
“When Love Comes Home” 

November 11, 2018 

Scripture: Ruth 3:1-5, 4:13-17; Mark 12:38-44 

 

 

 On Friday night I attended, along with members of our choir and several other folks from 

North, a Shabbat service at Congregation Shir Shalom. As I was sitting in the pew waiting for 

the service to start, I perused their prayer book called the Mishkan T’filah, which is Hebrew for 

“dwelling place for prayer.” It’s filled with all sorts of prayers and scripture readings, using 

Hebrew script and transliterations and English translations. But it also contains other types of 

readings that are thought-provoking and meditative. One of them sort of jumped out at me as 

absolutely perfect for the readings we just heard.  

 

   Life without integrity  

is like loosely hanging threads, 

   easily fraying from the main cloth, 

   while in acts of piety we learn to understand that 

   every instant is like a thread 

   traveling out of eternity to form a delicate tassel. 

   We must not cast off the threads 

   but weave them into the design of an eternal fabric. 

 

   Each day points to eternity; 

   the fate of all time depends upon a single moment. 

 

 If you’ve never read the story of Ruth, from beginning to end, not piecemeal the way we 

do in worship, I encourage you to do that. It is a story about integrity. And it’s surprisingly 

contemporary. It begins with the plight of a family, Naomi, her husband and their two sons, 

migrating from Israel to Moab to escape famine. They’re refugees.  

 

 And it’s interesting that they’re going to Moab. If you read about Moab just about 

anywhere else in the Hebrew Bible, you’ll find it vilified and cursed. I’m not sure exactly why 

that’s the case—I assume some ancient betrayal—but Moab is hated by the authors of Jewish 

scripture. Sometimes an official enemy isn’t an actual one. The leaders of Israel may have had 

disdain for Moab, but the people may not have. So it’s presented in Ruth as a mundane detail that 

Naomi and her family would travel to Moab for refuge. 

 

 It’s worth noting that migrations of populations happened all the time in the ancient 

world, just as they do today. We can imagine this family as part of much larger movement of 

people—let’s call it a “caravan”—making their way across the desert to escape hardship and find 

safety. This is not an invasion; they’re not hostile; they only want to survive. They want their 

children to have food and security. 

 

 They settled in Moab. The boys grew up and married Moabite women. But Naomi’s 

husband died, and her sons died, childless, so there was no reason for her to stay. Conditions in 

Israel had improved, apparently, so she decided to go back. But her daughters-in-law loved her 



and begged her not to return. But she knew there was no future for her there. Was she supposed 

to have more sons who could grow up and marry them? They should move on and have families 

of their own. Orpah, one of the daughters-in-law reluctantly gave in to Naomi’s words. But Ruth 

just couldn’t do it.  

 

 And that’s where this story begins to teach us something about integrity. Integrity means 

wholeness, completeness; it’s when we bring our whole selves to an endeavor and refuse to 

compromise our principles or values for the sake of convenience or simplicity. It’s the gathering 

together of all the threads of a fabric to make the cloth whole. That’s what Ruth offers Naomi in 

those famous words we sometimes hear at weddings: “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.” A 

greater statement of integrity was never made.  

 

 This is the heart of this story. It’s spoken by a Moabite woman to an Israelite woman, a 

statement of undying devotion, complete surrender. And the rest of the story takes that 

commitment and puts it to work. It shows how integrity weaves its way into the life of God’s 

people and directs their actions toward the object of reconciliation.  

 

 The Hebrew word best translated as integrity is hesed. I had a professor in seminary who 

wrote a commentary on Ruth. Once he preached a sermon on it called, “Hesed, Hesed 

Everywhere.” Hesed is a quality often used to describe God. Another common translation is 

“loving kindness.” Either way it points to the importance of relationship when it comes to the life 

of faith. Living faithfully is always done in relationship.  

 

 This is what the story of Ruth illustrates. It’s through the network of relationships that 

hesed, integrity, comes to life. Through the work of right relationships, everyone fulfilling their 

responsibilities to Torah and to one another, the whole fabric is formed.  

 

 As you read the whole story, and I really hope you will, notice the details of each 

character’s actions. Nothing is done by chance. Each person is an intentional player committed to 

a just and compassionate outcome. The story of Ruth is an invitation to live intentionally. It’s an 

invitation to look at our own lives and determine if we are committed to paths that lead to justice 

and compassion.  

 

 The last couple of weeks have been hard for a lot of us. How do we respond to atrocities 

such as occurred in Pittsburgh and more recently in Thousand Oaks, California? What does 

integrity ask of us as we watch people from Honduras and Guatemala move north seeking refuge 

from violence and fear in their countries? How do we live faithfully and allow our values to 

shape us when there is so much hostility clamoring for our attention?  

 

 The story of Ruth is an ancient one, probably much older than when it first appeared in 

writing. It emerges in writing at a time in Israel’s history when the people are facing similar 

challenges to our own. They’re trying to re-build their society after returning from exile and 

certain elements among them want to create an impenetrable barrier between themselves and 

other nations. They want to purify the population by removing people of foreign heritage. The 



belief is, for some, that the exile occurred because Israel had become too lax, too accommodating 

to outside influences and now they must enforce a rigid conformity to protect themselves from 

disaster in the future.  

 

 The story of Ruth is an alternative voice. It’s a protest against forces of exclusion and 

conformity. It offers instead the possibility of finding a path of justice and compassion by 

remaining true to their calling to do justice, love kindness (another translation of hesed) and walk 

humbly with God. That doesn’t require a purity of heritage but of motive and intention. It’s 

through right relationships that their future will be secured.  

 

 This is the challenge we face. Do we give in to our fears and wall ourselves off from the 

world, arm ourselves to the teeth and see everyone who’s different as a threat? Or do we live 

with integrity and allow the “better angels of our nature” guide us as we reach out to those in 

need and offer acceptance and welcome? There may be a certain security in the former but it 

comes at a terrible price.  

 

 We’re meant for something more. I saw a little evidence of that on Friday at the Shabbat 

service commemorating Kristallnacht when hatred took hold of Germany 80 years ago. There 

were folks attending from all over the area, all of us there to hear from a survivor and be 

reminded of what can happen when a people lose their integrity to fear. And I saw it the night 

following the massacre in Pittsburgh when people from all different traditions gathered in 

Temple Beth Tzedek to support the Jewish community and voice our commitment to the 

relationships of love we share.  

 

 That’s what we’re meant for. Like Ruth, we’re meant for devotion and compassion and 

deep commitment that transcends the boundaries of race or religion or heritage. We’re meant to 

be threads gathered together, woven into a sacred fabric for this single moment.  

 

Amen 


