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KKk Kk

Grace and peace to you from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

KKk Xk

My husband and I have been watching this show lately called “The Madison.” It
stars Michelle Pfeiffer and she is grieving the loss of her husband, played by
Kurt Russell. He had a favorite place in Montana called The Madison River and
by a tragic plane crash dies there while away from his family. His family is
wealthy and they are New Yorkers. Well, after the tragedy of his death, his wife
and adult daughters and their families, travel out to Montana. It is a foreign
land to them and they are unraveled in their grief. But while they are there, they
are taken in by the community. Neighbors bring food, people walk beside them,
even help them bury their loved one. At one point in the show, Michelle
Pfeiffer’s character calls her best friend in New York, and asks her if she is truly
her friend. She says, “Yes, of course.” To which Michelle says, then get on a
plane and come here, I need you. Her friend comes, and she stays with her.

Enters the grief with her. Loves her, with an extra measure of love.
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There was no bread in the House of Bread. Bethlehem ironically means “House
of Bread” and there was a famine. Naomi, Elimelech, and their two sons, like
many people across the world and throughout history, left their home and
migrated to a foreign land in order to survive. They needed food. Their stomachs
were empty. They traveled east to an area called Moab located on the other side
of the Dead Sea. It was enemy territory, but they were desperate. The famine
lasted for years, and so, they settled in Moab and made a life. But then,
Elimelech died. Naomi was left with her boys, Mahlon and Chilion. They grew
and married foreign wives, which back home would’ve been frowned upon, but
they weren’t back home now, were they? After about 10 years, the two sons also
died. That was too much tragedy for one family to bear, for one woman to bear.
She was devastated, crushed, angry at life and at God. She became bitter. Life
felt empty. At about this time, the famine lifted in Bethlehem and word reached
Moab that times were changing. Naomi decided it was indeed time to return to
Bethlehem, to her people. Life in Moab had unraveled. Family had unraveled
too. She was unraveled by grief. So, she started off with her two daughters-in-
law, Ruth and Orpah. She finally stopped in her tracks and encouraged them,
instructed them, even demanded they turn back and go to the house of their
mothers to start over. It’s an interesting phrase in a patriarchal land and time.
It lets us know that Orpah and Ruth probably had lost their fathers at some
point, experiencing this additional grief before our story began. Maybe some of
you have lost your fathers and you are reminded of them this Father’s Day.
Maybe some of you have lost your children or your husbands. The grief was
heavy in their lives. Grief has a way of unraveling one’s hope in the future, and

it twists our thoughts as we try to make sense of the suffering and pain.
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For Naomi, she believed God was punishing her; that God judged her and
decided to curse her life, turning his back on her. She believed Ruth and Orpah
would have a better future without her, after all she couldn’t bear anymore sons,
and would they wait for them to grow up anyway? It sounds ridiculous to our
modern ears, but women in biblical times didn’t have a lot of choices or
independence or resources. Orpah finally heeded Naomi’s command- it was the
reasonable thing to do. She didn’t do anything wrong by returning to her home.
Ruth, however, she stood defiantly loyal to Naomi. She loved with an extra
measure of faithfulness and committed her life to her mother-in-law with

beautiful words:

“Where you go, I will go;
where you lodge, I will lodge;

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

17 Where you die, I will die,
and there will I be buried.”

And Naomi had no response. They simply continued on their way, together.
And scripture tells us they entered Bethlehem at the time of the harvest. Which

signals hope.

It’s interesting that the book of Ruth doesn’t have any direct action from God-

we don’t get any miracles. We don’t hear any voice from above. We don’t see
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any prophets. It is a domestic story tucked between the time of the judges and
the time of the kings. The time of the judges was one of chaos and anarchy. The
people did whatever seemed right in their own eyes, which led to violence and
depravity. It was a dangerous time, especially for two women trying to make a
new future for themselves. Gary W. Charles reminds us too of the prejudices
that faced Ruth upon coming to Bethlehem. He says, “For her to set foot in
Bethlehem would have set off all the cultural, social and religious detectors of
the time.” And yet, she stayed with Naomi, never leaving her side. It is here in
the unusually kind actions of human beings, the faithful love expressed between
people, that God’s love shows up. The work of God is witnessed in the actions
of men and women- like you and me- caring and protecting and providing for
one another. And it is here we can see threads of a larger tapestry being woven

together- not only for Ruth and Naomi, not only for Israel, but for all of us.

Naomi wanted to change her name- to Mara, which means “bitter.” Naomi
means “pleasant”- she wasn’t feeling very pleasant. Life wasn’t very pleasant.
She couldn’t see anything good in her life or her future- even though Ruth stood
right there next to her. Grief tends to blind us, blurring our vision.
Interestingly, no one took to calling her Mara. Ruth on the other hand means
“friend”, and she was a woman of fortitude- she worked hard, was resourceful,
she was loving and kind. She was exactly the kind of person you would want
next to you when life falls apart. Ruth is the embodiment of God’s love.
Theologian Dale P. Andrews tells us, “With Ruth and Naomi, we discover that

God is so intimately involved in our relationships that it is hard to reduce God’s
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presence to a linear equation of cause and effect. God is in the extra measure of

relatedness we seek.”

In Bethlehem, Ruth the Moabite caught the eye of a wealthy Jewish farmer
named Boaz, who as it happened, was a relative of Naomi’s. He chose to treat
her with kindness, acting beyond the typical laws of care for the widow, orphan,
and foreigner. He made sure she was able to glean enough wheat for her and
Naomi. He instructed the men in the fields not to bother her. In Boaz’ kindness,
God’s love was made manifest- real and tangible. And the future started to look
a little brighter. (The book of Ruth is only 4 chapters long and well worth the
read- I encourage you to take some time to read it in its entirety.) A quick
summary, and spoiler alert- Ruth and Naomi acted swiftly and Ruth boldly
approached Boaz and basically proposes marriage, which is nuanced in the text.
There was a rule that the closest relative would provide for the one who fell on
hard times. Boaz was this relative. He was also fond of Ruth and open to
marrying her, so things moved along pretty easily. They married, had a son, and
the future was secure, hopeful even. The emptiness and grief started to give way
to fullness and healing. Naomi, now a grandma, took care of little Obed, who
eventually grew up to become the grandfather of David- the most famous and
beloved king of Israel, and the line from which the Messiah is born. Ruth is the

ancestral grandmother of Jesus. What a tapestry God weaved together!

Kathryn Schifferdecker, Old Testament Professor at Luther Seminary, remarks,

“Abundant harvest, overflowing blessings, new life where before there was only
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emptiness—all of it is made possible through the hesed [Hebrew for
“lovingkindness”] of God, enacted by Ruth and Boaz: everyday, ordinary people
who demonstrate extraordinary love and faithfulness. Here is where the story
of Ruth leaves us, with the promise of God’s faithful love, God’s hesed,
overflowing not just into the ordinary, everyday lives of two widows and a
farmer, but into the lives of all Israel and, through David’s greater Son, into even
our own lives as well. Blessing upon blessing, heaped up, overflowing. Thanks
be to God!”

Like Ruth and Boaz, God works through us to bring about his love in the world.
We are invited, encouraged through this story, to live into the faithful, loving
kindness of God in our own relationships; to take the extra measure of loyal,
unreasonable steps of love with the people in our lives. In doing so, we will be
threads of hope and love within the tapestry of God’s story. We participate in
the blessing. God’s love is made manifest in us. This is so clearly set before us
in the story of Ruth and Naomi. Where there was emptiness and grief, God wove
fullness and healing. Where life fell apart, God brought wholeness. And no one
saw it coming. They couldn’t imagine it. God is still bringing about wholeness,
abundance, and life, through the work of His Son, and the work of His Spirit, in

us and through us. Blessing upon blessing, heaped up, overflowing.
Thanks be to God!

Amen.



