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As a student pastor in rural southwest Wisconsin in a town of around 770 people, I had a lot of 

firsts in ministry. It was there that I led my first funeral. I also participated in my first baptism.  

And I’ll never forget the first wedding over which I presided. 

 

The bride and groom were hard workers in that rural farming community. They were the salt of 

the earth, down to earth type of people that you find in small towns. Their relationship wasn’t 

perfect, but they seemed to love one another. From time to time, as we went through the pre-

marital counseling sessions together, there were items that came up for them, like 

communication or the way they handled money or how many children they might have later and 

when. 

 

The wedding day came, and it was wonderful. As a pastor, I was excited to be sharing in this 

special day with them. It was a first for all of us in that sense. The service went wonderfully in 

that little country church. 

 

Just getting started in life, they decided to be a bit more frugal, so they rented the fellowship hall 

for their reception. It was a potluck with many family members each bringing a dish to share. 

After they were settled following the wedding, I went back home to finish some work that could 

only be done while I was home on the weekends from seminary. 

 

The next day, I went over to the church and everything looked great. They had cleaned up 

everything before they went home. When I went into the fellowship hall, however, I noticed that 

someone had left a purse there. I called the bride to tell her, and it belonged to one of the 

members of her bridal party. 

 

Before I hung up, I told her how wonderful it was to celebrate their love for one another at the 

wedding the day before and wished them well as they began this new journey together. The bride 

said, “Well, actually, pastor, we’re already on the verge of divorce.” She went on to say that they 

had been arguing that morning already. 

 

I hung up the phone and felt like a failure. What kind of a pastor was I if I celebrated a wedding 

one day and the couple was ready for divorce the next? I must have missed something in their 
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pre-marital sessions. I even called a colleague to ask if I was doing this work right. I learned 

quickly that day just how difficult relationships can be. I also learned to separate the work I did 

from the work they needed to do as they lived out their love for one another. 

 

Our scripture for this morning is one that is often used in the context of the marriage relationship.  

In fact, it is often quoted when a couple is preparing to light their unity candle as their two family 

candles come together to light a central candle symbolizing the uniting of their families and their 

lives. 

 

On the other hand, that’s not necessarily the context of this passage. Naomi was a Jewish woman 

from Bethlehem in Judah, just outside of Jerusalem. A famine had forced Naomi, her husband, 

and her two sons to travel away from Bethlehem, the “house of bread,” their homeland, to the 

land of Moab which is in modern-day central Jordan. The Moabites were not Jewish and 

worshipped different gods than the God of the Hebrew people. 

 

While they made their home in Moab, Naomi’s husband died. It was a good thing that she had 

two sons who could still care for her. As the story goes, though, both of her sons died, as well, 

and Naomi was left with her daughters-in-law. For Naomi, it was dangerous to be a widow in 

that culture with no man to care for her. She came to Moab with nothing and would be leaving 

with nothing. Naomi’s life was one of hardship from the beginning of the story. 

 

So she decides to return to Bethlehem in the hope that she might find family to claim her and 

care for her in her old age. Her daughters-in-law follow, but Naomi encourages them to go back 

home to their mothers where they have a better chance of finding someone with whom to begin 

their lives anew. They are not from the land of Judah and have no responsibility to care for 

Naomi. While one leaves, it is Ruth who presses back with Naomi, saying, “Do not press me to 

leave you or to turn back from following you! 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. May the Lord do thus and so to me, and more as well, if even death parts me 

from you.” 

 

Ruth ties her fate to Naomi’s fate. Come what may, she is determined to stick with Naomi. They 

are from two different nations. Their cultures are different from one another. Their faiths are not 

the same. Naomi could end up begging back in Bethlehem. Yet, Ruth casts her lot with Naomi 

even still; committed to her mother-in-law, come life or death. 

 

When they arrive back in Bethlehem, it doesn’t take much to see how broken Naomi is. She left 

during a famine, she’s been widowed, lost both of her sons, and now she returns with nothing.  

Naomi, whose name meant “pleasant,” owns a new name now. She says, “Call me Mara,” 

meaning “bitter,” “because the Almighty has dealt bitterly with me.” You can sense her 

hopelessness that has been developed in the bitter hand that life has seemed to deal to her. 

 

I don’t know about you, but as we learned more about the insurrection at the Capitol this past 

week and relived so many of those moments through the images in our newsfeeds, I couldn’t 

help at times but to sense the hopelessness that Naomi felt when I realized this moment to which 

we’ve arrived as a nation. Our brokenness seems so great, our bitter rivalries with one another 
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striking at the heart of who we are. Whatever we might leave behind in these moments? Towards 

what will we journey in the years ahead? Is there hope for any sense of restoration? Or are we, 

like Naomi, embittered by life and its hardships? 

 

If you were to read ahead in the scripture lesson, you’d discover that Ruth’s faithfulness to 

Naomi and her resourcefulness ends up in her marrying a man who cares for them. Ruth refused 

to let Naomi have to figure out life on her own. She is committed to Naomi, despite her 

bitterness. 

 

Ruth continues to hope and remain with Naomi, come what may. And in so doing, Ruth, a 

woman from another land, another culture, another faith—a Moabite woman—becomes a part of 

the lineage of Jesus; who comes to draw the world unto the God of all creation. 

 

There is plenty that could leave us bitter and broken in this day, as well. As some that have lost 

jobs, homes, and family members, you may relate to Naomi’s hopelessness and emptiness. For 

others that are tired of the long-bitter political and theological rivalries, there is a sense of 

weariness for what the future may hold. For still others who have too long endured the pains and 

injustices of racism, there is a longing for new life; a longing for the day when justice shall roll 

down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 

 

I don’t think that Ruth would have ever guessed that her faithfulness to and her love for Naomi 

would have included her in the story of God’s work to bring life to the world in Bethlehem many 

years later. It almost makes me wonder what God might do through us again if, as a people in 

this land, we might seek the welfare of another like Ruth did with Naomi. Could it be that love 

has the power to do that yet again? 

 

In his speech, Where Do We Go from Here?, The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. said: 

 

I’m concerned about a better World. I’m concerned about justice; I’m concerned 

about brotherhood and sisterhood; I’m concerned about truth. And when one is 

concerned about that, he can never advocate violence. For through violence you 

may murder a murderer, but you can’t murder murder. Through violence you may 

murder a liar, but you can’t establish truth. Through violence you may murder a 

hater, but you can’t murder hate through violence. Darkness cannot put out 

darkness; only light can do that. 

 

And I say to you, I have also decided to stick with love, for I know that love is 

ultimately the only answer to humankind’s problems. And I’m going to talk about 

it everywhere I go. I know it isn’t popular to talk about it in some circles today. 

And I’m not talking about emotional bosh when I talk about love; I’m talking 

about a strong, demanding love. For I have seen too much hate. [...] and I say to 

myself that hate is too great a burden to bear.1 

 

“Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people,” says 

Ruth, “and your God my God. Where you die, I will die—there will I be buried.” 
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The Sunday following the celebration of the Epiphany, the arrival of the Magi, is Baptism of the 

Lord Sunday. It is the day that we remember Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan by John. It’s also a day 

that we remember our own; that we are claimed by a God who claims all, and draws us together 

in the arms of love in Jesus Christ. Jesus, who leads us into those waters, claims us like Ruth 

claimed Naomi, and invites us to claim one another as sisters and brothers, in need of one 

another. 

 

 

 

 
1 https://www.awakin.org/read/view.php?tid=2131 

 


