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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

24th Sunday after Pentecost; November 8th, 2015 

Ruth 3:1-5; 4:13-17 

“The Gene Pool of Grace” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, "My daughter, I need to 

seek some security for you, so that it may be well with you. Now 

here is our kinsman Boaz, with whose young women you have 

been working. See, he is winnowing barley tonight at the 

threshing floor. Now wash and anoint yourself, and put on your 

best clothes and go down to the threshing floor; but do not make 

yourself known to the man until he has finished eating and 

drinking. When he lies down, observe the place where he lies; 

then, go and uncover his feet and lie down; and he will tell you 

what to do." She said to her, "All that you tell me I will do."  

~~~~~~~~ 

 So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. When they 

came together, the LORD made her conceive, and she bore a 

son. Then the women said to Naomi, "Blessed be the LORD, 

who has not left you this day without next-of-kin; and may his 

name be renowned in Israel! He shall be to you a restorer of life 

and a nourisher of your old age; for your daughter-in-law who 

loves you, who is more to you than seven sons, has borne him."          

Then Naomi took the child and laid him in her bosom, and 

became his nurse. The women of the neighborhood gave him a 

name, saying, "A son has been born to Naomi." They named him 

Obed; he became the father of Jesse, the father of David. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 
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Frederick Buechner, writer, long-time retired Presbyterian 

pastor, wrote a synopsis of the story of Ruth that was first 

published in Peculiar Treasures and again in Beyond Words.  

Here’s how Buechner tells the story... 

 RUTH WAS A MOABITE GIRL who married into a family 

of Israelite transplants living in Moab because there was a 

famine going on at home. When her young husband died, her 

mother-in-law, Naomi, decided to pull up stakes and head back 

for Israel where she belonged. The famine was over by then, and 

there was no longer anything to hold her where she was, her 

own husband having died about the same time that Ruth's had.     

She advised Ruth to stay put right there in Moab and to try to 

snag herself another man from among her own people. 

 She was a strong-willed old party, and when Ruth said she 

wanted to go to Israel with her, she tried to talk her out of it. 

Even if by some gynecological fluke she managed to produce 

another son for Ruth to marry, she said, by the time he was old 

enough, Ruth would be ready for the geriatric ward.  

   But Ruth had a mind of her own too, besides which they'd 

been through a lot together, what with one thing and another, 

and home to her was wherever Naomi was. "Where you go, I go, 

and where you live, I live;” Ruth told her, "and if your God is 

Yahweh, then my God is Yahweh too" (Ruth 2:10-17).  

   So Naomi gave in, and when the two of them pulled in to 

Bethlehem, Naomi's hometown, there was a brass band to meet 

them at the station. 

   Ruth had a spring in her step and a fascinating Moabite 

accent, and it wasn't long before she caught the eye of a 

prosperous farmer named Boaz. He was a little long in the 

tooth, but he still knew a pretty girl when he saw one, and 
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before long, in a fatherly kind of way, he took her under his 

wing. He told the hired hands not to give her any trouble. He 

helped her in the fields. He had her over for a meal. And when 

she asked him one day in her disarming Moabite way why he 

was being so nice to her, he said he'd heard how good she'd 

been to Naomi, who happened to be a distant cousin of his, and 

as far as he was concerned, she deserved nothing but the best. 

   Naomi was nobody's fool and saw which way the wind was 

blowing long before Ruth did. She was dead set on Ruth's 

making a good catch for herself, and since it was obvious she'd 

already hooked old Boaz whether she realized it or not, all she 

had to do was find the right way to reel him in. Naomi gave her 

instructions. As soon as Boaz had a good supper under his belt 

and had polished off a nightcap or two, he'd go to the barn and 

hit the sack. Around midnight, she said, Ruth should slip out to 

the barn and hit the sack too. If Boaz's feet just happened to be 

uncovered somehow, and if she just happened to be close 

enough to keep them warm, that probably wouldn't be the worst 

thing in the world either (Ruth 3:1-5). But she wasn't to go too 

far. Back in Jericho, Boaz's mother, Rahab, had had a rather 

seamy reputation for going too far professionally, and anything 

that reminded him of that might scare him off permanently. 

   Ruth followed her mother-in-law's advice to the letter, and it 

worked like a charm. Boaz was so overwhelmed that she'd pay 

attention to an old crock like him when there were so many 

young bucks running around in tight-fitting jeans that he fell for 

her hook, line, and sinker and, after a few legal matters were 

taken care of, made her his lawful wedded wife. 

   They had a son named Obed after a while, and Naomi came 

to take care of him and stayed on for the rest of her life. Then in 
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time Obed had a son of his own named Jesse, and Jesse in turn 

had seven sons, the seventh of whom was named David and 

ended up as the greatest king Israel ever had. With Ruth for his 

great-grandmother and Naomi for his grandfather's nurse, it 

was hardly a wonder. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Buechner’s telling is all found right there in the book of Ruth – 

except the tight-fitting jeans part and one detail about Boaz’ 

family which I will speak to toward the end of the sermon.   

 

This is a magnificent story which, like all good stories, can be 

read on several different levels.   

 

On one level this is a story of loyalty and the power of making a 

choice to stick with family and friends through thick and thin.  

Ruth was Naomi’s daughter-in-law when things were going well 

in Moab – the men were alive and working and there was 

enough and to spare.  Then, as the story goes, tragedy strikes 

and Naomi’s husband dies and on top of that hardship Naomi’s 

sons both die.  What you then had were three women without a 

defender.  What you had then were three women whose future 

looked bleak because they did not have a male provider and 

protector.  Naomi makes the only decision that made any sense 

– she would go home and try to survive on the good graces of 

her own people.  Her daughters-in-law should stay put and find 

new husbands.  At the parting all were in tears but Ruth would 

not leave Naomi.  Where Naomi went Ruth would go. 

 

This is a story of loyalty in good times and in bad times.  Ruth 

was loyal and loving toward her mother-in-law.   
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So, on one level, this story reminds us to find ways to stick with 

one another even when times get difficult.  There are benefits 

and depths of purpose in life when we stay close to those with 

whom our lives are entwined through fair weather and storms.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Some of you know I spent five years as an ordained United 

Methodist pastor in the Alabama-West Florida Annual 

Conference.  During that time there was a Jurisdictional 

Conference. This is a gathering of United Methodist delegates 

from several states who then vote on various issues and who 

elect bishops. The event takes place every four years.  Our 

conference had a “favorite son’ (they were all sons in our neck 

of the woods in the late 1980s) who our conference was trying 

to get elected bishop.  I heard a criticism of this man that to this 

day I think of as one of harshest I’ve heard of any person 

seeking to be a leader in any organization.  It was said of the 

man – “He will be the leader of any victory parade but you will 

not be able to find him when you lose.”   

 He was never elected bishop.    

~~~~~~~~ 

The story of Ruth and Naomi – on one level – is a story about 

loyalty, about sticking together through thick and thin, about 

being together in victories and in defeats. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Before I get to a point reinforced by Frederick Buechner by 

something he added to the story, let us take a bit of an interlude 

and make a point that is so obvious it is easy to miss.  During 

the time of the writing of this story – thousands of years ago – 

women were considered property.  Financially the women were 
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absolutely dependent upon one of two things – 1) their 

attachment to a man, either a husband or sons; or, 2) charity.  

Women were subjects to the men in society.  Much that is in 

our Scripture – the Bible – assumes this as the natural order and 

intended order of things.   

 

There is some push back against this notion even in the Jewish 

Scriptures – Deborah, after all, was a judge of the people and 

there are other examples that are outside the norm for the day.  

 

In the New Testament we begin to see Jesus (and even Paul) 

begin to act on new understandings of the roles of men and 

women, but some of the legacy of women as property or as 

inferior to men can be found throughout the Bible.   

 

Here’s the point that is really obvious .... we have come to a 

different understanding of the relationship of men and women 

and of what God intends for the ordering of our relationships.  

In other words, just because it is one way in the Bible because 

of the culture in which the Bible was fashioned does not mean 

that the ancient cultural understandings are divinely sanctioned.  

We come to new understandings of how we are to be in 

relationships with each other.  The loving Spirit of God leads us 

into new light about how life is to be ordered.   

 

As I have already indicated, the Bible contains some of this 

debate within itself.  You get nothing, for example, in the book 

of Ruth about the injustice of Naomi and Ruth having to resort 

to begging and, dare we say it, questionable sexual behavior in 

order to make their way in the world, but later in the stories of 
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Jesus you get him teaching women and men as equals and 

appearing first to the women after his resurrection.  You also 

get Paul saying that in Christ there is no male or female.  The 

Bible within itself has dialogue about matters of justice and the 

proper ordering of human relationships.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Which leads to a final point, a different level, of reading this 

story of Ruth.  Deuteronomy 23:3 reads this way: Ammonites 

and Moabites can’t belong to the LORD’s assembly.  Not even 

the tenth generation of such people can belong to the LORD’s 

assembly, as a rule.  This is one position, one rule, one law 

contained in Scripture – namely, a Moabite cannot be part of the 

Lord’s assembly.  Then, however, you get this story of Ruth.  

Do you see?  Ruth was a Moabite.  She was not supposed to be 

allowed into the assembly of the Lord; yet, not only is she 

allowed in the assembly she becomes the great-grandmother of 

the greatest King in the history of Israelite people.  Ruth, the 

Moabite, is the great-grandmother of King David.   

 

Buechner adds a little to this point, in a humorous way, by 

including a fact about Boaz that is not told in the book of Ruth 

but a fact that is Scriptural. In the genealogy of Jesus in the 

gospel of Matthew we read Salmon was the father of Boaz 

(remember this is the man who marries Ruth and they have 

Obed as a son) whose mother was Rahab (Matthew 1:5).  Some 

of you may remember that name – Rahab?  Rahab was the 

prostitute who hid the spies from Joshua who were exploring the 

land of Canaan before entering to take the land over.  Buechner 

has Naomi warn Ruth from going too far in presenting herself to 

Boaz because she might touch off a tender nerve about women 
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being overly sexual because of his mother’s occupation.   

 

The point for us is this – David and therefore Jesus are in the 

genealogical line of a Moabite woman and a Canaanite 

prostitute.  God’s gene pool of grace is broad!  God uses all of 

us.  God accepts all of us.  God loves and desires that all of 

humanity be given the opportunity for abundant life.  The arch 

of Scripture, the arch of the Christian Church, the arch of justice 

bends – sometimes slowly, but surely – in the direction of 

inclusion and welcome into the family of God!   

 

We are called by this story of Ruth, the Moabite stranger, to 

seek to see the best in one another and in the stranger.  This 

story reminds us not to think the worst of one another, but to be 

open to the best in one another. We are called by this story of a 

foreigner shaping the future of the nation into which she 

immigrated to not see people from other cultures and other lands 

as the “sinister other” (to use a phrase Marilynn Robinson uses 

in her essay “Fear”).  Every human being is created in the 

image of God and this truth should shape how we treat and 

speak of one another.    

~~~~~~~~ 
God’s gene pool of grace is wider than our own tribe.Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


