
Building Community by Sticking Together 

Ruth 1:1-18 

Today, I want to begin a short series of sermons on Building Community.  Today’s sermon 

is on building community by sticking together, which seems to be something our society 

is less and less inclined to do.  

A few weeks ago, I happened to see an interview with Senator Ben Sasse on a prominent 

news channel.  Senator Sasse was speaking about his new book: Them: Why We Hate 

Each Other And How To Heal.  I know very little about Senator Sasse and almost nothing 

about his book, so please don’t consider this an endorsement of either.  That said, I did 

find his comments interesting and I would like to read his book someday.  You see, it 

seems Senator Sasse believes our commitment to community is collapsing in our current 

cultural context.  At one point he writes: “We are in a period of unprecedented upheaval. 

Community is collapsing, anxiety is building, and we’re distracting ourselves with artificial 

political hatreds. That can’t endure — and if it does, America won’t.”1 

That’s a pretty bleak statement but it may contain a kernel of truth.  Just a week after that 

interview, Cesar Sayoc sent 14 improvised explosive devices to several prominent 

Democrats as an expression of his opposition to their politics and their policies.  Those 

Democrats included: Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, Joe Biden, John Brennan, Eric 

Holder, Maxine Waters, George Soros, and Robert De Niro.  At about the same time, 

down in Kentucky, a man randomly shot and killed two African Americans in a Kroger 

store for no apparent reason aside from the color of their skin.  And then, of course, just 

over a week ago, Robert Bowers went into the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburg, 

Pennsylvania on a holocaust mission, murmuring anti-Semitic slurs, and gunned down 

11 innocent people who had gathered there for a baby-naming ceremony.  “We are in a 

period of unprecedented upheaval. Community is collapsing, anxiety is building, and 

we’re distracting ourselves with artificial political hatreds. That can’t endure — and if it 

does, America won’t.”  Hum…. 

Just a few days ago, while glancing at the headlines on NPR, I came across a disturbing 

article entitled: Another 'Civil War'? Pessimism About Political Violence Deepens In A 

Divided Nation.  I suppose the title just about says it all.  Seems like people across the 

political spectrum are growing more and more nervous about the growth of political 

violence in our nation.  To quote the article, “Experts who study violent conflict in foreign 

nations say they are now seeing worrying similarities here at home.  ‘I already think we've 

seen some pretty dangerous signs, the most important of which is the demonization of 

opponents,’ said Sheri Berman, a professor of political science at Barnard College. ‘The 
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second step is seeing people as unable to be dealt with or compromised with, and that 

can fairly easily slip into more extreme kinds of behavior.’"2  Hum…. 

Reflecting on these and other developments in our county, I thought it might be good to 

ponder the church’s role as a countervailing influence in the face of our nation’s current 

social tension and communal disintegration.  You see, I believe the church is called to 

build community by bringing people together for the common good.  I believe this chiefly 

because I see this as one of, if not the central motif of sacred scripture.  After all, the bible 

says, “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, no longer counting people’s 

sins against them. And he gave us this wonderful message of reconciliation.” (2 Cor. 5:19 

NLT) Hum…. That sounds like the work of building community to me! 

So, for the next four weeks we’re going to look at this theme using stories and texts taken 

from the lectionary – that collection of readings assigned to each Sunday of the church 

year.  The first two stories come from the book of Ruth.  The third story comes from the 

book of First Samuel.  And the final story or reading comes from Paul’s First Epistle to 

Timothy, as recorded in the New Testament.  In these stories and texts, we hear God 

calling us to build community by sticking together, by helping each other, by doing no 

harm, and by praying for all.   

In today’s story from Ruth 1:1-18, we hear God calling us to build community by sticking 

together.  It really is a simple but essential point; we can only build or maintain community 

by sticking together – through thick and thin, through ups and downs, in good times and 

bad, happy times and sad, and most especially through difficulties and even 

disagreements. 

The first chapter of the book of Ruth tells the story of a man named Elimelech who lived 

in Bethlehem.  When a famine struck Bethlehem, Elimelech migrated to Moab with his 

wife, Naomi, and his two sons, Mahlon and Chilion.  Now what’s remarkable about this 

migration is the fact that the Moabites were despised by the Israelites and the Israelites 

were despised by the Moabites.  You see, when the Israelites marched out of their 

bondage in Egypt, the Moabites opposed them at every turn.  And this produced a lasting 

bitterness among the Israelites toward their Moabite neighbors.   

This bitterness is perhaps best expressed in Deuteronomy 23 which says, “No…Moabite 

shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord.  Even to the tenth generation, none of their 

descendants shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord, because they did not meet 

you with food and water on your journey out of Egypt, and because they hired against 

you Balaam son of Beor, from Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse you…You shall never 

promote their welfare or their prosperity as long as you live.”  (Dt. 23:3-4,6) Nevertheless, 

despite this history of mutual animosity between Israel and Moab, the Moabites somehow 

made room for the Israelite Elimelech and his family.  And there might just be a lesson 

for us in that.  Old enmities don’t have to govern present realities!  You see, we have the 
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capacity to break free from old narratives of harsh conflict into new relationships of rich 

friendship.  Hum…. 

Well once they were in Moab, Elimelech and his family settled down among their new 

Moabite neighbors. But then Elimelech died, leaving Naomi widowed and alone, with just 

her two boys to care for her.  It was sometime afterwards that Mahlon and Chilion took 

Moabite wives named Ruth and Orpah, and a new community began to form in their family 

circle. 

Well, all went well for about ten years in this fledgling new community when suddenly and 

sadly both boys died leaving their mother and their two wives widowed and without 

anyone to care for them, as was necessary in that ancient patriarchal culture.    So, Naomi 

decided to go back to Bethlehem.  She had heard that the famine there had ended and 

she wanted to return to the protection and the care of her friends and any family still 

remaining there.   

So, Naomi set out for home, to be followed by her two daughters’ in law.  But somewhere 

along the way she stopped and urged them to return to their original families and their 

first community.  “Go back each of you to your mother’s house.  May the Lord deal kindly 

with you, as you have dealt with the dead and with me,” she said. (Ruth 1:8) Naomi went 

on to explain that as old as she was there was no possible way she could bear new sons 

to replace the sons that were lost – new sons to be husbands to her two daughters’ in 

law.  

So Orpah, persuaded by this, kissed Naomi and headed home.  But Ruth refused to leave.  

“So (Naomi) said, ‘See, your sister-in-law has gone back to her people and to her gods; 

return after your sister-in-law.’ But Ruth said, ‘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 parts me from 

you!’” (Ruth 1:15-18) 

You see, Ruth decided to stick with Naomi and to stay with the community she found in 

the family of Elimelech.  Now this certainly wasn’t an easy decision.  She had to cross a 

cultural divide in going from Moab to Israel, and she had no way of knowing how she, a 

Moabitess, would be accepted by the people living there.  She might be scorned and 

despised.  And if not, she had no way of knowing how she and Naomi would make ends 

meet in a culture without social service agencies like our own, a culture where widows 

were highly vulnerable to abuse and neglect.  Nevertheless, despite all the difficulties 

involved, she decided to stick with Naomi. And in sticking with Naomi, she would find, and 

help build, a new community in Israel that would ultimately produce King David, ancient 

Israel’s greatest king, and the forerunner of our Messiah! 

And so, Ruth demonstrates for all of us the stick-to-itiveness needed to build community 

in a divided and decaying culture – a stick-to-itiveness that produces great blessing for 

the world!     



So how does this old story apply to our current context?  Well I believe we in the church 

are called to stick together, as Ruth stuck with Naomi, and to model for the world the kind 

of stick-to-itiveness that makes possible the creation and sustenance of true community 

– the kind of community that brings blessing to the world.  Furthermore, I believe we are 

not only called to stick together in the church but we’re called to move beyond the church 

to cultivate a sense of community in the wider world, and to support all those other groups 

and agencies that are working to build a sense of community in the broader community 

in which we live.   

But if we don’t do that, if we don’t stick together, if we don’t build community, if instead 

we succumb to the divisive forces that are tearing at the fabric of our society, then who 

will bring us back together as a nation and who will bring us back together in the world?  

If the church doesn’t do this then I fear no one will.  And perhaps Ben Sasse’s bleak 

prophecy will prove true at last when he said, “We are in a period of unprecedented 

upheaval. Community is collapsing, anxiety is building, and we’re distracting ourselves 

with artificial political hatreds. That can’t endure — and if it does, America won’t.”  Hum.… 

Well Ben, it doesn’t have to be that way.  All we need are some people who’ll stick together 

– even when it’s hard – even when it isn’t easy to do so – a people who will say, “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!”  Will the church be that people? 

Hum.… Here’s praying that we will be a people who build community by sticking together!  

Amen!          


