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Sermon – June 5, 2011 

“Extreme Friendship” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Ruth 1:1-18 

 

Prayer of Preparation: 

We give you thanks, O God, for ancient, living stories.  Through these stories, 

you nurture our imaginations, touch our feelings, increase our awareness, and 

challenge our assumptions.  Bless the words I speak and open our hearts to the 

power of your Spirit as we listen and take into our lives, your living word.  

Amen.  

 

    

   The Bible says, in the book of Deuteronomy, “No Ammonite or Moabite shall 

be admitted to the assembly of the Lord.  Even to the tenth generation, none of the 

descendents shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord, because they did not 

meet you with food and water on your journey out of Egypt, and because they 

hired against you Balaam, son of Beor, from Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse 

you.” 

 

No Moabites allowed, to the tenth generation, which was another way to say 

“forever.”  God’s law excluded the Moabites.  And then came the story of Ruth, 

the Moabite.  It was set in the day of judges. Israel wasn’t a nation; Israel was a 

dozen tribes wandering around the Promised Land.  It was before there were kings.  

The story began with a Jewish man and woman, Elimelech and Naomi.  They came 

upon hard times because of a famine.  To save their lives, they did the unthinkable, 

they packed up their belongings and moved to Moab. 

 

I wonder if we can truly appreciate and grasp the impact of this decision they 

made.  They were moving to unfriendly territory.  They were going to a place 

where they were the outsiders.  Elimelech and Naomi were in such hard times that 

obedience to God’s law was a luxury they couldn’t afford, so with their two sons 

they moved to Moab.  It had to be a terribly painful decision, even as a matter of 
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survival.  Then after they arrived, a few weeks, months, a day, we don’t know, 

Elimelech died.  Now, if word got back to their neighbors in Bethlehem, people 

were sure to be talking about it, saying something like this: 

 

“Did you hear about Elimelech?” 

“Oh, you mean Elimelech who moved his family to Moab? 

“Yeah, him.” 

“What happened to him?” 

“He died!” 

“Ohhh..no..that’s too bad.  Hmm…not surprising though.  They shouldn’t have 

moved to that God-forsaken place!” 

“I know, I told him that, too.  I said, don’t go there.  That land is cursed.  

Something bad will happen to you.” 

“Yeah, and I reminded him what the Law said.” 

“He didn’t listen…now, he’s dead.” 

“They were just asking for trouble.  I wonder what Naomi’s going to do now?” 

“Yeah, well, at least she has her two sons.” 

 

Except, it got even worse.  Naomi’s two sons grew up and fell in love with 

Moabite women and married them.  More scandalous news…if it got back to the 

folks at home.  Some more time passed and the two sons died, leaving three 

widows in the family, Naomi and her two Moabite daughters-in-law.  It was a 

dismal picture for them-- especially Naomi.  It was doubtful she could survive 

without a husband, a brother, or a son to watch after her and take care of her.  It’s 

the way it was and Naomi knew just how dismal it was.  God must have been 

punishing her for moving to that forbidden land or something. 

 

So, Naomi decided to go home to Bethlehem, alone.  She announced her 

leaving to her daughters-in-law.  One of them, Ruth refused to stay.  She was going 

with Naomi and nothing could stop her.  Not even a land where no Moabites were 

allowed.  It was a brave, loving, risky, and illogical decision.  Ruth would be the 

outsider, a despised outsider, because of what the Law said about her and her kind.  

She was walking into a lion’s den. 

 

The neighbors jaws must have dropped when they walked into town. 

“Is that Naomi?” 

“Who’s that with her?” 

“It’s one of those.”  

“What?” 

“You know, it’s a Moabite, can’t you tell?” 

“Oh my God, heaven help us.” 

“How could she allow such a thing?” 

“I heard one of her sons was married to that Moabite.” 
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Gasp!  “It’s worse than I could have imagined!” 

“She’s forgotten who she is.  Doesn’t she remember?  No Moabites 

allowed…ever! 

 

Those of you who know this story, know it ends well.  Naomi did some 

scheming.  Ruth did some more risky and bold things.  In the process, Ruth caught 

the eye and affections of a well-to-do distant relative of Naomi’s named Boaz.  

Ruth and Boaz married and had a child.  And the women of Bethlehem, they took 

back every catty thing they said when they proclaimed, “Blessed be the Lord, who 

has not left Naomi without next-of-kin…for your daughter-in-law who loves you, 

who is more to you that seven sons, has borne a son.” 

 

The law—No Moabites allowed, what happened?  Ruth happened.  Friendship 

and commitment happened.  Ruth tore down the wall between two people.  Ruth 

was more than seven sons to Naomi!  They said.  That’s a lot!  And it was a lot, for 

Ruth became the great-grandmother of the King of Israel who was loved more than 

all the others, King David.  And as the great-grandmother of King David, Ruth, the 

Moabite, was an ancestor of Jesus, our Lord and Savior.  You can read Ruth’s 

name in the Gospel of Matthew, in the genealogy.  So much for no Moabites 

allowed! 

 

What happened?  The grace of God happened, that’s what.  The grace of God 

has no boundaries, no borders, no religion.  In this story, the grace of God didn’t 

even follow God’s own Law.  God’s grace was let loose on Naomi’s world and the 

walls came tumbling down.  God’s grace was let loose through a Moabite 

woman—through her loyalty, courage, and love.  That’s what grace does.  It 

challenges our assumptions, increases our awareness, and opens doors that have 

been closed for a long, long time.  Ruth’s extreme friendship was pure grace for 

Naomi.   

 

We humans are sometimes capable of being really good at messing things up, 

making bad choices, causing confusion, and wreaking havoc.  We don’t live up to 

God’s hopes for us.  And does God give up on us?  Does God say, “These human 

creatures, they have destroyed my dream for the last time, from now on I’ll use 

angels, they are a lot more reliable.”  No, God doesn’t say that.  Instead, God 

seems to say, over and over again, “Let’s see what can be done with the confusion 

these humans have created.”  God’s laws are strict, yes, but you know what?  

God’s character and God’s imagination is grace, pure grace. 

 

Does this mean God’s law doesn’t matter?  No, it matters. John Wesley 

preached a whole lot about grace.  Wesley says the more we experience the grace 

of God, the more we will want to live a life worthy of the grace of God.  We 

respond to God’s love by living a life of love. 
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Sometimes our lives are full of despair and chaos and hopelessness.  It is too 

much.  Sometimes we mess up royally and we know it and we beat ourselves up 

about it.  We start to believe we are a failure.  Naomi said, “Call me Mara, for God 

has dealt bitterly with me.”  Like Naomi, we judge ourselves harshly and expect to 

pay the penalty.  We believe God is punishing us. 

 

This is not God.  This is something else, no matter how logical or moral we 

make it, it is not God.  God does not deny grace, we do.  We stop recognizing 

grace, experiencing it and accepting it.  We do this to ourselves.   

 

God is already giving us grace.  God is always ready to take our messy, broken 

lives and build them into something even more meaningful and profound.  The 

grace of God can redeem us.  No one is excluded from the grace of God.  Moabites 

are allowed.  What we learn from Ruth is the one we exclude just may be the one 

who redeems us.  The one we exclude may be the one who gives birth to the 

beginning of our salvation. 

 

William Barclay told a story about visiting a hospital for the mentally ill with a 

psychiatrist in England.  Barclay was envious of the psychiatrist’s work because 

often the psychiatrist could see the result of his work.  The psychiatrist said to 

Barclay, “Let me tell you something.  All that a psychiatrist can do is strip a person 

naked until you get down to the essential person; and if the essential person is bad 

stuff, there is nothing he can do about it.”  Then the psychiatrist turned to Barclay 

as a spiritual man and said, “That’s where you come in.   

 

Barclay explained later, “I think he meant, that is where Jesus Christ comes in.”  

And I think Barclay meant, “That is where grace comes in.”  The one thing I keep 

believing in when life seems to be fatalistic, or pre-determined, or hopeless, or 

simply way over my head…is grace.  I believe in grace.  And where I experience 

grace is through friendship, often unexpected, totally free, amazing and extreme 

friendship, the kind that says, I will be here no matter what and I believe in you 

when you don’t believe in yourself.   

 

The Book of Ruth barely made it into the Bible, by the way.  It was strongly 

debated because it makes very little reference to God.  God did not speak to 

anyone.  God worked silently behind the scenes of a couple of women…oh my 

gosh, what a scandal that was!  By the grace of God, Ruth became Scripture, or the 

grace of someone.  Thank God!  Because it is a powerful little book about tearing 

down walls that divide us, about God’s redemption and grace.  This message 

comes through someone who was supposed to be excluded forever from the 

assembly of God.  Grace intervened through Ruth.  And this story will forever be a 
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living example of loyalty, courage, and love—extreme friendship.  A friendship of 

pure grace.    

 

Amen. 

 


