More Alike Than We Are Different

Ruth 1:15-18

Last Sunday, the Senior High Fellowship had its final “theme night” (which is Fellowship-speak for a more serious, thinking, discussion-oriented topic) of the year.  Rachel Schneider, who is one of our volunteer advisors and who is currently teaching some classes at the college/university level while completing her PhD helped to lead the group for this final night of discussion and reflection.  In starting us off, Rachel gave us all a piece of paper and a pencil, and she asked us first to take 2 minutes to make a list of all of the qualities that would describe us to someone who did not know us.  People did fairly well with this list, coming up with anywhere from 14 to nearly 30 items, featuring things like “I am a drummer,” “I am stubborn,” or “I have curly hair.”  Then Rachel asked us to turn our papers over and take 1 minute to do a second list.  This one was to be a list of all the ways each one of us was exactly like every other person in the room.  Needless to say, these lists were quite a bit shorter, and included things like “we all have two eyes,” or “we all have completed elementary school,” and “we all have feet.”  Rachel’s point was made…we are all so unique (wonderfully so, in fact), that it can be difficult to come up with deep and meaningful ways in which we might all be exactly alike.


  The next day, I was out walking my dogs, and my brain was, apparently, still mulling over these activities, these lists, that Rachel had asked us to complete.  And suddenly, I realized there is another way in which we are all alike…a deep and meaningful way in which we are all alike…something that unites us all the time, but which is perhaps all the more powerfully present on this Memorial Day Sunday, this time when we are full of memories and remembrances.  We have all had to say good-bye to someone we love.  

Now, for some of us, especially for some of the youngest among us, these good-byes may not have been the final good-byes of grieving and loss.  And yet, for a small child, the first day being dropped off at preschool or kindergarten can seem as powerfully permanent a good-bye as a funeral.  In that first moment of good-bye, before Mom or Dad or grandma or the sitter have returned at the end of the day, worry, sorrow, apprehension, even grief can be a part of the child’s experience.  Will that good-bye at the school door be final?  Will a loved one return to collect her?  


We, with the benefit of age and hindsight know that, yes, of course, the school day ends, and there are abundant hellos to replace those sad good-byes.  But, I think the point holds…one powerful way in which we are all alike is that we all have had to say good-bye.


Those of us who are older, of course, have also, most likely, had to bid some more permanent good-byes in our lives when someone we know and love has died…maybe you have had to say good-bye to a parent.  Maybe to a grandparent.  Maybe to a spouse, an aunt, an uncle, a beloved best friend.  Maybe, if you have served in the military, you have had to say good-bye to a fallen friend.  When sometimes it can feel like we human beings are more different than we are alike, moments of saying good-bye, moments of grieving, remind us of the very poignancy of the fact that at our very deepest core, deep in our hearts, we are all beloved children of God, who love and who hurt, and that we are, at our deepest core, so very much more alike than anything else.

There have been a lot of wars, in the history of the world.  War and unrest tend to underscore, to play upon, the lines we draw between us, the differences among us.  Israel and Palestine, divided and conflicted, have long been focused on what makes them different, as opposed to what commonalities they might share.  Or, in Thailand, right now, the country is deeply divided by what is fast becoming an entrenched insurrection.

The Thai population is deeply embroiled in this conflict – mentally if not physically – and has been increasingly so ever since two former friends, Sonti Limthongkul and Thaksin Shinawatra, both modern technology tycoons, fell on opposite sides of a political divide in 2006.
  These two former friends now lead the opposing sides, the yellow shirts and the red shirts.  They have come to represent the struggle between the relatively rich side of Thailand and the poor; the old powers and the new.  ABC writer Michael Tuckson talks about an experience he had in 2009, taking two different taxis in Bangkok, the country’s capital.  In the first taxi, he said, the driver “berated [him] loudly about the evils of the red shirts, and the other, equally loudly, about the evils of the yellow shirts.”
  Tuckson says of the experience “As an adult, living for 22 years in Australia, eight years in Laos and 15 odd years in Thailand, I had, until recently never heard such angry debate about politics. Even my debates with my grandfather over Australian troops in Vietnam were mild by comparison.”
  

When we are in times and periods of war and unrest, we so often become focused, with great passion, on the things that divide us, on the ways in which we are different.  But loss…real loss that comes with being human…reminds us of how deeply connected we are.  Is the grief of a red-shirted Thai citizen mourning the loss of a fallen friend any different, any less painful than the grief of a yellow-shirted Thai citizen?  Was the grief of an American mother whose son was killed in Vietnam any greater, any more important than the grief of a Vietnamese mother, mourning her lost child?  Should the pain of a Samaritan have been worth any less, been any less important, in Jesus’ time than the pain of a Judean?  Jesus himself taught, showed, that the answer to that should be an emphatic no.  As human beings, we are capable of great and powerful love…and great and powerful love lost means saying good-bye.  And, as human beings, we are touched, deeply and at our core, but the powerful emotions of doing just that.

In the hymn we just sang together are the words “This is my song, O God of all the nations, a song of peace for lands afar and mine.  This is my home, the country where my heart is; here are my hopes, my dreams, my holy shrine; but other hearts in other lands are beating with hopes and dreams as true and high as mine.  My country’s skies are bluer than the ocean, and sunlight beams on cloverleaf and pine; but other lands have sunlight too, and clover, and skies are everywhere are blue as mine.  O hear my song, O God of all the nations, a song of peace for their land and for mine.”  As people, as God’s beloved children, living here in America, we have much to be proud of.  We have much to be grateful for.  We have been born, we are growing, we look around at the splendor of what surrounds us and marvel, we have lost, we have mourned, we are living full lives.  But, as the hymn reminds us, all around the world, living full lives, are people, God’s beloved children, who have been born, who are growing, who look around at the splendor of what surrounds them and marvel, who have lost, who have mourned…

In the scripture reading we heard today, Ruth’s mother-in-law, Naomi, endeavors, begs, pleads, cajoles, tries everything to force Ruth to return to Moab, to Ruth’s own country, rather than to stay with Naomi and go to Israel.  Naomi focuses, in those moments, on the ways in which the women are different – they are from different lands.  They are from divided places.  With the absence of Naomi’s son – Ruth’s husband – to bind them, they are different, says Naomi.   Ruth should return to the land where others are like her.  But Ruth sees through those differences.  Ruth holds the shared experience of having lost a loved one, of just being God’s beloved children up to Naomi, saying “your people will be my people; your God, my God.”  And Naomi, convinced of the human bond that Ruth has seen from the beginning, agrees that Ruth can come with her.  Ruth sees that, at our core, we are more alike than we are different.  

On this Memorial Day Sunday, we remember all the saints of every ilk who have lived and gone before us.  Who have touched our lives through their living, their learning, their sacrifices, their love.  And on this Memorial Day Sunday, may our prayer be the prayer of the hymn, “O Ruler of all nations: let thy reign come; on earth thy will be done.  In peace may all earth’s peoples draw together, and hearts united learn to live as one.  O hear [our] prayer, thou God of all the nations; myself I give thee; let thy will be done.”  


You, O God, have gifted us with the wondrous surprise of having created us far more alike than we know, far more alike than we are different; help us to delight, this day and on all days, in the discovery of this gift.


Amen. 
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