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Sermon, Ruth 1:1-18, 10/31/2021, St. David’s Episcopal Church (Elizabeth Felicetti) 

Last week our Old Testament reading was the happy ending of the Book of Job, and today we 

have the opening of Ruth. Ruth has sometimes been called “charming,” but I learned in seminary 

that this is a book about survival. 

Some say that The Book of Naomi would be a better name than Ruth. Naomi is sometimes 

considered a female version of Job. The opening of Ruth is not as idyllic as the opening of Job, 

because there’s a famine in the land and the author doesn’t list how rich they were. Still, the 

family was intact: Elimelech and Naomi and their two sons. The names of the sons, Mahlon and 

Chilion, foreshadow the bad stuff to come, given that their names mean “sickness” and 

“destruction.” Elimelech dies, but the sons get married and they live for about ten years, 

childless, before the sons die as well. So Naomi, like Job, lost everything. 

Or so it seemed. She still had Ruth, who in the course of this short book of the Bible would turn 

Naomi’s fortunes around so that the story would end happily, although differently than the book 

of Job in that all of Naomi’s fortunes weren’t restored. Instead, new life happens, but not in the 

way that Naomi had expected. Everything looked bleak at the time today’s passage took place. 

Everything looked bleak, but Ruth clung to Naomi. 

An article I wrote came out last Wednesday in the Atlantic. In it, I was honest about my 

pandemic church struggles the past year, which I pointed out were in some ways harder than the 

previous year.  

In 2020, we didn’t have much autonomy as a church. The diocese mandated what we could and 

could not do: when we had to close, when we could reopen, what we had to do to reopen.   In 

2021, we’ve decided more details ourselves. We absolutely cannot make everyone happy, 

because this is a miserable situation and we are divided in how to approach it and to our own 

comfort levels with regard to risk.  

Some of us have been on airplanes, which others would not consider right now. Some of us feel 

fine not wearing masks because we’ve been vaccinated, while others wouldn’t venture indoors 

without a mask. Some go to restaurants and others will only dine outdoors. Some are too young 

to get vaccinated and a few do not intend to get vaccinated. Some have contracted COVID-19 

and are fine now, and some have lost loved ones to the disease, others had their lives changed by 

it, and next week on All Saints Sunday one of the names we will read was our own parishioner 

who died from this disease. 

We’ve had a rotten couple of years. Can we compare our experience to that of Job or Naomi? 

Most of the book of Job entails extended arguments between Job and his friends, and then God 

shows up and blows the arguments out of the water. Ruth is different. It’s short, and all narrative. 

We have this beginning, and then their return to Bethlehem, and then Ruth’s attempts to change 

their lives, and then Naomi offering Ruth advice, and then their fortunes changing. We don’t see 

God and Satan making bets, and why bad things happen to good people isn’t a focus. Instead, we 

see more of what can good people do when they find themselves in heartbreaking, life-crushing 

circumstances. Can there be life after people seem to have lost everything? 
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Naomi believed life would be better for her daughters-in-law if they remained in Moab and 

married again. Orpah eventually turned back, acceding to Naomi’s wishes. We need to be careful 

about our interpretation: she wasn’t unfaithful, but rather released.  

Ruth, on the other hand, stubbornly clung to Naomi, and the verses we have in today’s reading 

are some of the most beloved in the Bible: 

Where you go, I will go; 

Where you lodge, I will lodge; 

your people shall be my people, 

and your God my God. 

 

What I try to do with Bible passages, and what seems to resonate with those of you who 

keep listening to my sermons, is seek connections between our present lives and these 

ancient texts. I love remembering that Ruth is a story of survival. Right now, we are all 

trying to survive trying times. Job gives us voice to lament, as does Naomi. We need to 

create space for lament in our lives. It’s biblical.  

 

Naomi laments, and Ruth clings to her. Naomi is not her biological mother, but Ruth insists 

on tying her own fate to that of Naomi. Ruth becomes a foreigner in a land that was not 

always kind to foreigners, despite God’s wishes. But Ruth, a foreigner, is mentioned at the 

end of the book as an ancestor to King David, and in the Gospel of Matthew Ruth is further 

honored as an ancestor of Jesus.  

 

Ruth was a gift to Naomi, one that Naomi didn’t originally recognize. We can see in today’s 

reading that Naomi quit arguing with her because she saw Ruth was too stubborn. What are 

the gifts that we can’t quite appreciate yet? When I was fighting cancer, when people said 

things to me like “oh you’re so lucky you still have hair” or “or you’re lucky it wasn’t stage 

four,” I did not think nice things in response. I did not feel lucky, and people wanting me to 

feel that way says something about them, not me.  

But I do recognize that cancer provided a clarity for me. I saw what I valued most and what I 

didn’t care about, and now I am better about to organize my life accordingly. 

This may be true about the pandemic and church as well. The pandemic’s not over. Some are 

still too young to be vaccinated. Church still looks different. And, people have adjusted. I don’t 

think church will look the same two years from now that it did two years ago, even though health 

wise, our country should be in a very different position than we are now. 

But what are the hidden gifts in this time? What have we found is essential? What might we be 

willing to let go? 

We’re collecting pledges today, and what we gather will help us make choices about what we 

really value as a parish. Please, talk to me, each other, and vestry members about what you are 

learning about what you value most, so we can together make the best decisions for our church 

family. 


