Service 5 The story of Naomi prepared by Margaret Roe 

Call to worship 

I will always thank the Lord;
I will never stop praising him.
I will praise him for what he has done:
May all who are oppressed listen and be glad! 
Proclaim with me the Lord’s greatness;
Let us praise his name for ever. 

Hymn StF 51 Great is thy faithfulness or StF 41 Blessed be your name 
or other suitable hymn/song of praise or gathering hymn 

Opening Prayers 

A prayer of praise and thanks

Loving God, we praise and thank you for your faithfulness to us. 
You are a God who loves and cares for us, providing for all our needs. 
You are with us in the difficult times of life, supporting us and giving us the strength we need. 
We know that when we are worried or anxious about the future, you have gone before us into that situation and we discover that all things work for good for those who love you. 
You bless us with your peace when we are troubled. 

We praise and thank you for your great love for us in sending your Son, Jesus, to live a human life and die for us on the cross. 
You raised him to new life so that we can have new life in you, giving us faith and confidence that you will be with us through all our lives, the good times and the bad. 

We praise and thank you for the Holy Spirit, our guide and comforter. 

And we praise and thank you, too, for the fellowship of the church, for those we meet week by week who love us, support and encourage us and pray for us. 

And we praise and thank you for our families and friends who love us and support us. 

You have given us so much, Lord, and so we offer you thanks and praise today. 
In the name of Jesus Christ we pray. Amen,

A Prayer of Confession 

Loving God, we confess that we fail to trust you enough. We know you love and care for us but so often we live as though you were not there or do not care for us. 
Forgive us for the times when we have been anxious or fearful for the future. 
Forgive us for the times when we have been angry or bitter when things have not gone the way we would have wished.  
Forgive us when we have not trusted you or other people. 

We know you are a loving God who cares for us and wants the best for us. 
Help us to accept your forgiveness as we place ourselves in your loving care. Amen. 
Introduction 

Today we are looking at the story of Naomi. You may have already heard the story in a a previous service from the perspective of Ruth but this is the story from her mother-in-law, Naomi’s point of view. 

Hymn StF 89 Strength will rise as we wait upon the Lord 
or StF 103 God is love let earth adore him

We pick up the story of Naomi, in the book of Ruth, while she is returning home to Bethlehem and has tried to persuade her daughters-in-law to return to their home country of Moab. 

Ruth 1:14-22 

I Return Home  

You will know more about my daughter-in-law, Ruth, than me. 
But I too, had an important role in the story of the ancestry of a future king of Israel. 
My husband Elimelech and I had two sons, Mahlon and Chilion. 
We weren’t rich but we had some land and were able to grow enough to live on. 
But when famine struck we were struggling to survive. 

Elimelech decided that we should move to Moab where there was a better chance of survival. 
And so we travelled there and made it our home, prepared to stay for however long the famine lasted. 
After my husband died I had a yearning to go back home to Bethlehem. But my two sons were settled and had married Moabite women. 
I looked forward to having grandchildren. 
It was not to be. 
In spite of being married several years there were no children and both my sons died within a short space of time. 
I was even more unhappy then and desperately wanted to go back home. When I heard that the famine had ended I made my mind up. 

My daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth, insisted on travelling with me. I thought they just intended coming a short way until we met up with a group of travellers whom I could safely journey with. 

Eventually I told them to return to their homeland where they could find new husbands. 
It was the custom amongst our people that if a married man died childless, his brother or next of kin should marry the widow to raise up a family for him. There was no way I would have any more children even if I had a husband and I told them so. But they knew that and anyway it wasn’t part of their culture. Returning to their home was surely the right thing for them to do.     

Orpah said her goodbyes but Ruth gave an impassioned speech, insisting that she would make my home and people hers. I could see she meant it and allowed her to travel with me. 

I arrived in Bethlehem with mixed feelings. 
Yes, I was glad to be back and I was surprised how many people recognised me. 
But I was also very sad having lost all those who were dear to me. In fact the sadness had turned to anger and bitterness that the Lord had allowed these things to happen to me. 
So I told them to call me Mara instead of Naomi. It means “bitterness”. 

We found a place to stay and since it was the start of the barley harvest I knew there would be food for us to eat. 
I was getting too old to do much but I told Ruth of our custom of land owners allowing widows and those in need to glean the grain on the edges of the fields or dropped by the workers. 

I was so grateful that she offered to do this for us.  
But I wonder how she will be treated when she goes? 
As a foreigner will she be allowed to glean?   

I shall have to wait to find out. 

Comment 

Naomi had gone through a difficult time, living in a foreign land, and losing both her husband and her two sons. It is hardly surprising that she felt bitter. She must have felt that life had handed her a raw deal. But she still had some faith in God. She believed that it was God who had brought the famine in her home country to an end but also that God had made her life bitter by afflicting her. 

I’m sure there have been times for many of us when things have gone wrong in our lives and we have felt angry or bitter. Maybe we have blamed God, maybe we have put the blame on others or maybe even ourselves. And until and unless things get better it is hard to see a way out. Perhaps we don’t trust God or others or even ourselves that we can have hope that things will get better. 

It may be that we need to trust God more. It may be that we have to take action ourselves. 

Naomi realised that there was at least one way in which she and Ruth could make life a little better for them. The barley harvest was just beginning and Ruth offered to go and glean in the fields. This ancient practice had been part of their law, whereby the edges of the fields were left uncut and stalks dropped by the workers were not picked up but were left for those in need such as widows and foreigners to gather for themselves. 

After our next hymn we will hear what happened when Ruth went to glean in the fields. 

Hymn StF 125 Praise and thanksgiving or StF 639 Through the love of God our Saviour 

Ruth 2:17-4:13a

My Cunning Plan 

I was delighted when Ruth returned after her first day of gleaning. 
Not only did she come back with far more grain than expected but the field she had gone to belonged to Boaz, a very close relative.  
Ruth, too, was excited. Boaz had been kind to her, allowing her to drink from the jars of water placed for his workers and sharing the mid-day meal with her. He had told her to keep close to his women and to stay with them until the end of the harvest.  

A plan began to form in my mind. 
Ruth needed a husband and who better than Boaz? 
Perhaps there was already an attraction between them.  
And if he was my husband’s next of kin, then the marriage would be a fulfilment of our tradition. 

The men always had a big celebration at the end of the harvest, plenty of food and drink before lying down on the threshing floor to sleep. At that point many women came looking for their men and some for any man who would have them.

I prepared Ruth carefully. 
She put her best clothes and perfume on. 
She would follow my instructions to lie at Boaz’ feet. 
After that it was up to him. 
But it should be a clear invitation to marriage.  
Would he see it as such? 
I waited anxiously for her to return.  

She was so excited. 
She didn’t tell me everything that had happened but Boaz was not only willing but wanting to marry her. 
But there was a problem. 

Our laws gave the next of kin the duty to marry a widow to raise up children for her husband. But there was a closer relative than Boaz whom I hadn’t known about. 
Boaz was honourable enough to make sure he was asked first. 

Ruth and I waited anxiously. 
Eventually he came to tell us that although the man was willing to buy my field he had no desire to marry Ruth and the path was left clear for him. 

We were so happy. 
Perhaps I would have grandchildren after all. 

Comment 

Before we hear the end of the story, which you may know already, let’s just pause to reflect on what has happened here. A young foreign woman gleaning in the fields of a rich landowner. We suspect that there was an attraction between them. Naomi sees the potential for a good marriage for Ruth and sets about doing everything possible to make the marriage happen. We don’t fully understand the traditions of the ancient world and whether the laying at a man’s feet was a clear invitation to marriage. But in this case it seems to work. But Boaz was an honourable man and knew there was a closer relative who had a right to buy the field and marry Ruth. When the relative says he has no desire to marry Ruth the way is clear for Boaz and Ruth to marry and as the stories say to “live happily ever after”. 

As people of faith we can see God’s hand in this. Even in the darkest of times and the hurt and bitterness sometimes accompanying it God’s loving purpose can be seen and felt. 

Let’s hear the end of the story. 

Ruth 4:13-22 

Joy at Last 

I had been so anxious for Ruth to marry and have children. 
I wanted a son to replace my lost boys and to carry on the family line. This is so important in our tradition but I would bear no more children. 
And I wanted grandchildren to love and who would care for me in my old age. 

The immediate next of kin wasn’t interested in fulfilling his family responsibilities and waived his rights, leaving the way clear for Boaz to marry Ruth. 
Ruth and I were so delighted. 

Ruth fell pregnant almost straight after her marriage and gave birth to a healthy son, Obed. 
I was so happy. After all those years of sorrow and bitterness, life was worth living again. 

The women in the community realised this. 
They praised Boaz for acting as kinsman-redeemer. They were sure his name would live on because of what he had done. 
And they were equally sure that Obed would bring me joy in my old age. 

Of course Obed was not my direct descendant but as Ruth had married my husband’s next of kin, family law meant that he would be regarded as my son. And Ruth was only too happy for me to act as mother to Obed. She knew how much he meant to me. 

I can see now that God’s purposes were working out after all.  
Throughout our history God had stepped in to make sure the family line continued. 

We all knew the stories of Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Leah. Perhaps we were now part of that continuing story. 
Who knows what the future holds for Obed and his descendants?  

Comment 

We know the future of Obed and his descendants. Obed was the father of Jesse, the father of David, the great king of the Jewish people. And this story is important because it tells us that a foreigner. Ruth is part of that history. 

The homely touch in those last few verses of Naomi becoming like a mother to Obed has links with our own generation as many grandparents offer care to their grandchildren while parents are at work and often there is a special bond between them. That isn’t always the case and often families live a long way apart and no longer have that close connection. But we all know the importance of families and keeping those close relationships. 
 
Hymn StF 620 Thou God of truth and love (which was written as a wedding hymn) 
or 519 Father, I place into your hands





Prayers of Intercession 

Loving God, we thank you for families, and for the special bond that children have with their grandparents. We thank you for grandparents who take on the role of caring for their grandchildren. 

And we remember and pray for families where relationships are difficult. Where differences of opinion have caused friction and separation, where distance means that families are not as close as they might be. 

We pray for the elderly and frail. For those who would love to have support from their families but either through distance or circumstance are not able to receive the help they
need. 

We pray for those who have had to leave their home country, through famine, war or persecution. May they find a welcome in the places where they have gone to find refuge. 

We pray for those who have been refugees and are able to return home, that they may find a welcome and the support they need to rebuild their lives. We pray particularly for the residents of Gaza, returning to bombed out homes. We ask that the international community will give the support they need in rebuilding their country. 

We pray for people who feel bitter about their circumstances in life. We pray that they may look for the positive and find ways to create a better life for themselves. 

(feel free to add prayers for specific needs in the sections below) 

We pray for the world – those suffering the effects of war or famine, for the leaders of the nations.  

We pray for our country – for its leaders. 
 
We pray for our community, that the needs of all may be met. 

We pray for those we know and love who need our prayers today. 

And in a moment’s silence we pray for our own needs.   

Loving God, accept these our prayers in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord and Saviour. Amen. 

The Lord’s Prayer 

The Offertory (if taken up during the service)

Hymn StF 645 Will your anchor hold in the storms of life 

Blessing – The blessing of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit be with you all evermore. Amen.  

or say the grace together – The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all. Amen. 
