
 
 

 I tried to find a poem from Wendell Berry that I intended to use to begin this 
sermon. I could not find it in the book I thought it was in, and Siri let me down. So, I 
hope you will permit this paraphrase. In the poem, Berry is expressing his grief for the 
death of a friend, and especially for the loss of that friend’s voice in the world. He talks 
of going to the cemetery, sitting on the ground among the tombstones. Toward the end of 
the poem he suggests that perhaps the cure for so much ego and violence and posturing 
and cruelty in the world is for all of us to go together, to sit among the tombs, to 
remember that dust we are and to dust we shall return, to recognize our connection, and 
then return to our living in ways that honor those who have gone before us.  
 
 I don’t know about you, but when the All Saints’ banner is borne into the sanctuary 
each year and I hear those bells and see all the names in black dotting the ribbons, it’s as 
if I am sitting on the ground among the tombstones, the ones I have known and loved and 
the ones I did not know at all, and feeling the thing that binds us all together, across time 
and space, across lines of gender or race or nation, across all the ways we are so adept at 
drawing boundaries – the love of God that created each one of them, and each one of us, 
and gives us the power to love one another.  
 
 The beginning of the book of Ruth feels a lot like a visit to a graveyard, a listing of 
names of those who have died. Elimelech (EE lim u lech), the patriarch from Bethlehem 
who moves himself and his wife and two sons to Moab. The reason for the move was 
famine. Bethlehem, which literally means “House of Bread,” has no bread. So, like 
people before and after and to the present day, a shortage of food creates migrants, people 
moving from their homes to lands more fruitful as a matter of survival.  
 
 And, like people then and now, life in the new land can be hard. We hear the 
names, like bells fastened on white ribbons. Elimelech dies. The two sons, Mahlon (ma 
lun) and Chilion (KILL’ E un), after ten years in Moab, die. The bells ring, the names are 
written down, the graves are dug, they are laid to rest, and then… 
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 That’s when we realize that this story is not about Elimelech (EE) or Mahlon (ma 
lun) or Chilion (KILL’ E un). Their stories are complete. Their lives, whatever they 
meant for good or ill, have run their course. They are remembered, they are named, but 
we make a mistake if we stop reading or listening when the men have all died, if we 
linger at the tombs. 
 
 That’s what you would normally do in ancient days. The names of the men were 
the names of life. They were the key to the future. A woman without a husband was as 
good as dead; her name might as well be written next to the name of her dead husband on 
the ribbon. This is the reason the prophets go on and on about caring for orphans and 
widows in their distress – because in those days to be either was to be in deep distress. 
That’s why the Jewish people came up with an elaborate system called Levirate marriage, 
in which if your husband died, you married the husband’s closest kin, usually a brother, 
to keep the blood line going. A husband was the key to security, the key to financial 
viability, the key to everything. 
 
 But the men are all gone in this story, and very soon after the first words are 
written, the only ones left on the scene are the ones who usually are never named – 
Naomi, Ruth, Orpah. Remarkably, the story continues. Three women, and a new chapter 
unfolds, no men in sight. 
 
 Naomi, hearing that the famine has lifted in Judah, determines to go back and to 
take Orpah and Ruth with her. But somewhere along the way, she reconsiders. She 
recognizes perhaps the difficulty Moabite women will face among Jews. She recognizes 
and names that the chances of them finding husbands in Judah is slim. She knows her 
chances of finding a husband is almost non-existent, and even if she does, she is too old 
to have children. And even if by some miracle she does bear a son, will Ruth and Naomi 
want to wait for him to be old enough to marry, according to the Levirate custom?  
 
 After an emotional exchange, Orpah leaves. 
 
 But not Ruth. She clings to Naomi. She will not see sense. She will not observe the 
rules of the road. She displays something that no social more, no custom, no nationality, 
can quench – love. In a poetic outburst that is so moving it is read at weddings to this day 
as a celebration of love, Ruth declares her commitment to Naomi. The words go beyond 
any rationality, any notions of what is actually good for Ruth. She swears an oath until 
death to Naomi, disregarding all that should point her in another way. 
 
 I remember working with a couple some years ago who were preparing for 
marriage. One of the sessions is given over to planning the ceremony and selecting 



scripture texts. I was going through some recommended and traditional wedding texts, 
and in that list is this poetic portion of Ruth. “Where you go I will go, where you lodge I 
will lodge, your people will be my people and your God my God” and so forth. 
 
 The bride-to-be interrupted and said, “I don’t think so.” The husband-to-be was 
taken aback and asked what was wrong with it.  
 
 “Because it is a woman speaking, I assume the idea is that I would be agreeing to 
follow you around like a puppy dog, give up any sense of independence, take on all your 
interests. It ain’t 1950.” We chose another text. 
 
 But that exchange did cause me to look at this text afresh. It’s use in weddings may 
have softened and domesticated what is actually a radical decision made by Ruth not to 
follow after a man, but to risk her future to commit herself to her mother-in-law. It is not 
an act of weakness, but bold giving of herself in solidarity. 
   
 It is this act of risk, this commitment to another, that is the seed resulting in 
Bethlehem of Judea producing King David, who counts Ruth as his ancestor, and, later, 
in a manger visited by shepherds, Jesus, whose genealogy, in the midst of all those 
Jewish names, contains the name of a brave saint from Moab, who gave her very life for 
the sake of love and deep commitment. 
 
 In our devotional guide we are reading together for “Taking the Next Step,” the 
author writes about how we define “enough.” He cites several studies where participants 
were asked at several different salary levels if they felt happy and secure, and, if not, 
what it would take to make them feel that way. The studies consistently show that, from 
millionaires to those on minimum wage, participants said, “Just ten percent more.” If they 
could get that much more, they could finally relax.  
 
 The author rightly points out that this reflects a theology of scarcity, the idea that 
there are limited resources out there, and we must get our share or someone else will. 
 
 And yet consistently in scripture we are confronted with a God of abundance. Ruth 
is surrounded by scarce resources – no men, no food, no homeland – yet she has 
something within her that refuses to do the practical things, the common-sense things, to 
get her share. Instead, she gives, she commits herself to another, and in the giving, new, 
abundant life emerges. 
 



  God is the source of our giving, and when we give, when we take the risky, bold 
step out of scarcity and into abundance, we are caught up in the flow of God’s Spirit, 
which is creating even now in the world new life. 
 
 The moments when the church is at its best are those moments when we are not 
concerned for our survival but are concerned that the mission of God is joined. Have we 
not seen that here? With God, all things are possible. I am grateful for each one of you 
and the ways you have joined in that flow of ceaseless giving that comes from the heart 
of God. I am inspired every day by your generosity. 
 
 Ruth stands before us on this All Saints’ Day as a very human woman who, when 
the moment called for it, took a brave and risky step into an unknown future. And so it is 
appropriate for us to linger, as it were, at her grave, to listen there for the same Spirit that 
inspired her giving, to allow that Spirit to mend our ego, and violence, and posturing, and 
to create in us again a spirit of love, radical love, that is willing to risk for the sake of 
love, that pours itself out for the sake of the other and the world that God loves.  
 
  
 

No Going Back 
(Wendell Berry) 

No, no, there is no going back. 
Less and less you are 

that possibility you were. 
More and more you have become 

those lives and deaths 
that have belonged to you. 

You have become a sort of grave 
containing much that was 

and is no more in time, beloved 
then, now, and always. 

And so you have become a sort of tree 
standing over a grave. 

Now more than ever you can be 
generous toward each day 

that comes, young, to disappear 
forever, and yet remain 

unaging in the mind. 



Every day you have less reason 
not to give yourself away. 

 
 Now our time at the tombs must end. The great cloud of witnesses is cheering us 
on. Let us get up – there is much to be and do, much to give, until we too join that faithful 
throng who forever sing to the glory of God’s name. Amen. 
  


