a better human being. Lent is rather and really a time for spiritual ‘spring cleaning.’ People want to throw the windows open after a long harmattan in order to clean the house of unwanted dirt. Lent urges us to do the same in our religious life. What are the unwanted habits that we want to eliminate from our lives? What are the certain behavioural patterns that make us less than the Christian we should be? 
In the universal Church, Lent 2026 comes with a particular accent; the accent of humility, renunciation and peace, the accent of tenderness. On 10th January, 2026, following the 800th anniversary of the death of St. Francis of Assisi, the Holy Father, Pope Leo XIV declared 2026 as the year of St. Francis. It begins from January 10, 2026 through January 10, 2027. The life of Francis of Assisi is a good model to be postulated during Lent. In his letter announcing the Jubilee, Pope Leo wrote: “The Lord revealed to me that we should say this greeting; ‘May the Lord give you peace!’… Peace is not a formula of courtesy, but the certain proclamation of Christ’s victory over death.” This is classically paschal. The theme of peace is profoundly Franciscan and is greatly needed in our world today. During this special jubilee year, we are invited to rediscover, in the manner of St. Francis, the simplicity of the Gospel, the uncomplicatedness in following Christ’s invitation, to renew our commitment to mercy, to tenderness towards others, to embrace reconciliation with God, with fellow human beings, and with the whole of creation.
1.2	The Theme of ‘Motherhood’
As has often been the case, my Lenten Pastoral themes are themes I propose for reflection for the diocese for the entire pastoral year. Last year, our Lenten Pastoral – Lent of Hope – bearing from the Jubilee Year of Hope, took up the theme of Fatherhood in the Society and in the Church. The theme on ‘Fatherhood’ was discussed in a larger context of the role of families and parents in shaping a better society, following a series I begun two years ago when we discussed the Youth (Trusting God in Time of Hardship: Recent Attraction to Idolatry and Fetishism not the Solution to our Problem. The Youth Particularly. Lenten Pastoral 2024, Orlu, N-Trinity Press, p. 82).
Religion and society are usually the targets of my Lenten Pastorals. This year, following demands, and reasonably too, I have decided to complement the reflection on fatherhood with one on motherhood, to address this other very important angle, if not the core and most intimate of the family – the mothers – in their role in mentoring the family for a better society. It takes two to tango, the proverb says. Families and societies are not built only by fathers, but by fathers and mothers. “In the beginning, God made them male and female” (Gen. 1:27; 5:2) and asked them not only to increase and multiply but to cultivate the earth and till it (cf. Gen. 1:28; 2:15; 9:7). The concept of motherhood, like fatherhood, finds its place in the context of the family. Definitely, many of the reflections on fatherhood may be repeated here, from the general point of view of parenthood. Concerning families and their roles towards the future of the society and the Church, mothers stand at a very significant position. Mothers are at the core of the domestic home, and therefore at the heart of the society’s sanity.
With this Lenten Pastoral on the theme of motherhood, I call therefore on the entire diocese, pastors, priests, religious and lay persons, organisations, associations and sodalities, as is usually the case annually following publication of the Lenten Pastoral, to join me in this reflection and to further it. Our goal is to strengthen the Mothers, our Christian and Catholic Women, both in the Church and in the society, so that they may more and more reflect the image of God who is not only described in patriarchal terms but who also reveals himself in motherly attributes. He is also the God who nurses, provides and feeds us.
Interestingly, mothers or the mother-figure has a special place in the paschal drama which we re-enact in Lent and Easter. The events of the death and crucifixion of Jesus reveals the significant roles of mothers and women. Our Lady went through the Via Crucis, and stood faithfully beside her Son. In fact, the sword pierced her heart (cf. Luke 2:35). Catholic devotional tradition recognises the women of Jerusalem who mourned for our Lord on his way to Golgotha. A woman, Mary Magdalene, was the first to encounter the risen Christ, and became the first apostle of the good news of the resurrection.
1.3	Who is a Mother?
In English dictionaries, the entry ‘mother’ has many possible meanings. As noun, it first of all refers to a biological legal parent, woman in relation to her biological or adoptive child or children, the woman who gives birth to a child or provided the egg as in surrogacy. ‘Mrs. Adanna is the mother of Urenna.’ Here, synonyms are, ‘begetter,’ ‘matriarch,’ ‘mom’ and in some spellings, ‘mum,’ ‘mummy,’ ‘mammy,’ in our Igbo language, ‘nne,’ ‘mma,’ ‘mama.’ In this sense, it includes, ‘a female animal in relation to its offspring.’ A mother is a female parent, providing care, love and guidance with roles extending beyond biological birth which may include adoptive or nurturing figures. A mother is a primary caregiver and a nurturer. 
The term can metaphorically be applied to a source like in the expression: ‘necessity is the mother of invention’ or when we refer to nature as Mother Nature, or acting as, or providing parental stock used without reference to sex, like a mother plant. ‘Mother’ could refer to something that is an extreme or ultimate example of its kind especially in terms of scale: the mother of all construction projects, the mother of all ocean liners. 
Mother could also be a woman in authority, a nun, a superior of a religious community of women, like Mother Teresa of Calcutta. Mother can also be an elderly woman. When rendered in the plural ‘mothers,’ it may connote ancestors, forebears, progenitors, as in the sentence, ‘our mothers were very traditional in their cooking.’ 
As a verb, ‘to mother,’ relating to a woman, means to care for and bring up a child with love and protection, for example in the sentence, ‘she mothers her younger siblings.’ It also means to treat with the protective and maternal care associated with a mother. 
While discussing ‘mothers’ in the Church and society, we do not forget to include what is often normally referred to as mother-figures, just as we have father-figures. A ‘mother-figure’ is usually a woman to whom a person looks up and whom he or she regards as a mother. A mother-figure is usually an older woman, or normally one with authority, or capacity, with whom one can identify on a deeply psychological level and towards whom one feels and generates emotions as one’s biological mother, a woman who assumes the role of a mother or provides maternal support, guidance, and care to someone who may not be their biological child. The APA Concise Dictionary of Psychology defines mother-figure as “a substitute for a person’s biological mother, who performs typical maternal functions and serves as an object of identification and attachment.” Mother-figures may include adoptive mothers, stepmothers, elder sisters, aunties, baby-sitters, teachers, guardians, grandmothers, religious sisters and nuns, female chaplains, family friends like parents’ friends, role models, supervisors, employers or trainers, traditional titled women, counsellors, persons of public trust (like the police), mistresses to apprentices, what our people refer to as ọga madam and all women who have privileged positions to influence the future generation.


CHAPTER TWO
THE BIBLE ON MOTHERHOOD
Motherhood is a central theme in the Bible, reflecting the divine design and purpose for women as life-givers and nurturers. The Bible furnishes us with remarkable examples of motherly love and paints mothers as people who should be women of faith, strength, and immense love. In their actions, courage, and teachings, one observes pure, undying love for their children and an inspiration for the world in which they lived upholding the enduring spirit that overcomes the toughest of ordeals.
2.1	The Mystery of Motherhood
The biblical portrait of creation says that the human being was the last thing to be created and that God created woman out of man (cf. Gen. 2:22). If Adam was the last thing that God created, the understanding is that Adam is the apex of creation. This is clear when it is affirmed that God created the human being in his own image and likeness (cf. Gen. 1:27). One can thus argue that if the man, the last to be created, is the apex of creation, then the woman is the crown of this apex, because she was the last of the last. The impression given in the creation narrative is that man needed a suitable helpmate to make him complete (cf. Gen. 2:18). Can we thus not argue that God introduced woman to crown his image that he created. Women thus came to ‘help’ perfect the created image of God. And this woman is Eve, the mother of all the living. 
The greatest honour or rather the most distinguishing quality given to this crown of creation is motherhood, this ability to bear and bring forth life. God made an everlasting covenant with the human race, which is that from the womb of a woman every living human being will be born. Womanhood is therefore a precious gift. If we all receive our natural birth from the womb of a woman, God again decided that it is the womb of a woman that will be born his Son, Jesus Christ, the saviour of the world, who himself is God. Thus, the mystery of life is tied directly to motherhood.  Mothers are so vital that God Himself could incarnated without a natural father (St. Joseph was the husband of Mary and foster father of Jesus) but not without a mother.  He epitomizes and honours motherhood. 
St. Pope John Paul II writes: 
“Motherhood involves a special communion with the mystery of life, as it develops in the mother’s womb. The mother is filled with wonder at this mystery of life, and ‘understands’ with unique intuition what is happening inside her. In the light of the ‘beginning,’ the mother accepts and loves as a person the child she is carrying in her womb. This unique contact with the new human being developing within her gives rise to an attitude towards human beings – not only towards her own child, but every human being – which profoundly marks the woman’s personality.”
Studies have shown that motherhood helps women develop an increased sense of empathy not just for their children, but also for the world at large. There is no wonder women generally easily develop compassion and awareness of others’ needs. Mothers generally are easily more attentive and sensitive to the fact that others have needs too.
2.2	Biblical Portrait of Motherhood
The role of a mother is esteemed and honoured throughout Scripture, with numerous examples and teachings that highlight the significance of motherhood in God’s plan. It is portrayed as a noble and divine calling, a sacred and significant role, emphasizing the honour, love, and nurturing qualities. Through the examples of biblical mothers and the teachings on maternal responsibilities, the Scriptures provide a rich tapestry of insights into the sacred vocation of motherhood. The scriptures provide encouragement and wisdom for mothers, reminding them of their vital role in nurturing and guiding the next generation. The Scriptures command the honouring of mothers, as seen in the Ten Commandments: “Honour your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land the Lord your God is giving you” (Exo. 20:12). Through honouring mothers and recognizing their contributions, the Bible affirms the significance of motherhood in God’s plan for families and communities. The Bible outlines various responsibilities and virtues associated with motherhood. Mothers are called to nurture, teach, and guide their children in the ways of the Lord (cf. Pro. 31:26-27). It describes the ideal mother as one who “opens her mouth with wisdom, and faithful instruction is on her tongue. She watches over the affairs of her household and does not eat the bread of idleness” (Prov. 31:27). The gift of children to mothers is a blessing. Psalm 127:3 says, “Children are a heritage from the Lord, offspring a reward from him.” This perspective encourages mothers to cherish their role in raising children. In this sense, mothers are in the Bible seen as primary educators in the spiritual and moral development of their children. 
2.3	Notable Mothers in the Bible
The Bible features several notable mothers, from the matriarchs to the women of valour of the New Testament, whose stories provide insights into true motherhood. In the Old Testament, we note personalities like Eve, Sarah, Rebekkah, Deborah, Hannah, Naomi etc. In the New Testament, we encounter the Blessed Virgin Mary and the great names like Elizabeth, the wife of Chuza, Susan, Lois and many other women who helped Christ through their means. 
2.3.1	Eve, Mother of all the Living
Eve was the first woman and mother and is described as “the mother of all the living” (Gen. 3:20). The name Eve, in Hebrew hawwah, a derivation from the root hayah ‘to live,’ means ‘living one’ or ‘source of life.’ According to Genesis, Eve was created by God by taking a rib from Adam and fashioning her to be Adam’s companion. The Hebrew word ṣela‘, traditionally translated ‘rib’ in English, can also mean side, chamber, or beam. Exegetical traditions hold that the use of a rib from man’s side implies that both man and woman have equal dignity. Eve’s role as a mother began the human lineage and set the stage for the unfolding of God’s redemptive history. Despite the negative connotations relating to the Fall and the disobedience by eating of the fruit, she was a woman of many firsts. She was the first woman, the first wife and first mother (of Cain, Abel and Seth), the only woman who was made without a mother and father, the only human being to have come from a man; all others came from women. Eve was strong enough to have navigated motherhood and family in a post-fall world, showing strength and resilience. Eve’s role establishes the foundation for motherhood, highlighting the connection between God the Creator, life and the nurturing of new generations.
2.3.2	Sarah, Mother of Isaac
Sarah, a foundational matriarch in the bible and the wife of Abraham, is a pivotal figure in the narrative of God’s covenant with his people. Originally named Sarai, she is the mother of Isaac. Despite her initial barrenness, God promised her a son, Isaac, through whom the covenant would continue (cf. Gen. 17:19), and despite initial doubt about her miraculous pregnancy at the age of 90 that made her to laugh (cf. Gen. 18:12) when the angelic visitors prophesied it, she is today honoured as a beacon of faith (cf. Heb. 11:11). She is also recognized for her obedience to Abraham. Her account illustrates faith in the fulfilment of God’s promises. She is renowned for her faith and hospitality. God renamed her ‘princess’ (Sarah) to signify her role as mother of nations.
2.3.3	Jochebed, Mother of Moses
The example of Jochebed, the mother of Moses in the Bible (cf. Exo. 2) is catchy. She was a courageous Hebrew woman of the Levite tribe, mother of Moses, Aaron and Miriam. She defied the decree of the Pharaoh to kill every born male Hebrew child and kept her child for months. One can imagine the difficulty in deciding to put her baby in a basket, place her at the bank of the river, and wait for him to be rescued. Her story showcases the meeting point of wisdom, creativity and God’s providence. She quickly thought out a plan not only to save the baby but also a strategy that the baby be placed beside her. She is an example of rare wits, faith (cf. Heb. 11:23) and true sacrifice for the good of the child.
2.3.4	Hannah, Mother of Samuel
The story of Hannah in I Samuel is impressive. Known for her fervent prayer and dedication, Hannah is the mother of Samuel, one of Israel’s greatest prophets. Hannah waited for many years to have a child, but never gave up faithfully praying to God. After many years of yearning for a baby of her own, we know it must have been with great difficulty that she presented her child in the temple and dedicated his life to God. Hannah’s faithfulness and gratitude are exemplified in her song of praise (cf. 1 Sam. 2:1-10). She is an example of what every mother must do. Known for her prayerful dedication, Hannah’s personality illustrates the power of a mother’s faith and commitment. Hannah is role model for mothers who face anxiety about their children; and mothers who live apart from their grown children.
2.3.5	Naomi, Mother-in-law of Ruth and Grandmother of Obed
Naomi, wife of Elimelech, is a central figure in the book of Ruth. She is known for moving from bitter loss to blessedness and restoration. A situation of famine forced her to move from Bethlehem to Moab. There she lost everything, her husband, her two sons, and returned home empty. She asked to be renamed mara’ meaning bitterness because she felt that God had brought her back empty and dealt bitterly with her. Her story turns exemplary because of her devotion to her daughter-in-law Ruth who refused to leave her, and her efforts to secure a future for her through getting her married to Boaz. Her life was transformed from emptiness to fullness when Ruth and Boaz got happily married, and had a son, Obed, whom Naomi raised and who became a key figure in the lineage of David and Jesus. Biblical narrative thus emphasises her faith and resilience, representing the strength of godly women transforming from despair to blessing.
2.3.6     Elizabeth, Mother of John the Baptist
Elizabeth is the cousin of Mary (mother of Jesus) and mother of John the Baptist. St. Luke tells us that both Elizabeth and her husband were “righteous before God, walking in all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord, blameless” (cf. 1:6-7). Mary must have thought very highly of Elizabeth to rush to see her and spend three months of pregnancy with her. Scriptures tell us that Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. Elizabeth must have been the type of mother to nurture John the Baptist to be exactly who God created him to be. She is a role model for those experiencing infertility, older than normal first-time mothers, and mothers of children who have unique personalities.
2.3.7	Mary, Mother of Jesus Christ
Mary, the mother of Jesus, and with the title ‘Mother of God,’ is the most revered mother figure in the Bible. The positive qualities mentioned in the women above, and more, find their perfection in the Blessed Virgin Mary. The Son of God, the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity, took flesh in her womb, and from that moment, the story of women took another higher dimension. Through her, the dignity of women becomes not only maternal but divine. Mary is our model of everything encompassed by motherhood as seen in her fidelity, her humility, her purity, her love of Christ, and her sacrificial spirit. Mary exemplifies obedience and faith, accepting her role as the mother of the Saviour. She accepted God’s will without hesitation, despite the inherent challenges and risks, responding to the angel Gabriel, “I am the Lord’s handmaid, may it happen to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). Mary’s role in the life of Jesus is a testament to her devotion and love. Going deeper, she faithfully accompanied Jesus to the cross, demonstrating a love that persists even in the face of immense suffering (cf. John 19:25-27).
2.3.8	Lois and Eunice, Grandmother and Mother of Timothy
An interesting illustration is found in the relationship between Timothy and his mother Eunice and grandmother Lois in 2 Timothy 1:5. While the passage talks of the “sincere faith” which Paul says he finds in Timothy, the interesting allusion is that Paul clearly mentions that this faith was first lived in his grandmother Lois and mother Eunice. This highlights how the Bible insinuates that the faith is passed down through generations through maternal influence. As referenced in 2 Timothy 1:5, Eunice’s faith, deeply rooted and sincere, was passed onto Timothy, displaying an influential maternal guidance that spans over generations. 
2.4.2	Motherhood as a Reflection of God’s Character
In recent times, feminists and many feminist scholars have criticized the Bible’s portrayal of gender roles. They argue that this reflects a patriarchal bias which has been instrumental to justification of male dominance and female subordination. Few have argued that it is a product of cultural, societal norms and traditional thinking, and not in alignment with God’s intentions in creation; affirming that a correct appreciation of the Bible that is total does not necessarily support this patriarchal bias. 
This said, it is important to note that using female metaphors for God is not a radical feminist innovation. There are many biblical passages that present God in maternal images. It is even found in early Christian history. In the second century, Clement of Alexandria mixed his metaphors in his description of Christians nursing at the breast of God the Father. The Medieval mystic, Meister Eckhart, described God’s all day activity and daily preoccupation: “What does God do all day long? God gives birth. From all eternity God lies on a maternity bed giving birth…”
The concept of God’s nature encompassing maternal characteristics is a theme that, while not as prominently discussed as his paternal attributes, is nonetheless present in the Scriptures. In Deuteronomy 32:11-12, God is compared to an eagle caring for its young: “Like an eagle that stirs up its nest and hovers over its young, he spread his wings to catch them and carried them on his pinions. The Lord alone led him, and no foreign god was with him.” This passage highlights God’s protective and guiding presence, akin to a mother eagle ensuring the safety and growth of her offspring.
Motherhood is often used as a metaphor for God’s care and compassion. Isaiah 66:13 states, “As a mother comforts her son, so will I comfort you.” This aspect of God’s nature highlights his nurturing, compassionate, and protective qualities, often likened to those of a mother. It emphasizes that God’s love is strong and tender, capable of providing both discipline and solace. 
In another context in Isaiah, God labours like a woman in childbirth in God’s love for creation (cf. Isa. 42:14). In Isaiah 49:15, God is like a mother who cannot forget her children. “Can a woman forget her nursing child, or lack compassion for the son of her womb? Even if she could forget, I will not forget you!” Here, the imagery of a nursing mother underscores God’s unwavering commitment and compassion. A very beautiful New Testament corroboration is given in Luke 13:34 when Jesus cries over Jerusalem: “How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!” (cf. also Matt. 23:37). As a hen gathering her brood, the mothering God protects his children under her wings. Many passages convey God’s gentle guidance and provision, reminiscent of a mother’s loving attention to her child’s needs. In Hosea 11:3-4, God reflects on his tender care for Israel: “It was I who taught Ephraim to walk, taking them in my arms, but they never realized that it was I who healed them. I led them with cords of kindness….” 
2.4.3	The Broader Theological Context
Today we describe God in feminine terms, not because God is actually a woman, but because feminine or maternal traits say something true about God and about their experience with God. The same must be said of masculine and paternal images for God. We must not confuse these metaphors with God’s reality. 
[bookmark: sub]While the Bible predominantly uses masculine pronouns and titles for God, these maternal images remind us that God’s love and care transcend human gender distinctions, encompassing the full spectrum of parental love. The maternal aspect of God’s nature complements His paternal attributes, offering a more complete picture of his relationship with humanity. It is not necessary to replace our traditional ‘God the Father’ with ‘God the Mother’ as some theologically unhinged feminists would want to force us to do. Nevertheless, mothering is something people of all genders can do when they offer love, support, nurture, and guidance to others. Mothering is more of an action rather than of being. As it concerns God therefore, the Mother God or mothering God gives birth to us and nurtures us. Hence, if the Bible does not explicitly call God ‘mother,’ that does not depict a misogynist act. It is only an attempt to emphasize God’s transcendence over nature and emphasize the confluence of the fatherly God with motherly compassion and love.


CHAPTER THREE
MOTHERS, MOTHERS, MOTHERS: IN PRAISE OF MOTHERS
This chapter is about mothers’ roles in the family and society. Mothers’ role is multi-faceted. From the child to the husband to the home, to the Church and to the society, it is mothers all the way. A mother plays many roles over the course of her child’s life – each one vital to shaping her child in different ways. Whether she is the primary caregiver, working parent, or both, she holds an incredibly important role in her family. They play a crucial role in shaping society by nurturing future generations, instilling values, and advocating for social change. The role of mothers can vary significantly across different cultures. For instance, in many African societies, the influence of mothers extends beyond the home; they are seen as the heart of the family, responsible for nurturing, educating, and preserving cultural traditions and shaping community dynamics. 
3.1	Primary Caregiver and Emotional Guide
It is the mother who literally broke herself to conceive the baby, used her body to feed and sustain it for months, changed each gag-inducing dirty diaper, pushed his little arms into the shirt, steadied the arms as she learns to walk, so the child will be able to sustain some level of autonomy. Mothers have the main role in raising children. Whether she is there at home full-time or a working mother or anything in between, this role of caregiver is an incredibly, breathtakingly beautiful miracle that many mothers daily perform, a role most intense with younger children, but which never goes away even when the kids become adults.
Even if the mother is not the breadwinner, she is the one who makes sure that there is food on the table for both father and children. From infancy to adulthood, mothers guide, educate, and set a good example for their children. A mother’s love and attention is very significant in shaping children’s personalities. This love becomes a strong foundation for children’s emotional and social development. To a nurturing mother is entrusted the emotional needs of her kids. She holds them when they are sad, cheers with them when they are happy, helps them manage their anger, calms them when they are afraid, and helps them navigate with their feelings.
3.2	Primary Educators
Mothers play a role in providing early education to children, which is very important as quality early education helps children develop their potential and skills early on. She is usually the child’s first language and maths teacher, as the child learns the first words, papa and mama and as she reads nursery rhymes to their children and counts 1 to 10 to them over and over again. When they begin school she helps them understand the importance of academic advancement and how this can help their lives in the future. Mothers begin to include the children in the family chores. This is where many people have commented in the unfortunate practice where some mothers employ the services of maids who literally do these chores in the house while their children learn nothing. This is no good training for the child. When will these children learn to do these so that they can be responsible fathers and mothers in their own stead in the future? Once I visited a home, I saw a note written boldly in a conspicuous place: “We all work together to keep our house clean.” This became the slogan the mother repeats with the children each morning after morning prayers on Saturdays. 
3.3	Teaching Values, Morals and Shaping Future Generations
Mothers play a foundational role in imparting the correct values to their children. The values and lessons imparted by mothers significantly influence their children’s character, shaping them into respectful and compassionate individuals. This role is foundational for building a strong and cohesive society. 
The virtues that mothers can live out and teach are many. Often regarded as the moral compass of their families, it is mainly and first of all from mothers that children learn essential values such as empathy, kindness and respect. Through actions and words, they mould the children’s adult comportment and influence how they interact with others in the society. They establish boundaries and enforce discipline, which helps children understand that actions have consequences and so develop self-discipline. By so doing, they influence community norms and model expectations and at the same time promote a culture of responsibility and care not only in the family but in the larger society. 
3.4	Organizing the Household and Maintaining Family Harmony
Mothers literally do the work of housekeeping or home-keeping. Even when she is a career woman, most of the times, the burden of organizing the household falls on them. Mothers play an important role in ensuring that the needs of all family members are well met. They are often responsible for household arrangements, planning family activities and financial management. They take care of the household expenses and teach children to be responsible with money. By organizing a schedule of activities, mothers can ensure that quality family time is maintained, such as meal, work, play and prayer times. Without prejudice to the father’s headship of the house, mothers have also been described as the brain of the family. Most times they carry the mental weight of the family. It falls on them to know what needs to be purchased for the house, makes appointment with the doctor and the priest, organize the arrival and reception of visitors, supervise occasions in the family, prepare the kids for schools with the school runs involved, etc. As the brain of the family, mothers often have to think and remember things for everyone; and this can be mentally exhausting.
The tender heart of women and mothers help them to be often the ones who mediate as arbiters in resolving conflicts among family members. Mothers have high emotional sensitivity and can ease tension and create a harmonious atmosphere at home. Mothers who have good communication skills can help improve understanding among family members. She can teach children and spouses to communicate openly and frankly. She can listen attentively to all parties, propose fair solutions, and help reach agreements that satisfy everyone. 
3.5	Support to their Spouses
Mothers are the first support fathers and husbands can boast of. Support here comes from many angles; it could be emotional, it could be career, it could be financial etc. Mothers are the ones who always provide emotional support to family members, both in joy and sorrow. Mothers become a place to vent and a place to find peace for family. This support is very important to help family members, especially the husbands, to cope with stress, worries, or personal problems they may be experiencing. Mothers can be a source of inspiration and motivation. Through words of encouragement, mothers help encourage family members to reach for their goals, overcome obstacles, and continue to grow personally and together. Many mothers also play a role in supporting their partners’ career. They plan together with their husbands to set the vision and career goals both for themselves and for their children. This includes actively participating in the family’s long-term plans. In many occasions, mothers have become the major breadwinners in their families, boosting the financial capacity of the home. Igbos have a term that encapsulates this aspect of the wife’s role when they refer to a wife as odoziaku, literally meaning one who properly manages wealth.
3.6	Maintaining Family Traditions and Values
While fathers generally impart the cultures of a people to their children, mothers play an important role in maintaining and passing on family traditions and values from generation to generation, giving family members some sense of family identity. They teach about the customs and moral values that form a strong foundation for the family. As older generations, we can never forget gathering round the mother in the evenings to hear stories and folktales which are full of moral lessons. Unfortunately, the television screen and handsets seem to have replaced this for the younger generation, and they are not better off for that. Younger siblings easily get to know the family ways and practices because mothers insist on this on the older siblings. Some families have respectful ways of addressing their older siblings. Some families have their peculiarity in dress codes, celebration of birthdays, feast days, First Communion, Confirmation, reception of visitors, etc. Mothers are at the helm of these. 
3.7	Advocating for Community and Social Change
Mothers have historically been at the forefront of social movements. They advocate for issues such as education, healthcare, and social justice. It is on record today that mothers are more present at the Parents-Teachers meeting of our schools. Their voices can drive significant societal changes, because they often prioritize the well-being of not only their children but also the broader community. In many societies, mothers easily organise themselves to raise awareness and mobilize support for various causes. 
3.8	Mothers with their Female Children
Finally, it is important to say a word about mothers in their relationship especially with their girl children. Mothers are not only for their female children, we must admit. They are also there for the boys. Each relationship is unique, but the relationship between the mother and her daughter is particularly peculiar. What exactly constitutes a positive mother-daughter relationship? It is not about being perfect; it is about being present. But again, it is not just about being present; it is about active engagement, emotional availability, consistent support and presenting a role model front. The mother-daughter relationship is a bond often underestimated, but which plays pivotal role in influencing the girl’s emotional well-being and overall success in life. When a girl child is born and grows, she sees her mother as a towering figure, a multifaceted model of strength, femininity, virtues and values. As the mother performs her various roles in the family, the girl invariably will begin to align herself with such style of womanhood and motherhood. This imprint made so early in life is not superficial because it is the basis on which the girl builds her understanding of what being a woman is. The quality and close relationship between the girl and her mother helps the former to develop higher self-esteem and better emotional regulation. It translates to how she treats others, especially men – her future husband –to her emotional responses to stress and conflict, to the formation of her values and moral compass, choices and relationship dynamics.
A daughter will grow up and probably will get married to a man someday. How will she comport herself? Mothers are relationship coaches to their daughters. In some cultures, how the girl turns out eventually in life is easily seen as the mother’s credit or fault as the case may be. In Igboland, if there are enquires families make before proposing for marriage to a young girl, the character of the mother is paramount. People believe that the girl will eventually be a replica of the way the mother behaves; and so, mothers take special pride to see that their girl-child is well trained. Sometimes, young men are afraid to marry because of the model their own mothers provided, and how they treated their husbands before their children. 
We have to admit that there are very many challenges to mother-son/daughter relationship. Common challenges include: Generational differences in values and expectations, communication barriers especially during adolescence, unresolved issues from the mother’s childhood, work-life balance struggles that diminish quality time together. Awareness of these realities helps the mother to find the best way to institute an atmosphere of dialogue, patience and understanding with the daughter or son.
3.9	Absence of a Mother-figure
While the positive impacts of a strong mother-child relationship are clear, it is equally important to address the effects of maternal absence. A lot of circumstances – sickness, death, separation, divorce etc – today in our contemporary society make it possible that there are many occasions where the mother-figure is absent. Children who grow up without a mother often face significant challenges; higher rates of behavioural problems, increased risk of substance abuse, greater likelihood of academic struggles and difficulties in forming healthy relationships. The Igbo people see in this relationship the key to thorough training when they describe a child who constantly misbehaves metaphorically saying that the child behaves as ‘nwa na-aṅujighi mmiri ara afo’ (literally a child who as a baby did not get enough breast milk). This is proverbial but points at a real danger to a child who did not just have enough breast milk, but enough mother-care. Increased adolescent risk behaviours such as substance abuse and out-of-wedlock pregnancy are likely part of signs of the absence of the mother’s positive influence. Children who suffered the absence of a mother-figure are likely to lack focus and precision. As for the effects on the society at large, a child who lacked this necessity of life may have the tendency of going out of his or her way to explore other illegitimate means to have it. Boys are likely to engage in criminal activities and end up as social misfits. Girls are likely to easily and innocently fall prey to unscrupulous men who disguise themselves as protectors. On the contrary, the positive effects on the society at large include lower crime rates, higher educational attainment, improved economic stability, stronger family units. 
There is no certainty however that the absence of a mother will doom a child to failure. But studies and experience confirm that such an absence does create additional hurdles. In such unfortunate instance, other female role models or mother-figures – aunties, teachers, mentors, must step in.



CHAPTER FOUR
THE CHRISTIAN MOTHER
What was described in the immediate previous chapter concerns the role of mothers everywhere irrespective of generation, race, clime or religion. However, for Christians the call is higher. In the Gospels, Christ enjoins his followers to go beyond the virtues of the public- (cf. Matt. 5:20). As the salt of the earth and the light of the world (cf. Matt. 5:13ff.), our configuration in Christ is a deeper calling. And Jesus broadened the scope of relationship beyond the limits of consanguinity. While he was preaching and was told that his mother and brethren were looking for him and to have a word with him, he reacted thus: “Who is my mother? Who are my brothers and sisters? All who listen to my word are my mother, my brothers and my sisters” (Matt. 12:50; Luke 8:21).
4.1	Unfortunate Evolutions in Family Structure
Mothers have been mothers all through the centuries. But roles are changing or shifting. By the changing roles of the mother, I am actually referring to a more fundamental change; the changes in family structure. The family has always been seen as the bedrock of communities. The traditional definition of the family has at its core composition, a father (male), a mother (female) and child or children. Age and sex help to define roles in this human composition. The father is usually the bread winner and protector of the family; the mother is at the forefront of the domestic training and nourishing of the family. In some cultures, the concept of extended family is significant. 
Our collective view of the family unit, as people of Igbo extraction, is quite different from the views of the Western world. If we observe closely what is implied when Igbo people traditionally talk of family, we see that, to our people, family refers in a very large context to a group of people living under one household, or clan. Polygamy and even concubinage were part of Igbo culture, and it was well accepted and acknowledged by our people as a man’s legitimate right, if he so chooses to have multiple women as mothers in his household.
Family life in the West has profoundly changed over the past half century. To the Westerners, and for very long time, family basically has consisted of one father, one mother, and their biological or adopted children. This traditional definition is challenged today from many fronts. From marriage being a union of a man and a woman, one now hears in some quarters of a union of persons whether biologically they are male or female. All too frequently, the media reminds us that popular movements and lobby groups are making frantic efforts to redefine ‘family.’ The nuclear family, which at one point served as the unchallenged cultural ideal in the West, is slowly being replaced with a more diverse set of social arrangements. First, there is the rise of single-parent households. Few decades ago, the overwhelming majority of children were raised in two-parent households, but many children today are raised in other types of household. Divorce and remarriage have become much more common that you have now many single mothers and single fathers. Marriage rate is falling; many young adults in particular, are rethinking what it means to be family. Some consider tying the knots in an official ceremony as irrelevant. As marriage has become more optional, cohabitation (before or in lieu of a formal union) has grown throughout the Western world. The weakening of the institution of marriage has been accompanied by a growing tolerance for premarital and extramarital sexual behaviour and out-of-wedlock childbearing. Many newly married couples do not care about religious wedding. Religion, which at one time was at the centre of family and married life, has become less prominent. 
Many people ruminate on what the causes of these novelties are. Definitely, we must look into a number of cultural, economic, and social conditions like secularism and liberalism. The media is guilty of spreading these weird ideas as television shows, movies and advertisements portray different images of families which challenge the traditional structures. 
We want to believe that the situation in Africa is still a better story to imagine. Many African countries have vigorously fought against the so-called progressive and liberal ideas and have tried to allow the family retain its traditional connotations and clouts. However, the picture dressed above does not only concern the Western world. Africa is not totally different as the situation is no longer as it had been. 
We must mention here that much evolution has also occurred in Igbo communities in the last decades regarding family structure, and ipso facto, regarding the role of the family members – father, mother, children etc. The changes in family systems that have occurred over the past half century throughout the Western world are now spreading across the globe to nations that are experiencing economic development, technological change, and shifts in cultural beliefs. We now often have broken marriages; wait and take, ‘use and throw away marriages’ have also become our lot. Unlike before, our judicial vicars are overburdened with cases from couples demanding for annulments of marriages. Living outside wedlock, cohabitation, concubinage, are no longer stories from the Western world. Polygamy is still practised in some places. We know the efforts of many international lobby organizations to download anti-family structures like same-sex marriages to Africa. Unfortunately, they use money as bait to corner some of our leaders who pave way for them. Fortunately, religion and religious sensitivities still play a lot of roles among our people who put in effort to reject these ideas.  
Without considering these new situations as normal, the actual situation is that things have not been the same, and the roles of family members in the structure are also undergoing evolution. 
4.2	The Christian Mother Today
A lot has been said about the roles of the mother in the third chapter above. These are valid for all mothers, whether Christian or of any other religion, or even of no religion at all. But there is more to the Christian mother. Here will not be a repetition of what has been said earlier, but about some specificities concerning Christian motherhood. 
4.2.1	The Christian Mother is first of all a Christian
The first hallmark of a Christian mother is that she is a Christian; she believes in the God of Jesus Christ. Believing in Christ implies being animated by the Spirit of Christ and being proud to be a member of the Church. St. Paul says: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). Being a Christian and being a member of the Church means also to participate actively in the mission of Christ made concrete first of all in the life of the Christian community. This implies concretely being part of the Sunday assembly of the faithful, living the life of the sacraments, and helping in animating the mission of the Church in the society.
4.2.2	In the Footsteps of the Blessed Virgin Mary
Christian motherhood reflects the image of the Blessed Virgin Mary who is the epitome of motherhood, and who exemplifies in her life all the virtues of the great women extolled in the Bible. For the Christian mother, the Blessed Virgin is the greatest example of what a mother should be. This is why their national slogan is “Through Mary our Mother! We succeed! The Christian mother reflects the faith of Mary. The demonstration of Mary’s faith is found in her encounter with the Angel at the Annunciation. Her ‘yes’ is seen as her act of faith. Mary is an icon of humility and a beacon of perseverance. With Joseph, she dedicated Jesus to God; an act of consecration which shows that Mary acknowledged that God had a plan for her son and that she is ready to co-operate with this plan. Christian mothers learn from Mary to consecrate their families and children to God through Baptism, Confirmation, First Holy Communion and to be open to whatever vocation God is calling their children. Mary is seen as a mirror of love perfectly reflected in the tender nurture she gave to her son Jesus Christ. She accompanied him in his human development. In moments of danger, she fled to Egypt to save the child’s life from the hands of the wicked Herod. She gave him training and discipline. When the Gospel says that Jesus was obedient to the parents (cf. Luke 2:5), it means that Mary did not ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’ (cf. Prov. 13:24). They took Jesus to the synagogue in Nazareth each week in observance of the Sabbath (cf. Luke 4:16), reflecting the religious training mothers give to their children. Mary interceded for the wedding couple at the wedding at Cana. This advocacy mirrors the role that mothers should fulfil in the Church and society. They fight to cease lack. On the way to Calvary, she identified with him, thus mirroring a perfect example for today’s mothers to love, cherish and care for their families in hard times. 
4.2.3	For the Christian Mother, the Marriage Covenant is a Sacrament
The first Canon in marriage (Code of Canon Law, 1055), says “The marriage covenant, by which a man and a woman establish between themselves a partnership of their whole life, and which of its own very nature is ordered to the well-being of the spouses and to the procreation and upbringing of children, has, between the baptized, been raised by Christ the Lord to the dignity of a sacrament.” A Christian mother observes every good ethos of traditional marriage, and at the same time, rejects the provisions in traditional marriage that are antithetical to the Christian faith. In many traditional societies, like the African, for example, polygamy and divorce are allowed. The Christian mother is governed by the law of Christ as taught by Christ, and respects ‘unity and indissolubility’ (Can. 1056) as the essential properties of marriage. For a Christian mother, marriage is a sacred covenant between a man and a woman, with God, extending beyond legal contract or social institution. It is a holy union reflecting the relationship between Christ and the Church. The spiritual dimension of this covenant emphasizes mutual love, honour, and a shared commitment to seeking divine guidance.
Many biblical passages guide the Christian mother in her convictions about family morality. A good example is the family ethics of St. Paul as described in the Letter to the Ephesians (cf. Eph. 6:1-4) where he details the roles of the different members of the family. The Christian mother rightly understands that the husband is the head of the family. While the husband should love the wife as Christ loves his bride, the Church, the wife should respect her husband and obey him as the Church is under Christ. Though they are made equal partners – God made the human being “male and female” (Gen. 1:27; 5:2) – she appreciates the fact that the husband is the head of the family as Christ is the head of the Church.
Christian motherhood stands today to be the bulwark against many of the ill winds that do not blow the family any good in the modern time. For a Christian mother, the law of God and the Church regulate the conjugal relationship; aspects regarding child bearing, sexual union as open to the procreation of children, responsible parenthood, respect to the life of the unborn, the training of children etc. 
4.2.4	The Sanctuary of the Domestic Church
The Christian mother is the sanctuary of the domestic Church which the family is. A good Christian mother makes time for her family and anchors her family in Christ. A Christian mother not only meets the physical needs of her family, but also the spiritual and religious needs. She will apply God’s practical wisdom to her everyday life and guide her children in the same way. The Christian mother is animated by Christian principles in the education and instruction of her children. Biblical wisdom in many instances gives some summary instructions to mothers. Proverbs 31 depicts a woman who is industrious, wise, and kind, caring for her family and household. Proverbs 22:6 instructs mothers to “train up a child in the way he should go.” Titus 2:3-5 calls for older women to be godly examples and to mentor younger women in loving their husbands and children. 
In practical terms, the Christian mother cooperates with the husband and leads the way to Sunday Mass, and ensures that the family lives the life of the Sacraments. Our mother used to tell us stories from the Bible, stories of the lives of the saints; a great enlightenment and encouragement in the faith to us. 
A Christian mother does not just discipline the children. She disciplines with tenderness, and commends her children in the process. No matter how frustrated or angry she gets, she expresses loving concern for the welfare of her children. Discipline entails advice, correction, education and chastisement when needed, knowing that God chastises the child whom he loves (cf. Heb. 12:6).
4.3	Call to Sainthood: Mothers who Became Saints, Role models
In our modern world, it is essential to have role models of women who exhibited virtues and willingly embraced the joys and challenges of motherhood. Our reflection takes us to considering married women, mothers and mother-figures, who were heroic in their role as mothers and who have been canonized saints in the Catholic Church. While treating fatherhood last year, I made this remark: Few lay men or women in the Church have been formally canonized. Truth be told, the majority of saints belonged to religious communities, are mainly popes, bishops, priests and nuns. The irony is that people in these states of life make up a tiny percentage of the Church. More than 99 percent of Christians (Catholics) have been lay persons, and yet, the number of lay persons declared saints is quite in the minority. Does this suggest that sainthood is reserved mainly or only for the ordained priests and professed religious? If so, this is not very inspiring to the lay faithful.
The reason however may not be far-fetched. The formal protocols and canonization process quite often require a group of people very interested and committed in bringing up the cause and pursuing it till one is beatified and canonized. Even though some dioceses have put up the promotion of the cause of particular lay persons, for example, Miss Vivian Uchechi Ogu (Benin Archdiocese, but indigene of Ahiara diocese), most often it is religious communities who really take up meaningfully the prayerful process needed for someone to be investigated, declared venerable, have a miracle authenticated, then be formally beatified, have a second miracle approved and eventually canonized. That is why most of the lay people who are saints were mainly martyrs; Thomas More, Edith Stein, etc or they founded religious congregations like Elizabeth Ann Seton or Margaret of Cortona. 
In all honesty, holiness belongs to God alone. Human beings can reflect that holiness, and in different ways. Furthermore, holiness is possible in every clime, every age, every walk and circumstances of life. This is made clear in Vatican II Council’s ‘Dogmatic Constitution on the Church’ (Lumen gentium) in Chapter Five that discusses ‘The Universal Call to Holiness.’ When this reflection of holiness in an individual becomes very clear to the Church to heroic proportions, the Church pronounces the individual as blessed or saint. This proclamation is not to ‘honour’ the individual. There is no amount of earthly honour that can increase the happiness of one who is already enjoying eternal bliss with God. It is rather to encourage the living faithful still in the pilgrimage of faith. 
Even if we do not have a long list of known saints who are married, when the Church celebrates the Feast of All Saints, she acknowledges that the list we have does not exhaust the number of saints in heaven. The first reading on the Feast of All Saints from the Book of Revelation (7:2-14ff.) talks of a multitude of people impossible to count, from every nation, language, race and surely, states of life; what the Letter to the Hebrews refers to as a “great crowd of witnesses” (Heb. 12:1). 
So mothers can be saints and a lot of them have become saints. Below are few in the list of mothers who have been canonized saints, and who achieved sainthood through the fulfilment of their vocation as mothers. It cuts across different walks of life; from single mothers to working mothers to spiritual mothers. Some were simple citizens, some were royals (e.g. St. Helen), some were peasant workers, some were educated etc. What is more? Some have also raised their children so well that they too became saints. These saints serve as a reminder of the profound impact that mothers can have on their families and the broader community, and their lives continue to inspire and guide many today. Every mother can explore the list, choose a Saint who speaks to one’s heart, and ask for her intercession to be a guide on one’s motherhood journey.
4.3.1	St. Anne
Perhaps the best point to begin will be with Saint Anne, the mother of Mary and the grandmother of Jesus, whose devotion is popular in our local Church among the older women’s generation of our Catholics. Incidentally, the devotion to St. Anne seems to be in less fervour with the younger generation. Existing information about Saint Anne comes from the Gospel of James and Catholic legend; and so there is much debate over the details of her life. But regardless, it can be agreed that to be mother to Jesus’ earthly mother, Saint Anne must have been a faithful, devoted woman. According to written and oral tradition, Saint Anne was barren for much of her life. One day in her advanced years, she conceived Mary, the mother of Jesus, as the fruit more of grace than of nature. Saint Anne dedicated the life of her child to the service of God when she was only three; a decision that was undoubtedly formative in the shaping of the future of our Blessed Lady. Feast day (with the husband St. Joachim) July 26.
4.3.2	St. Emilia
Emilia, also known as Emilia or Emily, is venerated as a saint in both the Eastern Orthodox and the Roman Catholic Church. Born in the late third to early fourth century (c. 375), when Christianity was only beginning to gain ground and posing a challenge to the Roman Empire, Emilia spent much of her later years, after her husband’s death, with her eldest daughter St. Macrina. Emilia and her daughter lived a life dedicated to God, surrounded by servants whom they treated as equals. Their ascetic way of life attracted a following of many women, and thus they created a convent-like atmosphere where they shunned materialism and pursued a pure and devout Christian life. Five of her ten children would be named Saints by the Catholic Church: Saints Macrina, Basil, Peter of Sebaste, Gregory of Nyssa, and Theosebia. Thus, she has gained the title, ‘Mother of Saints’! St. Emilia is a beautiful example of creating a culture of prayer and holiness in the home. She is role model for mothers of large families; mothers of children in religious vocations. St. Emilia declared: “To you, O Lord, I give the first fruits and the tithe of the fruit of my womb. The first fruit is my first-born daughter, and the tithe is this, my youngest son. Let these be for you a rightly acceptable sacrifice, and let your holiness descend upon them!” Feast Day is May 30.
4.3.3	Bl. Marie Concepcion Cabrera
Popularly known as Blessed Conchita, Blessed Marie Concepcion Cabrera de Arida, born 1862 in Mexico, was a wife, mother, grandmother and later a widow. The seventh out of 12 children, she married in 1884 and became a mother of nine. The first Mexican laywoman to be beatified in 2019, she penned 60,000 pages of theological reflection. In 1913, Marie Concepcion travelled to the Holy Land and Rome on a pilgrimage. There she met with Pope St. Pius X in a private audience. The Holy Father granted her permission for the foundation of the Missionaries of the Holy Spirit which was founded in 1914. She bequeathed to the Church numerous mystical and autobiographical texts, her letters to different recipients, and her catechetical and devotional writings. Feast day is March 3.
4.3.4	St. Monica
St. Monica was a mother of steadfast prayer. Her son, St. Augustine, was not always a saint! For many years, she suffered and prayed for the conversion of her rebellious and wayward son. Mrs. Monica never gave up on Augustine. She followed him from Africa to Rome in order to watch over him. Known for her unwavering prayer for her son, her virtue was perseverance. Augustine eventually became one of Christianity’s greatest theologians. She is an example to all mothers that their ultimate goal should be the salvation of their children. St. Monica is role model for mothers of disobedient children, mothers of children who have lost their faith, mothers who also care for their aging parents in-laws. Feast Day is August 27.
4.3.5	St. Elizabeth Ann Seton
Born on August 28, 1774 on Staten Island, Saint Elizabeth was originally an Episcopalian. In Italy, she was captivated by the beauty of Catholicism, and converted in 1805. St. Elizabeth Ann Seton was a dedicated wife and mother of five children. Following her husband’s sudden death, she was left as a single mother with no money. Elizabeth started a Catholic school for girls in Baltimore, Maryland, at the request of a priest. That was the first Catholic school in the United States. Elizabeth Ann Seton was the first American to be canonized as a saint and is best known for her role in starting children’s parochial education in America. Her most lasting impact, however, was her founding of the Sisters of Charity of Saint Joseph in 1809 – the first religious order in America. This order helped hospitals and orphans. She is role model for single mothers and working mothers. Feast Day is January 4.
4.3.6	St. Zelie Martin
St. Zelie Martin, born 1831, was the mother of St. Thérèse of Lisieux, a devout mother who instilled faith in her children and was recently canonized alongside her husband Louis Martin in October 2015. Zelie is best known as the mother of St. Thérèse, but all five of her living children entered the religious life. This gives us insight into the emphasis on living a life for God that was present in the Martin home. She is noted to have said: “When we had our children, our ideas changed somewhat. We lived only for them. They were all our happiness, and we never found any except in them. In short, nothing was too difficult, and the world was no longer a burden for us. For me, our children were a great compensation, so I wanted to have a lot of them in order to raise them for Heaven.” She is role model for mothers who suffer from headaches, mothers with cancer, mothers who have lost a child (4 of the Martin’s children died during childhood), stay at home mothers. Feast Day is July 12.
4.3.7	St. Gianna Beretta Molla
St. Gianna was a wife and a mother. Born in Italy on October 4, 1922, Saint Gianna trained as a medical doctor, specializing in paediatrics. Throughout her life as a single woman, she dedicated her medical skills toward helping mothers and babies, as well as the underprivileged. Later she got married to Pietro Molla in 1955 and dedicated her life to raising her family. During her fourth pregnancy, she had complications caused by a fibroma tumour. Faced with the high-risk pregnancy, doctors told her that only an abortion would save her own life. Gianna chose to honour the Catholic commitment to the dignity of human life. She chose life for her baby and gave birth to a healthy child on April 21, 1962. She died few days later. A pro-life advocate, her sacrifice for her child is a commitment to honouring human life and to the sacred vocation of motherhood. It was credited to her for saying: “One earns paradise with one’s daily task,” and that “the secret of happiness is to live moment by moment and to thank God for all that he, in his goodness, sends to us day after day.” Saint Gianna Molla is role model for working mothers, those experiencing a difficult pregnancy and mothers who are ill. Feast Day is April 28. 
4.3.8	St. Mother Teresa of Calcutta
It is interesting to include this nun who had no biological children of her own, but whose personality is a mother-figure to millions of people worldwide. Born in Macedonia as Gonxha Agnes Bojaxhiu in 1910, she joined the Sisters of Loreto in Ireland in 1928. Here, she was given her religious name, Mary Teresa, and was sent to be a teacher at Saint Mary’s School, where she later became principal. On September 10, 1946, Sr. Teresa experienced a pivotal moment, in her own words, “a call within a call” when it became evident to her that she was to commit her life to the poor. Thus she began her work “for the salvation and sanctification of the poorest of the poor.” She founded the Congregation of the Missionaries of Charity, and committed herself to the service of those at the lowest slums of Calcutta. Her sisters eventually went international as they served the impoverished in many places. Her mercy and sacrifice were so profound that she was awarded the Nobel Peace prize in 1979. Mother Teresa may not have had any biological children, but she had millions of spiritual children. She cared for those whose own mothers had forsaken and abandoned. Her compassion and empathy are an example for all mothers. Mother Teresa’s extraordinary selflessness caused Pope John Paul II to skip the customary 5-year waiting period between beatification and canonization. She is a role model for adoptive mothers; those who have spiritual children. Feast Day is September 5.
Examples of bad women not to be emulated include Lady Macbeth and Jezebel wife of King Ahaz.
4.3.9 Lady Macbeth.  Though this is a fictional character in Shakespeare’s play, she depicts the behaviour of some women in our society today. She was the crafty wife who used female methods of achieving power to manipulate her husband. She was ambitious and cruel.  Despite his husband’s several objections she questioned his manhood until he committed murder to prove himself.  Sooner, nemesis cut up with her, she began to slow slide in to madness, she began to sleep walk through the castle, washing away invisible bloodstain.  Eventually she committed suicide as she was unable to cope the quilt of shading the blood of Dunkin.  Accusations abound and sometimes proven of wives or other women who induce men to commit murder or other evil acts to satisfy the ambitions their personal ambitions.  Lady Macbeth’s ambition was to be the queen but the ambition today may be marriage, land, property, position etc. no matter what. The eventual end of Lady Macbeth should be a lesson.

4.3.10  Jezebel (1 Kings 16). Was the 9th century of King Ahaz of Israel. She was notoriously wicked and interfered with exclusive worship of Hebrew God. She promoted Baal worship and killing of prophets of Yahweh.   She seductive, treacherous, murderous and manipulative of her husband.  She was seeking more power and sort to destroy all who questioned her. Very prominent in her evil behaviour was in an attempt to secure a vineyard for her husband Ahaz, she framed and executed a man named Naboth.  As predicted by prophet Elijah, she died a violent death, thrown from a window and eaten by do gods.   Her husband Ahaz didn’t die a peaceful death.  Lessons for our Jezebels of today. 

CHAPTER FIVE
CHALLENGES TO MOTHERHOOD IN OUR CONTEXT 
AND PASTORAL ADMONITIONS
Motherhood has not essentially changed since the beginning of human life. However, each epoch presents new challenges to Mothers in their roles in the families and in the society. While we praise the mothers and extol the Christian mothers for all they do in the society and in the Church, we want to acknowledge that the path of motherhood in our modern times, and particularly in our context, is not an easy one. Motherhood in the 21st century presents a number of unique challenges that differ from those of the past. The pressures of societal expectations, the demands of the modern technological world which does not remove the burden of traditional roles, the need for work-life balance, and the emotional demands of parenting can be overwhelming. We can mention few of the key challenges modern mothers face and offer some pastoral admonitions.
5.1	Modern Challenges
5.1.1	Modern Devaluation of Motherhood
Motherhood has always held a sacred place in society, and is traditionally seen as a pillar element in the family and community. Traditionally, mothers’ roles were mainly focused on nurturing, care-giving, and being emotional pillars of their households. In many cultures, motherhood was viewed with great respect. Then, being a mother, and just that, came with a certain elevated status within the community. That ability to bring new life to the world was seen as a sacred task that compelled much pride. Mothers needed not be career women. 
In the last few decades, the dynamics has shifted enormously. Feminist thinking, women’s rights movements, gender equality propaganda, have injected greater freedom, access to education and careers, that today many mothers juggle to balance their traditional roles with societal engagement. The evolution of the society has also entailed evolutions in mothers’ roles. While many of these changes have entailed some positive effects, part of the consequence is devaluation of motherhood. 
We can say that today there is a devaluation of the mother’s role. While traditional societies placed immense value on the contributions of mothers, modern culture has largely overlooked the significance of their role. The labour of motherhood—both physical and emotional—is often undervalued, and wrongly compared to the tangible rewards of career or financial success. Incidentally, today’s society often views motherhood through a more utilitarian lens, where success is measured by productivity and economic contribution rather than emotional labour or care-giving. Unfortunately, mothers who opt to stay at home to nurse and train their children face societal pressure and are made to feel that their work is not as important as (or less important than) those working outside of home. Mothers are thus compelled to feel they must contribute financially, and nobody calculates what they already contribute by taking care of the home. It is only with the nanny and baby-sitter arrangement and the crèche system that people have begun to realize how much mothers who stay at home save the family financially, through their unpaid labour. In many parts of the world, in the name of emancipation, mothers of many children are looked upon with some derision. It is becoming popular today that the fewer the children, the more ideal. Many mention the cost of raising children as the main reason, but one must also think of some utilitarian considerations where some women consider first their comfort, their ability to go for their holidays, the fear of losing their jobs, losing their physical shapes etc. The labour society does not help matters. In some organisations, women are not easily employed for fear that soon they may get pregnant or have babies. All this makes the essential aspect of motherhood to be seen as secondary.
5.1.2	Balancing Family and Career
Women often carry the “mental load” of managing family and work, which can lead to chronic stress and emotional fatigue. As cultures evolve, the traditional housewife model for mothers is gradually giving way to a situation where many mothers need to balance their traditional home-keeping and work in office or factories. This entails juggling an overwhelming amount of responsibility. The expectation to manage family life while maintaining a career can be demanding. This comes with societal pressures where employers and cultures in general expect women to raise families as if they do not have careers and at the same time manage their careers as if they do not have husbands and children. The scenario can be overwhelming. Sometimes women have been described as those who work twenty-four hours a day with little or no pay. I imagine many young mothers who after keeping awake all night long, must in the morning prepare the children for school, do school run, then dash out for their own job, come back in the evening to take care of the kids, keep awake again at night, and the cycle resumes. And one asks: for how long? Modern mothers are thus today both breadwinners and home makers. The society’s expectations have shifted with the result that while mothers have the flexibility to work outside home, their traditional roles have not diminished. Pressures from two strong posts, this leads to the feeling that perhaps one is falling short somewhere, either at home or in the career. 
5.1.3	Gender Roles and Expectations
Although some fathers are beginning to take on more responsibilities that traditionally fall under the role of mothers, there is still this strict expectation on mothers to do all of the ‘female’ duties… taking care of the children, cleaning, laundry, shopping, cooking, scrubbing etc. Balancing family and work is already tough enough, but mothers especially those who work outside the house often face a number of challenges and barriers; even downright discrimination on many fronts. This concerns women in general and not just mothers. The labour society is still to some extent discriminatory even though the women’s emancipation movement has made great strides. In many instances, women still earn less than their male counterparts. In the first instance, majority of businesses and organizations are disproportionately led by men. Organizations, businesses and culture in general just assume men are the primary breadwinners and that women are only earning ‘extra’ money, even when the woman is the principal earner in the home or a single mother. In these structures, men have a clearer path to upward mobility. Even when these are not directly intentional, women suffer simply because they are women. In many instances, they may not be fit for a job they are qualified for because they will or may have kids, or may be pregnant. When they retain their jobs, sometimes the protocol to obtain their merited maternity leave becomes odious. There are still many glass ceilings to break.
5.1.4	The Cultural Burden and Violence against Women
Many cultures have some unbalanced expectations when it has to do with women and mothers. This can put significant pressures on mothers. Sometimes, there is this silent idealized image of the ‘super-mother’ who can and should do everything effortlessly. The moral standard set for women is high. Men and fathers can do certain things and get away with them, but not the mother. There are a lot of cultural stereotypes that still need to be challenged. Women and mothers are made in certain cultures to bear the waywardness of their man, suffer beating from the man without complaining, and sometimes provide for the man without fronting herself. She should yet be thankful to the man for providing for him. Many cultures hip a lot of traditional expectations on women. If the couple have not yet had a child, it is the women’s fault. If a male child is still on the way or has not arrived, it is the woman’s issues. And the man can easily marry another wife to get a male child, as if the woman was the cause. When a child gets wild, it is the mother’s guilt. When the girl child gets pregnant outside wedlock, it means the mother herself was wild, or at best she did not give her the required upbringing. If for any reason there is separation or divorce, it is the woman who is stuck with the stigma. Culturally, she is looked at as one who cannot stay in a marriage, even if she had literally put in all to make the marriage work.
5.1.5	Technology and Motherhood
As if societal pressures were not enough, the fast-paced, highly competitive nature of modern life creates an unnatural and stressful environment for mothers. The modern lifestyle – propelled by constant productivity, deadlines, and digital distractions – feels out of sync with the natural rhythms of family life. Technology has transformed the way we view and approach reality. Social media has added another layer of pressure for modern mothers. This is same with motherhood. From pregnancy tracking apps to online support groups and educational resources, technology can be a valuable tool. However, it can also be a source of constant pressure and comparison, which can affect mothers’ self-esteem and confidence. Platforms are flooded with images of ‘perfect moms’ who seem to juggle everything effortlessly. Mothers are bombarded by media highlighting celebrity mothers, in their tasks, exploits, body-builds and shapes. These images create unrealistic standards that make some mothers feel that they are not doing enough, can make some mothers feel like failures. Comparisons such as why some mothers bounce back after childbirth unscathed while others gain weights can lead to lack of self-worth and self-loathing.
5.1.6 	Boarding schools for Nursery/Primary school children and motherhood
A trend that is gradually being introduced into our society is boarding school system for children between the ages of 3 and 11 years.   This takes different forms. By so doing parents entrust the care of their infants to the workers in such facilities.  Some reasons have been advocated to justify this practice.  Some parents say both of them work till late in the evening and don’t have the time to care for their children.  Others claim that the Rev. Sisters – who are not parents – or babysitters can better discipline their children than they themselves could.  No matter the reason for out sourcing your parental role to some someone else it has an effect on the child. Studies in child development show that this age bracket is an essential period in a child’s life, when he or she bonds with parents who help them develop a sense of competence and trust in their abilities.  Given the numbers in these facilities and hired labourer syndrome in human behaviour children in such facilities may not get the necessary attention.  Children need parental love and care to develop better.  We acquire traits and learn certain behaviours from parents. A child in such facilities learn un healthy competition early in life.  The possibility of different kinds of abuses.  Childlike behaviour is not tolerated in the pretext of discipline.  Family is supposed to be a place of peace and love.  Why have children if you are not ready to care for them?  Is your decision to send your children to such facilities for the good of the child or your own selfish reason?  Our Lady is the model for mothers, she nursed Jesus Christ our Lord.  She sacrificed for the Holy Family as a mother.  Mothers should cook for children, clean them up etc.  Watching a mother do these children feel a sense of love and care which increases bonding.
There are yet other modern challenges like single motherhood, the burden of distant fathers (many fathers who do not fulfil their roles) etc.
5.2	Pastoral Admonitions
The challenges listed above and more highlight the importance of support systems for mothers and women. Adequate support is essential so that mothers can face the challenges of motherhood in a healthy and positive way. I am glad to make the following commendations and recommendations for the betterment of motherhood in our pastoral work of the diocese. Here are a few ways we can begin to create a healthier environment for mothers:
5.2.1	Need for Support Systems for Mothers: Traditional Support: Ǫmụgwọ
Unlike in former times in a traditional setting where mothers were surrounded by a strong community, mothers or women generally today often feel isolated, left to raise children in a disconnected world where help is hard to come by. Do we talk of urban living, or nuclear families? Lack of communal living arrangements has eroded the village-like support systems that once made raising children more manageable. This is where the saying in Igbo that otu onye anaghị azụ nwa (the child is not trained by one person. It is a community affair) comes true.
Immediately, I would like to refer to a wonderful support system we inherited in our Igbo tradition where at childbirth the mother of the young mother comes to help her daughter in the initial months. We call this Ǫmụgọ or Ǫmụgwọ. From time immemorial, the Igbo knew the challenges faced by a mother who has just given birth. As the pregnancy gradually comes to term, the mother of the pregnant woman, or any other women who can take up this role if the mother was not available, will be preparing. In some occasions, she arrives even before the birth of the baby. On arrival, she takes over some of the roles in taking care of the baby, thereby relieving the new mother. She does the bathing of the baby, cooks appropriate food for the new mother, babysits the baby to allow the mother catch some sleep. This is most important when it is the first child of the new mother. Her own mother helps her navigate through her new situation and roles, teaching her the fundamental techniques of being a mother and how to take care of the baby. It is often a matter of experience. We have a biblical model of this. Following the narrative of Luke, we say in our second joyful mystery: ka Mụọma gwara Maria na Elizabeth atụrụla ime, ka o jesi ike ka ọ hụ ya, nọnyere ya nwa ịtọ. This practice should not be allowed to die or to be weakened by modernity or individualism.
5.2.2	Support from Husbands
The modern times are revolutionising what traditional mentality had known and thought about the roles of the father and mother in the family. Traditionally, it is taken for granted that the father is the breadwinner of the family, and the mother devotes herself to domestic roles in the family and the direct nurturing of the children. Social and economic realities have evolved which has pushed the mother also into the workplace outside the home. She must earn money for the family to live, as families with one income-earner may not cope with economic demands. While many fathers have found it difficult to adapt to the novelties of the time by taking up some traditionally mothers’ roles, the great support a mother could have would come from the husband. In a world therefore where the roles of ‘breadwinner’ and ‘child-rearer’ are no longer as clear-cut as before, both fathers and mothers need mutual and complementary help. Fathers with good understanding should help the mothers and see themselves more present in their children’s lives from home. They should also be present at prenatal classes and late-night feedings. There is no harm if they also do real child-rearing tasks such as diaper changes and bottle feedings, especially if they stay at home more and work less. Fathers should try to come out of the traditional stereotypes which sometimes see it as awkward when a father cooks, or babysits.
5.2.3	Government and Public Policies
The government of today should understand that life has gone beyond traditional set ups. Women today juggle between their traditional roles and the roles that modern life imposes on them. There is need therefore for the government to step up in support of women and mothers. Governments and organizations must work together to create an environment that supports mothers at all stages of motherhood. Public policies and support programs are essential to promote the health and well-being of mothers. This includes maternity and paternity leave policies, access to mental health services, and breastfeeding support programs. There should be flexible work policies and mental health resources for modern mothers. Enlightenment programmes should be organized to encourage open conversations about maternal struggles. Postpartum depression, anxiety, and other mental health disorders can affect many women after giving birth. Recognizing symptoms and having a strong support network are essential steps in addressing these issues. On a larger scale, there should be advocacy for better policies that support mothers, such as paid parental leave, affordable childcare, and healthcare, which can make a significant difference in reducing the stress that mothers go through. The government should set up structures with strong advocacy that challenges the discrimination of mothers and women, like the obnoxious widowhood practices. 
5.2.4	Mothers Themselves, respect for husbands, modest in dress and humility.  “She stoops to conquer” 
On the part of mothers themselves, I suggest that they reject perfectionism: the societal expectation to be the ‘perfect mom’ is not only unrealistic but also harmful. It is human for mothers to embrace their human imperfections even if they make efforts to be better. One should not give room to be crushed by the fast-paced society; rather one should focus on what truly matters – love, presence, community. Mothers need also to prioritize their own well-being in addition to that of their families. To take care of oneself is not a luxury. It is a necessity and a condition to be able to take care of others. It is painful when young mothers die leaving toddlers and children. Sometimes, this happens by exhaustion, and by the effort to satisfy expectations. No other person on earth can adequately substitute the mother. Whether by taking moments of rest, by shelving off many engagements, by voicing out when one is sinking, it is important that mothers also do take care of their own physical, mental and emotional health. Older mothers should be at the service of the younger ones to direct and guide them in the fast-paced society.  
No matter what respect your husband even if you earn more than them.  Be modest is dress.  Be humble and patient with husband and children.  Don’t conspire with children against husbands by spoiling them with gifts.  Or trying to be the “good” parent.  Speak with one voice to the children and don’t leave them confused. 

5.3	The Catholic Women Organisation (CWO)
Catholic Women constitute part of the lay faithful in the Church. They operate as one of the statutory organisations in the Church, namely; Catholic Men Organisation (CMO), Catholic Women Organisation (CWO), Catholic Youths Organisation of Nigeria (CYON) and in some dioceses especially in the eastern part of Nigeria Mary League Girls Organisation (MLGs). As a matter of fact, the Catholic Women Organisation of Orlu Diocese has remained a significant part of the diocesan development agency.
In the former days, this organization which brings together Catholic women in our communities went with the name Christian Mothers Association, and the members are simply called Christian Mothers. With time, sensitive to the fact that motherhood is a vocation within a larger umbrella embracing all women, and bearing in mind that motherhood goes beyond biological relationship, the name was modified to Catholic Women Organization. In such a case, women who are not strictly biological mothers but who could still be mother-figures in their own right could be members. Even consecrated religious are not exempt from Catholic women umbrella. Today, the members are nonetheless still rightly referred to simply as Christian Mothers.
The National slogan of the Catholic Women Organisation is, “Through Mary Our Mother!”... “We succeed!!” In our clime and local churches, the greeting or slogan they are known for reads thus: Ndi Nne Maama! Ugegbe ezinaulo! This umbrella organisation bringing together the Catholic mothers and women in the basic Christian communities, stations, parishes and diocese, has proved its mettle in helping the members and the Church in its witnessing role both to the families and to the society. I thank their executives, both diocesan and parish, of all times since the inception of our diocese. Their contribution to the progress of the diocese is unquantifiable. And I encourage pastors to show more interest in this organisation. Priests should do well to encourage this organisation which is at the forefront of parish projects and which is almost everywhere the greatest supporters of the priests. While efforts should be made to see that the association is not all about money and finance, it is to be understood that women have their peculiar and characteristic ways and so should be patiently followed to get the best in their God-given talents. The monthly Holy Mass for the CWO should be taken seriously. Many parishes have now the habit of combining this Mass with the CMO. Unless there are strong pastoral reasons for this, the stipulations are otherwise and the status quo should be maintained. Such lumping together does not help either the CMO or CWO exercise responsibility. Thinking that the CWO will help boost the CMO may not be totally correct. 
Let the CWO not lose focus. Without demeaning the importance of the many structural projects they do for the diocese, the major vision of the Catholic Women Organisation should be to ensure that the faithful (the women, their husbands and family) embrace God in its entirety, living a life of complete obedience to the Commandments and communicating God’s love among all people. Let them not forget the missionary aspect of their being. There is still the primary evangelization that should be accomplished, as many women are still married without the sacraments and some are yet not Christians, while some are drifting towards paganism.
Besides, there are lots of issues still to attend to pertaining to the life of women and mothers in our traditional societies. The treatment of widows is one example. The comportment of some traditional women groups like the Umu Ada, and even some Christian women groups, who make exorbitant demands during funerals, are some areas the CWO has not succeeded in bringing total sanity. We must admit however that much has been achieved in these areas. The CWO should also be an advocacy group that defends the right of women and mothers, challenging the social status quo when needed and proposing alternative Christian consciousness.
5.3.1	Mothers’ Day Celebrations
In a world and society where strong family interrelationships and community bonds are indispensable for the proper development of children, celebrating the mothers is a move in the right direction. Due to the emotional attachment between the mother and the children, families – children precisely – have always loved to celebrate their mothers. Having this celebration in the Church has become a popular phenomenon. This reminds me of the music of the late 70s, the ‘Sweet Mother,’ popular song of the late 70s by Prince Nico Mbarga of Nigerian and Cameroonian descent. 
Mothers’ Day should serve as a poignant reminder of the significant role that mothers and mother-figures play in shaping the lives of individuals. I therefore encourage a well organised package as a community to celebrate Mothers’ Day, to recapture the biblical maternal images for God, expressing gratitude for the invaluable contributions of mother-figures and renewing our commitment to nurturing the next generation. Seminars and lectures could precede these celebrations; and within the celebrations, prices could be given to merited individuals, especially mothers and women, who show visible interest in the organisation’s activities. Fathers and children should take the day very seriously and celebrate the mothers of the homes. 
5.3.2	The Ezinne, Nneoma Nwere Ugwu, Nne Okwukwe, Golden Mother...etc Titles
In the recent times and for many years, the Catholic Church in many dioceses has come out with many titles and merit awards given to the lay faithful. For the men, we have the Ezinna, the Nnaoma di Ebube, the Nna Okwukwe etc. For the women, we have the Nneoma, Ezinne etc. While the majority of our Catholics and Christians are comfortable with this development, and the majority of awardees glad for it, one however hears some winds of criticism. Criticisms come mainly from these fronts:
Some argue that they are not necessary and think they are tantamount to canonizing somebody still in the journey of faith. They refer to a point in the Bible where Jesus asks: “Why do you call me good; only God alone is good” (Mark 10:18). The argument then is that it is not necessary for a community of believers to single some individuals and brand them ezinne (good mother) or ezinna (good father) or other similar titles. Does such selective branding not rather cause either jealousy (on the part of others) or some feeling of ‘holier than thou’ (on the part of those so honoured)? Why are our baptism, confirmation and other sacraments not enough for a normal modest Christian? Are we sure that those who are honoured with those titles are better than the rest, or merit these honours? What happens to when someone already honoured falters along the way of faith as it can happen and does happen? What are the selection criteria and processes? Does one need extra titles, regalia and paraphernalia to make heaven? These and other similar concerns we normally hear.
Most of these concerns are not light. However, they go beyond the intentions of the Christian community. In the first place, apart from sacramental ministries in the Church like the episcopate, presbyterate, diaconate, there have been arrays of other recognitions in the Church right from the apostolic times. When we hear about elders (cf. Acts 11:30; 15:2, 4, 6, 22, 23), teachers (cf. Acts 13:1; 1 Tim. 1:7), or when we hear about individuals that are respected in the communities of faith, they refer to particular recognitions that the Church had for such individuals. These do not translate to the canonization of individuals in the Church. Stephen was referred to as “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 6:5), Barnabas as “a good man, and full of the Holy Spirit and of faith” (Acts 11:24). This does not relegate the other Christians to the background. Honorific titles are given to individuals neither to canonize them, nor to officially designate them as better than the rest. Even if they are called ‘merit award,’ we all know that our merit is by God’s grace. They are used to extol certain qualities, and those who are given these titles should understand that it is more of a challenge to them to live out these qualities, than an attestation of their perfection.
While people’s sensitivities should be taken into consideration, I enjoin our Christian mothers and women to accept these titles when they are proposed to them in the spirit of humility and obedience. Efforts should however be made in parishes to establish clearly defined criteria to be used in the selection of people for these titles. Of course, no person should be forced to accept an award. A situation where it seems like there is democratization of titles is also uncalled for. It is not something to be distributed simply according to zones or families.  We must not give the impression that the titles are bought or sold to the highest bidder, giving credence to some people’s criticism that they are simply money-making ventures for the Church. This is wrong.  Deserving women who may not be able to shoulder any eventual financial obligations (if there must be) in it should not be denied the awards. I am glad that this has been practiced by some parishes. 
For the argument that some who are awarded these titles do not live up to expectation, we can only say that this is unfortunate. The history of mankind has always known imperfections in every group. It is regrettable when people do not live up to expectation, when an Ezinne or Nneoma Nwere Ugwu in the parish is seen to live double lives, not a good wife or woman in the family, or causing confusion in the society. But abuse does not take away use. We thank God that generally, the majority of our awardees have always tried to make the needed efforts, trusting not in their merits, but in God’s grace. They need more of our prayers than our criticisms. Those invested with these titles should always come together for mutual self-critical reflection and retreats, to remind themselves that “to him much is given, much is expected” (Luke 12:48).
5.3.3	Let Mothers Be the Family Sanctuary
Mothers should be the spiritual guides to their families. With the father, she teaches faith and religious values to the children. This is perhaps the mother’s role with the most vital impact. She guides her kids to be God-loving, kind to people and religious. Some mothers have the practice of reading Bible stories to their babies and children. Some even read and speak to the unborn still in the womb. In most families, mothers are more religious in the practice of the faith; and so, they are easily the model path that the children follow. Let mothers see to it that the children participate in the parish and community activities like Mass Servers Association, Youth and Mary League, and frequent the Sacraments. Guiding family members to be kind human beings who love God and people is the mother’s greatest obligation. 
Many families still maintain the culture of family prayer. Familiaris Consortio has a poignant statement on the need for prayer in common in the family. “Family prayer has its own characteristic qualities. It is prayer offered in common, father, mother and children together” (Familiaris Consortio, no. 59). The mother is the sanctuary of the domestic Church. In many households, it is the mothers that are always responsible for calling the whole family to evening and morning prayers. 
5.3.4	Female Religious, teachers, nannies as Mother-figures
A word to female religious is ad rem here. As mentioned earlier, the concept of ‘mother or ‘motherhood’ extends to ‘mother-figures’ – those who play the role of mothers to others. Here are included professed religious sisters, female religious community superiors, female religious leaders, teachers and guardians, people of public trust, etc. People in these categories should always be conscious of the fact that those under them look up to them as ‘mothers.’ Community superiors should take the community members as sisters and daughters. Being a model to those placed under them means also they have to lead their lives so as not to be an obstacle and scandal to them. Jesus said in the Gospels that it is better for a millstone to be hung on someone’s shoulders and be cast into the sea, than he being a scandal to the little ones (cf. Luke 17:2). 
It is important to remind our professed sisters that the first preoccupation of the religious is the witnessing, which comes even before the apostolate. In fact, the apostolate is part of the witnessing. Therefore, the quality and harmony of living together is a powerful testament and a living out of motherhood. 
5.3.5	Final Word and thank you to Mothers
Motherhood is one of the most important, life-affirming roles in society, and it deserves to be celebrated, supported, and valued. The joy of motherhood, the complicated and mysterious joy of motherhood, can be thrilling. It is important to let mothers know: You are a gift to your children. You are the perfect mother, the exact right one, hand-picked by God to provide for them physically, emotionally and spiritually. I know being a mother can be exhausting and thankless, but let mothers keep their heads up. If you are a mother feeling the weight of modern life’s challenges, know that you are not alone. 
As a further plea to mothers, and this is sensitive, I enjoin them to recognise that, in the capacity in which they bring forth lives, their mouths utter blessings. Mothers, do not be carefree in speech, and in anger, curse your kids especially when they misbehave. This is wrong. The mouth of the mother, like that of the father, should utter blessings; and when necessary, send words of reprimands and correction, and not necessarily curses. Mothers, affirm your children. Commend them when they behave well and correct them when they go wrong. Bless them. Such words like ‘you are stupid and useless,’ ‘it will not be good for you in this life’ and other very harsh pronouncements like these should have no place in the mouth of a mother.  I say thank you for your sacrifices for the families and may God reward you all with peace both here on earth and in heaven. 
CONCLUSION
For a recapitulation, we thank God for this gracious season in this special Lent, which in the spirit of our reflection on Motherhood, I have termed ‘Lent of Tenderness,’ in this Jubilee Year of St. Francis. The mother is the locus for tenderness.
Motherhood, like fatherhood, derives its bearing from God who, as Spirit, gives birth to us, nurtures and sustains us like a mother, and in the footsteps of the Blessed Virgin Mary. In the same footsteps of the Blessed Virgin Mary, mothers are called to realise in their families, in the Church and in the society those divine qualities as nurturer, protector etc. A mother has got a great responsibility towards his family and children.
I call on the entire diocese, pastors and priests, religious and lay persons, to further this reflection in the different parishes, organizations and associations. Certainly, more perspectives will be explored as our reflection in this Pastoral Letter is far from being exhaustive. Our goal is to strengthen the mothers, both in the society and in Church. 
Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi (Prayer for Peace)
Lord, make me an instrument of your peace:
where there is hatred, let me sow love;
where there is injury, pardon;
where there is doubt, faith;
where there is despair, hope;
where there is darkness, light;
where there is sadness, joy.
O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek
to be consoled as to console,
to be understood as to understand,
to be loved as to love.
For it is in giving that we receive,
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,
and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.
We Fly to Your Patronage!
O holy Mother of God
Despise not our prayers, in our necessities,
But deliver us from all dangers
O ever glorious and blessed Virgin Maria.
May Our Lady, the Mother of our Lord Jesus Christ, Mother of God, continue to intercede for us! Amen.
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