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Ruth 1:1-18

1 In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land, and a certain man of Bethlehem in Judah went to live
in the country of Moab, he and his wife and two sons. 2 The name of the man was Elimelech and the name of his wife
Naomi, and the names of his two sons were Mahlon!2l 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. When
they had lived there about ten years, > both Mahlon and Chilion also died, so that the woman was left without her two
sons and her husband.

®Then she started to return with her daughters-in-law from the country of Moab, for she had heard in the country of
Moab that the LORD had considered his people and given them food. ” So she set out from the place where she had been
living, she and her two daughters-in-law, and they went on their way to go back to the land of Judah.  But Naomi said to
her two daughters-in-law, “Go back each of you to your 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 security, each of you in the house of your husband.”
Then she kissed them, and they wept aloud. '° 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? Do I still have sons in my womb that they may become your
husbands? ? Turn back, my daughters, go your way, for I am too old to have a husband. Even if I thought there was hope
for me, even if T should have a husband tonight and bear sons, > would you then wait until they were grown? Would you
then refrain from marrying? No, my daughters, it has been far more bitter for me than for you, because the hand of

the LORD has turned against me.” "* Then they wept aloud again. Orpah kissed her mother-in-law goodbye, but Ruth
clung to her.

1>So she said, “Look, 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 press me to leave you,
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,
and there will T be buried.
May the LORD do thus to me,
and more as well,
if even death parts me from you!”

8 When Naomi saw that she was determined to go with her, she said no more to her.

Some of the most painful memories of my childhood are sitting for the family portrait. Thankfully the IPhone has
advanced us expediently, but before that we had to get dressed up and go to the local bank or church a photographer’s
studio and sit for an hour of chaos while we hoped the photographer was skilled enough to crack off a couple of pictures
of eyes open, everyone smiling and looking at the camera, and no ties or bows or hairs askew. It always seemed to be

raining on our family portrait night and we were the last family scheduled and the photographer had long lost any
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semblance of patience and good humor by the time we walked into the room. If I walk through my parents home I can
still find those pictures and if you look close you can see where we were still wet behind the ears or a stray hair was
sticking up or the smile on my sister’s face was strained and pained rather than one of joy. But for the most part, none of
the behind the scenes drama is visible in those pictures, we look pretty presentable, like a family who got it together for
the family portrait, at least for 2 minutes of it.

One of the main themes that runs throughout the Bible and maybe also it is a theme that runs throughout our
lives, is theme of what exactly we mean by family, what do we mean by kin, to whom do we belong, who is our neighbor,
and to whom are we responsible. And in many ways, when we look at scripture and the familial blessings, the loyalty to
tribe and kinsmen, the pride in country and national story, one might think the biblical narrative is one of tightening the
circle, closing the ranks, circling the wagons, taking every measure to ensure that whoever our *kin’ are, are ‘like us, and
separating God’s chosen from the rest of the unwashed masses of the world. But it many ways, when we read scripture
and look at the characters who emerge front and center in these stories, it is almost the opposite of that family portrait
with everyone miraculously smiling, looking at the camera, and sparkling photogenically. Instead, it is almost if scripture
wants to make sure we see the flaws, the messes, the dirty laundry. I mean just in case we are not clear that human beings
fall from grace in Genesis 3, their offspring fall further, one murdering the other in a fit of jealous rage sure that God favors
the one sibling over the other. Interestingly, when confronted, Cain fires right back at God, ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?
Aren’t we free agents here God; isn’t it survival of the fittest? Why should I be responsible for anyone, including my
brother? Yet from the beginning, through our own heartache and heartbreak, God works through a people who are
continuously surprised by all the wrong people God continues to work through in order to bless them and resurrect them
and give them a new lease on life. We think God likes the front porch portrait, but scripture shows us that God works
those sleepless nights spent walking the floors or those dark nights of the soul when our hearts are restless or through
those family squabbles that no one wants to capture in a photograph.

As much as I hate to admit this, part of outing ourselves as a follower, a disciple, maybe even a minister from time
to time means looking ridiculous. Not long ago, I was reading the story of Jacob and Esau to the nursery school chapel
and thanks to our supply closet was able to acquire a large piece of wooly fur to wear on my arm to emulate Esau’s hairy
arm that Jacob used to trick his blind father out of his brother’s rightful inheritance and blessing. Far from a complicated
story from thousands of years ago that is irrelevant to today, those pre-schoolers knew the implications of that whole
family squabble immediately. Nearly all of them had siblings; they could relate to the family Christmas picture and the

tears and yelling while waiting patiently for the camera to click. They could understand sibling rivalry and the



brokenness and dysfunction that exists in the midst of even the most ‘perfect family.’ Jesus family tree is no different. In
the first chapter of Matthew we find that in Jesus’ lineage there is a harlot, we find front and center in his family tree a
sordid royal affair that would make the producers of ‘The Crown’ blush. We find one of his early ancestors is Jacob the
second born son who tricked his father out of his brother’s rightful blessing. We also find non-Israelites throughout,
include a Canaanite mudblood and a Moabite named Ruth who is at the center of our scripture lesson today. Whatever
we might say about Ruth or Tamar or Rahab or Bathsheba, none of them present Jesus DNA and bloodline and pedigree
as pure, controversy free, functional, non-toxic, and untainted.

So in the age of photoshop and airbrushing, let’s just ask the question. The author of Matthew certainly could
have done it and we would be none the wiser. Why not airbrush the undesirables out of Jesus’ lineage? Matthew could
have given us that beautiful photoshopped portrait and gotten rid of all the misfits, the non-Israelites, the tabloid royal
affair, the prostitute, the questionable marriage, why clean it up and give us something more pristine? Why give us Jesus’
family tree warts and all?

Before we try to answer that question, let’s talk more about Ruth. She marries into this immigrant family from
Judah who come to Moab to escape famine. And her husband and his brother die and all that remains is her mother-in-
law Naomi and her sister-in-law Orpah. But none of them are kin, they are just in-laws. Insert your best in-law joke
here..but seriously Ruth’s mother-in-law knew she was not the responsibility of our daughters-in-law. They were not
legally obligated to care for her and they were not part of her tribe. Naomi knows the score. I'll go back to my home, my
tribe, my people, my God, and find support there. And my daughters-in-law should do the same. They should be
unburdened from me. That is the law of the tribe, the law of the clan, the law of the religion. Stick with your own. Rely on
your own to take care of you. Don’t ask anyone to do anything more. But our passage does not end with everyone going
back to the old tribal boundaries. Our passage ends with Ruth transcending those boundaries and offering a completely
different illustration of what it means to be faithful and steadfast, loyal and devoted. It is not about tribal loyalty or
sticking to one’s own or returning to the natural order of things, but as Ruth puts it: ‘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! Naomi cannot put up a fight against such faith and persistence, but simply is rendered
speechless. Ruth embodies a love that goes beyond kin, beyond blood, beyond culture and custom, a love that is bigger

than family, or in the words of Leslie Higgins of Ted Lasso fame, ‘there is the family you are born with, and the family you



make along the way.” And Ruth reminds us that there is something special and even blessed about sticking with the
family you make along the way.

Ruth does not diss her family of origin, her own tribe, her Moabite heritage, but cannot make sense of her life
apart from her family she has made along the way. Without Ruth’s faithfulness to someone she was under no obligation
to be responsible for, we would have no Jesus. There is a reason she is in his genealogy to remind us that our kin may not
primarily be with those whom we share DNA and blood, maybe not even those we got to choose or pick out, but those
that God refuses to choose us without.

Am I'my brother’s keeper, Cain asks stridently before God. Who is my neighbor a lawyer demands Jesus to define. And to
whom to we owe our allegiance, to whom do we belong, Ruth courageously answers. I have thought about this in the red
and blue divide of our upcoming election on Tuesday. I will confess that I have overindulged in the news cycles and cared
too much about waking up and reading the morning headlines and tea leaves to try and divine who is ahead. I heard a
political commentator say that of the 3000 or so counties and parishes in our country that will elect our next President, a
generation ago, only about 300 or so of them were a landslide one way or another in each county. In other words in the
other 2700 counties, the candidates were more evenly divided among the populations who lived there. Now, the
commentator added, there are over 1700 of the 3000 counties or parishes that will be a landslide one way or the other, and
fewer than half will be more evenly disbursed among the population in those counties. In other words, we are more tribal,
more us vs. them, more pure vs. impure than ever before.

So I wonder, what God might be saying to us, on the Sunday before a Presidential election, through the witness
of Moabite Ruth. She found her kin, not in our own people, not in her own tribe, not in her own ideology, not in her own
political agenda, not in her own blood or nationality, but in trying to be faithful to her in-law that she had no obligation
to love, no responsibility to care for, no reason to cling to. There’s that family you are born with and then there is that one
you make along the way. What does it mean to belong to one another...to be a community bound by more than blood or
nationality or tribal loyalty, to have responsibilities to people who are not related to us and who are different generations
and backgrounds and politics and worldviews and realities.

On that same podcast commentary, one of the pundits mentioned that 97% of the electorate knows who they are
voting for and have known for some time, probably as far back as three months ago at least. It is highly doubtful that even
the undecideds can really be undecided. We all have our preferred candidate; and not only that, we have our many
justifications. We have decamped to our tribes; the boundary lines are clearly drawn; we just hope there are a few more

uses than there are thems. But God, thank God, throws a wrench in all that, and gives us Ruth, someone who values the



kin we make along the way over and above the partisan tribes and boundaries we knee-jerk prefer. Someone who gives up
her conventional allegiances to become part of a community built upon a different kind of steadfast faithfulness that
transcends our petty divisions and tribal factions. We all have our preferred candidate on Tuesday, and I am not here to
try and convince you otherwise, I am here to point you to Ruth, who starkly, sacrificially, and faithfully who shows us
that the most Christian thing we might do this week, might not be to cast our tribal ballot, but to be the church with a
bunch of people who are not ‘our’ people, but who we refuse to live without, not the family we are born with or even the
family of our political faction or tribe, but the family we make along the way. What worries me, is not how you will vote.
Okay, I admit, I worry a little bit about that. What worries me is that you and I may miss the opportunities before us to
transcend tribe, that we may decide not to follow where the boundary breaking God is leading us, that we may be too
content with the tribe we are born with and miss out on the one we make along the way for the sake of Jesus Christ our

Lord. This week especially don’t miss the opportunity to be the church. Amen.



