The Book of Ruth 

'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.' 

Much of the Bible is filled with extraordinary stories - we've got creation, amazing miracles, outstanding heroism, disasters and triumphs. There are books filled with profound theology, mystical prophecy, there's graceful poetry and wonderful teaching that has stood the test of time and made it's way into our most basic thinking about good and evil. 

But I'm not quite sure where to put Ruth in all this - in many ways it's one of the most unremarkable books in the Bible. None of the deep theological reasoning of Paul's letter to the Romans, but it is full of theology; nothing in it of the life of Christ, but it points to the one who fed the hungry, comforted the grieving, entered into unlikely friendships, and confounded traditional values and customs. There's no overt instruction on Christian living like the Sermon on the Mount, but it does have a huge amount to say about the way we live. In fact, having been immersed in it for a while now, I've decided that it's the very ordinariness of the book that makes it rather extra-ordinary, and that makes it feel much more real and accessible. It's a dramatic story with high ideals and great faith - but all portrayed in people like you and me, in people I can relate to and who don't scare me with their holiness (if you can understand what I mean by that). 

God is at work in every one of us here - even if you don't believe that to be true of yourself. God has done more for us and through us that we'll ever realise, and that's what I hope we will see with a little more conviction as we look at this book. There may be no obvious miracles or epic sagas, but there's lots of stuff like faith, kindness, acceptance, generosity, risk, hope, despair, grief and confusion - and those are all things very much in the realm of my own daily experience. 

If you think you don't have an important role to play in the church, in God's plan for the rescue of the world, with so many 'super-spiritual' people around you; if you think, like the pig in the film ‘Babe’, that you have nothing special to offer, then listen to this story. The book has no direct talking with God and very little action by him, no big names taking part, no great battles, no baddies to defeat, it's just the tale of one small and insignificant family from Bethlehem - but then, where have we heard that before? 

Ember, it was amateurs who built the Ark, but professionals who built the Titanic. 

And then the whole book ends with the wonderful understatement that, by the way, Ruth married Boaz and became the great-grandmother of King David and the 'several greats' grandmother of Jesus himself. The genealogy at the end takes the story from the micro level of seemingly insignificant local events and people and zooms out to the big picture and shows what an amazing impact an individual life can have without realising it. Here we have a reason for taking everyone seriously. 

There is an invisible and unspoken debate in the world as to whether the word Christian should be used as a noun or and adjective. When it's used as an adjective (as in, she's a Christian teacher, he's a Christian business man) it's used to attach a whole pile of characteristics and qualities onto an individual - in particular, it suggests that they should be perfect. We end up thinking, 'That's not a very Christian thing to do,' so a Christian teacher should never lose her temper, and a Christian business man should give all his profits away, and so on. As a noun (as in, she's a teacher and she's a Christian) the word is a little more open ended. Christians used to be called 'followers of the way' because faith is more of a journey than a list of rules and characteristics and adjectives - and if we're on a journey that hasn't yet ended, then not everything can be as fixed and settled as we might like and there will be unpredictable things happening along to way that we will have to deal with as and when. It makes for a much less tidy and ordered world - but that's the reality most of us actually experience. For example... 

Naomi comes into the story by complaining to God about her lot in life. Ruth got into the story by asking for what she wanted and stepping out of the racial, social, gender and religious boundaries that others had placed around her. Boaz got into the story by taking up new responsibilities. Rather than hoarding his wealth and status, he went beyond the letter of the law to get involved in what God was doing. All these characters were in the same story, but the book shows different voyages of discovery for the each of them, and it attributes different adjectives to each of them - they're not pigeon-holed. They were all being 'Christians' (albeit, Old Testament ones) without behaving in the same way at all. 

If someone were to ask you what it means to be a Christian, wouldn't it be great if, instead of listing lots of adjectives ('It means being kind, loving, and so on'), we could do it by pointing to nouns, people - Sue, Tricia, Andy, Simon, or Ruth, Naomi, or Boaz. 

There's another debate in the world about Christianity - and that's whether or not it should be mixed in with the word 'politics.' We're all familiar with that one - but even more sinister that keeping faith out of politics is the way faith has been kept out of history. Jesus Christ, simply as a historical figure, has made more of an impact on this country than a number of characters who are featured in our history lessons as a matter of course (Julius Caesar, William the Conqueror, and so on) and yet Jesus never makes it into those lessons. When Israel wrote about God, she wrote history. Everyone else fell into the trap we have and separated out their history from their theology. Israel wrote about people made in the image of God, the other nations made no such connection - but we have been made in God's image, and we need to keep the connection. The book of Ruth is a classic example of normal human activity woven in with an understanding that God is king (which is what the name Elimelech means). 

Let me read a passage from a book by one of my heroes, Eugene Peterson - and he uses the image of the parting of the Red Sea to talk about the difference for many of us between Sunday and the rest of the week. 

Eugene Peterson - 'Five Smooth Stones' 

Each Sunday worship divides the waters of chaos that on command roll back to the right and to the left while the people march through in glad triumph. For an hour all truth is contemporary and complete. God's word is proclaimed, affirmed and accepted. Then the pastor lifts his hand in blessing and goes to the door to speak individually with the people as they leave to 'take possession of the land.' In another hour or so the sanctuary is empty and he goes home. He looks out of the window and sees that the waters have 'returned to their place and overflowed all its banks, as before.' 

In church on Sunday, we all work in an atmosphere of acknowledged faith, but then make a disorderly re-entry into a world of muddle, chaos, boredom, confusion and distress. How can we help people who can't seem to find their place in the covenant understand their lives to be chapters, or paragraphs, in the epic story of God's saving history? Ruth is written for the church door on a Sunday - in a time similar to ours today, 'when Israel had no king and everyone did as he saw fit.' 

