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SUMMARY
Ruth — with a little help from Teddy Roosevelt and the Golden Gate Bridge — teaches us how to recognize different types of security … and which kinds are the most valuable.

AT A GLANCE
Ruth takes a big risk when she turns her back on familiar territory and follows her mother to the unknown land of Israel. But in that act of love, she’s trading some physical and financial security for something of much greater value: spiritual security and a path that ultimately leads to Bethlehem.

ALTERNATE READINGS 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “The List,” November 2, 2003. 

“The Lord grant that you may find security …”
—Ruth 1:9a

“The land of opportunity.” That’s where they were bound. Times were tough. Money was short. Work was hard to come by. And so the four of them — husband, wife and two sons — pulled up stakes and journeyed to a far country.
They came to stay. They did what they had to do to fit in. Difficult as it was, they learned the language. They mastered mystifying social customs. That immigrant family labored hard, and, in time, their new neighbors accepted them. The new land treated them well. In return, they became model citizens.
The two boys grew fast. It wasn’t long before they began talking and dressing and acting like any other children of that land. To their mother and father — their own flesh and blood — the two sons sometimes seemed like strangers. It was hard to watch them grow up without the traditions of the old country. But the parents were proud of their two boys, and they were equally pleased with their new country. The old country had been left behind. There was no turning back now.
Then, tragedy struck. The husband died suddenly, leaving his wife with two late-teenage sons and no savings. Times were hard, but the little family scraped by. Soon, the boys met and married local girls.
It was not long after the second son’s wedding that the unspeakable happened. First, one son died, then the other.
For their mother — whose name was Naomi — this news was devastating. It rocked her life to its very foundations. In the space of a short time, this immigrant woman had lost the three people she held most dear in all the world.

An Immigrant Adrift
Naomi takes stock of her situation. She’s an Israelite woman living in Moab. She’s worked hard every day of her life. But in that place and time, neither she nor her daughters are permitted to inherit property.
In that society, a woman belongs wholly and completely to her husband. Should she be widowed, her sons — who do have the right to inherit — are duty-bound to take some of those resources and use them to care for her. If there are no sons, her husband’s brother is required to take her in.
But Naomi is an immigrant. She has no husband. She has no sons. She has no brother-in-law. The only family she has — her two daughters-in-law — are Moabites. They have their own families in the area. They will be taken care of.
As for Naomi, it’s hard to imagine a greater calamity. She’s too old to marry again. The best she can hope for is the charity of strangers — who may (if she’s lucky) hire her as a household servant. Her life will be dawn-to-dusk labor: hauling water or pounding laundry on the rocks by the stream. When the day is done, her only place to curl up at night is in the straw of the stable.
For the first time in 10 years, Naomi’s thoughts turn to the old country, to Israel — to the snug house in Bethlehem she and her husband Elimelech left behind. “I wonder who’s living there now?” she asks herself. The famine is over, they say. Israel is prosperous again.
“Surely there are still some kinfolk in Israel who will take me in,” Naomi says to her daughters-in-law, Ruth and Orpah. “I’ve made up my mind. I’m going home.”
“We will come with you,” they reply.
Naomi looks back at them in astonishment. “Stop this foolishness!” she snaps. “I can offer you no future. You know that. Your place is with your own families.”
But the two young women are persuasive. They love their mother-in-law very deeply. They convince Naomi to allow them to come with her.
The three of them are not even out of Moab before Naomi has second thoughts. She stops in the middle of the road, turns to Ruth and Orpah, and commands them to go home to their own mothers. They are still marriageable, she tells them. “The Lord grant that you may find security, each in the house of your husband.”
“Orpah kissed her mother-in-law,” the Scriptures say — a respectful kiss, a kiss of blessing, a good-bye kiss. But Ruth “clung to her.”
The verb “to cling” is the very same word used in Genesis 2:24 to describe the relationship of Adam and Eve: “a man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife.” Ruth holds fast to Naomi, who tries one more time to convince Ruth to go. But Naomi’s resolve is weakening. Ruth responds with some of the most famous lines in all literature:
“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,
and 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!”
—Ruth 1:17
It’s nothing less than an oath of faithfulness, a truly extraordinary thing for a young Moabite widow to say to her widowed Israelite mother-in-law! Ruth has absolutely no reason to go with Naomi — to risk a journey of many days on foot, to a foreign land and a murky future. No reason, that is, but love.
It’s love that alters the equation, that redistributes the weights on the scales. It’s love that impels Ruth to turn aside from the only home she has ever known and continue down the dusty road with everything she owns bundled on her back.
Spoiler Alert: You can read ahead in the story of Ruth and discover a happy ending: how she and Naomi do make it to Israel, how they find some distant relatives, and how Ruth marries one of them. But that’s not our focus today.
Today let’s linger on that phrase of Naomi’s, that blessing to her daughters-in-law: “The Lord grant that you may find security …”

Security: The Blessing
Security. That’s what life’s all about, some will tell you. It’s the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, the IRA coming due, the lottery ticket with all six numbers matching the ping-pong balls. The world is a fierce and hostile place, many will tell you. The life-task of each one of us is to somehow keep the chaos at bay, to gain some measure of this thing called “security,” to take care of our own, and to “look out for number one.”
Security is a good thing — no doubt about it. A certain group of steelworkers discovered just how good a thing it is back in the 1930s as they were building San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge.
The construction company didn’t install safety devices during the first part of the project. Twenty-three workers fell to their deaths. For the last phase of the project, a huge net was deployed for the staggering cost (at the time) of $100,000.
At least 10 men fell into the safety net and were saved. That was a marvel in itself. But the most remarkable thing of all is this: from the day the net was hung, the steelworkers accomplished 25 percent more work. That’s how important it was to be assured of their security!

Security: The Curse
Can security also become an obsession? We’ve all heard tales of misers who scrimped, saved and did without necessities, all to protect themselves from poverty, but who died leaving millions behind. We’ve all known people who’ve felt so personally insecure that they would do almost anything to earn affection from others.
Then there’s that oft-quoted phrase, “national security.” It was national security that the Nixon White House so frequently invoked. But history has revealed that it was a smoke screen, behind which they hid evidence of a multitude of “dirty tricks.” 
There are times when security is still a good thing, but not the best thing. Listen to these words, from a great political leader of our country: “The things that will destroy America are prosperity-at-any-price, peace-at-any-price, safety-first instead of duty-first, the love of soft living, and the get-rich-quick theory of life.”
Now who do you suppose said that? Some 1960s radical? Some austere belt-tightener of the 1990s?
Guess again. It was Teddy Roosevelt, one of the most determined, full-speed-ahead promoters of this country — and particularly its business — to occupy the White House. Roosevelt lived in an era when speaking of morality in politics had not yet gone out of fashion. He believed that financial prosperity — and the security it represented — should never become an end in itself. There were higher values, Roosevelt believed, than mere survival.
Sometimes nations, as well as individuals, need to live with a certain degree of risk if that’s what it takes to uphold those values.

Spiritual Security
Ruth sets aside her craving for security and follows her mother-in-law, Naomi. She does so for one reason, and one reason alone. She does it for love.
In taking those first steps down the winding, dusty road to Bethlehem, Ruth declares her decision to live on the razor edge of risk. In so doing, she trades her physical security for spiritual security. As she makes that fateful decision, she puts all her trust in God. As it turns out, the road she and Naomi travel will lead to Bethlehem, in more ways than one.
“In more ways than one.” What does that mean? You have to turn to the first chapter of Matthew to find out. There, as you scan through the cascade of Hebrew names that is the genealogy of Jesus, you come to the words, “Boaz the father of Obed by Ruth, and Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of King David.” (Matthew 1:5-6).
This very same Ruth — the Moabite widow who impulsively left her homeland on a journey everyone (even Naomi) thought was crazy — becomes, by the sheer grace of God, ancestor not only to King David, but also to Jesus himself. Ruth’s personal journey leads her to Bethlehem. But in a spiritual sense, her journey leads also to a certain Bethlehem night, centuries in the future. A star hangs high in the sky. Shepherds stand astonished at angel-song. A certain descendant of Ruth named Joseph smiles at his wife, Mary, who’s holding their newborn baby in her arms.
What if Joseph had been obsessed with security? What if he had carried through on his original plan — once he’d learned of Mary’s pregnancy — to “dismiss her quietly,” as Matthew coldly puts it? Instead, Joseph has a dream and follows it, defying the conventions of his society and standing faithfully beside a woman everyone tells him he should abandon.
The difference — as with Ruth and Naomi — is love. Joseph loves his wife and will not leave her, even if it means giving up some of his cherished security.

Security and Stewardship
In the coming weeks, a great many Christians in our land will have an opportunity to consider this matter of security. We’ll hold an “estimate of giving” card in hand, and we’ll need to decide how much we plan to give to the Lord’s work in the coming year. To take pen in hand and write in that amount — especially if it involves a larger weekly or monthly gift than last year — is a financial decision, in one sense. Every time we make a gift, of any kind, we do set aside some measure of our material security. Every time we give — voluntarily parting with money we could use for other purposes — we take on a certain degree of risk.
But so does Ruth, as she decides to turn her steps that day toward the unknown land of Israel, rather than the familiar territory of Moab. Ruth gives up every claim she has to security, save one: her claim to spiritual security. In doing so, she embarks on the greatest adventure of her life: one that her Lord will bless in wondrous and extravagant ways.
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Theodore Roosevelt, Letter, January 10, 1917.

THE OTHER TEXTS
October 31, 2021, Cycle B
Psalm 146
What Does the Text Say?
The English liturgical exclamation, “Hallelujah!” is derived from the opening and closing words of the last five psalms in the OT — hallelu-yah — translated by NRSV as “Praise the Lord!” These psalms, sometimes called Hallels by biblical scholars, close ancient Israel’s theologically and emotionally variegated hymnbook on a sustained note of praise. Today’s psalm, Psalm 146, is part of this collection. An overview of Psalm 146 reveals that it is a declaration of intent (v. 2) followed by (a) a warning against false trust (vv. 3-4) and (b) the rationale for the psalmist’s declaration (vv. 5-10). The psalm combines elements from Israel’s royal theology (v. 10), wisdom schools (v. 5), prophetic tradition (vv. 7-9) and ancient liturgical poems (v. 5b).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Praise the Lord! The command to “Praise the Lord” is a frequent one, especially in the OT. But how does one praise the Lord except by saying “Praise the Lord!”? Some people are quite comfortable doing this. It’s “Praise the Lord” this and “Praise the Lord” that. Some pastors preach to congregations that often interrupt with exclamatory expressions like “Amen!” and “Praise the Lord!” But is there no other way to praise the Lord than by saying those very words? Develop a sermon that explores how we can praise the Lord. The psalm mentions singing (v. 2) and trusting and hoping in God (v. 5). But it is also possible that we praise God by the way we live. The way we should live is by mirroring who God is. According to this psalm, God sets prisoners free. God opens the eyes of the blind. God lifts up those who have fallen. God loves the righteous. God watches over strangers. God upholds the widow. Perhaps our best way to praise God is to love our neighbor.

Hebrews 9:11-14
What Does the Text Say?
In this passage, the reader enters the obscure, esoteric and anachronistic language of the early second-century Jewish-Christian apologist. What had begun in Paul’s ministry had now blown up into a more full-fledged theological skirmish of words concerning the status of Christianity vis-à-vis Judaism. Not open warfare yet, for the author of Hebrews seeks to show the unquestionable logic of his argument. However, sides are being drawn that are not erasable. The author of this treatise seeks to show the pre-eminence of the gospel. Hence, in this text, the author continues his theological and philosophical assault on the Jewish priestly tradition by presenting Jesus as the ultimate High Priest.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Cross Donation. This text is very difficult to preach if you’re uncomfortable with a “blood theology” of the cross. Yet, it is a theme that runs through Scripture that is hard to ignore. The writer refers to the OT priestly and sacrificial system in which the blood of goats, calves, bulls, sheep, and lambs was shed and sprinkled on the mercy seat. The slain animal itself was placed upon an altar. It was a bloody affair. The writer’s argument is that if the blood of a goat was efficacious in removing the stain of sin, how much more efficacious is the blood of Jesus Christ in removing sin, so that our consciences might be “purified from dead works to worship the living God”? When someone dies for you, what remains is sort of a moral and ethical obligation to live in a way that honors that death and that is worthy of it. Studies show that people who have been recipients of organs, especially a heart donation, often feel this moral obligation. Jesus died and made a huge donation — the donation of his very life — so that we could be an utterly new creation. He was the purest lamb of God (to reference the sacrificial system) and like the lambs slaughtered for the sins of the people, Jesus did not deserve to die. He did not die for his own sins. So, how do we live knowing now that someone died for us? Something to think about.

Mark 12:28-34
What Does the Text Say?
In this text, a scribe is speaking for himself and not as a representative of some group. This scribe is immediately impressed with Jesus’ answers. Consequently, unlike the baiting, belligerent questions posed by the others to test Jesus, this scribe’s inquiry seems to arise from a sense of respect for Jesus. “Which commandment is the first of all?” he asks (v. 28). The first half of Jesus’ reply is hardly astonishing. The second half of Jesus’ answer to the scribe’s question comes from Leviticus 19:18. When coupled with the mandates of the Shema, this commandment welds personal piety to active ethical behavior. Jesus fully intends these “two” commandments to be as one inseparable mandate. Note that he concludes, “There is no other commandment greater than these” — suggesting that these commands should be designated as numbers 1 and 1, not 1 and 2. The commandments Jesus chooses as most important are highly theological and ethical in nature, while the practices the scribe chooses with which to contrast them are ritual. In fact, the scribe, in making this kind of comparison while standing in the temple — the center of all Jewish cultic/ritual activity — is being quite indiscreet. Jesus’ final words to the scribe also differentiate this exchange from the other combative challenges Jesus had faced that day. Mark’s text, which generally has few good things to say about the religious authorities, specifically compliments this scribe (he “answered wisely”). Jesus’ response is also unique. When he announces that this scribe is “not far from the kingdom of God” (v. 34), it is clear that this “kingdom” reference is not to the eschatological age to come. Instead, it appears to refer more to a condition that exists here and now. The kingdom of God for which this scribe is almost ready seems more like the good news of the gospel itself, which once received will put him on the path toward the eternal kingdom. This exchange between Jesus and the scribe becomes something of an illustration of the great commandment. Jesus and the scribe have stepped away from “us versus them” categories and created an island of reconciliation in a sea of hostility. Their common devotion to God and neighbor silences the debate, and Mark reports, “After that no one dared to ask him any question” (v. 34).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
And That’s an Order! We don’t use the word “command” too much in everyday conversation, unless we’re a computer programmer. Somehow, it’s okay to insert commands and write a series of commands for an inanimate machine that, for the time being, is not yet thinking on its own. But we don’t command our children, our spouses, our co-workers or our employees. We prepare a list of chores; we collaborate on tasks or we establish objectives. In the military and the police, commands certainly exist, and sometimes, lest an underling misunderstand the objective or what the “commanding” officer is saying, the officer will add: “And that’s an ORDER!” Think of these two commandments in this way. Jesus distills all of the commandments of the Mosaic Law into two. Love God and love your neighbor. And that’s an ORDER! What don’t we understand about this? The sermon can then move on to explain what loving God and loving your neighbor looks like.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS

##

	The basic problem of faith today is the question of God's existence, or, more precisely, whether or not God “makes a difference” in our life or the world. The reason it's so hard to find the answer to that question is that we do everything in our power to make sure that God won't have to make a difference. We guard against every unforeseen occurrence; we minimize the variables; we insure ourselves against every possible accident, including “acts of God.” In short, we try to put our life on such a secure and self-guaranteed basis that there is no room for any will other than our own. It's as though we set out to discover life in a laboratory that we had tried our best to sterilize. No wonder it is difficult to discover the “mighty acts of God.”
	Our chief instrument in this attempt to conquer the future is our money. We spend it on insurance, market forecasts, research and development, and even on fortune-tellers. Why not see if this remarkable tool could not be put to another use? Why not set out deliberately to use it as a means of providing the sort of conditions under which God's power would become manifest and God’s presence made known? To carry through our laboratory analogy, I am suggesting that we use money to establish a “culture medium” in which the acts of God may grow and become visible. …
	I have known many families who have been challenged to give sacrificially — usually to a building campaign — and have discovered that the risk they took brought exciting discoveries.
There was still enough food for the table; the family focused on their newfound burden and thus learned to share; the “financial crisis” never developed. In other words, by using money to create risk rather than to avoid it, a “space” was opened for the graceful touch of God. New friends, new tasks, new joys, and new values crowded onto the scene. It was like a fresh start.
—H. George Anderson, from “Stewardship As A Lifestyle,”
https://www.stewardshipoflife.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Stewardship_As_A_Lifestyle.pdf.
Retrieved April 23, 2021.

##

	We all yearn to feel secure about the decisions we make. In an old Peanuts cartoon, Charlie Brown stops by Lucy’s psychiatric help stand. He confesses: “My trouble is I never know if I'm doing the right thing. I need to have someone around who can tell me when I’m doing the right thing.”
	“Okay,” says Lucy. “You’re doing the right thing. That’ll be five cents, please!” Charlie Brown cheerfully antes up and walks away with a smile on his face.
	In a few minutes, he returns with a frown. “Back already?” asks Lucy. “What happened?”
	“I was wrong,” says Charlie Brown. “It didn't help. You need more in life than just having someone around to tell you when you’re doing the right thing.”
	“Now you’ve really learned something! That’ll be another five cents, please.”

##

	After Job has lost his livestock, his children and his health, his friends come to give comfort. After seven days of silence they begin to speak, reiterating the common wisdom found in Psalms and Proverbs — that the good will flourish and the evil will suffer. Job, however, has not sinned. Job is innocent, yet he suffers. The friends have no theological categories to make sense of such innocent suffering. … Clearly, God does not always deliver the good from suffering; indeed, sometimes it is our goodness itself that leads us to suffer.
	Dave, a friend of mine from graduate school, lost his twin brother, Steve, to cancer. While struggling against the aggressive disease, Steve received a letter from a Christian woman telling him that she knew it was God’s will for him to be miraculously healed. All he had to do was believe. Far from providing comfort, the letter struck Steve like a hot iron of judgment. If he were not healed, she implied, it would be his own fault. This woman thought of divine providence in terms of control and protection. Because she assumed that God controls all events, she had to create a justification for God’s apparent inaction in this case. Her attempt to keep God blameless led her to place blame on Steve — God was ready to do the right thing if only Steve had enough faith. Though he had become very weak, Steve wanted to write a letter in response, so Dave recorded the words that Steve slowly struggled to express:
	“I share your faith in the almighty power of God to heal and sustain us. There may be times, though, when God’s greatest miracle is not the miracle of physical healing, but the miracle of giving us strength in the face of suffering. Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 12 that he prayed God would remove a thorn in the flesh, but God answered simply, ‘My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness … for when I am weak, then am I strong.’”
—Scott Bader-Saye, “Does God protect us?” The Christian Century, July 10, 2007, 29-32.

##

	Our whole age, our whole Roman world had gone dead in its heart because it feared tragedy, took flight from suffering and abhorred failure. In fear of tragedy, we worshipped power. In fear of suffering, we worshipped security. In fear of failure, we worshipped success. … During the rising splendor of our thousand years we had grown cruel, practical, and sterile. We did win the whole world. We did lose our own souls.
—An ancient Roman official, speaking in the novel by Robert Raynolds, The Sinner of Saint Ambrose (Bobbs-Merrill, 1952).

##

	They who can give up essential Liberty to obtain a little temporary Safety, deserve neither Liberty nor Safety.
—Benjamin Franklin, “Objections to Barclay’s Draft Articles of February 16,” from Contributions to the Massachusetts Conference, February 17, 1775.
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-21-02-0269.
Retrieved April 23, 2021.

##

	Even after Jesus is safely dead, the chief priests know that “you can't be too careful.” They need a guard at the tomb, for security. Pilate sends them on their way. “Knock yourselves out, boys. Make it as secure as you can.”
	If the people who try to sell us things are any indication, security is able to capture our imagination just as it captured Peter's and the chief priests’. Everything from tire treads to investment advice is marketed with a 30-second story line that features a threat to our security and then answers the threat with the product offered for sale. The tire tread commercials are generally set on a dark and stormy night, and they generally feature a woman driving a toddler somewhere. …
	Political ads often have a more subtle message but one that is equally concerned with leaving us feeling just a little insecure — insecure, that is, until we vote for the preferred candidate. Candidates vie to be identified as the one who will be the most tough on crime, the one who has the best plan for securing the borders, or the one who can best protect us from all enemies foreign and domestic.
	Everyone is interested in keeping us safe. Cell phones, security systems, taking our shoes off in the airport security line, getting the right medical tests after the age of 50: almost everything can be sold as a way to keep us free from threat. …
	As the first Christians came to recognize the risen Christ, they experienced boldness and freedom of speech that surprises those of us who read their stories. It is as if their security came from the inside out. …
	What might that kind of freedom mean for you? How might it change the way you listen to the nightly news? How might it change the way you pass a stranger on the sidewalk? How might it change the way you imagine who was against you and who was for you?
—Mary Hinkle Shore, “The Insecure Tomb,” Day1.org.
https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf2002687/the_insecure_tomb.
Retrieved April 23, 2021.

##

	Ever heard of anyone who's a slave to their stuff, to their bills? Do you know anybody who is a slave to security, to feeling safe? They tend to take it out on the people around them, don't they?
	And these Israelites were rescued from all that by a God who commanded them to rest. Rescued from all that by a God who knew that Sabbath is the only means of satisfaction. Because God made the world with nothing, and so nothing could ever really be a threat. If nothing, just a black and empty void, was plenty to make all that is, then there is enough. All around us there is enough.
	But that's not how we work, is it? That's not how we're built. For us, there is never enough. And so, we complain. “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water. And we detest this miserable food.”…
	The story is the same, from beginning to end. Manna falls from heaven, and it isn't enough. There is no food; it is detestable food; it isn't enough. The whole blessed garden, save that one tree there in the middle. It isn't enough. What will be enough? …
	One-liners about God are rarely any good, but one of my favorites comes from Walter Brueggemann: “God is not useful.” God will not be used, not by those seeking their best life now, not by those who pretend that judgment is the end and not mercy. God will just show up, often uninvited, ready … or not.
—Allen Pruitt, “There Is Enough,” Day1.org.
https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf200421c/allen_pruitt_there_is_enough.
Retrieved April 23, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY
Ruth 1:1-18
Ruth appears to be a simple narrative. But interwoven into it are the complexities of human relationships, marriage customs, international ties, and a supportive backdrop for David's kingship. Correspondingly, it is best not to overly sentimentalize Ruth when you preach.
The Israelites had a complicated relationship with the Moabites, whose territory was east of the southern part of the Dead Sea. See Genesis 19:30-38 for the derisive tale about how Moab was the son (and grandson!) of Lot, Abraham's nephew; thus, Moab was Jacob's (aka Israel's) second cousin once removed. The antipathy between them was palpable. Deuteronomy 23:3-6 excludes Moabites from “the assembly of the LORD,” partly because they were inhospitable when Israel was on its way to the promised land. Further, Numbers 22-24 (also Joshua 24:9-10) tell the story of how King Balak of Moab tried to get Balaam to curse Israel. In the period of the judges, the setting for Ruth (see 1:1), Moab under King Eglon oppressed Israel for a while — see Judges 3:12-30. Moab and Israel would be persistent enemies in the days of kings Saul and David and beyond.
There is scriptural ambiguity about whether it was permissible to marry outside of Israel. Esau married two Hittite women. Joseph married an Egyptian woman. Moses married a Cushite woman. Overall, however, Israelites were endogamous, forbidden to intermarry with most foreigners, largely because of fear that such close associations would be an enticement to idolatry, the worst sin against the Lord God. Some (im)morality tales are told to reinforce this prohibition; e.g., re the Moabites, see Numbers 25:1 ff. (Baal-Peor). And see 1 Kings 11:1-2, 7-8: “King Solomon loved many foreign women along with the daughter of Pharaoh: Moabite ... [and other] women, from the nations concerning which the LORD had said …, 'You shall not enter into marriage with them …, for they will surely incline your heart to follow their gods’; … Then Solomon built a high place for Chemosh the abomination of Moab. … He did the same for all his foreign wives, who offered incense and sacrificed to their gods.” Also see Exodus 34:12-16; Deuteronomy 7:1 ff; Joshua 23:11-13, 16; 24 (all); 1 Kings 16:29-33. In Ruth 1:15, Naomi says to Ruth: “See, your sister-in-law [Orpah] has gone back to her people and to her gods. …”
Even with all this background, Ruth is unashamedly called “Ruth the Moabite” (1:22; 2:2, 21; 4:5, 10). The acceptance of Ruth's marriage to the Israelite Boaz may be due in part to her becoming a worshiper of Yahweh. (“The LORD”/”Yahweh” appears 18 times in the brief book; seven of these occurrences are in chapter 1.) Ruth would become King David's great-grandmother (Ruth 4:13-22). She and Boaz became the parents of Obed, the father of Jesse, the father of David. See Jesus’ genealogy in Matthew 1; Ruth is one of only five women mentioned in the context of Jesus’ “irregular” birth. David's connection is likely the reason the book of Ruth appears in Scripture, whether or not it was intended to be fully historical or to some extent a later creative historical novel. Some scholars also believe that Ruth was written or promulgated partly to counter the harsh anti-intermarriage views in the postexilic time of Ezra and Nehemiah. See Ezra 9-10 (Jews were ordered to send away their foreign wives and the children born to those unions); also see Nehemiah 13:23-31.
Elimelech and his wife Naomi lived in Bethlehem (just southwest of Jerusalem), in the tribal territory of Judah. They were Ephrathites (v. 2; also Micah 5:2 and Matthew 2:6, since Advent is coming up soon). They lived during the chaotic, often idolatrous, period of the judges, when Israel was a loose confederacy of tribes. “In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own eyes” (Judges 21:25; 17:6). During a time of famine (ironic, since “Bethlehem” means “House of bread”), they relocated to Moab with their two sons. Elimelech died there. Mahlon married Ruth (see 4:10); Chilion married Orpah. Within 10 years, both sons had died. Not only was Naomi suffering the painful depths of grief, but as a widow of that time, she faced economic devastation, with no husband or son to look after her well-being. She began her return to Bethlehem. She encouraged Ruth and Orpah to go back “to your mother's house.” She credits both with having shown kindness (Hebrew: hesed — loving loyalty) to her and her sons. Consequently, she wants Yahweh to bless them with equivalent kindness. She wants them to rest securely in new marriages in their own land. They both cried, saying that they would go with Naomi to her people. She urged them again to return home, saying that it was too late for her to have more sons for them to marry. This is an inexact reference to levirate marriage (from the Latin levir — a husband's brother). It was an Israelite custom/law for the widow of a childless man to marry another of his father's sons; any son born to that union would carry on the legal line of the dead husband (Deuteronomy 25:5-10 (and Ruth 4:1-13); Genesis 38; Matthew 22:23-33). Basically, Naomi was saying that Ruth and Orpah would be unlikely to be able to remarry if they went to Judah with her. See the rest of Ruth for how this plays out.
Naomi speaks openly of her bitterness. She blames this on the “hand of the LORD” (v. 13). See also verses 19-22, where she asks the women of Bethlehem to change her name from Naomi (which means “pleasant”) to Mara (“bitter”), “for the Almighty [Hebrew: Shaddai] has dealt bitterly with me” (the Hebrew causative verb for “to make [life] bitter” is marar). Again, she puts the blame on God, who, she says, has changed her fullness to emptiness, by bringing harsh distress upon her.
Orpah followed Naomi's request. Ruth spoke to Naomi the celebrated words of verses 16-17. Ruth would go wherever Naomi went. Naomi's people would become Ruth's people, and Naomi's God (Yahweh) would become her God. All this would last until death. Ruth used an oath formula to swear to the seriousness of her choice. In Verse 18, “When Naomi saw that she was determined to go with her, she said no more to her,” is ambiguous. There's no warm “I'm so glad you're coming with me.” Naomi may simply have stopped pressing Ruth to return home, seeing her firm desire to go with her. But Ruth's choice may have been a matter of indifference to Naomi or even a choice that caused her anguish, since Ruth's presence might always remind Naomi of her losses. Later, Naomi did explicitly show care for Ruth (3:1). Biblical family relationships, as ours, are complex; e.g., see such passages as Genesis 25:27-28; 26:34-35; all of Genesis 31; 1 Samuel 1:4-8; 17:13-15, 20, 28-29. In contrast, Boaz calls his future wife Ruth a “worthy woman” (3:11), which in Hebrew is the same expression used in Proverbs 12:4 (“a good wife”) and Proverbs 31:10 (“a capable wife”). Like Abraham (Genesis 12:1-6), Ruth sets out for a new land, among a new people, trusting Yahweh as her God. And God will bring about remarkable things through her.

CHILDREN’S SERMON
Ruth 1:1-18
Hold up a piece of paper. Ask the children if they think you can tear it in half. Tear the paper down the middle. Put the pieces together and ask if they think you can tear these two sheets in half. Tear them down the middle. Continue to combine the papers and ask if they think you can tear them. Continue tearing them until you cannot tear them anymore — probably your sixth tear will prove to be impossible. Ask the children to tell you why you could not tear that last stack of papers in half. They will tell you that the paper is much stronger when it is made up of a combination of many sheets. Tell them the story of Naomi and her daughter-in-law Ruth, who refused to leave Naomi, saying, “Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God” (Ruth 1:16). Ask the children if they think that Ruth and Naomi were stronger together … or apart. Stress that God wants us to stick together when we face all kinds of challenges, because we are much stronger when we stay close together and support each other.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: Come along with me as a sojourner in faith. Bring along a sense of expectancy, a vision of high hopes, a glimpse of future possibility, a vivid imagination. For God’s creation is not done.
People: We are called to pioneer a new future with God. As we venture forward, we leave behind our desires for a no-risk life, worldly accumulations, and certainty.
Leader: Let us travel light in the spirit of faith and expectation toward the God of our hopes and dreams.
People: Come along together as sojourners in faith, knowing that God goes with us and God is here now!

Prayers — General
Holy Spirit, thank you for your presence here. Thank you for guiding us as we journey along life’s path. Thank you for knowing the words we wish to pray but can't. Thank you for your gentle whispers. Thank you for giving us great comfort. Without you, we would be lost, and so we take a moment to express our gratitude. And we thank you, Father, for giving us the Spirit, so that we may know the Son. In the name of the holy three, Amen.

Benedictions — General
Created in the image of God, redeemed by the cross of Christ, empowered by God’s Spirit, we are sent — sent to live as faithful, loving stewards of God’s gracious gifts of life, hope and joy. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
He Leadeth Me
Precious Lord, Take My Hand
Blessed Assurance

Worship and Praise 
Path of Sorrow (Leonard/Jordan)
Make Me a Servant
I Give Myself Away (McDowell)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Twenty-Third Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
Ruth 1:1-18
Psalm 146
Hebrews 9:11-14
Mark 12:28-34
