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Opening

The book of the Bible that forms the backdrop for this morning’s Old Testament text is named after one of two female protagonists in the story.  Ah, but though the book is named after Ruth; in many, many ways it is Naomi’s story.  It is Naomi’s story and so it seems fitting to welcome Naomi to tell it.
This portion of the manuscript is a dramatization, in Naomi’s voice.
My name is Naomi, and I stopped by this morning to share my story with you.  If you have just a few minutes, it may have import for you.  

I used to live in Bethlehem but a famine spread throughout the land.  We could not survive, we could not make it so my husband Elimelech, my sons Mahlon and Chilion, and I moved from Bethlehem to the land of Moab.  The Moabites were not our friends.  The animosity that existed between them and we, who are Hebrews, goes back to the beginning of their lineage.  These Moabites are the offspring of the incestuous relationship between a drunken Lot and his eldest daughter.
  We Hebrews had nothing to do with them, but in the midst of famine when there was no food; that is where my family moved.  

In time, we settled in, never serving their God but finding ways to live among the people.  We settled in and my sons took wives, Orpah and Ruth became the daughters of my heart and we were a family.  But then God seemed content to afflict me again and again.  First my husband died, but I still had two sons.  But then in turn they died and I and their wives were left without the covering of our men, we were left at the mercy of those who did not consider me among their kin.

I had no choice; all I could do was urge Orpah and Ruth to return to their mother’s homes.  There they, who were still young and fertile, could find new husbands and new lives.  Go home, I told them, go home.  Orpah hugged me and turned away but Ruth, Ruth would not go.  Wherever you go, I will go; wherever you sleep I will sleep; your people will be my people; your God will be my God.  Ruth would not go home.

And so I was forced to make a way, I was forced to move forward, forced to face another day.  Ruth would not leave and because she would not leave into my life came the coincidence of refusal.  I did not plan it, and did not mean it; it was a coincidence but because of Ruth, I refused to be stuck.  I refused to give up.  Ruth was depending on me.  I could not allow her to sit by the side of the road with me and die.  She has been too good to my son, too good to me.  If she refused to return I had to refuse to be stuck.

When you refuse to be stuck, even though you may be in a difficult place, you will find a way to move.  When you refuse to be stuck something in you turns over and turns up your instincts.  When you refuse to be stuck, you may sit quietly, you may pray earnestly, you may move with alacrity, you may do almost anything; but you will do something, you will do something and you will do it with intention and purpose.  You will do something because you simply refuse to be stuck. 
I might have given up if it was just me, but with Ruth by my side, I just had to refuse to be stuck.  And so we headed back to Bethlehem.  We headed back to a place whose name means house of bread.  We did not know what we would find, two women all alone, but we were not going to be stuck in the midst of nothing, we were not going to  be stuck without giving it our all; and so we headed back the same way I had originally come, we headed back to Bethlehem.
But I have to tell you I did not skip along the way.  I was bitter.  God had sent me to Moab full, I had a husband and two sons, but now I was on my way back to Bethlehem empty, with just a daughter in law from a despised people.  When I got back told everyone who would listen, do not call me Naomi, that name means pleasant, instead call me Mara, because I am bitter.  And here is the second of my refusals.  I refused to pretend.  I refused to try and hide what happened to me.  I would not be phony; I would not ignore or hide the facts of my experience.

When circumstances occur that knock you down, when situations take place that seem to set you up for defeat; I have learned you just cannot ignore them, you just cannot pretend they did not occur.  Refusing to pretend fills you with the strength to look at your condition and to begin to assess your options.  Refusing to pretend allows you to appraise your opportunities and evaluate possible solutions.  It would have been too easy to go back to Bethlehem and to make up some story – too easy to pretend everything was alright; but if I had been unwilling to tell the truth, who knows whether Boaz would have heard of my situation; if I had been willing to pretend, who knows whether things would have progressed as they did.  I refused to pretend, I told the truth, and that truth opened the way to what would be my, our future.  
Oh and there is one more refusal, one more refusal that is the most important of the three.  The one more refusal was I refused to be without hope.  It was hope that made me confident that I could find security for Ruth.  It was hope that made me know God would not utterly abandon me and this woman child who was not mine.  It was hope that caused me to trust in God and to tell Ruth to prepare herself and to go out and meet Boaz on the threshing floor.  It was hope that kept me going; hope that kept me alive.  It was hope that filled my heart and fueled my body; it was hope, that we would not be left ashamed.  I refused to be without hope.  I refused to believe the words of your morning anthem did not apply to me, yes I dared to hope, God is love, his mercy brightens all the paths in which we move, bliss he wakes and woe he lightens, God is wisdom and love and it was that love that gave me hope.
I refused to be stuck, I refused to pretend and I refused to be hopeless.  And I tell you all of this, this morning, because someone here might be facing a situation where it is easy to give up and to give in; where it is easy to be stuck, to pretend, to give up hope; but that is not what you were created to do, that is not what you are designed to do.  You, like me, are not meant to accept just anything, just any set of circumstances.  You, like me, are designed by God to overcome those circumstances that would defeat your spirit or deaden your hopes.  You, like me, are designed by God to have hope; hope that will not be put to shame.  Determine in your heart, as I did, you will not be stuck, you will find the strength, and keep moving.  Determine you will be a person of hope, a person of faith, a person who hopes continues, one who is determined to see what the end will be.  That’s who I was, that’s what I did, all because I had this abiding hope that God was with me!
Return to My Own Voice:

Beloved of God, Naomi comes out of the pages of our biblical text to tell us today that we are not alone.  When life hands us challenges that seem so hard, we are called to remember we are designed by a God who says I did not give you a spirit of fear but of love and power and a sound mind.
  We have been designed by a God who says when the waters seem like they are going to overtake you, don’t worry, I am with you.
  Even if you make your bed in the bowels of hell, our God declares, I am there, beside you.
  Beloved, Paul tells us in his letter to the Church at Rome, we are designed by a God who has justified us, that means God has positioned us rightly and well!  We have been justified not because of our work, but by God’s grace!  We have been positioned rightly and well by God and because this is so we can be secure not only in good times but in difficult and challenging times.  
We can be secure because the God who designed us by faith, also designed us to be able to face suffering.  Suffering is not what we desire, but out of suffering we learn who we are, and who we are is the beloved of God, who we are, are the ones shaped in God’s image and likeness, who we are, are God’s sons and daughters whom God will defend and keep.  Yes, out of our suffering God shapes in us the power to endure; to endure the up times and the down times, to endure the joys and the concerns, to endure.  And out of that endurance God shapes in us a deep and powerful character, a character of faith, a character of peace, a character of patience, a character of kindness and a character of hope.  And this hope is the New Testament kind of hope, a hope that means we have a confident expectation that God can, and God will be by our side and that we will make it through!  
Beloved of God, in our personal lives sometimes, like Naomi we can feel stuck, we can move toward pretending and we can be without hope. But when these moments occur, just like Naomi, refuse to be in that place and ask God to show you how to move beyond the incidental moment into a new day filled with new vigor and the promises of God.
In our life as a church, we can feel stuck.  And we can become contented with where we are.  But Community Church, God does not intend for us to be stuck.  God does not intend for us to always be as we are.  There is more for us; more for us to be and more for us to do.  We must not pretend or be content that this is all.  And we must not lose hope, for God says to this church the same thing God said to his people out of the mouth of the prophet Jeremiah, I know the plans I have for you, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans for hope and for your future.

And when we feel stuck as a nation, when it seems as if the dialogue in Washington and on Main Street seems to be all about pretense and all without hope, we who love God must do as Naomi did and in the face of difficulty not give up, but keep asking, keep striving, keep believing that this is not the end.  

Refuse like Naomi did, refuse like Ruth did, refuse to be anything less than God intends us to be.  Refuse to be stuck, refuse to pretend, refuse to be without hope and the very God of all creation and all of heaven will join in praise with us, praise because we will be among those who live in faith, praise because we will be among those who will not give up, praise because in the cause of Christ there are no coincidences really, there is only divine order and grace.  That’s why we praise, because of Christ’s abiding grace.  Stand to you feet and join in our praise this morning, praise him, praise him, Jesus our blessed redeemer, sing of earth his wonderful love proclaim, hail him, hail him highest archangels in glory, strength and honor give to his holy name.  Amen.
� To all who read this sermon, this manuscript is just a guide; the beginning of this sermon was presented as a dramatization of Naomi.  A downloadable MP3 version of the sermon is available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ccbarrington.org" �www.ccbarrington.org�.
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