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Rough Road Ahead 

Ruth 1 
 

 Ruth chapter one begins to tell the life stories of Ruth, Naomi, and Orpah. Within this 

chapter we read of common elements present in human life which emerge when we experience 

changes that are prompted by losses that give way to deep grieving. These losses then evoke the 

road sign, rough roads ahead, as we enter the uncharted and yet familiar pathway of grief and 

loss.  

 I anticipate that you are all at least somewhat familiar with the Old Testament book of 

Ruth and the stories of Naomi, Ruth, Orpah, and Boaz. A large part of the appeal of the book of 

Ruth is this relationship between two women, Naomi and Ruth, and how that relationship is 

captured through the words of the extensive dialogue between the two of them.  

 This morning I invite us to recognize that like Ruth and Naomi we each have a story, a 

unique story of our lives. One of the common denominators between each of our stories is that 

we have each experienced loss in one way or another. We each have experienced a change in our 

lives that produces the feeling of loss and grief - either a change so completely radical that 

throws off our core balance or a change of something that only slightly disturbs us. In either case 

loss or grief are two experiences that as humans we are guaranteed to experience. However, even 

as I normalize the experience it does not mean that it is an easy experience, nor one that we 

readily welcome and gladly help usher in.  

 Turn with me now to Ruth chapter one as we note these changes of loss that are revealed 

in their stories. Naomi’s story begins when she and her husband and two sons are forced to leave 

their home and travel to a foreign land because of a severe famine in the home community. In the 

biblical narrative when we read “there was a famine in the land” we know that this immediately 
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signals danger and we should brace ourselves to continue reading and hear of death, refugees, 

and hopelessness. While we can assume that Naomi and Elimelek engaged in some preparations 

for this significant change, moving to a new location, either by choice or necessity, is a change 

that evokes grief. In this moving one might lose all that is familiar or predictable. There might be 

a loss of significant relationships, loss of common food choices, loss of understanding of 

language, loss of opportunity to practices one’s faith or religion, loss of security, loss of being 

known.   

Then in two short verses in chapter one the stark, unimaginable reality of losses in 

Naomi’s life is described. Starting in verse three: “Now Elimelek, Naomi’s husband, died, and 

she was left with two sons. They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the other Ruth. 

After they had lived there about ten years, both sons also died, and Naomi was left without her 

two sons and her husband.” The starkness of the telling makes me want to shake my head and 

say “now just a minute! How, when, where, why? It’s like whoa, what just happened?” There are 

so many unanswered questions to the simple statements that are recorded in the beginning of 

chapter one. Already we see a woman who has experienced so many losses on her journey… 

famine that would have forced her and her husband to move, the difficulty leading up to that 

decision, days when there was simply no food. The death of her spouse, the deep unspeakable 

grief that wells within the soul like a waterfall of sorrow as one grieves the death of her beloved. 

Then the death of both of her sons. Words cannot describe the magnitude of her pain as she 

grieves, as she mourns, as she cries out to God. Yet, this is all just summarized into two short, 

neat sentences. But yet we know that there is much more to Naomi’s journey and her experience 

of life than what is recorded here.  
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Wouldn’t you love to be able to sit down with Naomi and just ask her, “Please tell me 

your story?” Wouldn’t you love to be able to have a cup of tea with Naomi and ask her to tell 

you what was it like for you when this happen in your life? Or dear Naomi where was did you 

see God on your journey? Or Naomi how did you prepare for these major changes?” I could see 

the picture clearly in mind. I have invited Naomi over for lunch and as I get her situated at my 

table I sit down and ask her “Please Naomi, give voice to your journey, please share with me 

how you are where you are at in life? Naomi how did you carry this grief? How did this grief 

change you? Naomi, how did you have the strength to go on? Naomi, please tell me your story.” 

Naomi strikes me as a woman of strength because after all she has lived through we are 

told that she hears that God has come to the aid of God’s people back home in Bethlehem and so 

she decides that she and her daughters-in-law should embrace yet another change and prepare to 

return to Bethlehem. She doesn’t give up, and yet begins to count herself more with the dead 

than with the living. At some point on the road back to Judah Naomi changes her mind and 

addresses her two daughters in law by saying: “Go back, each of you, to your mother’s home.  

May the Lord show you kindness as you have shown kindness to your dead and to me.  May the 

Lord grant that each of you will find rest in the home of another husband.”   

Then she kisses them a final goodbye. She is freeing Orpah and Ruth of any obligation or 

responsibility that they might feel for her. Yet, we are told that Orpah and Ruth wept aloud and 

told her that they will go back with her to her people. Once again Naomi tells them to go home!  

And then she goes on to tell them that life with her is a hopeless situation. She is not going to 

have more sons, she is too old, there is no hope and it is more bitter for her because the Lord’s 

hand has turned against her.   
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Naomi’s impassioned speech might strike us today as a little over the top.  However Eugene 

Roop explains that during the times of Ruth  

There was no easy way for a childless widow to fulfill her basic human needs. If the 

deceased husband has brothers, a kinship marriage might be arranged, providing a son or 

more for the widow and thus a place in the husband’s family. Many widows, however, 

have no respectable way to earn a living. They are forced to rely on charity or worse, 

perhaps slavery or prostitution.  Naomi thus finds herself in triple jeopardy – a woman, 

without family, and in a foreign land.i 

 

 After her impassioned speech Orpah wept again and then kissed Naomi goodbye and left 

to return to her family. Knowing the rest of the story, we might find ourselves saying, why didn’t 

Orpah stay as well? However, Orpah deciding to return home was not a decision of disloyalty or 

abandonment; instead it was the decision of common sense. Naomi then looks at Ruth and says 

“look Orpah is returning, go with her.”   

 I am currently participating in the nurture hour elective on loss, led by Mel and Lorna 

Claassen. Together we are studying the book A Grace Disguised: How the soul grows through 

loss written by Jerry Sittser. Many in this congregation have studied this book as Mel and Lorna 

have led this class numerous times. Sittser, the author, writes this book after experiencing the 

tragic losses of his mother, wife, and young daughter in the same car accident. His experience 

resonates with the story of Naomi who experiences the death of her husband and both of her 

sons, a sweeping and pervasive wave of grief that threatens to capsize the small boat of life that 

one is trying to keep upright.  

 Back in our story of Naomi and Ruth we come to this familiar and powerful speech by 

Ruth where she neither rehearses the painful past, nor gives her own speculations about the 

unknown future. This correlates to Sittser’s chapter entitled “Sailing on a Sea of Nothingness” 
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where he articulates the break that happens in our life journeys when we experience a significant 

loss that prevents us from being able to fully form the future as it was based on the past. Sittser 

writes: 

Loss creates a barren present, as if one were sailing on a vast sea of nothingness. Those 

who suffer loss live suspended between a past for which they long and a future for which 

they hope. They want to return to the harbor of the familiar past and recover what was 

lost... Or they want to sail on and discover a meaningful future that promises to bring 

them life again... Instead, they find themselves living in a barren present that is empty of 

meaning. Memories of the past only remind them of what they have lost; hope for the 

future only taunts them with an unknown too remote even to imagine.ii 

 

In life we use our past to understand our present and our past and present to shape our hopes and 

plans for the future. When we experience loss we cease to be able to hold the same thoughts 

about the future because there is now a separation between the past, the present, and the future. It 

is here that we ask whom am I, where am I headed, what is important in life, where is God, and 

what does tomorrow even look like?  

Ruth’s passionate speech to Naomi clearly names this experience of living in the liminal 

time and space that loss has created. She neither rehearses the painful past, nor gives her own 

speculations about the unknown future. Instead she focuses on the right now and she vows to do 

something that no one else in Naomi’s life has been able to do - she vows to stay. While Naomi’s 

speeches were focused on the bitter past and impossible future, Ruth’s words are only about her 

ongoing presence with Naomi in a world that has left Naomi alone.  

Here again in the story we see the road sign “rough road ahead.” Grief, although part of 

each of our journeys, is never a paved four lane highway with posted speed limits of 70 miles per 

hour. Instead, the signage reads “rough roads ahead” which instructs us to put our foot on the 

brake and slow down. As one author explains, “Grief is normal because it is how people respond 
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to a significant personal loss. (It) is natural in that it’s a completely human thing to do. We can’t 

avoid grief – it’s built into us. We’re created to grieve, just as we’re created to love…Grief is 

necessary. Grief provides a healthy way to cope with the loss and everything it means to us.”iii 

Each one of us is familiar to some degree to the element of loss and grief in our own 

journeys. Perhaps it is grief experienced when a close loved one died – a spouse, a parent, a 

sibling, a child, a friend, miscarriage or infant loss. Or perhaps it is the grief experienced as 

musical artist Jason Gray names a “Death without a funeral.” Losses such as infertility, loss of 

job, divorce, loss of health, loss of independence, broken relationships. Whatever the cause, grief 

is a real, tangible part of each of our journeys that comes into our lives and as we embrace it we 

experience being changed by it.   

Kenneth Haugk, creator of Stephen Ministry, in his grief booklet series highlights 

proposes how grief changes us in at least five ways. He asserts it changes us emotionally as we 

embrace new or deeper feelings as we wade into the rough road of grief. Socially as perhaps our 

losses alter our relationships which in turn affect what everyday life looks like. Spiritually that as 

we grieve we reevaluate who God is, where God is at, and our relationship with God. Physically 

as grief can change our eating habits, our desires, can be revealed through physical symptoms 

and ailments in our body. And mentally as we can experience a sense of lingering fog in our 

thinking, as well as thinking and preparing for the future suddenly looks different and perhaps 

even at times impossible.iv Each of these dimensions call for us to slow down on the journey of 

grief, to breathe deeply, to take the hand of those on the road with us, and to ask for new eyes 

and ears to hear and see and experience God in our midst of the changes we are experiencing as 

we grieve our losses.  
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One of my dear friends in Virginia is Pam Comer. Pam works in the counseling 

department at EMU and previously had been a hospice counselor. Pam knows grief well and 

desires to help others grieve well so that they are able to live well. During one of my many 

interactions with Pam she shared the memorable analogy of how grief is like our hand. Pam said 

that when we first experience the loss – whether the death of a loved one, death of a dream, death 

of relationship – our hand, our grief, comes right up to our face and it is all we can see. The grief 

of this loss becomes what we see the entire world through. It becomes the lenses to see, our nose 

to smell, our ears to hear. The grief is all encompassing, the kind that presses down on your chest 

and makes it difficult to breathe. This is the grief that divides the present from the future.  

Slowly over time, after continuing down the rough road of grief, your hand begins to drift 

slowly away from your face. Gradually you can begin to see, hear, experience, remember, 

believe, and dream of other things. The grief is not all encompassing, it is not so overwhelming. 

The grief is becoming incorporated into who you are.  

But then there is a scent, a memory, an anniversary, a conversation, a phone call, a photo, 

a song, a card – and something triggers the grief and suddenly the hand flies back up to your face 

and once again you are consumed with grief. Then again your hand will begin to drift away from 

your face, your vision will change. Overtime as you travel this road your hand will continue to 

return to your face but it might not go up all the way, nor will it stay close for very long. For the 

rest of your life you will experience this motion of your hand moving to your face and moving 

away. However, what is key is to recognize Pam said to me, is that the grief from this loss is 

your hand. It is forever a part of you. It is not something that you will ever fully get over, instead 

you will incorporate it into your life even as it changes you.  
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One of the amazing elements of the story of Ruth and Naomi is that God encounters them 

through the normal everyday life experiences – including the experience of loss and grief. You 

will not read of any what I call over the top divine encounters that we find in other places in the 

Old Testament. We do not read of angels loudly proclaiming to the women what they should do, 

nor do any of the women experience any heavenly visions, or the heavens opening up providing 

clear direction. In the book of Ruth women and men experience God’s presence in the daily 

routine and the rhythm of life.v They experience God on the rough roads of grief evoked by 

changes of loss.  

I wonder, what and how are you grieving this morning? Have you experienced a recent 

loss, or a loss years ago that you continue to carry close to your face? Whether it be from a death 

of a loved one, or a loss that is a death without a funeral. How has God walked this journey with 

you? How have you allowed others to carry you?  

One of the true gifts of a faith community is to surround each other when one of us 

experiences this road sign in our lives, when we encounter changes due to losses whether sudden 

or anticipated. As we surround each other we can hold up each other in ways - such as I will sing 

for you when you cannot sing. I will pray for you when you cannot pray. I will carry hope for 

you when you cannot carry it for yourself.  

During some of my days of all-encompassing and consuming grief I would play and 

replay and replay a specific song. It is Jesus’ words to each of us, and yet for a long period of 

time in my life I was unable to sing them. And yet, down deep in my soul I believed them, and 

longed for them, and I needed to hear them. And so I would sit any my computer and replay this 

song and allow someone else to sing for me when I was unable to sing.  
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Today, we surround each other in this faith community and acknowledge that all of us 

carry our losses, and some of us are deeply grieving. So today, Ruthie is going to sing the same 

song I constantly replayed along the rough road of grief, Sing the Story 49. She will sing the 

verses for us and we may join her on the refrain. However, if you are on the rough road and are 

unable to sing at all, please allow us, your faith community, to sing for you.  
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