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Naomi started to return with her daughters-in-law 
from the country of Moab, for she had heard in the 
country of Moab that the Lord had had consideration 
for the people and given them food. So she set out from 
the place where she had been living, she and her two 
daughters-in-law, and they went on their way to go 
back to the land of Judah. 

But Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law: “Go 
back each of you to your mother’s house. May the Lord 
deal kindly with you, as you have dealt with the dead 
and with me. The Lord grant that you may find security, 
each of you in the house of your husband.” 

Then she kissed them, and they wept aloud. They 
said to her: “No, we will return with you to your 
people.” 

Naomi said, “Turn back, my daughters, why will 
you go with me? Do I still have sons in my womb that 
they may become your husbands? Turn back, my 
daughters, go your way, for I am too old to have a 
husband. Even if I thought there was hope for me, even 
if I should have a husband tonight and bear sons, would 
you then wait until they were grown? Would you then 
refrain from marrying? No, my daughters, it has been 
far more bitter for me than for you, because the hand of 
the Lord has turned against me.” 

They wept aloud again. Orpah kissed her mother-
in-law, but Ruth clung to her. 

Naomi said, “See, your sister-in-law has gone back 
to her people and to her gods; return after your sister-
in-law.” 



Ruth replied, “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!” 

When Naomi saw that she was determined to go 
with her, she said no more to her.            - Ruth 1:6-18 
 
 The best love stories are not the ones where boy 
meets girl, struggles to decide if he loves the girl, and 
then waits as the girl weighs the pros and cons of being 
a couple.  The best love story cannot be When Harry 
Met Sally, Pretty Woman, La La Land, or anything 
with Bridget Jones, because the best romances are not 
about deciding anything at all.  The best love stories 
are about people who have no choice—stories—and I 
know this makes me sound old—like Casablanca.   

Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the 
world, Ingrid Bergman had to walk into Humphrey 
Bogart’s.  In the best ending of a movie ever, Rick tells 
Ilsa to get on the plane with the much less interesting 
than Bogie, Victor Lazlo:  “Inside of us, we both know 
you belong with Victor.  You’re part of his work, the 
thing that keeps him going.  If that plane leaves the 
ground and you’re not with him, you’ll regret it.  
Maybe not today.  Maybe not tomorrow, but soon and 
for the rest of your life.” 



“You said you would never leave me.  And you 
never will, but I’ve got a job to do, too.  Where I’m 
going, you can’t follow.  What I’ve got to do, you can’t 
be any part of.” 

“Ilsa, I’m no good at being noble, but it doesn’t 
take much to see that the problems of three little people 
don’t amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world.  
Someday you’ll understand that.  Here’s looking at 
you, kid.” 

The best romances are not about people who 
cannot make up their minds about whether to love.  
Classic love stories are about people who cannot stop 
loving no matter what the consequences are.   
 The Book of Ruth is a classic love story.  A famine 
hits Israel.  It is especially hard for potters like 
Elimelech.  When the rain stops no one buys ceramic 
jack-o-lanterns.  The neighbors and relatives try to help, 
but they do not have anything either.   

Elimelech takes his starving family sixty miles east 
to Moab.  They must be out of choices, because moving 
to Moab was going over to the enemy.  Life is not 
much better there.  It is hard at the start, and then it gets 
worse.  Elimelech dies.   

Naomi goes through Elizabeth Kubler-Ross’s 
stages of grief three thousand years before Dr. Ross 
wrote them down.  Naomi experiences shock, denial, 
anger, and depression.  She stops at depression.  Naomi 
does not decide to stay in Moab so much as she does 
not have the energy to leave. 



Her two sons bring Moabite girls home to meet 
mom.  Elimelech would not have stood for it.  Israelites 
are not supposed to marry foreigners—especially 
Moabites, but Naomi figures that love has its reasons.  
Tragedy strikes again.  Both sons die like their father 
before them.   

Within three verses this immigrant family is 
transformed into a company of widows whose social 
security is buried six feet under.  The ancient world 
made little provision for widows.  These three women 
are refugees on the verge of starvation.  Soon their hair 
begins to fall out and their ribs start to protrude.  They 
resemble victims of the Holocaust more than the well-
fed women in the pictures we saw in Sunday school.   
 Naomi has been through enough to know that she 
has been through too much.  She will go home to a 
place that will not be home any more.  The neighbors 
will see her as proof that God punishes people who 
throw in with the enemy, but at least she can be buried 
in what used to be her home country. 

Orpah and Ruth walk Naomi to the train station.  
The call for Judah comes over the loud speaker.  Their 
hearts are so broken the two young women announce, 
“We’ll go, too.”   

Naomi knows it is foolishness:  “Go home.  You 
need to be married.  I’m out of sons.  The only man 
you’d be allowed to marry in Bethlehem would be one 
of my relatives.  Do the math.  If by some incredible 
gynecological fluke I had another son, by the time he 



was old enough to marry one of you, you’d be in the old 
folks’ home.”   

Orpah listens and kisses Naomi goodbye.  They 
both know how hard the world is.  Ruth is another 
matter.  She clings to the otherwise abandoned Naomi 
and will not let go.   

She gives a speech that has been sung at weddings 
by soloists who did not know they were offering an ode 
to a mother-in-law: “I want to go wherever you go and 
live wherever you live.  Your people will be my people.  
Your God will be my God.  Where you die, I will die, 
and there I will be buried.” 
 We tend to think of this as a choice Ruth made.  
Ruth could either stay in her country with her family or 
go with her mother-in-law and be an illegal immigrant.   
 We think everything is a choice because our lives 
are filled with choices.  Our coffee shops have a 
stunning variety of choices.  We have thirty-one flavors 
of almost everything.   

We choose where to go to school, where to live, 
whether to marry, whom to marry, whether to stay 
married, whether to have children, where to go, where 
to stay, what to do, and what not to do.  We choose our 
church, our profession, and our friendships.   

We think so much of making choices that we 
assume that choice is the governing principle of life.  
But in some ways, the most telling decisions are the 
ones that we do not even know we are making.  They 
take place without a lot of deliberation, because they are 
the result of who we are and the hopes to which we 



belong.  Some decisions seem like “the only thing to 
do” (Martin Copenhaver, “The Only Thing to Do,” 
Christian Century, October 19, 1994, 947). 
 Ruth’s declaration that she will follow Naomi is so 
immediate, so unyielding, so matter-of-fact, so lacking 
in reflection, that it is obvious that she does not see it as 
a choice at all.  The governing principle of her life is 
not choice, but love.  She will do as love leads her to 
do.  Loving is the only thing she can do. 
 So they board the train and cry all the way across 
the desert to the tiny village of Bethlehem.  Naomi 
returns defeated, without a single picture of a 
grandchild, but she has survived, mostly.  One 
commentator says Naomi, “looks like the husk that has 
been left over after the core of life has been removed” 
(Laura Winner, Girl Meets God, Chapel Hill, 
Algonquin, 2002, 243).   

She tells them not to call her “Naomi”—which 
means “pleasant,”—but to call her “Mara”—which 
means “bitter.”  No one ever has the heart to call her 
that.   

Ruth’s resume is so unimpressive that she takes a 
part-time job picking up the grain that the harvesters 
drop.  Even after all her heartaches, Ruth still has a 
spring in her step and that funny little Moabite accent 
(Frederick Buechner, Peculiar Treasures, Harper and 
Row, San Francisco, 1979, 148).  It is not long before 
she catches the eye of the owner of the field.  Boaz is a 
little long in the tooth, but he still knows an attractive 
woman when he sees one.   



He promises to watch out for her, in a supportive 
sort of way.  When Ruth tells Naomi about it, Naomi 
comes up with a plan.  It is clear to Naomi that Boaz is 
interested whether he knows it or not.  All Ruth has to 
do is find the right way to let Boaz know that she is 
interested, too.   

Around midnight Ruth will go to the barn where 
Boaz is sleeping.  If it is a little chilly and if Boaz’s 
blanket slips off, and if Ruth just happens to be close 
enough to keep him warm, that would not be the worst 
thing in the world.  The details of this seduction scene 
are sketchy.  This may be more R-rated than we usually 
admit. 

We may not want to speculate on everything that is 
going on.  It is enough to say that when Ruth proposes, 
Boaz does not have to think about it.  They get married 
and have a baby boy.  Naomi comes to take care of 
Obed and never even thinks about leaving.  The baby is 
King David’s grandfather and thirty generations later 
Jesus shows up.  Right there in the family tree of the 
Jewish Messiah there is a Moabite.  It would be like an 
African American learning that his grandmother was a 
member of the Klan.   
 Ruth’s story is told for six hundred years before it 
is written down.  One of my friends insists that a 
woman must have written the Book of Ruth.  He asks, 
“Is it even possible that a man would write a story like 
this?” (Keith Herron, “The Tie That Binds,” 
Holmeswood Baptist Church, Kansas City, November 
2, 2003).   



This story was remembered because it is about the 
love that leaves us without choices.  What do you do 
when a famine comes, when your husband dies, when 
your children die, when you are far from home, and 
when your name is bitter?  If you belong to God, you do 
the only thing you can do.  You keep loving. 

During World War II, the French village of Le 
Chambon—a city of 5,000—saved as many as 5,000 
from the Nazis.  As President Obama noted on 
Holocaust Remembrance Day in 2009, “Not a single 
Jew who came was turned away, or turned in.  But it 
wasn’t until decades later that the villagers spoke of 
what they had done—and even then, only reluctantly. 
They said, ‘How could you call us “good”? We were 
doing what had to be done.’” 
 For over a decade before France fell to the Nazis, 
the minister in the village preached this message:  “We 
are Huguenots who survived persecution.  That means 
we show up for people being persecuted.  We are 
Christians.  That means engaging in nonviolent 
resistance to empires doing harm and protecting the 
people who are being harmed.” 

In a sermon delivered the day after France 
surrendered to the Nazis, the village minister André 
Trocmé said to his congregation:  “The responsibility 
of Christians is to resist violence through the weapons 
of the spirit.” 
 In Le Chambon, the church’s message shaped the 
people’s identity and behavior.  The church’s message 
demanded that they act out of love. Throughout World 



War II the people of the village protected refugees, 
even though it put their own lives at risk.  It does not 
seem likely that the village had a town meeting where 
they argued the pros and cons of being brave.  They just 
did it. 

What do you do when your village is defeated and 
your life seems ruined?  If you belong to God, you do 
the only thing you can do.  You keep loving.  

In many ways the most telling decisions are the 
ones that we do not realize we are making.  They flow 
out of who we are.   

Sören Kierkegaard said that people live at three 
levels.  At the aesthetic, the lowest level, people drift 
along looking only for selfish satisfaction, doing what 
they want to do.  At the second level, the ethical level, 
they try to follow the rules.  Morality is the absolute.  
In the final analysis, the ethical level is not that 
different from the lowest level.  Living only to follow 
the rules is not much more holy than living only for 
yourself.  At the highest level, the level of true religion, 
life is a journey that takes us wherever love leads.   

From the outside it may look like we have hard 
decisions to make, but from the inside we can only do 
what love calls us to do.  At the highest level of life, 
we look for the outsider, we listen for the broken-
hearted, and we help those who are left out.  At the 
level of true faith, we love one another.  We come to 
understand that love heals everything, and love is all 
there is. 



What do we do when a husband dies, when 
children die, when home does not feel like home, and 
when our name is bitter?  What do we do when our 
children keep doing what we have begged them not to 
do?  What do when we are tired of being alone, tired of 
being misunderstood, and tired of being left out? 

What do we do when our job is not what we 
dreamed, when every day is hard, and when we feel 
unappreciated?  What do we do when we are 
overwhelmed by the needs of those who are hungry, 
abused, forgotten?  What do we do when the church 
disappoints us, when we are dealt an unfair hand, and 
when we are disillusioned with the whole world?   

If we belong to God, no matter what happens, the 
only thing to do is love. 
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