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Urgent Emails

The prayer of the desperate

Text: Ruth 1

Key Verse: She said to them, “Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. I went away full, and the Lord has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi, when the Lord has testified against me and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me?” Ruth 1:20-21 (ESV) 
We assume life is supposed to work in ways that make us feel the way we want to feel, the way we intuitively and irresistibly sense we are designed to feel. We further assume that if there is a God, His job is to do what we cannot do to make life work as we want. The good news of the gospel is not that God will provide a way to make life easier. The good news of the gospel, for this life, is that He will make our lives better
." 

Larry Crabb
There are emails. There are important emails. And there are urgent emails. Ever get one of those? 

If an email is flagged with a red exclamation point, you know you’d better act fast. 

You hang up the phone. 

You put down the coffee.

You begin typing. 

Not simultaneously, of course. 

Urgency visits me more frequently in my new role as a pastor. Urgency waits impatiently on the church stoop as I arrive on Tuesday morning. Urgency knocks loudly on my door. Pastors sit uniquely at the nexus of human need and spiritual application. 

When I receive an urgent message, whether email or text or IM or voicemail, a rotten feeling hits my gut. 

It’s the “Uh-oh, something’s wrong” feeling. 

When Ashli’s phone number appeared on Angela’s caller ID, we both got that feeling. Angela dug deep inside her purse and hit the green button on her cell. I watched as she listened to her best friend, whose anguished cries echoed through the phone. Tears streamed down Angela’s face as she responded in the most human and yet biblical way. 

Weep with those who weep. (Romans 12:15)

Ashli wept. Angela wept. I wept. 

Ashli’s husband, Ben, a robust man of 30, recently reunited with the church, faithful father, beloved boss and coworker, was diagnosed with a fatal form of cancer. 

The news hit us hard. It wasn’t that long ago that Angela and I flew to Las Vegas to be part of Ashli and Ben’s wedding. It was a joyous occasion as we watched two of our favorite people in the world begin their journey. They had great plans to build a life together. The dreadful news came just as they were getting started on that life. Six years of marriage had yielded two beautiful children, a grow career for Ben, and a new series of ministries at their local church.  

Now, everything Ashli longed for was being snatched away. For the next twelve months, Ashli’s prayers reflected the desperate strains of an aching heart. They were like urgent emails to the Heavenly Father. 

Little Miss Sunshine No More

Centuries earlier, tragedy arrived at the doorstep of another good woman. Naomi, whose name means, “lovely or pleasant,” was a devout Jewish girl who married her sweetheart, a God-fearing man whose name means, “God is my king.” 

Naomi seemed destined for the good life. That’s what is supposed to happen when “Lovely” marries “God is My King.” But reality has a nasty way of smudging the tranquility of our Thomas Kinkade life, doesn’t it? In a female replay of Job, Naomi’s life produced a series of heart-breaking misfortunes. 

Their hometown, Bethlehem, a city known as the “house of bread sweat out a country-wide drought. The famine was the result of God’s judgment for Israel’s brazen sin, a fate warned, but unheeded by the prophets. Naomi lived in a shameful time in Israel’s history, an era of lawlessness, anarchy, and sexual license. Several times, the book of Judges describes this era as one in which, “every man did that which was right in his own eyes
.” Naomi and Elimelech were different, faithful in a culture of unfaithfulness, but their faith didn’t spare them the effects of God’s judgment on His people. 

Famine is a word that Americans barely understand. Even in a time of recession, few of us know what it feels like to go to bed hungry. Most have never had to scrounge the garbage dumps for leftover food. 

I’ll never forget the image of little children picking at a garbage pile on a mission trip to India. I saw the same images in travels to Cairo, Egypt, and the Palestinian territories. The haunting images of extreme poverty have never left my consciousness. 

Few Americans experience poverty, but many around the world do. According to the site, stopthehunger.org, over 17,000 people die every single day from starvation
.

So you can understand why Elimelech, “God is My King, elected to move his family to Moab. No doubt this faithful Jewish family cringed at the thought of leaving the land of their fathers to live in the land where the people worshipped the pagan God Chemosh
, who demanded child sacrifices. Birthed from the incestuous relationship between Lot and his daughter, Moab is referred to in Scripture as “God’s washpot
.” The Moabites were forbidden to enter the assembly of the Jewish people until the tenth generation. 

Many Bible commentators offer harsh condemnation, but Elimelech and Naomi were desperate. And we know their move was intended as a temporary trip
. Their hearts were still in the land Yahweh promised. 

So here is Naomi, forced out of her homeland, separated from her people and familiar culture, walking the long, dusty road to a the last place on earth they wanted to call home. Moving to another country, another culture is difficult in any time. But imagine the hostility in Moab. There was no Statue of Liberty beckoning “the tired, huddled masses yearning to breathe free.” I’m sure discrimination against God’s people was severe. I’m sure they worried about Elimelech beginning a new career? What would he do? But that was the just the beginning.

Not long after the boxes were unpacked and the mini-blinds were installed, Elimelech died. Now Naomi faced life as a single mother. Her hopes of retuning to her homeland were dashed. 

Life would not get easier for Naomi. Her two sons married Moabite woman, but neither bore children. For ten long years the family suffered the sting of the barren womb, a bitter curse in a day when fertility was seen as a sign of God’s blessing.  

Then the unthinkable happened. Her two sons died. We often read this part as a footnote to the larger drama of the book of Ruth, but we should linger here. As a young father, I recoil at the very thought of burying any of my three children. Nobody writes that as a part of their family’s future. And yet for Naomi, it was reality. 

Now Naomi was completely helpless—a destitute widow in a foreign land. In those days, widows had no support system. No social security. No charitable organizations. No organized church. 

Carolyn Custis James, in her remarkable book, The Gospel of Ruth describes the harshness of Naomi’s situation. “Overnight, her already diminished social status hit rock bottom, and Naomi was suddenly at risk. Without a male connection, she had no place in society and no source of income. Without a male protector, she was fair game for the unscrupulous who regularly preyed on helpless widows. Alone in a male-dominated world, Naomi was cast upon the mercy of a society that had no interest in her
.”

You might not blame Naomi for wondering what God was up to. Here she was, a faithful follower of God in an unfaithful time. Her life causes us to question our Westernized version of Christianity, which sometimes teaches us that a life of faith is always rewarded by prosperity. Naomi’s life didn’t follow that script. 

In my study of the book of Ruth, which chronicles Naomi’s story, I’ve been shocked by the near-universal condemnation of Naomi’s attitude. In crawling back to her hometown, she told people, “please don’t call me lovely and pleasant, call me Mara, which means, “bitter.” Most say, “She’s bitter. She’s angry. She needs to get over it.” 

They sound strangely familiar to Job’s three discouraging friends. How easy it is to dispense bullet-point theology when we’re not in the crucible of suffering.  

What we miss about Naomi is her authentically raw expression of faith in Jehovah. “She said to them, “Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. I went away full, and the Lord has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi, when the Lord has testified against me and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me?” Ruth 1:20-21 (ESV) 
Did you catch that? She may not have liked what she got from God. But she acknowledged that it came from Him. She wasn’t doing cartwheels of joy, but she didn’t abandon God altogether. Weaved between the tears is a powerful expression of God’s sovereignty in the brokenness of her life. 

A Less Tidy Faith

Naomi’s story echoes our own. Somewhere along the line, a famous preacher or bestselling author told us that if we “just trust in Jesus,” or if we “just give enough money” or if we “just attend church faithfully” or if we just “follow the rules,” then life will automatically get so much better. 


But what happens when you follow Christ and life gets worse? 

When you meet a guy in Bible College only to see him walk out on you five years later. 

When you raise your children in the Lord, take them to church, disciple them in the Scriptures, only to see them reject your Christian faith?

When you put your trust in a church and its leaders only to see them betray you? 

When life takes a series of unexpected turns, it rips the false sheen off our religion. We come to grips with the naked reality that following God is often a life filled with hardship and cross-bearing. 

I find it interesting that Naomi’s life doesn’t have quite the tidy ending like Job’s. Everything Job lost, he got back and it was doubled: bigger house, more sons, bigger barns, more property. 

Naomi didn’t get that payoff. But you’ll find that her reward was far richer than material gains. She rebounded from her devastating losses by investing in her daughter-in-law, Ruth. 

Naomi had no reason to see Ruth succeed. Ruth was a Moabite woman from another generation. In fact, Ruth was a continual reminder of Naomi’s fallen son. 

And yet God worked through Naomi’s brokenness to impact the future of a country and the outworking of His ultimate plan of redemption. Ruth married Boaz. One of their grandchildren was David, the shepherd boy plucked from obscurity and anointed king over Israel. From this family would come Jesus, the promised Messiah. 

As I write this, I still think of our friend, Ashli. Like Naomi, her life hasn’t had the tidy ending. For an entire year, she lived through the rollercoaster of a spouse with cancer. At times we thought God was answering the prayers of several church bodies and was healing Ben. And at other times it seemed God was astonishingly silent. Thanksgiving of 2008 we traveled from Chicago and spent a few days with Ashli and Ben, celebrating a milestone in his recovery. But the celebration was short-lived. A few months later, Ben’s body couldn’t fight any longer and he slipped into the arms of his Heavenly father. 

Now Ashli is left raising two children on her own. We don’t know why God took Ben, just like Naomi never fully understood why God took her husband and two sons. But Ashli can hang on to the truth that God will bring about good from an unspeakable tragedy. 

Conditioned for the Good Life

Naomi’s story, Ashli’s story—these are narratives that frighten my generation, because we’re conditioned for the good life. We’ve been fed a steady diet of positive empowerment and have grown spiritually fat on the junk food of bad theology and political promises of prosperity.  We pursue the American dream of a wife, 2.5 kids, and a nice house in the burbs. 

There is nothing inherently wrong with prosperity or the good life. But is the American Dream the sum total of our spiritual aspirations? If so, we’ve missed something along the evangelical superhighway. Christ offers something radically different. Take up your cross, he says. Follow me, he asks. Deny yourself, he commands. Cross-bearing? Following? Denying? These words are almost insulting to a generation conditioned for unlimited success. 

Sure, we’ll follow Christ, but there better be a safety net. At least a 401(k) and health insurance. 

The Prayers of the Desperate

The spectrum of Naomi’s life represents the journey God desires for every believer. When life moves from pleasant to bitter, it is not God that must change. It is not our circumstances that must change. It is our theology that must change. 

Rather than assuming God owes us the good life, than wondering why life has been so unfair, we must square with the truth of God’s revelation in the Scriptures. It is this: to follow God is to follow His Son, Jesus Christ. And to follow Christ is to accept the way of the cross. Not because God is intent on our displeasure, but because a God intent on our holiness. 

From Naomi’s life we learn three powerful lessons: 

Your struggles may point others to God. Naomi’s gritty demonstration of faith had a transformative effect on her daughter-in-law, Ruth. Ruth observed Naomi up close during all those years of tragedy, from the death of her husband, to the agonizing over the childlessness of her sons’ family, to the death of her sons. None of wrested Naomi’s grip on her God. Her faith, in a swirling cacophony of trial, seemed illogical at times. It went against the grain of the culture. You can hear the whispers, What is your Jehovah doing for you now? And yet it was Naomi’s unrelenting faith in the midst of her darkest hours that led Ruth to say, “Your people shall be my people, and your God my God. Ruth 1:16 (ESV). 
We rarely consider that our trials, the unfair tragedies that roll across the threshold of good people, may be the very signposts that lead others to God.

Our problems are always vertical and not horizontal. Hidden in Naomi’s seemingly bitter rant in Ruth 1:20 is her trust in the sovereignty of God.  Her laundry of Job-like sufferings gave her several options. She could have denied the existence of God altogether and pursued the more culturally convenient worship of the Moab god Chermish. She could have lashed out at the people in her life or the poor environment that led to the death of her husband and sons. Instead, Naomi accepted her fate as the divine will of Jehovah. 
The denial of God—the blind faith in human reasoning is little salve to the wounds of tragedy. But to believe a God permitted the sufferings as part of His larger purpose on earth at least brings the assurance that Someone is in control and that in the end, all things will work together for her our good. (Romans 8:28). There can be no hope without a giver of hope. There can be no assurance without Someone to assure it. There can be no peace without a Prince of Peace. 
Suffering is the syllabus for ministry. Naomi’s trust in God allowed her to redeem her sufferings for God’s glory in the life of Ruth. Let’s not forget that Ruth was not Jewish and was an ever-present reminder of the death of Naomi’s sons. Yet Naomi looked beyond her own sufferings and invested in Ruth’s future. Naomi’s sufferings were the building blocks of a mentoring ministry whose fruits reached beyond their family. Ruth married Boaz, the great-grandfather of David. David’s family bore the Messiah, Jesus Christ

We must be careful not to waste our tragedies. Once we’ve picked up the pieces of our faith, we have a treasure to be poured into the lives of those God has uniquely thrust into our world. Today I consider myself a rich man for the wise older pastors who use the grit of their years in ministry to enrich my life. 

To a generation who longs for the good life, suffering seems a cruel twist of fate by a God who seems detached, distant, or even devious. But we have hope that the cross we carry doesn’t surprise the Heavenly Father, but is deliberately designed for our holiness. 

Study Questions 

How can God use your present struggle to make a difference in others, in the world? 
· What about Naomi’s story scares you? 
· What wrong attitudes about God lead me to think I deserve a life free from suffering? 
Study Resources

· Two years ago I was driving in my car (why is that my best inspiration happens in a ’96 Nissan Sentra?) when I heard a conversation on WMBI’s (90.1 Chicago) Midday Connection program on the subject of Ruth. The hosts were chatting with author Carolyn Custis James. They were discussing her book, The Gospel of Ruth. I soon bought the book and discovered an entirely new way of looking at Naomi, who has always been seen by commentators as a bitter old woman. James’ in-depth research and Biblical accuracy formed the basis of my new and profound respect for this “female Job” of the Old Testament. Needless to say, I highly recommend this book. 

Further Bible Study 

· Ruth 1-4

· James 1

· Matthew 16:24

· Mark 8:34

· Luke 9:23

· Romans 8:28
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� Judges 17:6; 21:25


� Stopthehunger.org, accessed 10/24/2009


�Chad Brand, Charles Draper, Archie England, ed., Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, (Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers, 2003), s.v. “,” WORDsearch CROSS e-book.


� Psalm 108:9


� Ruth 1:1 says that this trip was a sojourn. Plus Naomi’s return back to Israel and Ruth’s statement “your people will be my people” reveals her observation that Naomi considered Israel to be her home with her people. Like they often say about girls from Texas (my wife especially), “You can take the girl out of Texas, but you can’t take the Texas out of the girl.” 
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