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Pentecost 23

More than survivors

Run the risk (like Ruth)

Ruth 1:1-18

Introduction

Did you happen to read this letter?


Dear Abby

My sister and I married two brothers from the Middle East.  

Lon and Leon immigrated here as young boys.  

They never gave up their traditions, though.  

The family loved each other – loved their God – just as they did in the “old country”.  Perhaps that’s why we were attracted to them.  

They seemed to have something we didn’t.

After Sis and I married into their family, the honeymoon never ended.  

I couldn’t believe my good fortune.  

Then my father-in-law suddenly dropped dead of a heart attack.  

A few months later, Lon and Leon were killed in an accident.  

Now I can’t believe my misfortune.

My mother-in-law – can you blame her? – wants to go back to the Middle East.  

My sister wants to stay here…in our own country.  

I seem trapped in the middle.  

Abby, what should I do?  Stay or go?


(Signed) Bewildered 

If the story sounds familiar,

it’s not because you read it in a newspaper;


but because you remember it from the Bible.

It’s the story of dear Ruth…


the story of a remarkable woman who made a remarkable choice.

She surrendered the security of life in her own culture,

and risked living in a foreign culture.

However, because this woman took a chance,


God took her story…and placed it in the Bible.

Why did she do it?

What happened because she did it?

That’s what we’ll explore as we review Ruth’s story this morning.

In the process, we’ll review our own story…

our own saga as citizens of heaven living in a foreign land.

And we’ll discover how willing we are…

how willing to run a risk…and reap a reward.

Run the risk…and reap the reward

1)  Run the risk (like Ruth)

We don’t know much about Ruth.

We do know that the foreign land in which she considered living… 

well, it just seemed to be the wrong place for her.

In that culture which males dominated, Ruth would be the wrong gender.

In that culture which traced its roots to Abraham, Ruth would be the wrong race.

In that culture which favored families, Ruth would have the wrong marital status.

Let me put it this way:

in that culture which wore a black tuxedo, Ruth would be a pair of brown sandals.

Yet Ruth decides that her brown sandals will take her to that culture.

Even though her life had taken a turn for the worse and headed south,


Ruth took a chance and headed north.

The widow from Moab risked living among the tribes of Israel.

Why did she do it?

For God and his people…


for a God and a people – I might add – that she barely knew.

She throws caution to the winds as she makes this vow…to her Jewish mother-in-law:


“Your people will be my people and your God my God.” [Ruth 1:16 NIV]
The land of Israel seemed to be the wrong place for Ruth,


but Ruth showed that she was the right woman for that place. 

Research reveals three predictors of success for living in a foreign culture,


and Ruth demonstrated the most essential one…



she was willing to take risks.

How is it with you, my friend?

Do you have what it takes to be “more than a survivor” in a foreign culture?

As a citizen of heaven living on planet earth, are you willing to take risks?

It would seem that you and I are not “risk averse”.

If we decide to go to college, we take a risk, don’t we?

after all, not everyone who enters college leaves with a degree.

If we decide to get married, we definitely take a risk;


in these United States, marriage has become a 50-50 proposition: only 50% succeed.

Even if we invest for our retirement in a “safe” 401k plan, we take a chance;

remember Enron.

Whenever I prepare a sermon for Sunday,


I preach it to myself during the week.

When I got to this point in the sermon,


I started to congratulate myself as a rather “daring dude”.

I recalled how I’ve gone to college 5 times, earned a degree from 4 of them…


how I entered marriage, not once but twice…



how I changed careers 4 times…




how I traveled to Africa and India on what could be called “adventure tours”.

Friends might say I’m crazy;


but I saw myself as courageous.

The sound of my own applause, though, was drowned out by the sound of a man’s voice –


a voice which said:



“Any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple.” 

[Luke 14:33 NIV]

It was the voice of Jesus – you know, the one who gave up everything for us –


it is Jesus who says that to us:



“Any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple.”

Jesus’ statement reminds me of a story – the story of the chicken and the pig.

One Saturday morning, a chicken and a pig went for a walk.

When they passed a church that was holding a rummage sale, the chicken said, 

“Why don’t we go in and give those nice people a ham and egg breakfast?”

The pig protested:

“That’s easy for you to do.  You only have to make a small contribution.  I have to make a total commitment.”

You and I might think we have what it takes to be “more than a survivor”…

that we actually are quite willing to take risks.

But are we willing to take the risk that Jesus calls for?

Are we willing to risk everything…as Ruth did?

Are we willing to offer everything we are and have to God to use as he sees fit?

Or do we – like the pig – protest at making such a total commitment?

Near the end of our Adventure Journal (sample) is an exercise --

an exercise that provides us with an opportunity for risk assessment…


an exercise that prompts you and me to consider:



what am I willing to risk for God and his people? 

Let me share several of the scenarios with you now…

A young single mom needs a reliable car so she can keep her job and support her child.

Are you willing to take a risk…and give her your extra car?

A family in your church needs a temporary place to live after a serious flood.

They don’t know when they will be allowed to move back into their house.

Are you willing to take a risk…and open your house to them?

You’ve learned that there is a desperate shortage of volunteers to care for AIDS patients.

Are you willing to take a risk…and help these suffering individuals?

Your teenager wants to spend a year serving on a mission field in a politically unstable country.

Are you willing to take a risk…and let your son or daughter go?

You will soon retire and plan to travel.  

You learn of the need for people with your skills to work on mission fields in Asia and Africa. 

Are you willing to take a risk…and spend some of your retirement years in 3rd world countries?

I believe that most of us want to do something significant;


we want to make our lives count.

But I also believe that we have another goal…


another goal that clashes with our “search for significance”.

We want to be comfortable.

We want to live comfortably…help our children live comfortably.

We also want to retire comfortably…then die comfortably.

Many times I have heard people say:


“I don’t want much.  I just want to be comfortable.”

I’ve heard those words in southern China – 

from a man who lived in a wooden shack 

with nothing more than a table, chair and kerosene stove.

I’ve also heard those words in mid-western America –


from a man who lived in a sprawling house



with 3 cars, 2 boats and 1 cabin.

Taking a risk…or taking it easy.

All of us seem to be comfort-seekers, almost by nature.

But none of us are risk-takers by nature.

And yet --


if God is to be believed –

anyone who has been “born again” has a second nature.

In other words, 


if we’ve been baptized and believe…



if we’ve accepted Jesus as our Savior…




if we’ve been “born again”

we’ve been born to trust God…and take risks.

After all, isn’t that what faith is all about?

“Faith,” says the writer of that letter to the Hebrews…


“Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” 

[Hebrews 11:1 NIV]
How can we be sure of what we hope for


how can we be certain of what we do not see…



unless we take a risk – or take a leap – and trust God?

So I want to ask again those questions that have been haunting me all week…

Do we have what it takes to be “more than survivors” in a foreign culture?

As a citizens of heaven living on planet earth, 

are we willing to take risks…risks for God and his people?

We say, “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

We also say, “No risk, no reward.”

Ruth found that principle to be true,


no matter how we say it.

2)  Reap the reward (like Ruth)

Ruth ran the risk…and reaped a reward…

a reward she never could have imagined.

What happened to Ruth?

She marries the richest guy in town.

She gives birth to a beautiful baby boy,


a boy who brings joy to his grieving grandma Naomi.

She wins the respect of the Jews.

And she becomes an ancestor, not only of Jewish king David,


but also of the world’s Savior Jesus.

There are three levels of living…


and Ruth was one of those rare individuals who achieved all three.

She obviously was more than a survivor.

She also was more than successful

Ruth achieved significance; her life counted!

Long ago, Ruth took a risk…


and today is remembered as a hero of faith.

Her sister, though, has been forgotten.

Orpah took no risks…

and today no one takes note of who she was…what she did.

What happens when you and I – like Ruth – take risks for God and his people?

What rewards might we reap?

I don’t know –


I’m not a prophet; I can’t predict the future.

But I sure can proclaim the promises –


promises such as these:



In all things God works for the good of those who love him. [Romans 8:28 NIV]
No eye has seen, no ear has heard what God has prepared for those who love 


him. [1 Corinthians 2:9 NIV]
God is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine. 

[Ephesians 3:20 NIV]

What rewards await those who run risks for God?

As I said, I’m not a prophet;


I can’t tell you what will happen.

But I can tell you what has happened…

I can tell you what has happened to Robert and Rodger –



two men who took chances for God and his people.

Robert grew up on a farm in Iowa.

At a young age, he sensed God was calling him.

When he entered the ministry,

he started to color outside the lines of his traditional denomination.

In the 1950s, he began conducting worship services at a drive-in theater;


people laughed.

In the 60s, he launched a nationwide television ministry;


people predicted it would fail.

In the 70s, he built a glass church;


people claimed the bill for Windex would break the church.

Today, the Crystal Cathedral and “Hour of Power” TV ministry

stand a stone’s throw from Disneyland.

There Robert Schuller ministers – not to the “down and out” –

but to the “up and out” of southern California.

Robert Schuller – a man who learned that taking risks for God is worth it –

has coined a new word for faith;


he calls it “possibility thinking”.

Schuller also has coined a new word for goodbye;


When he ends a conversation, he doesn’t say “Take care”;



he says “Take a chance.”

And then there’s Rodger.

Rodger is a 53 year old school teacher from Kentucky.

He appeared on the second series of the Survivor show –


a series filmed in Australia’s outback.

Rodger struggled with the lack of food provided;


he lost more than 30 pounds.

But Rodger demonstrated his willingness to take risks on the show.

He barely knew how to swim,


yet he jumped off a 50 foot cliff into a pool of water.

He also was not afraid to take a risk for God.

You may recall seeing him read the Bible and lead his group in prayer.

Rodger Bingham claims that he now has developed a taste for taking even greater risks.

Not only has he become a celebrity, 

speaking at churches and schools across the country;



he also is launching an organization to feed children in third world countries…




countries where lack of food is a reality…not just a reality show.

Ruth, Robert and Rodger…


three people who ran a risk and reaped a reward.

You may think that your name has to begin with an “R” to do that.

But no, you just need to be reborn.

Remember?  Anyone…anyone who has been born again


has been born to trust God and take risks…



risks that are rewarded by a God who can do more than all we ask or imagine.

Conclusion

This past week, I discovered an obscure research project 

conducted by graduate students at Ohio State University in 1998.

Findings revealed that Chinese are more likely to task risks than Americans.

That surprised me.

I never would have guessed that Chinese,


bound by a culture that hasn’t changed much in 5000 years,



would be more willing to take risks than people like you and me,




Americans living in a young and developing culture…





a culture where “pioneers” are still praised.

What surprised me even more, though, is why –


why Chinese are so willing to take risks.

Let me read one of the conclusions from this research project:

“The collectivist culture of China…allows people to take greater risks because citizens know their network of family and friends will help them in a crisis.”

Now, if a network of family and friends makes it easier to take chances,


you and I should be dare-devils.

Why! Just think of the networking we can do.

Don’t we have a Father who says “nothing is impossible”? 

Don’t we have a brother – Jesus -- who will go to hell and back just to save us?

Don’t we have a friend – a helper, the Holy Spirit – 

who has promised to “help us in our weakness”? [Romans 8:26 NIV]

So why not take a risk…and take a step out of the boat?

I know that, for most of us, our ship has already come in. 

And, well, the boat we’re in – it’s much more than a simple rowboat;


it’s a big and comfortable cruiser.

But, as John Ortberg says in his book,


“If you want to walk on water, you’ve got to get out of the boat.”

Centuries ago, the Lord challenged one of his disciples to get out of the boat.

The Lord is still doing that today;

he is still looking – still calling -- for people to get out of their boats.

What happens if you do that?

What happens if you take a risk and take that step out of the boat?

I believe two things will happen.

First, you may sometimes fail,


but you will never fail alone;



you’ll always find Jesus there to save you.

Second, you’ll also find this:


you’ll also find that there will be moments when you’re walking on water!

	On 07 November 2004, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651 770-3618).


PAGE  
7

