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Ruth 1:1-18 
 
This morning's reading from the book of Ruth tells a tragic tale.  It 
begins with a family of four: a woman, Naomi, her husband, 
Elimelech, and their two sons Mahlon and Chilion.  They are 
Israelites who live in the Judean town of Bethlehem.  But a famine 
spreads through the land, and the threat of starvation forces them 
to leave their home in Bethlehem and move eastward to the other 
side of the Dead Sea, to the land of Moab.  Moab was Gentile 
territory, and relations between Israelites and Moabites were 
often strained if not outright hostile.  But apparently food was 
more plentiful in Moab, so Naomi and her family resettle there -- 
refugees in a foreign land. 
 
Not long after their resettlement in Moab, Naomi's husband, 
Elimelech, dies, and Naomi is left a widow with her two sons.  
Her sons enter into mixed marriages with Moabite women -- 
Orpah and Ruth.  They all live in Moab for about ten years during 
which time neither couple is able to have children.  Then, Naomi's 
two sons, Mahlon and Chilion, also die.  And now, Naomi is left 
not only a widow, but childless as well.   
 
As you might imagine, Naomi and her two daughters-in-law 
were filled with anguish.  Their husbands dead, all three of them 
were now widows, and they were vulnerable.  In that patriarchal 
society, to be a woman alone, without a man to protect and care 
for her, was to be at the mercy of economic and social forces that 
could easily engulf her.  Now, with no men in the picture, all 
these three women had was one another. 
 
About the same time, Naomi learned that the famine in Judah 
was over, so she and her daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth, set 



out together for Bethlehem.  But along the way, Naomi begins 
thinking about what would be best for Orpah and Ruth.  To take 
them with her to Judah meant that they would be leaving behind 
everything familiar.  It meant they would be leaving behind their 
families and friends.  It meant they would be leaving behind their 
people and their faith community.  And it meant they would be 
going to a place where they would be foreigners, where they 
would be outsiders.   
 
Besides, Naomi knew that she was getting older and it was 
unlikely that she would remarry.  And even if she did remarry 
and was able to have more sons, it would be many years before 
they would be old enough to marry.  Naomi could not allow 
Orpah and Ruth to go with her to Bethlehem.  She had nothing to 
offer them.  It would be much better for them to return to their 
own families, to their own people, and to try to build new family 
relationships there in Moab.  Naomi urged them to turn back, to 
return home.  She kissed them, and they wept aloud.  At first, 
Orpah and Ruth protested.  But then Orpah decided that Naomi 
was right.  She said her goodbyes and went on her way, back to 
her people. 
 
Ruth, on the other hand, clung to Naomi.  She would not leave 
her mother-in-law alone to fend for herself.  Naomi entreated 
Ruth to follow Orpah's example and to return home to her 
people.  But Ruth was determined to stay with Naomi.  Ruth's 
words here are the most often quoted verses in the book of Ruth: 
"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 was swearing an oath before God that she would share 
Naomi's future no matter what.  With no man to provide Naomi 
with the security and protection of a family and a home, Ruth 
would do all that she could to compensate by caring for her 
mother-in-law herself.  Ruth's devotion in the face of Naomi's 



bleak, unpromising future indicates just what a selfless 
commitment Ruth was making. 
 
When Naomi saw that Ruth was determined to go with her, 
Naomi said no more to her.  They continued on to Judah together.  
 
Naomi had suffered a great deal of loss.  She had lost her home in 
Bethlehem, when she and her family relocated to Moab.  She had 
lost her husband.  She had lost her two sons.  Everything in life 
seemed to be going against her.  She felt that even God had 
turned against her. 
 
But then love and care came to her from an unlikely quarter -- 
from a Gentile, from a Moabite woman who could easily have 
gone her own way, her daughter-in-law Ruth.  This story lifts up 
the foreigner, the outsider, as an agent of love and care.  In this 
sense, it is very much like Jesus' parable of the Good Samaritan.   
 
In Jesus' day there was long-standing enmity between Jews and 
Samaritans just as there was tension and hostility centuries before 
between the Israelites and Moabites.  Samaritans, like the 
Moabites, were considered foreigners, outsiders.  They were 
hated and despised.  So, for a Samaritan to be the hero of Jesus' 
parable was scandalous.  By lifting up a Samaritan as a moral 
example, Jesus turned people's expectations about social position 
and status on their head.  Social position based on race, religion, 
or geographic region, didn't count anymore.  What mattered was 
how people treated others in need. 
 
The story of Ruth's devotion to Naomi, like the parable of the 
Good Samaritan, puts the foreigner, the outsider, in a positive 
light.  In both stories, it is a foreigner who ministers to the needs 
of someone in a desperate situation.  In both stories, it is a 
foreigner who shows us what it looks like to love one's neighbor 
as oneself.  In both stories, love and care come from the most 
unexpected quarter. 
 



And so, Ruth and Naomi continue down the road toward Judah.  
They travel together to the town of Bethlehem, supporting one 
another along the way.   
 
When they finally arrive in Bethlehem, they must glean in the 
fields, because they have no other source of income. Gleaning was 
a form of charity in which the poor were permitted to gather 
whatever grain was left behind by the harvesters. 
 
Ruth catches the eye of a man named Boaz, who happens to be 
the owner of the field.  He is a prominent rich man and a close 
relative from the family of Naomi's late husband.  Ruth finds 
favor in his sight, and She and Boaz eventually marry.   
 
There’s a wonderful, surprise ending to the story.  Ruth gives 
birth to a son, who is a comfort to Naomi and a fulfillment of the 
hope for continuing the family line.  The surprise?  Ruth's son, 
Obed, will become the father of Jesse, and the grandfather of 
David, the most powerful king of biblical Israel.  And of special 
significance to Christians, that makes Ruth's son, Obed, an 
ancestor of Jesus.   
 
God works in unusual and unexpected ways.  Who would have 
guessed that Ruth's decision to stay with Naomi would lead to 
Ruth's meeting Boaz, marrying him, and having a son who would 
be the grandfather of King David?  Who would have imagined 
that God would use a Gentile, a foreigner, a Moabite woman, to 
continue the family line that would give rise to Israel's greatest 
king and eventually to the birth of Jesus? 
 
Today, when immigrants are often discriminated against, 
exploited, and marginalized, we would do well to remember the 
story of Ruth.  Ruth was an immigrant.  She was a Gentile from 
the country of Moab who had moved to Bethlehem to live among 
Israelites.  She was an outsider living in a foreign land.  And yet, 
unbeknownst to her, she became part of God's grand plan.   
 



The story of Ruth challenges us to see immigrants in the U.S., the 
foreigners in our midst, in a positive light, wherever they may be 
from—Haiti or Honduras, Afghanistan or Azerbaijan.  Many of 
them will have important roles to play in the future of our 
country.  We are, after all, a country populated to a large extent 
by immigrants and the children of immigrants.  Indeed, just as 
Ruth gave birth to a forefather of King David, recent immigrants 
to the U.S. have given us a President and Vice President. Barack 
Obama’s father was an immigrant from Kenya and Kamala 
Harris’s parents were immigrants from India and Jamaica. 
 
The story of Ruth also offers us a vivid reminder that God often 
has much bigger plans than we can imagine.  We like to think that 
we are in control of our lives.  We like to think that we can plan 
for the future and be reasonably confident that the future will 
turn out as we expect it to.  But if we're really honest with 
ourselves, we know that we do not have control over the future.  
There is chance and unpredictability built into our ordered 
universe.  We can plan all we want to, but the best-laid plans can 
be quickly thwarted by circumstances beyond our control.  A 
ballgame is cancelled because of inclement weather.  A flat tire 
makes you late for an appointment.  An accident puts you in the 
Emergency Room.   
 
We cannot control the future, and we cannot change the past.  All 
we can really do is live in the present moment, right here, right 
now.  What we do today will have consequences for tomorrow, 
but we cannot know what those consequences will be with any 
certainty.  In the short term, we may see some of the results of our 
actions.  But in the long term, over generations, we may never 
know the full impact our lives will have on others beyond our 
lifetimes. 
 
With each and every thing we do in the present moment, we are 
building an unknown future.  What we do now may have great 
significance for the future, but we may never see it in our 
lifetimes.  So, we live by faith, in the hope that all things work 
together for good to those who love God. 



 
As the 20th-century Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr put it: 
"Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; 
therefore we must be saved by hope.  Nothing which is true or 
beautiful or good makes complete sense in any immediate context 
of history; therefore we must be saved by faith.  Nothing we do, 
however virtuous, can be accomplished alone; therefore we are 
saved by love.” Amen. 


