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Daring Toward the Future 

Texts: Ruth 3, 4; Lk. 1:46-55 

 

Back in the days before we talked  

about intercultural competency,   

 I used to tell my students that studying the Bible 

  was, in itself, a cross-cultural experience.  

By that I meant that opening up the Bible 

 is a little like waking up in Japan,  

  when you don’t speak a word of Japanese,  

   you don’t much like rice,  

and sushi not at all. 

 Moreover you can’t stand to have strangers  

  stand closer than two feet away from you, 

   and you have a phobia about trains,  

    especially high speed ones.  

Much of that cross cultural reality  is covered over for us— 

 our Bibles are written in English,  

  and we’ve heard many of the stories in it  

so many times over the years 

 that they don’t seem strange to us.  
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It’s called “over-familiarity” and it is the bane 

 of every Bible teacher’s life.  

With a book like Ruth it’s a little harder to cover over 

 the strangeness.  

As we have been reading it these past several weeks,  

 we’ve come to the conclusion that it is kind of like 

  science fiction in reverse.  

When we go to a sci fi movie or read a sci fi book, 

 we know we are in a di4erent world.  

  There are di4erent rules  

and di4erent expectations.  

Only, in this case, instead of looking forward  

to a di4erent world, 

  we are looking backward to a di4erent world.  

This story challenges our normal expectations  

 in a variety of ways,  

  notably in how we view relationships: 

Relationships between mothers and daughters in law; 

 between men and women;  

  between individuals and communities;  

   between communities and other communities.  
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One of those upside down aspects of the story,  

and one I particularly love, 

is the joy and generosity between Naomi 

   and BOTH her daughters in law.  

Orpah is not condemned for going back to Moab.  

Neither Naomi, nor Ruth, nor the narrator of this story, 

 see anything negative in Orpah’s decision.  

Moreover Ruth and Naomi care for each other  

 from the beginning to the end of the story.  

The greatest example in this story of hesed,  

 the word for mercy or steadfast love,  

  that we have been looking at this series,  

is the relationship between two women.    

That fact alone, is a profound challenge  

 to the culture of ancient Israel, 

in which the story takes place; 

 to the culture of post exilic Israel,  

  in which the story gets written down; 

 to the culture of south Benham west,  

  in which we are reading this story.  
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This story, this biblical book of Ruth,  

this cast of characters,  

and this set of wheat fields and threshing floors, 

this ancient narrative,   

sees the essential nature of the love of God, 

   in the friendship of two women. 

These two women are related by law, desire, migration,  

need, proximity, instinct,  

 all the messiness and wonder  

  of being human, of human being, 

   as God created them  

    in Her image.  

That’s the first way this story upsets our expectations. 

A second way this story upsets our expectations 

 Is seeing God’s ongoing action in human history 

  in the relationship between Ruth and Boaz. 

If we were going to characterize God’s will 

in terms of a human marriage,  

we’d hardly pick this one.  

Like the birth of Jesus, interestingly,  

this one borders on scandal, and in some ways, 

perhaps tips over that edge.  
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It’s transactional for one thing.  

We are not into Romeo and Juliet here.  

 This is not the story of a great romance.   

Naomi and Ruth are desperate. 

 They are hungry, they are  

limited to the resources of people living in poverty.  

Faced with that reality,  

 they, the women in the story, take initiative.  

Both Naomi and Ruth understand that gleaning 

enough to keep them fed is likely to entail 

Ruth o4ering sexual favors 

in exchange for the right to eat.  

It is only  

by the grace of God—and Boaz—that  

she escapes that fate.  

And perhaps it is being spared that common fate,  

 that gives Naomi and Ruth the confidence  

  to push even further.  

They plan, and plan carefully, how Boaz  

 can be even more helpful to them, 

  in their desire to live and prosper against the odds. 
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As Peter has said several times in Bible Study, 

 When men do it, we call it leadership; 

  When women do it, we call It manipulation.  

In their conspiring, Naomi and Ruth are in fact 

 acting much like Abraham and Lot, Jacob and Esau,  

   Joseph and his brothers,  

    and on down the line.  

 Not only do the women take leadership,  

there is little or no concern  

for sexual purity, 

or the elaborate rituals and rules 

we have built up to preserve 

the notion of sexual purity.  

Modern translators make e4orts to sanitize the story.  

They retain the ancient euphemism  

of feet for genitalia.  

As if we are incapable of figuring that out! 

Then when it becomes time for Obed to be born,  

the Common English Bible says  

“he became intimate with her,” 

as if nothing ever happened 

on the threshing floor.  
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As far as the ancient story is concerned,  

 there is much more concern for the propriety  

  of the redeemer system  

than there is for sexual propriety.  

Boaz goes to great lengths to ascertain,  

 that the rights of the nearer kin are observed. 

Naomi’s field and Ruth’s body  

  are both o4ered to the nearer kinsman.  

He’s interested in the field but not Ruth, 

  so declines the opportunity to buy both.  

Boaz, then, redeems both the field and Ruth.  

  The story ends with the wonder of the genealogy.  

Obed, born of the union between Ruth and Boaz 

   becomes, in turn, the father of Jesse, 

   who becomes, in turn, the father 

    of King David.  

It is a rather scratchy,  

  uncomfortable sort of story,  

   despite all the long white candles 

    that have been lit in wedding ceremonies 

     while someone sings,  

      “wither thou goest, I will go.” 
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But what I want to suggest this morning,  

  is that this story is good news for us,  

   not because it fulfills our pious notions, 

    our ideals of propriety,  

     our sense of the sacred, 

       but because it does not.  

Its good news for us lies in its scatchiness,  

  in our discomfort, 

   in the ways the story makes us cringe.  

The writer of the story insists these actions 

  of Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz are good news 

   by recognizing them as contributing 

    to the lineage of King David.  

Matthew, the first century evangelist, insists 

  the story is good news  

   by citing it as part of the lineage of Jesus Christ.  

An old, bitter woman imagines and manages  

   a way out of sorrow, destitution and desperation 

    for herself and the daughter-in-law she loves.  

A young woman, equally desperate, takes her  

  strength, beauty, and sexuality in hand. 
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With great courage and considerable audacity, 

  she braves a darkened threshing floor,  

   and its guards, to remind a certain man 

    that he has an obligation to her and Naomi.  

A man of some substance,  

  a man of some compassion and a sense of justice,  

   chooses neither to turn away, 

    nor to act unfairly.  

     Rather, he insists on doing  

      the right thing the right way.  

None of these people are perfect.  

  Not one of these actions are perfect.  

They all take place against the backdrop  

  of national uncertainty  

   about the status of Ruth,  

    the Moabite immigrant.  

 They all take place against the backdrop 

  of patriarchal establishments 

   that exploit both women and land.  

But the good news is that God works with humanity, 

  with human limitations, with human fallibility,  

   with human imperfection, with human ambiguity.  
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We might sometimes wish otherwise, 

  but in fact there is no otherwise.  

For some reason, the God who calls us to holiness, 

  seems not to be so interested in perfection.  

Perfection is our obsession.  

  Hesed is God’s obsession.  

What seems clear in this story of Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz 

  is that God will take compassion  

   wherever God can find it  

    and weave that compassion 

     into the big picture of God’s love 

      for the world God created.  

There is Ruth’s compassion for Naomi,  

  And Naomi’s fierce concern for Ruth. 

 There is Boaz’ readiness to respond to their plight 

  with respect and resources. 

None of this is perfect.  

  None of it is without ambivalence and uncertainty.  

And yet, somehow, all of it gets woven 

  into the fabric of God’s love, 

   the wideness of God’s mercy.  

    Hesed.  


