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Last Full Measure of Devotion 
a sermon preached by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno, Nov. 11, 2018 
based on Ruth 1:1-18 
 
Now, if you were listening closely you heard that of the Book of Ruth doesn’t begin with 
Ruth at all.  She waltzes in later.  The story actually begins with a famine.  We can imagine 
the bloated bellies of children, elderly citizens dying in the streets, and vast numbers of 
hungry people on the move.  It's not at all pretty.  As a result, a middle-aged Jewish matron 
named, Naomi, and her husband leave their home in Bethlehem and go to a place called, 
Moab.   
 
It's a rough out of the way place, Moab. It's kind of like Ely, Nevada. It's not the kind of 
place you had imagined years ago you might now be living at this stage of your life.  You are 
trying to call it home, but it's hard. 
 
And you have these two boys, and they’re not tiny tots. They are adolescent lads with 
adolescent ideas, so wouldn't you know, Naomi and her husband have hardly gotten the 
dining room set off the moving van in this new place and they find that the boys are 
already dating a couple of local Moabite girls.  Dang it. They were supposed to hold off a 
year or two on girls until this famine thing had run it's course, but back home in Israel there 
has been no long range forecast of anything but relentless heat for a decade and kids will 
be kids. 
 
If that isn't bad enough, just when Naomi thinks that dark eyed girl-friends are the worst 
fate possible, something truly unthinkable happens:  Naomi's husband dies suddenly.  And 
all at once, Naomi finds out what being in really desperate straights is about.  She finds 
herself a most ill-equipped single parent.  She wishes her husband were there to help deal 
with the boys' infatuation with these foreign women.  
 
Poor Naomi, she does her level best.  She says to her oldest son, Mahlon,   
 
Mahlon, it's not that I don't like what’s-her-name, or that I think she's a bad girl. 
 
Her name is Ruth, mother. 
 
Alright, Ruth; it's not that I don't like Ruth; it's just that she hasn't had any of the 
advantages that you and your brother have had. Her people have different values than our 
family, that's all.   
 
What you're trying to say is that you don’t like it that she is a Moabite, right mother? 
 
Well, Ol' Naomi got about as far with this argument as a lot of you have gotten with it with 
your own kids, right?   
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Mahlon knows he can't lose this one.  Times are tough; where is he going to find a nice 
middle-class, Hebrew, church-going girl in this far-flung, out of the way place ?  His mother 
knows that. So in a couple of months, Naomi has not one, but two Moabite daughters-in-
law.  She tries to make the best of it.  
 
But it gets a great deal tougher.  Naomi's sons both up and die – maybe a flu epidemic, I 
don’t know, and horror of horrors,  Naomi finds herself alone in the world with TWO 
foreign daughters-in-law, and not one man to protect any of them in such a harsh foreign 
city. 
 
Naomi says, Girls, I'm going back to Bethlehem, back to my own people.  I'm a single 
woman.  I've got no marketable skills, no prospects for marriage, no future to speak of. I 
can't help you.  Moab is your country, it isn't mine. You're young, so go help yourselves. I 
don't want to weigh you down.  
 
Her daughters-in-law pipe-up and say, 
 
No, we belong with you. If you go back to Israel we’ll go with you.   
 
Now, Naomi is ready for this.  A straight shooter, she tries to talk sense into them: 
 
Look, you're unmarried women.  We live in a patriarchal culture.  It’s 3000 years before the 
women’s movement will change that.  Widowed Moabite girls haven't much going for them 
in Moab,  and they have nothing at all to hope for in Bethlehem where I’m going ! Do us all a 
favor -- stay here. 
 
And one of them, named Orpah, does the sensible thing;  she says,  
 
Mom, you're always right.  Mom’s always right, isn’t she, Ruth?  I'll stay here  in Moab.  
Don't forget to send me a postcard when you get back home, mom.   
 
In fact, the text says,  "Orpah kissed her mother in law . . . but Ruth clung to her." 
 
Ruth's response is both marvelous and ridiculous; it is impossible and true as anything in 
human life.  Orpah said and did what the cultural norms she grew up observing called for.  
She said, "No no, I'll stay with you,"  at first.  And she said this just as long as form called 
for, and then she said,  "Okay, here let me kiss you goodbye, but don’t smear my mascara." 
 
That was Orpah, but Ruth "clung" to her mother-in-law.  Clung. That's the same word used 
in GENESIS where it says  "a man will cling to his wife and they will become one flesh." 
 
Ruth is saying, “Look, if love means anything at all, it means that you and I are meant to be 
together,  I left my old life when I married your son. And we all know that Thomas Wolfe was 
right mom, you can't go home again.  You’re the closest thing to home I know. For better or 
for worse, I am yours forever.” 
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As a result, one of the half-dozen truly great speeches in the Bible comes out of the mouth 
of this woman from Moab, this woman who isn’t even Jewish.  Ruth says,  
  
Entreat me not to leave you or to return from following you, for where you go I will go, your 
people shall be my people, and your God my God;  where you die I will die, and there will I be 
buried.   
 
This is not just said for form’s sake.  Ruth is talking here about adjoining graves, for 
heaven’s sake.  She's talking about commitment, she's talking about something deeper 
than family values.   
 
I want to say a bit more about that in a bit, but first let me step back and offer a little 
perspective here.  It’s easy to forget that the book of Ruth is a remarkable text.  I mean, by 
all accounts, this story is ancient, but it was probably written down when the people of 
Israel were living in exile in Babylon 2600 years ago.   
 
At that time, they were trying to survive as a distinct people and culture, so they had every 
motivation to build a wall between themselves and other cultures.  But someone, someone 
very mature, and open-hearted, remembered that old story about Ruth from their ancient 
enemy, an enemy that pre-dated their enemy Babylon, and wrote that story down along 
with the Exodus story and the Joshua stories which were full of hatred for enemies.   
 
That writer probably added the little bit about Ruth becoming the grandmother of King 
David as a clincher; as a way of saying, “Look, some of the best DNA we have, comes from 
Central America, I mean Moab.” 
 
So, one of the questions the book of Ruth is asking us today is -- are we spending too much 
time and money worrying about our borders?  We’ve been demonizing these Moabites too 
long.  If Ruth is one of them and she wants to throw her lot in with the likes of us, maybe 
we should take her and thousands more like her.  She has values we need in this country 
we’ve been building since the 1770s.  So, substitute any nationality you want for Moabite.   
 
I did a wedding three years ago in Yorba Linda, California. The father of the bride and I got 
to be friends.  He said, “I’m a conservative, but I only hire Mexicans in my company.  The 
young white fellows I used to hire invariably squandered their earnings on drugs and I 
ended up firing them.  The Mexican men have good values.  They send 3/4s of their 
paychecks home to their families.”    
 

Well, a federal appeals court this last Thursday upheld a nationwide injunction against the 
current administration’s attempt to revoke deportation protections for some 700,000 
young “Dreamers” who were brought into the United States illegally as children.  

 

Mark Rosenbaum, a lawyer for Public Counsel, the nonprofit group that represented some 
of the plaintiffs, said he hoped that the administration would give up on dismantling the 
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program. “Nobody in the country is suffering because of the presence of the young people. 
There’s no imperative. This is just cruelty that serves no national purpose,” he said. 

Well, Tuesday’s election proved that the majority of Americans understand that.  Timothy 
Egan gave us his analysis Friday:   

Common-sensical treatment of fellow Americans won at the polls. Medicaid was expanded 
by vote of the people in Idaho, Nebraska and Utah. These deep-red states will now join 33 
others in the forward march of Obamacare. 

It will be a while before [anyone] stands up in Congress and proudly votes to take away 
someone’s health care or strips protections for pre-existing conditions. That argument is 
over. 

White women from the suburbs of Dallas and Houston and Chicago and Oklahoma City and 
Denver, ain’t buying it anymore. They’ve joined the majority. 
 
However, most white evangelical women in Texas, have not.  Egan continues … 

As always, policies to help people — [like] a boost in the minimum wage in Arkansas and 
Missouri, [and] pragmatic restrictions on guns in Washington State — passed handily -- 

[H]istory will give us some comfort. The American Know Nothing movement peaked in the 
1850s on a wave of anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic sentiment. The targets then were Irish 
and German. 

Those dark forces morphed into the Ku Klux Klan … who waged a post-Civil War campaign of 
murder and intimidation. They rose again in an oddball coalition — again targeting Irish, 
Germans and a new element, “swarthy” immigrants from the south of Italy.  

He could have called them, Moabites.  I mean, King David could have said, “Let us send in 
the army.  There is a caravan of people from Moab, infiltrated by ISIS terrorists who are on 
their way right now to Jerusalem.  Come, let us kill them.”  His people would have listened.   

A social media post, posted just moments before the slaughter of 12 Jewish worshipers in a 
synagogue in Pittsburgh, proves that the president’s racist lies about the caravan 
approaching our southern border inspired the murderer.   

But let’s not forget what happened afterward. Ari Mahler, a nurse and the son of a rabbi, 
cared for the Pittsburg shooter. “I wanted him to feel compassion,” he wrote on Facebook. “I 
chose to show him empathy.” 

Here’s the good news from Tuesday.  There are plenty people in this nation that know our 
true story, and repudiate the false narrative being propounded now to scare people.   

There are people in this country who understand true Christian values, values that are tied 
entirely to the teachings of Jesus about love that is blind to artificial distinctions -- love like 
the love Ruth showed to her mother-in-law.  Some of these people, like Ruth, aren’t 
Christian or even Jewish.   
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Now, let me acknowledge that there are always good people who don’t like it when the 
pastor makes connections between the Lectionary Bible text set for today, and things that 
are obviously political.  I made an intentional decision to desist from mentioning anything 
political over the last four weeks coming up to the election, out of a feeling of fairness …  

BUT, let me tell you, for any minister to ignore the president’s caravan scare on a Sunday 
when Ruth is the lectionary text is unconscionable.   

It would  be a dereliction of duty.  Now, that pastor might choose to defend the scare            
(I don’t’ know how, but he or she might try). But to ignore the elephant in the living room 
would be a travesty.   

I mean, with so many Christians defending what is patently wrong from pulpits all over this 
country, at least the few who see things differently need to stand up and say, an absolute, 
No!  to the thousands and thousands of lies.  God will not be mocked.  This gaping cancer 
on our republic will not be ignored by ALL people of faith.   

Well, let me be true to my word earlier in this sermon. Let me go back, now to Ruth’s 
wonderful declaration of devotion to her mother-in-law, Naomi.  I borrowed President 
Lincoln’s phrase, “Last full measure of  devotion,” from his Gettysburg Address for my 
sermon title this morning.   

As you know, today is the 100th anniversary of the end of World War I, the war that was 
supposed to end all wars.  The thing about that war that I have been thinking about that is 
connected with the commemoration, is the sad and terrible irony that so many people 
immigrated to this country from Europe in order to give their children a chance to grow up 
in a better place.  They had such hopes for their children, like so many who still want to 
come here today, and look what happened.   

Thousands of those young men grew up here in this nation and they went back to fight in 
the fields of France and Flanders where their parents had come from, and they died and 
were buried over there, and their working-class parents had no way of even visiting their 
graves.   

Just think about that for a minute.   

They gave their lives, that last full measure of devotion, for the liberty their poor parents, 
people just like three of my four despised Italian (or Irish) immigrant grandparents, prized.   

 
Thank God for the Hebrew scribe who lived so long ago, who preserved the story of Ruth 
for us, and with it, a way of seeing the world that breaks down those walls that divide us.   
Amen. 


