Ruth 3 

1 One day Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, 'My daughter, should I not try to find a home for you, where you will be well provided for? 

After the interval, and we don't know how long it was, here we are again, about to see what a difference another day is about to make. 

Noami clearly accepts Ruth as part of the family now. 

Continuing the theme of human kindness, previously it was God's work... 1.9 "May the Lord grant that each of you will find rest in the home of another husband." Now Naomi is trying to join in with what she has asked of God, to be part of the answer to her own prayer - 'Should I not try...?' 

Naomi began to see that she could have a part to play in giving Ruth what she wanted her to have. We need to seize the initiative when opportunities come our way - being the answer to what we know people need from God. 

Naomi doesn't say with great confidence that she will find a home for Ruth, but she does at least admit that she can try. Trying doesn't guarantee success, but not trying does guarantee failure. Let's give each other permission to fail - to try things out and see what happens. 

Abraham Lincoln: 

1831 - Business failed 

1832 - Election defeat 

1833 - Another business failure 

1834 - Minor election victory 

1835 - Fiancee died 

1836 - Nervous breakdown 

1838 - Election defeat 

1840 - Election defeat 

1843 - Election defeat 

1846 - Elected to Congress 

1848 - Defeated in Congress election 

1855 - Defeated in Senate election 

1856 - Defeated in Vice-pres. election 

1858 - Defeated in Senate election 

1860 - Elected President 

Knowing God's will, being sure of his guidance, is rarely so clear that we don't have to try things out - trying implies a mixture of certainties and uncertainties... 

1 Corinthians 16:5-10, "After I go through Macedonia, I will come to you - for I will be going through Macedonia. Perhaps I will stay with you awhile, or even spend the winter, so that you can help me on my journey, wherever I go. I do not want to see you now and make only a passing visit; I hope to spend some time with you, if the Lord permits. But I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost, because a great door for effective work has opened to me, and there are many who oppose me. If Timothy comes, see to it that he has nothing to fear while he is with you, for he is carrying on the work of the Lord, just as I am." 

The story of Ruth is one full of faith, but not full of certainty - it's very real in its portrayal of life on earth. 

2 Is not Boaz, with whose servant girls you have been, a kinsman of ours? Tonight he will be winnowing barley on the threshing-floor. 

3 Wash and perfume yourself, and put on your best clothes. Then go down to the threshing-floor, but don't let him know you are there until he has finished eating and drinking. 

Apparently, mention of threshing floor would have automatically raised eyebrows in those days (there were all sorts of sexual undertones associated with it - perhaps the first millennium BC equivalent of behind the bike shed) - and even we can understand the possible implications of getting all dolled up for the night (the perfume and the best clothes). This was a high-risk strategy. Ruth wasn't breaking any laws, but as a young, poor, foreign, servant woman, she was certainly knocking down every cultural taboo of her day. 

For all of us, perhaps we need to take even greater risks in our approach to Christ, to be vulnerable and intimate as the church, his bride. I know that can be costly, but the price of not trying, of not drawing near, is even higher. 

Whilst much of the story is about faith, love, trust, humility, kindness, and answers to prayer, there's also this very down to earth and real part to it - which in no way diminishes the holiness of it all. In fact, it's there to heighten it. There was an early church heresy that the natural and the spiritual aspects of life were very separate - so that you could do what you liked with your body and it didn't affect your soul. But the natural and spiritual are both aspects of the created order and inextricably linked together. As I was suggesting yesterday at the start, religion and politics, and history, and now biology, do mix. 

4 When he lies down, note the place where he is lying. Then go and uncover his feet and lie down. He will tell you what to do.' 

5 'I will do whatever you say,' Ruth answered. 

6 So she went down to the threshing-floor and did everything her mother-in-law told her to do. 

Despite the risk, Ruth was obedient - willing to give it a go. Today, 'whatever' is usually the way a teenager tells you they don't care - but not here. Ruth was willing to subject herself to the guidance of others, and to do the work - whatever. 

7 When Boaz had finished eating and drinking and was in good spirits, he went over to lie down at the far end of the grain pile. Ruth approached quietly, uncovered his feet and lay down. 

The writer has obviously enjoyed telling this story - there are moments when we have to imagine, speculate and reflect on what we think is really going on and what we think the likely outcome is. In this instance, after mention of the threshing floor and given that 'feet' were sometimes used as a euphemism for more private parts of the anatomy, all the listeners would have seen the potential in a late night encounter between a man and a woman alone together - they would have been dying to hear what happened next, perhaps jumping to all sorts of conclusions. 

What conclusions do you like jumping to - and are you always right? 

Boaz comes good in the end, but we have to accept that sometimes our good intentions will not always be seen as such - we might find ourselves in circumstances where people infer the worst. 

I'm sure you've all speculated with one another when you've been watching a film - guessing who did it or how it was going to end, and things would have been no different three thousand years ago. Today, people still read this book and wonder what might lie behind the simple telling of the events. Of course, we see it with grown up eyes, but a child will see it differently (as with the picture I just showed you). 

Some folk can spot the sexual innuendo, some just can't see it. Some feminists see this book differently from me - rather than rejoicing in how Ruth broke down barriers, they see her and Naomi's dependency on Boaz as another sign of male oppression. I've tried to point out the kindness shown throughout, but some see Ruth as selfish and scheming in the way she works her way into the life of Naomi and Boaz. Boaz is only looking out for himself too - he fancies Ruth and doesn't already have a wife. Naomi wants to leave Ruth behind at first (she'll just be a burden on her), and only accepts her when she sees how useful she can be. All three characters are simply acting in selfish ways - so the book has little good news in it at all (for them or the feminists). 

I don't agree with these alternatives, but we still need to appreciate those perspective, perhaps see what they have to offer, and have answers for those who voice them. What might seem obvious to us as Christians, isn't always obvious to everyone else. Why do you think it is we're in such a minority? Some of the things we expect people to see are just nor visible to them - which isn't necessarily their fault, and we have to find ways of making the good news 'good' for them too. 

8 In the middle of the night something startled the man, and he turned and discovered a woman lying at his feet. 

9 'Who are you?' he asked. 'I am your servant Ruth,' she said. 'Spread the corner of your garment over me, since you are a kinsman-redeemer.' 

This is pretty much akin to Ruth requesting marriage - it can't be seen as simply asking for warmth. 

But, now that she has to be a little more forward, the Hebrew word for servant here is not the same as Ruth used in 2.13, the one here implies a higher status and makes it more appropriate for Ruth to marry Boaz. 

Ezekiel 16:8, "Later I passed by, and when I looked at you and saw that you were old enough for love, I spread the corner of my garment over you and covered your nakedness. I gave you my solemn oath and entered into a covenant with you, declares the Sovereign Lord, and you became mine." 

Matthew 23:37, "O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing." 

In 2:12 Boaz said, "May you be richly rewarded by the Lord, under whose wings you have come to take refuge." The use of 'wing' again, by Ruth, invites Boaz to make good the answer to his own prayer. 

10 'The Lord bless you, my daughter,' he replied. 'This kindness is greater than that which you showed earlier: You have not run after the younger men, whether rich or poor. 

11 And now, my daughter, don't be afraid. I will do for you all you ask. All my fellow townsmen know that you are a woman of noble character. 

Boaz was obviously an older man who could hardly believe his 'luck'. Ruth is marrying him by choice, and certainly not to satisfy expectations, customs or rules. Her marriage goes beyond the call of duty and has something to do with.... love. Likewise, Boaz could have taken advantage of her in the night, refused her approach or taken offence at her forwardness - but he too acts out of love to redeem the situation Ruth and Naomi are in. 

At our regular meeting of the local clergy last month, we were talking about prayer and one of my co-clergy said, 'I don't understand why I should ask God for anything, why can I, a mere human being, ask God to do me a favour?' Ruth didn't deserve Boaz, but that's not what this is all about. Love isn't reasonable, and neither is kindness. You can ask God for something because he loves you, and you might be a mere human being, but you're also a child of God and made in his image. You don't deserve God's love, but that doesn't make it any less real. 

Boaz's love now completes the destruction of the gulf in status between him and Ruth by referring to her as someone of 'noble character.' The word Boaz uses is the same word used of him when he first appeared in the scene in 2:1. In the same way, St Paul suggests that the word used by God to describe Jesus ('my son') is now used by him to describe you (Romans 8:14), "Those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God." 

It's a wonderful assurance here from Boaz that Ruth's possible forwardness was not out of place nor had she offended. We need the same confidence in our approach to God. 

12 Although it is true that I am near of kin, there is a kinsman-redeemer nearer than I. 

Woops! Disaster now looms. 

Suddenly it could all go wrong - there's a sudden injection here of some uncertainty as someone unknown, someone who could ruin the plan, now enters the story. It's not just Ruth who's vulnerable - so is Boaz, Naomi, and even God. Naomi, who had no helpers, now seems to have too many. 

But Boaz shows has seen the wider context and has an idea of how to resolve it so that all ends well - but until then, we're thrown back onto our faith once again. 

13 Stay here for the night, and in the morning if he wants to redeem, good; let him redeem. But if he is not willing, as surely as the Lord lives I will do it. Lie here until morning.' 

14 So she lay at his feet until morning, but got up before anyone could be recognised; and he said, 'Don't let it be known that a woman came to the threshing-floor.' 

The word used for 'stay' clears up any hint of sexual impropriety (apparently there are other Hebrew words that would have confirmed it). It was a tense moment, but everyone's honour is in tact. 

Boaz then wanted Ruth to leave unseen, not because anything untoward had happened, but because people love to gossip and put 2 and 2 together in order to arrive at 5. 

The PCCs in the Benefice are obliged every year to look at the risks facing the smooth operation of the church - and the risks are categorised; health and safety (dodgy roof tiles or wiring), financial (going bust), operational (building being unusable, clergy leaving), and reputational. The first three are all ones we'd have dreamt up anyway, but we also have to look at the reputation of the church and it's members and how we could easily lose this. We all know that it takes just one bit of bad news to wipe out years of good work. 

15 He also said, 'Bring me the shawl you are wearing and hold it out.' When she did so, he poured into it six measures of barley and put it on her. Then he went back to town. 

16 When Ruth came to her mother-in-law, Naomi asked, 'How did it go, my daughter?' Then she told her everything Boaz had done for her 

17 and added, 'He gave me these six measures of barley, saying, 'Don't go back to your mother-in-law empty-handed.'' 

Noami went out full and came back empty, Ruth went out empty and came back full. 

18 Then Naomi said, 'Wait, my daughter, until you find out what happens. For the man will not rest until the matter is settled today.' 

'Wait' - another period of time when we can lose confidence and start to panic and wonder and doubt - but we need patience. Remember we only have to wait for one minute at a time - and any minute could be the last one of that waiting. 
