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This morning we meet Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah — all widows - on the
road from Moab to Bethlehem. This little story is found in the Hebrew
Bible, wedged between the book of Judges and the 1 Samuel. At that
juncture between Israel moving from being without a king to a human
king.

The Book of Ruth is a story of resilience, resourcefulness, inclusivity,
faith, and loving kindness. God’s hand is all over the narrative, but God
is rarely named. Ruth, an outsider to the Jewish faith, is a Moabite (as
we are often reminded) and is the hero in this story. She is the great
grandmother of King David.

Scholars think that the book of Ruth probably came into being as a
critique of the reforms of Ezra and Nehemiah in the period of restoration
of Jerusalem after the Babylonian exile. These leaders wanted to purify
Israel by casting out foreign wives and their children from the land. A
situation that feels chillingly contemporary.

Ruth is an outsider who does not ruin Israel’s essence by being who she
1s, but actually saves the nation.

Let us now pray for the Spirit’s guidance in our reading and listening:

Startle us, this morning, with the truth of your love revealed in scripture,
O God. Let this ancient story become living water, that we might act in
loving kindness in our world. AMEN



Ruth 1:

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. 2The 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 one was Orpah and the name of the
other Ruth. When they had lived there for about ten years, >both
Mahlon and Chilion also died, so that Naomi was left without her
two sons or 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 had consideration for his 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.

8But 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?
2Turn 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.

1580 she said, ‘See, your sister-in-law has gone back to her people
and to her gods; return after your sister-in-law.’

16 But Ruth said, ‘Do not press me to leave you or to turn back from
following you! Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will
lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God.
"Where you die, I will die— there will I be buried. May the
LORD do thus and so to me, and more as well, if even death parts
me from you!’

8When Naomi saw that she was determined to go with her, she
said no more to her. ”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?’

20She said to them, ‘Call me no longer Naomi,* call me Mara,* for
the Almighty* has dealt bitterly with me. 2'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?’

22S0 Naomi returned together with Ruth the Moabite, her daughter-
in-law, who came back with her from the country of Moab. They
came to Bethlehem at the beginning of the barley harvest. AMEN



This little story speaks volumes about God’s providential work in and
through people and the power of love, kindness and the fidelity of
ordinary people.

I encourage you to read the Book of Ruth today in its entirety. It is a
cool story. This morning I want to zoom in on what happens on the road
to Bethlehem.

The three widows set out on a journey from Moab, where there is a
famine, to Naomi’s hometown in Judah, where there is food. At some
point into the walk, Naomi tells her daughters-in-law to go back to their
families where they can be cared for. Back to their homes, traditions and
religious lives.

Per her tradition, Naomi knows that she has no other sons to offer to
these women, as Levirate law that says that when a husband dies, if there
is no heir, the husband’s brother is obligated to marry the sister-in-law.
Naomi has no sons left and is too old for childbearing with a different
husband. She makes a kind of joke about it, “Should I marry tonight and
have a baby, what will you do... wait for the man to grow up?” But a
woman — a widow — on her own, is no joke. Naomi knows that without a
man for protection and sustenance, life for a woman will be significantly
difficult and perhaps deadly.

Naomi herself is feeling discouraged and alone, with an uncertain future.
Maybe she is so mired in grief that instead of welcoming the
companionship of Ruth and Orpah, she wants to isolate. Perhaps you can
relate to that feeling.

Orpah makes the decision to return to her family...which is not a wrong
or bad decision, by the way, totally understandable, and leaves Naomi
with a kiss.



Then, with those familiar and poetic words, Ruth pledges to stay with
Naomi no matter what, willingly giving up her home and her religion.

Ruth offers loving-kindness to Naomi and accompanies her to
Bethlehem.

The text doesn’t say anything about Ruth trying to talk Naomi out of her
pain or tell her that everything is going to be okay. They just move down
the road together. This faithful act of companionship seems all the more
poignant when we consider that Ruth’s name means “friend.” And
Naomi allows Ruth to accompany her. without fanfare or a big speech or
complaining. The text even says that she spoke no more to Ruth.

When they reach Bethlehem, Naomi’s old friends say, “Hey, isn’t that
Naomi?” Now, Naomi means “pleasant” or “sweet” but Naomi tells the
people not to call her that, but instead to call her “Mara” which means
bitter. Naomi’s extraordinary losses, her grief, have made her bitter. She
even says that she is bitter because God has brought calamity to her.

Then chapter 1 ends in some foreshadowing, it’s harvest season in
Bethlehem, whose name translates to house of bread. The women will
have a future. And, together, with God, they do just that.

The road of grief is one that we all travel, it is part of the human
experience. Grief is the pain we feel when we lose someone or
something we love and need. We often think of grief only when a loved
one dies. But the truth is that we experience grief over other losses great
and small throughout our lives.

I had a friend share that having their first child brought a lot of joy and
also acknowledged that the birth stirred up some grief, too, at the loss of
independence and a way of life enjoyed by the couple for several years
before children.



We can and do grieve the loss of friendships, jobs, a lifestyle, the loss of
health, hearing, mobility, or when relationships fracture. We can and do
grieve the loss of a dream, the loss of innocence. On this fourth of July
weekend, I know that while many of us feel pride in our country and are
also experiencing grief over the loss of civil rights and threat of the loss
of our democracy. It’s complicated and it is real.

Naomi is bitter and hurting, her bitterness a result of her belief that God
is the cause of her pain. Maybe you’ve felt that way, too. Maybe you
have named yourself Mara — bitter - and raged at God. And that’s okay,
because God can take our anger and pain and God will never, ever turn
us away.

But I want to be very clear that God does not cause bad things to
happen. God is love and mercy and grace. God is the helper. God is way
when there 1s no way and possibility. God does not cause famine or
cancer or accidents or arguments. Loss and grief are not some sort of
test.

Rather, God is at work through it all, in goodness, compassion and love.
Weeping with us. Walking beside us. Often the conduit of God’s love
and grace appear in unlikely people and situations like a foreigner like
Ruth, or the good Samaritan in Jesus’ story.

When I was in seminary, I learned that the theme of Ruth is “hesed”
which is the Hebrew word for loving-kindness or providential kindness.
It 1s a relational word — like love of neighbor, but more. It speaks of
loyalty and steadfastness and God’s providential care. It’s hard to define
in English. This loving kindness comes from God. But also occurs
between humans who are simply going about their lives and offering
grace to one another.

I have known this kind of love and hope you have, too.



My mother died when we were basically strangers in the strange land of
Wisconsin. We had lived there for only six months, barely knew our
neighbors, weren’t members of a church yet, still grieving close
connections from our last home.

I left Jim at home with our four children for two weeks as my mother
died and we planned her service. My father needed me. Jim was working
full time plus and did his best to hold it all together. (And he did great.)

Two weeks later, after an emotional time of being with my family,
cleaning out my mother’s closets and drawers, navigating a grief that
manifests as sleepless nights and tearful mornings, it was time to go
back to WI. I had no idea what I’d return to in my house! Nothing
dramatic, maybe a mess, dusty furniture, empty fridge, laundry to the
ceiling. But I had limited energy and felt a growing dread.

To my surprise, while we were gone, neighbors (who had our key)
partnered with my work colleagues. They came into the house, cleaned
the bathrooms, did the wash, placed a lasagna in the fridge and left cards
and a sweet devotional book on the counter. They then reached out
individually, calling or stopping by just to check in.

Hesed. Loving-kindness from a community of (basically) strangers. No
grand gestures — just simple acts of sharing some food, making a phone
call, listening, checking in. Things that we all can do.

Like Naomi and Ruth, we will all find ourselves on the road of grief at
some point. And we all are called to accompany those on that very road.
As we travel, may we know that God goes with us, we are not alone, and
that we have all we need — all God’s gifts - to offer loving kindness to
others.

May it be so.
AMEN



Sources:
Story Quilt (may be seen on the Oak Grove website video of service)

The Ruth quilt was created by my daughter-in-law in college. It is in the tradition of the
American Folk Story Quilt. The story of Ruth and Naomi goes around the center, which is an
oval made up of earth/stars and moon. The entire quilt is made of recycled fabric except the
flannel and lining, and everything is hand dyed. In addition to the story of Ruth, the piece is also
inspired by Alli’s grandmother’s lessons of practicality, resourcefulness and quiet faith.
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