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“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him,  

who have been called according to his purpose.” Romans 8:28 

 

 

 

“…Ruth said, ‘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 1:16-17, NRSV) 

 

These words from the book of Ruth are often quoted as a couple is preparing to light their unity 

candle at a wedding. We follow it up with “So in Christ, the two shall become one.” 

 

I remember lighting our unity candle 25 years ago this coming August. We had spent some time 

searching for the perfect unity candle. We finally decided to go with a hand-dipped and carved 

candle that had our wedding colors of burgundy and ivory in it. We went to a specialty shop and 

had it made just for us. It was beautiful. We also had our florist create an arrangement to cradle 

our candles. 

 

The clergy couple celebrating our union read the words from the book of Ruth that we just heard 

as Dawn and I approached the table near the altar where the arrangement was placed. Using the 

family candles on the side, we lit the center candle and walked away as Dawn’s sister began 

singing a song about our new life together. As we were focusing in on one another and what that 

unity meant for us, Dawn’s brother, my best man, left the groomsmen’s lineup and rushed up to 

the altar quite suddenly. When we turned around to see what was going on, he was extinguishing 

our unity candle. Can you imagine, the best man extinguishing the unity candle after the bride 

and groom had just lit it? He didn’t speak any objections when the ceremony started!  

 

We Are Called: 

“TO BE ONE” 
Ruth 1:6-18 

Rev. Elbert Paul Dulworth 

 
First United Methodist Church 

Birmingham, Michigan 

 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

You see, the candle was hand-dipped and carved so it had an extra-long wick for dipping it, and 

neither the florist nor anyone else had bothered to trim it. When we lit it and turned around, a 

very big flame eventually emerged from the top of the candle and melted most of the candle 

before we knew anything had happened. That day, we were not quite sure what that had to say 

about how long we might stay united in marriage. Almost 25 years later, maybe it was more 

telling of what we might endure together than how long we’d last. 

 

Interestingly enough, these words from the book of Ruth are not the words of a man to a woman 

who are married to one another in the scriptures, but of one woman to another woman. More 

specifically, they are the words of a daughter-in-law, Ruth, to her mother-in-law, Naomi. Perhaps 

a little background on the story might help us to understand these two women and their story a 

little better. 

 

Naomi was Jewish and so was her husband, Elimelech. They had crossed over into Moab, 

modern-day Jordan, in order to escape a famine that was happening in Judah at the time. In 

Moab, Naomi gave birth to two sons who eventually grew up and married Moabite women, 

Orpah and Ruth. In relatively short order, however, Naomi’s husband died, followed by her two 

sons. 

 

Naomi was left as a woman in a foreign land with no one to care her. With no husband and no 

sons, her outlook for life was bleak. Her husband’s relatives that might be able to help were back 

in Judah. It’s no wonder that Naomi changed her name from Naomi, meaning “sweetness,” to 

Marah which means “bitter.” In her mind, God and life had certainly dealt her a bitter hand. 

 

Orpah and Ruth found themselves in a similar predicament. The only difference was that they 

were still young and could most likely find someone to remarry. They could even go back to 

their families of origin if they had to. Naomi, however, would most likely be left to a life of 

poverty and suffering. 

 

As Naomi chooses to return to Judah, she encourages her daughters-in-law to go back to their 

families of origin. At first, they both decide to go with her. When Naomi insists that they return 

to their families, eventually Orpah decides to go back to her family in Moab. Ruth, however, will 

not be turned away so easily. She insists on hitching her lot with Naomi. She will not let her go 

off on her own. Whatever may happen to Naomi, Ruth accepts the same fate for herself. She is 

united with her mother-in-law even though she owes her no sense of loyalty. She has committed 

herself to Ruth’s side, no matter what! 

 

If we were to read the rest of the story, we’d find out that they return to a town known as 

“Bethlehem,” the “house of bread.” Does that place sound somewhat familiar? And when they 

get there, Naomi works out this great plan for Ruth to catch the eye of one of their kinsmen, 

Boaz. To make a long story short, Ruth listens to Naomi’s advice. Boaz redeems Ruth in 

marriage and also agrees to care for Naomi. And even more so, Ruth, the Moabite foreigner 

whose people worshiped a God different than the God of the Jewish people, is named in the 

lineage of the great King David as well as Jesus. Who would have guessed that when Ruth felt 

called to unite with Naomi in the midst of life’s bitterness, choosing to stick with her no matter 
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what, that she would eventually give birth to others who provide the family line for God to enter 

the world in Jesus Christ? 

 

And in Jesus, God chooses to be united with us in our difficulties, in our struggles, in our 

greatest joys, in our greatest failures, in all of life’s most beautiful moments and in all of life’s 

frailties, as well. Did you hear what Gabriel Ervin said in the video about calling? “That call… 

it’s when [God] chooses you out of the world. He chooses you out of the world every time you 

hear the call and he’s choosing that person you’re trying to comfort, too. So regardless of what 

the world says or anyone around you says, when that person needs help, it’s up to us to answer 

the call.” 

 

We are called to the side of those who need us most, that they might know they are not alone.  

Ruth didn’t know what life might bring for her when she walked with Naomi, but she went 

anyway. What might have happened for each of us had she chosen to stay among her own 

people? Early on, through Ruth, God was calling the nations of the world to God’s very self, 

reaching out in love and care. And Ruth answered the call to stay by the side of her mother-in-

law. Had she not chosen to answer the call, where would we be? 

 

The Church is the community of faithful that have been called in Jesus Christ; called to God’s 

very side as we seek to live at the side of those whose life has become bitter like Naomi’s, that 

they might discover the sweetness of love and life in Jesus Christ yet again.  

 

But imagine for a moment what would happen if we chose not to answer our call. What would 

happen for Afghan refugees if we chose not to answer the call to stand at their side in this time of 

great need? What would happen for the guests of Cass Community Social Services if we chose 

not to answer the call when they needed us most? What would happen if we just simply went 

back home each week without listening for the call that God places on each of our lives to 

respond to make God’s love real in the lives of others? 

 

Now flip that for a moment. Ruth just stuck with Naomi and didn’t know what the future held for 

her in that moment or for the rest of the world hundreds of years down the line. Two hundred and 

one years ago, the people of Birmingham First didn’t know what it would mean to answer the 

call to bring Jesus to Piety Hill in a bar known as Willet’s Tavern, but they responded 

nonetheless. And here we are today. They didn’t know that we’d grow to over 3,000 people or 

that, in spite of a pandemic, we’d still be 2,700 members strong. 

 

They certainly didn’t know that we’d be building churches in places like Costa Rica and Haiti.  

They didn’t know that we’d provide clean drinking water in Africa and Sneedville, Tennessee.  

They didn’t know that we’d have 500 people come out to celebrate Christmas on the front lawn 

or that we’d be known for the best sacred music programs. They didn’t know that teams would 

go to Honduras in 2022 and almost 50 people would commit their lives to Christ. They didn’t 

know that our youth choirs would travel back to England, the place of our Methodist heritage, 

and bring the gospel in music. I’m pretty sure that they would have never imagined having two 

campuses. 
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And yet, they answered the call to be here in this place; to give their all, no less than Ruth, come 

what may for the people of their community and their world in their day so that somehow, by the 

grace of God, someone might be here to do the same today. 

 

I’m not so sure that John and Nancy Smith knew entirely what might happen when they first 

reached out to bring mission teams to Haiti. They simply offered themselves along with some 

others, believing that God had called us together, united as one, to make a difference following a 

devastating natural disaster. And this past year, when we couldn’t get on the ground, we sent 

supplies and resources. And one young man, who’s like a Haitian son to John and Nancy, 

gathered a group of friends to clean up the streets of his town. The Catholic bishop saw what 

they wanted to do and offered some supplies. That’s what happens when God’s people answer 

the call. Others join in and lives are transformed, communities are forever changed, and the 

world can never be the same because of God’s grace at work among us. 

 

The question is not whether God calls us today, but “How will we answer God’s call to be united 

as one in ministry for the sake of the world?” 

 

 


