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1: 6-22. 

 

 A presidential candidate in 1833 made a statement that would become famous: "Go West, young man, 

go West." But as most candidates for office when they foolishly think no one is really paying attention, he didn't 

stop there. The entire comment out of Horace Greeley's mouth was:  "Go West, young man, go West. There is 

health in the country, and room away from our crowds of idlers and imbeciles." 

 That's what the man said: "Idlers and imbeciles." Get away from them - do what you have to do - leave 

home - go west - go as far as you can... California? Oregon? Colorado? Don't know. Just go. 

 

 The "Go West, young man, go west" part became a catch-phrase for westward expansion. Greeley 

hated the high rents, bad food and deplorable morals of Washington, D.C., and encouraged people to hit the 

road and make a life for themselves in the fertile farmlands of the West. He himself never got further west (at 

least to live) than New York state... 

 

 For generations, people took his advice. People MOVED from wherever they were to somewhere 

where MAYBE life would be better. But that's all changed. Today more people are staying put than ever before 

in U.S. history. 

 

 "Sometime in the past 30 years, someone has hit the brakes," write Todd and Victoria Buchholz in The 

New York Times (March 11, 2012). "Americans -- particularly young Americans -- have become risk-averse 

and sedentary." To support their case, the Buchholzes point out that the likelihood of 20-somethings moving to 

another state has dropped over 40 percent since the 1980s, and the proportion of young adults living at home 

almost doubled between 1980 and 2008. 

 

 Even bicycle sales are lower now than they were in 1980. Sitting at the computer is far more interesting 

than going places and doing things…meeting people and seeing the world… 

 

 "We are a nation of movers and shakers," insist the Buchholzes. They write that the Pilgrims climbed 

into boats to cross the Atlantic – the adventure was breathtaking and awesome – one on which you either 

made it or you died; the so-called Greatest Generation shipped out to fight in Europe and the Pacific; and 

many of the children of the 60s joined the Peace Corps and lived for a time in some far away land. 

 

 "But Generation Y" they say, "has become Generation Why Bother." Why bother to move out of the 

family home? Why bother to cross the country in search of work? Why bother to journey into an unknown 

future? Home is pretty good. Knowing where the grocery store and the post office are located is a good thing. 

Everything "out there" must be more or less like it is "here."  Be it ever so humble, there is no place like 

home…  Even if the idlers and imbeciles are getting you down, stay put.  

 

 In ancient Israel, back in the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land. And just like 

the scarcity of food and the dust bowl droughts during the American Depression in the 30s caused a migration 

westward to California and elsewhere, likewise in Bethlehem, a family of four pulled up its stakes and travelled 

eastward to the country called Moab. They were facing a situation even more dire than an 8 percent 

unemployment rate. If they stayed they would all starve to death. 

 

Elimelech and his wife Naomi decided to get up and go. Journeying with their two sons, Mahlon and 

Kilion, they entered a country called Moab. They found a house and settled – hoping to live happily ever after. 

Unfortunately, that wasn’t in the cards. Elimelech died. In those days, long before Social Security or life 

insurance – when women were homemakers and helpers in the fields, a widow could become quite a pitiable 



sight – no marketable skills – no prospects for employment…. For a while Naomi managed to survive because 

her sons found wives – they would care for their new brides and for their mother as good sons should.  The 

wives names were Orpah and Ruth. Not Oprah and Ruth. Orpah and Ruth (I’ve always suspected that Oprah’s 

parents named her after Orpah but misspelled it). 

 

They were a close-knit family, with the sons and daughters-in-law taking good care of Naomi. Life was 

good – but not for long. After they had lived in Moab for about ten years something happened – disease – 

accident – barroom brawl – we don’t know, but BOTH sons died. Now, instead of there being one widow, there 

were three. Three women with no one to care for them – not a good situation. 

 

Naomi decided that she needed to return home to Bethlehem. She still had some cousins and other 

relatives there. It was her only hope – maybe someone there would take pity on her and let her be their 

cleaning lady or something…  She fully expected her daughters-in-law to stay in Moab – where they were from 

– find other husbands, and live normal, happy lives… They were young and attractive. Some lucky man would 

marry them… They would be OK. 

"Go back, each of you, to your mother's house," said Naomi to Orpah and Ruth. "May the LORD deal 

kindly with you, as you have dealt with the dead (my dear sons) and with me" (Ruth 1:8). 

 

Naomi loved her daughters-in-law and wanted the best for them. She kissed them, and they cried when 

they thought about being separated from her.  

There are plenty of stories of terrible mother-in-law/ daughter-in-law problems, but this relationship was 

not one of those. These three truly loved one another… Ruth and Orpah both wanted to stay with Naomi, and 

stated that they intended to return with her to Bethlehem, to live, if they could, with Naomi's extended family. 

But Naomi realized that this was completely impractical. “Look, you are no longer my daughters-in-law and can 

never be again. I have no more sons nor will I ever. If you go with me to Bethlehem you will not be able to find 

husbands. Jews don’t marry gentiles (yes, my wonderful sons did but that was because there were no nice 

Jewish girls here in Moab – otherwise they wouldn’t have either). There is no future for you in Israel. Stay here. 

Make a new life for yourselves.” And all three of them hugged and hung onto one another weeping. The 

thought of never seeing one another again was almost too much to bear… 

 

Ruth and Orpah had every reason to say, "Why bother?" To get up and go made no sense. There was 

no promise of a good life for them in the fertile farmland of Bethlehem. There was nothing but uncertainty and a 

very good possibility of destitution… Better to stay put and know what to expect – hoping for the –than leaving 

and live with uncertainty and the probability of hardship. 

 

Orpah, being practical and seeing the wisdom of what Naomi said, went back to her people and to her 

gods in the land of Moab (and presumable lived happily ever after). But Ruth must have heard a voice saying, 

"Go West, young woman, go West" ... West to the little town of Bethlehem. Ruth said to Naomi those famous 

words used in so many weddings (even though they have nothing to do with marriage at all), "“Don’t urge me 

to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will 

be my people and your God my God." (vv. 15-16). 

 

Naomi was surprised by this. It made no sense, since she had nothing to offer Ruth in terms of a new 

husband or a life of financial security. But Ruth pressed on. "Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. 

May the LORD deal with me, be it ever so severely, if even death separates you and me." (v. 17). 

 

“This young woman is determined,” thought Naomi. So she didn’t argue. She let her tag along… (v. 18). 

Ruth got up and went, following both Naomi and the Lord God of Israel. Not only would she find a husband and 



a life of security in Bethlehem, but she became the great-grandmother of the great King David. …the ancestor 

of Jesus… 

 

Not bad for a young woman from Moab. 

 

Ruth reminds us of the importance of taking risks and following the Lord into an unknown future. As 

Todd and Victoria Buchholz say in The New York Times, "We need to reward and encourage forward 

movement, not slouching." 

 

So what might it mean for us to take risks and follow the Lord today? 

 

We take our first step when we realize that God is sovereign. The book of Ruth opens with a famine in 

Bethlehem, one that causes Naomi and her husband to emigrate to Moab. The husband's name is Elimelech, 

which means, "My God is king."  

 

Even though this poor man suffers an untimely death, and his wife Naomi has to return to Bethlehem 

after the deaths of her sons, the hidden truth of the story is that God is king. The Lord works through all of the 

characters in the story, including a foreigner named Ruth, to advance his will. The hand of God is seen in every 

situation, in times of grief as well as joy, working to set up the birth of David. 

 

We are able to find hope in the middle of sorrow only when we discover the truth that God is king. 

 

Our second step is taken when we venture into new territory. For Naomi and Elimelech to travel to 

Moab was a risky move. Biblical scholars tell us that the Israelites had contempt for the Moabites, and their 

encounters with them were usually hostile or shameful. The book of Deuteronomy bans Moabites from even 

entering their places of worship. (23:3). 

 

In spite of this history, Naomi's sons marry wonderful Moabite wives, and Ruth turns out to be a model 

of loyalty and kindness. The Moabite woman named Ruth -- who should have been banned from the assembly 

of the Lord -- turns out to be an ancestor of a yet to be born Israelite king. 

 

We are able to find our way forward when we enter new territory with open hearts and minds. This 

means new approaches to worship, new career possibilities, new relationships with people of different races 

and religions. 

 

Our third step comes from a willingness to deal kindly with one another. The Hebrew term is hesed, and 

the English word "kindly" is really a rather weak translation. Naomi says to her daughters-in-law in verse 8, 

"May the LORD deal kindly with you, as you have dealt with the dead and with me," and when she says this 

she is asking for the LORD to show them hesed because they have shown her hesed. To show hesed is to 

demonstrate loving-kindness and loyalty beyond what the commandments of God require. Hesed is part of the 

very nature of God, and it is attached to acts of unconditional love, grace and mercy. 

 

We are able to reflect the nature of God when we show loving-kindness and loyalty. Our challenge is to 

show hesed to family members, to friends, to colleagues ... even to those who have hurt us or betrayed us. 

 

Finally, we take a fourth step when we honor our commitments. Although Ruth usually gets praise for 

boldly saying to Naomi, "Where you go, I will go" (v. 16), she is really just honoring the commitment she made 

to her husband, Naomi's son. Since she considers herself part of Naomi's family , why shouldn't she follow her 

mother-in-law back to Bethlehem? 



 

Ruth could have taken the easy way out, and stayed behind in Moab. But she considered herself part of 

Naomi's family, and had already begun to worship Naomi's God. She trusted that God would be good to her if 

she were good to Naomi, so she walked into an uncertain future with faith and with hope. 

 

We can move forward with confidence when we honor our commitments -- as spouses, parents, 

children, neighbors, church members, and friends. 

 

The past has important lessons to teach us, whether we are young adults or senior citizens. Ruth's steps 

should be everyone's steps: Realize that God is king. Venture into new territory. Show loving-kindness and 

loyalty. Honor commitments. These are the actions that will enable us to move forward with God. 

 

Let's get up and go. 


