Sermon 4 September 2011 

Subject: Book of Ruth

Dear Parishioners
The images of parts of London going up in flames and the pictures of young people carrying goods out of shops, are still very vivid in my mind. The riots touched all of us – it just was not possible to be indifferent. And therefore I would like to talk about these events although they happened a few weeks ago. 

I realised that because all of this was happening so close, right here in London, it felt very different when I was watching those scenes of crime on TV. When violence, fights and war are happening far from where we live it all seems so unreal somehow. But with the riots happening in various parts of London and other cities of England, all of us were somehow involved, even if it was only with our thoughts and prayers for those who have lost so much of what was important to them. Even now I am thinking with a sense of disbelief, of all that has happened. But I also want to understand what made those young people so angry, aggressive and careless that they committed those acts. I want to know what backgrounds they have, in order to understand where they are coming from and what makes them commit these crimes. And I would like to find out if the Bible has an opinion on such a situation.

I thought of the Book of Ruth, where some of the main problems that we are facing today are mentioned. 

“There is nothing new under the sun” says one of the proverbs in the book of Ecclesiastes – I strongly believe that similar problems occur at different times in history, and if we look at the Book of Ruth it is actually quite impressive how many similarities there are. 

Listening to the first part of the story we can discover three main problems:

Naomi and Ruth were foreigners in a country where they did not have any rights and they were very, very poor. They could not even cover their basic needs. So all they could do in order to survive was to gather the sheaves that were left behind by the harvesters working in the fields. There is a law to be found in Deuteronomy 24,19, where it says: 

“When you are harvesting in your field and you overlook a sheaf, do not go back to get it. Leave it for the alien, the fatherless and the widow, so that the Lord your God may bless you in all the work of your hands.“ 

So society was aware of the most urgent needs of those who for one reason or another did not have the safety net of the family to fall back on. So when Boaz allows these two women to collect what they find left behind, he does what the law tells him to do. But on top of this he also tells the harvesters to leave more than usual behind and shows that he is very generous towards those two women in need.

From this situation being described in the Book of Ruth, I would like to make a link with those young people who were part of the riots. These young women and men are certainly not as poor as Naomi and Ruth were. All of them have a place to live, access to free education and many might be receiving benefits in order to cover all of their basic needs. But still compared to the majority in our society they are actually quite poor. In addition to this they are confronted with wealth every day, they see the clothes that their peers are wearing, and they see the alcohol and food that is available in restaurants and shops, available to others, and quite understandably they want all of that as well. Recently, this behaviour has often been described as greed, and there is probably some truth to this. I would even go so far as to say that all human beings tend to want more, and that only a few decide to go for less and leave wealth behind. This is exactly where the law from Deuteronomy still has its relevance today. As we all tend to want more it is a challenge to think about how much of what we earn we want to share with others and how much we want to leave behind for those who are in need. Do we still follow the law from Deuteronomy and if yes what do we leave behind for others?

Looking again at possible similarities between the story of Ruth and Naomi and these young people in London it seems that there is another thing that they have in common. All of them are people who are living at the fringe of society. They do not belong to anyone, they do not have to feel a responsibility towards anyone and more importantly nobody is obliged to care about them more than the law demands. Boaz was a generous example of someone who did give more than he had to, but this is something that people like Naomi and Ruth could not take for granted. Although I am far from wanting to justify those terrible acts that were committed during the riots, for these young people it must feel horrible to realise that they are situated at the fringe of society. In addition to this many of them live in a different culture than the one being practiced at home and this can also be quite disturbing. 

In the Book of Ruth it is also mentioned several times that Naomi and Ruth were from Moab, a country which was the main enemy of Israel at the time. The reason for that lay in a spell that had been cast against Israel by the prophet Bileam, which was initiated by the King of Moab. So here as well there were many reasons for people to be hostile towards those two women and still Boaz chose to treat them with respect. In our media these young people were sometimes described as belonging to an “underclass”; this made me feel really sad and I am asking myself: how it must feel for them to have this judgement on their lives and how can they manage to overcome such generalisations? I know the word underclass is not necessarily meant in a bad way, but we also have to be careful that words can sometimes also create realities, and we should be careful when using negative words to describe other people.

So even though the lives of Ruth and Naomi and of those young people who took part could not be more different, the Book of Ruth asks us to have consideration for the foreigners, for the ones living at the fringe of society and for more generosity than the law asks us to give. 

I myself did condemn the acts of the rioters and I was heartbroken when I heard the stories of the people who had lost everything they owned, but I still want to remember what the Bible teaches us when it comes to taking the position of one side or the other. First of all we should not judge others. As well as this we are most often told that we should take the position of the weaker party. This certainly applies in this situation, to take the position of the people who had lost everything they had. It was very touching to see how many people came to their aid by cleaning up the streets and also financially – many gave more than they had to. They acted as Boaz did with Naomi and Ruth. On the other hand I would also want to take the position of those who live at the fringe of society. Not only those who committed the riots but also those who still live in those areas with no hope and with the sad feeling of being unwanted and different from the majority of society. I believe that they deserve our support and our prayers as well, and that it does not help if we label them with certain words. Also we should be careful about judging the greed of others, before having our own greed under control. Amen  

