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I was still a few months away from my first shave when I stepped onto the tarmac at the old Kona airport to board a DC-3 bound for Honolulu.  I was leaving home.

I was leaving home to go to a boarding school.  I had no idea of the adventures and the experiences that lay ahead and the ways in which they would change my life forever.  All I knew for certain when I stepped onto the tarmac and walked into the warm ocean breeze that swept over the runway was that I was leaving home.

Home for the previous twelve years had been an old coffee plantation house where I lived with my grandfather and other extended family members.  It was where I shared a bed with one, sometimes two, sometimes three of my cousins.  It was where I looked forward to consuming the bread pudding and Portuguese bean stew that my auntie did not make often enough.  
Home was where we would place lemons in used mayonnaise jars and set them on the tin roof to bake in the hot sun.  It was where we laid the ‘öpelu or mackerel in screened boxes next to the lemons in used mayonnaise jars to dry in the hot sun.

Home was where the smell of a decorated pine tree would fill the house along with the smell of laulau and other food being prepared each year for the Christmas holiday.  It was where I remember most vividly the magical moments of my childhood.  But at the age of twelve I was leaving all of that behind.   
Grandpa took me to the airport.  Other family members came to bid me farewell.  When the announcement was made for passengers to begin boarding the flight for Honolulu, we knew it was time to say goodbye.  Hugs and kisses were exchanged.  Tears were shed.
Everything that first year was new.  The dormitories we were to live in were just completed.  We crossed over areas of red dirt that had yet to be landscaped.  

It was a time to meet new teachers and to make new friends.  It was time to buy my first razor and shaving cream even though the facial hair I had was hardly visible.  “Ah,” my new friend would say, “You only get peach fuzz.”

When my first school year came to an end in early June I returned to Kona.  Though only nine months had transpired, whatever magical moments I may have remembered about home had become just that – memories.  

Something had changed.   It wasn’t the place.  The house still looked the same.  It wasn’t the bread pudding or Portuguese bean stew that had changed.  The quality of auntie’s cooking skills had not diminished one bit.

What changed was something inside of me.  I had learned new things.  I had experienced new things.  The changes were sometimes perplexing, sometimes overwhelming.  
Yet with all of the changes that came that first year, what kept me anchored then and all through the years that followed was the realization that home was not about the memory of a house or a place or a physical location.  Home was about the memory of relationships that were nourished and sustained in that house, in that place, in that location with my grandpa, my cousins, or my auntie.  That is what makes the story that comes to us from today’s reading from The Book of Ruth so compelling to me.

Much is said about the circumstances that brought Ruth and Naomi into each other’s lives. When a great famine swept across the land of Judah a man named Elimelech left his home country and went to live in the country of Moab with his wife, Naomi, and two sons – Mahlon and Chilion.  They remained in Moab for some time.  
When Elimelech died Naomi was left with her two sons.  Although they were both from Judah, they married women from Moab.  Mahlon married Ruth.  Chilion married Orpah.
Within ten years both Mahlon and Chilion die.  Already a widow, Naomi laments the death of her sons convinced that the “hand of the Lord” had turned against her.  She is now childless and so she instructs Ruth and Orpah to return to their kin and country so that they may live a more secure life, a life she cannot provide.

It is clear from the story that Naomi cares deeply for Ruth and Orpah.  It is clear that Ruth and Orpah care deeply for Ruth.  Eventually Naomi is able to bid Orpah farewell but Ruth refuses to leave Naomi.

When Naomi reminds Ruth of how her sister-in-law Orpah went back to her people and her gods, Ruth is undeterred in her commitment to follow Naomi.  She utters the following words to Naomi:  “Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God.  Where you die, I will die – there will I be buried.”  (Ruth 1:16-17)  

Much is made of how Ruth abandoned everything to return to Judah with Naomi.  Some are inclined to see Ruth’s abandonment as a sign of her rejection of her own family, country, and faith.  But could it be that what was important to Ruth was not a rejection of her own family, country, and faith but an embrace of Naomi’s family, country, and faith?  Could it be that home for Ruth was not only about family, country, or faith, whether it was in Judah or Moab, but about a relationship she shared with Naomi that was nurtured and sustained by love? 

There is no doubt that Ruth saw how much Naomi loved her sons Mahlon and Chilion.  
There is no doubt that when her husband Mahlon died, Ruth came to fully understand the pain and loss Naomi felt when her husband Elimelech died.  

And there is no doubt that Naomi cared deeply for Ruth.  She demonstrates her concern for Ruth’s security when she introduces Ruth to Boaz, their next of kin.  As a kinsman Boaz is able to exercise his right to marry Ruth and to purchase the property of her first husband’s father’s property.  
In other words Boaz has the right to purchase the property that once belonged to Elimelech therefore insuring Ruth's security (Ruth 2:20-4:14), Boaz marries her and soon their son Obed is born.  In time Obed will become the father of Jesse and eventually the grandfather of David, the one who will become Israel’s greatest and most loved king and from whom will come the birth of the one who will be known as Jesus of Nazareth.
The story of Ruth is about relationships – of Elimelech and Naomi as husband and wife; of Elimelech and Naomi and their sons Mahlon and Chilion as parents and children; of Ruth and Mahlon; of Orpah and Chilion; of Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah; of Naomi, of Ruth and Boaz; and of Ruth, Boaz, and Obed; of Obed and Jesse; and of Jesse and David.  It is through all of these relationships that we discover that home is not only about a house, a place, or a location.  Home is about our love for God, our love for others, and our love for ourselves and the way in which we are nourished and sustained by that love.
I know it isn't fair to compare leaving home to go away to boarding school for six years with leaving home to escape the devastation of a famine.  But what I see in Ruth's story is what I see in my own story – that we are never far from home when we are surrounded by loving relationships.
Following the deaths her sons, Mahlon and Chilion, Naomi turned toward her former home.  Together with Ruth, she returned to the city known as Bethlehem - which means "the house of bread.”  

Today we have come to this area known as Mäkena - which means “abundant.”  We have come to this house of worship that we may be nourished and sustained by the bread and the cup that we share on this day.  
Thanks be to God.  Amen.

