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In the class of life, some teachers you choose, others are thrust upon you; but you learn from all.

Thank you to E. W. and Johnnie Ruth Caughron, Doyle and Faith Spears, T. W. and Lucille Barnes, Charles and Barbara Green, T. F. and Thetus Tenney, and G. E. and Mildred Switzer.

If the names sound old, they are. You can often learn better how to get somewhere from someone who has been there.




In the classic fairy tale Hansel and Gretel, the youngsters, worried about becoming lost in the woods, leave a trail of breadcrumbs behind them so that they can find their way back home. The animals of the forest, however, eat the crumbs, and they end up lost with no hope of finding their way back. 


Today, Hansel and Gretel would not have walked through the forest; they would have driven in an SUV that was fully equipped with a navigation system to ensure they never became lost on their journey. 


If only life came with a GPS system. We would never take a wrong turn, and we would never lose our way. 


Tommy Tenney’s new book Finding Your Way . . . to things that really matter provides just such a GPS navigation system for blazing a path to what really matters in your life. It also helps you figure out what to do when you lose your way, and how to get back on the right road. 


At some point in everyone’s life, we become lost and doubt our current place in the world. Tenney helps you make sense out of it all.


I am sure you will enjoy Finding Your Way, and that you will find it an irreplaceable resource as you travel through this beautiful journey we call life.


And you can keep the bread to make sandwiches.

Bishop T. D. Jakes, Sr., Pastor  


The Potter’s House of Dallas




INTRODUCTION

Many cars now come equipped with GPS (Global Positioning System) technology. Perhaps you’ve entered the address of your destination on one of these dashboard electronic navigators and easily found your way, even avoided detours.


Do you wish finding your way through life was that easy? Wouldn’t it be great if you could just punch in some data and follow the voice from inside the car, with detailed turn-by-turn verbal directions, along with the electronic map displayed on the dashboard?


Fortunately there exists an EPS—Eternal Positioning System. That EPS is the Bible, with its record of people from ancient times. Culture may have changed. Geography may have been altered. But people have always had the same fundamental needs regardless of where they live geographically or chronologically. After essential needs like food and shelter are met, what makes life worth living? What really matters? These stories from antiquity provide clear directions for us, if we take the time to study their lives and apply them to ours today.


I found an ancient road map where two generations journeyed together to a place that reflected what was really valuable: a place of family, friends, and a purpose to their life’s work and a connection to the eternal. The lead characters from this historical account include Naomi the mother, Elimelech the father, and their two sons, Mahlon and Chilion; Ruth the Moabite, who left; Orpah, her sister, who stayed; Boaz of Bethlehem; and an anonymous character whom Jewish rabbi’s often call “Ploniy Almoniy” (the Jewish equivalent of “John Doe”).


Perhaps you, too, are “finding your way” to things that really matter. May these modern musings of mine on an ancient story guide you to that place of comfort and security.




Chapter 1

Destination and Destiny

GPS vs. “EPS”

Strange cities and strange places seem to bring out the best or the worst in me. Because I travel so much, my family and I often find ourselves in unfamiliar places. Some years, I’ve been in over a hundred cities across the United States and twenty different nations. There is no way possible I could know my way around every one of these places.


In fact, I am grateful that we can now rent cars that have GPS (Global Positioning System) navigation devices installed. The Global Positioning System is a network of twenty-four satellites placed into orbit by the U.S. Department of Defense. GPS satellites circle the earth twice a day in a very precise orbit and transmit signal information to earth. GPS was originally intended for military applications, but in the 1980s, the government made the system available for civilian use. GPS works in any weather conditions, anywhere in the world, twenty-four hours a day. The government charges no subscription fees or setup charges to use GPS.


GPS has saved my frazzled nerves many times. It seems as if I have spent half of my life looking for airports (and the other half looking for motels). I’ll never forget one particular incident, before the advent of GPS navigation systems.


I had a travel assistant who was infatuated with downloading maps from the Internet. After a late-night meeting, he insisted that he knew exactly how to take us back to the airport to catch the plane. The only problem was that he had downloaded the map to the wrong airport.


When we wound up on some country road miles from where we should be, at a locked gate, at a closed airport, my patience wore very thin.


He said, “Well, I thought it was the right airport.”


And I said, “And you thought you had a job too.” The moment was pretty tense, I must admit. My supply of charity and forbearance was being stretched to the limit. Many phone calls later, we wound up at the correct airport, only much too late.


Again, I am thankful for GPS navigation systems.


On some occasions, however, I just knew, “We need to go this direction.” At those times it was refreshing to suddenly come across a familiar landmark or to stumble onto the right road.

If satellites can be the fixed point from which you can determine your geographical location and destination, what compass would point the right direction for a more spiritual journey? In earthly terms you might need a Global Positioning System. In heavenly terms you would need an Eternal Positioning System, a fixed point from which you can guide the direction of your life.

Personal crisis in looking for direction often creates the opportunity for great adventure. Many of those adventures I did not want and I did not enjoy, but I sure have seen a lot of them.


This book is about what is valuable. It is about moving toward what is of value, and away from what is not. What is on sale is not always valuable. Discerning the difference between the valuable and the not valuable is what we all want today. Who wants to be fooled by “fool’s gold”? That is why the phrase “All that glitters is not gold” still resonates. I want to help you separate the glitter from the real gold, the costume jewelry from the real jewels.


This is a book about values. It is not about “traditional values.” Sometimes tradition assigns values that are correct, and sometimes they are incorrect.


I remember these words from “Tradition,” a song in the musical and film Fiddler on the Roof: 



Who, day and night, must scramble for a living,

Feed a wife and children, say his daily prayers?



Perhaps you remember the scene from the film or stage musical where the generations clash. The perspective of years has changed my opinion of this song. I hated it in my late teens, resented it in my early twenties, disliked it in my thirties, forgot about it in my forties, appreciate it now in my fifties, and fear it will be my anthem in my sixties. Did the song change? No, I did. I gained an appreciation for things I once questioned.


Have you ever said or thought, “They don’t value things that we once did”? Perhaps that is true; perhaps they value other, more important things than we did.


My father’s generation valued the work ethic, sometimes even at the expense of the family. A new generation is arising that refuses overtime, intentionally simplifies, and has brought to the forefront buzzwords like “quality of life.” This generation attaches a different meaning to those words working and buying than did their fathers and mothers. Quality of life is not defined as necessarily a bigger house, a prestigious branded automobile, and clothes with designer labels prominently displayed on the outside.


Quality of life for them involves such things as paternal pregnancy leave (the father getting time off!), telecommuting (so they can work from home), and flex time (they work different hours in order to prioritize family time).


Instead of suburban flight there is now urban flight, a move back into city centers, so commutes are not so long, and grocery stores and markets are within walking distance. Convenience with a purpose!


Many of us are feeling a very primal urge to sort out what really matters. To return to what is really valuable: family, friends, a purpose to our life’s work, and a connection to the eternal. For some this is not even a “return” but more a discovery (or a rediscovery!) of what really matters in life.


Let’s discover how your destination can affect your destiny. Where are you going? Do you even really know? Perhaps you need a reliable road map.


The biblical book of Ruth can be our “EPS” to guide us as we each find our way to the things that really matter in life.




Chapter 2

How Did I Get Here?

Famine of the Soul

Have you ever arrived somewhere only to discover it’s not where you wanted to be? Perhaps you followed someone’s vague directions only to wind up in a troubled place.



Now it came to pass . . . that there was a famine in the land.1



You may have already read or heard about the Jewish story known to Christians as Ruth but never imagined how lost Naomi, her mother-in-law, felt when she decided to move to a country she had never seen, to live with people she did not know, all while fleeing a famine.


Have you ever felt lost?


You knew where you were geographically, but you still felt lost?


In unfamiliar territory, but not sure how you got there?


Obviously you made a wrong turn somewhere that led you here . . . wherever here is.


Things look familiar. They just don’t feel familiar.


You are no longer comfortable where you are. The neighborhood, the street, they look the same; they just don’t feel the same. This is your house but it does not feel like home.

If this is most definitely where I live, then why do I feel a strange disconnection?

This is my job, but why am I tempted to just walk away?

Growing dissatisfaction leads to a bout of second-guessing: Should I have turned left or right? Did I marry the right person?

How did I get here? And why am I sometimes so unhappy—especially when everything tells me I should be happy . . . the good job, a decent marriage, manageable children?

If you know what city you’re in, if you know where you work and you know where your house is; then why do you feel so unsettled? Why do you feel like “this is not home”?


If I’m not lost geographically, maybe I’m just lost emotionally. But if home is where the heart is, then why does my heart hurt?



If home is where the heart is, then why does my heart hurt?



Is home the problem, or is it a heart problem? Is it possible that the heart is not a good compass? I followed my heart (or so I thought), but I’m just not satisfied.


I travel often, and getting lost is an occupational hazard. Finding good places to eat is an occupational challenge. Winding up in places I never intended to be is just part of the process of my life.


Sometimes, I look for a highly touted restaurant only to find that it is “Closed on Monday.” And I’m hungry. It’s always easy to find junk food (which I hate), but at least it satisfies hunger.


What about real life, when the concern is not an empty stomach but a famished soul? When you can’t seem to find your way to a place of “soul satisfaction”?


If you just don’t feel satisfied with your life and where it’s at, then maybe you, too, are asking yourself the question, “How did I get here?” You have plenty of food, family, or friends, but still, your heart hurts. That’s “famine of the soul.” You are surrounded by plenty and still feel empty. You have a home, yet you still feel a little bit homeless—not homeless, as in sleeping under the bridge or on the sidewalk, but disconnected. You have family, but you don’t really feel connected to them. You don’t know where to tell people you are from. You have lots of acquaintances, but few real friends. That’s what I would call “homeless soul.”


On some vague and very shallow level, I do identify with feeling “homeless.” My children also grew up traveling extensively as a by-product of my occupation. In our many travels, we often took them with us when they were young. In fact, when my youngest daughter was about four years old, someone asked her where we lived. She confidently replied, “At a moten-tel!” (That’s hybridized “childspeak” for motel and hotel: ergo “moten-tel.”)


Then the puzzled adult asked another question, hoping this might provide a translation clue for my daughter’s first answer. “What does your daddy do?” My travel-weary four-year-old hotel hound said, “He vandalizes!” (Again, this was “childspeak” for “evangelizes”!)


I am sure our vagabond experience does not truly qualify us as “homeless,” but you get the point. On some level, we have all felt as if we were not where we wanted to be, or perhaps even where we needed to be.


Again, have you ever just felt lost?


I don’t know what may have caused you to “lose your way,” or to feel homeless or perhaps homesick at some level. It is difficult to pinpoint, especially when your head tells you that you are home, but your heart says otherwise. We know something is missing, but we just don’t have a clue as to what it is. Our best hope at times seems to be the process of elimination . . . one by one we have to go through the stuff in the closet of life and eliminate the things that don’t satisfy until we can get back on track.


I do know some of the various things that have caused me to “lose my way.” I’ve determined how I found myself in some of the places I didn’t really want to be, wondering all the while how I got there. Sometimes it was a bad decision or sometimes incorrect information. Sometimes it’s my fault; other times I’m not sure. All I know is, “I feel lost!”


Even good people can lose their way. Unknowingly, and often innocently in all the frantic rush to succeed, to stand out, or even merely to survive, we’ve lost the very things we all innately seek after. And sometimes we even forget why we should even care.


Yet, something instinctive, even “spiritual,” rises in our hearts that might best be termed an urge to “go home.”

Can You Really “Go Home”?

Sometime back, I had to feed an uninvited, overwhelming, and urgent desire to revisit a boyhood home. I even insisted that my wife and children accompany me.


It was a totally unsatisfying visit (even for my family, but especially for me!).2


It didn’t feel right! It was the right house (114 Slack Street, West Monroe, Louisiana), but the house seemed mysteriously smaller than I remembered. And the trees were bigger than I recalled. And then there was the atmosphere—the only way I can describe it is, “It didn’t smell like Mom.” She always had certain flowers and shrubbery that I remembered by scent. Perhaps her forty-year absence from that location had taken its botanical toll. (To this day, whenever I smell the fragrance of a sweet olive bush, I momentarily “go home.”)


I know from my conversations with many others that they have felt similar urges. I am not sure how other people would commonly describe these primal longings, or how many would actually act on these feelings. But I do know how they feel.


They know something is missing; they feel fragmented and fragile. Many people sense that if they can just go home and connect with what really matters in life, then everything will be alright.


Have you ever felt like “moving back home”? Perhaps you hoped that a fresh start and renewed “connection” with home would somehow alleviate the pain of feeling so lost and “disconnected.”


Anyone who has played baseball—whether in the sandlot behind the house or in an organized league of some kind—knows how important it is to “touch base” before running when someone else is at bat. You can’t “move on” or you’ll get caught in the proverbial “pinch play.” The goal of a “pinch play” is to catch a runner who has moved too far away from his base to return to safety; and it is accomplished by the pitcher feigning disinterest or by acting distracted until the right time to “spring the trap.”


You feel that deep ache that says, “Touch base again.” You know you need to “tag up” before proceeding. You sense a deep need to go back home for a fresh start, but for whatever reason, you haven’t “moved back home.” You feel caught between where you need to go and where you came from. There is a connection, you know!


Perhaps you hate the “small town” atmosphere, or the basic ground rules that seem to go along with “life at home.” Or perhaps you equate “going home” with “moving in” (as in “back with your parents”). I’m not talking about moving back, but rather about moving on.


Something inside you may be urging you to “move on” or “move back” as you read these words. You know in your heart that you would even be willing to accept less pay in return for the possibility of more relationship. Are you afraid to make that move?


We’re not necessarily talking about a geographical move, although lessons on “going home” that I’m learning from came from a woman who did make a geographical move back home. Ironically, though, somebody went back with her who didn’t come from a home like hers. Let me tell you her story. This is straight from the pages of history, and the Bible.

The Historical Road Home

Ruth grew up in a terrible home. The daughter of a vicious man known for ruling a sexually decadent tribal family in the ancient Middle East. A tribe with a predilection for ritual child sacrifice.


She met a foreign man from a refugee family that had fled to Ruth’s area to escape famine and drought. She was somehow attracted to this man for reasons she was unable to define. As a Middle Eastern princess, she could have had her pick of men. But he innately offered her some sense of belonging that was intangible.


Ruth certainly lived a tragic life. Her father, the obese king of Moab, Eglon, was murdered; and shortly after Ruth married Mahlon, he died unexpectedly, leaving her alone and childless. All she had left was her sister, Orpah (who had married Mahlon’s brother, Chilion, who tragically died the same day and the same way as Mahlon), and she had her foreign mother-in-law, Naomi.


Naomi seemed to be the source of the intangible stability to which Ruth was attracted. Even after the death of Naomi’s own husband, her strength in the midst of her pain appealed to Ruth. Behind Naomi’s grief, Ruth glimpsed hope.


Everything in Ruth’s life looked hopeless . . . except there was something about Naomi—and the way she lived her life—that spoke to the deep, aching place in Ruth’s heart.


She discovered that she loved this Jewish woman and her ways more than her own family, her own people, and her own land. After the death of both of her sons, Naomi announced her intention to return home. She hadn’t been home for more than a decade. She had fled Bethlehem because of a famine, but now it was time to go home.


All three women, Orpah, Ruth, and Naomi, walked partway down the long road leading to the rural community Naomi called home, the agricultural hilly hamlet known as Bethlehem.


Ruth’s future seemed bleak but obvious—it was expected that both Moabite sisters would return to their family and rebuild their lives as the princesses that they were. As Ruth and her sister kissed Naomi good-bye and wiped away their tears, something invisible, something intangible, something uncontrollable arose in Ruth’s heart with an unavoidable imperative—“I’m going with you, Naomi.”


Orpah kissed Naomi and abruptly turned to go back to her Moabite memories. When it was Ruth’s turn, she had no interest in her natural home. She would “go back” to Naomi’s home. She was unprepared and unpacked, but she went nonetheless, not knowing what the next sunrise would bring.


What made her take such an impossible gamble with her life? She knew that she must find her way to a place that filled the empty ache within her heart. An ache that a new husband, a new boyfriend, or the familiar landscape of Moab could never fill! She felt guided to the decision that “home” lay before her, not behind her.

What Takes Us from “Famine of Land” to “Famine of Soul”?

What had caused Naomi to leave a place that years later looked appealing enough to return to? There was no food. The opening quote for this chapter tells us succinctly that there was a famine. A tricky path can lead us from “famine of land” to “famine of soul.” Pursuing our material needs can take us to places that leave our souls hungry. Naomi awakened to the fact that a full belly does not equate with a full soul! How do we lose touch with what is innately valuable?


What would make one pull up roots, abandon all that was once valuable and leave home? Is it the wearing ravages of poverty or the tiring search for prosperity? Could it be the stress of the endless reach for a higher-paying job? The cost in relationships for these actions can be staggering. Such pursuits can unseat the beliefs and deep convictions that grounded us and—at one time at least—made us decent, loving, and connected.

Home

There are three types of homes mentioned in the wisdom of the Bible. There is the literal home in which you dwell on earth with your family. Secondly, there is Jerusalem, called by the Bible the “mother of us all” (which is a perfect picture of the religious or spiritual “home”).3


King Solomon described the third home with this metaphor for eternity: “Man goes to his long home.”4


If there is a long home there must be a short one. If eternity is your long home, then your literal home and your religious home must be short homes!


How you value and conduct yourself in the first two homes may help indicate where your “long home” will be.5 Eternity, the “ever after,” only has two address options in two neighborhoods: one good and one bad—heaven or hell. Your value choices on earth determine which neighborhood you will be enjoying or enduring for eternity. That’s why you need an “EPS” more than a GPS! Where one leads you is temporary, where the other leads you is eternal. Which is more important: where you take a short trip to, or where you will live permanently?



You can know the price of everything but the value of nothing.



I’ve met people with a gutter mentality while living at a penthouse level. You can know the price of everything but the value of nothing. If life were one big game show such as The Price Is Right, they would win! They know the dollar cost of every brand-name designer item on earth. But they don’t know the value of a quiet cup of coffee with an old friend or family member. This is the driven, unsatisfied life of the “homeless” and unhappy.


Have you ever wondered why matchmaking companies like eHarmony.com or Match.com have become such Internet juggernauts? People want to be connected! They innately value long-term connections and old friends, as well as new challenges.


Obviously, money, influence, and unlimited indulgence in personal pleasures do not meet this deep inner longing we have to return to “something.” If we only knew what or, more importantly, where it might be!



Everybody longs to belong!



You long to belong somewhere, but it certainly isn’t just here. You sense a clock is ticking somewhere—you’re getting impatient. It isn’t enough just to exist and feel good for a moment . . . something in you wants to shout out loud, “I am important to someone, to something somewhere! I matter! If I only knew where or to who.”


For most of us, it takes a while for this sense of something missing to register. Perhaps it is the flood of temptations and their ready availability that causes the college freshman, freshly out of the protected comfort zone of home and seeking a college education, to lose touch with and throw away familiar values—only to try to reconnect with the values they casually discarded when a crisis, marriage, or children enter their life.


We are often influenced by the “Columbus factor,” that nagging feeling that the cost of exploring new worlds may well be the loss of the old world. But even Columbus knew there was a time to go back.


What is lost haunts us. It’s time to find the way to who you really are. To no longer believe the lie that happiness is always found by abandoning tradition, this is to begin the journey back.


To use “the road home” as a collective catchphrase and definition may not interest you if it triggers memories of childhood abuse, an absentee parent, or a place where your comfort and security was not valued. “Home” is not necessarily a good term to everybody.


If the home you remember and know has always been a place of painful memories, then why would you want to go home? What if the thing you long for is something you’ve never actually had before?


You may be the product of a troubled, anger-filled home, or of a home where the things you innately needed were never supplied. If the only home you’ve ever known was marked by those painful memories, then “home” is not a good term to you. That’s not where you want to go. Yet, even saying that seems to jab that hurting place deep inside.


As a Western society we’ve done a fairly good job of culturally deconstructing the family. Even in TV Land, one must observe the stereotypical cultural shift. Leave It to Beaver is not even in reruns anymore. Its replacement, the blended Brady Bunch family, became the next cultural icon, only to be followed by a parade of single-parent families, odd couples, and Friends! Unfortunately, having demolished the valued home of yesterday, where do we go today?


If marriage is an outmoded idea from yesteryear, what takes its place when the “twenty-something” years are replaced by the third and fourth decade of life? If lifelong commitment has no place in human relationships, then why is it so difficult to be happy, fulfilled, and content with only one-night stands? In short, who do you want to grow old and wrinkled with? Someone who values only the external or someone who values you for who you are on the inside?

Searching For a Place Where You Are Valued

Perhaps you only know where you don’t want to go.


But I think I know where you do want to go.


You really want to find your way to a place where you are valued, where you are loved, where you are comforted and supported. And where your destiny is important too. We may be thankful for the support of psychologists, psychoanalysts, and psychiatrists, but can they replace what God really intended—a secure, comfortable environment in which to grow? We all need the support of a loving extended family, whether it is “biological” or “by choice.”


Where is this Shangri-La, this sanctuary of the soul, this place of unconditional love?


Is there really a place where someone believes in your security, and values your destiny and your happiness? Where someone is actually committed to you achieving that destiny and accomplishing that success?


Now that’s the home we’re talking about.


The road home may not always be the expected road, or the familiar path that pulls into your familiar driveway, or cruises through the familiar neighborhood of your memory.


You know deep inside that somehow you just “don’t fit in,” not where you find yourself now. You feel homesick sitting in the middle of the place others think is your home.


You feel like the title character from the vintage Steven Spielberg science-fiction movie E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial—no matter how many Reeses Pieces you eat in your adopted home, they just don’t satisfy. Something inside says, “E.T., go home.” This road home just may be the road never traveled that takes you to the very place you’ve always longed to be.


Have you ever driven through a neighborhood where the houses were beyond your financial reach? How many times have you longingly looked at such a place once, twice, and even a third time before thinking or saying out loud to yourself, “It would be nice to live there”?


Expensive houses do not always represent loving homes.

That’s the Place I’m Talking About . . . 

I’m not talking about a house of brick and mortar, but of a place where things that bring comfort, security, and fulfilled destiny and purpose are valued.


That’s the home I’m talking about.


In fact, if your home is bad, if you feel fatherless, if you feel issues of abandonment and isolation, then I do have a promise for you. It is a promise from One who has never broken a promise—that He would be a Father to the fatherless.6 In other words He would provide a home for you!


Now that’s the home I’m talking about.


Something—perhaps the beginning of hope—is rising up inside you: your desire to return to what really matters. To perhaps where you’ve never been. To what is really important. There is always something spiritual about the search for the intangible.


Perhaps your unconscious pursuit of the “home” you’ve dreamed of has led you to a place of temporary and counterfeit comfort. The fleeting sanctuary offered by a pillbox, a bottle, the career ladder, or the arms of an illicit lover.


Instead of providing that place of security, comfort, and valuing your destiny, all those dead-end paths and wrong choices only made you more uncomfortable and less happy. Perhaps you’ve even believed the pop culture lie “That’s as good as it gets.”


Maybe you just changed lovers, spouses, jobs, or your drugs of choice, justifying it all with the phrase “Everybody deserves to be happy.” Have those choices brought inner contentment?

How Did I End Up So Far from Home?

You know it’s time for a real change. You’re just wondering how you ended up so far from that place called home. An awakening has taken place, one that made you realize temporary pleasure can never replace the joy of permanent covenant.


Sometimes life’s greatest losses come so slowly that the journey from “have” to “have not” becomes indistinguishable from daily routine.


For decades some live life as they should, with strength and good health. Then, on an ordinary day just like ten thousand others, an odd weakness seems to come from nowhere to take over their bodies and drain away their strength. The diagnosis—whether it is cancer, neurological impairment, Alzheimer’s, or the simple but inevitable effect of natural aging—is shocking. Or could it be the sudden awareness of the slow, corrosive effects of a series of bad decisions that robbed them of all companionship, leaving them broken and alone, feeling as if there is no one left who really cares?



Famine of the soul often comes softly.



It is the undetected stealth of it all that produces the greatest shock and surprise. Famine of the soul often comes softly while escaping suspicion under cover of “the usual.”


This form of famine is rooted in the loss of what is valuable. Whether it is health or relationship, it comes with a directive to kill the well-worn youthful notion “It will never happen to me.”


For a few, the unpleasant surprises in life may be traced to a single decision made on a certain day. For most, however—even those with relatively “traceable” tragedies—loss may involve entire sequences of seemingly unimportant choices made day by day.


How does it happen? This invading accumulation of wrong decisions or minor missteps seems to escape attention by flying under the radar of the conscious mind. They come disguised or cloaked as unimportant, inconsequential details hidden in plain view among the usual, the ordinary, and the routine.

Painting a Life Meltdown in the Making

Very few of the isolated decisions we make each day would qualify as the proverbial “smoking gun” behind the damage done. But link one bad decision to another, allow the bad decisions to accumulate and outnumber the good ones, and they may paint a painful portrait of a scandalous secret debacle and a life meltdown in the making. Or perhaps just an awareness that “I’m heading in the wrong direction.”


Few of us want to invest a lot of time in the “whys” behind a crisis, but when unpleasant reality arrives, it inevitably becomes an unwelcome disruption to our dreams.


This cunning thief of what is really important and what is valuable to our inner peace is seemingly empowered to steal everything we consider “normal” out of our lives. If we aren’t careful, we may discover we’ve lost our personal value system somewhere during the mindless glide into the oblivion of mere existence. This journey to “the usual” has often gone very badly.


In the story that inspired my observations, two women from totally opposing worlds—Naomi, a Jewish mother, and Ruth, a princess of Moab—met during Naomi’s flight from famine. This is carefully recorded in Ruth’s book. We watch these women endure publicly what are normally private sorrows. They then share their public triumph, all placed on eternal display by biblical narrative. But it all began with Naomi leaving home.


Thanks to the benefit of hindsight, we understand that Naomi’s everyday life as a normal Jewish wife and mother was caught up and intertwined with the machinations of something far bigger than herself.


She didn’t cause the famine. It wasn’t her fault. Where you are may not even be your fault. You could probably say, legitimately, “If I had only known . . . ” But you didn’t! Naomi didn’t have the advantage of hindsight either.


This woman made her decisions the same way you do—armed only with her mind, her heart, her convictions, and her sometimes feeble faith. The very process of “blind navigation” and survival sometimes makes God seem distant and unconcerned about your present plight!


Have you ever heard the sound of tires screeching, horns honking, metal colliding, windshields shattering? Life as you knew it changed forever. Perhaps it was not that dramatic or drastic, but have you ever felt as if it was the end of normal for you?




Chapter 3

How Do I Get Back on the Road?

The End of Naomi’s “Normal”

Growing up, I knew that bad things sometimes happened in life. I covered my teenage fears by driving my red Ford Mustang and loudly playing and singing hit songs from the radio. Singing about them seemed to bolster my courage—whether it was after the death of John Kennedy, John Lennon, Martin Luther King Jr., or my cousin, a soldier who went to Vietnam. The arrival of tragedy signaled the end of an era. Nothing would ever be as it was.


Today’s generation deals with public tragedies so ubiquitous that they’ve been nicknamed—“9-11” for instance. They also deal with tragedies so private that they don’t even know how to tell their parents. How do you tell your parents you’ve had an abortion, and that life will never be completely “normal” again? How do you explain to your children that you and your spouse are getting a divorce, and that “normal” family life is over? They will move on, but numbly at first.


Maybe you remember the day when “normal” ceased for you. You awoke to a day after which nothing would ever be the same. So you made a decision—you would quit the job or leave the marriage; or you would just pick up and move.


Naomi was a woman who reacted as we do to shocking news of tragedy—an empty refrigerator, the proverbial “pink slip,” or a regional famine. Naomi’s life story is a tale of two journeys and two destinations. Between them we find episodes of unspeakable sorrow and immeasurable joy. Her story begins in the first verse of the only Old Testament Bible book named after a non-Jew, and it marks the end of Naomi’s “normal.”

Once upon a time—it was back in the days when judges led Israel—there was a famine in the land. A man from Bethlehem in Judah left home to live in the country of Moab, he and his wife and his two sons.1

Naomi and her husband lived in tiny Bethlehem, an ancient cluster of dwellings clinging to a hill in the rugged rural region of Judah. Bethlehem was not famous then. Not a tourist destination and not connected to Christmas or a virgin birth. This place was just the backwater suburban shadow of an important city.


This family of four lived only about five miles south of the site that we now know as Jerusalem, perhaps history’s most important and hotly contested city.


We don’t know very much about Naomi’s life in Bethlehem-Judah before the famine, but we do know that some things never change in human life.


It can be deceptively easy to make a bad decision while thinking it was a good decision or a “God” decision. We can all fall victim to the seduction of “the monotony of the usual” and lose our way by napping when we should have been looking for road signs. It can happen in any era, in any culture, and in every life.



Sometimes the decision that feels right is fundamentally flawed.



You cannot always be led by what feels right. The deceptive nature of our own emotions mixed with our natural human tendency to avoid pain can lead to a disastrous decision. The heart can be deceitful, therefore “feelings” can lie.2


It is easier to go straight than turn, but turns are essential to destinations. Change is never easy and it always takes more courage than imagined. Courage to stay the course during trying times is perhaps the most formidable type of courage in existence.


We know that famine forced a change in the home of Elimelech and Naomi. Everyone who lived in the region of Bethlehem was confronted by famine and lack, but it seems that most people elected to stay and wait it out (or perhaps I should say “endure” it out).


At least one family decided to leave their dwindling hopes and their dwelling home of Bethlehem and strike out for places unknown at the risk of losing everything.


Their noble goal was to build a better life in a place that seemed to offer more potential—more opportunity for them and their children to achieve success than in their hometown. The goal wasn’t the problem—the fatal flaw is found in the choices that landed them in a place called Moab.

The man’s name was Elimelech; his wife’s name was Naomi; his sons were named Mahlon and Chilion—all Ephrathites of Bethlehem in Judah. They all went to the country of Moab and settled there.3

Names carry great weight in the Old Testament, and the weight of bad times coming seemed to overshadow this family of prominence. Elimelech’s name means “My God is King,”4, 5 and Naomi’s name means “Pleasant.”6 The parents were named well, but the sons must have looked to the future with dread.


One source translates their names respectively as “Weak” and “Sickly,” while others translate them into even more shocking terms: “Sickness” and “Destruction”!7 Mahlon and Chilion are always paired together and for good reason—their names sound as if they were given leading roles in a movie detailing every frightening judgment of the Apocalypse.


I think that within every parent is a hope that our children embrace the good things in our life and a bright future, or else there would be more daughters named Jezebel and sons named Judas. Perhaps history re-renamed these boys after the fact. Let’s hope so.


(How will your history name you?)


Elimelech was a man of means, a respected and wealthy landowner, a man of great stature and prominence in his community. No one can be sure of his reasons for leaving all this behind, but perhaps he feared the famine would continue long enough to wipe out any remaining wealth he had accumulated in Bethlehem.



Decisions made in fear often lead to disaster.



Perhaps the fearful nagging of Naomi, legitimately concerned about her children’s future, pushed their family panic button. Decisions made in fear often lead to disaster. Running from a famine of the land led them into a famine of the soul.


It is possible that the Midianites—ancient enemies and distant cousins of the Jews8—seriously compromised the productivity of the land of Judah and the region around Bethlehem during a seven-year military occupation.9 We can all get “occupied” dealing with a crisis, and make hasty incorrect decisions.


This crisis may well have set up the devastating famine that drove Elimelech—a landowner and farmer—to consider an emergency immigration as a refugee to Moab.10 His peers probably did not approve or welcome his flight from his hometown to the cursed land of strangers. It’s not just “that” he moved, it’s “where” he moved. One writer comments:

His defection to Moab is therefore shocking; his name’s promise was not accomplished. The Jewish tradition imagines that Elimelech left Bethlehem with bag and baggage to (perhaps) avoid dividing his wealth with the remaining population who were victims of the famine.11



If this suspicion of Jewish tradition is true, then Elimelech embarrassed his extended family members who were left behind in Bethlehem. They had all been taught from childhood, “Share your food with the hungry and to welcome poor wanderers into your homes. Give clothes to those who need them, and do not hide from relatives who need your help!”12

He Would Not Survive His Fateful Decision

Elimelech’s decision to uproot his family from Bethlehem and move to Moab was a life-changing choice with significant consequences. The urgency of their crisis must have completely overwhelmed them. We know this: Elimelech, and his sons, would not survive his fateful decision.


Despite his impressive name, Naomi’s husband made some unwise decisions that earned him criticism over the centuries. Looking back at his actions thousands of years later, it seems that most of the people who remained in Bethlehem made it through the famine just fine.


Elimelech could have stood his ground in faith. Perhaps he should have thrown his lot in with the community and ensured his place in the future of the country of Israel. Instead, he decided to take things (specially his wealth) in hand and cross the forbidden fence to a place where the grass looked greener.


I can’t help but think of Esau, the elder brother of Jacob in the Bible. Esau was a walking stomach who foolishly sold his lifelong rights as a firstborn son and chief heir in an ancient Hebrew family for a single bowl of red beans.13 It appears he had a case of the same modern disease that cripples many of us today, the infamous “instant gratification syndrome”!


How many memories of unwise choices and foolish decisions have we attempted to stow away in the locked cavities of our minds? Have you ever allowed yesterday’s regrets to strangle the life out of today’s possibilities? Have you ever been overcome by the stench of a decision “gone bad” that you made two weeks earlier? Are you still paying for a mistake made ten or twenty years ago?


The empty pursuit of the proverbial “brass ring”—the rich opportunity of wealth and success, the prize everyone reaches for—can put you out of touch with the important things in life.


When merry-go-round carousels were first created, they had a brass ring that one could reach for as the ride spun around. The prize was an additional free ride. The practice was dropped when too many fell while reaching for the brass ring.


“Reaching for the brass ring” became a cliché meaning to reach for the prize or to live life to it’s fullest. It also implied the danger of falling.14


Sometimes, the bankruptcy of values slips up on you unawares as you lean out beyond what wisdom tells you, extending yourself as far as your appetites and physical body can take you, with your eyes focused only on grabbing the ring. Suddenly you lose your balance . . . and fall, all the while “reaching for the brass ring.”


The world may even applaud the aggressive push within you—after all, the materialistic urges of society tell you, “You only go around once! The blind pursuit of desire, power, and sensory satisfaction is the key to all happiness! It is right there in that brass ring!” Notice it’s called a brass ring, not a gold ring. It shines like gold, but tarnishes when touched.


Unfortunately, we often fail to see the reaching arms and hopeful eyes of our spouses, our children, those we love. They are not reaching for the ring—they are reaching for us! They crave our attention, our love, and our company! While we blindly chase our empty pursuits.


We may find ourselves callously stepping on or pushing away the very people we love and care about the most! It usually happens when something (or someone) obstructs our focus or slows our progress. We justify insensitive methods and even brutal tactics saying, “They blocked my vision. They got in my way. I’m determined. I’ve already made up my mind. I am going to grab the ‘brass ring’! That thing is my prize! I must have it at any price.” We justify our intensity by saying, “It will make things better for all of us.”


We like to think that “everybody deserves to be happy.” That may be true, but it can easily become the first step into a very insidious web of wrong thinking. This “happiness principle” simply cannot justify or drive every action or decision in life. We must peel our bleary eyes away from the tarnished brass ring and use our peripheral vision to see the truth.



Sometimes you must give up what you want to do for what you need to do.



The urge to run when a crisis occurs is natural. The decision to stay, endure, and possibly help is heroic. Have you ever noticed that sometimes people who often are overwhelmingly happy live supposedly “deprived” lives devoid of many of the luxuries and vast array of entertainments, opportunities, and pursuits common to modern life? Whether it’s the Amish in Ephrata, Pennsylvania; or Haitians in a poor seaside village in the Caribbean, their dependency on one another brings it’s own peculiar brand of happiness!
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