parts me from you!” (Ruth 1:16-17). Ruth’s vow marks the beginning of Ruth and Naomi’s survivor story.  Today’s Scripture passage is episode two.

Naomi and Ruth journeyed back to Israel, to Naomi’s hometown of Bethlehem. Now Ruth is the immigrant living in a foreign country. As for Naomi, it is many years since she left home as a young woman. “Can this be Naomi?” her relatives ask, in wonderment. Naomi replies: “Don’t call me Naomi…call me Mara” (a word which means “bitter”) for the Almighty has dealt bitterly with me. I went away full, but the Lord has brought me back empty” (Ruth 1:20-21). What’s more, the Lord brought Naomi back with a widowed daughter-in-law in tow, a young woman she loves dearly, but who (in stark economic terms) is just another mouth to feed.

There is a man in Bethlehem named Boaz, a relative of Naomi’s late husband. Ruth and Naomi head for his farm, hoping he will help them. As it is the time of the barley harvest, Ruth and Naomi follow behind the harvesters, picking up the grain that is left behind. The law of Moses commanded Israelite farmers to leave a little grain behind in the fields, so that the poor would have something to eat. Boaz notices Ruth. He has heard of her sad plight and of her extraordinary loyalty to Naomi. Boaz places the two women under his protection, assuring them they will always have food to eat, so long as they are on his land. The story might end there, except that Naomi has bigger things in mind for Ruth.

An essential part of the harvest was threshing the grain. Farmers took the newly harvested stalks of grain to a pavilion with a hard-packed dirt floor. They beat the grain on the ground, separating the edible portions from the chaff, which blows away in the wind. During harvest, it was common practice for the workers to labor from sunup to sundown, rolling out their bedrolls right on the threshing floor.

Since it is the harvest, the season of fertility, it is also a time when men and women entertain thoughts of l’amour. Late that night, Boaz is asleep, wrapped up in his bedroll. “Go to him,” says Naomi to Ruth. “He’s a good man. He admires your beauty. Lift the corner of his bedroll and crawl in beside him.” That sounds mighty promiscuous to us but remember that Ruth and Naomi are in desperate straits. They have no means of financial support. There is nothing ahead of them but servitude. To become the concubine of a good and kind man like Boaz is about as good as a homeless refugee like Ruth can expect. Ruth is resigned to her fate and may not consider it anything out of the ordinary. She welcomes the prospect of three, square meals a day and a roof over her head.

But Boaz is a man of principle. He thinks too highly of Ruth to have her as a concubine. Early the next morning, before anyone else is awake, he quietly sends her away to preserve her honor. Then he takes the necessary steps to marry Ruth legally. This is far more than Ruth or Naomi ever expected. Naomi’s bitterness becomes a joyous hymn of praise.

There is a fascinating postscript to the story. Ruth and Boaz marry and have a son, Obed. He will grow up to father a son of his own named Jesse, and Jesse will father a son named David. This David will be king over Israel. Remember what the gospels say about Jesus: he is of the house of David. This whole strange survivor story is an essential link in the chain of events leading to the birth of another babe of Bethlehem, Jesus, Savior of the world.

Things end happily-ever-after for Ruth and Naomi, which is why we love this story. We all experience losses in life, and sometimes those losses seem catastrophic. Yet, there is always hope. Our loving God works silently behind the scenes, with the power to bring triumph out of tragedy. When Ruth and Nami’s balance sheet was debit heavy, God intervened and turned things around, so their balance sheet was credit heavy.

Anyone who manages the financial affairs of a home or business is familiar with a “balance sheet.” One side records the assets of the family or business; on the other side are the debts. Add up the two columns of figures, subtract the losses from the profits, and you come up with the “bottom line.” If the bottom line is a negative number (“in the red”) we mourn. If the bottom line is a positive number (“in the black”) we rejoice. In today’s story, Ruth and Naomi first mourn, then they rejoice. 

You are holding a balance sheet in your hand, right here in the sanctuary: the bulletin. The Order of Worship is a balance sheet. After the musical prelude and the greeting, there is a Call to Worship. Think of that as marshalling our assets as a congregation. We come together to see what we have. Things look good at first, but soon we discover we are in the red, morally bankrupt! Our dreadful situation is called “sin,” and there is nothing to do but confess it. In the Prayer for Transformation, we confess our mistakes before God and one another. Then we discover something marvelous: Jesus stamped all our outstanding bills “Paid in full” by going to the cross for us. So, we revise our accounting with the Words of Grace (Assurance of Pardon), and wonder of wonders, we are in the black again. So, we rejoice, passing the peace of Christ with one another. 

Right after that, we audit the books. We read Scripture to make sure the good news really is good; and, God be praised, we are still in the black because God’s good news truly is good news. We move on to the Sermon. If, through the action of the Holy Spirit, the sermon works the way it is meant to, it is sort of like a cash advance. When something in the sermon touches you or you gain some new insight about God or Christian discipleship, we are drawing on the credit Christ gained for us at the cross and accepting the Holy Spirit’s invitation to live into God’s new world. 

After the sermon come the prayers of the day. Think of those as trading, as investors do on the floor of the stock exchange. We welcome life’s gains, we place the losses in God’s hands, but eventually, at the end of the day and by the grace of God, we still end up with a positive balance.

Then there is the Offering. We receive abundantly from God, so itis time for us to give something back. In harvesting the grain, we need to leave something for the gleaners. If we isolate the offering from the rest of worship, our giving becomes a drain, ready to suck down our hard-earned dollars. But, if when we glimpse God’s big purpose, we see our offering as a sort of dynamic exchange, an investment, even. Giving can be joyful! Think of Ebenezer Scrooge in Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, tossing a half-crown to the boy in the street and telling him to deliver that fat Christmas goose to Bob Cratchit’s family. Surely that was the happiest half-crown old Scrooge ever spent, because it was an act of pure generosity and joy.

Lastly, we go out to the echoing words of the charge and benediction. This is the faith community’s venture capital as God sends us forth into the world to put our assets to work for the sake of Christ.  Thus, we’ve come full circle as we walk down the aisle: from sadness to rejoicing, from despair to hope, from doubt to faith, from “call me bitter” to “call me blessed.” This is the timeless business cycle of worship, as simple as supply and demand: our bottomless demand and God’s generous supply! An anonymous quipster said: “Life is like a balance sheet. One wrong entry could change everything.” True! Fortunately, we have a God who is determined to make sure our accounting is balanced, and we are well-positioned for the future. God infuses our balance sheet with enough cross-capital to restructure our mourning and turn it to rejoicing. 

Prayer: Thank You, God, for Your Word. Thank You for Jesus, the living Word, and for the Scriptures, Your written Word. Thank You for the Scriptures that point to Jesus, our precious Kinsman-Redeemer and risen Savior. May we learn the many lessons that Your Word teaches, may we grow in grace, and may we become well-balanced disciples of Jesus, day by day. In His name we pray, Amen.

Source: The illustration of the Order of Worship as a balance sheet is adapted from an idea presented by Maren C. Tirabassi in “Dragged into Stewardship,” an article published in The Living Pulpit, July-September 2006, 16-17.
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Survivor is one of the longest-running TV reality shows, renewed in May 2024 for its 48th season. The show brings under-equipped and under-dressed adventurers to remote places, challenging them to live off the land. Contestants compete to see who will be “voted off the island” in hopes of becoming the “sole survivor.” A $1 million prize helps make up for the lack of food, bug bites, and sunburn. In 1997, when Survivor premiered, few could imagine how successful the show would become. As tired as the concept may seem, audiences still love it nearly 30 years later.

The Bible has many survivor stories. Take Ruth and Naomi: two women who married, but who ended up lost and desperate. In biblical times, women were utterly and completely dependent on their husbands. Marriage could work out all right if the husband was kind, loving, and caring; but when a husband died, especially if he died young, it was disastrous for his wife. There was no pension, no Social Security, no economic “safety net” other than the kindness of others. Widowed women turned to their in-laws for refuge. The closest in-laws were her sons (if she had any). She would live with them, and they would provide for her. If the widow was young and her husband had a brother, the brother would often marry the widow himself, even if he already had a wife. To marry the wife of one’s dead brother was pretty much an obligation, a “levirate marriage” as laid out in Mosaic law.

In our story, an Israelite woman, Naomi, loses her husband, Elimelech. Naomi and Elimelech lived in a foreign land: Moab. The newly widowed Naomi has two sons, each married to a Moabite girl, and between them, the two sons take good care of their mother. Then, tragically, both sons die in rapid succession. Now, Naomi is in real trouble, her future bleak. It is just Naomi and her two daughters-in-law, Ruth and Orpah, who are not Israelites. Ruth and Orpah are young, so they have the option of returning to their fathers’ families, where someone will surely look after them. They may even find new husbands. But Naomi is truly on her own.

Naomi tries to cut the young women loose. After a tearful good-bye, Orpah leaves, but Ruth stays. When Naomi urges her to go, Ruth remains faithful: “Do not press me to leave you or to turn back from following you! Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God. Where you die, I will die — there will I be buried. May the Lord do thus and so to me, and more as well, if even death

