The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 27, Year B
The Text: Ruth 3:1-5, 4:13-17

Our media often focuses on bad news: the latest war, disaster or major crime constantly forms the headlines in our news each day. We ask: “Isn’t there any good news?” Yes, there is! Behind the scenes, many, many more things are going right than are going wrong. TV seems to especially distort reality. On TV: violent acts occur ten times more frequently than in the real world. Most people seen on TV are either white collar employees or professional people. When asked to estimate crime rates, those who watch TV choose figures that reflect what happens on TV, but are far in excess of what we actually find in society. Good Samaritan acts, which occur more often than we think, don’t appear to be considered newsworthy.

What’s wrong with our world is that no one is asking what’s right with it. Week by week, many more things go right for us than go wrong. Most of us have a home, daily food, and more clothes than we need. Each day we may go to work and return home safely. 
I’m often asked, “How can you believe in a good God when you hear of all the evil things reported in the news?” I would rather ask, “How can you deny that there’s a good God when there’s so much good in our world?” We’re surprised, not by good, but by evil. No amount of goodness in our community, state and Commonwealth causes us to ask “Why?” The sun can shine every morning, ripening our grain, our fruit and vegetables, and no explanation seems to be called for. We feel that this is what it should be like! But, if there’s no good God, why should anything ever go right?

It is often only in hard times that we see people go out of their way to do good for others, as Ruth did for her mother-in-law. The time in which Ruth and Naomi lived was one of civil unrest and violence, of social disintegration, of sexual immorality and political corruption. We are told that, “Everyone did what was right in his or her own eyes.” 
Amid the chaos of that time, the story of Ruth shines. “No poet in the world has written a more beautiful short story.” (A. Schrŏder). The Book of Ruth is about ordinary people facing very ordinary events. We meet Naomi who underwent much hardship in famine and the loss of her husband and two sons, but who, under God’s blessing, regained security and hope. 
We meet Ruth, the young foreign widow from Moab, who treasured her mother-in-law, Naomi, too much to part from her. And then there’s Boaz, Naomi’s relative by marriage, who shows extraordinary kindness to two destitute widows.

Most importantly, amid the everyday tragedies and triumphs of daily life, God was at work to incorporate a foreign woman into Jesus’ family tree. No wonder then, when Jesus came, He showed a great love and concern for outsiders. With Ruth, God began a new chapter in the history of His people, with a family, Naomi’s, on the verge of annihilation. 
Our dead-ends can be God’s new beginnings. Lamentations 3:22 says, “The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases; His mercies never come to an end;” Despite the terrible bereavements Naomi and her daughter-in-law Ruth have suffered, they don’t back down and bemoan their loss in self-pity. They have control of their lives, and take the necessary initiative to make their existence a little less precarious. Ruth joins in harvesting barley. By “chance, the man on whose land she gathers grain is Naomi’s relative, Boaz.

But then, it’s more than a matter of chance or coincidence. Co-incidence is but God’s disguise, the mask He uses for His work. It’s all part of God’s long-term purpose and design. God is at work in the most mundane circumstances of daily labour, bringing into our lives people who will be significant for our future. 
Nothing is out of God’s care and concern. As we mow the lawns, read our mail, take the dog for a walk or listen to music, God is our caring companion. Whether we shop or stop to phone a friend, God is at our side, waiting for us to think of Him or to talk with Him. The drama of this story is permeated with prayer and the constant bestowing of God’s blessing on people. As Hymn 388 says: 
“All depends on our possessing 
God’s abundant grace and blessing. 
God is intimately involved in the daily details of Ruth & Naomi’s lives. Consideration for others, born of a profound faith in God, is paramount throughout this idyllic story. Everything has religious roots for Naomi. Ruth is keen to share her resilient faith in God. These two women overflow with gratitude to God for Boaz’s extraordinary generosity to them. The Moabites were never made to feel welcome in Israel and in the face of this, Ruth displays extraordinary devotion and integrity.

Ruth is free of all nostalgia or longing for her old homeland. She’s a forward-looking woman, keen to make life better for her dearly loved mother-in-law. She lets nothing weaken her unconditional commitment to Naomi, a commitment the Jews around her notice and praise. 
The end of the wheat harvest means no work for Ruth for a while. Something has to be done so she and Naomi don’t starve. Naomi detects a romantic interest in Ruth from Boaz, and so engages in a little match-making. Under God’s approving hand, Naomi determines to turn Boaz’s (romantic) interest into its logical fulfilment in marriage. Ruth is only too keen to oblige.
Naomi uses a beautiful Hebrew word for marriage, meaning “rest, security, peace and harmony.” Marriage means the end to seeking, searching and striving for a spouse, and the enjoyment of constant company. In the Bible, marriage is more than the love of a man and woman for each other -it is God’s sacred arrangement and ordinance. God created marriage to sustain the long-term friendship of husband and wife for each other, so that in the security of an unconditional commitment, love and happiness can grow. 
The men and women of the Bible were convinced that marriage was much more than a private affair between two individuals. They saw themselves as vital links in the chain of generations. They believed that a nation’s welfare depended on happy marriages and family harmony. Through our families and our marriages, God is planning for the needs of a future that stretches way beyond our lifetime. 
The birth of a baby is God’s vote of confidence in the future. The future God had in mind with the birth of Ruth’s son to her new husband Boaz, was the coming of our Saviour, Jesus Christ. The birth of Ruth’s baby points forward to all the blessings everyone in the world received from the birth of another Baby in Bethlehem, our Lord Jesus Christ, who is God’s greatest gift to us. 
We all too often take for granted the good things which happen to us. God can use the good we do for others to bring future blessings into our community. “10 God is not unjust; He will not forget your work and the love you have shown Him as you have helped His people and continue to help them.” (Hebrews 6:10).’ God cares for us through each of us caring for each other. God guides our actions for purposes we’d never suspect. God alters our plans to bless us and others in unexpected ways. 
Most of the time we fare better than we deserve. God has protected us from harm and danger many more times than we can remember. Today we thank our good and gracious God for everything that has gone right in our church this year. We praise God for the generosity of so many members of His Church. Our Lord has poured unexpected blessings on His Church this year. We pray that the Lord will continue to surprise us with unanticipated blessings in the New Year. Thank the Lord for everything good that has happened this year. 
“For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.” (Jeremiah 29:11) Amen.
