
Stay here don’t follow me 
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Ruth 1:1-20 
Principal text: 11 But Naomi said, “Return home, my daughters. Why would you come with me?” 
Every time I read this story, it brings to my memory a difficult moment of my family situation when I was a kid.  
Noemi tells her daughters-in-law in different ways to stay there, not to follow her. She uses different 
arguments to convince them not follow her. She decides to go back to her country because her life has changed 
drastically. She is experiencing the recent loss of her husband and her two sons. She decides to go back to her 
country. Let me tell you, going back to your country after being a foreign resident for a long time is a big 
adventure. Nothing will be easy, especially if you left your country looking for better opportunities, and came 
back empty-handed. It will not be easy to see your people who know why you immigrated. They expect that 
you will come back successful. If you come back home alone and empty, it’s embarrassing.  
 
I understand Noemi when she says: 20 “Don’t call me Naomi; call me Mara.” I remember my first years in the 
USA. It was not easy for me to make the necessary adjustments to live in my new place. I wanted to go back to 
my country, the Dominican Republic, but I thought how embarrassing it would have been to go back empty and 
unsuccessful. Thank God I did not, because I now have a wonderful family.  
 
This story challenges our faith in reference to how we respond to crises. We can say that Noemi is on a journey 
of faith like that of immigrant women, that her life circumstances caused her to LET GO and LET GOD. Who has 
not been there, asking God why He allows bad things to happen to good people? Who has not been there, 
angry with God because apparently He has turned against us?  
 
To live in another country is a challenge, but a greater challenge is when everything turns against you. 
Naomi’s complaint is not for being discriminated against as an immigrant, but is for feeling abandoned by God. 
• God allows her to have many losses in her life. Her conclusion is that God is punishing her.  
• She believes that all these bad things happen to her because the Lord’s hand has turned against her. 
• She uses her particular interpretation of her situation in order to convince her daughters in law: 
• “Stay there; don’t follow me. I am not expecting anything good can happen to me.” She tells her 
daughters-in-law: “Stay here. Maybe God will show more compassion to you in your own country. Please don’t 
be immigrants.” 
“Go back, each of you, to your mother’s home. May the Lord show you kindness, as you have shown kindness 
to your dead husbands and to me?” 
• Maybe you will have more opportunities for a better future in your own country. I am empty without 
anything to give.  
“Return home, my daughters. Why would you come with me? Am I going to have any more sons, who could 
become your husbands?” 
 
Naomi represents people who are suffering significant losses and their struggle to start over. 
Naomi and her daughter- in-law represent how people respond to their losses, regardless of whether they are 
immigrants or not. 
  
Naomi’s situation brings to my memory one occasion when my mother told me: “Stay here; don’t follow me.” 
My mother did not give me any explanation why she ordered me (a 9 year boy with my 5-year-old sister) to 
stay in a small apartment alone when she left. 



I saw in her face something that scared me, something that I had not seen before. I saw emptiness, worries and 
frustration. Today I know why. She was overwhelmed with many problems. A single mother with three 
children, she had to send my older brother to her sister in another town in DR, while she was trying to stabilize 
her economic situation. A divorce or separation of your parents is a death. A relationship died. Who is affected? 
All people involved in that relationship, parents and children. In our case, the worst part for us was that our 
father also divorced himself from us, economically and emotionally. My mother was alone with us and she tried 
to get my father’s support for several weeks, with no success. The day when she said to us: “Stay there, don’t 
follow me,” I was a little scared because I had never seen my mother’s face like that. My fear increased while I 
was waiting for my mother. I waited one, two, three hours and she didn’t return. Dinner time came and we did 
not have any food at home. I took my sister and we went to my aunt’s home (my mother’s sister). She lived in 
the same block. When we went to my aunt’s house my mother was there. I felt happy to see my mother again 
and saw her in better spirits. My fear disappeared when I saw that she was better. 
 
My aunt for me was like Ruth in Bible, a person who never left my mother alone in her circumstances. This 
particular aunt was no only close to us physically but economically, emotionally and spiritually. I can say that 
her God became our God. My aunt was a woman of strong faith and prayer. She had a strong influence on my 
faith. She also made her home our home. Her home became our refuge when my mother did not have enough 
or we needed a babysitter. 
 
The book of Ruth helps to show us that God allows our lives to taste bitter.  But he doesn’t do that to tear us 
down, but to build people of character, and to allow us to experience the depth of his love in a more fantastic 
way. 
 
Naomi’s story helps me to understand my mother’s answer to our family crisis (divorce and economic crisis 
because of that). “Stay here, don’t follow me.” I saw my mother try to escape from God. She was in a moment 
like Naomi, who seems to be of the mind to “let go and let God.” She is extremely offended that the Lord has 
treated her so unkindly, and responds to herself with anger. My mother only began to become more active in 
relation to her faith under the influence of my aunt, in the same way Ruth did due to Naomi’s influence. She 
devises a plan which brings her out of the passive acceptance of her desolation, into the place of protection by 
the godly Boaz. 
 
Noemi’s story helps me to understand the struggle of thousands of families who move to another country 
looking for a better life. It might seem as if your plan is going badly, and you could lose everything like Naomi. 
Naomi helps us to understand the thousands of immigrants from different countries and different historical 
periods, who in desperation leave their own countries for better opportunity. Let me tell you, it is not easy for 
any parent to immigrate, either with their children or without them.  
• They suffer if they decide to bring their children because they are exposed to dangerous situations. 
• They suffer if they leave their children behind because the guilt and grief will follow them forever. 
• I have had severe cases of parents whose reunifications have been very difficult and even traumatic, 
because guilt and remorse have been their barriers. We had a case of one mother who left her oldest son in her 
country at the age of four. She has provided for him all he needed and has always had contact with him by 
phone. Her son obtained a visa after 20 years. She was very happy because after 20 years without seeing him, 
she would see him again. This reunification was painful for her. Their meeting was cold, like two strangers. I had 
to work with both of them in order to help them heal their relationship. Our church with the Gospel’s power 
has been a place of health and reconciliation for many families. 
• Fifty years later, my mother continues to feel guilty about sending my older brother away for a large 
part of his childhood, and he continues to bear the scars of that separation. 
Many who have been through such an ordeal may feel that God has embittered them. Naomi even confesses it 
herself in verse 20: “Don’t call me Naomi,” she tells them. “Call me Mara, because the Almighty has made my 



life very bitter.” I have heard incredible stories of people who have immigrated to the USA because they have 
been hurt by life in horrible ways. People who can take the position of Naomi “Don’t call me my name, call me 
Mara.” But I have found that people’s faith is the only thing which holds them.  
 
The meaning of the name Naomi is “pleasant”.  But she does not want to be called “pleasant” any more.  Her 
own name makes her gag. Pleasant, hardly. The Lord has caused bitterness.  Life is just plain bitter for her. In 
this moment, God uses Ruth to intervene in Naomi’s life and help her to find hope and faith anew. This Bible 
story helps us to understand that God is working in our worst circumstances, although we cannot understand it. 
If your hope and faith is that He is laying foundation stones for greater blessings in your life, that will help you 
move forward. Hope and faith in God is what sustains us and allows us to fight against adversity. Both of these 
elements have helped our community to continue and not become resentful. 
 
Ruth takes all the risks. Unlike her sister-in-law Orpah, and despite the discouragements of her mother-in-law 
Naomi, Ruth is an instrument of God in order not to leave Naomi alone. Ruth insists on going with Naomi to 
Bethlehem. I don’t know how many of our Christians want to go with many immigrant families who are in a 
struggle with our antiquated immigration system, which doesn’t work, who want to providing support, rather 
than just waiting for some solution to happen. Who want to go with DACA youth who are waiting for a just 
solution to their limbo. We hear no more of Orpah, who opted to return to Moab. We can be Orpah, who opts 
to ignore the struggle of many hard-working communities who are suffering and asking for an opportunity in a 
new land, a community who wants to make your God their God. They want to make your people their people. I 
learned from my mother in that difficult moment when she may have been close to a breakdown, that God can 
change the way you see life. 
 
How can God use a bad experience to change us? 
After that experience my mother was a different person. Our economic situation didn’t change significantly, but 
she developed an extraordinary sensitivity to others who were suffering. Every time that she knew that a 
neighbor family was in crisis, she was there. In many cases she took part of our food and shared with another 
family in need. In the beginning when she started to do that I was very angry with her. I told her: why us, if we 
don’t have enough food for us and much less to share. She told me: All people always have something to share 
even when they only have a little. She told people: I don’t know how to preach, but I am here to show you I am 
a Christian. I learned from her that to be Christian is a way of life. For my mother, it is not enough to say, “I am 
a Christian.” You have to show how beautiful God is by serving others. 
 
I have learned from the community I am pastoring that our strength as a community is our desire to serve. We 
have a food bank at our church because Carmen, an enterprising member of the Latino community, came to us 
challenging our faith, saying “You say you love us. Let’s take care of our people who don’t have enough food.” 
Carmen was like Ruth: she was not a part of our congregation, but worked with us in order to find resources 
and organize our food pantry. She also helped our congregation to act as Ruth toward the larger community. 
Carmen has left Durham, but our food pantry has greatly expanded and is now run by church members and 
community members together. All of our other programs also focus on people who are not part of the church. 
As a result of this and our openness to serve any and all, over time our small, poor Latino church has become a 
place of refuge not only for other Latinos in need, but for many non-Latinos as well. In this way, our immigrant 
congregation finds the strength not only to carry on in the face of difficulty and trauma, but to reach out in love 
and service toward our brothers and sisters in the larger community. Outsiders like Ruth and Iglesia Emanuel in 
turn help the larger church to find our reason to be church together. 
 


