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See the two women walking together in the caravan.  Walking, not riding, for they seem to
have only the clothes on their backs.  Maybe a few items in the bags they clutch.  But they had to sell
everything else to pay for the journey back to Bethlehem.  Their names?  Naomi, “pleasant,” and
Ruth, “friend, companion.”  See the two caught in a moment hopelessly between.  Between a dead
past, and a stillborn future.  Putting one leg in front of the other – but God knows why.  See these
two women, walking the boundary between yesterday’s agonies and the unknown terrors of
tomorrow.  Between death and . . . maybe.

Oh, it had begun with such secret hope.  A famine in Bethlehem, the “house of bread.”  Now
producing nothing for empty bellies.  So they become immigrants, paying guides too much to make
their way to ancient enemy Moab.  Maybe.  Maybe there will be food enough there.  Maybe we can
make a new start.  The story of too many immigrants, wending their way to a land of promise. 
Elimelech, “my God is king,” points his face east.  Naomi faithfully follows her husband.  As do their
sons, Mahlon and Chilion.  Landing on their feet in a new country, they set up a new life, again, the
immigrant’s story.  And they begin to become another immigrant success story, building a family
business, home.  And then Elim ups and dies.  The two sons step up, find themselves wives, local
girls, Orpah and Ruth.  Decent marriages, working at the family business, making a go of it.  About
ten years in this foreign land, learning the language to help with the trade.  Until one son passes.   And
then the other soon after.  A double blow, heaped upon the aching chasm named Elimelech.  Three
widows now.  With no male to support them.  Ten years with no sons born to the wives, who knows
what their families think.  The ledger tilts sharply toward loss.  Fleeing famine, they found death.

One night, Naomi arrives at a decision.  Left alone with no sons, no husband.  She must return
home.  She hears that back in that “house of bread” town, Bethlehem, things have picked up.  Food
on tables again.  It is time.  The next morning, they start selling what they have left, making ready for
the journey.  A few days out, the older widow turns to the younger two.  No, no, this is no good for
you.  I know all too well what it is like to be an immigrant in a strange land.  No, turn back, go home
to your mothers’ houses.  Where you know them.  May the Lord be kind to you, as you were with
the dead, my husband, your husbands.  And as you have with me.  May God imitate your
extraordinary goodness, treat you as you treated me.  Go, find a husband, build the life you deserve.” 
She kisses each of them, they hug, weep.  But as one, both younger women say, “No.  We will go
back with you.  To your people.”  Naomi smiles sadly, gratefully, but insists, “Oh, go back, please,
my daughters, for that is what you are to me.  You deserve a life.  I have none.  Even if I had sons
in my womb right now, would you wait around to marry them?  No, go back.  The Lord may still
bless you, but life has turned bitter for me – even God is against me.  No, I am a nobody, with
nothing, going nowhere.  Return home.  You can make a new life.”  And Orpah, always the practical
one, sees the sense in Naomi’s words, and obeys her mother-in-law.  With a kiss, she is gone.
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But Ruth, bless Ruth.  Clings to Naomi.  Will not let her go.  A third time, Naomi protests,
“Look, see?  Your sister-in-law is just a speck on the horizon.  Follow her.  Back to her people.  Back
to her gods, that might be of more use than mine has been.  Go.”  And Ruth’s eyes flash with fire: 
“Stop it!  Don’t keep pushing me away!  Where you go, I will go.  That settles it!  I will stay where
you stay, your people will become my people.  And your God will be my God, for better or for worse,
till death us do part – and beyond.  I will be buried in the same plot as you.  I will let nothing separate
us.”  Fierce, fierce is her voice, slapping down any objection, daring any rebuttal.  Open-mouthed,
Naomi is speechless.

So see the two women trudging west now, toward who knows what.  Together in suffering. 
United in barrenness.  Grieving as one.  But bound by the fiercest loyalty a human can know.  Who
can resist the force of a love that will not, will not let you go?  See the two women, immigrants.  One
returning home.  One venturing toward an unknown land.  Naomi’s silence – is it frustration? 
Resentment?  Or speechless gratitude?  What do you do with relentless loyalty?  Oh, fast-forward,
and you know the story ends well, of course.  Ruth is the plucky heroine who works hard, impresses
the rich guy, finds marriage, births a bouncing baby troublemaker who wins Naomi over, and becomes
ancestor to a king, David.  And to another baby much later, also born in troubled circumstances —
a baby named Jesus.  Such a happy ending.

But stop for a moment.  Return, to follow Naomi’s command, to those two, on the border,
in between past grief and an unknown future.  Naomi, trying to knock some sense into those kind
daughters.  Get real, girls.  I’m a nobody, with nothing, going nowhere.  Save yourselves.  And linger
on Ruth’s fierce indignation.  “No!  You have me.  And I will not abandon you.”  Overcoming every
objection, leaving the life she knows, the people she understands, the customs, language, memories,
religions – all of it.  “I will not abandon you, Naomi.”  The word is hesed, what we call
“lovingkindness.”  A pale translation, wispy, hapless.  No, Ruth’s fierce outburst, her clinging as if
married to her mother-in-law, cracks open all the barriers we set up to drive people apart.  I’m better
than you.  We are better than them.  Ruth lives God’s fierce stick-with-you-no-matter-what.  “You
are mine!  My love will not let you go.  Ever!”  That’s what she’s doing.  Weaving the ties that bind. 
This foreigner, this Moabite woman blazes with the light of God’s love for all – especially the
nobodies with nothing going nowhere.  She lives God’s very essence.

And here’s the rest of the story.  Because “in the days when the judges ruled,” there was no
king.  Elimelech, Mr. “God is my king,” died, and all the hopes of God guiding people into God’s
justice, the good society, died with him.  For the very words just before Ruth’s story begins read: 
“In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own
eyes.”(Judges 21:25)  Leading into Ruth’s tale, you hear of an “opportunistic levite who tended the
idolatrous shrine.”(Judges 17-18)  You hear stories of “gang rape, murder, dismemberment, civil war,
and genocide.”(Judges 19-21)(1)  You hear of mayhem, societies split apart, human cruelty to other
humans, because “all the people did what was right in their own eyes.”  If I don’t take care of myself,
who will?  We have to hit them before they hit us.  Don’t waste good money on the undeserving
poor.  Because, for all we can tell, God may as well be dead.  But into this matrix of death comes
Ruth.  Hear the story.  This immigrant woman’s fierce loyalty to a loser, her clever creativity – built
a new future not only for Naomi, but for the entire nation.  And, incidentally, any who follow her
great-great-great.... grandson named Jesus of Nazareth.  Who Himself highlighted the most important
of laws:  be loyal only to God, as God is to us.  And love your neighbor like they are your own kin.(2) 
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That’s the only way to right a society gone wrong.  Let God’s hesed love for every last creature on
this planet burn in your soul.  And embrace every nobody, with nothing, going nowhere.  To lead
them into God’s future.  Amen.
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