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This past week, November 1 marked the second anniversary of my mother moving from 
Peoria to live closer to me. It was a big change for both of us. My mother had moved to 
Peoria after she and my Dad were married in 1951, the summer before his senior year 
at Bradley. Even though they hadn’t planned on staying in Peoria, they did. So, my 
mother lived in Peoria for 65 years, 63 years with my Dad and 2 years without him. One 
year after my Dad died, my brother and his wife moved to Michigan City. Even though 
my mother was networked in the community and at church, had good neighbors and 
friends, it became clear that my widowed mother with no children close by needed to 
move. Thankfully, she agreed.  
 
But it was not easy, as many of you know. When what has been “home” no longer holds 
what is really needed it, is time to let go and move on.  
 
So, we packed up what was needed, and some treasures, and started again.  
 
This weekend we celebrate the Festival of All Saints. It’s an old feast that dates back to 
the fourth century. The list of saints had become so long after a few hundred years, the 
church needed a day to remember everyone. And so do we. Pope Gregory III 
established November 1 as the feast day, before he died in 741. 
 
I love the church year. The rhythm of the seasons, and the feasts and commemorations, 
offer so much connection, strength, and meaning. We are part of a tradition worth 
keeping. It is good and so helpful to remember the love and faithfulness of those who 
have gone before us. And it is just as important and meaningful to look around and give 
thanks for each other, for the persons in our lives who journey with us on this side, who 
stick with us through thick and thin. 
 
This fall we moved from the “Season of Creation” in September to “The Way of 
Abundance” in October and November. This year we are also moving from the 
traditional All Saints readings to the lessons appointed for Pentecost 24, including the 
semi-continuous Old Testament reading from the Book of Ruth. The story of Ruth is one 
of the greatest stories of Hebrew Scripture, and we hardly ever get the chance to read it 
together. This weekend we have that chance! 
 
For many years reading from the Book of Ruth was more common at weddings. Just as 
soon as I was getting ready to say to Pastor Patrick that I haven’t read this lesson in a 
wedding service in more than twenty years, he told me that he and Kate included this 



lesson in their wedding service! They love the story so much their second daughter 
Madelyn’s middle name is Ruth. It’s not out of date after all! 
 
The story of Ruth begins with Naomi. Naomi and her husband, Elimelech, left 

Bethlehem because of famine. They immigrated to Moab, which was feared and 
despised. Their two sons married local Moabite women. In time, all of the men died. All 
three women—Naomi, Orpah, and Ruth—were widows and childless. This was a new 
kind of famine, a new desperate emptiness. Naomi, hopeless and defeated, decided to 
return to Bethlehem. 
 
The daughters-in-law decided to go with her. Four times she told them to go back to 
their own mothers. Orpah listened to Naomi and returned. But Ruth did not go back. 
The Bible tells us “Ruth clung to her.” And then the famous words that are like a poem 
in Hebrew:  
 

Do not press me to leave you  
      or to turn back from following you!  
Where you go, I will go;  
     where you lodge, I will lodge;  
your people shall be my people,  
     and your God my God.  
Where you die, I will die— 
     there I will be buried.  
May the Lord do thus and so to me,  
     and more as well,  
if even death parts me from you! (Ruth 1:16-17, NRSV) 

 
The story of Ruth tells us that home is where there is Hesed, steadfast love. [1] As the 
story unfolds, we see that the way of love leads to abundance, the story moves from 
famine and emptiness, to fullness and a future: food and family, security and, 
eventually, a son! 
 
Despite their cultural and religious differences, Naomi and Ruth embraced each other. 
They made room for each other in their hearts. 
 
These women call out to us from the past: Leave room for each other! Hold onto each 
other! Hold on to the love that is PRESENT!  
 
Indeed, the communion of saints is the community that has gone before us and that 
walks with us, that “clings” to us in times of famine and failure, loss and longing. 
 
We know about famines. Times of emptiness and loss. In the world and in our own 
lives.  
 



Even though we have apartments and houses, condos and duplexes, we sometimes 
struggle to feel at home. We have scarcity anxiety. We work a lot and worry about 
having enough—enough time, money, and health. And we worry about being enough.  
 
Daily reports of violence threaten our sense of security and feeling at home. Nowadays, 
many close relationships are strained by differing views. Sometimes we cling so tightly 
to our opinions that we squeeze the goodness out of the relationship. Family systems, 
friendships, and some marriages are frayed. There is a famine of respect, kindness, 
patience, open mindedness, and making space for difference. The political ads are so 
vicious and mean spirited. Frankly, they make everyone look undesirable. 
 
And sometimes we feel homeless like Naomi because our life has changed so much. 
The house that used to be just right is now too big, too empty, and too lonely. We feel 
like a foreigner in our own block. My mother loved her deck and backyard in Peoria. It 
backed into thick woods. But after my father died, my mother never sat out there again. 
It wasn’t the same. She couldn’t do it. 
 
And sometimes illness, age, and pain take away the life we knew. Changes—even ones 
we seek, like a new job, a new baby, or a new school—can make us feel alone … a 
foreigner in a strange land. 
 
All Saints—the ancient feast of the church—calls to us: Walk with each other! Our story 
is about Hesed, God’s faithful, relation-restoring, community-keeping love. 
 
In the story God works behind the scenes in Naomi’s life, even when she cannot see it. 
God’s restorative power was at work in an unexpected place, in the heart and life of a 
foreign, Moabite woman. Grace—abundant love—was walking right beside Naomi, 
unseen yet refusing to leave her. Ruth pledged to stay. Not even death would get in her 
way. And so grace clings to us. 
 
As we light candles in remembrance, of life and love, we also remember hope. 
 
On Monday night of last week, Ed and I attended a prayer vigil downtown Elgin, across 
the street from the Jewish Temple and Holy Trinity Lutheran Church. Rabbi Margaret 
Klein and Pastor Jeff Mikyska are friends; they coordinated the event. We all gathered 
in the street—each one of us with a candle—to listen to Psalms and pray for peace. We 
remembered those who had been killed in Pittsburgh just days before.  
 
There were many people from the Jewish congregation, but about twenty different 
congregations were represented. I anticipated seeing people I knew. And, of course, I 
know Pastor Jeff, who, many of you will remember, served as an interim here for a few 
months in 2010.  
 
Everyone stood together. Candles flickered. And police cars barricaded us in, guarding 

us. Two officers stood right in front of me, their eyes scanning the crowd, looking for 
trouble. The Jewish community sang a song in Hebrew; the rabbi told us it was a song 



of trust in the steadfast love of God. Even the protective, crowd surveying officers held 
candles.  
 
The Way of Abundance can seem blocked by loss and pain. Grief can darken our 
vision. So we light candles in remembrance of light that shines through each one of us. 
 
Did you read that the president of the hospital where the wounded suspect was taken 
after the shooting at the Pittsburgh synagogue said that the suspect was ranting against 
Jews even as Jewish staff members were treating him? Dr. Jeffrey Cohen told Good 
Morning America that the first three people to treat the suspect were Jewish. And all the 
suspect could say was, “I want to kill all the Jews.” 
 
Dr. Cohen, who is also Jewish and a member of Tree of Life synagogue, stopped by the 
suspect’s room to see if he was in pain. The man said he was fine and asked who the 
doctor was. “I’m Dr. Cohen, the president of the hospital,” the doctor replied and turned 
around and left. The FBI agent outside the suspect’s room told the doctor that he didn’t 
think he could have done that. Dr. Cohen replied, “If you were in my shoes, I’m sure you 
could have.” [2] 
 
Light shines through in many ways. We remember, we grieve, and we give thanks for  
the Way of Love. With our Jewish brothers and sisters, we remember The Shema, the 
great commandment. Jesus reminded the scribes:  
 

‘Hear O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, 
and with all your strength.’ …  
 
‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’  
 
There is no greater commandment than these. 
 
(Mark 12: 28-29, NRSV)  

 

This weekend we remember those who have journeyed with us and live with God now 
on the other side. We will name names of the people from St. Mark’s, and in our hearts 
we name our own.  
 
We also remember the names of those baptized in the past year. They, too, have had 
candles lighted for them … baptismal light … and words of encouragement: “let your 
light so shine.” We promised to be a community for them. To surround and nurture them 
so that they are equipped participate in God’s healing work. 
 
I think, too, of the Child Development Center and our ministry there, and of McCleery 
School and The Neighbor Project. These are ways that we are like Ruth; we walk with 
and “cling” to those who need companionship and support. So that famine is 
transformed into fullness. 
 



Dr. Susan Anderson-Khleif writes a regular column in the newspaper about grief. She is 
a family sociologist and a widow. Recently, she wrote an article titled “China is resilient 
and so are you.” “Fine china is actually quite tough; it does not chip or break easily. It is 
made to be seen, enjoyed and appreciated. It is resilient, and so are you.”  
 
In the article she continues about her many sets of dishes … and her grandmother who 
was widowed young and left adrift … and recovered to live again. 
 
Dr. Anderson-Khleif tells of a friend who describes “long-term grief as ‘finding a path’—a 
path for you to return to, or a way to stay in the world of the living. I think there are many 
possible paths, but it must be your path. It is not about ‘getting over it’ or ‘getting on with 
it,’ that is not what happens. For many, that never happens. You must find some path 
that allows you to live everyday in a positive way, one that sustains you.” [3]  
 
A couple of years ago, in the process of moving my mother, we sold several sets of her 
good dishes. She loves her wedding china, and, even though I have my own, I have 
always liked hers. So we did not sell that set. For the time being, I put my china away 
and instead we use my mother’s china. It is resilient. And so is she.  
 
Ruth and Naomi helped each other stay in the land of the living. Together they made 
room for each other. And so do we. 
 
We give thanks for the communion of saints. For the love, kindness, compassion, and 
generosity of persons in our lives who do not let us go.  
 
The Way of Abundance is walked in love. 
 
Amen. 
  
______ 
 
Resources: 

 
[1] Joe D. “Home Is Where Hesed Is,” Receive & Enter blog. https://love2justice.wordpress.com/2012/12/04/ruth-
home-is-where-hesed-is-a-sermon/ 
 
[2] Rosenberg, Eli. “We’re Not Here to Judge,” The Daily Herald, October 29, 2018. 
https://www.dailyherald.com/news/20181030/were-not-here-to-judge-powerful-humanity-of-jewish-hospital-staff-who-
treated-synagogue-shooter 
 
[3] Anderson-Khleif, Susan. “China is resilient and so are you,” The Daily Herald, October 29, 2018. 
https://www.dailyherald.com/entlife/20181027/china-is-resilient-and-so-are-you 
 
Scripture quotations are from Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright © 1946, 1952, and 1971 National 
Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 

 
Copyright © 2018 Patricia A. Geiseman 

  

https://love2justice.wordpress.com/2012/12/04/ruth-home-is-where-hesed-is-a-sermon/
https://love2justice.wordpress.com/2012/12/04/ruth-home-is-where-hesed-is-a-sermon/
https://www.dailyherald.com/news/20181030/were-not-here-to-judge-powerful-humanity-of-jewish-hospital-staff-who-treated-synagogue-shooter
https://www.dailyherald.com/news/20181030/were-not-here-to-judge-powerful-humanity-of-jewish-hospital-staff-who-treated-synagogue-shooter
https://www.dailyherald.com/entlife/20181027/china-is-resilient-and-so-are-you


 
REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
 

 Can you recall a time of “famine” in your life? Who walked with you into a place 
of newness and fullness? 
 

 Naomi and Ruth both experienced being foreigners. When have you felt out of 
place? How have you experienced companionship and community? 

  

 

 


