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Age and dementia have done their worst.  Their mother can no longer take care of 

herself.  Two of the three sisters live in close proximity and decided that “our 

mother will never end up in a nursing home.”  The family can only afford 8 hours 

a day of “in-home” care so the two sisters take turns caring for her the rest of the 

time.  After three years they are exhausted, as you can imagine.   The third sister 

lives and works across the country.   She helps with the finances but is only able to 

visit during her vacations.   The resentment between the three sisters has grown to 

the point of open conflict;  “You never asked me or Mom if she wanted to stay in 

the house no matter what it costs,” or “If you really loved our Mother you would 

move home to help,” and “All you think about is your own needs, you’ve always 

been that way!” 

 

So on her vacation days, the third sister flies home to care for her mother so that 

the other sisters can get a break.   The one thing they have all agreed upon is that 

they will no longer speak to each other.  When the third sister enters the house, the 

other sisters are to leave out the back door so they won’t see each other.  The last 

thing in the world their mother would have ever wanted is for her illness to divide 

her family. 

 

Any of these themes sound familiar; noble and unspoken assumptions, 

miscommunication, the projection of past hurts into the present, the wounds of 

exhaustion and stress? 

 

This is no “Hallmark card” sermon about the ideals of Mother’s Day.  We 

absolutely should praise God for the good and loving women in our lives whose 

nurture and sacrifice have formed us into the people we are today.  We absolutely 

can see God at work in the love of good Moms.   If you were blessed with one, 

thank God and never pass up the chance to say “I love you” all days of the year 

not just one. 

 

And, let’s be honest.  The life of all-too-many Moms is anything but ideal.  We 

live in a society with a 50 percent divorce rate.   Families are complicated systems 

of human relationships where pain and disappointment, often carried around for 

years, are all too common. What we do in the name of family can be a crime.  



Statistically it is far more likely that murder, assault, rape and the sexual 

molestation of minors will occur in the family unit than anywhere else in society 

(Family Violence Prevention Fund/endabuse.org).    

 

The institution of family is supposed to represent our highest ideals; love, safety, 

self-sacrifice, honor.   And it can. 

 

Back in 2005, we as a church had been praying for little Brevin Lacy, a baby who 

struggled with his health from the moment he was born.  He died way-too young.   

Pastor Greg Bergquist led a wonderful celebration of life here in the sanctuary.    

We also celebrated the love and courage of an amazing family, a clan really, who 

supported and encouraged and helped each other throughout one of the most 

difficult challenges that life can offer.  Fred Bates, the patriarch of the clan, was a 

significant leader here at LAUMC prior to his own death.  He would have been the 

first to warn us to never consider his or any other a “perfect” family.  And, the 

love these folk had for each other inspired the entire congregation.  It is what 

family can and should be. 

 

Fred would also be the first to direct us to the Bible if we seek to find spiritual 

resources to heal and guide our family lives. 

 

We have a wonderful example in our lesson this morning from the Old Testament.  

Do you know the story of Ruth and Naomi?  A Hebrew family from Bethlehem in 

Judah immigrates to neighboring Moab where they start a family; the father of the 

family, and then his two sons, die, leaving Naomi and her two daughters-in-law, 

Orpah and Ruth to fend for themselves.   To survive, Naomi returns home but 

implores her two daughters-in-law to remain in Moab in hopes of finding 

husbands among their own people.  Orpah does but out of her great love for the 

aging Naomi, Ruth insists on re-settling in a foreign land.  There, Naomi’s 

kinsman Boaz falls in love with Ruth and they live happily ever after, bearing son 

Obed, who will bear Jesse, who will bear David who will become the greatest 

king/messiah in Israel’s history.  Jesus, son of Joseph is born in the lineage of this 

family in their ancestral home town, Bethlehem.   Ruth is the distant grandmother 

of Jesus. 

 

The Book of Ruth is a fabulous story of a family with honor and integrity and 

faith.  I wanted to name my first son “Boaz” but Bonnie vetoed the idea; I guess 

Boaz Bollwinkel would have been problematic! 

 

Within the context of the whole, our verses from Ruth tell us a number of 

important things about family. 

 

You have to choose your future if you are going to change the past. 



The social and emotional programming we received in our family units dominate 

how we see ourselves as adults and how we relate to others.  The experts tell us 

that it is most likely that we will raise our children as we were raised.  We will 

frame our marriages more than likely in the models of our own parents.  If that 

past was good, loving and graceful, we can have a sure foundation on which to 

build our own families and marriages.  If that past wasn’t good, wasn’t healthy and 

loving, we have to consciously work to change our predispositions to treat others 

the way we were treated.   

 

Ruth purposely chooses a new future with Naomi.  She is willing to share Naomi’s 

pain and even death to be with her.  A widow in the ancient world was at the 

mercy of patriarchal traditions of ownership and clan.   It would have been much 

safer for Ruth to return to her own people than to risk acceptance by people of 

another race and religion.   But Ruth’s great love and faith overcame any fear and 

she chooses a new future; “where you go, I will go; …your people shall be my 

people and your God my God.” 

 

Consider those voices in our past that still shape how we relate to friends and 

family.  As powerful as the past may be, it does not have to determine our future.   

We are free to choose how we will love and live with others.   

 

We find family in many places, not just amongst our given relatives. 

 

“Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.”   

(Robert Frost)     

 

We don’t get to pick our families. We are born into a mix of personalities and 

needs that may or may not be helpful.   After 38 years of providing pastoral 

counseling I am convinced that there is no such thing as “a normal family.”  There 

is dysfunction is the best of homes. 

 

In our nation's debate about same gender marriage, I grimace every time a 

politician suggests we need to return to "the biblical foundations of family."  As 

much as the Bible in places lays out ideals of monogamy, parenthood and family 

the realities of some of our heroes is anything but ideal. 

 

Abraham, the patriarch of Israel, had children with multiple wives and slaves and 

“allowed” his wife Sarai to be used sexually by Egyptian officials to save his own 

life. 

 

King David had more than 50 “official” sons from at least eight wives, many more 

concubines; he abandoned his first wife and arranged for the murder of a trusted 



solider to possess another.  In the end some of his own sons tried to kill him and 

take over his kingdom. 

 

As a pre-teen, Jesus runs away from his parents to go the Temple (Luke 2:41-f); he 

argues publicly with his mother at a wedding (John 2:4); concerned that he has lost 

his mind, his family confronts him (Mark 3:20-f).   When Mary and his siblings 

come to see Jesus about family business, he says his followers are his true family 

not his blood relations (Mark 3:31-f). 

 

If we broaden the definition of “family” to include any community of relationships 

committed to love and the health and safety of its members, we will find family in 

many places outside of our given surnames, cultural expectations and history. 

 

Ruth did. Not an Israelite, her faith and devotion have her listed by name in the 

genealogy of Jesus, savior of the world (Matthew 1:1-17). 

 

Jesus found his family to include all those seeking the reign of love, peace and 

justice.    

 

The apostle Paul finds his family and offers it to the world in the church, the body 

of Christ, a community in which "There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no 

longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in 

Christ Jesus." (Galatians 3:28). 

 

 

Even in the darkest of times, God is working with us to bring new life and 

possibilities. 

 

In the ancient world the life of the widow was one of desperation.   Her children 

were in the custody of the father’s family.   Her birth family had no legal 

obligation to take her back.  A widow had little claim to property or security and 

often ended up victimized in the worst ways. 

 

As Naomi and Ruth return to Bethlehem they could have never guessed that their 

lives would play a role in the salvation of the world. 

 

“Christians do not believe that we have an answer to the tragedies of life, 

rather that what we have is a God who, in Jesus Christ, enters tragedy, 

stands with us and makes a way through. The cross of Christ, the greatest 

of the world's tragedies, is a sign. Not an answer or a reason for the hurt 

that happens in life - it is something even better. The cross is a sign that 

God is with us, particularly in the dark times. The cross says, wherever 



there is tragedy, injustice, pain, there is God. “  (William H. Willimon, 

“Quad Quotes,” Duke Magazine, July-August 1999, p. 56) 

  

Ruth and Naomi knew that same God, too, even centuries before Jesus.  Their 

story and faith is an encouragement for all of us that even in the most difficult of 

circumstances, God is luring us to hope and possibility beyond our dreams. 

  

There may not be any such thing as “the perfect family” but our homes and 

marriages can be places of great love and joy.  On this Mother’s Day, remember 

and celebrate Naomi and Ruth who taught us that:  

 

-You have to choose your future if you are going to change the past. 

 

-We find family in many places, not just amongst our given relatives. 

 

-Even in the darkest of times, God is working with us to bring new life and 

possibility. 

 

This poem would never make it into a Hallmark card but it speaks of the universal 

bond between women who share their lives in faith and love.   It is written by 

Bonnie Minkler Bollwinkel’s grandmother Helen Van Gorder.  Naomi and Ruth 

would have known it to be true as well. 

 

A Mother’s Prayer 

 

O God of Love, of Peace and Harmony 

Listen for a moment to a mother’s prayer. 

I bring a grieving heart to Thee 

Grief not for myself or mine today,  

But for the countless mothers 

Throughout thy world, 

Who are drinking to the dregs  

Their cup of sorrow. 

Christ upon the cross suffered little more  

Than did his Mother – 

Who gladly would have borne His pain. 

The Mothers in far distant lands are  

Marys – all. 

Pity them, Oh God, and may I never be content 

Only to have my children safe within my arms, 

Peace for America my chief concern – enough, 

And smugly satisfied to look across the seas,  

Saying as Pharisees of old –“Thank God I’m not as these!” 



Although it hurts, keep me always aware  

To others pain, 

Truly to feel their loss is mine, 

Their peace – my gain. 

 

Helen Van Gorder 

(Bonnie’s maternal grandmother) 

 

 

Amen. 


