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Let me begin by stating the obvious: we live in difficult times. Whether your point 
of view is personal or global, whether it’s medical or political, the conclusion is the same. 
For anyone who’s paying attention, times are tough – not in all ways, to be sure, but in 
enough ways that it’s hard not to feel besieged by it all.  

One of the reasons we gather as a spiritual community is to reassure one another 
that we can make it through, which we can — and will. It’s true that persevering through 
difficult times takes individual fortitude, but it also takes communal support. My 
purpose this morning is to remind us that others have made it through tough times, and 
we can as well. 

I love the movie True Grit; I’ve spoken about it to you before. The Coen brothers 
remade this John Wayne classic in 2010, starring Hailee Steinfeld as a feisty young girl 
named Mattie Ross, who has to grapple with her father’s death at the hands of an 
alcoholic horse wrangler named Tom Chaney. Mattie’s father had hired Chaney, who 
was down on his luck, to go with him to Fort Smith and help lead back a string of 
mustang ponies.  
 Once in Fort Smith, before the drive back home began, Chaney got drunk in the 
saloon and lost all his money at cards. Insisting that he had been cheated, Chaney went 
to get his rifle from the boarding house where he was staying. On Chaney’s way back to 
the saloon, Mattie’s father tried to intervene and save Chaney from further trouble. 
Enraged, Chaney shot Mattie’s father in the chest.  

In a voiceover, Mattie explains her father’s actions. “You might say, what 
business was it of my father’s to meddle? My answer is this: he was trying to do that 
short devil a good turn. He was his brother’s keeper. Does that answer your question?” 
 Since this is a western, we know that justice eventually will be done.  Mattie will 
avenge her father’s death and, in so doing, defend the principle that honorable people 
ought to be the keeper of their brothers and sisters. But since this is a struggle between 
good and evil, we also know that there will be suffering.  

When the local sheriff tells Mattie about several bounty hunters whom she might 
employ to track Chaney down, the sheriff mentions three names. He says that William 
Waters is the best tracker, and L.T. Quinn brings his prisoners in alive. “The meanest 
one is Rooster Cogburn,” the sheriff says. “He is a pitiless man, double tough and fear 
don’t enter into his thinking.” Mattie responds, “Where can I find this Rooster?” 

Near the end of the movie, as Mattie avenges her father’s death, she endures a 
series of unfortunate events that result in her being bitten by a rattlesnake. Rooster 
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Cogburn, whose loyalty to Mattie and her cause has ebbed and flowed throughout the 
film, scoops her up, heaves her onto the back of a horse, and then swings up behind her. 
“I must get you to a doctor, sis, or you are not going to make it.” 

Rooster rides like the wind throughout the day and into the bitterly cold night. As 
snow begins to fall on the wind-whipped landscape, their horse founders. Rooster pulls 
Mattie clear as the horse sinks to the ground, and then he reaches down to pick her up. 
“Put your arms around my neck,” he says. “I will carry you.” And he does, mile after 
tortuous mile. 

I thought of this scene as I was working my way through a “Best Albums of 2021” 
list from John Pareles, the chief pop critic of the New York Times. His list includes the 
album “Outside Child,” the first solo album by the singer-songwriter Allison Russell, 
who had previously recorded with the groups Birds of Chicago and Our Native 
Daughters. 

As Pareles tells the story, Russell was born in Montreal, the daughter of a teenage 
mother and a young man from the Carribean who had returned to the islands before her 
mother knew she was pregnant. Russell’s mother initially put her into foster care. But 
when Russell was 5 years old, her mother married a white man from a town in Indiana 
where they prohibited Black people staying in town after dark. Russell’s mother and new 
stepfather took custody of Allison. “They just handed me to them,” she recalled. “[My 
stepfather] was seen as the savior.” He turned out to be anything but a savior. 

And thus began what Russell describes as “an awful decade” of sexual abuse by 
her stepfather. As she says in a song titled “4th Day Prayer,” which is the first song she 
wrote for the album:  

 
Father used me like a wife 
Mother turned the blindest eye 
Stole my body, spirit, pride 
He did, he did each night. 

 
Like Mattie Ross, Russell survived partly because of her own internal strength 

and resilience, and partly because of the compassion and generosity of the people 
around her. In a song titled “Persephone,” Russell describes a teenage girlfriend who 
offered her refuge and comfort. She sings: 

 
Blood on my shirt, two ripped buttons 
Might’ve killed me that time, oh if I’d let him.  
Got nowhere to go but I had to get away from him 
My petals are bruised but I’m still a flower. 

 
When Russell was 15 years old, she ran away from home to escape. She continued 

to attend high school while sleeping in cemeteries or at friends’ houses. During the day, 
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she hung out in student lounges at McGill University and at the cathedral. She lingered 
over cups of tea in 24-hour cafes. The album begins with a song titled “Montreal,” an 
expression of gratitude for the city that gave her shelter. “You would not let me come to 
harm,” she sings. 

After school, Russell moved west across Canada to Vancouver. She learned that 
her niece and nephew would be moving in with her mother and stepfather. In response, 
Russell flew back to Montreal to file rape and assault charges against her stepfather. She 
says, “The detective sat me down and said, ‘90 percent of these cases don’t go to trial. Of 
the cases that go to trial, very few can get a conviction. Are you sure you want to do this? 
There’s no physical evidence left.’ 

Russell continues, “And I was like, ‘Yeah, I want to do this, ‘cause my niece is 
going to be the next in line if I don’t.’” 

In the wake of the release of “Outside Child,” which Russell and her band 
recorded in only four days, she says, “One of the things that I think we don’t talk about 
as survivors is the extreme joy that comes when you are over on the other side.” She 
adds, “Part of putting this record out is just wanting to show that there’s a road map. 
You are not defined by your scars. You are not defined by what you’ve lost. You are not 
defined by what someone did to you. Yes, that’s a part of the story. That’s a part of who 
you become. But it doesn’t define you.” 

The stories of Mattie Ross and Allison Russell illustrate two points. The first is 
that life can be difficult, even brutal. Sometimes we have to grapple with extreme 
situations just to survive. The second is that we don’t have to go it alone. In the end, 
Mattie relied on the loyalty of Rooster Cogburn, and Russell relied on the compassion of 
friends like Persephone and the generosity of the people of Montréal. 

As the credits begin to roll at the end of the Cohn brothers remake of True Grit, 
we hear an old hymn being sung. The tune has provided a musical through-line since the 
opening scene. The hymn is titled “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.” I know it well: we 
sang it often in church and at family gatherings when I was a boy growing up 
Mennonite. The words of the hymn proclaim: 

 
Oh, how sweet to walk in this pilgrim way, 
Leaning on the everlasting arms. 
Oh, how bright the path goes from day to day, 
Leaning on the everlasting arms. 
What have I to dread, what have I to fear, 
Leaning on the everlasting arms. 

  
What are the everlasting arms? In the version I used to sing, a descant was added 

to the original words: leaning on Jesus, leaning on Jesus, leaning on the everlasting 
arms. The Coen brothers knew better, which is why there’s no descant in their movie. 
The everlasting arms don’t come from an all-powerful God who exacts vengeance on 
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behalf of devout believers or a divine savior who miraculously rescues those in need. The 
everlasting arms come from people around us who extend themselves to us in our hour 
of need — and we to them in their hour of need. Surrounded by everlasting arms, we can 
find the strength and resilience to make it through. 

Yes, we live in difficult times. If you find yourself beleaguered by the troubles and 
distressed by the challenges of our time, that’s okay. But troubles and challenges need 
not have the final word. You don’t need to navigate these times alone. 

We’re all in this together. At its best, a community of faith like All Souls provides 
comfort in times of trouble, encouragement in times of fear, and support in times of 
weakness. Put your arms around my neck, we say to each other, and I will carry you. 
Lean on the everlasting arms. 

Allison Russell and her album “Outside Child” with a song titled “Little Rebirth.” 
I close my sermon with her words as well. She sings: 

 
Who have you been 
Who will you be 
Who are you now 
What can you hear 
What can you see? 
 
What can you do 
What can be done  
Who can ever know 
The mystery within? 
 
Dust of the Stars 
Bones of the Earth 
Breath of the Void 
A little Rebirth 
 
Chimes in the morning 
Feet to the Earth  
We’re all transforming 
A little Rebirth 


