
Songs of Life: Hold On

A Song of Faith: Psalm 85:8-13

Let me hear what God the Lord will speak, for God will speak peace to God’s people, to God’s faithful, to those who turn to God in their hearts. Surely God’s salvation is at hand for those who fear God, that God’s glory may dwell in our land. Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet; righteousness and peace will kiss each other. Faithfulness will spring up from the ground, and righteousness will look down from the sky. The Lord will give what is good, and our land will yield its increase. Righteousness will go before God, and will make a path for God’s steps. (Psalm 85:8-13)

A Story of Faith: Ruth

Have you ever felt so tired that you didn’t think you could go on?


You might not think that someone my age would know how that feels. But you’d be wrong.


I might look like I should be carefree. And a few years ago that probably would’ve been a good way to describe me.


I loved my life in Moab. I had a wonderful family and community. And I was in love.


The only problem was that I’d fallen in love with a foreigner, a Hebrew. His family had moved to Moab from Bethlehem.

 
His father had died before our marriage, but his mother and brother welcomed me. And for a while everything seemed perfect.


But then both my husband and his brother died. That left my mother-in-law, Naomi, and my sister-in-law, Orpah, and me as three women alone. Our grief was bad enough, but we also had to figure out how we were going to live.


Naomi decided to go back to Bethlehem. Orpah and I assumed we’d go with her. But Naomi knew what it was like to live as a foreigner, and she didn’t want that for us. She told us to go back to our parents’ homes.


Orpah didn’t want to leave, but finally she gave in. But I just couldn’t do that. Something inside me said I had to stay with Naomi—no matter the consequences.


Eventually Naomi realized I wasn’t going to change my mind, so we started toward Bethlehem. My heart already was weary from grief, and now my body felt just as tired from our trip.


When we finally reached Bethlehem, the weariness seeped into my soul. I began to understand that it would be nearly impossible for me—a young, foreign widow—to eek out a living for the two of us. It would’ve been so easy to give up.


But again something inside me said, “No.” I wasn’t sure what I would do, but I held on to a belief that things would work out.


It was harvest time, so I was able to do what the Hebrews call “gleaning.” I walked behind the field hands and picked up the grain they’d missed or dropped. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough.


But a greater gift was about to enter my life. Boaz.


I doubt there’s ever been a kinder or better man. Some might say he only did what Jewish law required. That a man must take care of his family members—even if they’re distant relatives.


But I’ll always believe that Boaz acted out of faith. We have a word that describes what Boaz showed me—hesed. It means loving kindness. Usually we use this word to describe how Yahweh acts toward people. I believe Boaz showed me loving kindness because he’d experienced that gift from God.


It’s funny. Once Boaz told me he thought I’d given the same gift to Naomi.


Maybe that’s what faith’s about. Maybe it’s about recognizing the gifts we receive from God and then sharing those same gifts in our everyday lives.


Maybe faith is the ability to believe that the loving kindness we receive from God and share with one another will be enough—even when we’re tired or things seem hopeless or we’d like to give up. Maybe it’s faith that helps us always to go on.


Sermon


“While the center may be the place where the stories of the faith are preserved, the edge is the place where the best of them happened.”


That’s one of the lessons Barbara Brown Taylor has learned as she’s traveled an unexpected journey of faith. Although Taylor’s life circumstances are radically different from those of Ruth, both women found themselves traveling without a map or a clear sense of what the future would hold.


While Ruth left behind her homeland, Taylor left behind something just as familiar—her role as a parish minister. Both women found themselves walking through unknown territory—Ruth toward a foreign country and Taylor toward an unfamiliar role. Each was moving from the center of the world she knew to the edge—uncertain of what she would find there.


In reflecting on her journey toward the edge, Taylor recognizes that she’s gained a new understanding of faith—one that has “far more to do with trust than with certainty.” She writes: “I trusted God to be God even if I could not say who God was for sure. I trusted God to sustain the world although I could not say for sure how that happened. I trusted God to hold me and those I loved, in life and in death, without giving me one shred of conclusive evidence that it was so. While this understanding had the welcome effect of changing faith from a noun to a verb for me, it was an understanding that told me how far I had strayed from the center of my old spiritual map.”


While centuries and circumstances separate the two women, Taylor’s story sounds incredibly similar to Ruth’s. Trust rather than certainty seems to be behind the famous words Ruth spoke to her mother-in-law: “Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God.” And stepping out on those words leads Ruth from the center of all she knew and held dear in Moab to the edge of a totally foreign way of life in Bethlehem.


But it’s moving to the edge that allows Ruth to make discoveries about God, about herself, and about others. It’s at the edge that Ruth takes the risk of allowing what she experiences in life to shape her faith and allowing her faith to shape how she lives. It’s at the edge that Ruth arrives at the place that the psalmist describes as where “steadfast love and faithfulness meet.”


The words Barbara Brown Taylor uses to describe her own experience at the edge also seem to capture Ruth’s experience. Taylor writes: “I will keep faith—in God, in God’s faith in me, and in all the companions whom God has given me to help see the world as God sees it—so that together we may find a way to realize the divine vision. If some of us do not yet know who we are going to be tomorrow, then it is enough for us to give thanks for today while we treat each other as well as we know how.”


Because of their experiences at the edge, both women are willing to hold on to their faith. And as they do so, they’re joined by a third woman.


A critic has written that “describing Carrie Newcomer as a singer-songwriter is a little like saying Noah was a boat-builder.” Newcomer’s been called “one of the definitive voices of the Heartland,” an Indiana native who “sings of the small joys and pains in life, emphasizing the little moments that are often taken for granted.” For her, “songwriting is not about being clever, flashy, or fancy, it is about telling a compelling story in language and music with elegance and clarity.”


Faith also is central to who Newcomer is—both as a person and as an artist. It’s one of the things that grounds her work. She explains: “My faith, my spiritual path, is an important part of who I am, of how I walk in the world, so it has to come out in my music.”


But she adds that music and faith are part of a continuing journey. She puts it this way: “I can say things now that I could never have said when I was twenty-five. I had perfectly valid things to say then, but I’m in a different place now. I really feel as though I’ve found my writer’s voice since I turned forty. And I hope I’m still saying that sort of thing when I’m eighty—you know, that I was so clueless back when I was fifty-eight or sixty-two.”


Newcomer’s songs seem to acknowledge that such an approach to faith isn’t easy. It doesn’t come with the certainty that some people want. Instead, it requires an ongoing willingness to travel with trust in the divine and with a commitment to hold on.  


Here’s how she describes that journey in one of her songs:

I’ve been drivin’ down this road
Five times this week
It’s almost as if these farm fields
Could speak to me

A hungry lion’s been prowlin’
Outside my door these days
And though I shake my fist at it
It doesn’t go away

But hold on . . .

Life is short, my dreams are made
And the bargain’s struck and the price is paid
I have walked a fragile line
And I have heard an inner voice call . . .

So hold on, hold on

Well, there are those who would put you down
[Those] who would keep you down
But this gentle source who will lift you up
And I have heard the voice of God sayin’

Hold on, hold on, hold on . . .


Although centuries and circumstances separate these three women, their voices seem to unite in inviting us to travel with them to the edge and there to experience our own story of faith. For as one of them reminds us: “While the center may be the place where the stories of the faith are preserved, the edge is the place where the best of them happen.” Amen.
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