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Ask me what text from the Hebrew Bible is central for me and for my understanding of God’s hope for us, and I will tell you a story…

It begins long ago, when there’s famine in the land of Judah, in the southern part of Israel. With no food to eat, people are leaving home and setting out in search of other places to live. Two refugees from the famine, a woman named Naomi and her husband Elimelech, depart with their sons from their hometown of Bethlehem and go down to Jericho. There they cross the Jordan, turn south along the far side of the Dead Sea, and enter the greener land of Moab, where they settle.

Naomi’s husband Elimelech dies not long after they arrive in Moab. The two sons marry local, non-Hebrew women, named Orpah and Ruth. After ten years in Moab, Naomi finds herself grieving again when her two sons die. At the same time, she hears that the famine has ended back in Israel, that the Lord has blessed the Hebrew people with abundant crops. Longing for home and having lost husband and sons, Naomi decides to make the trek back to her people in Bethlehem. 

Her two daughters-in-law prepare to go with her, but Naomi knows that life is hard for unmarried women – especially if they’re foreigners – among the Hebrew people. She insists Orpah and Ruth stay in their own land, among their own people, with their own gods. 

Orpah protests briefly, but soon opts to stay in Moab. Ruth makes a different choice. “Do not press me to leave you or to turn back from following you!” Ruth says to her mother-in-law.

“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.” (Ruth 1:16-17)
And with that, Ruth and Naomi set off together for Bethlehem. Once there, life is hard for the two widows, but Ruth eventually marries Boaz, a relative of Naomi’s. Ruth gives birth to a son, named Obed. Obed will be the father of Jesse; Jesse will be the father of David; David will rule over Israel – and will be the forbear of Jesus. 

The story of Ruth is, for me, a seminal text. In it we see clearly what God is up to in the world. It’s no accident that God chooses to work through the outsider – this foreign woman who lives among the Israelites, the one who’s not like the rest, the one with no claim to power – to establish the line that produces King David. With the future of the Hebrew people hanging in the balance, God chooses Ruth, a nobody from nowhere. 

That divine choice is part of a long biblical narrative that challenges our conclusions about who is acceptable to God and to us, and who is not. It pushes us to go outside ourselves and “our kind” to encounter the other. In so doing, we encounter something larger than any one of us. Something holy.   

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks says of Ruth’s role in the Bible, “God… teaches humanity to make space for difference. God may at times be found in the human other, the one not like us.” (The Dignity of Difference [New York, Continuum, 2003], p. 53; the author’s italics) 

There’s a large Christian church just off Tahrir Square in Cairo. On a recent Sunday morning at the height of the protests in Egypt, as Christians streamed into worship, Muslim men spontaneously gathered around the building to protect them. They were willing, as the Apostle Paul says, “to present their bodies as living sacrifices,” so these strangers could practice their faith. And when it came time for Muslims to worship, Christians encircled them in the Square giving them space to kneel on the pavement and say their prayers. The followers of Jesus stood hand-in-hand, circling the prone Muslims, facing outward, prepared to absorb any onslaught so that their brothers might be able to pray. 

It was a Ruth-like moment: your people shall be my people, and your God my God. The dignity of each human being, and the aspiration for freedom – common to both religious traditions – allowed them to overcome what divided them. 

Democracy – whether in Egypt or in our own country – depends on that sharing of hope for the future. It requires that we make room for the other. Democracy is a political expression of the theological affirmation that God values each one of us and desires us to live together in harmony, trusting that the common good is best served by standing with and for fellow human beings. 

In the familiar words of Abraham Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address:

“With malice toward none, with charity for all… let us strive on to finish the work we are in, ...to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.”

Justice and peace. They begin with a generous vision for the human family, when we can say to one another, no matter how different we are from one another, your people shall be my people. 

Few things more starkly symbolize another vision for human community than the security wall built by Israel around Palestinian towns. The barrier was built to stop violence, which it largely has, but it now has morphed into a tool of oppression and humiliation, and is being used to extend Israeli territory far beyond the agreed-upon borders. One day on our recent Westminster trip we left Bethlehem – where Ruth had her baby long ago – and the West Bank in our bus and crossed through the gate at the wall. Two young Israeli soldiers there taunted our Palestinian driver, making him back up and drive forward several times. Then they boarded the bus, their automatic weapons at the ready, fingers on the triggers, and slowly walked down the aisle among these American tourists, intimidating and frightening us. It was as if they, and the wall itself, were saying to us, your people will never be my people, and your God is not my God. 

There’s too much of that in the world already, and it offers little chance for justice and even less for peace. 

When I look at the broad expanse of scripture in the older testament and ask what texts help me most clearly understand what God intends for the human family, I settle on Ruth and Naomi. In this little story tucked among the epic battles of all those men in Joshua and Samuel and Kings, here we come to the heart of the matter: the story of Ruth and her mother-in-law, two grieving women who have next to nothing and are reduced to gleaning leftovers from the fields to find something to eat. Of all people, God chooses them and their story to reveal God’s hope for humankind. 

Rabbi Sacks says,

“Nowhere is the singularity of biblical ethics more evident than in its treatment of the issue that has proved to be the most difficult in the history of human interaction, namely, the problem of the stranger, the one who is not like us.” (Sacks, p. 58; the author’s italics)
Remember those first days after the attacks of September 11? Remember how for a time we transcended our squabbles and disputes, how that experience put everything into perspective? Our oneness as a nation rushed over us and stayed for a time, hovering there, drawing us together. There were no strangers in those days. The people we met on the street were brothers and sisters. We were one people. Even the world was in solidarity with us. That is what happened in Egypt. 

Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people.

And then, slowly and inevitably, that unity of purpose, the singleness of identity, ebbed away. We all felt it. It was yet another sorrowful moment. We returned to familiar patterns – we all know them – in which we take a stand over against others, and dialogue ceases. We stop listening to one another. That happens as much in the church as it does in politics and culture.


The story of Ruth and her mother-in-law confronts and counters that approach to life by inviting us to imagine that we are bound to one another, that my future is inextricably linked to yours and yours to mine, our future linked to theirs and theirs to ours – and God is in the linkage. We are not alone.

Keith Ellison, the first Muslim elected to serve in the U.S. Congress, will speak in our sanctuary this coming Thursday, February a 24, at noon on The Generosity of Inclusion: Everybody Counts, Everybody Matters. Learning to live in a religiously plural world is not only on the Egyptian agenda, it is squarely on ours in this land, as well. 

Inclusivity is the church’s work, too. The struggle to love those unlike us is not secondary to the mission of the church. It doesn’t sidetrack the “real purpose” of the church. From the story of Ruth we learn that it is precisely through those who are excluded, those who are unlike us, that God’s redemptive power works. 

On Sunday mornings at Westminster over the last several months, a number of individuals have come in off the streets for rest and warmth and a cup of coffee in the Heller Commons. Most are coming from nearby overnight shelters that require all their guests to leave at 7AM. When they started coming into Westminster, at first they sat alone, among themselves. Now I’m glad to see that we’re welcoming them, even though it may make us uncomfortable.

These are the same neighbors who are being helped by the Currie Avenue Partnership, through which the downtown business and faith communities have helped place almost 150 persons in permanent, supportive housing. Many of them have been without a place to live for more than five years. 

The witness of scripture suggests that somehow, mysteriously, God is at work in our encounter with these strangers in our midst. 

Here’s Rabbi Sacks again:

“Every scriptural canon has within it texts which… can be taken to endorse narrow particularism, suspicion of strangers, and intolerance toward those who believe differently than we do. Each also has within it sources that emphasize kinship with the stranger, empathy with the outsider, the courage that leads people to extend a hand across boundaries of estrangement or hostility. The choice is ours.” (Sacks, p. 207) 
Ruth makes the generous choice. Her story is, for me, the gospel in miniature. It’s the Prodigal Son, the Good Samaritan, and the Beatitudes all rolled into one. 

Ruth teaches us how to be the church.
In a moment the church will gather at the font for the sacrament of inclusion. Baptism reenacts the story of Ruth. Your people, we will say to those being baptized, shall be our people. 

And then we’ll say the same thing to those who unite with the church today: your God shall be our God. 

Our future – not only in the church, but in our communities and among the nations – our future depends on our being able to say, with Ruth, that we belong to one another. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;
Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.
Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Prayers of the People - Douglas Mitchell
Good and gracious God, we pray that you will show us your way of abundant life.  O God, open to us today the sea of your mercy and water us with full streams from the riches of your grace and springs of your kindness.  Make us children of quietness and heirs of peace: kindle in us the fire of your love; sow in us your fear; strengthen our weakness by your power and bind us close to you and to each other so we may be generous in our relationships.

O God of life, of all life and of each life, we lay our lives before you.  We give our lives to you, from whom nothing in us is hidden.  Once more you have spoken words of hope in the birth of children. We delight in these new gifts of life. 

Let your blessing and strength rest upon Eleanor Anne and Vincent Fernando and on their families.  Send your peaceful assurance to be with these families as they guide their children.  Bless also Alexandra Lopez as she commits herself to follow you. Help this congregation and its community to be a good and Christ-like partner to these who have been baptized and to all the new members among us.

Compassionate God, your Son gives rest to those weary with heavy burdens.  Heal the sick in body, mind, and spirit.  Lift up the depressed.   Befriend those who grieve.  Comfort the anxious.

 This morning we hold before you those in the hospital and those recovering from illness… We lift up especially… 

We grieve this morning with the family and loved ones… 

And we celebrate the gift of new life in our community…

Fill all people with your Holy Spirit that we may bear each other’s burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ.  And now hear us as we pray the prayer your son has taught us. Our Father…
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