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An Odd Way to Begin 
(Advent 1) 

Prayer of Illumination 

Present God, 
 Settle our hearts. 
  Still our minds. 
   And stir our imaginations, 
    That we might hear your Word for us this day. 

Ruth 1:1-14, 18-21 

In Advent, we anticipate the story of a young couple in Bethlehem whose child will one day 
lead to the redemption of the world. But few of us know that this actually occurs twice in the 
Bible. The first time is in the book of Ruth, a short book in the middle of the Old Testament that 
tells the story of Ruth, a young foreign woman who marries a Jewish man and bears a child who 
will grow up to become the grandfather of King David, and who, many generations later, will 
become an ancestor of Jesus. So as we enter into this Advent season, let us begin before the 
beginning with the first chapter of the book of Ruth. 

In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land, and a certain man of 
Bethlehem in Judah went to live in the country of Moab, he and his wife and two sons. The 
name of the man was Elimelech and the name of his wife Naomi, and the names of his two sons 
were Mahlon and Chilion; they were Ephrathites from Bethlehem in Judah. They went into the 
country of Moab and remained there. But Elimelech, the husband of Naomi, died, and she was 
left with her two sons. These took Moabite wives; the name of the one was Orpah and the 
name of the other Ruth. When they had lived there about ten years, both Mahlon and Chilion 
also died, so that Naomi was left without her two sons and her husband. 

Then she started to return with her daughters-in-law from the country of Moab, for she had 
heard in the country of Moab that the Lord had considered the people and given them food. So 
she set out from the place where she had been living, she and her two daughters-in-law, and 
they went on their way to go back to the land of Judah. But Naomi said to her two 
daughters-in-law, “Go back each of you to your mother’s house. May the Lord deal kindly with 
you, as you have dealt with the dead and with me. The Lord grant that you may find security, 
each of you in the house of your husband.” Then she kissed them, and they wept aloud. They 
said to her, “No, we will return with you to your people.” But Naomi said, “Turn back, my 
daughters, why will you go with me? Do I still have sons in my womb that they may become 
your husbands? Turn back, my daughters, go your way, for I am too old to have a husband. 
Even if I thought there was hope for me, even if I should have a husband tonight and bear sons, 
would you then wait until they were grown? Would you then refrain from marrying? No, my 
daughters, it has been far more bitter for me than for you, because the hand of the Lord has 
turned against me.” Then they wept aloud again. Orpah kissed her mother-in-law, but Ruth 
clung to her. When Naomi saw that she was determined to go with her, she said no more to 
her. 
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So the two of them went on until they came to Bethlehem. When they came to Bethlehem, the 
whole town was stirred because of them; and the women said, “Is this Naomi?” She said to 
them, 

“Call me no longer Naomi, [which means pleasantness or sweetness and light] 
 call me Mara, [which means bitterness] 
 for the Almighty has dealt bitterly with me. 
I went away full, 
 but the Lord has brought me back empty; 
why call me Naomi 
 when the Lord has dealt harshly with me, 
 and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me?” 

 

Luke 21:25-36 

And from the Gospel according to Luke, a passage in which Jesus is foretelling his second 
coming: 

“There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among 
nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves. People will faint from fear and 
foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. 
Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in a cloud’ with power and great glory. Now when 
these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is 
drawing near.” 

Then Jesus told them a parable: “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; as soon as they sprout 
leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near. So also, when you see 
these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near. Truly I tell you, this 
generation will not pass away until all things have taken place. Heaven and earth will pass 
away, but my words will not pass away. 

“Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and 
the worries of this life, and that day does not catch you unexpectedly, like a trap. For it will 
come upon all who live on the face of the whole earth. Be alert at all times, praying that you 
may have the strength to escape all these things that will take place, and to stand before the 
Son of Man.” 

The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 

–––––––– 
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An Odd Way to Begin 

I wonder how it is that you mark the beginning of a new year. I would wager that some of 
you celebrate it with parties, large or small, in which you gather together with family or friends, 
or even strangers, to celebrate the end of one year and ring in the beginning of a new one.  

I also suspect that some of you mark the change of the calendar in more subdued ways, 
reflecting on what was good about the past year and letting go of what was bad, considering 
your hopes and dreams for the new year.  

Perhaps you have a particular tradition with which you mark the new year—staying up to 
see the ball drop, making resolutions, or some other way you note the passing of another year. 
While seemingly arbitrary—it is, after all, just another day—the change of calendar years lends 
itself to introspection and the sense that we have the opportunity to begin again—with a new 
year come hopes for new ways of being, hopes that the world might be better, that fortune 
might favor us, that we might become the people we aspire to be. It is a time of resolutions and 
vision boards, fresh starts and clean slates. 

It’s somewhat jarring, then, that the Christian calendar begins in a completely different way. 
Rather than waiting until January, the Christian calendar begins each year on the last weekend 
of November or the first weekend of December, wherever the first Sunday of Advent happens 
to fall. And while we generally associate Advent with a season of waiting and anticipation, of 
preparing to celebrate Christmas and the birth of the Christ child, it begins with something far 
more theatrical in nature. Each year, the gospel text for the first Sunday of Advent includes 
what scholars refer to as a “mini-apocalypse”. There’s one in each of the three synoptic 
Gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and so each year we read a slightly different version of 
what we heard this morning. This year, our mini-apocalypse comes through the language of 
Luke, who writes that, “there will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth 
distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves. People will faint from 
fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be 
shaken.” 

It seems a strange text with which to begin the season of Advent. I suspect that most of us 
associate Advent with stories of Mary and Joseph, of Zechariah and Elizabeth and the birth of 
John the Baptist. And, indeed, beginning with the second Sunday of Advent each year, these are 
the stories we hear—stories of those who preceded him and those who anticipated him. But on 
the first Sunday, we begin with the words of Jesus himself, words about a second coming for 
which we must be prepared and for which, despite Jesus’ words that “this generation will not 
pass away until all things have taken place,” we have been waiting for over two millennia. 

It’s an odd way to begin. 

 

The Book of Ruth, which in many ways rehearses or foreshadows the story of Jesus’ birth, 
begins much as Advent does. We read most of chapter one earlier, but I want to play for you a 
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short clip in which a Professor of Hebrew, Dr. Lisa Wolfe retells chapter 1 the way an ancient 
Israelite might have heard it; in particular, instead of using the names we read in the Old 
Testament, Dr. Wolfe uses what those names meant to Israelites, in other words, she brings to 
light some of the subtext hidden just beneath the surface of the words, subtext that we lose 
when we translate the Hebrew into English. 

https://tinyurl.com/yyv4j5n7 

Now, we might question Naomi’s assertion that she has come back empty given that she 
has come back with a woman whose name means “my cup runneth over,” but we can certainly 
empathize with her perspective—here is a woman who has lost everything.  

It strikes me that this is a more honest way in which to begin Advent—to begin by 
acknowledging all that we have lost, to begin with an awareness that at times the sky does, 
indeed, feel like it is falling. After all, just because the Christian calendar has advanced another 
year, we don’t magically forget that we live in a world where over five million people have died 
from COVID, a world in which a new, more virulent and more resistant strain of COVID is 
making its way around the world. Just because we’ve entered into the season of Advent, it 
doesn’t mean that we can flip a switch and forget that we live in a country where there are no 
agreed upon standards for what is true and what is false, or that we live in a community where 
young white boys get away with murder while young black boys life sentences in prison for far 
less. Whether we’re beginning a new Christian year or a new calendar year, turning a page has 
rarely caused anyone to forget that their loved one is sick or dying; it has not, so far as I know, 
relieved anyone of their grief or their anxiety or their loneliness. So perhaps it is best to begin 
the season with a reminder that we live in a dark world, because it’s not like we’re going to 
magically forget. 

Admittedly, Jesus is talking about some future time, some future date in which there will be 
signs in the sun, the moon and the stars, some future date when he will come again. And, for 
most of Christian history, we have imagined that this second coming will be a 
spectacle—something the world will not be able to miss. After all, it is going to be preceded by 
all of these signs. 

But Jesus also says, “truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all things have 
taken place.” 

And so I wonder if maybe we’ve been imagining it all wrong. 

What if Advent is preparing us not to celebrate some long ago event nor to anticipate some 
future second coming that we may or may not even believe in, let alone expect to live to see? 
What if, instead, Advent is preparing us to see the birth of light into a world of darkness? What 
if Advent begins each year with these mini-apocalyptic texts because we can’t see the birth of 
light in the midst of darkness unless we’re first willing to see the darkness, to sit in the 
darkness? What if Jesus’ second coming isn’t some great event that everyone will notice, but 
instead an everyday birthing of goodness and love and light into the world? What if we’ve been 

https://tinyurl.com/yyv4j5n7
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so busy expecting a grand entrance or celebrating old stories that we’ve fallen into the very 
trap that Jesus warned us about and failed to notice the myriad ways in which Jesus is being 
born again and again and again? 

The book of Ruth begins with irony and despair—there’s no bread in “house of bread 
land”??—things are not the way they are meant to be, Naomi is a woman bereft of hope and 
steeped in bitterness—but it is into this darkness, in the midst of this wrongness, that a baby is 
born who grows up to be the father of Jesse, the grandfather of King David, an ancestor of 
Jesus. All because an embittered widow allowed a young, foreign daughter-in-law to follow her, 
perhaps grudgingly, all the way home. 

Despite the cheerful music that will no doubt bombard you everywhere you go for the next 
28 days, despite the magical lights and the parties and the goodwill of all, the season of Advent 
doesn’t begin with twinkling lights or promises of babies or feelings of warm fuzziness. It begins 
with an acknowledgement that there will be times when there will be distress among the 
nations, fear and foreboding, times when the heavens themselves will seem to shake. So if you 
are entering into this Advent season carrying grief or pain or sorrow, appalled at the state of 
the world or the state of your life or just generally worn out, not to fear. Advent is a season for 
you too. Indeed, you are already one step ahead, because Advent begins by reminding us that 
we cannot see the birth of light without first being willing to see and acknowledge the 
darkness. 

So as we enter into this season, my prayer for you is that you will find the fortitude and 
courage to face the darkest places, in the world and in your own life, with eyes wide open, that 
you might begin to catch glimpses of light exactly where it is darkest, and that, in turn, you 
might find ways be part of the light in someone else’s deep darkness. 

Amen. 


