
1 
 

Pastor’s Message – 11/7/2021 
Ruth 1:1-18 

 
Back in August when I mapped out our Sunday Bible readings from 

September through November, I had settled on the Wisdom literature of 
the Old Testament, Proverbs and Job, and on the Book of Esther and 
finally on the Book of Ruth because of its lead-in to Advent and Christmas 
and Jesus’ genealogy.  As Matthew tells us in chapter 1 of his gospel, 
Jesus’ ancestor is King David whose great-grandmother was Ruth.  These 
books are not read very often which is unfortunate because there are 
important and perhaps surprising truths and insights into God’s character 
in these books which we would miss.  There are things in the Bible that 
sometimes surprise us – things we may not have seen or thought about 
before.  Listen carefully and you may hear things you have not heard 
before. 

Maybe the story of Ruth may seem like an unlikely tale to tell this 
week. But maybe it’s the perfect story.   The background of Ruth is as a 
short story composed to remind people just back home from exile and 
keen on eliminating “foreigners” and people of mixed heritage that their 
most fondly remembered king, David, was the great-grandson of a 
foreign woman. 

Amidst times of conflict over face-covering and vaccination 
mandates, climate change, economic uncertainty, abortion rights, alleged 
voter fraud, and in a time of ever-hardening political divisions preachers 
might be tempted to retreat to the relative comfort zone of other texts. 
But perhaps it is for such a time as this, as the Book of Esther suggests, 
that the story of Ruth has come up for us.   

The crossfire of heat-blazed political rhetoric can make it difficult to 
hear God’s voice. There have been elections in other states this past week 
and news from other distant parts of the world which may not seem 
important to folks in Wisconsin.  As in the story of Ruth, God may seem a 
bit distant to us. Perhaps we are also uncertain of where God resides in 
our current turmoil. For some, indeed, it is a season of famine and 
hopelessness.  

Today marks the first of the two Sundays of readings from the Book 
of Ruth in our three-year cycle of Bible readings.  This story begins with 
refugees who are widowed and hungry.  Naomi’s husband and both sons 
have died.  She is without means of support.  In search of bread, Naomi 
turns toward her former home of Beth-Lehem (“house of bread”).   
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Sometimes this week’s text has been used primarily to criticize 
Orpah for returning to “her people and her gods” (verse 15) and praise 
Ruth by comparison. But in fact, the story itself never does this. Naomi, 
their mother, begs both of her daughters-in-law to return to their 
homeland and people among whom they may be more likely to enjoy a 
greater possibility of home and children. After all, in current language, 
both Ruth and Orpah may well have been considered illegal aliens in 
Bethlehem in Israel, especially after their citizen husbands had died. 

Every day seems to bring new stories of people risking their lives or 
paying exorbitant amounts to coyotes for passage to the United States. 
Some claim that the arriving immigrants are a disease-ridden, criminal 
infested mob of terrorists who will suck economic and medical benefits 
from citizens of this country. Others describe the new immigrants as a 
peaceful, generally quiet procession of folks yearning for safety and 
freedom.  

The facts do not seem to matter. Arguments over illegal immigration 
raise fears among Americans and add to ongoing political tensions. Yet 
the immigrants remain steadfast. They’ve experienced the trauma and 
pain of loss. They’ve faced fear and know the odds may be against them. 
They likely understand their presence at the border will not be welcomed.  
And yet they turn from what they know to uncertainty. 

Our story from the Book of Ruth today and the entire Book of Ruth 
pivots on the theme of “turnings.”  The Hebrew verb shub occurs no less 
than twelve times in Ruth 1:1-18.  At times, shub simply indicates a 
physical change in direction (1.15).  Naomi also uses it to describe her 
perception of God’s rejection of her (1.13).  By the time this Book ends, 
all sorts of unexpected turns and reversals will come. 

It seems sometimes that there have been turns in the demeanor and 
attitudes of our country.  When did our country turn from a country which 
welcomes and values immigrants?  When did we turn from the invitation 
on the Statue of Liberty?   

“Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me.” 

 

When did we turn from God’s direction in Exodus and Leviticus and 
Deuteronomy and other places in the Bible to welcome the alien and treat 
them as one of you “because you were once foreigners?”  The setting of 
Ruth underscores the power of the theme of turnings. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2018/10/29/what-is-isnt-happening-with-migrant-caravan-southern-mexico/?utm_term=.d7255f29ee23
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2018/10/29/what-is-isnt-happening-with-migrant-caravan-southern-mexico/?utm_term=.d7255f29ee23
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There is a longing that someday – somehow, we can eliminate move 
on from threats to peace and a hope beyond hope that the world can 
realize “never again.”  Is it possible, is it realistic, to still hope?  This is a 
time when we yearn for a word of hope.   

Whatever their motivations, the immigrants fleeing their homelands 
in pursuit of an uncertain future provide an opportunity to consider the 
risks associated with hope. Viewing the images of children clinging to 
their mother as they make their way north evokes comparisons with 
Ruth’s determined fidelity. But even more it reminds us of God’s grace in 
healing dislocation and hopelessness.  

Naomi says to her daughters-in-law in verse 8, “[And] may the LORD  
reward you for your kindness to your husbands and to me.” The Hebrew 
word she uses is hesed and the English word “kindness” is really a rather 
weak translation.  To show kindness is to demonstrate loving-kindness 
beyond what the commandments of God require.  Hesed is part of the 
very nature of God, and it is attached to acts of unconditional love, grace, 
and mercy.  Our challenge and call as believers are to embrace that 
concept of hesed and show the same loving-kindness to others, whether 
they are family members, friends, colleagues, fellow church members, or 
even those whom we might consider enemies. 

Our story of Ruth today is a story that may cause us to think 
thoughts we may have never thought before.  It challenges our 
stereotypes about women, loyalties, and national origin and national 
boundaries. The story confronts those who hear about what they thought 
they knew beyond any shadow of doubt and invites us to ask new 
questions that help us begin to rethink our view of “the world as it should 
be.”  It upends the standard (and more limited) vision of a world that 
blest primarily the powerful and the privileged and helps us imagine a 
world, more like the reality we see, where people from anywhere and any 
social status can find themselves as the apples of God’s eye.  If we can 
begin to ask these questions of ourselves, we may be in a better positon 
to see that God may be working in and through “outsiders” or “marginal” 
people to strengthen rather than threaten or undermine our identity as 
the baptized disciples of Jesus.   

The story asks questions that may challenge our faith.  The writer of 
the book of Hebrews defines faith in chapter 11 as the substance of 
things hoped for and the evidence of things not seen.  Maybe we should 
say that faith is not so much about believing as it is about belonging. 
Ultimately, faith is about belonging to God. And are we not first led to 
pursue a relationship with God as people who not only believe in God, but 



4 
 
who are committed to God and show the very character of God by the 
way we live and love? We are led to God by people who belong first and 
foremost to God. 

Naomi and Ruth start a journey that takes us to a place that we 
never could have imagined.  God breaks into the world through the 
somewhat shady and manipulative efforts of a widow. From those actions, 
Ruth -- immigrant, female, powerless -- becomes the bearer of new life. 
Ultimately Ruth’s actions will bring an end to Israel’s barrenness. Here is 
where we see the daring, courageous hope of God which emerges out of 
vulnerability. Ruth, the despised Moabite, overcomes the barriers of 
nationalism by clinging to her mother-in-law. By the end of the story, she 
becomes the bearer of life-giving seed -- first barley, and later the seed 
of Israel’s future.  

It is the outsider who keeps the nation from extinction. While 
xenophobic fear still rages around us, this could be the most important 
word we offer.  The kindness and loving relationship shared between two 
otherwise destitute and hopeless women rescues Israel and rescues the 
world.  

Jesus, the savior of the world, came from the faithfulness and the 
risk of Ruth and it was God who worked the miracle.  In that it is more 
about God than about Naomi or Ruth or Orpah.  In that, it is more about 
those who put their faith in the God of miracles and presence.  It is about 
our faith in the God of miracles.   

Faith is a journey. It takes us beyond memory, beyond 
understanding, beyond comfort, beyond control. Faith is about a road, not 
a specific place on the road or a destination. Along the way, we will see 
new things, as Jesus promised, hear new words, reconsider old words. 
New companions will appear, and they will stretch us. New needs will 
require us to abandon former ways of perceiving reality.  

Believing in the God of miracles and following Jesus isn't about 
attaining a specific, measurable goal, or grasping a finite, literal truth. 
Following Jesus is about following. It is about movement. It is about days 
that haven't happened, people one hasn't met, places one hasn't gone, 
and forgiveness one hasn't requested -- not yet. 

Following Jesus starts wherever it starts but then goes on to the 
edge and around the corner. Clinging to the "hour I first believed" is 
never enough. Telling yesterday's story and polishing yesterday's truth 
are never enough. We are on a journey as well:  from the threats and  
famine of today to the hope and promise of tomorrow. 


