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    Ruth 1:1-18; Mark 12:28-34


Why do we tell these stories?


We just read two passages from scripture.  The second one describes a conversation that Jesus had with a religious scholar.  Jesus often argued with the religious authorities of his day, but in this story, Jesus finds out that he and the scribe are in agreement about what the most important of all of God’s laws are.  The most important thing is love—to love God totally and to love your neighbor like you love yourself.  It’s pretty clear why we’d tell a story like this—it says a lot about who Jesus was, and what he thought was important.  As a disciple of Jesus, I want to have the same priorities and values that he did, and this story is a really important one for learning how to do that.


But what about the other story we read—the story of Ruth?  Why do we read stories like that?  Why are stories like that even in the Bible?


Well, first of all, let’s make sure we all know what the story of Ruth is about.  How many of you know the basic plot of this story?  Okay, let’s re-tell it together.  There once was a woman from Israel named Naomi who went to another country called Moab and got married there.  She had two sons who were named Mahlon and Chilion, and when they grew up they got married to two women from Moab.  One was named Ruth and one was named Orpah.  Well, after this much of the story (which is only the first few sentences) things start to get sad.  First Naomi’s husband dies, then Ruth and Orpah’s husband (who are Naomi’s two sons) die too.  After all of this death, Naomi’s had enough of Moab, and she decides to go back to Israel.  After some debate, Ruth ends up going with her and Orpah stays in Moab.  Once they get to Israel, through some clever maneuvers, Ruth ends up finding a new husband, a really great guy named Boaz.  Boaz makes sure that Naomi is going to be taken care of too.  And at the end of the story, Boaz and Ruth have a baby boy named Obed—and they all live happily ever after.


So, the story of Ruth is about a family who thought for a while that their story was just about sickness and death.  It seemed for a while like their story was going to end there in Moab once everyone’s husband died—that was a real dead-end for women back in those days, and it was hard to see how anything was going to get better from that point.  But they stuck together, found a new place to live, found something to eat and reached out to friends.  And instead of a story that ended with sickness and death, their family story continued with new love and new life.


So this is a family story—why is it in the Bible?  When we think of Bible stories, the ones we tend to remember most clearly are the ones when God does something in the world in a really dramatic way.  Let’s go through the list:  Noah’s art—God destroys the world with a big flood.  Moses—God speaks to him out of a burning bush, makes all sorts of bad things happen to the Egyptians, and parts the Red Sea.  The Ten Commandments—lots of clouds and thunder and a couple of stones tablets with God’s own laws written on them.  The birth of Jesus, the feeding of the five thousand, the resurrection, Pentecost.  The list goes on and on.  In fact, if we’re not careful we could start thinking that this is how God works in the world—floods and fire, unusual and surprising events, things that it would be impossible not to notice.


But what about the story of Ruth?  Where are the fireworks?  Where’s the drama?  In this story people talk about God sometimes, but God doesn’t intervene in the story in a dramatic, no-one-could-miss-it kind of way.  This is just a family story—the story of a family that almost died out, that almost gave up, but then didn’t and things worked out.  Why are stories like that in the Bible?  Why do we tell them?


Well, maybe we should think about why we ever tell family stories.  I bet a lot of you know stories about your family—stories that get told over and over.  You might even know some stories that you grandparents told to your parents, which now they tell to you.  Do you know the story of how your parents met and fell in love?  Do you know the story of how your grandparents met?


I wonder if that is how the Book of Ruth first started.  I wonder if it was a story that was told to Obed, the son of Ruth and Boaz.  It is, after all, the story of how his parents met, which is to say, the story of how he came to be.


Now, I don’t think he heard the story all at once.  It’s actually a bit racy, and I bet when he was real little they just didn’t want to get into it with him.  I bet Ruth and Boaz wanted him to grow up feeling like he fit in, like he was just the same as all the other kids in his neighborhood.  But I wonder if the story didn’t leak out a bit.  I have an image (and who knows if its true) of Ruth taking Obed back to Moab for a visit.  I imagine she wanted to have him meet his other grandparents—Ruth’s mother and father.  It might not have been that easy of a visit because after all, Ruth left her own family to live with Naomi and her people.  I imagine a big dinner, and afterwards the kids scurry off to play and the adults lean back in their chairs and start telling family stories.  


At some point, an uncle who may have had a bit too much to drink starts talking about Mahlon and Chilion, Naomi’s sons and Ruth and Orpah’s first husbands.  Now, we miss the puns in their names because we don’t speak Hebrew, but Mahlon means weakness, and Chilion means wasting away.  To me that sounds like the mark of a family story where someone can’t remember the name of a character anymore so the family just refers to him or her by their defining characteristic.  “I hope Boaz is a healthy fellow, Ruth,” the uncle says slapping her on the knee.  “I mean, those Israelite men aren’t exactly hearty in my experience.  Remember those brothers—one wasn’t right to begin with and the other one started off okay and then just wasted away.  Yea, hope Obed doesn’t grow up like that!”  Well, that gets a big laugh, and then someone else has a joke about Israelites, and things get a little ugly after that.


Now Obed, of course, has been listening in on the conversation.  He’s incredibly curious about the stories he hears, especially the ones related to him.  He's too shy to ask Ruth to explain, so when he gets back from Moab he asks Naomi.  But I don’t imagine she wants to get into it with him.  There’s too much pain in that story for her.  She just pats Obed on the head and says, “Now, now, everything worked out in the end.  That’s all you need to know.”


But the day probably came when Ruth and Obed took a long walk together, and she told him it was time he heard the whole story of how he came to be.  She told him that she had been married before, and that her husband had been sick and then he died.  And when his brother and father got sick and died too, she wondered if she had stepped into a family with a curse on it, a family with no future.  She had a chance to quit that family, she told Obed, and to be honest she seriously thought about it.  But she loved Naomi, and had come to see their lives as tied together.  And so she traveled to Israel with her and found a way to continue their family’s story together.  Love had won out over death.


This is your story, Ruth told Obed, but it’s not just a story about you.  This is God’s story too—this is how God works in the world.  Yes, there is pain and loss and death in this story.  Those things are real—so real that at times it’s hard to see or feel anything else.  But that’s not that’s in the story.  There is a promise in God’s story, and it’s the promise of your life, and of mine too.  God will make a way for us—God will never let death and sickness and loss have the last word.  God’s love winds through and around and under all the other events of our lives, and has a kind of tug and pull on us that sometimes we only notice in retrospect.  But love will win out over death. 


That was Obed’s family story, and it’s our story too.  Look around you, and you’ll see that same story on the faces of the people around you.  There are so many stories in this room that had every reason to end long ago.  Stories that could well have died out, petered out, or just plain fizzled.  But we are here today because love wins out over death, and the end of the road is very often the place where God’s new way begins.  We tell our family stories just like Ruth told hers, not just to say who we are and where we’ve been, but to say who God is, and where God has been in our lives, and where God is leading us today.


I love to tell that story!
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