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Texts:  Ruth 1; Mark 12:41-44 (Psalm 40:1-11) 
 

In our short Gospel reading today we read of a faithful widow.  We don’t know much about her, but we can 
surmise a few things.  Even though death has obviously disrupted her life and snatched her husband away, where 
do we find her?  We find her in the temple, the house of worship, and faithfully supporting its ministry.  This story is 
traditionally known as “The Widow’s Mite;” it’s a brief account of a poor widow who goes to the temple and puts into 
the offering box two “small copper coins,” as our translation has it.  The King James equivalent for “small copper 
coin” is the old English word “mite;” hence the traditional subtitle “The Widow’s Mite.”  But this short story also tells 
us something about this widow’s m-i-g-h-t; it tells us something about the source of her inner strength, about what 
keeps her going in the face of loss and loneliness … and that is her deep and abiding faith exemplified by her 
giving.  By the way, hers is a giving measured not so much by how much she gave, but by what was left over after 
she gave, as Jesus noted.  But what is really so commendable is not so much the amount or even the percentage.  
What is commendable is that this poor widow obviously gave her offering out of love for God and with faith in God 
to supply her needs, for as Jesus also noted, she gave all she had to give.   

A few assumptions I think we are warranted to make: (1) We may assume the widow was in the temple in the 
first place because she had not abandoned her faith; her loss did not drive her away from God, but apparently all 
the more drove her to devotion to God. (2) We may assume her faith in God helped see her through the valley of 
the shadow of death and loss, as well as many other difficulties in her life that would be the lot of a widow in that 
day.  (3) We may even assume the widow stood at the temple treasury because she was grateful to this God who 
stood by her in good times and bad, and in her gratitude wanted to give whatever she could give.  Her giving was a 
response, a free and thankful response, to the Lord who had sustained her throughout her loss and loneliness … 
and she wasn't about to leave Him or abandon her faith as a response to hard times.  Again, the widow is to be 
admired for the measure of her generosity; she held nothing back.  And (4) we may also correctly assume God 
used that widow's m-i-t-e and her m-i-g-h-t to inspire and bless.  God can multiply the effectiveness of the smallest 
of gifts given in good faith, and Jesus used the example of the mighty faith and character of this woman exemplified 
in her giving to touch and bless and inspire the lives of many … including us who read this story today over two 
thousand plus years later … and to teach us something about selfless, gracious giving . 

In our Old Testament reading, we read of the m-i-g-h-t of another faithful widow.  Actually, we read of two 
faithful widows, the one who is the namesake of the book actually came to faith and gave her all because of  the 
faithful example of her widowed mother in law.   

The book of Ruth is an unusual book of the Bible in that it contains no miracles, no voices from God; no laws, 
ceremonies or sacraments are prescribed, no wars or epic battles, no angelic encounters … it’s just a story about 
the domestic affairs of one seemingly insignificant family in a small middle eastern town. More precisely, it’s the 
story about the m-i-g-h-t of these two widows ... Naomi and Ruth … the latter of whom went on to become the 
great-grandmother of David, and the 27-X great grandmother of Jesus. 

The book opens (verse 1) in "...the days when the judges ruled...”; there was no monarchy yet in Israel.  At the time 
the going was pretty rough; there was a famine in the land.  This one particular family of four seems to have 
decided that since they weren't getting what they needed in Israel, they would go elsewhere.  So Elimelech, his 
wife, Naomi, and their two sons pack up their home, left the land and the company of God's people, and relocated 
to Moab.  It’s important to note that Moab was a long time enemy of Israel.  The Moabites had been cruel and 
inhospitable toward the Israelites after their exodus from Egypt, and there has been animosity between them ever 
since.  In fact, in Deuteronomy 23:3 it says, "No …  Moabite shall enter the assembly of the Lord; even to the tenth generation none 
belonging to them shall enter the assembly of the Lord; do not seek a treaty of friendship with them as long as you live."  So, there’s a 
subtle note of censure here by the author of Ruth that would be missed by the Western reader, but not by a 
knowledgeable Jew:  apparently, when the going gets rough in Israel, Elimelech chooses to leave the community to 
fend for itself without his help or the help of his two sons.  He chooses to pack up his family and go live with the 
enemies of Israel, rather than choosing to endure times of hardship with his people.  In a sense, Elimelech is 
breaking faith with his community due to hard times, breaking his covenantal promises as part of that community; 
again, leaving them to face their difficulties without his help ... something that would be frowned upon in that day.  
In our day we have a very mobile and independent mindset about relocating; however, in that day and age, 
communities bonded to make or break it together, to help each other live in good times and in bad.   

So, they go "just for a while," as the text says; perhaps they plan to be back soon ...  maybe when things get 
better … but it seems the longer they stayed away, the harder it was to return.  When it comes to our reading today, 
they've been away from the faith community of God’s people for well over a decade.   



There’s a sermon in itself here: People still wander away from the faith community, and often, from God 
Himself, when things get rough, and/or if they perceive their needs aren’t being met, and/or when they hope to find 
“sustenance” elsewhere.  And the longer one stays away, the harder it seems to be to return.  In fact, sadly, some 
never do.  In my former church in Berwick, PA, our building was a beautifully majestic and massive neo-Gothic 
structure, almost a mini-cathedral, built in the heyday of the area’s former prosperity in the late fifties/early sixties.  
There was a huge bell tower (the actual bells had long ago been removed due to deteriorating conditions), and at one time it 
became infested with pigeons.  No matter what was tried, the pigeons could not be “persuaded” to leave.  In a 
meeting of the Berwick Ministerium (a fellowship of pastors and priests that met monthly), I think it was the Lutheran pastor 
who suggested to me, “Why don’t you o up into that bell tower while the pigeons are roosting, and just confirm them?  Then they’ll 
eventually disappear and never come back!”  We laugh, somewhat sardonically … and this is almost another sermon … but 
sometimes I’m just amazed at times by how lightly some people make and break promises of commitment, 
especially those promises made in the presence of God and His people.  But, I digress. 

The opening verses of Ruth are a catalogue of tragedy and disaster for this family that chose to leave.  In 
verse 3, the husband dies.  Verse 4, the two sons marry into Moabite families, which means that they become 
inextricably bound with people who do not share their traditions, beliefs and religious practices, and any children 
these two sons might have would be that much further removed from the religion and tradition of their people.  
Verse 5, both sons suffer untimely deaths, taken to early graves while in this foreign and hostile land.  The widowed 
and now-childless Naomi is left utterly bereft of every blessing; every joy of marriage and motherhood and potential 
grandmotherhood has been ripped away from her, her life has been rudely disrupted by tragedy, loss and pain.   

When such tragic disruptions happen in all our lives, (and they will at some time or another), it can lead us to do one 
of two things:  (1) We can more fully embrace (or, return to fully embrace) the reality of God and the fact that He 
remains our only constant and sure hope, or (2) We can turn and depart (or, remain apart) from God and His 
people in anger or bitterness and desperately clutch for alternative ways of making sense out of life ....which, by the 
way, is an exercise doomed to futility.  I think Naomi realized that no matter how bad things were, things would only 
become worse if she stayed away from God and the fellowship of God's people.  The pain of bereavement did not 
drive her away from God; rather, it drove her back to her spiritual roots, back to the company of God and His 
people … which is the best place (and, really, the only place) to be.   

Naomi tried to talk her bereaved daughters-in-law out of coming with her by saying in so many words, "If you 
come with me and leave behind your home and your gods, it may mean you will live the rest of your life without the possibility of finding 
another husband or possibly even another good friend.  One day you'll be saddled with my care as well as your own; I have no wealth, no 
401K retirement plan, no Social Security benefits.   Go back to your own people and your former gods and you may find some measure of 
satisfaction; come with me to Bethlehem and it may cost you everything.  You may never have another husband, you may never have 
children, you may never even have friends; you may suffer lack of protection, you may suffer need … "  Naomi presses a sensitive 
point in these young women's lives when she warns them they risk being without husband or children or friends or 
security if they leave their land and their old way of life.  Verse 14 tells us that the one daughter in law, Orpah, 
decided she did not want to take the risk and then tearfully left (and eventually went on to become a talk show host … no, wait, 
that was Oprah, not Orpah … sorry).  But not Ruth.  We are told Ruth clung to Naomi.  This word "clung" is the same 
Hebrew verb used in Genesis 2:24, "...the man shall ‘cleave’ (or, cling) to his wife..."   

This young Moabitess says: "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. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May the LORD deal with 
me, be it ever so severely, if anything but death separates you and me."  Ruth's words are an expression of devotion to Naomi, 
but they are also words of Ruth's apparently newfound devotion to Naomi’s God.  The words "Your people shall be my 
people, and your God my God," should have a familiar ring to the Old Testament reader.  When God makes His 
covenant with Abraham, with Moses, with Jeremiah, He says:  "I will be your God and you will be my people."  Ruth was 
saying to Naomi, in so many words, "The reason I want you to stop urging me to leave you and go back to my former world and my 
former gods and my former way of life is that your God is now my God and your people are now my people.  Because of what I have seen 
in your life, because of what I have received from this God of grace and love through you, I want your God to be my God."   

Ruth, the widowed young woman from Moab, like our widow in the temple, gave her all; she put her trust in the 
God of Israel, the God of Naomi, and left everything else behind.  And when Ruth did that, when she gave her all, it 
eventually resulted in the unfolding blessings of God (and we'll touch on this in more detail next time) everything that is 
freely given up in Chapter One is given back to her and then some ... a husband, a son, a home, even a place in 
the family lineage of the Lord Christ and thus a role in the salvation of humanity.   

And God's grace in Ruth's life began with God's grace in Naomi's life, just as God's grace in most of our lives 
began with God's grace in someone else's life, and God's grace will begin in other's lives because of God’s grace in 
your life.  This is the normal pattern of grace … and all of this is the background for next week’s sermon.    


