Ruth 1:1-16

In the days when the judges ruled there was a famine in the land, and a man of
Bethlehem in Judah went to sojourn in the country of Moab, he and his wife and his
two sons. The name of the man was Elimelech and the name of his wife Naomi, and
the names of his two sons were Mahlon and Chilion. They were Ephrathites from
Bethlehem in Judah. They went into the country of Moab and remained there. But
Elimelech, the husband of Naomi, died, and she was left with her two sons. These
took Moabite wives; the name of the one was Orpah and the name of the other Ruth.
They lived there about ten years, and both Mahlon and Chilion died, so that the
woman was left without her two sons and her husband.

Then she arose with her daughters-in-law to return from the country of Moab, for she
had heard in the fields of Moab that the Lord had visited his people and given them
food. So she set out from the place where she was with her two daughters-in-law,
and they went on the way to return to the land of Judah. But Naomi said to her two
daughters-in-law, “Go, return each of you to her 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 rest, each of you in the house of her husband!” Then she kissed them,
and they lifted up their voices and wept. And 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? Have | yet sons in my womb that they may become your husbands? Turn back,
my daughters; go your way, for | am too old to have a husband. If | should say | have
hope, even if | should have a husband this night and should bear sons, would you
therefore wait till they were grown? Would you therefore refrain from marrying? No,
my daughters, for it is exceedingly bitter to me for your sake that the hand of the
Lord has gone out against me.” Then they lifted up their voices and wept again. And
Orpah kissed her mother-in-law, but Ruth clung to her.

And she 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 urge me to leave you or to
return from following you. For where you go | will go, and where you lodge | will
lodge. Your people shall be my people, and your God my God.

Romans 10:11-13

For the Scripture says, “Everyone who believes in him will not be put to shame.” For
there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all,
bestowing his riches on all who call on him. For “everyone who calls on the name of
the Lord will be saved.”



Sermon
A Return to Bethlehem

Desperate times call for desperate measures. A famine in Bethlehem prompts a
family to move abroad. Elimelech, his wife Naomi and their two sons Mahlon and
Chilion, all Ephrathites, move from Bethlehem to Moab. Elimelech takes his family
there to save him and his family from death through famine. It all makes sense.

However, the first phrase of the passage specifies the time in which this is done.
In the days when the judges ruled there was a famine in the land (Ruth 1:1)

It was the time of the judges. That is significant info. For during that time, the people
of Israel, after being led by God into the promised land, the people of Israel did what
was evil in the sight of the Lord... They abandoned the Lord, the God of their fathers,
who had brought them out of the land of Egypt. (Judges 2:12)

In the context of God’s covenant with Israel, famine indicated His judgment on the
way Israel lived.

In this situation Elimelech took his family to Moab, while this was God’s instruction to
Israel concerning Moab:

No Ammonite or Moabite may enter the assembly of the Lord. Even to the tenth
generation, none of them may enter the assembly of the Lord forever, because they
did not meet you with bread and with water on the way, when you came out of Egypt,
and because they hired against you Balaam the son of Beor from Pethor of
Mesopotamia, to curse you. But the Lord your God would not listen to Balaam;
instead the Lord your God turned the curse into a blessing for you, because the Lord
your God loved you. You shall not seek their peace or their prosperity all your days
forever. (Deuteronomy 23:3-6)

Elimelech does not seem to consider this. His move from Bethlehem to Moab is not
just a geographical move. It symbolizes Elimelech’s turning away from God. He did
what God had forbidden.

Settling in Moab, his two sons marry Moabite wives: Orpah and Ruth.
Then tragedy after tragedy strikes.
Naomi is struck by grief when her husband and then her two sons die.
But one day Naomi hears, in the fields of Moab, that

The Lord had visited his people and given them food.

‘God visiting’, is Biblical language. God visited Abraham while he was asleep to
remind him that he, ninety nine year old Abraham, was going to be a father, as God
had promised him. Something that seemed no longer possible. God visited the virgin
Mary to tell her she was going to be the mother of His Son. Also impossible.



In the midst of Naomi’s bitterness God visits her people in her home land. With His
visit, the famine has come to an end. This prompts Naomi, possibly after some
hesitation, to return to her country, to Judah.

Daughters-in-law Orpah and Ruth accompany her, but then the moment comes to
say goodbye. Both young women are reluctant to let Naomi go.

This is how Naomi urges her daughters in law to turn back,

Turn back, my daughters; go your way, for | am too old to have a husband. If | should
say | have hope, even if | should have a husband this night and should bear sons,
would you therefore wait till they were grown? Would you therefore refrain from
marrying? No, my daughters, for it is exceedingly bitter to me for your sake that the
hand of the LORD has gone out against me.”

How does this make sense to a western mind? It does not. It only does when it is
understood in the light of a particular Biblical law that God gave for the purpose of
the building of the house of Israel. That law is known as the Levirate marriage law. It
requires that if there are two brothers and one of them dies, the brother who is left
behind has the duty to take the widow of his brother as his wife. The first son born
from that marriage has the name of the deceased brother. In this way the name of
deceased brother is not blotted out, but secured in the house of Israel.
(Deuteronomy 25:5-10)

This may help us to understand better the full depth of Naomi’s bitterness. As far as
she can see it, she has no offspring and will never have. Therefore, Naomi plays no
part in God’s building of the house of Israel. The Psalmist spells out the issue and it
must pierce through her soul:

Unless the LoRD builds the house,
those who build it labour in vain. ..

Behold, children are a heritage from the LORD,
the fruit of the womb a reward. (Psalm 127: 1,3)

In the midst of this unbearable pain, Naomi decides to return to her homeland Israel,
alone, and urges her daughters in law to return to their land Moab. But, ‘They raised
their voices and wept again, another time, and Orpah kissed her mother-in-law and
went on her way, but Ruth clung to her.’ (verse 14)

Ruth said, “Do not urge me to leave you or to return from following you. For where
you go | will go, and where you lodge I will lodge. Your people shall be my people,
and your God my God. Where you die | will die, and there will | be buried. May the
Lord do so to me and more also if anything but death parts me from you.” And when
Naomi saw that she was determined to go with her, she said no more. (Ruth 1:16-
18)

Ruth does what she does while knowing that she is not welcome in Israel. Instead,
given the long history of enmity between Israel and Moab, she will experience
hostility. Yet, she dares speak words, big, daring words.



What makes her say these words?

During her marriage with Naomi’s son Ruth must have seen and heard enough
about Naomi’s God that she is able and willing to trust Him.

Naomi was a migrant in Ruth’s land Moab. Now Ruth will be a migrant in Naomi’s
land, Judanh.

In the midst of the many voices that sound with regard to migrants and the migrant
policies that are being produced, here and now, the voices of Ruth and Naomi need
to be heard too.

The requirement from God to offer hospitality to strangers is embedded in their story:
it was an offence to God that hospitality was not offered to Israel by Moab, when
Israel came to Moab as they travelled from Egypt to the promised land,

they did not meet you with bread and with water on the way, when you came out of
Egypt..... (Deuteronomy 23:4)

Receptive to that commandment, may we let our thoughts, words and deeds be
shaped by it. For, after all, as the late Pope Francis says to God, in his prayer for
migrants,

‘...we are all migrants, journeying together in hope to You, our true home, where
every tear will be wiped away, where we will be at peace and safe in Your
embrace....!

L https://www.xavier.edu/jesuitresource/online-resources/prayer-index/immigrants-and-refugees



