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LEAVING YOUR COMMUNITY

They are a middle class family of four—mother, father and two sons. When the economy goes bad, they struggle to survive. Money is tight and they don’t have enough to eat. Reluctantly, they leave home and move to another place to find food and work. This story is being repeated thousands of times in 2009. Today many who clean our homes and offices and trim our yards come from economically depressed countries.

The story I just told you is, however, a very old story. As a matter of fact, you can read about this family in the book of Ruth, which is in your Bible between the books of Judges and 1 Samuel. 


Once upon a time a family lived in Bethlehem, which can be translated literally as House of Bread. This family of four leaves because there is, ironically, no bread in House of Bread. The husband is named Elimelech, which means "My-God-is-King" and the wife is Naomi, which can be translated "Pleasant." My-God-is-King and Pleasant have two sons--Mahlon and Chilion, whose names can mean Sickly and Wasting Away. You don't have to be a rocket scientist or professor of literature to guess that Sickly and Wasting Away probably won't be around for the whole story. 


Well, the family moves eastward about 60 miles to the land of Moab. My God-is-King dies there and his sons marry two women of the town: Orpah, which can mean Cloud, and Ruth, which can mean Friend. I believe Oprah Winfrey is named for one of these women, but her mother mistakenly spelled it as “Oprah.” Both women are Moabites, thus, not Jews. 


After about ten years Sickly and Wasting Away die. Are we surprised? Pleasant is without a husband, without sons, and a stranger in a foreign land. Word comes to Moab that House of Bread is again living up to its name, so she packs her bags to go back home. Cloud and Friend plan to come along, too, even though each has family there in Moab.


Both women plead, “Pleasant, we are going with you to your people . . . to your family.”

“No,” says Pleasant. “I’m too old to marry again and even if you wait for me to birth more sons, it will be too late for you. Go back home to your family.”

All three cry. They cry because they care for each other. They cry because all three miss their husbands. They cry because of the unjust social conditions that determine that widows--young or old--will live in poverty because of no social security, no insurance benefits, and no survivor rights. They cry for themselves and for all women that have always had to struggle when the wage-earner of the family is gone. They cry because women in every age are not allowed by society to earn a decent wage for a decent day’s work. Three women on the road between Moab and House of Bread cry out loud for themselves and for all women.


Cloud goes back home to her family. She does the sensible thing, the prudent thing. She has a mother and father there in Moab. There in Moab they speak her language, live her values, and worship her god. She can find another man there in Moab. Cloud is sensible, prudent, and faithful to her family.


Ruth, however, clings to Pleasant, who urges her to go back with her sister-in-law. Ruth refuses:


“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!” (1:16-17).


Have you heard this speech before? I first heard it in wedding ceremonies when husband and wife repeated it to one another. Here, however, this is Ruth’s promise to her mother-in-law! Is this promise appropriate for vows between husband and wife? I believe it is appropriate at a wedding because this is the language of covenant based on love and faithfulness. Ruth is promising to live up to her name and be Friend to her mother-in-law. Relationships are not based on philosophical or theological agreements but on being faithful to our promises. Friend makes a covenant with Pleasant that she will live with her and die with her. She is showing us what a covenant relationship looks like. Friend does not say, I will believe in you, behave toward you and then belong to you, but reverses the pattern. Friend promises to belong to Pleasant, to belong to her community and to belong to that community’s God. She promises to belong to her so that she will come to behave appropriately toward her, and then to come to believe in her. 


This is the covenant we make at a wedding—to belong, behave and believe. In the same way for those who come to worship with Vienna Baptist Church today, our task is not to ask them to “believe-behave-belong” as if each person is required to believe certain doctrines or sign some creed before you sign the VBC covenant. We ask you to make a covenant to belong to this group in the hopes that your behaviors will reflect your belonging and will begin to shape your beliefs. Ruth is the True Friend who makes a commitment—a covenant sealed by the Lord--to belong with Pleasant and to walk back home with her. 

THE UNSEEN HAND OF GOD

And when they return to Bethlehem (because “House of Bread” does live up to its name), the women of the town run to greet her and ask, "Is this Pleasant?" She responds, "Don't call me Pleasant any longer, for my name is Bitter, for the Almighty has dealt bitterly with me. I went away full, but Yahweh has brought me back empty." (1:20-21a). 


Please notice the ironies: pleasant/bitter and full/empty. I have a friend who used to be a pastor. He once told me, “When we came to our church, our family was complete but the church building was broken down. Now, five years later, the church building is complete but our family is broken.” 

As an act of faith (and I say this strongly), Naomi proclaims as an act of faith, “The LORD has dealt harshly with me, and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me.” In a consistent and faithful proclamation, Naomi honestly states her belief that her emptiness and bitterness come from the hand of God. Oh, that we would pray so honestly today when we think we are being punished by God!

The question of this story is this: Is Pleasant correct? Are these two women being punished by the Lord or helped by the Lord? Can we see the hand of the Lord active in this story? Can these two poor widows survive in House of Bread without the Lord’s help? 

How will these women survive in a man’s world? Well, it's springtime and the beginning of the barley harvest. In the land of Israel there was a law that harvesters were not allowed to pick all of the grain or fruit so that the foreigner, the orphan and the widow could glean the remnants. Ruth, of course, is both a foreigner and a widow.

After asking for Naomi’s permission to go to the fields to glean behind the workers, Ruth just happens to go to a field belonging to Boaz. Now Boaz is a prominent rich man--a man of substance and is also, by the way, related to Elimelech, Naomi's deceased husband. The story tells us that Ruth just happens to go to Boaz's field. Is Ruth's decision just a coincidence or is it the unseen hand of Yahweh? We'll see!


Ruth catches Boaz's eye and he learns that she has come with Pleasant from Moab. He also learns that she has been working all day long without a break. He says to Friend, “Stay here in my field with these women. Drink the water provided for my workers. I have heard what you have done for your mother-in-law and that you left your family in Moab and came to a people you did not know before. May Yahweh provide a shelter for you under the divine wings.” (2:8-13). Well, will the hand of the Lord protect them? We’ll see.

That night at supper Pleasant asks Friend, "Where did you glean today?" 


Ruth says, "You won't believe it. We had a buffet lunch with food to spare, and the workers even pulled sheaves out of their bundles and left handfuls in my path. I have enough barley here for bread to last us for weeks. Oh, by the way, the name of the man with whom I worked today is Boaz. Do you know him?" (2:17-19).  


"Boaz? Did you say Boaz? Why, he's related to my husband. He's a kinsman! By all means, go back to his field tomorrow.”

Ruth does go back the next day . . . and the next, gleaning until the end of the barley harvest and on into the wheat harvest that spring. By then Pleasant and Ruth probably have enough grain to bake in House of Bread for months. (For centuries the book of Ruth is read during the Feast of Weeks, which is the Jewish celebration of the spring harvest seasons. Jews and Christians now call this “Pentecost” when foreigners gathered in Jerusalem.)

Pleasant realizes that the two widows need more than daily bread, so she plans for their future security. Pleasant devises a plan for Boaz to notice Ruth and to marry her. He does and they do. When you have time, read chapters 3 and 4 to see how Ruth acts so that Boaz will notice her. Read how he goes to the town council at the city gate and asks to be the next-of-kin who will take care of these two widows. Their future is now secure.
THE SEEN HAND OF GOD

Even though most of this story says little about God, I believe that the unseen hand of God is very evident throughout. I love this story because these are ordinary people living bittersweet lives but realizing that they are connected to an extraordinary God. The journey of faith is about seeing the hand of God in our ordinary lives. Let’s notice the instruments of God’s hand in this story.


Boaz is the visible hand of the unseen Yahweh, the Redeemer. By using his material resources to save Ruth and Naomi from hunger, poverty, childlessness, and loneliness, Boaz redeems this poor family and lives out the blessing he invoked that Yahweh would shelter them under divine wings. With our material resources you and I, also, can be visible redeemers in the name of the unseen God. 


The story ends with a baby. If you have witnessed the birth of a baby, you have probably seen the visible hand of an unseen God in that birth. A baby is simply a miracle! And the miracle of this story is that the foreigner Ruth (her foreignness is mentioned eight times in these four chapters), is the great-grandmother of King David. Imagine that! In times when Ezra and Nehemiah are calling for racial purity and the exclusion of foreign wives, someone tells the story of a foreigner who comes to Bethlehem and births a boy who is the grandfather of beloved King David! 

Only the Lord can birth King David from a foreigner who doesn’t look like us, talk like us or even believe like us. And only the Lord can birth a thousand years later another kind of king in the same town of Bethlehem. This king is Jesus, whose name means, “The Lord saves.” King David and Savior Jesus come as the visible hand of God. 


And I see the hand of God as walls of division are broken down. I believe this book is in our Bible becomes the community believed the Lord was calling them beyond the narrow exclusivism which often defines religious groups. The book of Ruth reminds us that we, not God, build these walls of division brick by brick. We build these walls and then ask God to bless our divisions of “us/them,” “foreign/same,” “like/unlike.” Walls mark our boundaries that keep us apart, but the strong hand of God is still in the business of building us a table and tearing down our walls. 


In this story the community is also the visible hand of an unseen God. When Pleasant and Friend return to Bethlehem the whole town greets them and the women of Bethlehem welcome the two widows (1:19). The younger women of Bethlehem accept her in the fields (2:8, 23) and the women of the neighborhood name Ruth’s baby (4:17) “Obed,” which means “worshipper” or “servant.” In our culture of individualism and self-sufficiency, we encounter a story about the hand of God working through a community bound together not by common beliefs but by common promises to stand by one another in death and in life, in emptiness and in fullness, in pleasantness and in bitterness. In community we covenant together to belong together even if we do not all believe the same. 

As I look around my neighborhood I see so many families struggling with the economy, with work, with school, with children and with aging parents. And every day we encounter Moabites. These strangers may be Iranian, Chinese, Vietnamese, Nigerian or Southerners. We have a story to share about a Lord who calls us out of our narrow definitions and calls us into a community of faith. The Lord does not call us to believe, then behave and then belong. The Lord calls us to belong to a community, to begin to behave in the character of that community, and hopefully to believe as do those in that community of faith. With the eyes of faith we see today the Lord building us a table and tearing down the walls. Do you see the hand of God today?
Hymn 490: Sister, Let Me Be Your Servant 
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