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One problem with a sermon series on famous people and important stories in the Bible is that there are not a lot of prominent women the in the Old Testament stories.  There are a lot of wives and daughters, sisters and servants, who are part of a story centered around a man.  Like Adam’s Eve, Abraham’s Sarah, Isaac’s wife Rebecca, Jacobs family – Rachel and Leah, Bilhah and Zilpah.  But standalone heroic women are few and far between in the Old Testament.  Hagar, Deborah, Jael, Esther, Rahab, Hannah.  That’s enough for a good sermon series some time.  Today’s women – Ruth and Naomi – are another exception.  Of course, they both wives and mothers.  But there husbands are the side characters.  Naomi and Ruth are the main event.  In fact, both are in the ancestry of King David – which is how their stories came to be remembered and retold.  Grandmother and great-grandmother.  Ruth and Naomi represent true heroes of faithfulness – following the will and the way of God, even at their own risk.  
The entire story of Ruth and Naomi is only 4 chapters long.  It’s an easy read.  It would make a fantastic movie.  In fact the story has been amplified and adapted in several movies, plays and novels.  It has all the great elements of epic drama.  A love story, or even two.  A tragic loss, or three. Courageous loyalty.  Deep family connection.  Difficult circumstances in poverty. Refugees in a new land, or return to an old land.  Danger and protection.  And finally a wonderful happy ending with a new baby and a whole family, and descendants who have their own remarkable stories.  The characters are marvelous.  Faithful hard working, passionately loving Ruth.  Naomi who is rather ingenious in matchmaking for Ruth and Boaz.  Wise and caring.  Boaz who consistently does the right thing, and is rewarded with love and a legacy in the end.  It is an entertaining and really remarkable story. 

Beyond the entertainment value, and beyond the historic record of David’s ancestor (and therefore an ancestor of Jesus), the story of Ruth and Naomi is included in the Bible for faith reasons – to demonstrate what faithfulness looks like.  Ruth is held up as an example of faithfulness, even though she was a foreigner and a refugee, not born to the legacy and religious expectations of the family of Abraham.  Ruth goes above and beyond her duty to God and family.  Ruth puts herself at risk in order to protect her mother in law and her first husband’s legacy.  She demonstrates extreme faithfulness to Yahweh God – doing even more than God would want her to do in showing love and loyalty. 

At the beginning of the story, we have a family in crisis.  Beyond crisis – in that day, if a person died without children – it was considered a curse.  The family legacy would end in disaster.  Naomi asks the daughters to return to their parents’ homes so that they might find new husbands and families.  Naomi expects to die alone in poverty.  She changes her name to Mara which means bitterness.   The thing is that is what should have happened.  That is what did happen to countless nameless broken women throughout history – dependent on others for compassion and charity.  The story could have ended with Ruth following Orpah off to a safer life under the protection of her own blood relatives.  But Ruth took on the curse of Naomi.  She took a chance that she too might die without children and end in bitterness.  She took a chance because of her love and care for Naomi.  Ruth rises as a hero and everything changes.  
We don’t know why Ruth makes the decision she does.  Maybe it is love and commitment to Naomi.  Maybe it is faithfulness to God whom she has come to know through Naomi.  Maybe she believes God will provide a better life for them both if they stay together.  And indeed, God does provide.  Because of Ruth’s loyalty and righteousness, she is noticed by Boaz.  Ruth’s love and faithfulness, her responsible care for Naomi, leads directly to her marriage to Boaz, and the happy ending of children and family.  

We may miss some of the nuance of the story because we don’t know the customs of the day.  The Bible provides for the protection of orphans and widows.  Beyond charity, there was the expectation that a family would take care of its own.  If a man died, a close relative was expected to marry the widow and provide for the children.  The problem for Naomi was there were no more close relatives – brothers fathers or sons.  There were distant relatives who could help if they chose to.  But they could choose not to help.  At the end of the story we learn about two such relatives – Boaz and another relative who chooses not to respond.  There were some odd legal ramifications that went along with the helping.  By law, the first of any children born to the widow would belong to the first husband, not the biological father.  And the first husband’s property would belong to that first child.  The first husband’s line would continue thru that first child.  So Boaz was taking a chance that his lineage would not continue while providing for Naomi and Ruth.  Boaz is even more of a hero than we realize in this story.  Not only does Ruth guarantee Naomi’s heritage.  So does Boaz.  Together they continue the family line that will lead to David, and eventually to Jesus of Nazareth.  Together, they offer a miracle of faithfulness, loyalty and love.  
We all know this story could have ended dramatically differently.  At several points along the way choices could have been made to change the final happy ending.  The story is preserved as an example of the rewards of good and faithful choices.  Doing what God would want.  The love story of Naomi and Ruth and Boaz was passed down to grandson David and preserved for all generations to follow.  What can we learn from this story – so many thousands of years later?  

Perhaps that God has a plan and that plan includes human love and care.  Perhaps that faithfulness is rewarded – that loyalty and commitment lead to good outcomes.  Perhaps that we all have choices to make throughout our lives, and that those choices have consequences.  Perhaps there are other lessons learned through this story.  Maybe as simple as sometimes there are happy endings.  Thank God.  In God’s plan, love wins.  Again, thank God.  

Anyway it’s a good story.  May you be blessed in the hearing, and in new understanding.  

Thanks be to God.  Amen.  
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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 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.

So Naomi said, “See, 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 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!”

Ruth 2:1-2 



Now Naomi had a kinsman on her husband’s side, a prominent rich man, of the family of Elimelech, whose name was Boaz. And Ruth the Moabite said to Naomi, “Let me go to the field and glean among the ears of grain, behind someone in whose sight I may find favor.” 
She said to her,  “Go, my daughter.”   

Ruth 2: 8-13

Then Boaz said to Ruth, “Now listen, my daughter, do not go to glean in another field or leave this one, but keep close to my young women. Keep your eyes on the field that is being reaped, and follow behind them. I have ordered the young men not to bother you. If you get thirsty, go to the vessels and drink from what the young men have drawn.” Then she fell prostrate, with her face to the ground, and said to him, “Why have I found favor in your sight, that you should take notice of me, when I am a foreigner?” But Boaz answered her, “All that you have done for your mother-in-law since the death of your husband has been fully told me, and how you left your father and mother and your native land and came to a people that you did not know before. May the Lord reward you for your deeds, and may you have a full reward from the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come for refuge!” Then she said, “May I continue to find favor in your sight, my lord, for you have comforted me and spoken kindly to your servant, even though I am not one of your servants.”
Ruth 4:13-17

So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. When they came together, the Lord made her conceive, and she bore a son. Then the women said to Naomi, “Blessed be the Lord, who has not left you this day without next-of-kin; and may his name be renowned in Israel! He shall be to you a restorer of life and a nourisher of your old age; for your daughter-in-law who loves you, who is more to you than seven sons, has borne him.” Then Naomi took the child and laid him in her bosom, and became his nurse. The women of the neighborhood gave him a name, saying, “A son has been born to Naomi.” They named him Obed; he became the father of Jesse, the father of David.
The Word of the Lord

Thanks be to God.  
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