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Readings: Ruth 1:1-18
Mark 12:28-34

Sermon: Off the Beaten Path

Here are some bad wedding jokes you might have heard before at a wedding or
reception:

o Did you hear about the two spiders who got married. Yup, they met on the web.

¢ Did you hear about the bald man who married his comb. He swore he’d never part with
it.

¢ Did you realize the invisible man and the invisible woman have been married for ten
years. Their kids are nothing to look at either.

But have you ever heard this at a wedding?

Where you go, | will go;
wherever you dwell, | will dwell;

your people shall be my people,
and your God my God.

Or maybe the more traditional King James translation:
for whither thou goest, | will go; and where thou lodgest, | will lodge: thy people shall be my
people, and thy God my God:

That reading from the book of Ruth seems to have been waning in popularity — perhaps
because of changing roles, where we do not expect one partner to sacrifice everything
they are to the other. Or perhaps because people are less acquainted with the bible
story, heterosexual couples wonder why they would read this story about the love and
commitment between two women?

While this particular passage from the book of Ruth is often read at weddings, however,
the reading is not really about the joys of beginning a new life together.

Instead these words are an affirmation of Ruth’s commitment to her mother-in-law,
Naomi, after a series of losses had devastated their family. In other words, the context
of these words is not written to address the “best of times,” but the “worst of times.”

Famine sets the stage for Elimelech and Naomi, two of God’s people, from Bethlehem.
This is ironic, since Bethlehem means “House of Bread”. They were forced with their
sons, Mahlon and Chilion, to leave their ancestral home in search of food, to go to
Moab.

In our language, Elimelech and his family were immigrants or migrant workers, they
were displaced people, refugees. It underlines the absolute desperation of their home
situation, that they would choose Moab. Somehow they made it through — and life was
better in Moab then dying at home. But unexpectedly, Elimelech died.



The sons grew and took two local women, Orpah and Ruth, as wives, and the family
adjusted to their “new normal.” Then Mahlon and Chillion died. And their loss was really
devastating because, in that time, in that place, women could not make it on their own.
That was the social and cultural reality.

But there was also a personal reality. For Naomi, an unanswerable question lingered in
her soul, compounding her bitterness. “Why me, God, why me?” For some reason,
Naomi felt that she was the one at fault, she blamed herself, and she felt bitter and
ungrateful. Abandoned by God, unworthy of love and care from others, she tried to
send her daughters in law away.

There was great weeping when they realized that the three together would become two
and one apart. Naomi decided to go home to Judah. Having experienced what it was
like to be an outsider in Moab, perhaps Naomi wanted to spare Orpah and Ruth a
similar experience in Judah - they would be outside the circle of Yahweh’s people, too
distant from Naomi’s relatives to expect any care and support.

Already blaming herself for the deaths of the men in her family, Naomi did not want to
be responsible for two more tragedies.

Orpah decided to return to life in Moab. As a young widow, she could reconnect with her
family of origin and start life anew, possibly in the care of a new husband.

But Ruth was undeterred. She decided she would stay on that road with her mother in
law. She chose to be Naomi’'s companion no matter what. She did not share the belief
that Naomi was flawed. She believed that Naomi was worthy of love and respect and
new life. Ruth didn’t buy into the bitterness and cynicism that Naomi expressed. Ruth
vowed that she would wrap herself around Naomi and see her through, until Naomi
found new life.

At first glance this seems to be a quaint little Bible story in which the main characters
model a heroic love, and remarkable acceptance of others in times of crisis. It is clearly
about faithful family relationships, particularly when love is being tested. Perhaps that’s
why it has always been so popular in wedding ceremomies. A bit of foresight, that the
road will not always be easy.

But the dynamics that lie behind the story reflect another dimension, a dimension that is
beyond ordinary human relationships. They make the commitment of Ruth to Naomi
even more remarkable.

We need to know that there was a long history of conflict between Moab and Judah,
though both are descended from the family of Abraham. Israel’s disdain for Moab can
be found in Deuteronomy, where Ammonites and Moabites were excluded from the
assembly of God’s people for ten generations. How remarkable then that Ruth would
love beyond that prejudice, beyond the rejection of her people and beyond those past
grudges.

The book of Ruth immediately follows on the heels of the book of Judges in the Bible.
Judges, like Joshua before it, is a book that is full of war and domination. It is full of the
rape of foreign women, full of revenge and the trafficking of women as sexual slaves. It



raises the possibility, then, that Ruth herself might have been a woman abducted into
marriage, because the Hebrew word “taken in marriage” often implies that kind of force.
How remarkable it is then, that it is a woman who braves this journey into enemy
territory.

Both Ruth and Naomi were socially and economically powerless without male
protection. For both women, heading back into “God’s country” seems like a very bad
idea. Ironically, they might well have starved to death in the House of Bread. How
remarkable, then, it was for them to overcome the kind of obstacles that some people
face even today, everyday.

Amazingly, the book of Ruth ends with the celebration of Ruth eventually becoming the
great-grandmother of King David — and this is precisely the writer's point. God’s love
can come from anywhere. Ruth wrapped herself around Naomi and stayed with her. In
spite of personal despair, political pressures, economic crisis, and no future, Ruth
embraced Naomi in her hour of need and said: “l am with you. Nothing will separate
us. Your people, your God, your way — that’s what’s important.”

You probably have already guessed this, but | am quite partial to the story of Ruth. You
might even know that | have a daughter named Ruth. You might not know this,
however, my Ruth is actually the fourth generation of women in my family to carry that
name: it started with my grandmother Ruth, it is also the middle name of my mother
Virginia, and my cousin Deborah. We chose to name her Ruth not only for family
reasons, however. Being two ministers, Paul and | have always reminded our daughter
that her name means “Compassion.” A faith value we try our best to live, and we hope
she will do likewise — no pressure!

| think we often miss the really significant part of the story. Ruth’s courage is so
remarkable in this historical contest that it reminds us that the story is actually about
God’s compassion after all. Because Ruth IS God’s compassion.

Ruth knew that Naomi was blaming herself.
God knows that we often blame ourselves.

And God says:
Where you go, | will go;
wherever you dwell, | will dwell;

Ruth knew that Naomi was feeling like she was unloveable, or unworthy, that she was
somehow flawed, and that was why Naomi was bitter and alone in the world.

God knows when we are feeling like we are unloveable, or unworthy, that we are
somehow flawed, and that is why we might find ourselves at times bitter or alone in the
world.

And God says:
Where you go, | will go;
wherever you dwell, | will dwell;



Even in those times when Naomi pushed Ruth away, no matter what Naomi said to her,
Ruth knew that Naomi needed her — and that Naomi’s story would unfold in a very
different way if Ruth stayed by her side.

Even when we push God away, no matter what we may say, we live in God’s holy
presence, and with God’s holy companionship. It is not possible to live separate
aszxourselves from God — in some holy, beyond our comprehension, remarkable
mystery, God stays by our side.

It is God who says:
Where you go, | will go;
wherever you dwell, 1 will dwell;

As the story unfolds, Ruth proves not only courageous and faithful and creative, but also
a little bit sneaky and stubborn and revolutionary — but in a good way. And we discover
through her story that:

We are always, compassionately, continually partnered with God, wherever life’s
remarkable ups and downs may lead us. In our Naomi moments, may we be reminded
that it is God saying to us:

Where you go, | will go;
wherever you dwell, | will dwell;

Thanks be to God!



