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Can We Still Trust Him? 
Today is Mother’s Day in Canada. It’s a day which we have set apart to honor our mothers; to thank them for their unconditional love, support and dedication. This morning we want to recognize the mothers and grandmothers who are present with us. Thank you for the many sacrifices you have made on our behalf.
In recognition of the important role women play in our world I want to examine the life of Ruth. In this story God not only affirms his love for women in radical and earth shaking ways, but he also does so within a patriarchal culture that relegated women unapologetically to second-class status. In the story of Ruth we encounter a person of outstanding faith who maintains her confidence in God in the face of incredible loss and grief. 

It’s easy to pronounce our love for God when every thing is going well. But what happens when our world begins to tremble and collapse? If you really want to know what a person believes watch how they respond in times of difficulty.
But first a little background information. The culture in which Ruth lived was very different from ours.

It is, however, very similar to the culture which I encountered in Malawi a few years ago when I traveled there to train and equip Malawi pastors. The Christians in Malawi understood the dynamics of this story much better than we do. The women especially were able to identify with Ruth. Malawi was also an agrarian nation. The people were dependent on the weather for their survival; if the rains did not come they were in deep trouble; they would not eat.  In Malawi they grow vegetables and fruit on their land. They might also have a cow and a few chickens. Corn or maze is their basic staple. It doesn’t have a lot of nutritional value but it does fill the stomach. Meat is a rare commodity. It takes up too much land to raise goats and cattle, and meat is simply too expensive to buy in their open air markets.
Malawi is also a patriarchal society; which is to say, it is a male dominated society. It is the duty of the wife to produce children – particularly a male child to carry on the family name and to keep the land in the family. The women do most of the work, cultivating the crops; nursing and caring for the children. It is not uncommon to see mothers bent over, with a baby tied to her back, cultivating the field with a hoe. Women are also responsible to prepare all the meals. They also clean the house and surrounding compound. The saying, “a woman’s work is never done” is particularly true of African women. They are the glue which holds society together. It’s hard being a woman in the developing world. You have no rights, no protection and little respect. You don’t even have control over your own body. As one Malawi pastor’s wife said to me, “What can I do? My husband beats me on a regular basis. When I took my complaint to the elders of the church they ignored me and told me that I needed to be a submissive wife? Another asked, “My husband is HIV positive and he insists on having unprotected sex. If I don’t do something, I am going to die. What should I do?”

Furthermore, a woman in Malawi is not permitted to own or inherit property. The land is always passed down to the oldest son. Therefore, if her husband dies before she produces a male heir she is required to marry one of her husband’s brothers and he is required to raise up an heir through her. 

As a result polygamy is an acceptable practice in Malawi as it was in Ruth’s day. It was part of the social fabric of society.

The wives in the household often developed a very close bond. They supported and cared for each other and looked out for each others children. In the evening, in Malawi it is common to find the women in the smoke house (a separate building on the compound) preparing and cooking the evening meal. Husbands usually eat first and then wander off to town to hang out with their male friends at the local tavern. The women remain in the smoke house talking, laughing and complaining – often about their husband.
So when a husband dies the wife is very vulnerable. She doesn’t have any protection, she doesn’t possess any marketable skills and she isn’t permitted to inherit her husbands land. She is particularly vulnerable if there is no male relative in her husband’s family for her to marry; someone who will raise up a male heir and redeem the family land. 

This is the situation in the story before us this morning. Ruth was a Moabite woman who had married a Jewish refugee. But he died without producing a male child. Ruth must now decide what she will do! Should she stay in Moab with the hope of finding a husband amongst her own people? Or should she stick with her mother-in-law Naomi, and return to Bethlehem with her?
Naomi’s “sojourn” in Moab had taken a heavy toll on her emotional, physical and spiritual well being. She had lost everything – her husband, her two sons, her source of income, her homeland and her faith. Notice verse 20:

“Don’t call me Naomi, she told them. Call me Mara, because the Almighty has made my life bitter. I went away full, but the Lord has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi? The Lord has afflicted me; the Almighty has brought misfortune on me.”

The name “Naomi,” means “Pleasant.” But she is not pleasant. She is cynical, depressed and bitter. She blames God for all the terrible things which have happened to her. And when she finally returns to her home town the whole town is shocked by what they see. “Can this be Naomi?” They don’t even recognize her. 
But I’m getting ahead of the story. While in Moab word filters back to Naomi that the famine in Judah is now over and the outlook for the future is once again filled with hope and optimism.

“When she heard in Moab that the Lord had come to the aid of his people by providing them with food, Naomi and her daughters-in-law (Orpha and Ruth) prepared to return home from there. With her two daughters-in-law she left the place where she was living and set out on the road that would take them back to the land of Judah.”                                    Vs. 6, 7
But somewhere along the journey back to Judah Naomi comes to her senses. “It is not fair for me to drag my two daughters-in-law back to Judah. As potential brides these two young women have two strikes against them: a history of barrenness and their Moabite identity. Added to this, they lack the necessary father figure to negotiate a marriage agreement for them. They will be treated as outsiders. I love them and have no right to expect them to come along into such a hopeless future.”
So, in a selfless act of compassion she stops in her tracks and says, 

“Stop, don’t come with me any further. Go back home to Moab. You are relatively young women. You have no future with an old woman like me. I’m not going to produce any more sons for you to marry. And even if I got married tomorrow and got pregnant you couldn’t wait for them to grow up. Go home! Find a nice Moabite boy and settle down and start over again. The Lord’s hand has turned against me – You’re better off without me. You need to move on!”

There is a very close bond of friendship and affection between these three women. They have been through a lot together. The old woman draws them into the circle of her embrace and they cling to one another with tears. It’s time to say “good-bye.” It’s time to part company.

Orpha knows her mother-in-law is right. She tears herself from Naomi’s arms and turns back to Moab. It’s a good choice. It’s the best choice. It’s the choice most of us would have made in her situation.

But Ruth stands resolute. She refuses to budge. “Don’t force me to return home,” she begs. 
“Wherever you go, I will go; where you live I will live; your people are my people; your God my God; where you die I will die; and there will I be buried.”                                               Vs 16, 17  

And then Ruth seals her promise with a decisive vow:

“May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely; if anything but death separates you from me.”     Vs 17b

From a rational point of view it doesn’t make sense! Ruth makes a decisive decision to turn her back on her own people and her own gods and embrace Naomi’s people and submit to Yahweh, Israel’s covenant keeping God. 

Furthermore, she makes this decision in the face of Naomi’s lack of confidence in Yahweh’s goodness.
“The Almighty has brought misfortune upon me,” she cries. 

“He’s responsible for all my suffering and pain.”

So, where does Ruth find the courage and confidence to put her future in the hands of Yahweh? Where does her faith come from, when all the evidence which might support such belief in God’s goodness runs in the opposite direction? 
This is not an easy question to answer. Mysterious! 

Why do some people choose to believe in God while others do not?

Some commentators suggest that Ruth saw in Elimelech’s family the evidence of the difference which Yahweh made in people’s lives. Coming from the darkness of a pagan culture she heard their history and saw how they interacted with each other and with their neighbors. But were these differences enough to compensate for years of unanswered prayer and the pain of death and infertility? From a logical perspective, No!
 I know plenty of people who have turned their backs on God for considerably less. They became disillusioned with God and decided to stop believing.
But somewhere in the midst of the rubble of life; in the midst of her suffering; in the midst of her grief; in the midst of confusion and despair Ruth makes a decision to put her trust in Yahweh, the covenant keeping God of the Jewish people. “Your God will be my God,” she declares. 
In the end, faith is a decision. It’s a choice we make or choose not to make. We choose to believe or we choose not to believe. That’s why it’s called faith.

C.S. Lewis, an atheist and a philosopher tells of a bus ride home up Headington Hill from Magdelen College in Oxford as the moment he made his decision to become a Christian.

“I became aware that I was holding something at bay, or shutting something out. Or if you like, that I was wearing some stiff clothing, like corsets, or even a suit of armor, as if I were a lobster. I felt myself being, there and then, given a free choice. I could open the door or keep it shut; I could unbuckle the armor or keep it on. . . . the choice appeared too momentous but also strangely unemotional. I was moved by no desires or fears. In a sense I was not moved by anything. I could choose to open, to unbuckle, to loosen the reign. I say, “I chose” yet it did not seem possible to do the opposite. You can argue that I was not a free agent, but I am more inclined to think this came nearer to being a perfect free act than most I have ever done.” 

Let me tell you the story of a man I met in Rwanda. His name is Charles. He is Tutsi. He works for an agency which is committed to working with children traumatized by the 1994 genocide in Rwanda. In a 100 day period approximately one million Tutsis and moderate Hutus were put to death. The trauma and pain and anger from this holocaust will last for generations.

Charles was a headmaster in an elementary school when the genocide broke out. A Hutu teacher on his staff paid the Interahamwe extremists $100 to have him killed.
“Personally, I lost 69 members of my extended family in the genocide. My grief is incomprehensible. In a country where family and family events is a way of life the loss I feel is beyond words. Following the genocide I had to battle with feelings of anger, hatred and revenge.  I was faced with an important decision. Was I going to maintain my faith in God and forgive my oppressors and killers of my family or was I going to allow my suffering and pain to cause me to turn my back on God and my Christian beliefs and values. I chose God.”
Today Charles is actively involved in a in ministry of reconciliation in Rwanda. He regularly visits the local prison where many of the perpetrators of these atrocities are incarcerated. He prays for their honest repentance and a turnaround in their lives. But this is a decision they must make for themselves,” he says.
The story of Ruth and my friend Charles remind us that the harsh injustices of life do not have to extinguish faith. The choice is up to us. Their stories send a shaft of light across the empty blackness of a broken life. They are both people of radical faith who refused to say, “So much for God!” 
I don’t know about you but I choose to be like them.

Their stories are a powerful reminder that the most important thing in all of life, the purpose for which we were created, is to know the God who made us and to walk through life as his child no mater what the cost to us personally. Even when we are standing at ground zero – when we are hurting, God is silent, and our suffering makes no sense, and we have no place to go,  we will still trust him!
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