Ruth 2 

1 Now Naomi had a relative on her husband's side, from the clan of Elimelech, a man of standing, whose name was Boaz. 

2 And Ruth the Moabitess said to Naomi, 'Let me go to the fields and pick up the leftover grain behind anyone in whose eyes I find favour.' Naomi said to her, 'Go ahead, my daughter.' 

What a difference a day can make, or will make. 

By the end of this day things will have changed dramatically for Ruth and Naomi - though they know nothing of that yet. The hint is given to us with this very brief reference to Boaz. There's no obvious reason for why he had to be mentioned in v.1, but it's a bit like a famous actor walking past in the background of the opening scene in a film - he may appear to be contributing nothing to that particular scene, but you know he's going to be someone to watch in the scenes that follow. And so it is with Boaz - if he's not got a speaking part now, but simply gets a mention, it must be because he's going to come into the action in a significant way later. 

But if Naomi came up to us at this stage in the story, what could we say to encourage her? She and Ruth had arrived in Bethlehem, without hope and grieving the loss of their family. So would we sympathise, would we dare to encourage them by saying that God can do great things and you never know what might happen today? And would we deserve a punch on the nose for using such a cliché? But of course, the cliché is true. 

I'm always amazed at how quickly things can turn around. We just don't know what's around the next corner, and yet we so often behave as if we're sure. Little Cornard church can be empty two minutes before the service is due to start, but have a great congregation by half past - and in those two minutes I will have gone from drafting a letter of resignation to praising God for doing such wonderful things. 

And what about Moses when he stumbled across the burning bush, or Mary the day she met the angel Gabriel? Never give up - because you never know what's going to happen next. When I used to race on the river, the prospect of rowing flat out to the end of the course was often a very painful and depressing thought - but I used to console myself that I never had to race to the end, just for one more stroke than the crew alongside, and that might be the very next stroke, or the one after that, or the one after that. One day, one stroke, one act of kindness, one step in faith, one offer of forgiveness at a time. As I've already said, living by faith means not knowing everything and not wanting everything that we need for the rest of time now, but only hoping that God will provide as and when. 

But our fear that God might not step in at the last minute, and our conviction that we can read the future better than God, then makes us reluctant to look to him for our needs - we'd rather trust to our own devices. In the end, what Ruth discovered was that God could not only change our lives in one short day, but that he's also been thinking about us for a lot longer than that. When Ruth thought she'd go off to glean in the fields, she was only asking for permission to do what she already had the right to. Through the law, God had provided for Ruth (and every stranger and beggar) by giving people the right to glean. 

Leviticus 19:9-11, "When you reap the harvest of your land, do not reap to the very edges of your field or gather the gleanings of your harvest. Do not go over your vineyard a second time or pick up the grapes that have fallen. Leave them for the poor and the alien. I am the Lord your God. Do not steal." 

Ruth didn't have to ask Naomi, and she didn't need to find favour in anyone's eyes (and she didn't have to ask again in v.7), it was already built into the system (by God) that she could gather what was left on the ground behind those harvesting. The way Leviticus reads it's almost as though the gleanings belonged to Ruth, and not letting her have them would have been stealing from her. 

I said right at the beginning that I'm sure that God has been at work in our lives in ways we just haven't seen - through our own blindness we've overlooked so many blessings. We may have even attributed the ones we've seen to our own hard work - and I wonder how many of us stay away from God or don't experience all that we could, because we haven't taken him up on the promises that have been there all along? It's not just a case of trusting God for the last minute interventions, but also seeing what he's been doing all along to make life possible. 

And a New Testament equivalent of that verse from Leviticus might be, 

Romans 8:16-17, "The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. Now if we are children, then we are heirs - heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory." 

Boaz is introduced in the background here as, 'a man of standing,' which puts even more distance between his situation and that of Naomi and Ruth especially, who in the next verse, is labelled, 'the Moabitess,' to stress the unlikelihood of anything good happening. Ruth is given this label five times during the story - as a constant reminder that she really shouldn't be there. 

Given how it all turns out in the end, by stressing the miracle of how things turned around for everyone here, we're reminded that anyone can come to believe and experience the blessings of God. Remember the lawyer in Luke 10:29, "He wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, 'And who is my neighbour?'" And we all know the answer he got - anyone and everyone in need. The marginalised outsider is right to push forward and ask for help, and those in the centre with privilege and wealth should move to the edges to make room. 

But before we get too carried away with Boaz's good standing... 

Matthew 1:1-5, "A record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son of David, the son of Abraham: Abraham was the father of Isaac, Isaac the father of Jacob, Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers, Judah the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar, Perez the father of Hezron, Hezron the father of Ram, Ram the father of Amminadab, Amminadab the father of Nahshon, Nahshon the father of Salmon, Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab." 

And Rahab was a prostitute. So if even the people of good standing here are of dubious standing, how much more should we care for others we see who suffer from rejection, poverty, misfortune, grief and loneliness? 

'This is a tale about an unprejudiced heart and how it changed our values for ever. There was a time, not so long ago, when some were afforded no respect.' For some, that's been because of the actions and prejudices of other people; but for others, it's been because we're reluctant to take seriously our status as children of God. God cares for us all in unexpected and amazing ways, as well as through ordinary, simple acts of kindness. 

As St Paul said, "As servants of God we commend ourselves in every way; having nothing, and yet possessing everything." 

3 So she went out and began to glean in the fields behind the harvesters. As it turned out, she found herself working in a field belonging to Boaz, who was from the clan of Elimelech. 

And yet more of God's timely provision... 

The King James version reads, "She went and gleaned in the field after the reapers: and her hap was to light on a part of the field belonging unto Boaz." 

'As it turned out,' is the NIV, which literally means, 'by chance' or, 'by appointment.' In other words, the author is saying, you decide - did Ruth just happen to pick the right field or was God involved in some way? She overlooked lots of other fields to end up in this one, and even then, she had no idea of the significance of where she was gleaning. 

St Paul says (Romans 8:28), "We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him." The trouble I have is that I don't know, I'm not always convinced. But if you think that God doesn't do anything in your life, it might be worth asking how you got to where you are? 

God works through the visible hand of miracle (the burning bush, the red sea, and so on) and the invisible hand of providence. I say, the 'invisible hand of providence' because providence is usually only visible to those with faith. In this story, of course, things still hang in the balance and things could still go wrong - but a corner has been turned, a crack in the seemingly insurmountable problems facing Naomi and Ruth has appeared that just might make possible a journey back to life from the bitterness they have come to know. 

But will the people in the story act in such a way as to allow God's intentions to be realised? 

4 Just then Boaz arrived from Bethlehem and greeted the harvesters, 'The Lord be with you!' 'The Lord bless you!' they called back. 

5 Boaz asked the foreman of his harvesters, 'Whose young woman is that?' 

'Just then' - another coincidence. 

Boaz doesn't ask who she is or where she comes from, but to whom she belongs. The name of that person is more important than Ruth's. And a good question today is, 'To whom do you belong?' 

My nephew has just finished working in an orphanage in South India and one of the things that first hit him there was the greeting everyone gives you when you meet for the first time - unashamedly, everyone asks, 'What is your name, and are you a Christian?' In other words, 'Who are you, and to whom do you belong?' 

Ephesians 1:7-14, "In Christ we have redemption through the forgiveness of sins. And you also were included in him when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit." 

Explain how the seals worked in those days? 

You are Christ's - so no wonder God wants to take such good care of you. 

6 The foreman replied, 'She is the Moabitess who came back from Moab with Naomi. 

7 She said, 'Please let me glean and gather among the sheaves behind the harvesters.' She went into the field and has worked steadily from morning till now, except for a short rest in the shelter.' 

8 So Boaz said to Ruth, 'My daughter, listen to me. Don't go and glean in another field and don't go away from here. Stay here with my servant girls. 

Ruth is told to stick with the others for her own protection - just as it's important for Christians to stick closely to one another and the church. That's not to say we're meant to be a clique, but simply that if we walk away from the help, encouragement and protection that we can be to one another, our faith will lose out under the pressure of an unbelieving and cynical world - and I've never seen it not happen. 

Galatians 5:6-7, "The only thing that counts is faith. You were running a good race. Who cut in on you and kept you from obeying the truth?" 

Remember Elimelech leaving God, 'just for a while,' but never making it back. Never under-estimate how hard it is to navigate in the fog of cynicism, unbelief or weird beliefs that exists in the world today. I know you'll be convinced that you're doing the right thing at the time, but be careful - 'Stay here with God.' 

9 Watch the field where the men are harvesting, and follow along after the girls. I have told the men not to touch you. And whenever you are thirsty, go and get a drink from the water jars the men have filled.' 

10 At this, she bowed down with her face to the ground. She exclaimed, 'Why have I found such favour in your eyes that you notice me - a foreigner?' 

Being able to use the water jars was a privilege not normally given to the gleaners, and so once again, God is doing more than expected - invisibly to some, because it's through the work of human hands. 

11 Boaz replied, 'I've been told all about what you have done for your mother-in-law since the death of your husband - how you left your father and mother and your homeland and came to live with a people you did not know before. 

12 May the Lord repay you for what you have done. May you be richly rewarded by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to take refuge.' 

The first thing Boaz knows about Ruth comes through what others have told him about her kindness - and he doesn't see her as a foreigner anymore, but as deserving honour. 

The word for the wings under which Ruth has sought refuge could mean a bird's wings, or a man's robe - which is a lovely play on words, since Boaz has no idea at the moment that he's going to be the answer to his own prayer for Ruth when she covers herself with his robe in the next chapter. 

13 'May I continue to find favour in your eyes, my lord,' she said. 'You have given me comfort and have spoken kindly to your servant - though I do not have the standing of one of your servant girls.' 

Ruth received food, but also comfort - in the form of acceptance and a welcome. 

There are two words for servant used in this book, and the one here describes a servant who is the lowest of the low with no prospect of improving their position. But the Sermon on the Mount is about to become true, more than a thousand years before it was preached (Matthew 5:3-16), 

"Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 

Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. 

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God. 

You are the salt of the earth. 

You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. 

In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven." 

You may be the only bible someone ever reads - so, 'let your light so shine before everyone, that they may see good news in the gospel they read in you.' 

Kindness... 

John Wesley's Rule of life: 

Do all the good you can, 

By all the means you can, 

In all the ways you can, 

In all the places you can, 

At all the times you can, 

To all the people you can, 

As long as ever you can. 

14 At mealtime Boaz said to her, 'Come over here. Have some bread and dip it in the wine vinegar.' When she sat down with the harvesters, he offered her some roasted grain. She ate all she wanted and had some left over. 

15 As she got up to glean, Boaz gave orders to his men, 'Even if she gathers among the sheaves, don't embarrass her. 

16 Rather, pull out some stalks for her from the bundles and leave them for her to pick up, and don't rebuke her.' 

Interestingly, at the time of Jesus, Jews refused to eat with Gentiles, but it appears here that this wasn't always the case. Boaz seeks to include Ruth into the larger community - she is fed, and given status. Boaz has given her more than she needs and more than he was responsible to do for her - but Ruth and Naomi aren't out of the woods yet. Gleaning was great while it lasted, but the harvest would soon be over and the rich pickings would end. 

17 So Ruth gleaned in the field until evening. Then she threshed the barley she had gathered, and it amounted to about an ephah. 

18 She carried it back to town, and her mother-in-law saw how much she had gathered. Ruth also brought out and gave her what she had left over after she had eaten enough. 

Luke 6:38, "Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you." 

Ruth had given her devotion to Naomi, and look what was happening to her now. 

19 Her mother-in-law asked her, 'Where did you glean today? Where did you work? Blessed be the man who took notice of you!' Then Ruth told her mother-in-law about the one at whose place she had been working. 'The name of the man I worked with today is Boaz,' she said. 

Boaz's name is mentioned as a throw-away without Ruth having any idea of the significance of the man. Of course Naomi did, so all the interest at first was about the amount of food gleaned but then all about the man whom Ruth had just met - and she was released in wonder and praise, perhaps for the first time in ten years. 

20 'The Lord bless him!' Naomi said to her daughter-in-law. 'He has not stopped showing his kindness to the living and the dead.' She added, 'That man is our close relative; he is one of our kinsman-redeemers.' 

21 Then Ruth the Moabitess said, 'He even said to me, 'Stay with my workers until they finish harvesting all my grain.'' 

22 Naomi said to Ruth her daughter-in-law, 'It will be good for you, my daughter, to go with his girls, because in someone else's field you might be harmed.' 

Notice Naomi describes Boaz as 'our' kinsman - Ruth is becoming more and more accepted as an Israelite. 

When it says, 'He has not stopped showing his kindness to the living and the dead,' the Hebrew could mean that Boaz has not stopped showing kindness, or that God hasn't. It's now up to us to ponder who was really responsible for providing for these women - again, so much of the story is about God's blessings coming through the hand of human kindness, and the author leaving us free to see it or not. 

Apart from kindness, there's also this bit about Boaz being one of Naomi's kinsman-redeemers. 

Under the marriage and inheritance laws, a kinsman-redeemer could preserve the name of his dead relative by marrying his widow and having a son, who would be considered the dead man's heir, and any son born after that would then be the redeemer's own heir. So now a possible solution to the long-term problem still facing Ruth and Naomi appears - there is new hope. 

23 So Ruth stayed close to the servant girls of Boaz to glean until the barley and wheat harvests were finished. And she lived with her mother-in-law. 

'There now follows a short intermission.' 

The times when nothing seems to be happening might be as important for you as the times when it's more obvious what God is doing. We need downtime, time to learn to live in a new land, time to practice what we're learning. 

But Ruth is about to move on again... 
