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Sermon for October 23, 2022—“Family Redefined” 
Thirtieth Sunday of OT, Year C—Text: Ruth1:1-18; Matthew 12:46-50 

The book of Ruth is a Hebrew short story too often forgotten in our lectionaries, and as 

an ideal model for the Christian life. It’s hard to imagine that the great-grandmother of 

King David could so easily be relegated to the past. Especially with its relevance right 

now with respect to the work of God in peoples’ lives; in the way that it demonstrates the 

beauty of family, marriage, love, and commitment; in the significance of the Jewish 

covenant being shared with a gentile woman from a place called Moab, just west of the 

Dead Sea over a thousand years before Jesus.  

While it may not be immediately evident after a casual reading this story has incredible 

relevance today. How? Well, its message, in the context of the Christian way of life 

specifically as it relates to the Churches mission and ministry, also happens to be at the 

center of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and not inconsequently of Jesus’ own heritage. 

The story takes place back in the days of the Judges, and before the days recorded in the 

first Book of Samuel, written somewhere between the sixth to fourth centuries BC. 

Moses and Joshua are gone and the great kings of Israel are yet to come. These are the 

“in-between” years of the Jewish people marked by a succession of wars.  

Sunday school favorites like Samson, Gideon, and Deborah whose stories are recounted 

in the Book of Judges often dominate this period in Jewish history. However, we find this 

rare forgotten jewel after that book ends. The setting is a famine in Bethlehem, literally 

meaning, ironically “house of bread” or “house of food,” and the rest of the Promised 

Land.  

Elimelech whose name means “My God is King,” and his wife Naomi, whose name 

means “pleasant,” journey with their two sons, Mahlon and Chilion, to seek food and 

refuge in a forbidden land. The sons marry Moabite women, Orpah—not to be confused 

with Oprah—and Ruth.  

Although the marriage of God’s people to Moabite women was not expressly forbidden 

by the Law, it certainly indicated a point of compromise in the family’s lineage. Ruth and 

Orpah would never—according to Deuteronomy—be allowed entrance into the assembly 

of the Lord.  

After ten years in Moab, story culminates with the deaths of all three men: Elimelech, 

Mahlon, and Chilion. The three women are left destitute. No possibility of work, food, or 

home, and as we know, history has not been kind, to women left alone. Naomi must 

dismiss her daughters to the mercy of their gods, and family in Moab, and she must also 

find mercy with her own people—the Israelites.  

Many tears are shed as the family is broken. Naomi even encourages these daughters to 

return to their god Chemosh. Chemosh was a Moabite god, which scholars say means 

either “destroyer, ” or “fish god,” and child sacrifices to it were common. Orpah leaves 

and returns home. But Ruth decides to stay with her mother-in-law. Chemosh is no longer 

her god, and the Moabites are no longer her people. Ruth pledges her commitment and 

faith to Naomi:  
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“Where you go I will go, and where you lodge I will lodge. Your people shall be 

my people, and your God my God. Where you die I will die, and there will I be 

buried.  May the Lord do so to me, and much more as well, if even death parts 

me from you.”  

This is one of the most heartbreaking, poignant texts in the entire Hebrew Scriptures. And 

do you see what’s happening here? Actually, there are two things.. 

First, Ruth is presented as a model of the Hebrew concept of “hesed.” This term, found 

some 250 times in the Old Testament, it’s often translated as “loving-kindness” or 

“steadfast love,” expressing an essential part of God’s character. The closest word in 

English would be grace, and is meant to include things like mercy, compassion, love, 

and faithfulness but is much more than just an emotion or feeling. It involves action on 

behalf of someone in need a sense of love and loyalty that promotes the well-being of 

others, something that Jesus would come to embody in his earthly ministry. 

Second, and more to our point here, Ruth is redefining the definition of family and faith 

for generations to come, which Jesus would do as we see in our Gospel reading. Is this 

important, and if so, why? It’s important alright, precisely because we live in an age 

where faith is no longer passed down by families. Our spiritual fathers and mothers are 

not necessarily our parents. We live in an age stricken by death, divorce, and distance.  

Our holiday tables, Thanksgiving, Easter, Christmas, and others, are examples of this 

reality. The people with whom we break bread, share our lives, and spend our holidays 

become family without the bloodline. Jesus teaches this new family ethic as we heard in 

our Gospel reading when he pointed to his followers and said, “Here are my mother 

and my brothers. “Whoever does the will of my Father in heaven  is my brother and 

sister and mother.”  

The words of both Jesus and Ruth—who would be the thirty-fourth great-grandmother of 

Jesus—besides being a word about faithful care of widows about acts of love and 

devotion, and inclusion are words of comfort especially to people who don’t meet the 

traditional criteria of “family” people who might otherwise be excluded. You see, 

relationship to God, isn’t based on race or ethnicity, but instead on commitment, shared 

experience. Those who live your life and faith with you, they are your family.  

This is the ethics of the cross of Jesus Christ. The body broken and blood shed on that 

cross redefines fellowship and family. You can’t look at Ruth’s skin color, what she’s 

done, her baggage, the weight she carries, what religion she’d once practiced to define 

who she is. You have to look at her love.  

She’s come to love Naomi, her mother-in-law—a miracle in and of itself—and not only 

that, she’s come to love Naomi’s God as well. As we redefine Christian community 

seeing its radical nature through the lens of the biblical view of family whether within the 

walls of our church, or in the broader community beyond we must do the same. 

Everyone carries with them baggage of some sort, and history that which has made them 

who they are. Jesus is now telling us that everything has changed there is a different 

criteria. He asks his Father in heaven to forgive his executioners. He tells his friend to 

care for his mother and the thief crucified beside him to join him in paradise. Things that 

were once impossible, become possible—even ideal.  
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In all its brokenness, Jesus is picking up the pieces of family and faith, and putting them 

back together. He calls each of us to become the embodiment of “hesed,” to offer love 

and grace, to show mercy and compassion, to act on behalf of someone in need. He calls 

us to open our eyes and our arms wide—and our hearts even wider—and love neighbor 

and enemy alike, embracing them as family, sharing clothing and food, offering a cup of 

cold water. He calls us to become the Good Samaritan to become a father or mother to 

the orphan. You know, there’s a word for that. Adoption. Now there’s an idea… 

I think most of you know, I’m adopted. As such, I’ve had to emotionally ask the question 

over and over again in my life. “What is family based on, blood or love?” Don’t confuse 

or conflate them, the two are not necessarily the same. Over the years, when telling 

people that I’m adopted, I was often asked: “Do you know who your real parents are?”  

I’ve always been struck by the use of the word “real.” Of course, they usually meant my 

birth parents, but just being asked that question, usually touched something deep inside 

me. What does it mean to be someone’s real parents? To be an adopted child? My answer 

to people’s inquiries, about my parentage? I’d simply tell them that my real parents are 

Tony and Eleanor Colarossi, the couple who rescued me at three months old from the 

William Booth Salvation Army Hospital in new Kensington, PA on November 15, 1961.  

They took me in as their own, raised me, gave me safety, security, and faith. They 

cheered for me at my little league games, high school graduation, again at my college 

graduation, as much out of relief as anything. They watched me graduate from seminary. 

They were there at my ordination, and installation at my first church. Mom was sitting in 

one of the pews to my left, when I was installed here. 

Adoption—that’s the Christian ethic. Adoption becomes the new family, and that’s the 

beautiful ending to the story of Ruth. A new husband—Boaz—and new promises. A 

grandmother, Naomi, who gets to hold her grandchildren, one of whom, Jesse, would 

have sons of his own—including one named David.  

They are family, not because of blood, but because Ruth continues to call her family, and 

treat her as family. Ruth redefines family then—and now. Perhaps your stories are just as 

confusing, and just as beautiful. But in those stories God’s dream for mankind is 

becoming reality.  

We seldom realize it, but the cross is about more than personal redemption. It has 

communal effects as well. It heals brokenness, isolation, brokenness, and loneliness. It 

binds us together as one people. God’s people. The Body of Christ. Paul tells us that we 

“received a spirit of adoption.”  

He wrote that,  

“When we cry ‘Abba! Father!’ it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our 

spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs: heirs of God and 

joint heirs with Christ, if we in fact suffer with him so that we may also be 

glorified with him.” 

As a candidate for ministry, way back when, I had to write a statement of faith. In it I 

wrote this:  
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“As someone who is adopted. I have come to understand and appreciate my adoption 

into the larger family of God. This echoes deeply within me and tells me that the 

bonds of God’s redeeming love are permanent and stronger than all others. It is this 

thread that runs throughout the course of God’s history with humankind.”  

And here, brothers and sisters, is the thing:  

When we speak of ourselves as a congregation we often use the word “family.” Different 

people. Different backgrounds. Different stories. Different reasons for being a part of this 

family. It’s what makes us unique, And it’s for that reason, I believe that we have 

something special here. I believe God does too. I believe it’s time we tell others what it is 

that draws us here, to share with others what we’ve found here. I believe it’s time to 

invite others to become part of this family. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen.  

 


