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Between the Big Blocks of History 
 
Have you ever noticed how television news programs will occasionally splice between 
their coverage of the major news an apparently insignificant human-interest story?  In 
one segment they’re covering the big crisis in the Middle East.  In the next major 
segment they turn to some major announcement from Washington.  But then they 
sandwich into the crack between those large events a brief feature about a local woman 
who is celebrating her 106th birthday.  It’s as if the producers instinctively know that it 
is not just in the big events but in the little stories of everyday life that history is made. 
 
The part of the Bible we’re looking at today is something like this.  Set in the crack 
between the great historical books of Judges on the one side and Samuel on the other 
is this tiny story, just four chapters long, in a book called Ruth.  Let’s pick up the 
Storyline at Ruth 1:1. 
 

From Poor to Bad to Worse 
 
 “In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land [of 
Canaan], and a man from Bethlehem in Judah, together with his wife and 
two sons, went to live for a while in the country of Moab. The man's name 
was Elimelech, his wife's name Naomi, and the names of his two sons were 
Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem, Judah. And they 
went to Moab and lived there.  
 
The story is a tough but simple one thus far.  It’s the sort of tale transpiring all over the 
world to this day.  An economic crisis drives a family to leave their familiar surroundings 
and go to seek a better life in another region. But, then, the situation turns from not-
so-good to downright bad.  Now Elimelech, Naomi's husband, died, and she was 
left with her two sons. If you’ve ever lost a spouse or seen your parent lose one, 
then you know the agony buried in that stark line of scripture.  Thank God, however, 
that at least Naomi still has her two sons to rely on for some measure of love and 
financial support.  
 
The Bible says that they married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the 
other Ruth, and you get a sense that maybe the story will end happily ever after, after 
all.  But the Bible goes on to say that: After they had lived there about ten years, 
both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi was left without her two sons 
and her husband.   
 
It’s like one of those Greek tragedies where somebody’s life goes from poor to bad to 
worse.  The story is almost unbelievable in its heartache, except for the fact that this is 
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the kind of stuff that really does happen to people.  I think back to that time in my own 
life when my dad lost his job, my parents divorced, and our house burned in a fire – all 
in the space of a few months.  I think of what happened to Jennifer Hudson’s family 
and to many others I’ve known.  Maybe you. 
 
Do you ever feel like you or your loved ones are characters in a show on the Sadness 
Channel?  No matter how you try to press the button, you just can’t seem to get to the 
Sunshine Station.  Every economic report seems darker, every doctor’s diagnosis seems 
more dire, every interaction with that person or that situation seems to make things 
worse.  You just want some breathing room as a mother.  You’re just asking for a break 
in your job. You’re just seeking some smoother ground to walk on. But no matter how 
you pray or what you do, it feels like you’re falling deeper and deeper into life’s cracks.  
I know that everybody’s life doesn’t work this way.  I know it’s not this way for most of 
us all the time.  But maybe you’re there now.  Maybe you will be soon.  Maybe you 
know someone who is. 
 

Steps of Faithfulness 
 
What do you do in those moments?  My experience is that two things help.  First, you 
remember that you are not alone.  You remember that there are others who know what 
this is like.  And, secondly, you take a trembling faith-filled step in a direction you hope 
might eventually help.  I used to run to my parents’ bedroom in the middle of 
nightmare nights.  I know people who move toward friends, or a counselor, or toward 
church in times of trouble.   
 
The Bible says that when finding herself deep in life’s crack, Naomi took a step toward 
home.  Discovering that the famine had finally abated back in the land of Canaan, 
Naomi, along with her two daughters-in-law, began the journey back toward her 
people.  A short way into the trip, however, Naomi thought better of it and said to the 
girls.  “Look, you don’t need to waste your lives with me.  My life’s wrecked, but you’re 
still young.  You’re going to have a lot more chance of marrying again here in your 
homeland.  Go on back.”  And the Bible says that one of the daughters-in-law, Orpah, 
saw the wisdom of this and went home and started a daily television talk show.  I think 
it says that in there someplace. 
 
But Ruth did something else.  In one of the most famous acts of self-sacrificing 
faithfulness ever recorded, Ruth says to her mother-in-law – and keep in mind, this is 
her mother-in-law to whom she makes this pledge: “Where you go I will go, and 
where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my 
God.”  
 



 

GOD OF THE CRACKS 
The Faith of a Foreign Woman 

Text: Ruth 1-4 

 

© Daniel D. Meyer / Christ Church of Oak Brook / 11-9-08 3 
 

In our Life-Change Conference this past weekend, our speaker, Steven James, pointed 
out that in the Bible, like in the rest of life, we meet two kinds of unusual people.  The 
first are what James calls: “Pebble People.”  Pebble People are like rocks.  They never 
seem to get crushed or to feel any ambiguity about their course in life.  They appear 
capable of the most amazing commitment to God and others, no matter how hard they 
are squeezed.  They are steadfast and obedient to authority under even the most 
difficult circumstances.  Well, Ruth is one of these Pebble People.  You can’t entirely tell 
whether Ruth is incredibly virtuous or simply unbelievably naïve.  But in either case, 
Ruth just keeps trusting and obeying. 
 
When she and Naomi finally get back to the land of Canaan, Ruth doesn’t whine about 
being far from home or living among strangers; she immediately goes to work picking 
up the leftover grain in the fields to feed Naomi and herself.  When the owner of the 
field, a kinsman of Naomi’s named Boaz, takes a liking to Ruth, Naomi gives her 
detailed instructions about how to really get his engines revving for her.  And Ruth, 
always obedient, does exactly what she’s ordered to do.  Ruth is rock-solid faithful, 
rock-solid obedient.  She’s a Pebble Person.  Tough times simply reveal her character. 
 
Naomi, however, is the second kind of person the Bible describes.  In Steven James’ 
terms, Naomi is one of the “Putty People.”  Unlike resolute Ruth, Naomi’s faith and 
character seem to flex and bend.  When confronted with her losses in Moab, Naomi 
doubts and despairs.  When she gets back to the land of Canaan and her relatives say: 
“Hey everybody, Naomi’s back!”  She snaps: “Don’t call me ‘Naomi’ (which in Hebrew 
means ‘beautiful’).  Call me ‘Mara’ (which in Hebrew means ‘bitter’).  And yet, the thing 
that strike me is that Naomi also takes steps of faith.  She hangs on through the 
unthinkable sorrow of losing her husband and sons.  She makes the difficult journey 
back from Moab to Canaan.  She coaches Ruth in how to gather food and how to hook 
Boaz.  Naomi is a Putty Person.  When lots of people would have lain down and died – 
literally or figuratively – the tough times stretch her character.   
 

The Way of Fruitfulness 
 
So let me ask you a personal question: When you’re down in life’s crack and being 
squeezed by the pressure, are you more like Ruth or Naomi?  To be perfectly honest, 
I’m not sure how to answer that question for myself.  You see, I have my Ruth 
moments.  I can point to times of trial and temptations in my life when I’ve been able 
to keep walking bravely, confident in God, loyal to my commitments, obedient to the 
call.  It’s not always because I’m so darn virtuous.  Sometimes it’s because I’ve been 
naïve.  I haven’t known what that course would cost me or because I was scared of 
going the other way.  So I just stepped out in faith.  And to others it looked like I was 
Rocky. 
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But I’ve had more than my share of Naomi seasons too.  There have been times in my 
work or family life, in my struggle with other people or my struggle with God or myself 
when my name has been Mara.  I’ve felt bitter, doubtful, and afraid.  It was all I could 
do to get up in the morning, or face the circumstances, or keep on putting one foot in 
front of the other, somehow praying that God would bring forth a good I frankly 
couldn’t see from Moab.   
 
How about you?  We have this tendency to glorify the way of Ruth over the way of 
Naomi – but, you know, sometimes the only difference between them is time and 
experience, a moment or a mood.  In the end, it is really what these two women share 
that bears our scrutiny.  The young woman of Moab and the old woman of Israel both 
faced crushing circumstances they would not have chosen for themselves.  Both of 
them made the choice to keep clinging to one another in the midst of it.  Both of them 
chose to keep stepping forward in faith that God was not done with them yet -- one a 
bit blithely, one a bit bitterly – but they both kept walking and working just the same. 
 
Like most of the decisions and deeds of your life and mine, their actions looked very 
small when compared to the huge players and news events apparently paving the road 
of history.  The lives of these people – like our lives sometimes -- were just lost in the 
cracks.  But here is the mystery and the majesty of the movement of God…   
 
Had it not been for the famine that sent Naomi to Moab or the untimely deaths that 
threw Ruth and her mother-in-law together… Had it not been for the choices Ruth and 
Naomi made, or the faith and fortitude they exercised, or the relationships they formed 
and nurtured along life’s journey down in that crack…  the Moabite Ruth would never 
have met and married the Israelite Boaz.  They would never have had a child together.  
There would have been no King David, their great-grandson.  There would have been 
no Jesus born there in Bethlehem.  There would have been no Christian Church to 
shape the course of history and the institutions of mankind.  And you and I would not 
be telling this story today. 
 
Remember that, will you, the next time you’re down in the cracks of this world’s huge 
happenings and you’re tempted to think, “What I believe… who I remain faithful to… 
what I say and do… whether I keep putting one foot in front of the other, seeking 
God… doesn’t really mean all that much.”  Let’s remember that sometimes, what looks 
like useless pain or a tiny pebble of faith or the silly putty of a character being 
stretched, might actually be the seed God is using to change the world.  
 
Please pray with me…   
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Great God of providence and salvation, give us the grace we need to trust you in times 
of change and loss, to keep our commitments to you and one another, and to keep 
walking by faith and not by sight.  For we dare to believe that you still use daily acts of 
faithfulness to bring forth dramatic acts of fruitfulness it may be hard to see from this 
crack in which we now reside.  Through Jesus our Lord, we pray.  Amen. 


