Loss, Love, and Redemption




FROM TRAGEDY TO TRIUMPH

Life can throw us unexpected and painful surprises. For many of us,
or for people we love, life can change in a single moment: a tragic

car accident, an ill-timed jump into a pool, a catastrophic tornado or
hurricane, or a broken relationship that drags us and others through
horrible and sad experiences. Even worse, one terrible event might
bring about another. As the saying goes, “when it rains, it pours.”
When events overturn our lives, we can get lost in grief and hurt. We
might even experience a loss of identity and lose sight of those things
that make us who we are. It is a time of disorientation.

The Old Testament story of Ruth and Naomi
explores the problems of loss and identity. The
answers the book offers contain much wisdom
for our lives today. The book of Ruth is a love
story. It is a love story between Ruth and Boaz,
and one that illustrates the love between

God and his people. It is a story that

portrays God and his unfailing love and
ceaseless loyalty.

In capable hands, stories are powerful
tools. They appeal to both our emotions
and our intellect. In the story of Ruth w
we encounter loss and suffering, N

disappointment and disorientation, h L

uncertainty and bitterness. But we \ 1 |
also find good news; we find love, '
commitment, perseverance, hope, ) \I
and God’s powerful and tender _ y ';
hand throughout. It is a story about 4 b L

transformation, about God turning our
“wailing into dancing” (Ps. 30:11). A
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A TRAGIC STORY IN A FOREIGN LAND

(RUTH 1:1—22)
WHAT'S IN A NAME? “In the days when the judges ruled .. ”

marks the setting for the story (Ruth 1:1). It sends the readers back to a time
when “Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw fit” (Judg. 21:25). Israel’s
social and spiritual life was a mess. The time of the judges was known for its
cycle of disobedience, repentance, God’s intervention, gratitude, and back to
disobedience. Although the text does not say that the famine was a punishment
from God, the mention of the days of the judges makes this connection
possible.

Whatever the case, we find a man from
Bethlehem—the name Bethlehern means
“house of bread”—leaving town and
heading to the foreign land of Moab
because of the famine. Already we know
that things are not the way they are
supposed to be. The “house of bread” is
running out of bread. The Hebrew word
for bread and food is the same.

The names of the man and his family increase the likelihood that we are in

for a surprising story. The man’s name, Elimelek, most likely means “my God

is king.” In those times, one of the main functions of a king was to provide
security and food for his people. A good king made sure his people did not
suffer hunger. Moreover, the names of Elimelek’s sons suggest that the story will
take a tragic turn. Mahlon means something equivalent to “sickly” and Kilion
to “weakly” With those names, we suspect that they won’t be in the story for
too long. Elimelek’s wife’s name seems to be the only good news; Naomi means
“pleasant” But in a story that promises surprises, we can anticipate a great
surprise for Naomi as well.

DEATH AND THE AFTERMATH In three short verses, we read
that Elimelek died and, after ten years, so did Mahlon and Kilion. “And Naomi
was left without her two sons and her husband” (Ruth 1:5). Before moving on,
however, let’s pause to fully appreciate the full effect of those few words.
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In the cultural world during the times of the Old Testament, women were
valued only by their connection to a man. Unmarried women derived their
value from their fathers and married women from their husbands. Their
security and safety depended on the husband’s ability to provide for them.
When a married woman lost her husband, as Naomi did, her value declined
steeply, and her safety and security depended on her sons. When Naomi lost
her sons as well, she became destitute. Now she was on a social level below
servants. Making matters worse, she was a foreigner in a kingdom other than
her own, one of the lowliest of the low.

The turn of fortunes for Naomi is total and paralyzing. Her life is overturned. It
reminds us of another biblical character whose life was overturned: Job. However,
Naomi was a woman; her life is even worse off than Job’s because she has no one
to turn to for help. “The Lorp’s hand has turned against me!” (Ruth 1:13).

A %JESTION OF LOYALTY Naomi is not the only one in

this position. Naomi’s daughters-in-law, Ruth and Orpabh, are in a similar
predicament. They are also widows. Although the text never states it, Ruth
and Orpah do not or cannot have children—ten years of marriage to Naomi’s
sons did not produce children for either woman. By cultural tradition, both
women were attached to Naomi, their mother-in-law, to share her fate. Naomi,
however, graciously releases them from their cultural duty and encourages
them to go back to their mothers, to at least have the possibility of a future.
After some argument, Orpah decides to go back. Ruth, however, decides to
stay with her mother-in-law. It is a courageous decision, and one that comes
from a deep love, commitment, and loyalty to Naomi. Naomi calls this love
hesed (“kindness;” Ruth 1:8), a Hebrew word

that is more often used to describe God’s love, DON'T urge me to leave you or

commitment, and loyalty toward Israel. to turn back from you. Where you
go | will go, and where you stay |
Ruth left her home, her identity, and her will stay. Your people will be my
possibility of a favorable future, and joined people and your God my God.
Naomi in what could only be a future filled Where you die | will die, and there
with more suffering. Yet, her actions are just | will be buried. May the Lorp deal
what Naomi needs. Naomi leaves Moab, and with me, be it ever so severely,
when she is back in Bethlehem she says, “I if even death separates you and

went away full, but the LorD has brought me ~ Me- —Ruth 1:16-17
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