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Last Full Measure of Devotion

a sermon preached by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno, Nov. 10, 2024
based on Ruth 1:1-18

Now, if you were listening you heard that the Book of Ruth doesn’t begin with Ruth at all.  She limps in later.  The story actually begins with a famine.  We can imagine the bloated bellies of children, elderly citizens dying in the streets, and vast numbers of hungry people on the move.  It's not at all pretty.  As a result, a middle-aged Jewish matron named, Naomi, and her husband leave their home in Bethlehem (which literally means, “house of bread,” (how ironic is that?) and go to a place called, Moab.  

It's a rough out of the way place, Moab. It's kind of like Ely, Nevada. It's not the kind of place you  (if you were Naomi and her husband)  had imagined years ago you might now be living at this stage of your life.  You are trying to call it home, but it's hard.

And you have these two boys, and they’re not tiny tots. They are adolescent lads with adolescent ideas, so wouldn't you know, Naomi and her husband have hardly gotten the dining room set off the moving van in this new place and they find that the boys are already dating a couple of local Moabite girls.  Dang it. They were supposed to hold off a year or two on girls until this famine thing had run it's course, but back home in Israel there has been no long range forecast of anything but relentless heat for a decade and adolescents will be … hormonal.

If that isn't bad enough, just when Naomi thinks that dark eyed girl-friends are the worst fate possible, something truly unthinkable happens:  Naomi's husband dies suddenly.  And all at once Naomi finds out what being in really desperate straights is about.  She finds herself a most ill-equipped single parent.  She wishes her husband was there to help deal with the boys' infatuation with these foreign women. 

Poor Naomi, she does her level best.  She says to her oldest son, Mahlon,  

Mahlon, it's not that I don't like what’s-her-name ….

Her name is Ruth, mother.

Alright, “Ruth;” it's not that I don't like Ruth; it's just that she hasn't had any of the advantages that you and your brother have had. Her people have different values than our family, that's all.  

What you're trying to say is that you don’t like it that she is a Moabite, right mother?
Well, Ol' Naomi got about as far with this argument as a lot of you have gotten with it with your own kids, right?  

Mahlon knows he can't lose this one.  Times are tough; where is he going to find a nice, middle-class, Hebrew, church-going girl, in this far-flung, out of the way place?  His mother knows that. So in a couple of months, Naomi has not one, but two Moabite daughters-in-law.  
She tries to make the best of it. But it gets a great deal tougher.  Naomi's sons both up and die – maybe a flu epidemic (I don’t know) and horror of horrors,  Naomi finds herself alone in the world with TWO foreign daughters-in-law, and not one man to protect any of them in such a harsh foreign city.  
And look, in the ancient world, women who don’t have men to protect them, automatically become targets of …. other men.  Sadly, the only hope for long-term “umbrella-like” safety is to find new husbands as soon as possible.

Here’s how that plays out for husband-less Ruth.  The economic system allows for the poor and the single to go into the barley fields after harvest and pick through the tailings for grain.  Naomi, appeals to a well-to-do kinsman of her husband named Boaz to look after her widowed daughter-in-law.   When Ruth goes out to glean, Boaz says to her,  “I have ordered the young men not to bother (Hebrew nag‘ek, “touch”) you” (Ruth 2:9). The implication being that the male workers will likely abuse her sexually without Boaz’s warning.
Then, old Naomi says, Girls, I'm going back to Bethlehem, back to my own people.  I'm a single woman.  I've got no marketable skills, no prospects for marriage, no future to speak of. I can't help you.  Moab is your country, it isn't mine. You're young, so go help yourselves. I don't want to weigh you down. 
Her daughters-in-law pipe-up and say,  “No, we belong with you. If you go back to Israel we’ll go with you.”
Now, Naomi is ready for this.  A straight shooter, she tries to talk sense into them:

Look, you're widowed women like me, but you are young.  We live in a patriarchal culture.  It’s 3000 years before the women’s movement will change that and even after that gets going there is going to be huge push-back that will go on for decades.  
Well, Naomi is just warming up.  She says,  Widowed Moabite girls haven't much going for them in Moab and they have nothing at all to hope for in Bethlehem where I’m going. Do us all a favor -- stay here.
And one of them, named Orpah, does the sensible thing;  she says, 

Mom, you're always right.  Mom’s always right, isn’t she, Ruth?  I'll stay here  in Moab.  Don't forget to send me a postcard when you get back home.  

In fact, the text says,  "Orpah kissed her mother in law . . . but Ruth clung to her."

Now Ruth's response, Ruth’s response is both marvelous and ridiculous; it is impossible and true as anything in human life.  Orpah said and did what the cultural norms she grew up observing called for.  She said, "No no, I'll stay with you,"  at first.  And she said this just as long as form called for, and then she said,  "Okay, here let me kiss you goodbye, but don’t smear my mascara."

That was Orpah, but Ruth "clung" to her mother-in-law.  Clung. That's the same word Boaz will use when he tells Ruth to cling to his servant girls in the field who are under his explicit protection.  Boaz, the boss-man gives orders from his office desk but when it comes to the real safety, real “boots on the ground,” safety, well, it’s about women protecting other women.
Ruth is saying, “Look, if love means anything at all, it means that you and I are meant to be together,  I left my old life when I married your son. 
And we all know that Thomas Wolfe was right mom, you can't go home again.  You’re the closest thing to home I know. For better or for worse, I am yours forever.”

As a result, one of the half-dozen truly great speeches in the Bible comes out of the mouth of this woman from Moab, this woman who isn’t even Jewish.  
Ruth says,  Entreat me not to leave you or to return from following you, for where you go I will go, your people shall be my people, and your God my God;  where you die I will die, and there will I be buried.  
This is not just said for form’s sake.  Ruth is talking here about adjoining graves, for heaven’s sake.  She's talking about commitment, she's talking about something deeper than “family values.”  

I want to say more about that in a bit, but first let me step back and offer a little perspective here.  It’s easy to forget that the book of Ruth is not just remarkable as literature, it is also a very subversive text. That’s all but been forgotten.  It’s been domesticated over the last century.  It’s become an “Oh, isn’t that sweet?” kind of Sunday School lesson for 4th graders.  I mean, most of the devotional writing about the book of Ruth presents it as “sweet young girls loving on their mother-in-law. Y’all should do the same.”
No.  This is a folk tale with sociological truth at its heart, written down when the people of Israel were living in exile in Babylon 2600 years ago.   At that time, they were trying to survive as a distinct people and culture, so they had every motivation to build a wall between themselves and other cultures.  They were worried about going extinct as an ethnic group.
But someone, someone very mature, and open-hearted, remembered that old story about Ruth who came from their ancient two-bit enemy, Moab; an enemy that pre-dated their enemy Babylon. Well, that scribe wrote that story down and placed it amongst the Joshua stories which were full of hatred for enemies; stories that said, “Israel First” and “Let’s Make Israel Great Again.”
That writer probably added the little bit at the end (spoiler alert) about Ruth becoming the grandmother of King David.  
That’s the clincher.  It’s a way of saying, “Look, some of the best DNA we have, comes from Puerto Rico … I mean Moab.”  
I said Puerto Rico, of course, because it was tagged “an island of garbage” in the final racist diatribe crowning our president elect’s last gathering at Madison Square Garden just over a week ago.  

Moab was “Puerto Rico” for Hebrew people in Bible times.  They ran it down every chance they got, so for Ruth, a Moabitess, to be called the grandmother of David, their greatest king, it was subversive; subversive in the extreme.  

Speaking of Latin Americans, I did a wedding a half dozen years ago in Yorba Linda, California at the Nixon Presidential Library. Which is a great place to visit, by the way.  Anyway, the father of the bride and I got to be fast friends. 
He owns a very lucrative pest-control business.  He confessed something. He said, “I’m a MAGA Republican, but, you know, I only hire undocumented Mexicans in my company.  The young white fellows I used to hire would invariably squander their first paycheck on cocaine and I’d end up firing them.  The Mexican men have good values.  They send 2/3s of their paychecks home to their families.”   That’s a direct quote.
So, there is the conundrum.  He said he votes for someone who has promised repeatedly to deport his whole work-force.  
The late Russian dissident, Alexei Navalny who I quoted last week,  left a final word of encouragement for his supporters, who, like Ruth, would be looking around for where to turn after losing Navalny,  the cornerstone of their hope for a non-authoritarian future.   
Here’s what he said:  “Don’t be afraid of anything. This is our country and it’s the only one we have. The only thing we should fear is that we will surrender our homeland to be plundered by a gang of liars, thieves, and hypocrites;  that we will surrender without a fight, voluntarily, our own future and the future of our children.” 

Alexei Navalny is gone.  Who can a world that still loves democracy turn to, I wonder?  Well, Eileen reminded me that Gloria Steinem once said something to the effect that if the earth is to be saved it will be saved by an army of gray-haired ladies, gray haired ladies unencumbered by men.  Think of Naomi and Ruth.  
Well, I will not leave it there. We need more than a Bible study this week.   Last week I ended the sermon with a coping technique Alexei Navalny recommended  in his posthumous memoir.  If you will remember, he said, “Lie in your prison bunk and imagine the worst thing that can happen. Play it all out.  Inure yourself to it so as to rob it of its poison and fear.”  
Well, he left us a second strategy in that memoir.  It’s a form of prayer.  Here is how he describes it …
“The initial position for this exercise is the same as for the previous one. You lie in your bunk looking up at the God above and ask yourself whether you are a Christian in your heart of hearts. It is not essential for you to believe some old guys in the desert once lived to be eight hundred years old, or that the sea was literally parted in front of someone. But are you a disciple of the religion whose founder sacrificed himself for others? … Don’t worry about tomorrow, because tomorrow is perfectly capable of taking care of itself. [Our] job is to seek the empire that is God’s.  Let me add, “and not the empire that is Vladimir Putin’s.”
With that in mind, allow me to end this sermon by taking you through a brief meditation.  As I said in my Pastor’s letter from the Thursday Southminster email, we are going to need spiritual resources to help us breathe, and think clearly and expansively in the future.  

So, here goes …. 
(“Misericord” by Nicole Parsons – under copyright)
