26th July 2009
Ruth 1:8-18

Pioneer Church – determined
Introduction

This morning we draw our sermon series on Pioneer Church to a close with the story of Ruth. Most of you will be aware of our journey so far as we have explored together the notion of being a Pioneer Church. We started with clips from a film called ‘The Big Trail’ a story of early American pioneers setting out for what they saw as their ’Promised Land’. 

If you recall when we started this journey I asked the question, ‘What do pioneers become.’ The answer was clearly given – ‘They become settlers.’ Whilst we conceded that, that state is natural, in the context of the church here wishing to reach out to the community in which we live and serve; being ‘settled’ militates against that desire.
Along the way God has hopefully challenged some of our individual thinking and understanding of our faith, which is exactly what God is about here. You will recall the words of Isaiah 55:11 – ‘...my word that goes out from my mouth: it will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it’ 
A pause and rewind
In The Big Trail there is a scene towards the end of the film which shows the wagon train clustered together in a blizzard and in midst of it the pioneers meet. There is an individual who tells them that they are lost and that they should turn back, they can’t find their way. Only one person can and he appears to be missing. Despite the pleadings of one man in the group the pioneers are wavering. The missing man – the young scout played by John Wayne returns and puts heart into the people and encourages them to move on.

They become a determined people because they have renewed confidence in the scout to lead them over the hills towards a better place.

 A woman called Ruth
If we turn to our reading from the OT, we see another example of determination alongside faithfulness and loving commitment. The importance of Ruth to whole Bible can’t be underestimated, featuring as she does as one of the five women mentioned in the genealogy of Jesus (Mt 1:5).

The story is as you will recall, initially revolves around a famine in Judah causing Elimelech and his wife Naomi to leave with their two sons and go to Moab (a country to the east of the Dead Sea). Relations between the two countries were not good and so there was a risk to the family in going there. 

However they settle and the sons marry but disaster strikes. First Elimelech dies and then so do the sons. This is not only a personal disaster full of grief and sadness; it exposes the reality of what it was like to be a widow in these times. Effectively widows unless they remarried, remained on the fringes of society. It is for this reason that the OT encourages the help that should be offered to widows and orphans. God speaks into their situation; He is ‘a father to the fatherless and a defender of widows.’  (Ps 68:5) and Isaiah 1:17 – ‘learn to do what is right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.’  
In the midst of this trauma, hearing that God had ended the famine in Judah, Naomi prepares to return home. She is fully aware of the position she will return to as a widow without land or property and she tries to persuade her daughters in law to return to their homes, hoping that can remarry and regain the position that they had before their husband had died.

We join the story at this point, Orpah takes the decision to do as Naomi suggests, but Ruth is of a different mind and the story now turns on her decision. Her response in verse 16 shows determination alongside faithfulness and loving commitment. Ruth, a former worshipper of a pagan god, now demonstrates qualities of life that match the characteristics that God has decreed for His people.
Life then and now, a connection?

Where can we make the connections between a story told of life in the twelfth or eleventh-century BC and the twenty first century? The connection for Christians now is as strong as it was then because it hinges on the providence of God. This can be described as God’s continued involvement in His created order so much so that we are wholly dependent on Him and He in turn sustains and rules the world. Within this overarching understanding of God’s providence we can discern specific examples where we can see particular evidence of God’s activity. There are a number of in the Book of Ruth, for example where ‘the Lord had come to the aid of his people’ (v6)
An understanding of God’s providence can help us to have a firm standpoint from which to try and understand the world. Scripture tells us that – ‘...in him all things hold together.’ (Col 1:17) and ‘For in him we live and move and have our being’ (Acts 17:28). With these assurances in mind we can view the events of the world and our own lives, engaging with them to discern what God is doing in a particular situation; accepting that God’s purposes may be hidden to us in the short term.

Our thinking and reactions need to be seen not in the context of history or personal experience; but in light of the true meaning of that situation which lies within the purposes of God, who has made himself known in the person of Jesus Christ. This revelation shows God as a loving and caring God through His role as Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer and Ruler.
David Atkinson in his commentary on Ruth says this, ‘Providence’ says that God is there, God cares, God rules and God provides.’

The challenge to this belief is no less important now than it was when the story of Ruth was set. The degrees of challenge may differ through human development from those times but they are there nevertheless. Like us today, people were worried about prosperity, a sound economy, a climate to sustain their crops and produce results, concerns over family issues and many other social dilemmas.  What they saw differently from us today is the clear link between their faith and their well being. Even within that important understanding there still lay tensions and conflicts as they tried to make sense of what God was doing in the face of economic, personal and religious adversity.
The lure for us today comes in many forms both from within and outside the community of faith. The question we need to ask of ourselves is in whom do we put our complete trust? In the process of answering that question we need to avoid any glib and quick reference to God, without first thinking deeply about our response before we commit ourselves. As Ruth, along with her sister and mother in law, prepared to go back to Judah (v 6) she would have had the opportunity to reflect on what she was about to do.

What she did was a testament to the hand of God on her life. She carefully weighed the choices and came to a decision that was to affect the rest of her life.
The response of the scout in The Big Trail was a speech of determination in much the same way that Ruth answers her mother in law. In both examples they are ordinary people facing very challenging events where decisions needed to be made. Through these two examples a picture emerges of daily life, the need to work, the joys and pains of family life, the pain and grief of bereavement, the parting from loved ones, all illustrations where our belief in the providence of God allows us to discern the hand of a God who cares, sustains and provides for each one of using both joyful and tragic circumstances.
This OT reading shows us the determination of Ruth to believe in the providence of God. Dare we believe it and act is such a determined way to the glory of God in this place?  
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