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Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’ Spirit.

O God, as we open your holy Scriptures, send your Holy Spirit to
enlighten our hearts and minds. Help us to receive your Word with
reverence and joy, that it may shape our lives and draw us closer to you.
Amen.

We come to our final question in our sermon series, “I’ve been meaning
to ask.” We have looked at scripture and explored the questions, “where
does it hurt,” “where are you from,” and “what do you need?” Today we
look at the question, “where do we go from here?”

This question is by no means meant to be the end of getting to know one
another, or in asking questions. Instead, it is a question of curiosity and
seeking a future as yet unknown. And, like the other questions before
this week, I think it seems rather timely. In both a world of uncertainty
and a faith that calls us into a posture of hope and possibility, the act of
asking “where do we go from here?” is an act of discernment and
faithfulness. As a community of faith we continually seek the wisdom
and direction of God’s Spirit to further the kingdom of God.

Our scripture this morning are two different stories, one from the book
of Ruth in the Old Testament, and one from the book of Acts from the
New Testament. And while they are different stories with different
circumstances from different times, they both show futures of
possibility. Listen for a word from God.



Ruth 1:1-22

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. 2 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. 3 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 the woman 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 his people and given them food. 7 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
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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 goodbye, but Ruth clung to her.

13S0 she said, “Look, your sister-in-law has gone back to her
people and to her gods; return after your sister-in-law.” ' But Ruth
said,

“Do not press me to leave you, 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, and there will I be buried. May the Lord do thus to
me, and more as well, if even death parts me from you!”

8 When 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?” ?° She 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?”

22 So 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.


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=ruth%201&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-7149g

In some ways, this story of Ruth and Naomi asks all the questions we
have explored these last few weeks. Where are you from, where does it
hurt, what do you need, and where do we go from here?

Naomi and her daughters-in-law are in a precarious position. They are
all widowed with no other family to care for them. The daughters-in-law
are foreigners. There is famine in the land, no prospect for future
husbands. Orpah, at Naomi’s suggestion, heads back to her own family.
But Ruth refuses and instead insists on staying with Ruth.

Naomi’s response to the circumstances facing the women was expected,
it was fear, perhaps anger, isolation, a focus on what was lacking. But
Ruth’s response is unexpected — and she declares her love and loyalty to
Naomi. In the face of incredible loss and uncertainty, Ruth’s promise and
commitment are grounded in her being bound together with Naomi. She
provides connection, community for Naomi, and together they will have
a different future. Ruth refuses to let Naomi be alone in her pain and her
grief. Ruth declares that she will share in their future — whatever may
come.

Acts 10

In Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion of the
[talian Cohort, as it was called. > He was a devout man who feared
God with all his household; he gave alms generously to the people
and prayed constantly to God. ® One afternoon at about three
o’clock he had a vision in which he clearly saw an angel of God
coming in and saying to him, “Cornelius.” # He stared at him in
terror and said, “What is it, Lord?”” He answered, “Your prayers
and your alms have ascended as a memorial before God. > Now
send men to Joppa for a certain Simon who is called Peter; © he is
lodging with Simon, a tanner, whose house is by the

seaside.” 7 When the angel who spoke to him had left, he called



two of his slaves and a devout soldier from the ranks of those who
served him, 8 and after telling them everything he sent them to
Joppa.

? About noon the next day, as they were on their journey and
approaching the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. ' He
became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while it was
being prepared he fell into a trance. !! He saw the heaven opened
and something like a large sheet coming down, being lowered to
the ground by its four corners. ! In it were all kinds of four-footed
creatures and reptiles and birds of the air. '3 Then he heard a voice
saying, “Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” '* But Peter said, “By no
means, Lord, for I have never eaten anything that is profane or
unclean.” 1> The voice said to him again, a second time, “What
God has made clean, you must not call profane.” '° This happened
three times, and the thing was suddenly taken up to heaven.

7 Now while Peter was greatly puzzled about what to make of the
vision that he had seen, suddenly the men sent by Cornelius
appeared. They were asking for Simon’s house and were standing
by the gate. '® They called out to ask whether Simon, who was
called Peter, was staying there. ! While Peter was still thinking
about the vision, the Spirit said to him, “Look, three men are
searching for you. ° Now get up, go down, and go with them
without hesitation, for I have sent them.” 2! So Peter went down to
the men and said, “I am the one you are looking for; what is the
reason for your coming?” 22 They answered, “Cornelius, a
centurion, a righteous and God-fearing man who is well spoken of
by the whole Jewish people, was directed by a holy angel to send
for you to come to his house and to hear what you have to

say.” 23 So Peter invited them in and gave them lodging.



The next day he got up and went with them, and some of the
brothers and sisters from Joppa accompanied him. >* The following
day they came to Caesarea. Cornelius was expecting them and had
called together his relatives and close friends. 2> On Peter’s arrival,
Cornelius met him and, falling at his feet, worshiped him. 2° But
Peter made him get up, saying, “Stand up; I am only a

mortal.” 27 And as he talked with him, he went in and found that
many had assembled, 28 and he said to them, “You yourselves know
that it 1s improper for a Jew to associate with or to visit an outsider,
but God has shown me that I should not call anyone profane or
unclean. 2 So when I was sent for, I came without objection. Now
may [ ask why you sent for me?”

30 Cornelius replied, “Four days ago at this very hour, at three
o’clock, I was praying in my house when suddenly a man in
dazzling clothes stood before me. 3! He said, ‘Cornelius, your
prayer has been heard, and your alms have been remembered
before God. 32 Send therefore to Joppa and ask for Simon, who is
called Peter; he is staying in the home of Simon, a tanner, by the
sea.” 33 Therefore I sent for you immediately, and you have been
kind enough to come. So now all of us are here in the presence of
God to listen to all that the Lord has commanded you to say.”

34 Then Peter began to speak to them: “I truly understand that God
shows no partiality, 3 but in every people anyone who fears him
and practices righteousness!l is acceptable to him. *® You know the
message he sent to the people of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus
Christ—he is Lord of all. 37 That message spread throughout Judea,
beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John announced: *® how
God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with
power; how he went about doing good and healing all who were
oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. ** We are witnesses
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to all that he did both in Judea and in Jerusalem. They put him to
death by hanging him on a tree, ** but God raised him on the third
day and allowed him to appear, ' not to all the people but to us
who were chosen by God as witnesses and who ate and drank with
him after he rose from the dead. ** He commanded us to preach to
the people and to testify that he is the one ordained by God as
judge of the living and the dead. ** All the prophets testify about
him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins
through his name.”

4 While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell upon all who
heard the word. #* The circumcised believers who had come with
Peter were astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been
poured out even on the gentiles, ® for they heard them speaking in
tongues and extolling God. Then Peter said, 4’ “Can anyone
withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received
the Holy Spirit just as we have?” *® So he ordered them to be
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they invited him to stay
for several days.

This story is sometimes known as the conversion of Cornelius, but it
could just as easily be called the conversion of Peter. As a faithful Jew,
Peter would follow strict laws about food and kept kosher.

As a general rule, we humans, we like order and structure. We like
things to be in their place. We like to be able to label and sort and know
the difference between us and them. We want to know the good and the
bad. Who’s in and who’s out. Peter knew. Peter knew exactly who was in
and who was out, who was worthy and clean, and who wasn’t worth
anything and unclean. But then God showed up and called it all into
question. At the time, the early church was trying to figure out who
belonged, who was a true child of God. And then here comes God



pushing Peter to realize the worth and dignity of all people. It’s a radical
reordering of his understanding.

Peter is following in the footsteps of Jesus when he decides to break the
rules and the norms. Jesus often challenged assumptions and redefined
rules. He ate with all the wrong people, he talked to people he shouldn’t
have been caught dead with, he healed on the sabbath, he called out
hypocrisy, and asked people to take risks, and he turned conventions on
their head. Peter was a witness to all of these things, and I imagine some
of that had to be going through his head after his wild dream that was
leading him away from the ways he had known. It was a leap of faith to
trust the Spirit.

I recognize that I have not really answered the question, “where do we
go from here?”” But maybe the answer to that question is not as
important as the reminder from these stories to be open to the Spirit
leading in new ways, and always, always in the direction of inclusion
and a mercy that knows no boundaries.

One thing I know for sure is that none of us can predict the future. None
of us know what will happen next. We can express our dreams and
hopes, and we can create plans and strategies, but we can also safely bet
that whatever it is we hope or plan for will likely be different in
actuality.

But, no matter what occurs, we can trust that God is out front and
alongside of us. We can faithfully discern where the Spirit might be
leading us. We can continually ask the good question, “where do we go
from here?” And we can seek to be open to new possibilities.

Amen.



