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Publisher’s Foreword 

Each and every one of us makes many 

decisions every day. Not every choice has 

eternal consequences (paper or plastic? decaf 

or regular?). But many do.

When decisions involve your faith walk, 

your calling, and your ministry, the results 

may be mundane or life changing. Some 

decisions involve your church or ministry or 

organization. Others are more personal in nature. 

Regardless of the circumstances, each of us is faced with the 

task of making important decisions, and at times that task can seem 

daunting.

You are about to read a resource we have created to help guide 

your decision making process. That’s because at GMI, our passion 

is helping Kingdom workers like you make Spirit-led decisions that 

advance the global Church. 

We consider it a privilege to bring you the best available data 

combined with compelling stories and narrative that give you a 

unique perspective as you seek God’s wisdom.

Our earnest hope and prayer is that this resource will help you 

discern how God may be guiding you through the decisions you must 

make. If you do find it helpful, could you please let us know? Write us 

at publisher@gmi.org and share your decision story with us so that 

we can celebrate with you as God uses you to advance his Kingdom.

God bless you in your service!

In him,
Jon Hirst
Publisher/President, GMI
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Chapter 1:  
Your People and My People

“You have the greatest job in the world!” Angela told me. Angela 

and her husband were missionaries in a country where people were 

outlawed from converting to Christianity. The work was slow and 

challenging, but a few missionaries had seen amazing results, with 

whole families and neighborhoods coming to faith in Jesus.	

I was doing what I typically do: research. Specifically, I was 

gathering stories from missionaries for Fruitful Practice Research, a 

project to identify the activities consistently practiced by missionaries 

who have seen churches planted—in Southeast Asia, in sub-Saharan 

Africa, in the Middle East and in other regions. Angela and her 

husband were helping me with my research. And yes, she was right—

it was a great job. 

But not all of the stories we were hearing from missionaries were 

happy. Some cross-cultural workers had seen new faith communities 

decimated by persecution; others had been jailed or persecuted 

themselves for sharing and demonstrating Christ’s compelling love.	
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To experience the work firsthand, I was embedded on a church-

planting team in an Asian city. Groups of short-term missionaries 

regularly joined our team as interns for periods of training and 

hands-on experience. Members of our team took turns mentoring 

the interns and leading our weekly training meetings. 

The information I was compiling about successful missionaries 

was compelling, but how could I pass these lessons on to the interns? 

They were already drowning in information: 	

How to learn a new language.

How to adapt to a new culture.

How to work as a team.

How to learn about other faiths.

How to introduce people to Christ.

How to overcome objections.

How to be authentic about your identity without revealing that you 

are a missionary.

How to get and keep a visa in restricted-access countries.

And on and on.

These interns were passionate and eager to learn as they considered 

giving their lives in full-time service. All of the information they 

were learning was important, but there was just too much to absorb. 

I wondered how I could help them remember the lessons I was 

learning from fruitful missionaries. 

Several weeks later, while preparing to lead our team worship, 

I met a woman named Ruth through the Old Testament book that 

bears her name. Of course, I had read Ruth many times. But as I read 

the book from my new home in Asia—where I was working to apply 

cross-cultural ministry lessons in my own life and to encourage 

interns to do the same in theirs—I began to see amazing things in 

Ruth’s story that I had never seen before.
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In this book, I hope to pass on some of these amazing lessons to 
you.

Rethinking Ruth
Ruth was a young adult who navigated the early stages of a long-

term cross-cultural experience with a wisdom that was beyond her 
years. As I made notes about the characteristics Ruth exhibited, I saw 
many of the same strengths I had seen in my research on what makes 
missionaries successful.

Ruth was humble, determined, hopeful, hard-working, resourceful 
and bold. She trusted in God with all her heart, and God used her to 
transform a family, a community, and ultimately, a kingdom. 

God also used Ruth to help transform you and me. As you can 
see by reading the genealogy of Christ found in the first chapter 
of Matthew’s gospel, Ruth was the mother of Obed, who was the 
father of Jesse, who was the father of King David. This family line led 
directly to Jesus.

The more I studied the book of Ruth, I began to see her as a 
teacher, mentor, and even companion in cross-cultural service. For 
interns and new missionaries, Ruth could be a memorable role model 
for the ministry techniques they were learning. 

In addition to being a model missionary, she was also a real, three-
dimensional person that young workers could easily relate to. And as 
I dove more deeply into this ancient scriptural story, I saw even more 
connections to the “fruitful practices” that respected church planters 
were implementing around the world. 

My interest in Ruth as a cross-cultural companion continued 
long after I left Asia, and whenever I speak at missions conferences, 
I encourage young people considering mission service to look into 
Ruth’s powerful story. Now, after years of further study and research, 

I can offer would-be missionaries this book to help them in their 

studies of Ruth.
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An unlikely missionary model?
Little has been written about Ruth as a model cross-cultural 

worker, perhaps because Ruth was not a “missionary” by most 

standard definitions. No one sent her. She had no missionary 

intentions. She brought no one to conversion. She was not even a 

Christian!

Rather, Ruth is a rich example of something every current 

missionary needs to be—a person who makes necessary cross-

cultural adjustments skillfully, because her trust in God is deep 

and practical. Her example also points to that of her descendant 

Jesus, also a cross-cultural servant, who arrived as a newcomer in 

Bethlehem.

The book of Ruth was written to teach its original Jewish audience 

about God’s providence, his action in and through his people, the 

value of women and Gentiles, the importance of loving-kindness 

among his people, and the honorable heritage of King David. 

Christians can affirm each of those lessons. Also, like many other 

Old Testament accounts, the book carries additional significance in 

light of realities revealed in the New Testament. 

Traditionally, the main characters in the book—which takes place 

about 1,100 years before Christ—have been interpreted as “types” 

that foreshadow New Testament roles. For example, Boaz is seen as 

symbolic of Christ the Redeemer. Ruth is seen as symbolic of the 

Church—especially the Gentile branch of the Church. Naomi, Ruth’s 

mother-in-law, is often viewed as symbolic of Israel (which was made 

complete through the grafting in of the Gentiles). 

I have adapted these traditional parallels slightly to explore 

lessons for cross-cultural servants. In the following pages, you will 

see how Boaz serves as the Master/Redeemer, working in the land 

long before the cross-cultural servant arrives. Ruth represents the 
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cross-cultural servant who partners with the Master to see new life 

brought forth. Naomi speaks as those who are in need of life.

Who can serve, and how?
I pray that the following pages will encourage you to read, reread, 

and reflect on the meaning of the book of Ruth. Along the way, I also 

hope I can help you address two important questions: Who and How.

The Who question is one that confronts every follower of Christ 

who considers cross-cultural service. I have known many young 

people who mistakenly believe that cross-cultural service is only 

for highly educated, multilingual world travelers. One of the most 

encouraging lessons found in Ruth’s story is the simple realization 

that if this humble woman can carry out this complex cultural task, 

maybe you can, too.

The How questions arise after one has made a commitment to 

cross-cultural service: How can I prepare? How can I begin well? 

How can I discern what God is doing? How can I know when to be 

bold or patient? How can I persevere through difficulties and the 

unexpected?

Although the book of Ruth is not a traditional missionary manual, 

I believe it contains profound, memorable lessons that can help each 

of us answer these practical questions about how to serve. After 

all, this is the woman who famously said, “Your people shall be my 

people.”

If you’re ready, let’s journey together to the land of Moab some 

3,100 years ago so we can learn from this amazing woman.
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Chapter 2:  
A Life-and-Death Problem

And both Mahlon and Chilion died, so that the 
woman was left without her two sons and her 
husband (Ruth 1:5).

The setting
A panoramic view unfolded as Elimelech and his wife Naomi 

rounded a bend in the road. To the right, the rocky terrain tumbled 

down a thousand feet into the valley where Jericho lay. They saw the 

Jordan River emptying into the Dead Sea. Beyond were hills and in 

the distance, a solitary mountain. 

It was their third day since leaving Bethlehem, and Naomi’s 

thoughts turned to another pair who had looked out over that same 

valley a millennium before—her ancestor Abraham and his nephew 

Lot. 

“My herdsmen and I will go that way,” Lot had said as they 

separated. 

Naomi was certainly hoping that things would go better for her 

family than they did for Lot’s family. Lot had been captured in a raid, 
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nearly assaulted by his neighbors and widowed in the escape from 

Sodom. He was reduced to living in a cave with his daughters. With 

no prospects for marriage, the daughters got Lot drunk and had sex 

with him. The surrounding land was named for one of the resulting 

children: Moab.

While Naomi thought about Lot, Elimelech gazed at the distant 

mountain and thought of more recent history. Two centuries before, 

Moses had stood on that mountain and looked across to where 

Elimelech now stood.

Moses had wanted to come here, Elimelech thought. Now we are 

going there.

The Moabites had refused to let Moses and his band of refugees 

cross through their land. The Israelites had been forced to circle 

through the desert to the east. God then told Moses to climb the 

mountain, Mount Nebo, and view the Promised Land. His people 

would enter, but Moses would not. He was buried in Moab. 

Since then, relations between Israel and Moab had sometimes 

been friendly, though oftentimes not. At one point, the Israelites had 

been subject to King Eglon of Moab for a generation (Judges 3:14). 

At other times, the Israelites had disobeyed God and worshipped the 

gods of Moab (Judges 10:6).

Elimelech was concerned about how they would be received in 

Moab. But what could they do? Famine had come.

He looked toward the front of the family’s small caravan where 

his sons—nearly adults now—walked. Even if the famine were to 

lift, Elimelech’s small field in Bethlehem barely produced enough for 

them. It would never support his sons’ families. They may as well 

leave now.

I hope we receive a better welcome than Moses did, Elimelech 

thought. 
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Chapter 2: A Life-and-Death Problem 

As Naomi and Elimelech turned their gaze back to the road, their 

thoughts returned to the present. One thing seemed certain: living 

in Moab had to be better than starving in Bethlehem. 

In the days when the judges ruled there was a 
famine in the land, and a man of Bethlehem in 
Judah went to sojourn in the country of Moab, 
he and his wife and his two sons. The name of 
the man was Elimelech and the name of his 
wife Naomi, and the names of his two sons were 
Mahlon and Chilion. They were Ephrathites 
from Bethlehem in Judah. 

They went into the country of Moab and 
remained there. But Elimelech, the husband 
of Naomi, died, and she was left with her two 
sons. These took Moabite wives; the name of 
the one was Orpah and the name of the other 
Ruth. They lived there about ten years, and both 
Mahlon and Chilion died, so that the woman 
was left without her two sons and her husband 
(Ruth 1:1-5).

Death, unembellished
Death is a continual presence in God’s Word. People are barred 

from the tree of life in Genesis 3 and do not regain permanent access 

to it and the river of life until Revelation 22. When all 1,189 chapters 

of the Bible are numbered sequentially, death arrives in Chapter 3 

and is not defeated until Chapter 1,187.

Ruth’s story also starts with death. Three people die within the 

first five verses. Amazingly, nothing is said about how they died. 

Focusing on the cause of death would draw attention away from the 

villain of the book: death itself. The first, last and ever-present enemy.
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The battle between the forces of life and death is a core component 

of Christ’s work, as he indicated one day when he himself was 

traveling cross-culturally:

…whoever drinks of the water that I will give 
him will never be thirsty again. The water that I 
will give him will become in him a spring of water 
welling up to eternal life (John 4:14).

Death and life. A spring of water can be the difference between 

life and death in the desert. Those who drink from Jesus’ spring, who 

have tasted the living water and who share it with others, are life-

bringers to those facing inevitable death. 

At the heart of the book of Ruth is the struggle between life 

and death. Ultimately, Ruth becomes a cross-cultural servant who 

partners with a redeemer to bring forth new life. This is one of the 

ways that Ruth serves as a powerful model for those who serve Christ 

cross-culturally. 

Matters of life and death
Ruth’s lack of hope is captured early on in the statement: “The 

woman [Naomi] was left without her two sons and her husband.” 

Death had entered her story.

In a sense, the battle against the forces of death is a major theme 

of Ruth’s book. The Ruth narrative includes acts of charity, but 

the main problem is not how widows will be fed. The story sees 

Ruth overcoming cultural barriers, but the main problem is not a 

foreigner’s acceptance. There is legal intrigue, but the main problem 

is not justice; romance, but the problem is not loneliness. The 

problem is whether new, sustaining life will come. 

As we see in the New Testament, the work of Christ directly 

addresses this issue of death: 
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I came that they may have life and have it 
abundantly (John 10:10).

I give them eternal life, and they will never 
perish, and no one will snatch them out of my 
hand (John 10:28).

Keeping death uppermost
What about you? How do you respond to the presence of death 

in the world and in the communities where you serve? In everyday 

life and ministry, your attention can be so easily drawn toward the 

million needs around you, whether you are serving in a tribal village 

or inner-city soup kitchen. The myriad needs in the fallen world cry 

out for resolution. 

As God leads, you should feed the hungry, empower the powerless, 

educate the ignorant, free the oppressed and mend the broken. These 

actions of compassion and justice enable life to flourish.	  

The core issue for all humans is life and death. Death will visit 

each family, but the Savior’s lasting spring of life is the core need of 

all of humanity, both the goal and the source of power for service. 

The book of Ruth keeps the issue of life and death in sharp focus.

Christianity Today’s Andy Crouch writes, 

“The world is passing away....The Christian hope is not 

for an improving world any more than it is for a fountain of 

youth. But Christian hope overcomes the forces of despair 

and decay in the midst of this world and provides foretastes 

of the coming kingdom where anyone who will receive the 

Lamb’s sacrifice will be raised to life, and where the glory 

and honor of the nations will be presented as offerings to the 
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King of kings. Hope for a life beyond this life, and a world 

of shalom beyond this world of injustice, is the greatest 

resource for the work of justice here and now.”1

God’s call may come to you as a clear directive, or you may simply 

feel conviction at the words of Scripture to “Go therefore and make 

disciples of all nations …” (Matthew 28:19). Although your objective 

may not be clearly laid out at first, each one of us is called to preach 

the gospel and serve the Lord. God can and will lay the path for you, 

if you will obey and take the next step. The hope that you bring to 

everyone you interact with is the assurance of a voice sounding from 

the throne of heaven, saying, “Death shall be no more. …Behold, I 

am making all things new” (Revelation 21:4-5).

Does heritage matter?
Death comes in many forms. In this case, Naomi is contemplating 

the death of her family name. In many parts of the world today, 

family structure is loosely held and not necessarily valued. But in 

Naomi’s day, a family name was a prize beyond measure.

Losing a family legacy is a common human problem, though the 

rate of loss varies from culture to culture. One statistician calculated 

that the likelihood of a 20th-century United States male family line 

eventually becoming extinct was 82 percent!2

The problem of lost family lines may seem counterintuitive during 

a century of global population explosion. But among the Chinese, 

for example, the number of family names in use has dropped from 

12,000 to 3,100, creating identity concerns in a country with more 

than a billion people.3 

Meanwhile, a proposed law is currently before the British 

Parliament to grant gender equality in the inheritance of aristocratic 

lands and titles. If passed, Britain can boast of having the same 
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degree of inheritance-law gender equality that God provided for the 

Israelites in the case of the daughters of Zelophehad (Numbers 27).

Building a lasting heritage is an important issue for many 

families. While a heritage connects symbolically to eternal life, it 

also connects practically to the impact of a family on its community. 

This was elegantly summarized by Clarence Oddbody, the angel in 

Frank Capra’s It’s a Wonderful Life, who said, “Strange, isn’t it? Each 

man’s life touches so many other lives. When he isn’t around, he 

leaves an awful hole, doesn’t he?”4

Retrospectively, this is the case with Ruth. Were it not for her, 

there would be no King David—at least not his particular, poet-

warrior personality. Certainly God would have worked out his cosmic 

plan through other branches in Judah’s family tree—but he delighted 

to work through this particular family by continuing the family line 

three generations before the psalmist was born.

In the end, heritage is important because God has adopted us as 

children and heirs. Paul writes: 

But when the fullness of time had come, God 

sent forth his Son…so that we might receive 

adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God 

has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, 

crying, “Abba! Father!” So you are no longer a 

slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through 

God (Galatians 4:4-7).

Identifying with the problem bearer
Something else jumps out in the first five verses of Ruth: Death 

is Ruth’s problem, too. She experiences deep grief, having lost her 

husband Mahlon as well as her brother-in-law. Elimelech may have 

died before Ruth entered the family, but the echoes of Naomi’s grief 
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were evident daily. While Ruth does not despair, her loss and sorrow 

are real.

North American Christian culture almost demands that you find 

a silver lining in the midst of pain, loss or regret. But before thinking 

about how God will use Ruth’s grief for good, take time to absorb the 

depth of her pain. God cares about Ruth’s sorrow without having to 

use it for good. Hurt can stand by itself sometimes.

We will be learning much about how Ruth deals with the ever-

present reality of death, but what about Naomi, the problem-bearer, 

an empty, bitter person without hope? She does not expect God to 

care or to be active in her situation. 

When you have tasted of life from Jesus, it is hard to remember 

your own Naomi-like nature, to reflect on how lost you once were in 

sin and separation from God. But there was a time when sin declared 

its claim on your life, squeezing hope from you. Your hopelessness 

may be a distant memory or a recent reality, but the closer you can 

stand to Naomi without flinching from her pain, the greater help you 

can be to those like her. 

Those of us who are involved in cross-cultural ministry long to 

identify with Ruth, the faithful servant, the beloved, the redeemed. 

But we also need to declare our kinship with Naomi—the bitter, the 

empty, the bereft. 

“I once was lost, but now am found.” Embracing the truth of that 

lyric is a prerequisite for effective service. Only after remembering 

your lostness can you turn productively to the good that God will do 

with your pain and frustration. And God will use your pain and loss. 

Whether the process is understandable to you or not, he will redeem 

and redirect it for his purpose, as certainly as Ruth’s grief gave her 

the empathy and compassion that led her to walk alongside Naomi 

in a foreign land.
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Ask the Lord to help you reflect upon your past and your present 

with honesty and understanding—and then ask him to apply it for 

good among those you serve.

Numbers, names and faces
Looking into the bitter face of Naomi is challenging. Recognizing 

that there are billions of Naomis around the world, each facing the 

ultimate problem of death without hope, is almost overwhelming. 

Today, roughly 150,000 people will draw their last breath.5 About 

100,000 of them will do so without having called upon Christ as their 

Savior—and about 40,000 of them will have lived in a community 

with no evangelical Christ-followers available to look into their face 

and share hope.6 

Those numbers seem daunting. But they would be far, far, 

higher were it not for the faithful generations who have followed in 

Ruth’s footsteps—especially during the days when crossing cultural 

boundaries was far more difficult and expensive and far more likely 

to see death arrive quickly. Millions of Christ-followers in Africa, 

Asia and Latin America today trace their spiritual heritage to those 

who cared enough to make an arduous cross-cultural journey in 

order to bring hope. 

More motivating than numbers are the names and faces and 

stories of those you will meet—or have already met. As Ruth’s initial 

connection with Naomi was deepened through hardship, take steps 

to walk closely with those you are called to serve, to enter into their 

pain so that you can bring hope. 

Today you have the opportunity to participate in the journey for 

the Naomis of your time. You may already have a name and a face 

in mind—someone to whom God has connected you; someone who 

needs your witness of hope. 



As you serve, envision walking with that person in an eternity 

where God has been wiped away every tear. Then envision walking 

with generations of those who might trace their spiritual heritage 

through that person—and through you.
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Action Plan
 

Write about one way that you have identified with the pain 

of those who do not yet have real hope.

What are you doing to keep your attention on eternal life 

(even in the midst of other ministry)?

What one thing can you do to envision a godly heritage 

among those whom you serve?

Pray right now that God will transform and use your own 

loss and pain.

23
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Chapter 3:  
Commitment Required

But Ruth said, “Do not urge me to leave you or 
to return from following you. For 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” (Ruth 1:16-17a).

The setting
Naomi looked blankly out the door toward the fields. She had 

been crying, but her tears had run dry again.
Life in Moab had not been easy for the Israelite sojourner. Her 

husband Elimelech had died some time ago, but there had still been 
life and laughter in the modest dwelling she shared with her two 
sons and their wives, both Moabite women. Naomi had directed the 
activities at home according to Israelite faith and custom. She had 
been hoping that a grandchild would come along soon. 

Then suddenly, the young men, Mahlon and Chilion, were dead 

as well.
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Shocked, the three women had prepared the bodies for burial. 

They had wept and mourned their loss together. But now they were 

forced to consider the urgency of their next steps. Food was scarce 

ahead of the spring harvest.

Each woman had relatives they could call upon. The Moabite 

women’s families were nearby. Naomi thought of her clan back in 

Judah. She had been able to keep up with occasional news from home, 

but it had been 10 years since she last lived there. How disgraceful to 

return with no husband, sons or grandchildren! she thought. But she 

had few other options. 

Meanwhile, she thought, the Moabite women would certainly 

return to their families. With the men dead, the bonds that tied the 

three women together had been broken. There was no benefit now in 

remaining with a foreign mother-in-law. They were young and might 

remarry.

As you read the following passage, think about what ties people 

together—and how those ties are sustained, changed or broken. 

What connects you to those you are called to serve? What ties to 

home or others may need to be released? 

Then she arose with her daughters-in-law to 
return from the country of Moab, for she had 
heard in the fields of Moab that the Lord had 
visited his people and given them food. So she set 
out from the place where she was with her two 
daughters-in-law, and they went on the way to 
return to the land of Judah. 

But Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go, 
return each of you to her mother’s house. May 
the Lord deal kindly with you, as you have dealt 



27

Chapter 3: Commitment Required 

with the dead and with me. The Lord grant that 
you may find rest, each of you in the house of her 
husband!” Then she kissed them, and they lifted 
up their voices and wept. 

And they said to her, “No, we will return with 
you to your people.” 

But Naomi said, “Turn back, my daughters; why 
will you go with me? Have I yet sons in my womb 
that they may become your husbands? Turn back, 
my daughters; go your way, for I am too old to 
have a husband. If I should say I have hope, even 
if I should have a husband this night and should 
bear sons, would you therefore wait till they 
were grown? Would you therefore refrain from 
marrying? No, my daughters, for it is exceedingly 
bitter to me for your sake that the hand of the 
Lord has gone out against me.” 

Then they lifted up their voices and wept again. 
And Orpah kissed her mother-in-law, but Ruth 
clung to her.

And she said, “See, your sister-in-law has gone 
back to her people and to her gods; return after 
your sister-in-law.” 

But Ruth said, “Do not urge me to leave you or 
to return from following you. For where you 
go I will go, and where you lodge I will lodge. 
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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 more also if 
anything but death parts me from you.” 

And when Naomi saw that she was determined to 
go with her, she said no more (Ruth 1:6-18).

Calling and commitment
Today, most employees don’t hesitate to leave a job when 

circumstances change, or if the job doesn’t turn out to be what was 

expected. There are other jobs. Sometimes change is good—except 

when there is more at stake than a job. 

A calling or commission is much more serious and less likely to 

be abandoned with a change in circumstances. The option of leaving 

isn’t a consideration. Mission mobilizers and trainers emphasize the 

early Protestant missionaries’ commitment to stay the course until 

death. 

Longtime missions pastor Paul Borthwick writes:

“On a journey to Ghana, my host took me to a missionary 

cemetery where vast numbers of 25- and 26-year-olds were 

buried,” writes Paul Borthwick. “They had died within 

two years of coming to Ghana or to West Africa to bring 

the Gospel. Tradition says that the British missionaries 

journeyed to West Africa with their earthly goods packed 

in their own caskets. They knew when they brought the 

Gospel, they would not return home. They went to die there. 

And they did.7

On that same trip, I visited a Pentecostal church in 

Ghana that is sending missionaries to 85 countries in the 
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world. This can happen now because people came a century 

ago and laid down their lives.”8

As Ghanaians are inspired to serve in missions because of the 
commitment of saints who served a century ago, you can be inspired 
by the commitment of a woman who lived three millennia ago.

Ruth had a sense of supernatural calling. When Naomi told 
Ruth to go home—three times—Ruth’s essentially responded, “I am 
coming with you, and I am bringing my casket to make sure it goes 
next to yours.” She expressed total commitment to Naomi and her 
community. And she did not hesitate to invoke the potential of God’s 
curse upon her, should she waver from her promise.

Will I go where you go?
Service requires commitment, but commitment-phobia is 

spreading rapidly in 21st-century western culture. While once upon 
a time, marriage was a commitment until death, many couples see 
divorce as a viable option for any reason, and other couples forego the 
marriage commitment altogether. Employers are only committed 
until the next quarterly earnings report; and employees only stay 
until something better comes along. 

Fewer people today have seen commitment modeled, whether by 
their families, their employers or their friends. As a result, people 
are hesitant to make commitments—and they waver from the 
commitments they make. 

Rob Hay, principal of UK missionary training center Redcliffe 
College and editor of Worth Keeping, a book on missionary retention, 
said that the young adults he has interviewed were not hesitant to 
commit to mission service. Rather, they did not want to make a 
long-term commitment to a mission agency or organization. Their 

concern was less about the people they are going to serve and more 

about traditional mission sending structures.
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Recognizing this, many mission organizations have developed 

internships—field experiences of six months to three years with no 

continuing commitment—as a tool to encourage commitment-shy 

young people to explore what it means to live as a missionary. The 

hope and expectation is that many will remain and become long-

term missionaries. Meanwhile, those who are not well suited to 

serve can make a graceful exit for other kinds of jobs. 

One of the longest-running internships is Africa Inland Mission’s 

TIMO program (Training in Missionary Outreach). AIM tracked the 

graduates of this two-year program over its first 15 years of its history 

through the 1990s and early 2000s. The organization found that the 

vast majority of interns continued to serve as long-term missionaries, 

whether with AIM or with others.

As such programs have become more common, however, the 

trend is moving away from internships as a bridge to long-term 

commitment. GMI occasionally surveys a group of thousands of 

young adults who are considering cross-cultural service. In 2012, we 

asked them about their interest in mission internships and what their 

motivation would be for taking part in one. 

Response patterns revealed three segments: 

First, some were seeking to learn where to serve—exploring 

whether a particular setting or agency was a good fit. 

Second, some were considering whether to serve—seeking 

discernment about serving long term. 

The third group was by far the biggest group—60 percent of those 

surveyed—and consisted of those who were eager to serve, with no 

concern about what might follow a one- or two-year term. To their 

credit, this group was focused on those being served rather than 

on themselves as servants. But the flipside of a living-in-the-moment 

perspective is the tendency to view every experience as temporary 

and commitment as both unrealistic and unnecessary.
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Ruth was focused on serving Naomi. But she did not hesitate to 

combine a servant heart with a willingness to commit to an unlimited 

term of service.

“But that was a different time,” someone might say. “A slower 

time, with fewer choices and opportunities.” That is true. But Ruth’s 

commitment to leave home and culture was a big decision, even then. 

Look no further than Orpah for an example of one who expressed 

an initial commitment to leave home for another culture but was 

quickly dissuaded. She reflects the experience of many today who 

are drawn to the idea of living and serving cross-culturally, but who 

allow themselves at some point to be talked out of it. 

U.S. mission agencies have seen their number of long-term 

residential international workers double in the past generation. 

However, almost all of that growth has come from non-North 

Americans—Ghanaians and many others—who are serving cross-

culturally or in their home culture. The number of long-term cross-

cultural workers from North American has remained flat since 1992, 

although the number of short-term workers has skyrocketed.9 

Given such variable winds of culture, some in the mission 

community emphasize missions conferences and other events at 

which people are encouraged to make a commitment to serve. In 

addition to traditional student mission conferences, a whole new 

crop of events has emerged, emphasizing radical discipleship—with 

a commitment to cross-cultural service being one way that people 

can respond to God’s call. 

GMI conducts evaluation research for many mission conferences. 

Sometimes this includes tracking commitments to serve cross-

culturally, to see how they change over time. Results show that 

commitments do change over time—a lot. A glance at summary 

statistics shows that at many mission conferences, between 15 and 
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35 percent of attendees commit to long-term cross-cultural service. 
Six months later, those numbers have dropped slightly, with 10 to 25 
percent indicating a commitment to long-term service. 

But when individuals are tracked through the process, a more 
complex story emerges. Some people, as you might expect, make a 
first-time commitment at the event and then either maintain or back 
away from that commitment in the months following. But others 
arrive at the event already committed and then find themselves 
reconsidering that commitment. Still others enter and leave the event 
without making a commitment—but the experience is a catalyst in 
a process, and six months later they indicate a commitment to serve. 

Solidifying your commitment
Commitment can be a volatile thing, but certain behaviors 

practices have proven to help people in keeping the commitments 
they make. One of those is simply talking with someone about the 
possibility of serving as a cross-cultural missionary.

Giving voice to a vision—to a friend, a family member, pastor or 
campus fellowship leader—helps affirm and sustain it. If you are 
not yet serving cross-culturally, have you discussed the idea with 
someone? Find someone you trust and let them know what you are 
considering. Pray together for guidance and open doors, and discuss 
the barriers that need to be overcome.

Another behavior linked to maintaining commitment is taking 
a formal missions class. Far fewer do this than talk about their 
commitment—but those who do are very likely to remain committed. 
Whether you are a full-time student or not, consider taking this 
important step. 

One option is Perspectives on the World Christian Movement, 
an insightful 15-week course created by the U.S. Center for World 
Mission and open to anyone. Visit perspectives.org to learn more and 
find the nearest class location. You can audit the course or take it for 
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certificate or credit. Just the interaction with the scholars and cross-

cultural workers who teach the course is worth the time and effort as 

you pursue clarity in your call.

Getting the silent treatment
While Ruth lived in a different time and cultural context, one 

aspect of her decision to go closely parallels that of missionaries 

today: the lack of welcome they receive. Those whom you go to serve 

may not want your message—or your company. 

Naomi frames her objections mostly in terms of Ruth’s and 

Orpah’s self-interest: “Stick with your family and your culture. Find 

another husband. I have nothing to offer you now.” 

This Israelite woman even goes so far as to mention the local 

gods as if she believed that they were a feature of the Moab cultural 

package to be promoted. The point is, she didn’t want the help. She is 

trying to talk Ruth out of making this crazy commitment.

At the conclusion of the passage, Naomi doesn’t respond with 

applause or thanks or even, “OK, if you say so.” She sullenly resigns 

herself to Ruth’s presence, essentially giving her the silent treatment.

At some point in your ministry experience, you may receive this 

cold treatment. Antagonism among those you serve may be overt, 

but more likely it will remain below the surface as people put on 

a friendly face or simply steer clear of contact with you. During 

my term in Southeast Asia, it was several months before I heard a 

directly antagonistic comment from a local. When it happened I 

was taken aback, because so many people had been friendly. Later I 

realized that many people carried an anti-foreigner sentiment—but 

few voiced it in public. 

What you are more likely to hear are the objections from those 

from your home culture—active questioning rather than silent 

disinterest: 
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“Why would you want to tell people how to live?” 

“Aren’t there plenty of problems to take care of here at home?” 

“I’m wondering when you’ll come home and get a real job.” 

“I just could never live off of other people’s charity.” 

“Missions is just neo-colonialism.” 

“How will you ever find a husband out there?” 

These questions are real, and the answers you develop will give 

you the opportunity to examine and affirm your commitment to 

cross-cultural ministry. But realize that if you try to answer every 

objection, you may get stuck in endless debate. In most circumstances, 

a smile and a graceful redirection will serve you best, since the most 

important questions you have to answer are the ones coming from 

your Savior, who has called you to your work.

Whose God?
Speaking of objections, some people may not consider Ruth to be 

a model for cross-cultural mission because she is a convert, coming 

into God’s people, rather than a missionary going out from God’s 

people. Of particular concern is the idea that they might say to those 

they go to serve, “Your God [will be] my God.” 

First, consider the background: Yes, Ruth is a convert, but she has 

likely been one for some time as a member of the Israelite household 

into which she married. She has probably participated in household 

worship of the Hebrew God for some time. As such, she has made a 

conscious decision to follow the Lord. In the same way, you made a 

decision to follow Jesus, whether your family of origin worshipped 

him or not. Your decision to follow may have been influenced by 

your family, but it established your own faith journey, rather than a 

secondhand faith.
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Second, consider the context: Ruth is responding to Naomi’s 

suggestion that she should return to the gods of the Moabites. As 

a follower of the one true God, Ruth may well be offended by the 

suggestion. Yet Naomi’s words reflect a fallacy common among 

those who have not lived cross-culturally: that culture and faith are 

completely and permanently bound to one another. While the ties of 

culture are strong, they are not absolute. No one knows that better 

than Ruth who, while still living in Moab, had already turned her 

heart away from Chemosh and the other gods of that culture. 

Third, consider again the problem of the book and the role Ruth 

plays relative to it. The faith of the Israelites is the backdrop to the 

story—not its focus. The problem remains the need to establish a 

legacy. Ruth’s declaration of commitment to Naomi is centered on 

walking together with her through this family crisis. It is for this that 

she is committing her life and walking in her faith.

Placing your ear against the doorpost
Daughters-in-law in the ancient Near East were only barely above 

the status of servants. Even today in Middle Eastern homes, mothers-

in-law hold unquestioned leadership over the younger women in the 

home. By thanking Orpah and Ruth and discouraging them from 

going with her, Naomi was releasing them from their obligation to 

serve and obey her. By remaining and declaring her loyalty, Ruth was 

committing to become Naomi’s bondservant. 

Exodus 21 describes the process through which freed servants 

become bondservants, deciding to remain in permanent service 

to their master. These special servants bore a visible sign of their 

loyalty: 

[And the Lord said to Moses,] “When you buy a 
Hebrew slave, he shall serve six years, and in 
the seventh he shall go out free, for nothing. 
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…But if the slave plainly says, ‘I love my master, 
my wife, and my children; I will not go out free,’ 
then his master shall bring him to God, and he 
shall bring him to the door or the doorpost. And 
his master shall bore his ear through with an 
awl, and he shall be his slave forever” (Exodus 
21:2, 5-6).

Bondservant is the Greek term used in the last chapter of Revelation 

for those who see the face of God, live in his light, bear his name, and 

reign forever in service to him. It is also the term used of Christ in 

chapter 3 of Philippians, where Paul writes:

Have this mind among yourselves, which was also 
in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form 
of God, did not count equality with God a thing 
to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the 
form of a bondservant, being born in the likeness 
of men (Philippians 2:5-7, ESV variant).

This was Christ’s commitment to you—to take the form of a 
bondservant for your sake. Ruth was of this same mind as she 
committed to identify with Naomi, emptying herself of all that was 
familiar and becoming as like her as possible, even to death. And it is 
the Spirit’s charge to the Philippians—and to you—to have the mind 
of a bondservant, emptying yourself and identifying with those you 
serve. 

How does that commitment work itself out on the field? In 
countless ways—usually including:

•	 Pursuing local language fluency

•	 Maintaining a standard of living that is similar to 

locals
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•	 Dressing in the local fashion

•	 Giving up your sense of personal space and schedule

•	 Communicating according to local patterns

•	 Celebrating and mourning with the people.

The commitment to become a bondservant is all-encompassing. 

By taking such a step and identifying closely with a community, you 

are able to have tremendous impact. Consider the depth and breadth 

of this commitment, as you identify with those you serve—even as 

you identify as a child of God.



Action Plan
 

Write about a time when you have drawn inspiration from 

those who have gone before you in commitment to serving 

others.

What are you doing to clarify or affirm your commitment to 

those you serve?

What one thing can you do to prepare to not be welcomed?

Pray right now for God to help you better understand what 

it means to be a bondservant.
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And when they came to Bethlehem, the whole 
town was stirred because of them. And the women 
said, “Is this Naomi?”…And Ruth the Moabite 
said to Naomi, “Let me go to the field and glean 
among the ears of grain after him in whose sight 
I shall find favor.” And she said to her, “Go, my 
daughter” (Ruth 1:19b, 2:2).

The setting
The two women walked side by side along the dusty path—

together, yet saying little, alone with their thoughts. It is difficult 

enough to rely on the welfare of relatives who will barely recognize me, 

Naomi thought. And Ruth will be another mouth to feed. 

Over Naomi’s protests, Ruth had insisted on accompanying her 

mother-in-law on her journey back to Bethlehem, the town whose 

name means “House of Bread.” Ruth made an oath to the Lord to 

signify her commitment. 
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The women have almost nothing. Naomi’s late husband Elimelech 
had owned a plot of land, but she has been gone for a decade, and the 
laws of inheritance call for property to pass to male relatives. The 
widows will need the Lord’s help and the kindness of the community 
to survive. 

To make things worse, Ruth is a foreigner—and not just any 
garden-variety foreigner. She is a Moabite, a member of a nation that 
frequently clashed with the Israelites—and that at one point had 
ruled over the Israelites for a generation (Judges 3:14). 

How much like an Israelite can I become? Ruth wondered. I can 
do and say the right things, but my accent will always betray me. Ruth 
had lived for some time in an Israelite household, by custom moving 
into her husband Mahlon’s home when she married. She learned 
the dialect and became familiar with Israelite faith and customs. 
She knew that understanding would be useful as she moved to the 
heartland of Judah. But she also knew that she would encounter 
discrimination.

Here is what the Law of Moses instructed regarding Moabites:

No Ammonite or Moabite may enter the assembly 
of the Lord. Even to the tenth generation, 
none of them may enter the assembly of the 
Lord forever…. You shall not seek their peace 
or their prosperity all your days forever  
(Deuteronomy 23:3, 6). 

The command was stark, with little room for alternate 
interpretations. Ruth could not expect a favorable reception from the 
people of Bethlehem—which may explain why Naomi had urged her 
to stay behind. 

While Ruth’s nationality would work against her, the Law still 

provided some hope. God had told the Israelites to remember their 

own history as “guest workers” in other lands:
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For the Lord your God…executes justice for 
the fatherless and the widow, and loves the 
sojourner, giving him food and clothing. Love the 
sojourner, therefore, for you were sojourners in 
the land of Egypt (Deuteronomy 10:17-19).

Beyond that, Naomi had mentioned that the Law provided charity 

for the poor through the harvest process:

When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall 
not reap your field right up to its edge, neither 
shall you gather the gleanings after your 
harvest. And you shall not strip your vineyard 
bare, neither shall you gather the fallen grapes 
of your vineyard. You shall leave them for the 
poor and for the sojourner: I am the Lord your God  
(Leviticus 19:9-10).

Still, Ruth knew that although the Law had provisions for 

widows and foreigners, there was no guarantee that all the people 

of Bethlehem would follow through on it. She would need to find 

someone who knew and honored the Law.

Ruth was visible and vulnerable as a foreigner as she entered the 

Bethlehem community. She had much to learn quickly if she was to 

survive and thrive in her new environment. As you read the following 

passage, watch how she interacts with people in her new community. 

If you are preparing for cross-cultural service, think about what you 

will need in your transition.

So the two of them went on until they came to 
Bethlehem. And when they came to Bethlehem, 
the whole town was stirred because of them. 
And the women said, “Is this Naomi?” She said to 
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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?”

So Naomi returned, and Ruth the Moabite her 
daughter-in-law with her, who returned from the 
country of Moab. And they came to Bethlehem at 
the beginning of barley harvest.

Now Naomi had a relative of her husband’s, a 
worthy man of the clan of Elimelech, whose name 
was Boaz. And Ruth the Moabite said to Naomi, 	
“Let me go to the field and glean among the ears 
of grain after him in whose sight I shall find 
favor.” And she said to her, “Go, my daughter”  
(Ruth 1:19 – 2:2).

Newcomers in Bethlehem
Naomi’s arrival with Ruth received plenty of attention. She left 

accompanied by three Israelite men; she returns with a Moabite 

woman. She blames God for her sad and difficult circumstances. 

Her sorrow is understandable, but her bitter words must have 

seemed especially harsh to her young traveling companion: “I went 

away full, and the Lord has brought me back empty.” 

Empty of hope. Empty of money. Seemingly empty of faith. But 

not empty of companionship. As Ruth stood by quietly, perhaps she 

thought, “Empty? Am I nothing to you?” But these are not words that 

a respectful daughter-in-law would give voice to.

You can imagine the awkward introduction that followed.
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Village Women: “We are sad about your emptiness, Naomi—er, 

Mara. But who is this with you?” 

Naomi: “Oh, just my daughter-in-law, Ruth the Moabite.” 

Despite Naomi’s lack of acknowledgement, Ruth’s presence was in 

itself a testimony of her commitment to—and identification with—

Naomi. Ruth had emptied herself of all that was familiar to her. Her 

love was willing to cross boundaries—foreshadowing the boundary-

crossing love of another newcomer from a foreign realm who would 

vulnerably arrive in Bethlehem more than 2,000 years later.

Cross-cultural witness has its ultimate model in the incarnation. 

A group of evangelical scholars affiliated with the Lausanne 

Committee for World Evangelization said it “might be called the 

most spectacular instance of cultural identification in the history 

of mankind.”10 Christ’s followers bear witness to it each time they 

accept his commission to go into all the world.

You are sent as he was sent (John 20:21), whether you are 

welcomed into a new culture or ignored. 

“What Would Jesus Do?”
You are never more like Christ than when you cross cultures. 

How can I say that? Because Jesus crossed the greatest cultural gulf 

of all time. You are never more like him than when you are willing to 

empty yourself of your home culture—no matter how amazing and 

honorable that culture—and love those within another culture for 

the purpose of bringing life. 

The journey of Christ to Earth from the heavenly realm is unique 

in all of eternity. But you can practice incarnational love based on 

Jesus’ act on your behalf. 

The greater the challenge, or the greater the cultural gulf to be 

crossed, the more powerful is the witness that effectively bridges the 

gap with the good news of God’s kingdom.
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It may not seem like Ruth crossed a huge cultural gulf. The 
tribes of Israel and Moab were separated only by the Dead Sea. 
Their languages were close cousins, and many of their ways of 
understanding were similar. Still, because of the history of conflict 
and prejudice between the two peoples, the most that could be 
hoped for by a Moabite in Israel would seem to be surviving, not 
flourishing—and certainly not influencing the course of a nation. 

The fact is, crossing cultural barriers is never easy. Few are 
inclined to seek out those who are different from them, much less 
identify with them. Even Christ followers who step out to engage 
with other cultures tend to avoid those who are most different from 
them—those least likely to hear the life-giving message of Christ. 
Only one in 13 international missionaries serves among least-
evangelized peoples.11 

It is easy to presume that the least-evangelized will be reached 
by national believers, who have less of a cultural gulf to cross. The 
reality, according to researcher Todd Johnson, is that nationals 
are no more likely to serve among least-evangelized peoples than 
international missionaries—only one in 13 goes to peoples with no 
existing indigenous witness!12 Reaching the least reached is difficult, 
regardless of whether or not you need a passport to reach them. 

The least-reached will only be reached by messengers who 
intentionally take the courageous step of crossing cultural barriers—
no matter their country of origin. 

Cultural fluency
Every kind of witness is valuable—whether you venture within 

a culture or across cultures. How great of a cultural gulf should you 
seek to cross? Listen to the Spirit to hear your own personal call. 
Your commitment will depend on God’s direction. But when you ask 
God the question, don’t be surprised if you hear Jesus responding 

through the Spirit, “How far did I go for you?” 
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One veteran South Asian worker I interviewed had already 
planted a church at the fringe of a traditionally Muslim community. 
He then relocated to the very heart of the city and began ministering 
there, because he felt increasingly called to reach those who were 
least likely to encounter Christ. 

One North American worker went to serve among a previously 
unengaged people group. He selected his location of service by asking 
himself and the Lord, “How far can I go into the heartland of the 
people and still have a plausible reason for being there?” This worker 
knew that his English language skills would be seen as valuable in his 
new environment. Yet he was committed to learning and using the 
language of the people he served. 

Fruitful Practice Research reveals that local-language fluency 
is the factor that correlates most strongly to fruitful outcomes in 
ministry. Recognizing the potential of English to distract him from 
developing fluency, the worker committed to speak only the local 
language in his first year, even with English-speaking locals who 
wanted to practice with a native speaker. When asked about this by 
locals, he indicated his practice as a point of respect for the local 
culture. 

Going where the Savior is headed
One of the most encouraging things about entering a new culture 

is the assurance that God is already there preparing the way for you. 
As you arrive, be watchful for ways that the Master is at work among 
the people. 

Commit yourself to listening and observing—spiritually and 
culturally. Signs abound in the second chapter of Ruth to point to 
ways that God is providentially bringing Ruth to the places and 
people that she needs to encounter.

This truth has a striking New Testament parallel in the passage 

where Jesus sends out the 70 (or 72, depending on your translation) 
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to travel ahead to the places he planned to go. While this assignment 

was largely within the Jewish culture, the disciples had to rely upon 

God’s providence and power in their moment of need. Many cross-

cultural workers consider chapter 10 of Luke’s gospel as a model for 

mission. 

Parallels between that beautiful passage and this one include: 

1.	See the harvest (Luke 10:2). The passage starts 

with one of Jesus’ best-known sayings: “The harvest 

is plentiful, but the laborers are few. Therefore 

pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send 

out laborers into his harvest.” Luke doesn’t say that 

this account took place during harvest season, but 

wouldn’t that make sense? Can’t you see the disciples 

traveling to their assigned town, walking alongside 

the fields nearly ready for harvest? As the disciples 

walked, they would pray for more workers and 

anticipate the spiritual harvest that Jesus would bring. 

 

Naomi is empty, but Ruth is looking for opportunity 

and suggests going out to glean. She is ready to roll 

up her sleeves and work. You too should envision 

and eagerly anticipate the harvest to come among 

those you serve. 

2.	 Go vulnerably (Luke 10:3-4). Christ instructed the 

disciples to travel lightly in order to rely on the Lord’s 

provision among those to whom they were sent. 

Ruth arrived in Bethlehem with little or nothing. 

Many are familiar with translations of Ruth 3:3 that 
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include the phrase, “put on your best clothes” (NIV 

and NASB). But the original text doesn’t include 

the word “best.” A literal reading is: “Put on your 

garment.” Ruth had no wardrobe—she probably 

owned one outer cloak or non-work garment. She 

came with nearly nothing and would need to rely 

on the goodwill of those who would receive her. 

 

As you enter into cross-cultural ministry, how 

many provisions should you take with you? Some 

advocate for a minimalist approach, including 

the Alliance for Vulnerable Mission, which calls 

for cross-cultural workers to leave their stuff and 

their money and their language at home, relying 

on God and seeking to avoid creating dependence 

or envy among those they serve. The AVM website 

says, “We would like to see more people take the 

risks of contextualization and vulnerability in order 

to reap the rewards that only come to those who 

value local resources and invest in local languages.”13  

Still, remember that this sending occurred within 

the culture of the chosen people. Jesus said, “The 

laborer deserves his wages,” considering it right that 

God’s people would support the disciples. In a cross-

cultural setting, Paul took a different approach—at 

times working at a trade and at other times relying 

on the support of churches in other regions. Talk to 

God about what it means to rely on him as you go 

vulnerably.
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3.	 Seek the favor of the local host (Luke 10:6). 

Christ directed his followers to seek out a 

welcoming person as a host—and potentially, as 

an advocate. As Ruth asks permission to go out 

and glean, she specifically mentions the need to 

find the favor of a local host. Not every landowner 

will honor the law and leave grain behind—or 

enough to make a difference. Some may not grant 

permission to glean—especially to a Moabite.  

 

This passage gives rise to the “person of peace” 

concept that many cross-cultural workers use today 

as they seek out those whom God has prepared in 

advance. Many of our interviewees have shared 

about local hosts not only welcoming them, but 

also advocating for them and even defending them 

against persecution—long before embracing the 

gospel.

As you read further in Ruth 2, look for these other parallels:

1.	 Stay where welcomed (Luke 10:7). Jesus instructed 

his workers to remain with the local host rather 

than moving on to other homes in the community. 

Chapter Five of this book will explore how Ruth 

was similarly encouraged by Boaz to remain in 

his field through the end of the harvest season. 

2.	 Deliver good news (Luke 10:9). Christ instructed his 

workers to heal and to announce that God’s kingdom 

had drawn near. In Chapter Six, we will see how Ruth’s 
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venture similarly results in her delivering good news 

to Naomi from the master: a healthy supply of grain.  

3.	 Celebrate success (Luke 10:17-20). Jesus’ disciples 

lacked for nothing and saw God’s power work 

through them to drive out evil spirits. Jesus rejoiced 

with them, but he also warned them to keep spiritual 

power in perspective. The real cause for rejoicing is 

not wielding spiritual power, but being a spiritual 

person. Chapter Seven of this book will explore 

Ruth’s emerging identity as an adopted member of 

God’s people. 

The power of a promise
Ruth came to Bethlehem with very little—but she was anything 

but empty! The same is true for you. Those who are sent as Jesus was 

sent have been given authority and power. You have Jesus’ promise 

that the disciples will do the things that he did—and even greater 

things (John 14:12).

With the Holy Spirit present in you, you have access to great 

power. Exercise it with confidence—and discernment! Like Ruth, 

you may need to overcome the negativity of others. You may have an 

opportunity to pray for healing—or for spirits to be cast out—as you 

experience new spiritual realities. 

As you see spiritual power at work in and through you, be ready 

to celebrate all that God has done. But remember that exercising his 

power is not the ultimate goal. In the end, you serve to see hope 

restored as people identify with Christ and enjoy his legacy of life.  



Action Plan
 

Write about a time when you have embraced vulnerability 

appropriately.

How are you researching decisions to be made and 

identifying values that guide you in a new community?

What one thing can you do to empty yourself of your own 

culture as you adopt Christ’s attitude of cross-cultural 

humility?

Praise God now for your identity as a child of God.

Pray right now for God to prepare you to access his power 

through the Spirit.
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The Harvest Field  

Always Looks Whiter

Then Boaz said to Ruth, “Now, listen, my daughter, 
do not go to glean in another field or leave this 
one, but keep close to my young women. Let your 
eyes be on the field that they are reaping, and go 
after them (Ruth 2:8-9a).

The setting
Ruth woke early. Outside, the faint suggestion of light appeared 

in the east—just enough to distinguish land from sky.  She was 

eager, energetic and full of faith, but a little apprehensive. Gleaning 

would be new work for her. She was thankful that the Law of Moses 

required landowners to reserve some grain for the poor. Ruth and 

Naomi clearly qualified. 

Having received Naomi’s permission to go out and glean, Ruth 

was halfway through the “gleaner application process.” Now, she 

needed a landowner or a harvest foreman to respond favorably.
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The job seemed straightforward enough:

1.	 Go to the fields;

2.	 Pick up the grain that is left behind;

3.	 Repeat until the harvest is complete. 

But there is so much I don’t know, she thought as she began walking 

to the fields. 

How many gleaners will a landowner allow in his field? 

How much of the field is left unharvested? 

How often are sheaves dropped by the harvesters?

Risks would abound for a woman from a despised race with no 

one to look out for her. Fieldhands could harass a young widow. 

Competition could be fierce among the poor for a limited amount of 

grain. Other gleaners could threaten or intimidate a newcomer. 

And, as the fields become picked-over, gleaners would move on 

quickly, seeking the best opportunity during each day of the short 

harvest season. Ruth needs wisdom and discernment as she enters 

unfamiliar territory. 

As you read the passage that follows, take note of all of the people 

Ruth encounters. Ask yourself and the Lord: How will I survive in 

unfamiliar surroundings? How can I discover the opportunities—

and avoid the pitfalls? How will I know when to persevere and when 

to change? 

And Ruth the Moabite said to Naomi, “Let me go 
to the field and glean among the ears of grain 
after him in whose sight I shall find favor.” And 
she said to her, “Go, my daughter.” 
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So she set out and went and gleaned in the field 
after the reapers, and she happened to come to 
the part of the field belonging to Boaz, who was 
of the clan of Elimelech.

And behold, Boaz came from Bethlehem. And he 
said to the reapers, “The Lord be with you!” And 
they answered, “The Lord bless you.” Then Boaz 
said to his young man who was in charge of the 
reapers, “Whose young woman is this?” 

And the servant who was in charge of the reapers 
answered, “She is the young Moabite woman, who 
came back with Naomi from the country of Moab. 
She said, ‘Please let me glean and gather among 
the sheaves after the reapers.’ So she came, and 
she has continued from early morning until 
now, except for a short rest.”

Then Boaz said to Ruth, “Now, listen, my daughter, 
do not go to glean in another field or leave this 
one, but keep close to my young women. Let your 
eyes be on the field that they are reaping, and 
go after them. Have I not charged the young men 
not to touch you? And when you are thirsty, go 
to the vessels and drink what the young men 
have drawn” (Ruth 2:2-9).

Persevering in service
Ruth “happened” to come to Boaz’s portion of the field.

I love the narrator’s understated manner. The book shows how God 



58

Crossing Cultures with Ruth: Lessons on Thriving in Mission

directs and provides, but only twice are the actions of God referred 

to outside of quotes from the book’s characters: when he brings 

forth life in the grain fields (1:6) and in Ruth (4:13). Otherwise, the 

narrator does not presume to know the actions of God. The reader is 

left to marvel at and wonder about his providence.

Cross-cultural workers often do the same—and are wise to follow 

the narrator’s lead in acknowledging—but not presuming—to know 

all that God is up to. 

Circumstances suggest that God is working to direct Ruth’s path. 

In Boaz’s field, she finds success in gleaning and some valuable 

advice: Remain. 

Sticking to the work of cross-cultural mission is harder than it 

seems. Spend a year or more on the field, and you are likely to see 

workers leave unexpectedly. 

As we interviewed fruitful church planters, we asked how they 

defined their teams. One veteran worker responded, “We stopped 

defining our team formally because so many people came and went. 

We think of our team as those who stay, whatever their agency or 

accountability structure.” 

GMI and other groups—notably the Mission Commission of 

the World Evangelical Alliance—have done extensive research on 

missionary retention and attrition. Many of the insights from that 

research are illustrated in chapter two of the book of Ruth. This 

passage provides memorable lessons to help workers remain. 

A few disclaimers:

1.	 Some workers may be called not to remain. Many 

of these embrace Paul’s model of rapid, apostolic 

sowing. They plant, someone else waters, and God 

causes the growth (1 Cor. 3:6). If this is your calling, 
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do not be dissuaded from it. If you are led to do a year-

long internship with no ongoing commitment, then 

listen for God’s voice for that year and then follow 

where he leads. Mission paths take many turns—but 

beware of suddenly open doors that appear to provide 

escape from what may seem like a long, muddy road.  

2.	 Some workers remain too long. Most mission 

organizations recommend having an exit strategy—

with markers tell you when it is time to leave. There 

is much wisdom in this. Almost every mission 

leader can tell you a story of an expat worker who 

refuses to turn over leadership because the national 

believers “aren’t ready yet.” Some missionaries have 

a need to be needed and unwisely cling to their role.  

3.	 Some workers confuse inaction with remaining. 

Once, in the midst of a study on missionary 

retention, a wise leader asked me, “Why focus on 

retention? There are many missionaries who stay 

on the field but never get anything done. You should 

study effectiveness instead.” His point was that some 

cross-cultural workers get complacent over time and 

settle into a routine that has little to do with bringing 

forth new life. These workers ought not to remain. 

Wherever you go—especially if you cross a great cultural 

distance—you should seek ways to both remain and be effective. 

This passage of Ruth can help you persevere in service and avoid the 

obstacles that derail cross-cultural witness before its time. 
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The main differences in those who remain
The Engage study of missionary retention (2006 – 2008) featured 

in-depth interviews with current and former North American cross-

cultural workers. The study identified five factors that tended to be 

present in those who remained—and missing from those who left.

These five factors can be presented through a memorable phrase: 

ChIN-UP. The “Ch” in ChIN-UP is a factor we have already discussed: 

Calling/hope. Those who stay often feel that God has 

clearly directed them to work with a particular people. 

This enables them to press on through tough times and 

difficult circumstances. 

Recall how Ruth invoked the name of the Lord: 

“May the Lord do so to me and more also if anything 

but death parts me from you.” Commitment like that is 

not just your own. It reflects confidence that the Lord is 

also committed to the people. 

One worker described it this way:

I see potential everywhere and know that God has a big 
plan for his people.

God’s calling leads to endurance, “and endurance 

produces character, and character produces hope, and 

hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has 

been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit...” 

(Romans 5:4-5).

There are four other four important factors to consider in Ruth’s 

seemingly ordinary exchange with Naomi in 2:2. Ruth asks to go and 

glean, and Naomi says yes. That verse appears in the passage from 

the last chapter and again in the passage for this chapter. That was 
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intentional. I want you to be sure to remember that verse, and the 

acronym ChIN-UP, as keys that will help you to remain on the field 

and to keep making progress in cross-cultural ministry. 

Inclusion in Decision Making. Ruth persuaded Naomi 

to allow her to accompany Naomi to Bethlehem. Then, 

Ruth asks for permission to work in the harvest fields 

and Naomi agrees. Cross-cultural workers who stick are 

those who feel that they have a voice in how their work 

gets done, whether they are accountable to a local team 

or to leaders who reside far away. 

This isn’t about having total autonomy. Mission-

aries—especially new ones—can be given too much 

freedom. This is about leaders who listen and provide  

encouragement to cross-cultural workers when they  

offer ideas. 

Need. Ruth understands that Naomi has a pressing 

short-term need for food as well as a long-term need of 

a legacy of life. Workers who stay are those who have a 

sharp sense of people’s need—spiritually and practically. 

When asked what kept him on the field, one of our 

interviewees said it was… 

…the fact that people have souls that will never, never 

die and most here still have not heard the gospel.

In the face of vast, undeniable need, workers who 

ask themselves, “If not me, then who?” are likely to stick 

and to stay focused on ministry.
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Usefulness. It is one thing to perceive people’s needs. 
But workers become discouraged if they cannot do 
anything meaningful about those needs in the short 
term. Usefulness bridges that gap. Workers who stick 
feel that they are being used by God and that what they 
are doing is making a difference, even if long-term goals 
are far from being realized. 

Ruth demonstrates a desire for usefulness in her 
request. Right now, she cannot do anything to help 
Naomi preserve her family line. Yet she can still help. 
Harvest season has come, and she is ready to work! Later 
you will sense the joy that Ruth feels as she presents 
grain to her mother-in-law. Ruth is useful, which helps 
her to remain.

Look carefully for ways in which you can be 
immediately useful to those you serve. Developing a 
reputation for usefulness will almost certainly lead to 
opportunities for deeper, more personal impact.

Provision. Somewhere along the way, Ruth learned 
about the law of gleaning, which itself is a form of 
provision. God made a way for his people to provide for 
widows like Ruth and Naomi. So, Ruth suggests that she 
go out and glean. But there is more. Knowing that some 
will not respect the law, she adds, “…after him in whose 
sight I shall find favor.” She recognizes that God must 
provide someone who will allow a foreigner to glean in 
his field.

Workers who stick have a strong appreciation 
for God’s provision. They may not have the most 

resources—in fact, many say they struggled to raise 

financial support. But they stay, in part because they 
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know that their needs have been provided by God and 

his people. 

Consider journaling about the ways that God is 

providing for you—expected and unexpected. When 

times are difficult, you will find encouragement in all 

that God has done and is doing to enable you to serve 

cross-culturally.

Use ChIN-UP—and Ruth 2:2—to remember the factors that help 

cross-cultural workers to stick. 

Your eyes on the field; his eyes on you
Naomi, Ruth and Boaz are mentioned by name in the passage. 

You also meet the foreman in charge of the workers. The reapers 

are heard responding to Boaz’s greeting. They include young women 

(whom Ruth is instructed to stay close to) and young men (who 

handle the lifting of grain bundles and water jars).

And, of course, there are other gleaners. Boaz’s comment indicates 

that some of them choose not to remain with the harvest team: they 

leave and go on to other fields. 

In the Engage study, besides the in-depth interviews, more than 

1,700 active cross-cultural workers were surveyed. About 15 percent 

of these noted that they were serving with an agency other than the 

one with which they began serving. Jumping agencies—and jumping 

fields within agencies—is common. 

Some agencies do better than others in retaining staff. If you 

interview with agencies, ask about their retention rate. A 2003 World 

Evangelical Alliance study found that the top tier of U.S. agencies 

was on track to retain more than three-quarters of cross-cultural 

workers (78 percent) over a decade. Meanwhile, the bottom tier was 

on pace to retain less than half of that (38 percent)!14
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Sometimes transitions make sense—people and organizations 

change over time. But the biggest concern with field-jumping is not 

the changes that occur in people and agencies. Rather, it is just the 

opposite: people who won’t change. 

Mission fields are like the fields of Bethlehem—many types of 

people striving to work together for a harvest. In such an environment, 

conflicts are inevitable. Some cross-cultural workers are taken by 

surprise when sharp differences arise in personal convictions, in 

ministry styles or in personalities. Cross-cultural situations—and 

multi-cultural teams—serve to heighten the differences.

Adapting, seeking common ground, peacemaking and submitting 

to others can be difficult and time-consuming. Some find it easier 

to part ways. Sometimes that means a move to another field or 

another agency. In extreme cases, workers return home bewildered 

or embittered. One ex-missionary summed up her field experience 

this way:

We were always told that your biggest problems would 

come from other missionaries. I guess I did not believe it. 

My expectation was (that) we would all work together for 

the greater good. Boy was I wrong.15

Staying Focused
Many factors can cause your attention to be diverted from the 

main focus of mission: the people being served. Diversions can arise 

from team members, supervisors, nationals, agency executives, 

financial supporters, family members or government officials. 

Whatever the source, the result is the same: loss of emphasis on the 

people at the heart of the mission. Red flags begin to wave when 

you find yourself spending lots of time and mental energy on people 

other than the ones you were sent to serve. 
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Boaz directs Ruth’s attention to this risk in their first encounter: 

Let your eyes be on the field that they are 
reaping (Ruth 2:9a).

This statement captures the single most important concept for 

you to remember about remaining on the field and becoming fruitful 

among those you serve.

For Ruth, the goal was gathering grain for her and Naomi. She 

didn’t need run-ins with harvesters gossiping about her ethnicity or 

field hands getting too friendly or other gleaners overprotecting their 

turf. She needed to keep her eyes on the field.

So will you. 

A harvest field attracts many people. But the grain is what 

matters. The grain is what sustains life and produces seeds that can 

multiply a hundredfold.

Thankfully, you have an Ally who has ultimate control over 

the field. He notices you. He takes action on your behalf. The next 

chapter will further explore the uncommon riches of his grace upon 

those who serve cross-culturally in his fields. For now, take heart 

that he has been there before you, and his eyes remain on you. 



Action Plan
 

Write about a time when you resolved a conflict rather than 

allowing it to escalate.

How are you keeping your eyes on the field and avoiding 

distractions?

What is one thing that you can do right now to keep your 

ChIN-UP?  (Select one of the factors that you can act on.)

Pray right now for his strength and perseverance to overcome 

discouragement on the field.
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The Lord repay you for what you have done, and a 
full reward be given you by the Lord, the God of 
Israel, under whose wings you have come to take 
refuge!” (Ruth 2:12).

The setting
The sun is high in the sky. Ruth has spent a full morning gleaning 

in the barley fields of Bethlehem. The work is tiring, and Ruth is not as 

experienced as the other gleaners. Her back is strained from repeated 

bending and straightening. She stands out for her ethnicity and her 

newness to the task. Still, just being here is an accomplishment. She 

took the initiative and found favor with Naomi and with the field 

foreman.

Now Boaz, the landowner, has arrived. He also notices Ruth. 

While some other owners show little concern for the gleaners, 

he pays attention to those who follow after his harvest workers, 

especially Ruth. He gives the workers special instructions to make 

sure that she is well-treated.
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Boaz has a history of foreign blood in his own family. Tamar, the 

matriarch of the clan of Perez, was a Canaanite (Genesis 38:2). Boaz 

is also a direct descendant of Rahab of Jericho (Matthew 1:5), who 

harbored the Israelite spies. But family history is not the only reason 

for Boaz’s kindness to Ruth. Bethlehem is a small town, and he has 

heard about her commitment to Naomi.

As you read the following passage about Ruth and Boaz’s first 

encounter, think about what fullness means in the context of your 

life and ministry life, especially in a cross-cultural context? How do 

you measure progress or fullness in your ministry?

Then she fell on her face, bowing to the ground, 

and said to him, “Why have I found favor in your 

eyes, that you should take notice of me, since I 

am a foreigner?” 

But Boaz answered her, “All that you have done 

for your mother-in-law since the death of your 

husband has been fully told to me, and how you 

left your father and mother and your native 

land and came to a people that you did not know 

before. The Lord repay you for what you have 

done, and a full reward be given you by the Lord, 

the God of Israel, under whose wings you have 

come to take refuge!” 

Then she said, “I have found favor in your eyes, 

my lord, for you have comforted me and spoken 

kindly to your servant, though I am not one of 

your servants.” 
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And at mealtime Boaz said to her, “Come here 
and eat some bread and dip your morsel in the 
wine.” So she sat beside the reapers, and he passed 
to her roasted grain. And she ate until she was 
satisfied, and she had some left over. 

When she rose to glean, Boaz instructed his 
young men, saying, “Let her glean even among the 
sheaves, and do not reproach her. And also pull 
out some from the bundles for her and leave it 
for her to glean, and do not rebuke her.”

So she gleaned in the field until evening. Then 
she beat out what she had gleaned, and it was 
about an ephah of barley (Ruth 2:10-17).

Expressions of fullness 
In contrast to Naomi’s emptiness, Boaz is all about fullness. As 

the master of the field interacts with the newcomer, four types of 

fullness are evident. Each of these expressions of fullness reveals 

something important about the master. Each represents a key theme 

as you represent and regularly connect with your heavenly Master. 

1) Fully informed

First, Boaz is fully informed. He has a host of allies and servants 

who keep him in the know. As a result, he is fully aware of Ruth’s 

story.

As a foreshadowing of Christ, Boaz reveals that God is a listening 

God. This is evident in the same way any element of God’s character 

is known—because he revealed it. God declared this aspect of his 

character early and emphatically, in Genesis 16:11, when he sent 
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a heavenly messenger to Hagar, a woman alone and vulnerable in 

pregnancy.

Hagar was blessed to be the first person in history whose child’s 

name was given by heavenly decree. That name was Ishmael, which 

means “God hears.” Hagar responded by saying that God not only 

heard but also saw her, inspiring her to name the site Beer-lahai-roi—

the well of the Living One who sees me. 

God listens and God sees, but not for the purpose of gaining 

new information. Your Master is already fully informed. He listens 

because he is a God of relationship. Existing in eternal relationship—

Father, Son and Holy Spirit—God is glad to make himself known and 

to listen to his servants.

From the moment he enters the scene, Boaz demonstrates the 

value that he places on relationship. He greets the workers publicly, 

and they respond with respect. He checks in with the foreman and 

finds out about the newcomer. Then he initiates conversation with 

her, extending favor and protection, an unusual step that stretches 

the bounds of culture. 

Ruth expresses her amazement at his kindness, which seems 

out of proportion to her standing. He responds by praising her for 

her selfless love for Naomi. Boaz recognizes and understands the 

sacrifices that she has made. 

As you serve cross-culturally, you may feel like the small acts of 

obedience and care that you engage in every day are invisible, that 

no one is noticing. Sometimes it may feel like your actions don’t 

matter. In reality, nothing is unseen—reports of your service go out 

throughout the heavenly realm. 

Paul wrote that his work among the Gentiles was done so that 

the “wisdom of God might now be made known to  the rulers and 

authorities in the heavenly places” (Ephesians 3:10, emphasis added). 
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You are part of a team of the Master’s servants—including angelic 

ones—and your service is noticed and appreciated by them, even as 

the servant in charge of the reapers reported to Boaz.

You will also find that you are being watched closely by those in 

the earthly realm as well. For cross-cultural servants, it is critical to 

develop a good reputation among the people. Ruth’s worthy behavior 

was noticed by those in Bethlehem, just as Christ “increased in…

favor with God and man” (Luke 2:52). With such examples, it is no 

surprise that developing a “valued reputation in the community” was 

a consistent theme in interviews with fruitful church planters. 

2) Fully rewarded

Second, Boaz prays for God to reward Ruth fully in response 

to her culture-crossing love for and commitment to Naomi. Ruth is 

listening closely. She will remember this prayer. Boaz’s words call 

to mind Jesus’ promise to the disciples in the wake of his encounter 

with the rich young ruler:

And everyone who has left houses or brothers or 
sisters or father or mother or children or lands, 
for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold 
and will inherit eternal life (Matthew 19:29).

As a child of God, you are already an heir of eternal life. And your 

willingness to sacrifice for his name’s sake is already part of your 

eternal-life package, whether you serve cross-culturally or not. God 

notices your sacrifice.

The “extra” benefit here is that you will “receive a hundredfold”—

the promise that you will be blessed in your relationship with God on 

a scale that you are not likely to experience without leaving houses 

and family and homeland. Your faith will grow in ways it wouldn’t 

if you stayed in familiar and comfortable surroundings. You get to 
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follow in the Master’s culture-crossing footsteps and partner with 

Him. The hundredfold blessing is a glimpse into the future—a fuller 

experience in this life of the eternal promises that await. 

3) Fully present

There is still more fullness to explore. Third is the way in which 

the master fully invites Ruth into his presence. Boaz encourages 

Ruth to join the team of harvesters for their meal. This kindness is 

amazing in itself, but then comes the kicker: the master serves her. 

She dines at his table—roasted grain dipped in wine. 

You can see why Boaz is considered a foreshadowing of Christ. 

The New Testament parallels are clear:

•	 Give us this day our daily bread (Matthew 6:11).

•	 And people will come from east and west, and from north 

and south, and recline at table in the kingdom of God 

(Luke 13:29).

•	 But I am among you as one who serves (Luke 22:27b).

•	 If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come 

in to him and eat with him, and he with me (Revelation 

3:20b).

•	 And he took bread, and when he had given thanks, he 

broke it and gave it to them (Luke 22:19a).

What further stands out about this passage is Boaz’s fondness 

for Ruth. “Come and sit with us,” he invites. “Here, try this. Have 

as much as you want. Take some home for your mother-in-law.” He 

enjoys her presence. While he is clearly in charge, there is no signal 

that he adjourns the meal. Instead, the conclusion of their encounter 

reads, “…she rose to glean.”
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Centering your day in prayer and the word, time with the Master, 

is essential to your fullness. In this story, the literal center of Ruth’s 

day is time spent with the master at his table.

It is difficult to think about spiritual disciplines without 

“oughtness”—as in, “I really ought to spend more time in prayer and 

reflection and Bible study and praise.” And of course, neglecting 

your relationship with the Master can hamper your effectiveness in 

cross-cultural ministry. However, the trip from “ought” to crushing 

guilt is a short one. Cross-cultural settings already have a tendency 

to enhance your sense of spiritual unworthiness. Anti-human-

trafficking missionary Laura Parker said it bluntly: 

“There’s nothing like moving to a foreign country to 

reveal all the crap that’s in your heart.…Call it culture 

shock if you will, but I tend to think the stress of an overseas 

move thrusts the junk that was conveniently covered…out 

into the blazing-hot open.”16 

The enemy can multiply these feelings, jeering you about how 

foolish you were to think that you could be a missionary and emissary 

of holy God among the people. 

Ruth’s and Boaz’s beautiful encounter at lunch is an antidote to 

that downward spiral. The Master takes joy in you. You are welcome 

at the table. Jeering is off limits. The Master is eager to spend time 

with you who have come to work in his harvest field. And if he takes 

joy in offering you his presence—will he not gladly offer you his vast 

resources for your sake and the sake of others? 

Spending time with the Master can become awkward and 

intimidating when you focus on your own lack of deservedness. But 
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focusing on him and the extent of his love that is unconcerned about 

status will enable you to enjoy Him, even as you marvel at Him.

4) Fully cared for

Finally, Ruth eats and is satisfied—full—with some left over. 
The master provides for her immediate need for nourishment and 
energy. Then, he provides for her ongoing need by encouraging the 
harvesters to leave behind extra grain for her and by allowing her to 
glean even among the grain waiting to be bundled. 

As you serve in the harvest fields and find yourself growing weary, 
as Ruth did, look for your Heavenly Master to renew your strength 
and provide for the needs of your heart and soul—with extra to share 
among those you serve. 

He also works behind the scenes in ways that you are not aware. 
As Boaz instructed his servants once Ruth rose to glean, your Master 
orchestrates events and situations to provide for and protect you in 
ways that you cannot know or imagine. His servants look out for you, 
reminding you of Hebrews 1:14:

Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to 
serve those who will inherit salvation?

As you abide in Him, you can anticipate fullness of joy—with 
enough to share. It is no coincidence that this chapter on fullness 
immediately follows the one about remaining. In the Upper Room 
Discourse, Christ connected his instructions about abiding with this 
purpose statement:

These things I have spoken to you, that my joy 
may be in you, and that your joy may be full (John 
15:11).

What could be greater than to experience the full joy of Christ in 

you? 
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Savor your meals
Beyond your personal spiritual health, you can find ministry 

applications in each aspect of fullness. The Master’s knowledge, 

hope, presence and resources are for others as well—and the cross-

cultural servant gets to deliver, and often demonstrate, that good 

news.

Among the “Fruitful Practice” statements affirmed by hundreds of 

church planters working among resistant peoples are the following. 

Fruitful workers:

•	 Take advantage of pre-field and on-field research 

to shape their ministry. They imitate the Master in 

being as fully informed as possible.

•	 Pray for the needs of their friends in their presence. 

They are willing to ask for their Master in heaven to 

act on behalf of others.

•	 Practice an intimate walk with God. They enjoy the 

Master’s presence even as he enjoys theirs.

•	 Address tangible needs in their community as an 

expression of the gospel. They demonstrate the 

Master’s concern for practical human needs by 

relieving suffering and restoring wholeness.

You are indeed “blessed to be a blessing.” But don’t be in such 

a rush to pass on the Master’s blessings that you neglect to enjoy 

lunch with Him! Savor your relationship. He fully understands your 

situation. He promises to fully reward you. He fully enjoys spending 

time with you. And he fully provides for and protects you. 

May his joy be full in you!



Action Plan
 

Write about a time when you were fully provided for by the 

Master.

How are you savoring his enjoyment of you?

What is one thing that you can do to keep time with the 

Master at the center of your day?

Pray right now that God will enable you to trust the work he 

has been doing and the work that he is going to do.

78

Crossing Cultures with Ruth: Lessons on Thriving in Mission







81

Chapter 7:  
The Master and the Mother-in-Law

Naomi also said to her, “The man is a close relative 

of ours, one of our redeemers” (Ruth 2:20b).

The setting
Boaz, a respected landowner, has been impressed by Ruth’s 

willingness to leave her homeland to help Naomi. When Ruth 

appeared to glean in his field, Boaz made a special effort to encourage 

her and grant her favor.

After her extraordinary experience with the master at the midday 

meal, Ruth has continued to work hard. With access to grain not 

normally available to gleaners, she has gathered an unusually large 

amount of barley—30 pounds’ worth! 

In addition, she has the extra roasted grain given her at mealtime. 

Hired hands would expect to be fed as part of their payment, but 

gleaners would not normally be fed. This food is evidence that she 

was invited to join the harvesters.
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She also has Boaz’s invitation to continue gleaning in his fields—a 

promise of ongoing blessings. 

Now it is time to go home to Naomi. The good things she brings 

are sure to be a surprise. Ruth wonders, How will Naomi react? Will it 
change her perspective about our situation—or about me? 

At first glance, the passage that follows seems mostly to be a 

retelling of the last scene. But as you read, consider how information 

is transferred and interpreted. Pay attention to the way that Naomi 

refers to Boaz—and to Ruth. 

In the course of your ministry, you will deliver good news and 

blessings to those you serve. Be attentive to how messages are 

received. Even when your communication is clear, recipients will 

assign their own meaning, emphasis and implications. Watch also 

for subtle changes in the way that you, the messenger, are received. 

So she gleaned in the field until evening. Then 
she beat out what she had gleaned, and it was 
about an ephah of barley. And she took it up and 
went into the city. Her mother-in-law saw what 
she had gleaned. She also brought out and gave 
her what food she had left over after being 
satisfied. And her mother-in-law said to her, 
“Where did you glean today? And where have you 
worked? Blessed be the man who took notice of 
you.” 

So she told her mother-in-law with whom she 
had worked and said, “The man’s name with whom 
I worked today is Boaz.” 

And Naomi said to her daughter-in-law, “May he 
be blessed by the Lord, whose kindness has not 
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forsaken the living or the dead!” Naomi also said 
to her, “The man is a close relative of ours, one 
of our redeemers.” And Ruth the Moabite said, 
“Besides, he said to me, ‘You shall keep close by 
my young men until they have finished all my 
harvest.’” 

And Naomi said to Ruth, her daughter-in-law, 
“It is good, my daughter, that you go out with 
his young women, lest in another field you be 
assaulted.” So she kept close to the young women 
of Boaz, gleaning until the end of the barley and 
wheat harvests. And she lived with her mother-
in-law (Ruth 2:17-23).

Show me the barley
Ruth had put in a full day’s work—and maybe more, as she had 

a lot of grain to beat out at the end of the day. However, when she 

arrived home, the focus was not on her work, but on the goodness 

of Boaz.

Saying the master was welcoming is one thing. Bringing home 

leftovers from the master’s table is another. Describing the master 

as “generous” is nice. Hauling 30 pounds of barley through the door 

is amazing! 

In cross-cultural witness, evidence often validates the message 

and the messenger. Ruth is a woman of integrity, so it isn’t that 

Naomi would doubt her story without seeing evidence; rather, the 

evidence reflects the testimony of a second messenger—in this case, 

Boaz communicating to Naomi through the grain.

The same is often true in cross-cultural ministry. It is not that 

your words are unimportant. In fact, words are critically important, 
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especially when introducing someone to the Word through whom 
the world was created. But that testimony is confirmed and lives 
change when the Master reveals Himself directly.

You want to cross cultures with the gospel because you have 
experienced God’s love in a personal, life-changing way. Yet you are 
not simply an emissary—you are a partner with the Master in his 
harvest field. You will find that he is often glad to provide evidence 
to underscore your testimony. 

Stories from interviews with fruitful church planters help to 
illustrate:

We had an experience with one individual in particular 

who was faced with this decision…. And we said, “Well, 

why don’t you just ask God? Why don’t you ask Allah and 

let him, not us, tell you what to believe?” So, we got down 

on the floor and prayed with him right there. We just asked 

Allah to give our friend understanding as to what he needed 

to do. And in essence we practiced listening prayer with him. 

After a few minutes of prayer, being still before God…we 

said, “Did God speak to you?” He said, “No.” 

Then we said, “Well, did you see anything? Did the Lord 

give you a vision?”

He said, “Yes, I see something right now.” 

And we said, “Well what do you see?” He said, “I see Isa 

[Jesus] standing in the corner across the room.” 

“Well, what’s he doing?” “He’s standing there with his 

arms open.” 

“Well what do you think he wants?” “I think he wants 

me to receive him.” 

“What are you going to do about that?” …And then he 

said, “I think I need to pray.” 
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…So without guiding him or leading him in any form of 

traditional sinner’s prayer, he went back down, his face to 

the ground, and prayed out loud the most beautiful prayer 

of confession, contrition—asking Christ to be Lord.… It 

was wonderful.17

Another worker told a beautiful story about the cumulative impact 

that answered prayer had on an elderly man who observed the daily 

interaction of a cross-cultural team in their morning prayer time:

One of the things [the Christian NGO workers] do every 

morning…is the whole team prays together. And they have 

a flip chart…on which they write down the prayer requests. 

And every morning, they pray for those requests and they 

add any new ones and strike through any that have been 

answered…. 

This is, of course, totally outside the experience of this 

elderly Muslim gentleman, one of the elders of the village. 

This idea of really praying for things and really expecting 

God to intervene in at least some cases. It was then [that] he 

considered, began looking at all the flipped pages, looking 

over all of the prayer requests that had been answered. 

He realized, “These people… these are the ones God is 

listening to. It’s their prayers in Christ’s name that are being 

answered. Our people’s prayers are rarely answered. The 

truth is with Jesus.”18

That elder went on to lead his family to Christ and help start 

several groups of Muslim-background believers in his area.
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The leader of another team reported that a majority of the Muslim-
background believers in one Central Asian country have dreams 
that influence their decision for Christ. In doing evangelistic Bible 
studies, this worker found that people often just want to argue. What 
actually brings them to Christ is a direct encounter, either through 
healing or a dream. No one can argue with the God who shows up 
and answers prayers.

So our observation is [that] if we just try to teach biblical 
knowledge, they always try to compare. But if they have 
some kind of encounter—through a dream or vision or 
whatever—they realize, “Ah, the Bible is real truth, because 

…God is a living God in our daily life.”19 

Redemption and the law
Back in Bethlehem, Naomi receives the news and evidence of 

Boaz’s favor with gladness. She asks God to bless his kindness in 
remembering the living—the widows—and the dead (their husbands). 
She also brings some new information to light. She reveals that Boaz 
is a near relative of Elimelech, referring to him as a “redeemer.” This 
title relates to the Jewish laws of redemption.

These clan-based social welfare laws are given in Leviticus 25. 
The underlying principle was that both land and people ultimately 
belong to God. Neither could be permanently sold—only “hired out” 
for a number of years. Every 50 years, all people were to be declared 
free and all lands to be returned to their clan. 

In the meantime, relatives had the option to buy back lands that 
had come under the control of those outside of the clan—and the 
option to restore the freedom of family members who had become 
indentured servants. People who exercised this option were called 
redeemers. Redeemers could also be asked or expected to represent 

relatives in legal matters. 
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This passage leaves the reader wondering why Naomi had not 

already approached her redeemers, either directly or through a go-

between, for assistance as she and Ruth were getting re-established 

in Bethlehem—or why the redeemers had not taken the initiative to 

approach the widows. One hint is that the widows’ nearest kinsman 

is not mentioned by name—perhaps to save face for his lack of action.

An honorary Israelite
Boaz’s generosity awakens Naomi to new possibilities. In Moab, 

she dismissed the idea that she might remarry and have another son 

to carry on the family line. As fanciful as that idea was, it was not 

nearly as outlandish as the thought that Ruth—a despised Moabite, 

whose people were borne out of incest and declared permanently 

unclean in Israel—might be a candidate for marriage to an Israelite 

of status and reputation. The wheels of Naomi’s mind begin to turn. 

She says that Boaz is “one of our redeemers.” Suddenly, Naomi 

refers to Ruth as an honorary Israelite! The narrator wants you 

to notice this, because the next sentence begins, “And Ruth the 

Moabite said….” Throughout the book, Ruth is referred to as “Ruth,” 

“her” or “she”—except in key moments where her foreign identity is 

important to the context: 

•	 Upon arrival in Bethlehem (the phrasing showing 

the with-but-not-together context); 

•	 When she asks permission from Naomi to glean (the 

gleaning law applying to foreigners);

•	 By Boaz at the city gate (as he seeks and then exercises 

the right to redeem); 

•	 And in this passage—to mark the shift in Naomi’s 

perspective.
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The second chapter of Ruth opens by identifying Boaz as related 

to Naomi via Elimelech. It closes with Naomi identifying Boaz as 

being closely related to both her and Ruth. Naomi’s willingness to 

upgrade Ruth’s status to the equivalent of a native (foreigners could 

not be redeemed) is not lost on Ruth—and she will soon find a timely 

opportunity to express that identity.

“Your people will be my people,” Ruth had declared. Now Naomi 

has admitted as much! 

This shift in identity reflects the journey of many cross-cultural 

workers. You are sent as Jesus was sent. Jesus “had to be made like 

his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and 

faithful high priest in the service of God” (Hebrews 2:17). Only he 

is the perfect high priest, but cross-cultural witnesses are also in the 

service of God as an emissary.

You will find yourself often identifying with those you serve—or 

struggling to do so. One western worker I know in Southeast Asia 

regularly prays, “How much more Malay can I become?” He says the 

answer he receives from God is always the same: “More.”

Now-retired Dallas Seminary professor Walt Baker used to tell his 

students about one of his most meaningful moments in cross-cultural 

service in Haiti: When the locals first referred to the exceedingly 

pale-skinned Baker by the Creole term “Nèg,” meaning “black.” A 

sure sign of progress is when those you serve begin to identify you as 

one of their own—not by mistake, but with full knowledge of your 

foreign origin. “They” becomes “we.” This opens the door for the 

message of the kingdom to take root in native soil. 

Pray for the day that you will experience the blessing of being 

identified with the community. When it occurs, recognize and 

embrace the opportunity and responsibility that comes with it—to 

see the kingdom of God fully welcomed in culturally authentic ways. 



Action Plan
 

Write about a time when you encouraged someone toward a 

direct encounter with the Master.

How are you preparing for potential shifts in your identity 

— your self-identity or public identity? 

What is one thing that you can do to welcome the kingdom 

authentically among those you serve?

Pray right now for God to reveal Himself directly to those 

you serve.
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Spread your wings over your servant, for you are 
a redeemer (Ruth 3:9b). 

The setting
Ruth, the cross-cultural servant, has been very helpful to Naomi. 

She has used the resources at her disposal—persistence, a willingness 

to work and awareness of the welfare law of gleaning. God has given 

her steady work, protection from harm, favor with her employer and 

a good reputation in the community.

Things have gone well. But seasons change. The barley harvest is 

ending. Ruth and Naomi continue to have needs. Plus, Naomi still 

has her fundamental problem: no heir for the family of Elimelech.

Naomi has been thinking—plotting, actually. She thinks, Boaz 

has been very kind to Ruth and to our family. But with harvest nearly 

complete, the window of opportunity seems to be closing. I wonder….

This wondering relates to the possibility of finding a permanent 

solution to their poverty—and producing an heir. She hatches a 
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plan that involves alcohol, the cover of darkness, and an intimate 

encounter between Ruth and her older male employer. 

The plan is manipulative and risky, to say the least. It calls to 

mind some ugly family history. Elimelech was a descendant of Perez, 

who was born out of prostitution and incest (Genesis 38). Ruth is 

about to find herself in a dangerous position. Should she push back 

against the mother-in-law to whom she has pledged loyalty? Should 

she go through with a plan that could ruin her reputation (and 

Boaz’s)? Any action is sure to permanently change her relationship 

with the influential man who has been helping her. 

How will Ruth deal with this political quandary? 

There is no script for seemingly impossible situations, where 

everything that you have worked for is at risk. You may not feel ready 

for unexpected challenges. But these are the moments that can 

greatly advance your ministry. As you read the passage that follows, 
watch what unfolds for Ruth. But before doing so, stop and pray in 

advance for wisdom and guidance for your own unseen future.

Then Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, “My 
daughter, should I not seek rest for you, that it 
may be well with you? Is not Boaz our relative, 
with whose young women you were? See, he is 
winnowing barley tonight at the threshing 
floor. 

Wash therefore and anoint yourself, and put on 
your cloak and go down to the threshing floor; 
but do not make yourself known to the man until 
he has finished eating and drinking. But when he 
lies down, observe the place where he lies. Then 
go and uncover his feet and lie down, and he will 
tell you what to do.”
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And she replied, “All that you say I will do.”

So she went down to the threshing floor and did 
just as her mother-in-law had commanded her. 
And when Boaz had eaten and drunk, and his 
heart was merry, he went to lie down at the end 
of the heap of grain. Then she came softly and 
uncovered his feet and lay down. 

At midnight the man was startled and turned 
over, and behold, a woman lay at his feet! He said, 
“Who are you?” 

And she answered, “I am Ruth, your servant. 
Spread your wings over your servant, for you are 
a redeemer.” (Ruth 3:1-9).

Incarnational and redemptive themes 
This passage is rich with meaning for the missional worker. 

Previous parts of the story have illustrated how those you serve often 

do not want your help. In this passage the reason is evident: People 

already have an idea about how to help themselves. 

The gospel doesn’t enter into an empty cultural space, where 

its light can shine brightly like the stars in the heavens. The gospel 

comes into cultures that have been wrestling for millennia with 

the meaning of life and the problem of death. They already have 

their own solutions. Those solutions make sense at some level—but 

without the saving love of God’s perfect redemption, they are fatally 

flawed.

Naomi has a solution for her problem—and so will the people 

you go to serve. That solution will be inadequate without Christ. 
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The question is: How are you going to deal with that? You will need 

to proclaim the gospel boldly, confront faulty worldviews and help 

people to reason through the truth of the gospel. But each worldview 

has a basis in their history and culture, and head-on confrontation is 

unlikely to bring the results you are hoping for. 

On the other hand, failing to address the shortcomings of other 

worldviews will not lead to the transformation of individuals and 

communities. As a cross-cultural worker, you must lean hard on 

God for discernment in how and when to confront others’ flawed 

spiritual solutions. Ruth is a model for walking this dangerous path 

with grace, wisdom and even humor.

Consider Naomi’s outlook. She mixes truth with falsehood. She 

has a correct understanding of her long-term problem: her family’s 

missing legacy of life. She also understands that Boaz, a relative 

with means and compassion, represents a solution to that long-

term problem, not to mention her and Ruth’s day-to-day needs as a 

vulnerable “DWiNK” household (Double-Widow, No-Kids). 

But remember—Naomi is embittered toward God. She doesn’t 

trust him to work out the details in an honorable way. She doesn’t 

believe that God is working on her behalf. It is all up to her. She 

sees Boaz’s favor toward Ruth, but perhaps she cannot imagine that 

a respected Israelite landowner would marry a Moabite woman 

who has been previously married. With the seasonal need for 

harvest workers ending, Naomi wants to make the most of a fleeting 

opportunity.

Marriage, followed by the birth of a son, would be the best 

possible solution. But Naomi wants to hedge her bet. If marriage 

isn’t possible, an illegitimate son is still a son. Such a child might be 

sufficient to motivate Boaz to permanently support the household. 

So Naomi launches Operation Threshing Floor. And Ruth—

amazingly—appears agreeable to the plan: 
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And she replied, “All that you say I will do” 

(Ruth 3:5).

On either side of that response—stretching back into chapter 

two and further on in chapter three—are parallel references to Ruth 

remaining, Boaz’s relationship to the family of Elimelech, an appeal 

for God’s blessing, and the provision of grain for Naomi. 

The narrator emphasizes Ruth’s obedient response. Knowing 

Ruth’s character, this emphasis has led some people to defend 

Naomi’s plan, concluding that it was culturally appropriate. Some 

claim that the whole encounter at the threshing floor was a common, 

accepted means for proposing marriage under the Jewish law of 

Levirate marriage. 

Chapter 11 of this book will address the issue of Levirate marriage 

and whether anyone in Bethlehem was under obligation to marry 

Ruth. For now, consider these clues:

1.	 Nowhere in the plan does Naomi reference the Lord. 

2.	 Nowhere in the book of Ruth is Naomi praised, 

although Ruth and Boaz are praised multiple times.

3.	 Boaz says that Ruth’s appearance at the threshing 

floor would be considered scandalous if it became 

known. 

Naomi is an opportunist. She is willing to risk Ruth’s hard-won 

reputation, along with Boaz’s standing as a community leader, to 

achieve her goal. But the really clever part is that there is “plausible 

deniability” in the scheme. Naomi doesn’t actually tell Ruth to 

seduce him. She merely instructs her to get pretty, show up where 

he’s sleeping and follow his lead.

It’s a bad plan, yet one that is repeated throughout Scripture—

when God promises an heir, at times God’s people try to fulfill his 



96

Crossing Cultures with Ruth: Lessons on Thriving in Mission

promise with their own plans. An illegitimate son would not be 

considered a true heir in the line of Elimelech. Yet Naomi forges on. 

With her two sons dead, utterly unable to produce an heir, she seeks 

to solve the problem herself by manipulating the kinsman redeemer. 

The scheme has a vivid New Testament parallel in Luke 15, where 

Jesus tells the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin and the lost 

son. In the first two, the sheep and the coin are utterly unable to 

find themselves. In the third, the prodigal son, motivated by hunger, 

seeks to manipulate his way back into his father’s household through 

a dubious apology and a flawed plan. 

Kenneth Bailey writes convincingly about the prodigal’s less-

than-acceptable plan: 

Hoping to soften his father’s heart, the prodigal plans to 
offer his solution to the problem of their estrangement: job 
training. He will acquire a skill, work as a paid craftsman 
and be able to save money. For the present the prodigal will 
not live at home. Only after the lost money is recovered 
will he presume to suggest reconciliation. Having failed to 
find a paying job in the far country, he will try to obtain 
his father’s backing to become gainfully employed in his 
home community. He will yet save himself by keeping the 
law. Grace is unnecessary. He can manage alone—so he 
thinks!20

Similarly, Naomi’s scheme is morally and legally inadequate. 

This is not surprising. The world seeks God in innumerable 

ways. Most of those attempts involve some degree of truth and 

wisdom. Elements of the Four Noble Truths and the Five Pillars 

are commendable. But all attempts that do not rely wholly on the 

initiative of Christ, the Kinsman Redeemer, are insufficient.
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Helping those who try to help themselves
So, how do cross-cultural workers handle this type of situation? 

1.	 By respecting those you are serving.

2.	 By placing your full trust in the Master. 

3.	 By discerning moments of opportunity that demand 

bold courage. 

4.	 By recalling and communicating the Master’s words.

5.	 By identifying with those you are serving. 

Watch how Ruth’s visit to the threshing floor demonstrates each 

of those characteristics. 

1.	 Respect—Ruth does not directly confront Naomi 

about how the plan places her and Boaz in a 

character-compromising situation. It isn’t clear from 

the story if she was offended by the suggestion, but 

a young woman living abroad in the home of her 

mother-in-law is in no position to show outrage. 

Ruth honors Naomi and obeys her, carrying out the 

plan with only a slight twist.

2.	 Trust—Ruth fundamentally trusts Boaz as a master 

who will not take advantage of her, even when no 

one else is looking. She is willing to go to him and to 

follow his instructions.

3.	 Courage—Ruth recognizes that a timely opportunity 

indeed exists. Boaz can provide the women with 

security. He could also help solve Naomi’s ultimate 
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problem were he to marry Ruth. Naomi gives Ruth 

permission to initiate an encounter that is worth the 

risk to her reputation.

4.	 Testimony—Ruth faithfully carries out the plan 

without alteration up to the point where Boaz asks, 

“Who are you?” Then, she adds her twist, with 

wordplay that recalls the blessing that Boaz spoke 

at their first meeting. Then, he had referenced “the 

Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you 

have come to take refuge.” Recalling his words, she 

challenges him, respectfully, to become the answer 

to his own prayer of blessing. You can almost see the 

sparkle in her eye as she says, “Take your maidservant 

under your wing,” referencing not only the corner 

of his garment but also his ongoing protection. Talk 

about a creative marriage proposal!

5.	 Identity—Then, to top it off, she adds, “…for you 

are a close relative.” Imagine the smile breaking 

across Boaz’s face at the irony of those words! Ruth, 

the Moabite, had days earlier asked him how he 

“should take notice of me, since I am a foreigner?” 

Now she appeals to him as a close relative? Yet there 

is truth as well as humor here. Ruth had pledged to 

fully identify with Naomi and her people, and at this 

critical moment she gives voice to that identity.

Ruth defuses an explosive situation with respect, grace, boldness, 

creativity, thoughtfulness and humor. What a winsome cross-cultural 

emissary!
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Adopting Ruth’s model
Emulating Ruth’s pattern is a difficult challenge, but you can 

do it. God’s people are doing it every day as timely opportunities 

emerge. Here are three simple stories of similar bold-yet-gracious 

servants that have been gathered through personal interviews with 

effective church planters.

1) Making peace. In one Arab-world community marked by regular 

calls for violence in response to continuing injustice, a young Muslim-

background believer came to faith and was being discipled by cross-

cultural workers. Given the opportunity to speak at a community 

gathering, the new believer chose peacemaking as his theme, using 

the example of Jesus. 

Afterward, three leading elders asked to speak to the young 

man in private. He trembled to consider the fate that might await 

him—but the sheikhs wanted to know more about this message from 

Isa al-Masih. They soon threw the weight of their leadership into a 

movement to introduce their people to the Prince of Peace. Each of 

these sheikhs now leads communities of Jesus followers.

2) Being sensitive to context. In sub-Saharan Africa, a native worker 

from a major city has been called to live and bear witness among 

rural tribal people groups with no church. He identifies culturally 

with the people while also boldly proclaiming the uniqueness of 

Christ. Listen to his context-aware approach:

When we meet with others, we greet each other saying 

“As-salam alaykum,” meaning “Let peace be unto you.” 

When we come to the Injil (New Testament), the Lord 

had also said, “Let peace be unto you.” If first I will say,  
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“As-salam alaykum” to the man, that means I’m coming 

with the Muslim culture. Then that man will listen to me. 

We will greet each other and we can discuss many issues. 

He also understands that he is talking with someone he 
knows. He will listen when I talk to him. 

When it is prayer time, especially if I am going to 
the villages, I (pray together) with them because it is a 
community thing. The only difference is, I will raise up 
my voice when I say the Shahadah, and instead of (saying, 
“There is no God but God)…and Muhammad is his 
prophet,” I will say “(There is no God but God)…and Jesus is 
the Word of God and the Spirit of God,” which is Quranically 
and Islamically acceptable. Then, automatically all of them 
that are educated will know that I am a Christian, not a 
Muslim.

This fruitful worker boldly goes into the mosque and proclaims his 

identity in Christ! He respectfully invites families and communities 

to enter into relationship with the Redeemer and to identify 

themselves clearly as followers of Christ.

3) Obeying Scripture. An expatriate missionary in the Arab World 

has often been surprised at the degree to which new believers are 

willing to follow the Lord in obedience to Scripture. He described 

one instance at a weekly prayer meeting when the leader of the 

Muslim-background believers said:

OK, we want you to pray because we are going to this 
city that is under the control of Islamic fundamentalists. 
The Lord is putting in our hearts that we need to obey what 
you were teaching us about in the book of Acts. There is 
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no church there and no one who knows the gospel that we 
know of. We want to go there and plant a church and so they 
will know about Jesus too.

I was very concerned when I heard that. I was thinking, 
“Oh no, you had to choose…that city!” Because…radical 
Islamists…were in control there. So then, we prayed 
for them and we released them. Because we had made a 
commitment with God and ourselves that we were not going 
to be the ones instilling fear. 

The missionary went on to say that he is convinced that many 

times, “Fear comes from the workers” and inhibits them from being 

bold in witness. He continued: 

So we said, “We’ll be praying for you.” They left and 
we were praying being hopeful and at the same time being 
afraid of hearing bad news about the team. But they went 
there and people were just snatching the New Testaments 
from their hands. I mean, they took a few and they 
were lamenting that they didn’t take more…. They had 
opportunity to follow up, to go to people’s homes and share 
the gospel with them. So they returned very encouraged. 
And one of the persons who responded to the gospel was 
a teacher. He…became a leader of a church that in a year 
had grown to over 100 people…. And he’s now, even now, 
engaged in planting churches in the villages around this 
city. He has withstood [persecution for] the gospel. He’s 
very faithful. 

The expatriate workers had intentionally committed to avoid 

communicating fear. So they were ready for the moment of 
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opportunity. As a result, the believers were emboldened to step out 

and bear witness. And God brought more fruit.21

Seizing the moment
Moments of risk and opportunity like these await you as well. 

You will feel your heart beat fast as you wonder, “What do I do or say 

now?” But you will know, because you have continued to immerse 

yourself in the Master’s words. You have continued to affirm your 

commitment to the people. You have continued to count the cost 

of courageous witness. You are continually instructed by the Spirit, 

and you continually appeal to the Master—through Jesus, your close 

relative—to cover you with his wings of discernment. 

As a result, you will be like the scribe Jesus spoke about who 

understood the kingdom of heaven, the one “who brings out of his 

treasure what is new and what is old”  (Matthew 13:52).



Action Plan
Write about a time when you remembered and drew upon 

the Master’s words.

What are you doing to develop courage?

What is one thing that you could do to better understand 

and address flawed belief systems?

Ask God right now to help you develop discernment as you 

serve.
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He Likes to Be Asked

And now, my daughter, do not fear. I will do for 
you all that you ask, for all my fellow townsmen 
know that you are a worthy woman (Ruth 3:11).

The setting
Ruth has laid it all on the line, boldly approaching Boaz at the 

threshing floor in obedient response to Naomi’s plan to win Boaz’s 

long-term commitment to the family. 

After waking Boaz, Ruth put her own twist on Naomi’s plan by 

mentioning Boaz’s earlier prayer for refuge for her, and she disarmingly 

refers to him as a “close relative.” While humorous, her appeal to 

him is on the basis of his relationship with God and her relationship 

with his extended family. She goes big with her request—in so many 

words, asking him to marry her rather than to take advantage of her 

in the middle of the night, as he might otherwise assume. 

How will Boaz respond to this big, bold request? He is a man 

of means and influence, used to giving orders. Here is a marriage 
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proposal from a young foreign woman who has nothing to offer 

except assurance that the pair will become the centerpiece of 

Bethlehem gossip. 

The likely outcome is that he’ll say no. If he were interested 

in marrying her, wouldn’t he be the one to propose? Given the 

imbalance of power in the relationship, no one would expect her to 

initiate such a proposal!

As you read this passage, marvel at how Boaz responds to Ruth, 

and consider the parallels to the partnership of prayer between you 

and your Redeemer. 

And he said, “May you be blessed by the Lord, 
my daughter. You have made this last kindness 
greater than the first in that you have not gone 
after young men, whether poor or rich. And now, 
my daughter, do not fear. I will do for you all 
that you ask, for all my fellow townsmen know 
that you are a worthy woman. And now it is true 
that I am a redeemer. Yet there is a redeemer 
nearer than I. Remain tonight, and in the 
morning, if he will redeem you, good; let him do 
it. But if he is not willing to redeem you, then, as 
the Lord lives, I will redeem you. Lie down until 
the morning” (Ruth 3:10-13).

Instructions worth repeating
Boaz, the kinsman redeemer, clearly adores Ruth, this woman 

from another culture who embraces her new homeland. He is struck 

by her character and all that she has done for her mother-in-law—

including coming to the threshing floor and proposing marriage, 

which will help Naomi in more ways than one.
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He acknowledges their age difference and suggests that she 

would have had other options for marriage, perhaps more physically 

attractive ones. His comment acknowledges that he does understand 

the heart of a young woman for a suitable husband. The interaction 

between Boaz and Ruth echoes the song “Matchmaker” in Fiddler 

on the Roof, where the young women hope for a man who might be 

scholarly for their father’s sake, wealthy for their mother’s sake and 

handsome for their own sake. 

But first, Boaz invites the Lord to bless her; then he addresses her 

as “daughter.” What a beautiful response! In a few words, he shows 

that he understands and embraces both of the references she made in 

her appeal: First, that he is a man of faith, as indicated by his prayer 

for her. Second, that he is a close relative, a kinsman redeemer. His 

response affirms her grasp on both her standing before God and with 

others in her new community.

Boaz’s response is a gracious and generous one, because based on 

gender, age and ethnicity, he held a position of power and superiority. 

But rather than pointing out the outrageousness of a poor foreign 

widow proposing marriage to an Israelite landowner, he turns 

the tables completely and indicates that she has done him a great 

kindness in not pursuing younger men. 

Then, he makes references that have multiple parallels with a 

New Testament passage of Scripture: the Upper Room Discourse in 

John’s gospel (John 13-17). In that passage Jesus gives authority to 

the disciples for their ministry (to follow his death and resurrection). 

Jesus also gives them instructions that he is careful to repeat so that 

the disciples will remember them after the crazy events that are to 

come. 

Three of these are foreshadowed in Boaz’s response to Ruth:
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1.	 Do not fear—Do not let the uncertainty of the 

situation affect you. Fear is a natural human 

response to situations beyond your control, but in 

the midst of such emotions, faith acknowledges 

that God is in control. Jesus, knowing that fear is a 

natural human response, twice instructs his disciples 

not to fear (John 14:1, John 14:27). Boaz, the 

kinsman redeemer, gives Ruth this same assurance. 

2.	 I will do all that you ask—I have heard (will hear) 

you and I will act on your behalf. Jesus three times 

gives the disciples this promise (John 14:13-14, John 

15:7, John 15:16). This promise is based on their 

faith in Jesus and their remaining/abiding in him. 

Boaz likewise pledges that he will do what Ruth has 

asked because she has already proven her character.  

3.	 Remain/abide with me—Stay with me and allow 

me to be your source of power and protection. Jesus 

uses the word 10 times in John 15, citing it as a 

condition for fruitfulness in ministry, as a condition 

for his response to their requests, as a condition 

to avoiding punishment and as a model of the love 

shared by the Father and the Son. Boaz concludes 

his response by instructing Ruth to remain at the 

threshing floor through the night, echoing his earlier 

instruction to her to remain in his fields throughout 

the harvest.

If you have been reading with a skeptical eye about how an Old 
Testament convert could legitimately be a model for mission today, 
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consider this: On the night of his betrayal, as the ultimate Kinsman 

Redeemer oriented his disciples for missional living, he drew on—

if not patterned his message after—Boaz’s response to Ruth at the 

threshing floor.

With the New Testament and Old Testament both emphasizing 

those points for missional workers, you should make every effort 

to follow those instructions and believe that promise for your own 

ministry.

Issues of power and control
Michael Sack is a cultural researcher who explores worldview 

using visual images. One dimension that he investigates is people’s 

understanding of power and how it relates to their understanding 

of peace. The points emphasized by Boaz and echoed by Christ in 

the Upper Room Discourse incorporate both of those key elements 

of spiritual understanding. “Do not fear” is assurance of peace; “I 

will do all that you ask” is assurance of power. The Master is fully 

in control of the situation and is willing to act in response to his 

servants’ request.

Still, it is easy to be fearful and faithless amid challenges and 

unexpected circumstances. That is why the Master provides another 

instruction designed to counter those natural responses: “Remain 

with me.”

As you live out your ministry calling, reflect deeply on what it 

means to abide in Christ and in the community of faith. Ask God, 

“How can I demonstrate confidence in you without fear? What 

should I ask for on behalf of myself and those I serve? Who have you 

placed in my path to help in fulfilling your plan?”

Boaz’s response is gracious and encouraging—but it leaves an 

unanswered question: Why hadn’t Boaz taken the initiative? Why 

didn’t he bring up the idea in the first place? Ruth had caught his 
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eye. They had chatted during lunch earlier in the story. He knew her 

story and the family’s immediate need, as well as Naomi’s lack of an 

heir. He was a relative with resources and connections to help. Why 

wait for her to come to him before swinging into action? 

He might have had have an associate inquire about the possibility 

behind the scenes. Instead, he goes on with life as a landowner, 

content with the minor role of ensuring that Ruth’s and Naomi’s 

daily needs are met through honorable labor. If he were willing 

to do more—why didn’t he do more sooner, before Naomi became 

desperate for a solution?

We learn in chapter four of Ruth that public gossip about the 

marriage was not a barrier. Boaz’s words indicate that Ruth may have 

had other marriage options with younger men (despite the ethnic, 

economic and non-virginal strikes against her), so he may have 

assumed she had other plans. 

We can speculate about those reasons or others—but no one can 

know for sure. What is evident is that he was ready to respond when 

asked.

Your Master is also ready to respond. In short, as my friend (and 

longtime cross-cultural worker) Bonnie Aldrich says, he likes to be 

asked. 

Intercessory prayer is so foundational to everyday ministry in 

cross-cultural settings that it is difficult to say anything new about 

it. You pray and fast for yourself and for others. You pray through 

Scripture. You pray privately, as well as visibly, for and with 

friends among whom you serve. You plead for individual needs, for 

community needs and for the needs of whole peoples. You confess 

your own sins and weaknesses and those of the people with whom 

you identify. You pray for God’s Kingdom to be welcomed and for 

his will to be done. You have an extensive prayer network to lift up 

regular prayer requests and specific needs. 
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A strategy of prayer
One of the major themes to emerge from fruitful practice research 

with church planters working in the Muslim world is the priority of 

prayer. This commitment to prayer works itself out in many ways. 

One of the most striking examples comes from a South Asian 

husband and wife who felt led to move to a new community and 

plant a church among a traditionally Muslim people group. They 

started by gathering in their home with their co-workers and having 

focused times of prayer for the community. They waited for God’s 

direction before doing any Gospel communication. 

During their second week of praying, a knock came on their door. 

A local person asked, “Is this where the prayer meeting is?” No one 

on the team had said anything to anyone about their meeting. They 

answered yes, assuming God’s Spirit was moving. Then others came. 

They continued to pray with the growing community and saw people 

come to faith in Jesus.

When asked how their strategy and activity had shifted over time, 

they responded, “It’s still the same [more than a year later]. We are 

still gathering for prayer, waiting for God to reveal what is next. He 

has never given us a new direction. Our church has begun solely 

through the power of prayer and it continues solely with the purpose 

of prayer.”

Is such a strategy sustainable? Will it produce fully mature 

disciples? I don’t know. But the couple’s confidence for their strategy 

is in God and his Spirit, who are the true experts in church planting. 

A posture of listening and prayer is the best way to discern each step 

along the way. The story is a powerful reminder of relying wholly on 

God.

His response—why not his initiative?
He likes to be asked. The lesson is easy to declare and remember, 
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but it can be a difficult promise to cling to, especially if you work 

among a resistant people and progress is slow.

The question, “Why doesn’t he seem to take the initiative?” 

persists today. You may find yourself asking it on the field. You 

are also likely to encounter it among those who may (or may not) 

be supportive of you in your journey. This question digs at people’s 

deepest uncertainties and insecurities about God.

Why would the God who loves people unconditionally—who took 

the initiative to reveal himself in Scripture, who became human in 

Christ, who lived and died to lift people out of hopelessness into the 

fullness of joy and abundant life—why would this God rest so much 

responsibility for his plan on people? People so often tend to be poor 

ambassadors of his love and life.

Several years ago I was involved in a research project that sought 

to explore why emerging generations seemed less likely than older 

generations to give financially to international missions—and how 

to motivate them to do more. Focus groups were organized among 

active churchgoers to discuss the matter. Concerned that some 

reasons for not giving might be subconscious or difficult to express, 

we came up with an exercise to indirectly explore attitudes about 

global mission.

Participants were given an exercise that resembled this:

Imagine that you work directly for the CEO of a powerful 
global enterprise. One day, the CEO says to you, “Someone 
valuable to me and the enterprise is in a remote location 
overseas and is very sick. He needs medicine that we have 
available here. While I am traveling, I am giving you 
primary responsibility to get the medicine to him on behalf 
of our company.” How would you respond? What would you 

do? 
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After the first evening of focus groups, the moderator called me 

to report frustration. “The participants mostly objected to the task,” 

he said. 

The moderator went on: “They complained that such a task should 

not be part of their job responsibility. They said that if the CEO cared 

for the man, then he should take the initiative to have the medicine 

delivered instead of delegating it. They said that if they absolutely 

had to do the task, they would outsource it to a logistics professional 

who understood that kind of stuff.”

The moderator may have been frustrated, but I was thrilled. “I 

think you just identified some of the unspoken objections to missions 

work,” I responded. People don’t think missions should be their job—

and they have missed the truth that all are called to share God’s story 

with those in their sphere of influence. They don’t understand why 

God would give them responsibility for it, and if they absolutely had 

to be involved they would try to find a missions specialist to do it for 

them.

In short, people don’t understand how a compassionate God who 

is all-powerful and all-knowing could place primary responsibility 

for delivering and living out his message to the nations on those as 

unreliable as humans. It is a logical objection—one that missionaries 

have faced at least since the days of William Carey. The pushback 

he got from senior clergy upon suggesting that Christ’s Great 

Commission should still be in force was: “When God pleases to 

convert the heathen, he’ll do it without consulting you or me!”22 

You are likely to face this objection, too, in various forms: 

“God doesn’t need you—or anybody—to reach the nations.” 

“Why should you be the one to go?” 

“You’ve done your share. Don’t you think it’s time to come 

home and let someone else do it?” 
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“Most non-Christian people have made their own choice not 
to be Christian.” 

All of these are different ways of expressing doubts about the 

way that God works (or has yet to work) among the nations—and in 

partnership with his children. 

Few responses are likely to satisfy those who voice such objections. 

But you must answer them for yourself. God values his partnership 

with you enough to patiently wait for you to respond. He longs for 

your heart to beat for the things that his longs for. He likes his 

children to ask.

The Father’s child; the Savior’s Bride
One error that I made in designing the focus group exercise was 

to frame it in a corporate context. If kingdom work is a business at 

all, it’s a family business—one carried out in partnership with the 

Redeemer and one that is passed along to the next generation. 

Christ worked in obedient, intimate partnership with the Father. 

The Bride of Christ is sent as he was sent. Her obedient partnership—

your obedient partnership—produces great pleasure for God and for 

you. 

“If you keep my commandments, you will abide 
in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s 
commandments and abide in his love. These 
things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in 
you, and that your joy may be full” (John 15:10-11). 

Boaz was a willing partner, and he was elated to discover that 

Ruth was also willing. It would take an intimate partnership to solve 

Naomi’s problem. 
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As you serve cross-culturally, remember that, like Boaz, God has 

been there before you, preparing the way. Ask him to help you watch 

and listen to understand how he has been working. Ask to work in 

partnership with him. Take joy in asking him on your own behalf 

and on behalf of those he loves. He likes to be asked and he will 

respond to your willing partnership. 



Action Plan
 

Write about a time when you demonstrated trust in the 

timing of God’s response to a need or prayer.

What are you doing to understand how God is already 

present and working among the people?

What is one thing that you could do right now to make 

sure your cross-cultural ministry is saturated in informed, 

specific prayer?

Take initiative right now to appeal to the Savior on behalf of 

those you serve (or will serve).
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Wait? Really?

She replied, “Wait, my daughter, until you learn 

how the matter turns out...”  (Ruth 3:18a).

The setting
Ruth has boldly proposed a marriage partnership with Boaz, 

her employer. His response made her dreams come true—or even 

exceeded them. He affirmed her membership in Elimelech’s family—

and his role as her kinsman redeemer. He complimented her wisdom 

in approaching him rather than seeking a younger man. He agreed 

to do all that she asked, ensuring that she would be redeemed and 

provided for. 

But he also explained that the customary order of family 

relationships must be honored. Another kinsman has priority. 

Ruth wonders about this other kinsman who has “first choice” 

of her. Is he kind? Is he honorable? Does he love God? Will he care 

for her and Naomi as Boaz has? So little is known about this nearer 
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relative. He does not appear to have shown any interest in the widows 

since their return. Naomi had not mentioned this other relative. Is 

the whole plan about to unravel? 

You know how the story turns out, but as you read this passage, 

put yourself in Ruth’s position. The night before, she showed amazing 

boldness in approaching Boaz. Now, she can do nothing—not even 

accompany him as he works out the details. In cross-cultural service 

you too are likely to face situations that are beyond your control.  

So she lay at his feet until the morning, but 
arose before one could recognize another. And 
he said, “Let it not be known that the woman 
came to the threshing floor.” 

And he said, “Bring the garment you are wearing 
and hold it out.” So she held it, and he measured 
out six measures of barley and put it on her. Then 
she went into the city. 

And when she came to her mother-in-law, she 
said, “How did you fare, my daughter?” Then 
she told her all that the man had done for 
her, saying, “These six measures of barley he 
gave to me, for he said to me, ‘You must not go 
back empty-handed to your mother-in-law.’” She 
replied, “Wait, my daughter, until you learn 
how the matter turns out, for the man will 
not rest but will settle the matter today” 
(Ruth 3:14-18).

Boaz again shows his awareness of the widows’ immediate need, 

but this may not be the only reason he provided grain. Boaz mentions 
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Naomi specifically—he understands that she is the one behind 

Ruth’s visit to the threshing floor. The grain ensures that Naomi will 

understand his pledge to meet their long-term need.

Now Ruth—who was rewarded for her boldness—must do the 

exact opposite: she must wait. Boaz says he will be quick to act, and 

Ruth trusts him, but even Naomi’s assurance that the matter will 

be resolved in a day doesn’t make waiting easy, especially with the 

outcome uncertain.

As the story proceeds, the narrator allows us to watch the kinsman 

redeemer in action at the city gate. But Ruth does not have the luxury 

of third-person narration; she is at home, waiting.

You will probably find yourself in the same position at times—

waiting, unable to see the work that is happening in the spiritual 

realm. You will be dependent on others’ unseen action for outcomes 

beyond your control. And you may find yourself waiting for much 

longer than a day. The Redeemer is quick about his work—but he is 

not bound by your sense of time.

A season of waiting
Demonstrating patience is difficult, especially when supervisors 

and supporters are expecting regular progress updates on your 

ministry. When the wait is long, you can easily begin second-guessing 

your ministry decisions.

At least three potential missteps lurk when you are in a season of 

waiting in ministry:

1) Abandoning your strategy too quickly
The research director of a large mission agency told me that 

among its church-planting staff in the Muslim world, two-thirds 

have yet to see a church planted—or even a group gathering for Bible 

study that might become a church. With results like that, you can 
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understand why, sooner or later, many cross-cultural workers ask, 

“Am I doing something wrong?” 

This is not a bad question. It reflects a healthy willingness to adapt 

to circumstances and incorporate more effective methods. You don’t 

want to spin your ministry wheels in frustration. But then comes the 

next question: “If not this strategy, then what?” You can quickly find 

yourself chasing after the latest fad, seeking one tool or technique to 

unlock the puzzle of people’s hearts.

In response, consider these thoughts based on feedback from 

hundreds of fruitful church planters:

1.	 A healthy strategy is an adaptive one. Fruitful church 

planters usually have a number of tools in their 

ministry toolkit. Make sure you have ways to test 

and incorporate new concepts. 

2.	 Any strategy requires commitment. It often takes 

time. Just because another approach has helped lead 

to results elsewhere does not mean that you should 

abandon everything you have been doing. Focus on 

process rather than results. 

Some of those who have seen movements develop—large numbers 

of people turning to Christ and sharing with others—understandably 

get enthusiastic about their methods. They begin sharing their 

techniques and training others, which is good stewardship of 

their fruitful experience. A few even suggest that their methods, 

if faithfully executed, will consistently result in church-planting 

movements. 

Patrick Johnstone, creator of Operation World, challenges this 

thinking. He says that the Spirit moves where and when it wills, yet 

most widespread movements to Christ blossom out of a complex set 

of conditions—spiritual, environmental, social, political. Missionary 
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methods are one of many variables involved. A formulaic approach 

cannot unlock the movement of the Spirit. 

What you do to live out and communicate the gospel matters—

immensely. But don’t confuse a specific method or tool with the 

broader strategy that it reflects. Strategy is rooted in broad principles, 

which can be applied in many ways. Focusing on methods will 

constrain you. Focusing on principles will give you the freedom to 

use methods in a way that considers your specific setting and that 

expresses your unique gifting.  

One church-planting team that I interviewed in Southeast Asia 

had not yet seen measurable results. As the team members worked 

through an assessment exercise rooted in principles drawn from 

fruitful teams, they were surprised and encouraged to realize how 

many fruitful practice principles they were applying. 

Because the team hadn’t yet seen people come to faith, the 

workers seemed conditioned to think that they were not doing well. 

But the assessment helped them to see that they were mostly on 

the right track, even though results were slow in coming. The team 

recommitted itself to carrying out its core ministry strategy.

2) Losing heart when your expectations aren’t met
Most workers go to the mission field with high expectations. 

Having faith that God will move is a healthy thing. Still, many get 

a harsh reality check when the work moves more slowly than they 

expected. 

The danger is when expectations swing too far the other way. 

You can convince yourself that change is never going to happen. 

When cross-cultural workers believe that lie, it can become a self-

fulfilling prophecy as workers start to simply go through the motions 

of ministry—or begin to find fulfillment in things outside of the core 

of their calling. 
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Find that place where expectant hope walks hand in hand with 

reality. I met a worker in a remote part of East Asia who had not seen 

a convert in eight years of ministry. I asked him how he found the 

motivation to keep going. He answered, “Every morning, I wake up 

and remind myself of two things. First, that I’m going to stay here 

as long as it takes to see people come to Christ. Second, that today 

might be the day.”

That is a worker who has not lost heart.  

3) Over-interpreting a “breakthrough”
Some cross-cultural workers have a tendency to over-interpret 

the work of God in their midst. The desire to understand what God 

is doing is very strong. As you anticipate God’s work and carefully 

observe and reflect on what is happening, be humble enough not to 

presume to know all that the Redeemer is doing. 

You may think that a particular breakthrough experience 

represents the Ruth-ian spiritual equivalent of a marriage deal going 

down at the city gate—or the birth of an heir. But more often than 

not, you will find that the Redeemer is loading your cloak with six 

measures of grain as encouragement.

Many workers we interviewed shared about exciting 

breakthroughs that were followed by discouraging reversals. This 

sometimes left them wondering, “What was that, Lord?” Fruitful 

teams often relate histories that sound like a slow advance of the 

tide: two steps forward, one or two steps back. 

One team in Asia saw an exciting, national-led church-planting 

movement emerge. When asked to describe the work over the 

previous three to five years, they insisted on relating the full 18-year 

saga of advances and reversals.

First, the people group was difficult to get access to. So the team 

was thrilled when it was invited to teach English in a religious school 
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in the group’s traditional heartland. Breakthrough! But a few months 

later, the team was kicked out of the school and the region. 

Later, a refugee crisis enabled workers to return to the area. 

Breakthrough! But after a season of fruitful work, the political 

climate changed and the team had to leave again. A water project 

gave the team permission to return a third time. Breakthrough! But 

that episode ended with arrest, trial and jail time for proselytism. 

Still, prison proved to be fertile ground for testifying to Christ’s 

faithfulness, and inmates began coming to faith. Breakthrough! 
Then, predictably, the workers were released and the expat workers 

expelled from the country. 

In the end, that final apparent reversal of progress became a 

catalyst for the movement that followed, as believers from the people 

group began to recognize that they could not rely on missionaries 

and must instead take personal responsibility for the continuing 

spread of the gospel. God’s ways are often mysterious.

Points of patience
A Fruitful Practice principle specific to sub-Saharan Africa is the 

recognition of time and process in people coming to faith. Patient 

love is essential for many cultures. An African church planter said 

that he practices three particular points of patience in a place where 

resistance is strong:

1.	 He waits to discuss the secret of Jesus the Messiah 

until a personal friendship is solidified and a person’s 

heart prepared;

2.	 He waits to distribute Scriptures in the local 

language until a person is deeply immersed in the 

teachings of Jesus; and 

3.	 He takes care not to promise anyone material 

benefits for coming to faith in Jesus.
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Why does he demonstrate patience in evangelism? Partly because 

following Christ in the cultures where he works is such a significant 

commitment—one likely to result in persecution. Therefore, he 

wants to develop disciples whose commitment is well rooted in the 

gospel so that they will be ready to stand firm in their faith. 

As you prepare to serve, ask God to give you discernment about 

boldness and patience. Be ready to practice both. Remain confident 

that God is working, but remember that his ways and times are not 

always to be known or understood. 



Action Plan
 

Write about a time when you demonstrated perseverance in 

service (regardless of outcome).

What are you doing to demonstrate your agreement with 

God that his timing is perfect?

What is one thing that you can do to keep expectant hopes 

in balance with realistic patience?

Pray right now that God will help you give you his 

perspective on cross-cultural ministry — including apparent 

breakthroughs.
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Chapter 11:  
Spending Your Reputation

Then Boaz said, “The day you buy the field from 
the hand of Naomi, you also acquire Ruth 
the Moabite, the widow of the dead, in order 
to perpetuate the name of the dead in his 
inheritance”  (Ruth 4:5).

The setting
Boaz has accepted Ruth’s assertion that she is a close relative 

through marriage. He has agreed to take on the role of kinsman 
redeemer. But what does that role mean? 

Ruth intends this role to include marriage. But Boaz knows 
that the Jewish Law of the Goel, or kinsman redeemer, does not 
specifically address marriage, but the buying back of land to ensure 
that it stays within the clan. The law applied to buying back slaves, 
too—but Ruth is no slave. She and Naomi are widows whose welfare 
should be considered by Elimelech’s extended family.

During the encounter at the threshing floor, Boaz informed 

Ruth that another man was a closer relation and must have the first 
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opportunity to act as kinsman redeemer. Boaz has promised to find 

the kinsman the next morning.

In the early morning hours, Boaz ponders how to present the 

matter to the man. Boaz’s negotiating position was not strong. 

He would need the right setting and the right sequence in the 

conversation. The opportunity could easily slip away. Like, Naomi, 

he develops a plan.    

In this exciting passage, Ruth, the model for missional living, 

does not appear. Instead Boaz, who foreshadows the Redeemer, 

takes center stage. As you read and observe Boaz in action, consider 

that one way that cross-cultural workers bear witness is by imitating 

their Redeemer’s example of sacrificial love (Eph. 5:1, 1 Cor. 11:1). 

The narrative now shifts from the actions of a cultural outsider to 

those of a cultural insider. As a cross-cultural worker, you are likely 

to work closely with near-culture workers from whom you can learn 

much. Over time, as you identify with the people you serve, you too 

may become thought of as a close relative—one whose understanding 

and reputation approaches that of a native. Ask God for the wisdom 

and will to know how to use that reputation.

Now Boaz had gone up to the gate and sat down 

there. And behold, the redeemer, of whom Boaz 

had spoken, came by. So Boaz said, “Turn aside, 

friend; sit down here.” And he turned aside and 

sat down. And he took ten men of the elders of 

the city and said, “Sit down here.” So they sat 

down. Then he said to the redeemer, “Naomi, 

who has come back from the country of Moab, is 

selling the parcel of land that belonged to our 

relative Elimelech. So I thought I would tell 

you of it and say, ‘Buy it in the presence of those 
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sitting here and in the presence of the elders of 
my people.’ If you will redeem it, redeem it. But if 
you will not, tell me, that I may know, for there 
is no one besides you to redeem it, and I come 
after you.” 

And he said, “I will redeem it.” 

Then Boaz said, “The day you buy the field from 
the hand of Naomi, you also acquire Ruth 
the Moabite, the widow of the dead, in order 
to perpetuate the name of the dead in his 
inheritance.” 

Then the redeemer said, “I cannot redeem it for 
myself, lest I impair my own inheritance. Take 
my right of redemption yourself, for I cannot 
redeem it.”

Now this was the custom in former times in Israel 
concerning redeeming and exchanging: to confirm 
a transaction, the one drew off his sandal and 
gave it to the other, and this was the manner of 
attesting in Israel. So when the redeemer said to 
Boaz, “Buy it for yourself,” he drew off his sandal 
(Ruth 4:1-10).

The light of day; the gaze of witnesses
Boaz’s plan of action differs at virtually every point from Naomi’s 

plan. These contrasts highlight the righteousness of Boaz’s plan and 

suggest that Naomi’s plan was contrived to solve a problem but was 

driven by fear rather than faith:
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Naomi’s Plan

Occurs during the night

Very private setting (witnesses avoided)

Decision centered on opportunity

Skirting around the Law

Goal is gaining security

Boaz’s Plan

Occurs during the day

Very public setting (witnesses called)

Decision centered on responsibility

Fulfilling (or going beyond) the Law

Goal is sustaining the legacy of life

Boaz makes every action as public and visible as possible. He 

doesn’t go to the nearer kinsman’s home or field. Instead, he goes to 

the Bethlehem city gate. He calls witnesses before any negotiation 

occurs. And not just two witnesses, as the law required, but 10 from 

the village elders. 

Bethlehem is no great city—probably just a village of several 

hundred people. But it is clear that Boaz has the influence and 

reputation to arrange this assembly with no advance notice. Although 

he acts quickly, he also carefully constructs the scene. He is about to 

propose something daring—and he may need to spend some of his 

political capital. 

The importance of building a good reputation was mentioned 

in Chapter Six. Here we see a key reason for developing a good 

reputation: so you can spend it at key moments. This was just such a 

moment for Boaz. 
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A legal mystery
Ruth’s proposal to Boaz revealed information about a nearer 

kinsman. This passage brings another new revelation: land that 

belonged to Elimelech is available for sale.

The story takes on a new level of intrigue, not only because of 

the implications for Ruth and Boaz, but also because the discussion 

at the gate does not fully align with what is understood about the 

Law of Moses. This legal mystery offers insights that can help you 

deal with the ambiguous situations that many cross-cultural workers 

encounter.

Key questions include: 

•	 Who is the legal owner of the field? Boaz says that 

Naomi is selling the field that belonged to Elimelech, 

but the Law did not allow inheritance by a widow 

(see Numbers 27:1-10). Is the field really Naomi’s to 

sell? 23  

•	 Is the redeemer obligated to support the widows? 

The Law of Redemption in Leviticus 25 was designed 

to restore property to the clan. But that law does not 

require the redeemer to provide for widows of prior 

landowners. Will the widows be compensated? 

•	 Is the redeemer required to marry the widow? 

Because sustaining the family name was so important, 

the Law of Levirate Marriage (Deuteronomy 25) 

instructed the brother of a deceased, childless man 

to marry the widow and raise up a son as an heir for 

the dead man. However, the law does not mention 

kinsmen outside of the immediate family.  
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The spirit of these laws was to protect property and bloodline. 

But the letter of the laws may not have applied to Naomi and Ruth 

at any level.  

Dr. Donald Leggett, following extensive research into scholars’ 

interpretations of the passage, concludes: “…there did not exist, either 

for Boaz or the prior goel [redeemer], a compulsory legal obligation to 

redeem the property or to enter into a levirate responsibility.”24

Boaz could be opposed on three levels: first, that Naomi had no 

right to sell the land; second, that the Law of Redemption carried 

no responsibility to provide for the widows; third, that the Law of 

Levirate Marriage did not apply beyond immediate family. 

I believe that Boaz knew all of this, and that his argument at 

the gate was a calculated risk. He would declare that the relatives 

of Elimelech would do more than the Law required, hoping that 

the setting and his reputation in the community would lead to the 

desired outcome. 

Boaz’s higher standard
Boaz starts by deliberately mentioning that Naomi plans to sell 

the field—and then quickly jumps to the question of who would 

redeem it. He wants to test if the other kinsman will argue that the 

field is already rightfully his as the nearest living male relative. If 

that objection is raised and sustained, Boaz’s plan fails. He would no 

longer be second in the line of inheritance, as the nearer kinsman’s 

sons would have priority. 

Thankfully, the nearer kinsman does not object, perhaps due to 

the watchful eye of the town elders. Compensating Naomi for the 

field would be viewed as just. So he agrees to redeem the field instead 

of claiming it as his right. Boaz scores a victory for Naomi and Ruth: 

payment for the field. Importantly, Boaz also keeps his status as 

second-in-line to redeem. 
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Then, Boaz makes another bold move. Because Naomi’s right 

to sell the field was not challenged, he can assert that a widow of 

marriageable age is lawfully linked to the property. Therefore, 

he repeats that the field is being purchased from Naomi and then 

declares that the buyer must marry Ruth and assume responsibility 

to produce a son for Mahlon to sustain the family line. 

Will the nearer kinsman—or the elders—object? This idea 

goes far beyond the Law of Redemption and the scope of levirate 

marriage. Besides that, the widow is a foreigner! If the point is not 

challenged, the land will not pass to the redeemer’s estate, but will 

be reserved for the descendants of Mahlon. Redemption will become 

a purely selfless act. 

Whatever the reason, the nearer kinsman does not cry foul. His 

head may have been spinning from the speed of the deal and the 

changing terms. The opportunity has lost its luster—the land will 

not be passed down to his sons, and if the marriage were to produce 

new sons, they could complicate his own estate. No, this won’t work. 

The episode not only reveals Boaz’s cleverness and confirms his 

reputation, but it also points to the purity of his motives. There is no 

profit in the land redemption for him, either. And, like the nearer 

kinsman, he is under no obligation to act. Boaz redeems out of 

voluntary love—just as Christ the Redeemer would a millennium 

later.

Did Boaz distort the truth by declaring that the kinsman redeemer 

must acquire Ruth as his wife? I prefer to see it as Boaz raising the 

Law to its fullest expression, turning people toward God’s higher 

standard. Jesus did a similar thing in the Sermon on the Mount. Six 

times, he drew contrasts between traditional interpretations of the 

Law and God’s higher standard, such as: “You have heard that it was 

said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say 



136

Crossing Cultures with Ruth: Lessons on Thriving in Mission

to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” 
(Matthew 5:43-44).

Boaz declared that the relatives of Elimelech would do even more 
than the Law required—and he placed his reputation on the line in 
doing so. 

Spending your hard-won reputation
The application for cross-cultural workers is clear: Be ready to 

both earn and spend your reputation on behalf of those you serve. 
Ask God to show you clearly when to adhere to cultural expectations 
and when the time has come to counter them.

A longtime cross-cultural worker in the Muslim world told me 
this story (paraphrased):

“I have sons,” he said. “And I mean to teach them that 
a husband should honor his wife. One way I do that is by 
helping my wife with chores around the home. Helping one’s 
wife is not often modeled in the culture where we live.

“One thing that I do is hang the laundry out to dry. In 
our town, people hang their laundry on the balcony to dry in 
the breeze. It is very visible to the neighbors, so I know that 
I am being seen. I also know that men in this culture do not 
hang laundry. It is women’s work.

“Hanging laundry is a choice to spend some of my 
reputation. When I do it, I know I am going to have to spend 
more time drinking tea with the men in the café in order to 
restore my relationships and reputation. But I do it because 
it is important for my sons to learn to become the men that 
they should be.”

The story was not told as an example of influencing the 

culture around him—it was just a story about passing along values 
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generationally. Still, it illustrates a key truth in mission: Reputation 

is not designed to be hoarded, but to be spent. 

As you imitate Christ, consider how he applied this principle. 

Jesus grew in favor with God and man, but he also made calculated 

decisions to do counter-cultural things. His words nearly got him 

thrown off a cliff at Nazareth (Luke 4:14-30). They thinned out the 

crowd of disciples at Capernaum when he mentioned eating flesh 

(John 6:24-69). They nearly got him stoned in Jerusalem when he 

declared, “Before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:20-59). Eventually, his 

words were the basis of his death sentence.

Christ still transforms cultures today. As you represent Him, 

be prepared to exchange your reputation for witness that leads to 

transformation. This is the pivot of mission.

Ripples of influence 
Embracing new life in Christ is a pivot point in a spiritual journey. 

Sometimes, new followers of Christ will make their decision after 

consciously rejecting another worldview. Other times, families or 

communities will interpret their new life in Christ as a new chapter 

in an ongoing spiritual story. They see how God has worked in their 

midst, preparing the way for them to receive the gospel. Be ready for 

either pattern to emerge in your work.

Also, be mindful, as Boaz was, of the role of community leaders. 

Working intentionally with leaders is not the only pattern for fruitful 

ministry—new life often enters a community through ministry 

among those who are neglected or powerless. But God places leaders 

into their roles for a purpose—and that often includes helping 

advance the gospel throughout their sphere of influence.

One church planter told the Fruitful Practice Research team a 

story of a fellowship of Muslim-background believers who were 

instrumental in forming a new group of seekers in a neighboring 
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community. Rather than designating leaders, the church planters 

encouraged the local people to choose their own leaders for directing 

the process of exploring the Scriptures—even before they had heard 

anything about Jesus Christ! 

People in the community felt free to participate because local 

leaders were involved. When opposition arose at one point, the 

leaders were quick to speak up in defense of the new meetings 

“because they had already established ownership.”25 

The church planter noted that releasing control can be “scary 

and exciting at the same time”—scary because the worker released 

control to national believers; exciting because of the rapid growth 

that followed.26 Such release of control acknowledges that the Holy 

Spirit is the ultimate influencer in changing lives and advancing the 

gospel.

As your work progresses and as you grow to identify with the 

people and build a reputation among them, you may find it natural to 

want to retain control. To counter this temptation, fully entrust your 

work to the Holy Spirit in the beginning. Seeing your work as the 

Spirit’s work will enable you to trust him as he works in and through 

the lives of new believers. 



Action Plan

Write about a time when you chose to spend part or all of 

the reputation you had earned.

What are you doing to prepare for spiritual transformation 

in expected and unexpected patterns?

What is one thing that you can do to call people to move 

from the standards of their culture to God’s higher standard?

Pray right now.  Acknowledge the Holy Spirit’s control of 

your ministry and ask for readiness and discernment to 

release control to Spirit-guided believers the proper time.
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Chapter 12:  
Multiplying Love

So Boaz took Ruth, and she became his wife. 
And he went in to her, and the Lord gave her 
conception, and she bore a son (Ruth 4:13).

The setting
Before the elders of Bethlehem, Boaz accepts the sandal from his 

kinsman. With it, he wins the right to fulfill his promise to Ruth. By 

God’s grace, his plan has worked. He asserted Naomi’s right to sell 

the family’s property, ensuring that she and Ruth would be provided 

for. Then, he linked the property to Ruth and the hope of an heir for 

the family. 

Seeing that redemption has become a selfless act of family 

devotion, the nearer kinsman bows out, and Boaz gladly steps in. He 

knows the worth of the cross-cultural servant who waits patiently at 

home.

Now he is ready to publicly declare his commitment to Naomi, to 

Ruth and to the family legacy. He looks forward to the marriage bed, 
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but he sees far beyond that. Hope for the day has become hope for 

the next generation. 

As you read the passage that follows, note how clearly Boaz 

declares his purpose in redeeming. Note how the townspeople 

respond. Consider also how your Kinsman Redeemer has declared 

his love for you, seeks intimacy with you and has a vision for the fruit 

of your partnership. Enjoy him. 

If the story were purely a romance, or if its object were to 

emphasize Ruth’s and Boaz’s noble character and bold initiative, the 

curtain would drop here. But the curtain does not drop, for 

Then Boaz said to the elders and all the people, 

“You are witnesses this day that I have bought 

from the hand of Naomi all that belonged to 

Elimelech and all that belonged to Chilion and 

to Mahlon. Also Ruth the Moabite, the widow of 

Mahlon, I have bought to be my wife, to perpetuate 

the name of the dead in his inheritance, that the 

name of the dead may not be cut off from among 

his brothers and from the gate of his native 

place. You are witnesses this day.” 

Then all the people who were at the gate and 

the elders said, “We are witnesses. May the 

Lord make the woman, who is coming into your 

house, like Rachel and Leah, who together built 

up the house of Israel. May you act worthily in 

Ephrathah and be renowned in Bethlehem, and 

may your house be like the house of Perez, whom 

Tamar bore to Judah, because of the offspring 

that the Lord will give you by this young woman.”
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So Boaz took Ruth, and she became his wife. 
And he went in to her, and the Lord gave her 
conception, and she bore a son (Ruth 4:9-13).

More than a love story
Don’t you love the romance of Ruth? It appeals to the heart of 

storytelling: the guy with the heart of gold (who couldn’t see himself 

winning the girl) sees beyond the young woman’s background to her 

noble character. He risks his reputation to marry her. Then he sweeps 

her off into “happily ever after.” If it were a Hollywood movie, they 

would share a kiss and the townspeople would cheer as the credits 

begin to roll.

The romance is real. But that is not where the book of Ruth ends, 

because the wedding does not solve the original problem. Boaz 

declares his purpose in redeeming Ruth: to carry forth the legacy 

of life for the family of Elimelech. His partnership with Ruth is just 

getting started.

Don’t dismiss Boaz’s statement as mere cover for what you 

understand to be his true motivation: his love for Ruth. The book is 

consistent: the problem from beginning to end is the lack of an heir. 

The hope in the union of Boaz and Ruth is that they will have a son. 

While the story doesn’t emphasize the risk, Ruth has been married 

before and had not produced an heir, so there is no guarantee of a 

son—but there is great hope.

The townspeople do cheer—but their blessing also anticipates 

offspring. They talk about Rachel and Leah, who bore the sons of 

Jacob—Israel himself. They mention Tamar, who despite the ugly 

family history gave birth to the patriarch of the clan. They also wish 

Boaz honor and fame, but they also understand the importance of 

sustaining the family line.
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Boaz loves Ruth deeply, but romance is not his chief end. He 

gladly provides for the needs of Ruth and Naomi, but welfare is not 

his primary goal. His focus is life itself, which makes love possible 

and welfare meaningful.

Practicing fruitfulness
Verse 13 straightforwardly mentions the couple’s marital 

relations, conception enabled by God and Ruth’s delivery of a male 

child. Consider all that this brief verse entails for Ruth:

1.	 First, she becomes the bride of the redeemer, 

experiencing full intimacy with him.

2.	 Second, while she is designed to bear offspring, the 

Lord must enable her to conceive.

3.	 Third, she carries a child to term (likely in frequent 

discomfort) and then gives birth (certainly in great 

pain and at considerable risk to her own life and that 

of the child). 

Each of these points has a corresponding parallel for you as you 

partner with your Redeemer in cross-cultural ministry.

1.   As in marriage, the Redeemer is committed to working 

in close partnership with his redeemed people. The 

Church is called “the Bride of Christ” for a reason: Jesus 

opens himself to us—and asks us to open ourselves 

to him—in amazing intimacy. The marriage bed is 

a fitting (if sometimes uncomfortable) analogy. John 

Eldredge describes the significance of the marriage act: 
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The man comes to offer his strength and the woman invites 

the man into herself, an act that requires courage and 

vulnerability and selflessness for both of them. …When 

both are living as they were meant to live, the man enters his 

woman and offers her his strength. He spills himself there, in 

her, for her; she draws him in, embraces and envelops him.  

 

…And that is how life is created.27

Ruth has already shown courage and vulnerability and 

selflessness—in going to Bethlehem, in gleaning the fields, in her 

bold approach at the threshing floor, in patiently waiting as Boaz 

worked his plan. Marriage requires a new degree of each trait as she 

opens herself up to be the means through which life is created in 

partnership with the redeemer.

In mission, expect the same. Cross-cultural living will lay you 

bare in new ways. Your sin will be more evident—as will God’s grace. 

You will find discover new ways to experience being loved by Christ, 

receiving strength through the Holy Spirit. You have been specially 

designed for the role of serving and bearing witness.

2.  As with conception, God brings new life. You have 

responsibilities, but you simply cannot will belief among 

those with whom you work. In the story of Ruth, there 

was no guarantee of an heir, even after her marriage 

to Boaz. They had no control over the outcome of 

their union, even if they entered into it hopefully and 

faithfully. Ruth’s previous marriage did not produce an 

heir. 
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When results are slow in coming, it is tempting to blame yourself, 

thinking that if you were just a little more spiritual or committed 

or disciplined, results would come faster. Don’t play that game. Yes, 

abiding in Christ is essential for bearing fruit—be accountable to the 

Lord and to others. Beyond that, you must trust in the Redeemer’s 

timing for new life; sometimes it involves multiple generations of 

missionaries.

3.  As with pregnancy and childbirth, the process of love-

leading-to-new-life is often uncomfortable, painful and 

dangerous for those committed to ministry. You will 

feel sad and not know why. You will be uncomfortable—

feeling like you don’t fit in your adopted culture or your 

home culture. You will experience pain and uncertainty 

and danger. Worse, you will have no due date to which 

you can point and anticipate that all will be resolved.

As difficulties come, don’t be surprised. Don’t consider them to 

be a circumstantial sign that you are doing something wrong, or 

that the Redeemer is slow to hear. Even after all your sacrifices for 

ministry—the leaving home, the awkwardness and vulnerability of 

living as a foreigner, the building of a reputation, the identifying with 

your people, the bold action on behalf of others, the waiting—even 

after all this, participating in the birth of new life in Christ will be 

full of tears. But joy is ahead for you and for generations of Christ-

followers. 

Remember the Redeemer’s love for you. Remember that he has 

a vision for your partnership. Enjoy him. Trust him. And ask him to 

continue to reveal his vision for your partnership in cross-cultural 

service.
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One family I know has served in Southeast Asia for two decades. 
Through illness or circumstance, every member of the family has at 
some point had a brush with death. But through their faithfulness, 
God has brought forth a national-led movement that has seen 
churches planted to the 12th generation!

The miracle of multiplication
A key theme emerging from Fruitful Practice Research is 

intentional multiplication. Most fruitful evangelists and church 
planters don’t envision one convert or one church. They look to give 
birth to disciples and churches that multiply a hundredfold through 
many generations.

If you don’t envision “many” from the beginning, your focus can 
easily move to protecting and providing for the first small band of 
new believers. But Christ desires spiritual multiplication. He said that 
when the seed falls on good soil, an abundant harvest results. He said 
the Master will praise stewards who see their talents multiplied into 
a good return. In another parallel with the Upper Room Discourse, 
Jesus mentioned that bearing much fruit is a mark of the disciple.   

What does focusing on multiplication look like—especially when 
no disciples yet exist among a people? One idea is encouraging people 
to retell Bible stories and lessons even before they come to faith. One 
successful church planter explains it like this:

I tell them: “I’m giving you my time, and the price of that 

time is that you share the story with a friend or someone 

else.” The question they always have is, “Who do I do it 

with?” I tell them, “Start with your wife. Just sit down and 

tell your wife what you learned from me.” So, right from the 

beginning we build in the concept of reproducing. They have 

this concept built in: what I learn, I share with someone 

else. 
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In many cultures, the social barriers to sharing gospel stories are 

lower before a person makes a decision to follow Jesus. When listeners 

share what they hear from the beginning, there is little social 

risk. They are not professing a new faith; they are simply sharing 

something they heard. It’s an interesting story! 

Fascinating things happen when non-believers begin to share 

Bible stories with other non-believers. They talk about them, think 

about them, and ask questions about them. They retell them to others. 

Their understanding grows as repetition and interaction reinforce 

the message. Ideas for applying lessons to life circumstances emerge, 

validating the content. 

As story is added to story, some listeners begin to realize that 

God authored the stories. That they are true—and that their truth 

requires a response of faith.

In the West, the process of evangelism and discipleship is 

commonly viewed like this:

But the pattern in emerging communities of believers is often 

exactly the reverse.
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Seeing life spread through networks
Another multiplication principle is seeking to spread the gospel 

through natural social structures and networks. Such networks—

extended families, student groups, professional associations 

and interest-based groups—provide encouragement to maintain 

commitment, grow together and pass the message along to others. 

In a 2008 study, Fruitful Practice Research asked 200 successful 

church planters about the composition of the churches they had seen 

emerge. Workers whose churches were mostly comprised of people 

who knew one another previously had seen, on average, more than 

twice the number of churches begun as those who gathered together 

people with no prior relationship. 

There is not one “best” way to plant churches—God is glorified 

through a diversity of church types and outreach styles. However, 

church planters are wise to consider such dynamics as they rely on 

the Spirit to fulfill their calling, especially among resistant peoples.

You may be tempted to say, “Just wait until we get a few believers—

then we can think about multiplication.” But that approach can lead 

toward an inward focus or an unhealthy dependence on you. Instead, 

seek multiplication from the start.

While Naomi was concerned about a single household, Boaz was 

considering future generations. His love for Ruth expressed itself in 

a purposeful partnership to help meet others’ needs in a sustainable, 

reproducible way. Open yourself to the Redeemer and his plans for 

multiplying life among those you serve. Ask him to strengthen you 

for your roles in that cherished partnership.



Action Plan

Write about a time when you opened yourself to greater 

intimacy with the Redeemer.

What are you doing to encourage the spread of the gospel 

through social networks?

What can you do to focus on multiplication of life from this 

point on in your ministry?

Meditate right now about the depth and freshness of the 

Redeemer’s love for you.
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Chapter 13:  
Testimony from the Chorus

He shall be to you a restorer of life and a 
nourisher of your old age, for your daughter-in-
law who loves you, who is more to you than seven 
sons, has given birth to him”  (Ruth 4:15).

The setting
In Bethlehem, life has gone on since the dramatic events at the 

threshing floor and the city gate. Millet and lentils were harvested 

in mid-summer, grapes and figs in late summer. The fall festivals 

were celebrated. The early rains followed, and Boaz and other 

growers plowed and planted their fields anew. The soaking winter 

rains came, allowing the wheat and barley seedlings to sprout and 

the countryside to turn a rich shade of green as new life emerged 

from the ground. 

God has not only brought forth new life in the fields of Ephrathah, 

the “fruitful land,” he has also brought forth new life in the 

household of Boaz. Ruth has given birth to a son—an heir for the 
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line of Elimelech and Mahlon. The new life that seemed so unlikely 
has arrived.

It is a joyous occasion for all, but especially for Naomi, who had 
declared herself bitter and empty before the community. Now she is 
full, as the family legacy has been restored. The townspeople, who 
had expressed hope for children at the wedding, come again to rejoice 
with Naomi in the child—and in the partnership of love through 
which he came. The women prepare to offer another blessing.

As you read the concluding passage of the book, make note of the 
role played by the women of Bethlehem in affirming what God has 
done. Observe the hopes and expectations they express for the child. 

Think about how the community of those you serve will interpret 
the events of your cross-cultural service in partnership with the 
Master. Consider how your interaction with those you serve may 
change once God brings forth new life.  

Then the women said to Naomi, “Blessed be the 
Lord, who has not left you this day without 
a redeemer, and may his name be renowned in 
Israel! He shall be to you a restorer of life and a 
nourisher of your old age, for your daughter-in-
law who loves you, who is more to you than seven 
sons, has given birth to him.” 

Then Naomi took the child and laid him on her 
lap and became his nurse. And the women of the 
neighborhood gave him a name, saying, “A son has 
been born to Naomi.” They named him Obed. He 
was the father of Jesse, the father of David.

Now these are the generations of Perez: Perez 
fathered Hezron, Hezron fathered Ram, Ram 
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fathered Amminadab, Amminadab fathered 
Nahshon, Nahshon fathered Salmon, Salmon 
fathered Boaz, Boaz fathered Obed, Obed 
fathered Jesse, and Jesse fathered David (Ruth 
4:14-22).

A walking answer to prayer
An heir has been born! The chorus resounds at the birth of the 

child. The women of the community welcome the child into the 

world and declare his significance. 

The story concludes, as it began, with Naomi. As she holds the 

baby in her lap, the women of Bethlehem bless the child and his 

grandmother, expressing their hopes—even their charge—for the 

relationship they will share. 

They also celebrate Ruth’s heroic role. “Your daughter-in-law…

loves you [and] is more to you than seven sons,” they say with joy 

and humor. 

But in the end, there is one Hero above all: “Blessed be the Lord, 

who has not left you this day without a redeemer.” They know the 

child represents the family legacy over which Naomi had despaired. 

He will carry on the family name. He will receive the inheritance 

purchased by Boaz.

Then, in an amazing twist that reflects how public the family’s 

story has become, the women of the community give the baby his 

name! This is the only time such a naming is evident in the Old 

Testament!28 Not only that, but they name the child after themselves: 

Obed means worshipper (or servant). The child is significant to the 

whole community, and the name reflects their joy. As history would 

bear out, Obed was also significant to the whole nation.

The biblical narrative brings to mind a moving story told by a 

church planter interviewed for Fruitful Practice Research. She 
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described an incident where a group of 12 Muslim women brought 

her a newborn baby:

This baby was the size of my palm. “How old is this 

preemie?” I asked. And they said, “It was 28 weeks in the 

mom’s womb.” I just told them, “I’m not a witch doctor. 

I do not have supernatural power on my own, OK? I am 

not a medical doctor. But I know the Physician who is all-

powerful. Can I tell you some stories about his desire to 

heal?” 

And then I told them some stories about when Jesus 

healed. I said, “You know what? It is not about the physical 

healing that Jesus is after—even though he’s all-powerful 

and we are to ask in his name. It is about the ultimate 

healing of us—of being reconciled to a Holy God. That’s 

what it means to be a follower of Jesus. Can I talk to you 

about that?” 

So we prayed for healing, and we talked about the power 

of the Lord and the authority of Christ.29

The church planter went on to say that the baby girl was indeed 

healed and was six years old at the time of the interview.

Can you imagine how such a child was perceived by the 

community? She became a walking witness to everyone of the stories 

of Jesus the healer.

Releasing the story
Such was the case for Obed. He is the solution to Naomi’s 

problem—the child of a foreigner who identified with the community 

and put down roots. He is the offspring of costly love that was boldly 

expressed at the city gate. He is much more than the child of Boaz 
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and Ruth—he has become the story of Bethlehem. Naomi becomes 
his nurse, and the women of the town claim his naming rights.

In a final act of costly love, Ruth is called upon to share her new 
child’s identity with the people of the town. What did the neighbors 
do to earn such a part in the story? They bore witness. 

Perhaps the ultimate gift in cross-cultural service is the 
opportunity to give up ownership of the movement that emerges. 
The community of faith will celebrate together the work of God’s 
Spirit. Your own role may or may not be celebrated, but the praise 
goes to God—and the story of his work is owned and shaped by the 
community into which new life comes. 

As that story is worked out in the worship, praise and obedience of 
each new faith community, light is cast on new facets of the Father’s 
glory, evident for others: the global community of believers and the 
heavenly host. 

Releasing the legacy of your work to others is easy to acknowledge 
in principle. But it can be challenging in practice once you have fully 
identified with those you serve. Prepare in faith, and ask the Master 
to give you the will, humility, discernment and courage to release 
that for which you are giving much. 

Singing praise down the generations
The brief conclusion of the book of Ruth points to future 

generations. The account was probably handed down orally before it 
was committed to the manuscript in its current form, as we can see 
by the mention of David, by the framing that the events occurred “in 
the days when the judges governed,” and by the explanation given 
about the custom of holding up of the sandal that was attributed to 
“former times.”

Obed serves as the walking testimony to his parents’ acts of 
lovingkindness.  His son, Jesse, does his part to keep the family legacy 

alive by having eight sons. Then, David becomes the anointed king 
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through whom God promises to establish a permanent legacy. That 
promise is fulfilled in Christ, who offers an everlasting inheritance 
to all who believe in Him. Every great story of faith begins and ends 
with God.

When the New Testament genealogies of Christ are reviewed, a 
frequent observation by commentators is that Christ is descended 
from David via Mary in terms of bloodline—and via Joseph in terms 
of legal inheritance.  

A similar situation occurs in this passage with Obed. While the 
story emphasizes the need to preserve the line of Elimelech, the final 
genealogy is given through Boaz. While this seems contradictory, 
Obed in fact is descended from Judah through blood via Boaz, and 
through inheritance via Elimelech. 

Left unstated is how many generations Ruth and Naomi lived to 
enjoy. Did they help celebrate the birth of Jesse? Might Ruth have 
lived long enough to see her great-grandchild David born? No one 
knows. 

What is clear is that David, the poet-warrior-king, knew and 
valued the story of Ruth. His psalms bear witness to that, for they 
mention the phrase “the shadow of your wings” or “the shelter of 
your wings” no fewer than five times (Psalms 17, 36, 57, 61 and 64). 
A sixth psalm, one not attributed to any author, says that “under his 
wings you will find refuge” (Psalm 91:4). 

Surely, David regularly reflected on Boaz’s prayer that Ruth find 
refuge under the wings of the God of Israel—and on Ruth’s appeal to 
Boaz to cover her with the wings of his cloak.  

David preserved a key lesson from the book of Ruth in his divinely 
inspired poems. While the community of faith will determine how 
the story is passed along, you may have opportunity someday to share 
your part of the story and your perspective to future generations of 
faith. May God use you as an inspiration, even as you are inspired by 

the example of Ruth, a model of cross-cultural servanthood.



Action Plan

Write about a time when you saw the community of faith 

take initiative to work together effectively.

What is one thing that you can do to share with others the 

lessons you have learned from your study of the book of 

Ruth?

Ask God right now to help prepare you to release control of 

your cross-cultural ministry to the leadership of the faith 

community.
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Chapter 14:  
As the Father Has Sent Me

Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As 
the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you”  
(John 20:21).

The setting
Eleven hundred years after Ruth’s journey from Moab, another 

stranger arrives in Bethlehem. He had originated from far away 

and arrived vulnerably, as she had. If, as many scholars believe, 

his mother was a descendant of King David, they shared another 

similarity: DNA.

Like Ruth, he identified with the people. Like her, he was uniquely 

called and gifted to deliver a solution to the people’s problem—one 

that would be brought forth through physical pain and that would 

impact generations. 

As he approaches that time, he pours out his heart in prayer for his 

followers. He says that he has put a pattern in place for his disciples 

to follow (John 17:18-20).

A few days later, his followers see him again. Except now he is 

different—really different, as if from another realm. Locked doors are 
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no barrier to Him, yet he is no ghost—he can be physically touched. 

He is full of life. 

He again wants to tell them about a pattern for ministry. This 

must be important.

In the weeks to come, he will give his followers further 

understanding about what to do: teaching, baptizing. He tells them 

where they are to do it: in and near their own culture and cross-

culturally, to the ends of the earth. He instructs them about how 

they are to do it: in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

His early disciples will follow his instructions and “turn the world 

upside-down” (Acts 17:6). And the pattern continues to this day. As 

you serve cross-culturally, you are also following in it. 

On the evening of that day, the first day of the 
week, the doors being locked where the disciples 
were for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood 
among them and said to them, “Peace be with you.” 

When he had said this, he showed them his hands 
and his side. Then the disciples were glad when 
they saw the Lord. 

Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As 
the Father has sent me, even so I am sending 
you.” And when he had said this, he breathed on 
them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit” 
 (John 20:19-22).

Twenty powerful parallels
Each passage of the book of Ruth offers lessons that apply to cross-

cultural servants today. I find this amazing, considering that the 
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events that took place more than a millennium before Christ took 

human form. I hope you have discovered many useful ways that Ruth 

can serve as a model for you in cross-cultural service. 

Of course, our ultimate cross-cultural model is Christ. Yet, 

because of the uniqueness of Jesus’ role and identity, I am sometimes 

uncertain about the extent to which I am to live and act as he did. 

Although I know that Jesus-followers are to “put on the Lord Jesus 

Christ” (Romans 13:14), “walk in the same way in which he walked” 

(1 John 2:6) and “be imitators…of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1), I remain 

unsure about how far to go in imitating him.

But when Jesus prays to the Father, “As you sent me into the 

world, so I have sent them into the world” (John 17:18), he has my 

attention, especially when he says that his prayer is not only for his 

disciples, but for those who will come later. He says it again when he 

first commissions the disciples in the upper room on the evening of 

the resurrection, using a present-and-ongoing form: “As the Father 

has sent me, even so I am sending you” (John 20:21). It seems clear 

that you and I are to imitate Jesus in his sent-ness. 

As mentioned earlier, you are never more like Christ than when 

you reach across cultures to bring life. Ruth did exactly that. 

Throughout this study Ruth and Boaz have been considered 

according to their traditional biblical “types,” with Boaz symbolizing 

Christ the Redeemer and Ruth symbolizing the Church, Christ’s 

bride.

Yet, as I study Ruth, I continue to be struck by the parallels 

between Ruth and the incarnational ministry of Jesus. Consider 

these 20 parallels:



164

Crossing Cultures with Ruth: Lessons on Thriving in Mission

1.	 Both originated from a foreign realm;

2.	 Both willingly came to serve people without hope;

3.	 Both arrived in the village of Bethlehem;

4.	 Both arrived in vulnerability;

5.	 Both learned and understood the Law of Moses;

6.	 Both grew in favor with the community;

7.	 Both stayed to complete an appointed season of 

service;

8.	 Both provided for the needs of a mother/mother-in-

law;

9.	 Both were obedient to her—even when she pushed 

the timing of things;

10.	 Both were bold in approaching the Father/master;

11.	 Both drew upon the Father/master’s words in a time 

of testing;

12.	 Both became like and gladly identified with those 

they came to serve;

13.	 Both yielded their wills and placed themselves fully 

in the Father’s/master’s control;

14.	 Both related to the Father/master intimately;

15.	 Both had their faithfulness attested to by the Father/

master;

16.	 Both were uniquely qualified to help solve the 

problem of those they served;

17.	 Both could bring that solution only in partnership 

and unity with the Father/master;



165

Chapter 14: As the Father Has Sent Me 

18.	 Both brought forth the solution—new life—through 

great bodily pain;

19.	 Both courageously entrusted that new life, shortly 

after bringing it forth, to those they came to serve; 

and

20.	 Both, when their foreign nature was especially 

apparent, confirmed to a woman in distress that 

they served the same Lord.

This last one may seem surprising, since the phrase “and your God, 

my God” is one that could be used to discount Ruth’s missionary role. 

But Christ used virtually this same phrase—reversed—when Mary 

Magdalene recognized that the risen Christ was not the gardener. 

He told her to “go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to 

my Father and your Father, to my God and your God’” (John 20:17). 

Four verses later, he is in the upper room, sending the disciples as he 

was sent. 

These 20 parallels have led me to wonder: Is it possible that Ruth 

may be symbolic not only of the Church, but also of Christ, the cross-

cultural servant? 

Asked another way: Is Ruth also a type of Christ?

If Ruth is a type of the Church, and if the Church is sent as Christ 

was sent, then parallels between Ruth and Christ should not be 

surprising. The parallels make it possible to consider extending Ruth’s 

symbolic role to foreshadowing the culture-crossing servanthood of 

Christ. 

Whether or not Ruth is a type in a formal sense, she has much 

in common with Christ, who voluntarily left all that was familiar to 

him in the heavenly realm. In the time before time, Christ, in perfect 

oneness and relationship with the Father and the Spirit, was no more 

of an Israelite than he was in his pre-incarnate appearance to Joshua 



166

Crossing Cultures with Ruth: Lessons on Thriving in Mission

as the captain of the Lord’s host, when he declared that he was 

neither for the Israelites nor for their enemies. He was a foreigner. 

He had not yet become as they were. 

The repeating pattern of mission 
Not long ago, an author wrote critically about the concept of 

incarnational ministry, saying that imitating Christ in becoming 

like those you serve is inferior to the mission model of “union with 

Christ.”30 The book of Ruth, however, teaches that you don’t have to 

choose sides in that debate. You are sent as Christ was sent—in your 

identification with those you serve, in your intimate unity with the 

Master and in your shared purpose of bringing forth life.

In The Word Made Flesh, Australian scholar Ross Langmead 

affirmed that incarnational ministry involves all of these roles, and 

that each of them offers a valid framework for mission: 

1.	 Following Jesus as the pattern for mission; 

2.	 Participating in Christ’s risen presence as the power 

for mission; and 

3.	 Joining God as a partner in his ongoing mission of 

creating and seeking after creation.31

That order indicates the way that these roles are usually 

experienced by cross-cultural servants: First, you humbly empty 

yourself and identify with others in obedience to Christ’s pattern. 

Then, as you serve, you experience the power of the Master’s 

presence. Finally, you see the fruit of partnership with him, as people 

become new creations in Christ.

This sequence is mirrored in the narrative of Ruth. She identifies 

with Naomi and her people. Then, Boaz’s power shines through as 
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their partnership is established. Finally, the fruit of their partnership 

yields a life-giving blessing to Naomi and the community.

May you also see this pattern—established by Christ and fore-

shadowed in the book of Ruth—repeated in and through you to bring 

life to the nations. And may God’s joy be full in you as you serve.



Action Plan

Write about a time when you saw the community of faith 

take initiative to work together effectively.

What is one thing that you can do to share with others the 

lessons you have learned from your study of the book of 

Ruth?

Ask God right now to help prepare you to release control of 

your cross-cultural ministry to the leadership of the faith 

community.
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GOING DEEPER: FRUITFUL PRACTICE RESEARCH

These helpful resources use additional research data from Fruitful 

Practice. 

Where There Was No Church: 

Postcards from Followers of Jesus in the Muslim World

This book examines fruitful practices that have helped followers 

of Jesus invite Muslims to follow him, too. If you work in the Muslim 

world or are interested in doing so in the future, you will find this an 

excellent resource. The principles illustrated through the stories will 

also be of value to anyone living among other peoples where there is 

no church. Questions for reflection are included with each chapter 

to help the reader further his or her understanding of the chapter, or 

to use in group study.

To buy the book visit: http://learningtogetherpress.com/
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From Seed to Fruit: 

Global Trends, Fruitful Practices,  

and Emerging Issues among Muslims

REVISED AND ENLARGED 2ND EDITION /  

Book and CD-ROM

Editor: J. Dudley Woodberry

This revised edition examines the research and reflections of 

individuals and organizations working to bless Muslims, major trends 

in global Islam, and today and building Christ-like relationships with 

Muslims. From Seed to Fruit presents the most recent worldwide 

research on witness to Christ among Muslim peoples, using biblical 

images from nature to show the interaction between God’s activity 

and human responsibility in blessing these peoples.

To buy the book and CD-ROM, visit:

http://missionbooks.org/products/detail/from-seed-to-fruit-revised-

and-enlarged-2nd-edition

Going Deeper: Fruitful Practice Research
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Introduction

Welcome to Crossing Cultures with Ruth: Study Guide for Christian Workers. 
We’re exploring a book of the Bible that contains surprising insights for 
cross-cultural servants, whether they’re new workers preparing for their first 
assignment or honored ministry veterans.

When Crossing Cultures Overwhelms
Serving as a missionary can be a staggering task. There are languages to 
acquire, cultures to study, support to develop, and communication techniques 
to master with co-workers and your friends and supporters.

Living cross-culturally is hard enough, but how do you minister cross-
culturally? You need to learn theology, ecclesiology, soteriology, evangelism, 
discipleship, and comparative religion. You also need to understand the people 
you seek to serve.

All this can be overwhelming to cross-cultural workers. There’s so much 
to learn. So much to know. So much to remember. 

What if you could combine your own scriptural study and devotions to 
explore things that can help you in your cross-cultural ministry? That’s what 
Crossing Cultures with Ruth is about.

A lot of great people in the Bible lived cross-culturally, but there’s really 
only one book that focuses on the beginning experience of somebody who is 
entering into a new culture: Ruth.

You may be saying, “I’ve never even heard the book of Ruth talked about 
that way! Is that an appropriate way to study a book of the Bible?”

Ruth and the Larger Story of Redemption
When we study a book of the Bible, we ask a series of questions:

•  What was the book originally written for? 

•  Who was it written to?

•  And what was its purpose?
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Ruth wasn’t written to equip people to minister cross-cultural. It was 
written to the people of Israel to showcase the providence of God, reveal His 
loving-kindness to widows (and others), and encourage His people to imitate 
Him as bearers of loving-kindness. The book also explains the heritage and 
mixed ethnic identity of King David and his family. 

But is that all?
Each book of the Bible also reveals threads of redemption that run 

through Scripture from death to life. It’s a story of how fallen humankind 
found a redeemer and new life. As Jesus Himself said in John 5:39, the Old 
Testament Scriptures bear witness about Him.

On the road to Emmaus He explained to those who were walking with 
Him the ways that the Old Testament has drawn parallels to what was 
happening now and pointed to who He is as the Redeemer. The book of Ruth 
fits into that redemptive theme as a microcosm of the whole larger story of 
redemption.

Partnering with the Redeemer
Ruth starts with the problem of death. We learn of three deaths in the first five 
verses. It ends with life: sustaining life that lasts for generations and ends up in 
a kingship. In the middle is Naomi, a person in need. She needs somebody to 
come alongside her and help her. 

It’s a cross-cultural servant who says I’m committed to you. I’m going to 
come help you. I may not know all the ways to solve your problem but I am 
going to be there with you. 

The story also gives us Scripture’s only example of a kinsman-redeemer, 
the one person who is able to help bring the solution to the situation. 
Amazingly, it’s the partnership of the cross-cultural servant with the redeemer 
that makes this so.

God works in the same way today. Jesus our Redeemer said He wants His 
people to be sent as He was sent, to partner with Him to bring new life into a 
world in great need.

That’s exactly what we have in the book of Ruth. I’m sorry if that was a 
spoiler—if you didn’t know how the story turns out—but it starts with loss and 
sacrifice and ends with life. We’re going to dig into each chapter of the book of 
Ruth because every one of them has wonderful scriptural lessons that tie into 
current research being done about what helps workers stay on the field and be 
fruitful.

Getting the Most from This Study Guide
Crossing Cultures with Ruth gave readers inspiration and encouragement to 
consider and pursue the call to cross-cultural service. This study guide has 
been written as a companion to that book, providing readers with more 
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detailed, practical guidance as they seek to apply these lessons to their current 
assignments or challenges they will face down the road.

This study guide transforms the book’s fourteen chapters into six lessons 
that individuals and groups can use in a variety of ways: for weekly study, a 
weekend retreat, ongoing training and counseling, small group study, mission 
team enrichment, Bible study groups, or cross-cultural ministry class.

Each lesson features:

•  �Commentary on the material from Ruth and Crossing Cultures with Ruth 
that helps you remember and respond to key points

•  �Insights and tips from cross-cultural ministry trainers that reinforce key 
principles discussed

•  �Questions for reflection or discussion that help you wrestle with the 
principles and how they might apply to your life

•  �Interactive assignments (“Going Deeper”) that suggest more extensive 
applications, training sessions, or activities you could pursue as a group.

Several additional features are found at the end of the study guide:

•  �A group leader’s guide will help you consider ways to use this study 
depending on your group, purposes, and timeline.

•  �Action plans, printed as they appear in Crossing Cultures with Ruth, 
overlap somewhat with other material in this guide but will help you 
summarize key points to retain, and can be used independently from the 
rest of this study guide.

•  �Recommended resources relate to the themes and topics of the study 
and will help you continue pursuing your areas of need or interest. 

The study guide is designed to be used alongside Crossing Cultures with Ruth 
and contains reading assignments from that book.

Getting Started
As you get started, begin by reading the first chapter of Crossing Cultures 
with Ruth. We’ll be reading other chapters from the book and portions of the 
biblical book of Ruth as we continue, so keep both books handy.

Cross-cultural ministry is challenging, but you can gain powerful insights 
for your journey of service from the lessons learned by one of the Bible’s 
pioneering cultural ambassadors.
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Lesson 1: 
Foundations for Fruitfulness

Relationship is everything. This is true from the Trinity on through to Christ 
and his disciples, to the church today. Who you are is more important 
than what you do. For that reason alone, it’s critical to get your relational 
priorities straight from the outset. As you prepare yourself in right 
relationship with the Lord of the universe, you’ll find that your ministry will 
flow out of your being—your internal spiritual character and your intimacy 
with Abba.

—Steve Hoke and Bill Taylor, Global Mission Handbook

Lesson Readings:
Your readings for this lesson:
Crossing Cultures with Ruth chapters 2 & 3

Read and Reflect
As you read chapter 1 of the book of Ruth, look for a couple of things.

•  First, what is Ruth giving or receiving from other people?
•  �Second, what is Ruth, the cross-cultural servant, doing that others might 

not be doing? What options does she have that she actually chooses not to 
take?

From your reading of Crossing Cultures with Ruth, what stands out to you in 
chapters 1 and 2?
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From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
Ruth was a young adult who navigated the early stages of a long-term cross-
cultural experience with a wisdom that was beyond her years. As I made 
notes about the characteristics Ruth exhibited, I saw many of the same 
strengths I had seen in my research on what makes missionaries successful.

Ruth was humble, determined, hopeful, hard-working, resourceful and 
bold. She trusted in God with all her heart, and God used her to transform a 
family, a community, and ultimately, a kingdom.

The more I studied the book of Ruth, I began to see her as a teacher, 
mentor, and even companion in cross-cultural service.

Although the book of Ruth is not a traditional missionary manual, I 
believe it contains profound, memorable lessons that can help each of us 
answer these practical questions about how to serve. After all, this is the 
woman who famously said, “Your people shall be my people.” (pages 9-11)

A Life-and-Death Problem
Chapter one starts out with loss, vulnerability, and death. Three people die in 
the fi rst fi ve verses of the book, including Ruth’s husband, Mahlon.

Ruth is not only a cross-cultural servant who is coming into a situation 
where others, like her mother-in-law Naomi, are in pain and despair. She also 
bears her own pain. She comes with her own grief. She’s dealing with her own 
issues. 

When you’re a cross-cultural servant, that’s the way you’re going to be. 
You’re going to come with your own issues, to bring your own pain, your own 
trouble, and your own problems.
What’s amazing is that this is part of God’s plan. This is the way He sets it up. 
You come with your own pain, but God uses it. He uses it to help you identify 
with others and to serve them.

 Questions for Refl ection or Discussion
While it may not be healthy to define yourself in terms of your pain and loss 
(as Naomi will soon do) you would also be foolish to ignore them—especially 
when sent out into a world in need. In what ways have you, like Ruth, 
experienced loss and pain?
when sent out into a world in need. In what ways have you, like Ruth, 
experienced loss and pain?
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Consider how those experiences have shaped the way you see the world or 
relate to others. They may increase a tendency to be defensive, skeptical, 
or bitter. They may motivate you to try to prove yourself to others and earn 
their favor. Or, on the other hand, they may make you more gentle and 
compassionate. What have you noticed about such dynamics in your own life?

What are some ways that the challenges you have faced or your response to the 
suffering of others have shaped your pursuit of opportunities for ministry?

Comforted by God
Have you ever noticed that God often seems to redeem the most difficult 
experiences of our lives and use them to shape us into effective servants. 

Remember the words of Paul, who said, “Blessed be the God and Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who 
comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who 
are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted 
by God” (2 Corinthians 1:3-4).

You may not recognize your wounds and other things that drive you until 
you find yourself in a high-pressure situation that elicits a surprising response 
or emotion (like living cross-culturally). 

If, however, this part of the lesson dredges up something deep that you are 
ready to explore more, you could journal about it, discuss it with a counselor or 
good friend, or consider some of the resources recommended at the end of this 
study guide.
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Commitment Required
Chapter one of Ruth is all about being fully committed. The women are there 
in the land of Moab. They’ve lost the men in their lives. They don’t know what 
to do. Naomi is on her way home, back to Bethlehem. She’s heard that God has 
provided a harvest. Ruth and her sister-in-law say, “We’re going to go with you.”

What’s interesting is that Naomi doesn’t receive this very well. Naomi 
says, “No, you’re not. There’s nothing for you there. There’s stuff for you here, 
in your home culture. Stay here; maybe you can get remarried.” She argues 
with them and says: Stay home!

Orpah finally relents and does. She goes back and stays in Moab.
Meanwhile, Ruth says, “No, I’m sticking with you the whole way. Even 

though it means leaving my home culture and going someplace else, a place 
I’m not familiar with. I’m going to be there for you.” So she really is fully 
committed. She says, “Your people will be my people. That’s how much I’m 
committed to you. I’m going to go and they will bury me where they bury you.”

Seem a little extreme? Perhaps. But how dedicated are you to being a 
cross-cultural servant, wherever and however God leads you? Consider the 
differences between pursuing an interest or experience, taking a job, or 
following a calling. All are valid, but they aren’t the same.

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
Think about a time when you made a serious commitment. What enabled 
you to do that? Compare that situation to your level of commitment to cross-
cultural ministry. How is it the same? How is it different?

What questions or objections about serving in missions have you faced from 
those in your home culture or even your host culture? (Some common ones are 
listed in chapter 3 of Crossing Cultures with Ruth under the heading “Getting 
the Silent Treatment.”) How do you respond to them?
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Consider the ways a commitment to identify with the people you serve might 
work out on the field. They usually include:

•  Pursuing local language fluency
•  Maintaining a standard of living that is similar to locals
•  Dressing in the local fashion
•  Giving up your sense of personal space and schedule
•  Communicating according to local patterns
•  Celebrating and mourning with the people.

Which of these do you think is the most important? Which ones do you see 
as the most challenging? Describe any experience you may have in which you 
learned to enjoy aspects of a culture other than your own.

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
Look no further than Orpah for an example of one who expressed an initial 
commitment to leave home for another culture but was quickly dissuaded. 
She reflects the experience of many today who are drawn to the idea of living 
and serving cross-culturally, but who allow themselves at some point to be 
talked out of it.

The number of long-term cross-cultural workers from North America 
has remained flat since 1992, although the number of short-term workers has 
skyrocketed.

At many mission conferences, between 15 and 35 percent of attendees 
commit to long-term cross-cultural service. Six months later, those numbers 
have dropped.

Giving voice to a vision—to a friend, a family member, pastor, or 
campus fellowship leader—helps affirm and sustain it. If you are not yet 
serving cross-culturally, have you discussed the idea with someone? Find 
someone you trust and let them know what you are considering. Pray 
together for guidance and open doors, and discuss the barriers that need to 
be overcome. (pages 31, 32)

If you are thinking about going into missions but haven’t told someone 
else about it, you’re probably not really thinking about it seriously. Especially if 
your immediate family is likely to oppose your decision, you are going to need 
allies.
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Look for people who have some experience with the kind of life you are 
considering and understand the obstacles, objections, and challenges you 
might face. They may also be able to help you communicate your vision in a 
gracious and well-informed way.

A teacher, ministry leader, missionary, or friend who sees potential in you 
and is willing to walk alongside you for a few steps along the way can be a huge 
source of encouragement.

Many a would-be missionary neglects to include their church in the 
conversation early on. Approaching a senior pastor, elder board, or mission 
committee may seem intimidating, but you will need their help and can 
benefit from their wisdom. So be sure to let your church know about your 
interest in serving in ministry.

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
Who in your life has already encouraged you to pursue cross-cultural service? 
What have they said that you can hold onto when things get difficult?

If you haven’t discussed your interest in serving cross-cultural with others, 
who will you tell? Where might you look for input and mentoring?

While you can probably find coaches and mentors nearby, don’t be afraid 
to contact those you do not know, especially if they are involved in the kind of 
work you want to pursue. 

A growing number of mission organizations, for example, are equipping 
and releasing members of their staff to serve as coaches and mentors for 
prospective missionaries. Though they are also looking for those God may 
be leading to join their own agencies, many are happy to walk with anyone 
through the process of finding a fit, regardless of results. Just be clear with 
them about where you are on your journey. 



Lesson 1: Foundations for Fruitfulness

15

Such guides can help you defi ne your direction and sort through the 
steps you need to take, as well as praying with you about the decisions you 
have to make and the obstacles you face. Start a list here of people you 
could contact to get some of the personal insights you may need about 
your journey of service:

Lessons from the First Chapter of Ruth
Looking at the story so far, what does Ruth receive from Naomi? In 
chapter one, almost nothing. What does she give to Naomi? She gives 
her a commitment. We see very clearly that Ruth is totally committed to 
serving Naomi. And that’s what it takes, because crossing cultures is a 
diffi  cult process.

Ruth bears her own pain.
She makes a choice to commit.
Her commitment isn’t appreciated, but she still continues to give it.
What course does Ruth decide not to take? She doesn’t take the 

course of Orpah. She doesn’t stay home. She commits, and she goes. It 
takes that kind of commitment to make it in cross-cultural ministry, 
because not only will you come into it with your own pain and your 
own burden, but you’re sure to experience pain, and burden, and 
disappointment when you get where you’re going!

God can use that. And He wants to use it. But you have to make 
that strong commitment and deliver it to the people you’re going to 
serve.

 Going Deeper
On your own or with a mentor or group, pick at least one of the 
following interactive assignments to help you explore and apply the 
themes we’ve explored so far.

•  Make a timeline of key experiences in your life. Which ones 
infl uenced you the most, and in what ways? Which ones were turning 
points? If you are part of a group, set aside some time to summarize your 
timelines with each other, then pray and thank God for the signs of His 
work in one another’s lives.

•  Consider your strengths and weaknesses in order to see what kind 
of ministries and roles might be the best fi t for you. Use one or more 
assessment tools to explore your spiritual gifts and personality style. 
If possible, enlist a trained facilitator to help you understand the 
assessments, what they measure, and what to make of the results.
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•  Think about your relationships with people of other cultures, whether 
they are neighbors, relatives, international students, or cultures 
represented in your region or relational network. Has God stirred your 
interest or put you in contact with members of another culture for a 
reason? Is there a need you might serve? Make a plan to take the next step 
in intentionally engaging with that community.

•  If you have little or no contact with people of other cultures, how could 
you broaden your horizons? Set aside some time to learn all you can about 
another culture, preferably either one to which you have access or one 
that has little access to the gospel (sometimes these are the same!) If you 
are part of a class or group, decide what culture(s) you are going to learn 
about and how you are going to do that. Share what you learn with the 
others next time you meet. 

WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO BE PREPARED?

In their Global Mission Handbook and its widely-read predecessor, Send Me! Your Journey to the Nations, 
mission veterans Steve Hoke and Bill Taylor describe four initial steps in missionary preparation.

1.  Personal spiritual formation
 Who you are is essential to the role you will play and your eff ectiveness in missions, for ministry 
fl ows out of being. Finding a personal mentor early in your journey is also critical to starting 
well.

2.  Discovering your ministry identity in the Body of Christ
Do you know what your gifts and strengths are? Learning where you are spiritually powerful 
and where you need others is critical to your ministry eff ectiveness at home or in another 
culture.

3.  Exposure to other cultures
Have you forged intercultural relationships where you are? Learning to relate to people from 
widely diff erent cultures will stretch you, teach you, and provide a crucible for testing your gifts, 
passions, dreams, and your capacity for commitment.

4.  Critical issues in schooling 
Not every eff ective cross-cultural worker is a college grad, but academic preparation and 
training needs to be considered and customized to your experience, skills, and gifts, and to the 
demands of where you will serve.
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Lesson 2:  
Preparing to Thrive

Critical to success in another culture are the right attitudes and the right 
skills applied in a timely manner. If one expects to think and act in another 
culture the way one did in one’s home culture, it would be best to stay home. 
The rules of life are different in other cultures, and you have to be ready to 
learn and play by the rules of the local people. To ignore them would be, at 
best, naively uninformed or, at worst, arrogantly rude.

—Duane Elmer, Cross-Cultural Connections

Lesson Readings:
Your readings for this lesson:
Crossing Cultures with Ruth chapters 4 & 5

Read and Reflect
If you haven’t already, take a look at chapter 2 of Ruth. There’s a lot going on in 
this chapter, so we’ll break it into two lessons, but read the whole chapter now. 
As you may have noticed, Crossing Cultures with Ruth actually has four chapters 
dealing with material from this chapter.

As you read, remember that you’re looking at a couple of things. Ruth, the 
cross-cultural servant, is going to be interacting with some people. Focus on 
two relationships:

•  �What does Ruth give or receive, especially from the person she’s there to 
serve, Naomi?
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•  �What does she give or receive from the new character we meet, Boaz, the 
kinsman-redeemer?

Keep your observations in mind as you go through the next two lessons. We’ll 
summarize some of the answers to these questions at the end of lesson 3.

Next, pick up Crossing Cultures with Ruth. Read chapters 4–5. Using the 
space below, make note of what stands out to you in each chapter.

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
Despite Naomi’s lack of acknowledgement, Ruth’s presence was in itself a 
testimony of her commitment to—and identification with—Naomi. Ruth 
had emptied herself of all that was familiar to her. Her love was willing to 
cross boundaries—foreshadowing the boundary-crossing love of another 
newcomer from a foreign realm who would vulnerably arrive in Bethlehem 
[more than a thousand] years later. (page 45)

I’m with Empty
Chapter 1 of Ruth concludes with the two women arriving in Bethlehem. At 
this point Ruth is in a foreign culture, and her mother-in-law is not very happy 
about it. She doesn’t even talk to her on the road. She argues, and then when it 
seems there’s nowhere to go, she finally just says, “All right, whatever.”

When she gets there and starts meeting her friends, they say, “Is this 
Naomi, back from the land of Moab?” 

“Yes,” says Naomi, “I went out full. But God has brought me back empty.”
Can you imagine being Ruth, the companion who’s gone on this journey 

with her, and hearing someone say, “Yeah, I came back with nothing! I went 
out with everything and came back with nothing.” Oh, who’s this you’ve 
brought along with you? It’s Ruth, the cross-cultural servant who was so 
committed that she even puts up with not being desired by the person that 
she’s there to serve.

The text to this point suggests Naomi has been seeing Ruth as a liability: a 
foreigner, another widow, another mouth to feed, and another charity case just 
like she is.

Any who were raised on missionary hero stories or treated as honored 
guests or celebrities on a short-term trip may be surprised to be held at arm’s 
length, treated with suspicion, or regarded as a burden by nationals or mission 



Lesson 2: Preparing to Thrive

19

colleagues. Yet it happens. Humbling situations and encounters are an almost 
inevitable part of crossing cultures. How will you respond?

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
Have you ever been in a situation where your appearance, race, nationality, or 
accent marked you as an outsider? How did you feel? What did you say or do?

What are some of the characteristics you think cross-cultural servants need 
when going into situations where they might not find quick acceptance?

How was Jesus received when He left heaven and came to earth? Who was glad 
to see Him? Who ignored, questioned, persecuted, or rejected Him?

In comparison with the cultural gulf Jesus crossed in coming from heaven 
to earth, Ruth did not have so far to go. Israel and Moab were relatively close to 
one another and culturally and linguistically similar. Yet history and prejudice 
had divided them. As a result, a “Moabitess” showing up in town couldn’t be 
sure of a warm welcome and some might see her as a burden or a threat.

You may not be received with open arms every place you go, either, at 
least not at first. Will you humble yourself and commit to identify with those 
you serve? If you do, it can make all the difference.
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Speaking Their Language
Crossing cultural barriers is never easy, and that’s true even when it only 
means crossing the street. Why is that? If you’re like most people, you just 
don’t choose to seek out those who are different from you, much less identify 
with them. It just doesn’t come naturally. 

On the other hand, it isn’t that hard to do. With a few skills and a bit of 
experience, many cross-cultural servants learn to make a habit of it. Once 
you develop a taste for connecting cross-culturally, you may find yourself 
truly enjoying reaching out to people from different backgrounds and finding 
common ground, no matter where you find yourself. Consider this a warning: 
You might not be able to stop!

Of course, beginning well is one thing. Sticking with it, going deeper, 
and getting to a place of “belonging” in another community when you 
aren’t just passing through is something else. If you lack accountability and 
encouragement, you may just find it easier to back off and accept isolation 
from the larger community instead of overcoming it. Rather than the humble 
position of a learner, you may withdraw, put up some walls, and try to get by 
with what you already know and how you feel comfortable speaking, acting, 
and living.

Learning to function and even thrive in a new language and culture is 
hard work. Ultimately, though, it is less painful than remaining an outsider. 
Are you ready to go to work?

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
How committed are you to learning and using the language of the people you 
will serve? What do you think it will take to gain and grow in fluency?

An attitude of cultural humility and intentional learning can communicate 
commitment and respect to members of your host culture. What are some of 
the other rewards it might bring?
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From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
You are never more like Christ than when you cross cultures. How can I say 
that? Because Jesus crossed the greatest cultural gulf of all time. You are 
never more like Him than when you are willing to empty yourself of your 
home culture—no matter how amazing and honorable that culture—and 
love those within another culture for the purpose of bringing life. (page 45)

Crossing Cultures with…Luke?
Many cross-cultural workers consider Luke 10 a model for missions. Notice 
the remarkable parallels between Ruth’s experience as she gleans in the fields 
of Boaz and the experience of the disciples of Jesus in Luke 10:7–20. Imagine 
Jesus giving His followers these instructions as they walk through ripe fields of 
wheat or barley:

•  Both were to go out into the harvest field with anticipation.
•  �Both were to go with empty hands, dependent on those God placed in 

their paths.
•  Both were to seek the favor of a local host.
•  Both were to stay where they were welcomed.
•  �Both were to be the bearers of good news to those who were suffering.
•  Both were to celebrate success, but give the glory to God.

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
What stands out to you from the Luke 10 model? What would it look for you to 
apply these principles in your own ministry?

As you think about following Jesus’ instructions, does anything He says 
concern or intimidate you? What encourages or emboldens you?
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From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
Ruth came to Bethlehem with very little—but she was anything but empty! 
The same is true for you. Those who are sent as Jesus was sent have been 
given authority and power. You have Jesus’ promise that the disciples will do 
the things that He did—and even greater things (John 14:12). (page 51)

The Harvest Field Always Looks Whiter
While the narrator of the book of Ruth does not presume to know what God 
is up to, he leaves the reader with plenty of clues that God is at work. In the 
same way, if we keep our eyes open, we may be amazed and praise God for His 
guidance and provision without presuming to think we know the whole story.

In his subtle way, the author tells us that it seems that of all the fields in 
Bethlehem, God led Ruth to the field of Boaz. There she finds not only success 
in her mission but some valuable advice: Remain. This was the field for Ruth. 
God had led here, blessed her, and already granted her favor. She should stay.

This passage of Ruth can also help you persevere and avoid the obstacles 
that might derail your ministry before it is complete or even before it is begun. 
Some “attrition” of cross-cultural workers can’t be avoided, but much of it can. 
Will you anticipate the hurdles, address them, and go prepared to persevere?

The Main Differences in Those Who Remain
GMI’s Engage! study of missionary retention identified five factors that tended 
to be present in those who remained on the field—and missing from those who 
left. In Crossing Cultures with Ruth, we presented these five factors with the 
acronym “ChIN UP.”

1.  �Calling/hope: Those who stay often feel that God has clearly directed them 
to work with a particular people. This enables them to press on through 
tough times and difficult circumstances.

2.  �Inclusion in decision making: Cross-cultural workers who stick are those 
who feel that they have a voice in how their work gets done, whether they 
are accountable to a local team or two leaders who reside far away.

3.  �Need: Workers who stay are those who have a sharp sense of people’s 
need—spiritually and practically.

4.  �Usefulness: Workers who stick feel that God is using them and that what 
they are doing is making a difference, even if long-term goals are far from 
being realized.

5.  �Provision: Workers who stick have a strong appreciation for God’s 
provision. They stay in part because they know their needs have been 
provided by God and His people.
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We encourage you to give some thought to how these five factors play out in 
your life currently or the life you anticipate as a cross-cultural servant.

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
How have you seen God guide you or provide for you so far? Where have 
you seen the needs of the world or sensed that God can use you to make a 
difference? How might the answers to these questions help you persevere in 
service in the years to come?

How might what you’ve already experienced shape your convictions and help 
you persevere in service?

Staying Focused
Boaz has heard some of Ruth’s story. On that first morning, the harvesters tell 
him how hard she has worked. In the first signs we see that Boaz will be an 
ally and partner in fulfilling Ruth’s mission, he provides for and protects her 
and invites her to stay. He encourages her to stay focused on the work she has 
come to undertake.

When it comes to cross-cultural service, staying on for the long-term is 
not the ultimate goal. Yet it is often a key factor in seeing a fruitful harvest. 
Research shows that most cross-cultural workers do not feel they are making 
a significant difference until their fourth year, and the period of greatest 
fruitfulness may begin some years after that. Researcher Patrick Johnstone’s 
The Future of the Global Church suggests that fruitfulness in church planting 
tends to be highest between the eighth and seventeenth years of workers’ time 
on the field.



Crossing Cultures with Ruth | Study Guide

24

Even those who stay may have a hard time staying focused. Divisions and 
distractions can divert a cross-cultural servant’s attention from the people 
they have come to serve. Ruth didn’t need run-ins with gossipy harvesters 
protecting their turf or questioning her background, or fi eld hands who 
couldn’t keep their hands to themselves. Neither do you.

Questions for Refl ection or Discussion
What kinds of challenges or distractions have you experienced or do you 
anticipate facing as you serve cross-culturally?

How do you tend to respond when you have a personality clash or a confl ict 
with someone in your life? How would you like to respond? What habits can 
you develop or strengthen that will help you work through interpersonal issues 
so they won’t derail you or your team?

What allies or commitments might help you stay encouraged and keep your 
eyes on the harvest?
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 Going Deeper
On your own or with a mentor or group, pick one or more of the following 
interactive assignments to help you explore and apply the themes we’ve 
explored so far.

•  �Read and discuss a book or article about crossing cultures. See 
Recommended Resources for some ideas.

•  �Talk to three people who have lived in another culture about what 
helped them adjust and get connected to their new community and its 
people. What things gave them a sense of belonging? Ask them about the 
breakthroughs they experienced and when they began to feel they were 
making a significant contribution.

•  �Use a cross-cultural simulation or role-playing game to help you 
experience and talk about cross-cultural differences and how we react to 
them. What do you learn about yourself?

•  �Practice what cultural anthropologists call “participant observation.” With 
a partner or group, go into a cross-cultural situation such as an ethnic 
neighborhood, international market, cultural festival, or just a place you 
have only passed through on the way somewhere else. Walk through with 
your eyes open, noticing as much as you can. What do you see, hear, or 
experience? What assumptions do you make about what it means? Make 
a list of everything you notice and what questions it raises for you. If 
you can, find someone to answer your questions. What surprised you or 
intrigued you? Where were your assumptions or interpretations incorrect?

•  �Plan a prayer walk. Either in a familiar place or one that is new to you, 
walk through the streets in pairs and pray together in response to what 
you see. Thank God for the people and the ways He has shaped and 
provided for them. Pray for their concerns and ask God to bless them. You 
may find that the more you pray for people, the easier it is to love them. 
God may also give you insights into how to identify with and serve them.
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WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO REMAIN?

Sending out cross-cultural servants has quite a price tag, including time, labor, and emotional and 
fi nancial costs. Simply from a stewardship perspective we would all be wise to ask how to keep workers 
from giving up, moving on, or burning out. You probably don’t want to be among those who come 
home too soon, either! Research on worker retention gives us some tips on preparing to survive—and 
thrive.

Selection Process
Looking for a simple, streamlined path to get to the fi eld? We hear you. But consider this: 
Researchers fi nd that the mission agencies that have more steps in their selection processes (such as 
health screening, character references, ministry experience requirements, and endorsements from 
a church) also have lower rates of attrition. So the simplest or shortest path to the fi eld may not be 
best for you.

Training and Preparation
Tempted to minimize training so you can get there fast? It’s understandable. But studies show that 
organizations that provide or require little pre-fi eld training also have higher rates of attrition. Even 
more important than pre-fi eld training, though, is “on the job” training. Those who go out with 
ministries off ering opportunities for ongoing training and personal and professional development 
tend to last longer.

Support and Care
GMI’s Engage! study and research by Rob Hay (Worth Keeping) off er solid suggestions for workers 
who want to remain on the fi eld long enough to bear lasting fruit. Evidence suggests you’ll need 
a good support network. Workers who remain tend to have a supportive home church or sending 
organization—usually both—to care for them. Though they may not always know where resources 
will come from, they have a sense of fi nancial provision and stability. Often they belong to 
agencies, teams, or networks that have at least fi fty fi eld staff  members and are able to provide 
effi  cient, experienced care and service.



27

Lesson 3: Feasting at  
the Master’s Table

Christians better reflect God’s glory and most effectively worship Him when 
they fix their sights on enjoying God and find their deepest satisfaction. 

— Scott Moreau, Introducing World Missions: A Biblical, Historical, and 
Practical Survey

Lesson Readings:
Your readings for this lesson:
Crossing Cultures with Ruth chapters 6 & 7

Read and Reflect
Look back at any notes you took for the previous lesson. In the lesson that 
follows we’ll focus particularly on verses Ruth 2:10–23, so you could just 
reread those verses. Then consider:

•  �What does Ruth give or receive, especially from the person that she’s there 
to serve, Naomi?

•  �What does she give or receive from the new character we meet, Boaz, the 
kinsman-redeemer?

Next, pick up Crossing Cultures with Ruth. Read chapters 6–7. Using the space 
below, make note of what stands out to you in each chapter.
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From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
The Master takes joy in you. You are welcome at the table. … The Master 
is eager to spend time with you who have come to work in His harvest field. 
And if He takes joy in offering you His presence, will He not gladly offer you 
His vast resources for your sake and the sake of others? (page 75)

Fullness on the Field
Ruth goes to the field of Boaz. And there she receives favor. Not only is she able 
to gather grain, but Boaz takes notice of her, asks about her, and is told about 
who she is. 

“Your reputation has been made known to me,” he tells her when they 
meet. “I’ve heard of the things you’ve done where you’ve left your homeland 
and you’ve come to serve your mother-in-law here in a land that’s not your 
own.”

Not only does that show us favor from Boaz, it also reflects the reputation 
that Ruth has already begun to develop in the community of Bethlehem. Her 
arrival may have been a surprise, and her background is dubious, but she isn’t 
invisible. She’s been noticed.

Boaz continues to give Ruth favor. He gives her protection from the 
workers who might consider taking advantage of her. Not only that, but he tells 
them to leave grain for her.

And then he does something amazing. He actually invites this foreign 
woman to dine with him. To have lunch. To sit down and have some of the 
roasted grain from the harvest.

Here he is giving Ruth his presence. The Master seems to be saying to 
the cross-cultural servant, “I like you. I want to spend time with you.” So she’s 
receiving favor, protection, and provision, and even his presence. Your Master, 
who is already present, prosperous, and at work in your host culture, wants to 
do the same for you. Will you recognize and accept it?

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
What practices and rhythms of life have you found helpful as you seek 
fellowship with your heavenly Master? 
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Would any changes to these practices be necessary if you had little access to 
books, podcasts, social media, church programs, or your favorite worship music?

If you were in a culture where the outward signs of religious devotion were 
different or uncomfortable for you, how might this affect what it would look 
like to live out your faith?

Expressions of Fullness
In contrast to Naomi’s emptiness, Boaz is characterized by abundance. He is 
fully informed about Ruth’s situation, understanding it even better than she 
does. In his generous blessing, he asks God to reward Ruth fully for her service 
and the sacrifices she has made. Interesting. He also welcomes and provides 
for the cross-cultural servant, seeing that she eats and is satisfied with plenty 
left to take home.

We would all like to be blessed by God as Boaz blesses Ruth. Yet our 
Master’s abundance is given to us not only for ourselves but also for the good of 
others. Out of the abundance we receive from God we can bless, serve, and be 
generous to others, resulting in more thanksgiving to God. (See 2 Corinthians 
9:10–12.)

A number of the patterns we see in Ruth 2 also reflect what research has 
shown to be “Fruitful Practices”:

•  �Fruitful workers are intentional about building positive relationships with 
community leaders.

•  �Fruitful workers pray for the needs of their friends in their presence.
•  Fruitful workers practice an intimate walk with God.
•  �Fruitful workers take advantage of pre-field and on-field research to shape 

their ministry.
•  �Fruitful workers address tangible needs in their community as an 

expression of the gospel.
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Questions for Refl ection or Discussion
Now think about this in light of your own life. How have you experienced one 
or more of these practices? Or how have you seen or heard of them in the lives 
of others?

Does one or more of these practices need more focus in your life?

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
You are indeed ‘blessed to be a blessing.’ But don’t be in such a rush to pass 
on the Master’s blessings that you neglect to enjoy lunch with Him! Savor 
your relationship. He fully understands your situation. He promises to fully 
reward you. He fully enjoys spending time with you. And He fully provides 
for and protects you. (page 77)

The Master and the Mother-In-Law
Ruth works hard gleaning in the fi elds, but Boaz has made sure she goes 
home with far more than she might have been able to harvest through 
her eff orts alone. She even brings back the roasted grain left after the 
midday meal. This speaks volumes to Naomi. You may fi nd the same 

dynamic in your ministry: What the Master does and how He shows Himself 
is what matters most.

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
It is not that your words are unimportant. In fact, words are critically 
important, especially when introducing someone to the Word through whom 
the world was created. But that testimony is confirmed and lives change 
when the Master reveals Himself directly. (page 83-84)
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 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
If God revealing Himself is so much more powerful than our words and 
testimonies about Him, does our witness matter? How or why?

Have you ever asked God to show Himself to those you are teaching or 
serving? What about asking them to ask Him to show them Himself?

A Shift in Identity
The end of chapter 1 talks about “Ruth, the Moabite” arriving in Bethlehem. 
The phrase is repeated at the beginning of chapter 2. That’s a clue. The author 
wants you to pay particular attention to Ruth’s foreignness. She’s a cross-
cultural servant in an unfamiliar environment. And Boaz is identified not as 
Ruth’s relative, but just Naomi’s.

Then Ruth comes home with the grain. To bring home a little bit of grain 
is one thing, but to bring in this huge sack with about thirty pounds of grain 
is just amazing. So Naomi asks, “Where did you go? Whose field were you 
in?” Ruth tells the story, and Naomi says, “Oooooh, that’s Boaz. He is a close 
relative of ours! He’s one of our kinsmen-redeemers!”

Did you catch what happened there? Did you notice it? Ruth had already 
identified herself saying, “I’m going to be one of these people. I’m going to fully 
identify with the Jewish people.” But what about Naomi? Naomi didn’t even 
want to introduce Ruth to her friends. Naomi had said, “I’m empty. I came 
back alone.” Naomi was dealing with the problem of “Ruth, the Moabite.” 

But here’s the big breakthrough: Now Naomi starts to see Ruth as a person 
of value, a person who is part of the community. She acknowledges Ruth as 
“an honorary Israelite” by saying, “This is one of our close relatives.” Only if 
Boaz is Ruth’s kinsman, as well as Naomi’s, can he be Ruth’s redeemer…and 
transform their situation. The results will echo throughout the community and 
down through the generations.
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 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
What do you think it would look like for the people among whom you serve (or 
expect to serve) to make you an honorary member of the community? 

What opportunities might be closed to you as long as you are seen primarily as 
a foreigner? Are there any benefits to being an outsider?

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
Pray for the day that you will experience the blessing of being identified with 
the community. When it occurs, recognize and embrace the opportunity and 
responsibility that comes with it—to see the kingdom of God fully welcomed 
in culturally authentic ways. (page 88)

Lessons from the Second Chapter of Ruth
What are the kinds of things that Ruth has given or received in this chapter? 
She’s given her usefulness to Naomi. She’s received permission from Naomi to 
go out in the field. She’s been given a positive reputation through the way she 
has behaved toward Naomi.

And then she’s been given a whole bunch of things from Boaz. She’s been 
given his favor, presence, provision, protection, and actually an invitation to 
stay. She can continue working in the field throughout the harvest season. And 
so she agrees that she’s going to do that; she gives him that.

The chapter closes with Naomi giving Ruth one more thing: acceptance. 
Ruth has gone from being “one of them” to being “one of us.”

Do we see any path in this chapter that Ruth chooses not to go down? In 
the middle of the chapter Boaz says, “Don’t jump from field to field. Don’t be 
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like one of those people who is going from field to field. Stay. Stay with my 
servants until the end of harvest season.” 

Sometimes things look better in other places. It could be a temptation to 
a cross-cultural worker to want to change their situation and go to a different 
place, especially if things are difficult, are not working out, or if it looks like 
there’s more spiritual fruit available somewhere else. 

But the Master, the redeemer, says to Ruth: “Stay. I’ll be with you. You’ll 
have my presence. And eventually, you’ll see the harvest.”

 Going Deeper
On your own or with a mentor or group, consider one or more of the following 
interactive assignments to help you explore and apply the themes we’ve 
explored so far.

•  �Make a list of all the ways God has gone ahead of you, welcoming you 
into His presence, preparing a harvest for you, or sending you home with 
results you could not have produced yourself. Share what comes to mind 
with others and praise God together for showing you His goodness.

•  �Talk to two or three people who have lived in another culture about how 
they saw God working through them or directly in the hearts and lives of 
the people they served. What did they learn about depending on God, and 
how did they learn it?

•  �Ask God to give you the opportunity to intentionally speak blessings over 
others or pray with others in their presence. Try to make it a habit to do 
so. When someone tells you about a struggle or concern, say, “Would it 
be all right if I pray for you? Can I pray with you right now about that?” 
Experiment with this and share what happens.

•  �Alone or with a partner, make an appointment to talk to someone in your 
host culture or from another community about which you are learning. 
Explain to them how you recognize that you have much to learn. Ask 
them to help you understand something that you have heard is significant 
about their culture. Ask if you can take notes so you can remember what 
you’ve learned. Thank them for their help.
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SPIRITUAL FOUNDATIONS FOR STAYING THE COURSE

Marsha Woodard’s helpful 2009 book To Timbuktu and Beyond: A Guide to Getting Started in Mission, 
off ers a practical, step-by-step guide to getting ready to go into mission. Yet the author acknowledges 
that few of today’s cross-cultural workers get all the training they need in advance before buying that 
one-way ticket and serving somewhere long-term. We don’t leave our homelands forever as it seems 
that Ruth did. Instead, we begin with shorter commitments and get further training and direction as 
we recognize we need it and fi nd a fi t for the longer term. Whether your path is straight and direct or 
marked by twists and turns, she recommends a few life habits to sustain you through the challenges of 
being a cross-cultural servant.

1.  First, cultivate intimacy with God. “God has been my closest friend, my brother, my 
father, and my husband through the lonely and dark hours of my life, as well as in the 
mountaintop times,” says Woodard. “The mission fi eld will off er you opportunities for a far 
deeper relationship with the Lord than you ever dreamed possible! But intimacy does have to 
be cultivated. Developing regular personal disciplines of prayer, worship, and Bible study is 
essential to your well-being on the fi eld.”

2.  Second, keep yourself transparent and accountable to your leaders. “To bring it down to 
earth, my rule is, if there’s something I want to hide, then I know I need to talk about it.” Along 
the same lines, Woodard says, “Listen and respond to the counsel you receive from your leaders 
and those who love you.” Seldom will they steer you wrong.

3.  Finally, treasure your friends and supporters. Have you built or discovered a team of people 
to stand behind or with you as you serve? They will cheer you on and help you up when you 
fall. Don’t take them for granted. Communicating and keeping those connections strong is well 
worth the time and eff ort.

“In a nutshell,” Woodard concludes, “the key to staying the course is relationship: fi rst with God, and 
then with those He has placed around you.”

The LORD bless you and keep you; 
the LORD make his face to shine upon you 
and be gracious to you;
the LORD lift up his countenance upon you 
and give you peace.

—Numbers 6:24–26
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Lesson 4: 
Discernment and Dependence

One of our slogans is this: “Building cross-cultural relationships is easier 
if we accept the fact that 40 percent of the time we will have no idea 
what’s going on.” In these situations, however, our reliance on God and 
our dependence on our global colleagues increases, creating greater 
opportunities for us to be on the receiving end of their care.

—Paul Borthwick, Western Christians in Global Mission

Lesson Readings:
Your readings for this lesson:
Crossing Cultures with Ruth chapters 8–10

Read and Reflect
We’ve reached chapter 3 of the book of Ruth. This is one of the big, dramatic 
moments of the book. Take a few moments to read through the chapter. As you 
read, remember that you’re looking at two things:

•  �The relationships between Ruth and the person she’s come to serve cross-
culturally—her mother-in-law Naomi—and the things that are being given 
or received

•  �Her relationship with the kinsman-redeemer (Boaz), and things that are 
being given or received in that relationship.
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Next, pick up Crossing Cultures with Ruth. Read chapters 8–10. In the space 
below, make note of what stands out to you in each chapter.

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
There is no script for seemingly impossible situations, where everything 
that you have worked for is at risk. You may not feel ready for unexpected 
challenges. But these are the moments that can greatly advance your 
ministry. (page 92)

Politics and the Threshing Floor
Chapter 2 closed with Naomi saying, “This man is a close relative of ours, one 
of our redeemers,” essentially buying into the idea that Ruth is now part of the 
community, one of her people. 

That has given Naomi an idea about what might come next! So she 
hatches this plan, and tells Ruth, “This is for your security, my daughter.” 
That’s an interesting motivation. Keep it in mind, particularly as you move 
forward in the book and see how Boaz behaves and what his motivations are.

Ruth is told to dress up and go to the threshing floor to meet Boaz there 
in the middle of the night. Make sure nobody sees you, says Naomi; make sure 
there aren’t any witnesses around. And then, after he’s drunk, or “has been 
made happy with the celebration from the harvest,” wake him up and do what 
he tells you.

As you read these instructions, you might say, “That sounds like a pretty 
dangerous idea. Are you sure that’s the right thing?” If you’re thinking that 
way, your instincts are spot on! This is a risky thing. Naomi is willing to risk 
the hard-won reputation that Ruth has already developed in the community, 
and she’s willing to risk the reputation of the kinsman-redeemer, too, by 
having this encounter at night on the threshing floor.

Is Naomi trying to tell her daughter-in-law to seduce this man? The 
answer is: Well, maybe. We can’t be sure. As one of the commentators on Ruth 
has said, the writer has purposefully left the language “tantalizingly unclear”! 
He seems to be setting up the kind of tension that says, “This looks wrong, and 
maybe it is.”
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But notice two things about Ruth. First, she is fully discerning with 
regard to her mother-in-law, and second, she’s fully trusting with regard to her 
redeemer. So she says to Naomi, “I will do all that you say.” She might not have 
fully trusted in her mother-in-law’s plan. But at least she honored her mother-
in-law by carrying it out as far as she actually could. She does what Naomi said 
all the way up to the point where Boaz wakes up.

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
Think of a time when someone close to you proposed a solution or course of 
action that was, or seemed to be, spiritually flawed. Did you recognize the flaw 
or conflict? How did you react?

How do you tend to respond when you think people might be trying to 
manipulate you or asking you to do things you believe are wrong in God’s eyes?
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What role might cultural differences and misunderstandings play in navigating 
such situations?

The Problem of Misattribution
All cultures reflect both the fingerprints of God and the influence of fallen 
humanity, and this can make discernment difficult. It may be helpful to 
remember that Ruth knew Naomi well. That may not always be the case in 
your cross-cultural relationships. 

In her helpful book A Beginner’s Guide to Crossing Cultures: Making Friends 
in a Multi-Cultural World, trainer and author Patty Lane says the biggest 
problem in relationships between people of two different cultures is something 
she calls “misattribution.” Misattribution is our habit of assigning meaning or 
intention to someone else’s behavior based on our own culture or experience.

Those who are part of a culture that is dominant or of a higher status 
are especially likely to misread the actions of people from a minority or 
lower-status culture because they have little incentive to discover alternative 
explanations. But it often goes both ways. You may have seen these dynamics 
at work in another country. What about in your own city? Perhaps in a 
classroom or workplace. Maybe even in your family!

Our assumptions about what certain things mean are typically so 
ingrained that they appear to be universal or common sense, so misattribution 
can be difficult to recognize. When you are functioning in a culture you do not 
know well, it may be wise to develop a habit of withholding judgment until you 
learn more.

Discernment and Courage
It’s late at night on the threshing floor, and Boaz wakes to find Ruth at his feet. 
But instead of passively waiting for him to tell her what to do, as instructed by 
Naomi, she suddenly takes the initiative. She says, “Cover me with the edge of 
your garment.”

This brings to mind the blessing Boaz gave Ruth (Ruth 2:12), in which 
he had said, “I pray that the God is Israel may cover you under the care of His 
wings.” The term Ruth uses now is literally, “Cover me with the wing of your 
garment.” She’s reminding him: You prayed for God’s protection on me. I’m 
here in vulnerability. Please protect me as the man of honor that I know that 
you are.
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 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
In the encounter on the threshing floor, Ruth demonstrates honor (for Naomi), 
trust (in Boaz), and courage. She respectfully challenges Boaz and invites him 
to respond. You probably won’t ever follow her example in making a creative 
marriage proposal! But what parallels do you see to your own cross-cultural 
service?

How do you see Ruth’s decision to identify with Naomi’s people and the God of 
Israel playing out in this scene?

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
Ruth defuses an explosive situation with respect, grace, boldness, 
creativity, thoughtfulness, and humor. What a winsome cross-cultural 
emissary! (page 98)

He Likes to Be Asked
So how does Boaz respond to Ruth’s proposal? When she says to him, “You 
are a close relative, you are a kinsman redeemer,” he actually says, “Yes my 
daughter, it’s true. I am your kinsman-redeemer.” Her identity as part of the 
people of Israel has been validated, not only by her mother-in-law but also by 
her employer.

Then he says, “Do not fear. I will do all that you ask.”
If this rings a bell for you as a Christian, there’s a good reason for that. 

There are some serious parallels here with the upper room discourse (John 13–
17) where Jesus tells His disciples much the same thing: First, do not fear, and 
second, “I will do all that you ask.” And His condition for that is “Abide in me.”
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These words are for you, today, too. Your foundation for fruitfulness is 
your own relationship with God and dependence on His guidance. He makes 
you a wonderful promise: If you continue to abide in Him, you will bear much 
fruit, and this fruit will last.

All this seems foreshadowed in Ruth 3. Boaz tells Ruth, “Stay here the rest 
of this night. In the morning we’re going to go work it out, because there’s this 
other, closer relative and we need to see if he’s going to be willing to marry 
you. If he’s not, I will do it. I will do all that you ask.”

What an amazing promise!

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
Think of a situation when you felt fear or a lack of faith. Did you see your 
Master’s offer of peace (“Do not be afraid”) or power (“I will do all that you 
ask”) at work? How? 

Research shows that one of the key practices of fruitful workers is that they 
commit themselves and call others to prayer for the expansion of God’s 
Kingdom in their context. Brainstorm strategies to build into your efforts a 
deepening emphasis on prayer.
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God’s reliance on unreliable human beings as His partners in ministry is 
certainly a bit shocking. What doubts or objections to the ways God may use 
you have you faced from your own heart and other people? How have you 
answered them?

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
As you live and serve cross-culturally, remember that, like Boaz, God has 
been there before you, preparing the way. Ask Him to help you watch and 
listen to understand how He has been working. Ask to work in partnership 
with Him. Take joy in asking Him on your own behalf and on behalf of 
those He loves. He likes to be asked and He will respond to your willing 
partnership. (page 115)

Wait? Really?
Boaz asks Ruth to be patient. Wait. Wait here. And then in the morning, you’ll 
go back to your mother-in-law’s home, and you’ll wait for me to work it out. As 
a cross-cultural servant, you may encounter the same thing. Your Master likes 
to be asked. He also asks you to wait.

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
Demonstrating patience is difficult, especially when supervisors and 
supporters are expecting regular progress updates on your ministry. 
When the wait is long, you can easily begin second-guessing your ministry 
decisions. (page 121)

Many cross-cultural servants live with the knowledge that they have left their 
previous ways of life and traded them for something that can’t be seen and may 
not even exist yet—a ministry of disciple-making, a healthy church movement, or 
a transforming society.
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During a season of waiting when you aren’t seeing much fruit and start 
wondering what’s wrong or what you should be doing differently, Crossing 
Cultures with Ruth warns of three potential missteps:

1.  Abandoning your strategy too quickly

2.  Losing heart when your expectations aren’t met

3.  Over-interpreting a “breakthrough.”

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
Have you ever found yourself in a situation where you made or considered one 
of these missteps? What did you learn from it?

How might you respond to those who question whether your ministry is 
worthwhile or if you should continue when the fruit is slow to come?

Restraint Among the Resistant
Crossing Cultures with Ruth also offers the example of an African church planter 
who learned three kinds of patience in the resistant culture in which he 
served:

1.  Waiting until the person is ready to talk about Jesus

2.  �Waiting to distribute Scriptures until the person is immersed in Jesus’ 

teaching

3.  �Care not to promise material benefits for coming to faith in Jesus.

These kinds of restraint may not be necessary in the context in which you 
serve (or will serve), but perhaps they are. It can be wise to hold back from 
certain kinds of ministry until individuals or their communities show they are 
“ready” to receive it.
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 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
What would be some possible negative consequences of being impatient or 
unwilling to wait for results?

How do you think you can know when to be bold and when to be patient?

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
Every morning, I wake up and remind myself of two things. First, that I’m 
going to stay here as long as it takes to see people come to Christ. Second, 
that today might be the day. (page 124)

Lessons from the Third Chapter of Ruth
So, what’s given and what’s received in Ruth chapter 3? Well, Naomi gives her 
own plan. Ruth honors her by carrying out the plan as far as she can. And then 
Ruth asks, boldly, for the redeemer to meet her needs and the needs of the 
person that she’s there to serve.

He offers his promise to do all that she asks. But then he asks that she wait 
and that she abide with him.

Now are there any options where Ruth could have gone another way but 
didn’t? Actually there is one. Because Boaz says, “You know, it’s a wonderful 
thing that you have done in not chasing after younger men, but came to me.” 
Chasing after younger men could be representative of the distractions and 
pleasures of life. Ruth walks past those temptations, sticks with her plan, and 
becomes the person that God wants her to be.

She didn’t stay home. She actually went out to the field. She didn’t jump 
from field to field but stayed on. And now she doesn’t seek pleasure, but she 
seeks a relationship with the redeemer that will bear fruit. So these are the 
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things that she’s able to do. And the key “fruitful practice” principle that’s 
illustrated here is being bold in witness in appropriate ways. There are times to 
be bold, and there are times to be patient.

 Going Deeper
On your own or with a mentor or group, pick one or more of the following 
interactive assignments to help you explore and apply the themes you’ve been 
exploring.

•  �Consider the “do-it-yourself” strategies you may tend to fall back on when 
you’re in over your head. Think back over your Christian life and journal 
about some of your experiences. Where might you tend to place your trust 
instead of abiding in Christ or living as you believe He would have you 
live? Do you fear disappointing other people or failing to fit in with their 
plans and expectations for you? Don’t become unduly introspective or 
self-critical, but ask God if He wants to show you an area where He wants 
to help you grow.

•  �Explore the worldview of those to whom you are sent. What are the most 
important mental categories in the minds of ordinary people in your host 
culture or a culture you’re trying to learn about? What do they seem to 
focus on or talk about or what do their lives revolve around? Make a “top 
ten” list of categories or ideas an outsider needs to explore to understand 
how people think and how the community works. Ask others, especially 
cultural insiders, what they think should be on the list. For a different 
twist on this assignment, make a list of “ten commandments” of the 
culture based on observations, sayings, or proverbs illustrating important 
cultural values. (Stan Nussbaum’s “Ten Commandments of American 
Culture,” on the GMI website may give you a helpful model).

•  �Experiment with creative ways to increase your commitment to 
interceding for the people you serve or hope to serve. You might make a 
list of thirty-one prayer points and put them on a calendar for your own 
use and to share with others. You could ask God to lead you to several 
Scriptures that include promises or seem descriptive of the kinds of 
things you believe God wants to do among them; copy or print out these 
passages, put them someplace you will see them frequently, and pray 
through them on a regular basis. Report back to the group about how your 
experiment went and what you discovered through it.
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•  �Interview two or three experienced cross-cultural workers about their 
experience exercising both boldness and patience. How did they develop 
discernment and discretion about holding back, and insight and courage 
for taking risks and pressing ahead? Do they have any advice for your life 
and ministry? Be sure to thank them for the opportunity to learn from 
their experiences. 
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SERVANTHOOD: THE PROCESS

In his widely read book Cross-Cultural Servanthood, Duane Elmer points out that the ways we become 
eff ective in another culture are the same as the ways we serve other people: We enter into relationships 
of love and commitment and show that we are willing to adjust to the local patterns. And that, says the 
author, requires developing increasing skill in several key areas. Here are the areas and how he defi nes 
them.

Openness
“Openness is the ability to welcome others into your presence and make them feel safe.” It requires 
that we learn to suspend judgment, tolerate ambiguity, and—without being naïve—choose to 
believe the best of others.

Acceptance
“Acceptance is the ability to communicate value, worth, and esteem to another person.” It requires 
recognizing that each person is made in God’s image. It also requires us to put aside impatience, 
ethnocentrism, and dogmatism or rigid thinking.

Trust
“Trust is the ability to build confi dence in a relationship so that both parties believe the other will 
not intentionally hurt them but will act in their best interest.” It requires time, risk, nurture, and a 
willingness to operate according to the other person’s frame of reference.

Learning
“Learning is the ability to glean relevant information about others, from others, and with others in 
interdependent partnership.” It’s not just about acquiring information, but being willing to change 
and be changed on the basis of what you learn.

Understanding
“Understanding is the ability to see patterns of behavior and values that reveal the integrity of the 
people.” Understanding another culture means discovering how the pieces of the cultural puzzle fi t 
together to make sense to the people who are part of it.

Serving
“Serving is the ability to relate to people in such a way that their dignity as human beings is 
affi  rmed and they are more empowered to live God-glorifying lives.”

Want to learn more? Cross-Cultural Servanthood includes many examples and suggestions.
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Lesson 5: 
Fully Fruitful

He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.
—Jim Elliot

Lesson Readings:
Your readings for this lesson:
Crossing Cultures with Ruth chapters 11–13

Read and Reflect
Take a moment to read through Ruth chapter 4. In this chapter, what does 
Ruth give or receive from the primary person she’s there to serve (her mother-
in-law Naomi) as well as from the kinsman-redeemer, Boaz? In this chapter 
we’re not looking for any routes that she doesn’t take, because in this one we 
see the fruit of her ministry coming through. What do you notice?

Next, pick up Crossing Cultures with Ruth. Read chapters 11–13, the 
chapters connected with Ruth 4. What stands out to you in each chapter?
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From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
“Be ready to both earn and spend your reputation on behalf of those you 
serve. Ask God to show you clearly when to adhere to cultural expectations 
and when the time has come to counter them.” (page 136)

Spending Your Reputation
Ruth begins chapter 4 in her mother-in-law’s house. In fact, in the first half 
of chapter 4, Ruth doesn’t really play a part. She’s there waiting to see what 
happens. 

That’s instructive, because a lot of times you can’t see what your Redeemer 
is doing in the culture where you’re working. You just have to trust that He’s 
doing it, that He’s fulfilling His promise. And Boaz is really fulfilling his 
promises when it comes to Ruth.

The things that Boaz does differ almost point for point from what Naomi 
had as part of her plan. Rather than acting privately at night, seizing an 
opportunity, and skirting the law in hopes of what might be short-term gains, 
Boaz calls a public gathering during the day that goes beyond what the law 
requires in order to produce a lasting change and legacy.

You might think Boaz just says and does what he does because he loves 
her and wants to redeem her. Well of course he does love her and he does want 
to redeem her. But he’s redeeming her for a purpose. It’s not just for her good 
but also for her ability to fulfill the mission and purpose for which God has 
created her. And in this case that’s creating life that’s going to be sustained 
over generations.

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
What are some of the things you can’t do to bring about fruitfulness on your 
own? What are things only the work of your Redeemer can accomplish?

Think of a time when, like Boaz, you decided not to follow a cultural 
expectation but to live by a higher standard. How did it turn out?



Lesson 5: Fully Fruitful

49

What might be some values and practices you would be willing to let go of 
in order to meet cultural expectations? Are there others you’d be willing to 
sacrifice some of your reputation to preserve?

Put yourself in the shoes of those you would serve or hope to serve among. 
How might the principles in chapter 11 apply to them?

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
As your work progresses and as you grow to identify with the people and 
build a reputation among them, you may find it natural to want to retain 
control. To counter this temptation, fully entrust your work to the Holy Spirit 
in the beginning. Seeing your work as the Spirit’s work will enable you to 
trust Him as He works in and through the lives of new believers. (page 138)

More Than a Single Story
The text is very clear what happens next. Boaz takes Ruth as his wife and God 
grants them new life.

Now there are two places in the book of Ruth where the narrator actually 
says that God acts. A lot of the characters in the story talk about God acting 
(“praise be to God who has provided for us this way!”), but the narrator only 
talks about God acting twice. Both times relate to new life: when God has 
provided a harvest for the people in Bethlehem, and when He’s provided the 
opportunity for Ruth to conceive and bear a child, an heir.

Bearing a child is a really amazing thing. But it involves a couple of 
key points that are important for a cross-culturally servant. One, it requires 
incredible intimacy. And Ruth is now incredibly intimate with her redeemer. 
And then, of course, in order to actually bring the child into the world, there’s 
quite a bit of pain. And danger, both to the baby’s life and to her own life, 
particularly a thousand years before the time of Christ. Well, Ruth is willing to 
go through that, and to experience that pain in order to see that blessing grow.
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 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
Fruitful evangelists and church planters don’t want to be satisfied with seeing 
one person or family come to Christ or one church planted; they long for a 
movement that spreads, penetrates, and multiplies.

From the beginning, how can your approach to ministry help a movement 
grow?

What might it look like to share your faith in a way that others could easily 
imitate? What would you have to change or give up to do evangelism and 
discipleship this way?

Research suggests that churches begin more easily and often when they are 
made up of people who already know and trust one another, rather than those 
who have little in common besides their interest in seeking God (though 
multicultural worship glorifies God, too!)

What do you know about the “natural networks” of the people you serve 
or want to serve? How does that affect your strategy for reaching out?
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From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
As with pregnancy and childbirth, the process of love-leading-to-new-life 
is often uncomfortable, painful, and dangerous for those committed to 
ministry. You will feel sad and not know why. You will be uncomfortable—
feeling like you don’t fit in your adopted culture or your home culture. You 
will experience pain and uncertainty and danger. Worse, you will have no 
due date to which you can point and anticipate that all will be resolved… 
But joy is ahead for you and for generations of Christ followers. (page 146)

A Praise Song from the Chorus
Well, the baby is born, the townspeople cheer, they praise Ruth, and they 
praise Boaz. But look what happens next. The baby is given to Naomi. Ruth 
has gone through this incredible journey and God has granted her the baby, 
and immediately she gives it up. And in fact it’s the townspeople who name the 
baby Obed. 

How amazing is that to think she has to give up the naming rights and 
then even allow her mother-in-law to nurse and care for the baby. But that’s 
what this is about. Boaz has already explained it. This is to be an heir for the 
family.

As you read at the end of the chapter, you see that the story doesn’t end 
there. That heir gives birth to another generation, the line of Jesse. And Jesse 
helps bring forth David. David is the king, and the line of David brings the 
King of kings who brings sustaining life to the whole world for eternity.

This is amazing. And it’s the place where you see the fruit of Ruth’s 
ministry really coming out. The whole community is transformed.

Do you see the parallels to you as a cross-cultural servant? There’s going 
to be great pain, but when the multiplication happens and is sustained, it is 
an amazing thing beyond anything that you could think or imagine. And it 
requires your willingness to give the ministry to those you are serving.

 Questions for Refl ection or Discussion
The Scriptures suggest that God’s glory is magnifi ed when new groups of 
people recognize and worship Him for what He has done. But this requires 
that we witness and worship before one another, not keeping the process under 
wraps and control.

What’s a time that you have been encouraged by another’s worship?

that we witness and worship before one another, not keeping the process under 
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Would you be willing to let someone else name your child? What would be 
equivalents in cross-cultural ministry?

How do you think a local sense of ownership affects the way a ministry 
develops?

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
Perhaps the ultimate gift in cross-cultural service is the opportunity to give 
up ownership of the movement that emerges. The community of faith will 
celebrate together the work of God’s Spirit. Your own role may or may not be 
celebrated, but the praise goes to God—and the story of His work is owned 
and shaped by the community into which new life comes. (page 157)

Lessons from Chapter 4 of Ruth
So let’s look at the things that are given or received in Ruth chapter 4. Boaz 
partners with Ruth. He gives himself to her. She partners with him in 
intimacy, giving herself to him. God brings forth the baby. And then the people 
give praise. 

Not so much Naomi, in this case, but the people that she is part of, the 
community that she is part of, they give praise. Then Ruth gives up control of 
her ministry to the people that she’s serving. It’s an amazing picture.

What are the fruitful practices? One of the key fruitful practices is that 
fruitful workers practice an intimate relationship with God. They are close 
with him. And you could hardly get a more intimate picture than in Ruth 
chapter 4.
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Fruitful churches tend to govern themselves, so a cross-cultural servant 
needs to be able to know when it’s the time to back off and let the people 
really claim their own inheritance from the Lord. It’s a beautiful picture, from 
the beginning with death and despair, to the end of the book of Ruth where 
you’ve got sustaining life for generations. This is what Ruth, the cross-cultural 
servant, has had an opportunity to be part of, by partnering with her redeemer 
to bring sustained new life.

 Going Deeper
On your own or with a mentor or group, pick one or more of the following 
interactive assignments to help you explore and apply the themes we’ve 
encountered so far.

•  �Develop and use skills that encourage discipleship multiplication. Study 
and practice one or more methods for sharing Bible stories in a way others 
can easily tell them to others, or for leading simple, easily reproduced 
Bible studies that help people discover for themselves how God reveals 
Himself through the Scriptures.

•  �Learn about the natural networks in your host culture or one you’re 
learning about. Ask some friends in that culture to help you understand 
by telling you about the important people in their lives. Make a diagram 
of what they tell you and use it to ask questions about these relationships. 
How are they connected to each person? How did they meet? What do 
they have in common? What kinds of things do they do together, and who 
would be most likely to help them or come to them for help or advice?

•  �Similarly, tell your friends from another culture that you are hoping to 
learn about how families work within their community. Ask if they can 
help you make a family tree to provide an example for you. Learn the 
names and ages of the different people they would consider part of the 
family. Ask questions about parents and children, brothers and sisters, 
marriages, special occasions, and times the family gets together. How do 
they think their families are like other families they know? What would 
someone need to appreciate to understand family life in their culture?

•  �Ask more experienced cross-cultural workers if you can interview them 
about how they release ministry efforts to continue under local leadership, 
or launch efforts that are locally owned from the beginning. What do 
they do (or not do) that makes a difference in seeing sustainable ministry 
efforts established? What advice do they have for you as you seek to 
stimulate or facilitate ministries that can continue on without you?
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SHARING OR TEACHING FROM THE BIBLE

Many fi nd it helpful to tell stories of the Bible in chronological order, choosing stories that 
communicate central themes from Scripture. Jerry Trousdale’s book, Miraculous Movements, off ers a 
typical list of Bible stories and passages you could share with a non-Christian friend. When serving 
cross-culturally, though, ask others how they approach introducing Bible stories in that context, as they 
may fi nd other approaches, themes, or specifi c stories more helpful.

Genesis 1:1–25 God created the world

Genesis 2:4–24 The creation of man

Genesis 3:1–13 The fi rst sin and judgment

Genesis 3:14–24 Judgment of a sinful world

Genesis 6:1–9:17 The fl ood

Genesis 121–8, 15:1-6 God’s promise to Abram

Genesis 22:1–19  Abraham off ers Isaac as a

   sacrifi ce

Exodus 12:1–28 The promise of Passover

Exodus 20:1–21 The ten commandments

Leviticus 4:1–35 The sacrifi cial system

Isaiah 53  Isaiah foreshadows the

   coming promise

Luke 1:26–38, 21–20 The birth of Jesus

Matthew 3, John 1:29–34 Jesus is baptized

Matthew 4:1–11 The temptation of Christ

John 3:1–21 Jesus and Nicodemus

John 4:1–26, 39–42  Jesus and the woman at the

   well

Luke 5:17–26 Jesus forgives and heals

Mark 51–20 Jesus casts out evil spirits

John 11:1–44  Jesus raises Lazarus from

   the dead

Matthew 26:26–30 The fi rst Lord’s supper

John 18:1–19:16  Jesus is betrayed and

   condemned

Luke 23:32–56 Jesus is crucifi ed

Luke 24:1–35 Jesus conquers death

Luke 24:36–53 Jesus appears and ascends

John 3:1–21 We have a choice

Basic Bible Study Questions
• What does the Scripture say?

• How would you retell it in your own words?

• What does it tell you about God?

• What does tell you about people?

• What does it tell you about living to please God?

• What diff erence could this make in your life?

• Who could you share this story with or talk to about it?
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Lesson 6: 
So I Am Sending You

We hold the incarnation as a fundamental doctrine of the Christian faith: 
God himself became flesh and dwelt among humans. We seldom ask, 
however, what the implications of this incarnation are…

The first significant fact about the incarnation is that Jesus came as 
a helpless infant. The second significant fact about the incarnation is that 
Jesus was a learner….God’s Son studied the language, the culture, and the 
lifestyles of his people for thirty years before he began his ministry.

—Sherwood G. Lingenfelter and Marvin K. Mayers,  
Ministering Cross-Culturally

Lesson Readings:
Your readings for this lesson:
Crossing Cultures with Ruth chapter 14

Read and Reflect
Skim through the book of Ruth one more time. This time pay special attention 
to the ways Ruth is a model or example of things Jesus will experience when 
He arrives in Bethlehem more than a thousand years later. What do you 
notice?
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Now, read the final chapter of Crossing Cultures with Ruth. Jot your impressions 
below.

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
Of course, our ultimate cross-cultural model is Christ. Yet, because of the 
uniqueness of Jesus’ role and identity, I am sometimes uncertain about the 
extent to which I am to live and act as He did.

But when Jesus prays to the Father, “As you sent me into the world, so I 
have sent them into the world” (John 17:18), He has my attention, especially 
when he says that his prayer is not only for His disciples, but for those who 
will come later. He says it again when He first commissions the disciples 
in the upper room on the evening of the resurrection, using a present-and-
ongoing form: “As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you” (John 
20:21). It seems clear that you are I are to imitate Jesus in his sent-ness… 
You are never more like Christ than when you reach across cultures to bring 
life. (page 163)

So I Am Sending You
More than a thousand years after the events described in the book of Ruth take 
place another visitor came to Bethlehem and made it His home. Jesus came to 
Israel (and the Gentiles!) not only as a Redeemer for the whole world, but also 
as a cross-cultural servant who would model a new way of life for His disciples. 

As Paul, who said, “Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in 
Christ Jesus, who, though He was in the form of God, did not count equality 
with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, by taking the form of a 
servant” (Philippians 2:5–7). So it should not surprise us that we see Ruth, and 
not just Boaz, foreshadowing Christ’s life and ministry. 
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 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
Consider the list of twenty powerful parallels between Ruth and the 
incarnational ministry of Jesus, or others that you may have discovered on your 
own or with your group. Which ones might also describe the ministry God has 
for you?

Are there any that do not apply to you?

How does the example of Ruth—or that of Christ—provide inspiration or 
direction for you in your journey as a cross-cultural servant?

Interpreting and Embracing Scripture
It may be helpful at this point to reflect back on how we got to this place in 
our study. Certainly the book of Ruth was written to tell the story of a specific 
chapter in the history of Israel and the family line of David, and ultimately, 
Jesus. 

The story also demonstrates the goodness of God in the lives of a few 
ordinary people who were committed to serving one another and doing the 
right thing, even going beyond what was required. 

The book of Ruth gives us our only up-close-and-personal Old Testament 
example of a kinsman-redeemer, a remarkable person who could and would 
pay the price so that the life and legacy of another might continue, as Christ 
would do through His crucifixion and resurrection. And, as we’ve seen, it 
introduces us to a culture-crossing servant who not only represents Gentiles 
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who will come to know and worship God, but be the cause of many others 
worshiping Him too.

Don’t dismiss Ruth as just history or literature; it’s written for you and 
me. So it’s perfectly appropriate to look for timeless truths in Ruth. This book 
is rich in symbolism. Even without mentioning God’s name more than a few 
times, it shows us what God is like. It also illustrates values and principles for 
us to embrace.

As you continue your journey as a cross-cultural servant, ask the Lord 
to encourage and instruct you through the Scriptures. Don’t dismiss what 
the words would have meant to their original audience, but don’t stop before 
asking what you can learn that will help you to know your Master better and 
carry out your own part in the story His work in the world.

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
Even if Ruth is the only book of the Bible that focuses on the beginning 
experiences of someone entering a new culture, the Bible tells the stories of 
many people who lived cross-culturally.

What might the themes be in a study called Crossing Cultures with Moses, 
Crossing Cultures with Daniel, or Crossing Cultures with Paul?

Share some of the Bible stories or passages that have been most meaningful 
and instructive to you in your mission journey.
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What topics or sections of the Bible would you like to study next to keep 
yourself growing and encouraged?

From Crossing Cultures with Ruth
You are sent as Christ was sent—in your identification with those you 
serve, in your intimate unity with the Master and in your shared purpose of 
bringing forth life.

First, you humbly empty yourself and identify with others in obedience 
to Christ’s pattern. Then, as you serve, you experience the power of the 
Master’s presence. Finally, you see the fruit of partnership with Him, as 
people become new creations in Christ.

This sequence is mirrored in the narrative of Ruth. She identifies 
with Naomi and her people. Then, Boaz’s power shines through as their 
partnership is established. Finally, the fruit of their partnership yields a life-
giving blessing to Naomi and the community.

May you see this pattern—established by Christ and foreshadowed in 
the book of Ruth—repeated in and through you to bring life to the nations. 
And may God’s joy be full in you as you serve. (page 166-167)

 Questions for Reflection or Discussion
What are some of the things you treasure most about what Christ has done for 
you either through His incarnation as a cross-cultural servant or in His atoning 
work as your Kinsman-Redeemer?



Crossing Cultures with Ruth | Study Guide

60

What is one thing you particularly want to remember from your study of the 
book of Ruth? How has this experienced changed how you read Ruth?

 Going Deeper
•  �Seek insights from two or three different people you respect about what 

they do to maintain joy and pursue fruitfulness in their ministries and 
relationships with God. Listen to what they have to say, pray for them, and 
ask them to pray for you as you continue taking steps on your journey as a 
cross-cultural servant.

•  �Look back on the “going deeper” ideas from the previous lessons. Was 
there something you skipped which you’d still like to go back and pursue? 
How and when will you do that?

•  �Find a creative way to reinforce what you’ve been learning from this study 
and share it with others. Prepare a devotion or lesson to teach someone 
else, paint or draw a picture, or write a song or poem. If you publish a blog 
or newsletter, put together an article and share it on social media.

•  �Choose another book of the Bible to study, looking for lessons that will 
make a difference for you as a cross-cultural servant. Find another person 
to pursue it with you. 
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FRUITFUL TEAMS

Operating as a team, rather than alone, can be seen as a fruitful practice and it is certainly a Biblical 
one. Fruitful teams are united around a common vision, affi  rm one another in love, know and respect 
each other’s gifts and abilities, and encourage each other’s relationships with God. Research has 
identifi ed nine specifi c practices for fruitfulness related to functioning as a team.

Vision: Fruitful teams are comprised of members who share a common goal and strategy. This 
contrasts with teams on which many members are pursuing diff erent goals—focused on diff erent 
people groups or diff erent outcomes.

Love: The members of fruitful teams develop life-giving relationships with one another. Such teams 
learn to affi  rm and respect one another’s gifts and eff orts, resolve confl icts honestly, and bear one 
another’s burdens.

Leadership: Teams with healthy leadership dynamics are teams on which the leaders catalyze the 
varied gifts of the members so that they are able to work together toward the team’s goals.

Gifts: Fruitful teams affi  rm the varied gifts of the members and encourage them to blossom. Team 
members are more fruitful when their gifts are deployed in roles and functions that best serve their 
vision for mission rather than on other projects.

Methods: Teams bear fruit when they intentionally evaluate their progress. They change their 
methods and strategies when necessary. They adapt their methods based on the experience of 
informed local experts and other eff orts to build God’s Kingdom.

Language: Fruitful teams prioritize learning the heart language of the host people. They make sure 
all members are on the path toward greater involvement in the language community and value the 
members who attain high fl uency in language and culture.

Prayer: Fruitful teams value and prioritize seeking God’s ways through prayer and fasting together.

Evangelism: Within fruitful teams, all team members view themselves as a means for God to 
communicate His truth and love to the host people.

Women: Fruitful teams recognize the necessity for women to reach women with the gospel 
message. They help the women on the team to give energy and time to developing relationships and 
contributing their gifts.
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Suggestions for Group Leaders

This study guide is designed to help Christian workers, especially beginners, 
consider the lessons they can learn from the book of Ruth as well as from 
research on what helps Christian workers persevere and bear fruit. It is 
designed so that those with varying levels of experience can complete it 
together. Many of the discussion questions are written to draw out the 
personal experience of readers and encourage them to share their thoughts and 
experiences with others.

•  �Materials: The study will work best if each member of the group has his 
or her own copy of Crossing Cultures with Ruth as well as this study guide 
and a Bible.

•  �Approach #1: Ask group members to do the study in advance, especially 
if you have limited time together. Then just discuss the questions or topics 
that are of greatest interest. Encourage participants to read at least the 
relevant verses from the book of Ruth and corresponding chapters from 
Crossing Cultures with Ruth before the group meets to discuss them.

•  �Approach #2: If you have a group that prefers to do things together, read 
the chapters of Crossing Cultures with Ruth aloud as a group, then work 
your way through the study questions. Some of the lessons are longer than 
others. If you find you have trouble getting through the whole lesson using 
this approach, skip the Action Steps or leave them as homework. You 
could also divide the longer lessons into two parts.
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•  �Going Deeper: Take a close look at these exercises. Though no more 
than a few sentences long, each describes an interactive learning activity 
that could form a whole session (or more than one session) on its own. 
Exercises like these are often included in mission team training. As a 
leader, you might decide which of these would be appropriate, or you 
could discuss them together and identify which ones will be most helpful 
for the members of your group.

•  �Share the Load: Consider asking a different member of the group to lead 
the session each time. This will encourage a diversity of perspectives and 
approaches. Leading a group through this study should not require much 
preparation or skill, however, just a commitment to draw out members of 
the group and facilitate a group discussion.
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Additional Action Plans

The book of Ruth contains much wisdom. The challenge is applying it. The 
following personal response action plans and questions were featured in 
Crossing Cultures with Ruth. You may use these plans to supplement and/or 
replace the study guide’s questions for discussion and reflection. 

Chapter 2: A Life-and-Death Problem
•  �Write about one way that you have identified with the pain of those who 

do not yet have real hope.
•  �What are you doing to keep your attention on eternal life (even in the 

midst of other ministry)?
•  �What one thing can you do to envision a godly heritage among those 

whom you serve?
•  �Pray right now that God will transform and use your own loss and pain.

Chapter 3: Commitment Required
•  �Write about a time when you have drawn inspiration from those who have 

gone before you in commitment to serving others.
•  �What are you doing to clarify or affirm your commitment to those you 

serve?
•  What one thing can you do to prepare to not be welcomed?
•  �Pray right now for God to help you better understand what it means to be 

a bondservant.

Chapter 4: I’m with Empty
•  �Write about a time when you have embraced vulnerability appropriately.
•  �How are you researching decisions to be made and identifying values that 

guide you in a new community?
•  �What one thing can you do to empty yourself of your own culture as you 

adopt Christ’s attitude of cross-cultural humility?
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•  �Praise God now for your identity as a child of God.
•  �Pray right now for God to prepare you to access His power through the 

Spirit.

Chapter 5: The Harvest Field Always Looks Whiter
•  �Write about a time when you resolved a conflict rather than allowing it to 

escalate.
•  �How are you keeping your eyes on the field and avoiding distractions?
•  �What is one thing that you can do right now to keep your ChIN-UP? 

(select one of the five “ChIN-UP” factors that you can act on).
•  �Pray right now for His strength and perseverance to overcome 

discouragement on the field.

Chapter 6: Fullness on the Field
•  �Write about a time when you were fully provided for by the Master.
•  �How are you savoring His enjoyment of you?
•  �What is one thing you can do to keep time with the Master at the center 

of your day?
•  �Pray right now that God will enable you to trust the work He has been 

doing and the work that He is going to do.

Chapter 7: The Master and the Mother-in-Law
•  �Write about a time when you encouraged someone toward a direct 

encounter with the Master.
•  �How are you preparing for potential shifts in your identity—your self-

identity or public identity?
•  �What is one thing that you can do to welcome the kingdom authentically 

among those you serve?
•  �Pray right now for God to reveal Himself directly to those you serve.

Chapter 8: Politics and the Threshing Floor
•  �Write about a time when you remembered and drew upon the Master’s 

words.
•  What are you doing to develop courage?
•  �What is one thing that you could do to better understand and address 

flawed belief systems?
•  �Ask God right now to help you develop discernment as you serve.

Chapter 9: He Likes to Be Asked
•  �Write about a time when you demonstrated trust in the timing of God’s 

response to a need or a prayer.
•  �What are you doing to understand how God is already present and 

working among the people?
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•  �What is one thing that you could do right now to make sure your cross-
cultural ministry is saturated in informed, specific prayer?

•  �Take initiative right now to appeal to the Savior on behalf of those you 
serve (or will serve).

Chapter 10: Wait? Really?
•  �Write about a time when you demonstrated perseverance in service 

(regardless of outcome).
•  �What are you doing to demonstrate your agreement with God that His 

timing is perfect?
•  �What is one thing that you can do to keep expectant hopes in balance 

with realistic patience?
•  �Pray right now that God will help you give you His perspective on cross-

cultural ministry—including apparent breakthroughs. 

Chapter 11: Spending Your Reputation
•  �Write about a time when you chose to spend part or all of the reputation 

you had earned.
•  �What are you doing to prepare for spiritual transformation in expected 

and unexpected patterns?
•  �What is one thing that you can do to call people to move from the 

standards of their culture to God’s higher standard?
•  �Pray right now. Acknowledge the Holy Spirit’s control of your ministry 

and ask for readiness and discernment to release control to Spirit-guided 
believers at the proper time.

Chapter 12: Multiplying Love
•  �Write about a time when you opened yourself to greater intimacy with the 

Redeemer.
•  �What are you doing to encourage the spread of the gospel through social 

networks?
•  �What can you do to focus on multiplication of life from this point on in 

your ministry?
•  �Meditate right now about the depth and freshness of the Redeemer’s love 

for you.

Chapter 13: Testimony from the Chorus
•  �Write about a time when you saw the community of faith take initiative to 

work together effectively.
•  �What is one thing that you can do to share with others the lessons you 

have learned from your study of the book of Ruth?
•  �Ask God right now to help prepare you to release control of your cross-

cultural ministry to the leadership of the faith community.



Crossing Cultures with Ruth | Study Guide

68



69

Recommended Resources

Looking to pursue themes from Crossing Cultures with Ruth a little deeper? You 
may find some of the following resources helpful. Though some of them cover 
multiple themes, we’ve grouped them by topic.

Growing in Self-Awareness
Courage and Calling: Embracing Your God-Given Potential, Revised and Expanded 
Edition, by Gordon T. Smith. InterVarsity Press, 2011. Smith provides a 
balanced and theologically grounded approach for the claim that God calls us 
first to Himself, to know and follow Him, and also to a specific life purpose, a 
particular reason for being.

Lifeworkx: This self-discovery process, developed by a former mission 
agency training director, can be led by a certified facilitator over a weekend. 
It includes a four-step process of telling your story, discovering your unique 
design, understanding your strengths, and creating a personal mission 
statement (www.lifeworkx.com).

DiSC Basic Personality Test: Understand the strengths and challenges of 
your behavioral style. See www.thediscpersonalitytest.com or www.discprofile.
com. Alternatively, consider using the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (www.
myersbriggs.org), and the tools available through Strengthsfinders (www.
strengthsfinder.com), and/or a spiritual gifts inventory.

A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss, Expanded Edition, by Jerry 
Sittser. Zondervan, 2009. A tragic car accident claimed three generations of 
the author’s family and led him on a journey through grief and grace, with 
lessons for us all.

http://www.lifeworkx.com
http://www.thediscpersonalitytest.com
http://discprofile.com
http://discprofile.com
http://www.myersbriggs.org
http://www.myersbriggs.org
http://www.strengthsfindercom
http://www.strengthsfindercom
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Sharpening Your Interpersonal Skills Workshop: Workshops are designed 
to enhance the knowledge, attitudes, and skills of Christian workers in how to 
relate to family, co-workers, and friends as well as those from other cultures 
(www.relationshipskills.com).

What Missionaries Ought to Know: A Handbook for Life and Service, by Dr. Ronald 
L. Kotesky. Missionary Care: 2015. Free e-books and articles on specific issues 
related to missionary life and care, with an emphasis on mental health, are 
available from www.missionarycare.com.

Charting a Path into Ministry
The Global Mission Handbook: A Guide for Cross-Cultural Service, by Steve Hoke 
and Bill Taylor. IVP Books, 2009. Diverse authors provide practical guidance 
to preparing for missions; includes articles on a wide variety of related topics.

On Being a Missionary, Second Edition, by Thomas Hale and Gene Daniels. 
William Carey Library, 2012. This book share insights from more than 100 
authors on what it’s like to live out the Christian life in a mission context, 
illustrating principles with personal stories; second edition updates the 1995 
classic with material about how the global mission force and task continue to 
change.

To Timbuktu and Beyond: A Guide to Getting Started in Missions, by Marsha 
Woodard. William Carey Library, 2009. Woodard offers a practical, step-by-
step guide to getting ready to go into missions, recognizing that in most cases, 
the process is cyclical; field experience and training experience alternate and 
complement one another.

Mission Smart: 15 Critical Questions to Ask Before Launching Overseas, by David 
L. Frazier. Memphis, Tenn.: Equipping Servants International, 2014. In this 
thoughtful and thorough book, Frazier identifies key areas of discussion 
designed for would-be missionaries, including tentmakers, to explore with a 
mentor or sending church.

The Journey Deepens: Personal retreats, offered in various locations throughout 
the year, bring together experienced missionaries and mission leaders with 
those who sense God is calling them into missions but need help discerning 
their direction. “The Journey Deepens” is a ministry of Mission Next, which also 
provides several Web-based matchmaking services for those seeking mission 
opportunities (www.thejourneydeepens.com, www.missionnext.org).

http://www.relationshipskills.com
http://www.missionarycare.com
http://www.thejourneydeepens.com
http://www.missionnext.org
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Crossing Cultures
Cross-Cultural Servanthood: Serving the World in Christlike Humility by Duane 
Elmer. InterVarsity Press, 2006. The author addresses how we can minister in 
ways that are received as true Christlike service through taking the posture of 
a servant and cultivating qualities like openness, acceptance and trust. We also 
recommend Elmer’s 2002 book Cross-Cultural Connections: Stepping Out and 
Fitting in around the World, and his 1994 book, Cross-Cultural Conflict: Building 
Relationships for Effective Ministry.

Ministering Cross-Culturally: An Incarnational Model for Personal Relationships, 
by Sherwood G. Lingenfelter and Marvin K. Mayers. Baker Books, 1986. This 
mission classic that examines the significance of the Incarnation for effective 
cross-cultural ministry and lays out an easy-to-grasp model of basic values and 
the tensions that result from cultural differences.

When Cultures Collide: Leading Across Cultures, Third Edition, by Richard D. 
Lewis. Nicholas Brealey Publishing, 2005. Written for business travelers, 
this helpful reference book provides insights about beliefs, values, behaviors, 
mannerisms, and prejudices of various cultures, country by country.
The Art of Crossing Cultures, Second Edition, by Craig Sorti. Intercultural Press, 
2007. This practical and readable guide is written to equip (secular) expatriates 
for the sort of challenges they might expect working in another culture and the 
coping strategies they may find helpful as they make the adjustment. See also 
Sorti’s book The Art of Coming Home. 

American Cultural Baggage: How to Recognize and Deal with It, by Stan 
Nussbaum. Orbis Books, 2005. Nussbaum describes American cultural 
patterns thorough 235 common sayings, clustered around cultural values and 
issues such as success, self-esteem, initiative, family, and hope. After reading it 
you might pass it on to a friend from another culture who is living in America 
or working with Americans.

Western Christians in Global Mission: What’s the Role of the North American 
Church? by Paul Borthwick. Intervarsity Press, 2012. Borthwick calls Western 
Christians to continue serving in an increasingly international world mission 
force through humility and collaboration.
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Fruitful Practices
From Seed to Fruit: Global Trends, Fruitful Practices, and Emerging Issues among 
Muslims, Second Edition, ed. J. Dudley Woodberry. William Carey Library, 
2008. This book presents recent worldwide research on witness to Christ 
among Muslim peoples, using biblical images from nature to show the 
interaction between God’s activity and human responsibility in blessing these 
peoples.

Where There Was No Church: Postcards from Followers of Jesus in the Muslim 
World, ed. E.J. Martin. Learning Together Press, 2010. Stories and case studies 
from across the Muslim world illustrate principles of Fruitful Practice research 
and bring them to life.

Where There Is Now A Church: Dispatches from Christian Workers in the Muslim 
World, ed. James Nelson. GMI, 2015. True life stories of missionaries who have 
seen churches planted among resistant peoples. Each story illustrates Fruitful 
Practice principles based on research with hundreds of missionaries.

You can also learn more about Fruitful Practice research by reading articles 
online. Here are a few good places to start.

•  �Allen, Don. “Fruitful Practices: A New Generation of Workers Has 
Discovered Encouraging Alternatives.” Mission Frontiers, July–August 
2008: 6–10. (www.missionfrontiers.org/issue/article/fruitful-practices).

•  �Adams, Eric. “Seven Themes of Fruitfulness.” International Journal 
of Frontier Missiology 26, No. 2 (2009):75–81. (www.ijfm.org/PDFs_
IJFM/26_3_PDFs/26_3FruitfulPracticesList.pdf).

•  �Allen, Don, Rebecca Harrison, Eric Adams, Laura Adams, Bob Fish, and 
E.J. Martin. “Fruitful Practices: A Descriptive List.” International Journal 
of Frontier Missiology 26, No. 3 (2009): 111–122. (www.ijfm.org/PDFs_
IJFM/26_2_PDFs/75-81_Seven%20Factors.pdf).

Integrated Training Programs
Mission Training International: MTI (www.mti.org) offers intensive pre-
field training courses designed to help you navigate make-or-break issues that 
will make a world of difference in your ministry. They also offer programs for 
debriefing and renewal. Other programs of this type include Mission Prep 
in Toronto (www.missionprep.ca), TRAIN International in Missouri (www.
traininternational.org) and Center for Intercultural Training in North Carolina 
(www.cit-online.org).

http://www.missionfrontiers.org/issue/article/fruitful-practices
http://www.ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/26_3_PDFs/26_3FruitfulPracticesList.pdf
http://www.ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/26_3_PDFs/26_3FruitfulPracticesList.pdf
http://www.ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/26_3_PDFs/26_2_PDFs/75-81_Seven&20Factors.pdf
http://www.ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/26_3_PDFs/26_2_PDFs/75-81_Seven&20Factors.pdf
http://www.mti.org
http://www.missionprep.ca
http://www.traininternational.org
http://www.traininternational.org
http://www.cit-online.org
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Ask mission leaders you know or serve with about other programs currently 
available through academic institutions, mission agencies, and churches, as 
the landscape continues to change. Many ministries now offer internships that 
may include a cross-cultural element, combining field experience, mentoring, 
and instruction.

Prayer
Operation World: The Definitive Prayer Guide to Every Nation, Seventh Edition, ed. 
Jason Mandryk. InterVarsity Press 2010. Find information about every country 
in the world along with research-informed suggestions for how to pray. See 
also an abbreviated version, Pray for the World.

Prayercast: Free service offers beautiful high-quality videos that will allow you to 
pray along with people from or called to a specific country. Use these videos not 
only for your own prayers but also to mobilize others to pray (www.prayercast.org).

The Life You’ve Always Wanted: Spiritual Disciplines for Ordinary People, by John 
Ortberg (Zondervan, 2002). Ortberg offers modern perspectives on the ancient 
spiritual disciplines. See also Celebration of Disciplines, by Richard Foster; 
The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding How God Changes Lives, by Dallas 
Willard; and The Praying Life: Connecting with God in a Distracting World, by 
Paul Miller.

Spiritual Warfare: The Battle for God’s Glory, by Jerry Rankin (B&H Books, 
2009). Rankin makes a case that our feelings of resentment, anger, doubt, and 
pride may result from spiritual warfare. The author calls us to a Spirit-filled 
life including prayer, Scripture, rest, and praising God in all things. See also 
Spiritual Warfare and Missions: The Battle for God’s Glory among the Nations, by 
Jerry Rankin and Ed Stetzer.

http://www.prayercast.org
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More Resources from GMI

Great Books from GMI

Crossing Cultures with Ruth (book, or e-book)
By James Nelson

“Your people shall be my people.” When Ruth the Moabite said these powerful 

words, she was modeling a form of cross-cultural life that is essential for men and 

women who seek to serve God today.

Using insights based in Nelson’s years of Fruitful Practice research into the best 

missionary methods, Crossing Cultures with Ruth encourages Kingdom workers to cross 

cultures boldly, commit to and identify with those you serve, and learn how to remain 

on the field effectively for the long haul.  

www.gmi.org/crossing-cultures-with-ruth

Missiographics 1.0: Visualizing the Great Commission 
(book, or e-book)
By Justin Long

In an age of data and information overload, images may be the best way to 

tell the story of global mission. Based on GMI’s popular Missiographics series, 

this book presents the best available data on the spread of the gospel through 

compelling visuals that help Christian servants, mission leaders, mobilizers, 

teachers, and students see the world through new eyes. 

www.gmi.org/missiographics-1-0

http://www.gmi.org/crossing-cultures-with-ruth
http://www.gmi.org/missiographics-1-0
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Breakthrough! Prayerful Productive Research in Your 
Place of Ministry
By Stan Nussbaum (2nd Edition)

This practical training manual shows you how to combine prayer and field 

research for a breakthrough in your ministry. Designed for missionaries who 

seek to discern God’s direction in their work, this on-field, on-the-job training 

manual is available in print and electronic versions.

Breakthrough!’s unique, practical method combines field research and prayer 

to help missionaries gain fresh perspective about ministry challenges they face. 

Insights allow workers to adjust their methods and increase the possibility of a breakthrough in their work.

The Breakthrough! manual helps missionaries more accurately discern God’s will for their ministry, 

focus on a recurring problem and resolve it, and remove guesswork from long-range or annual planning 

projects.

Breakthrough! Coaching is a twelve-week program that allows you to engage with author and missiologist 

Stan Nussbaum via email or Skype. (Coaching may be done as independent study or as part of an academic 

program such as the MA in Organizational Leadership offered by Development Associates International in 

partnership with selected universities.)

Breakthrough! Seminars explore research and discernment through a five-day seminar featuring half-day 

group sessions. Participants will design research projects they will conduct on their own for three to six 

months. The group learning atmosphere in a seminar is helpful to many first-time researchers.

www.gmi.org/products/books/breakthrough

Custom Infographics
People who have seen our Missiographics have asked us if we can create similar 

infographics for them. The answer is yes. GMI would love to serve you with affordable 

and mission-focused infographics work to engage your donors, partners or internal audiences.

www.gmi.org/custom-infographic-creation

http://www.gmi.org/breakthrough
http://www.gmi.org/custom-infographic-creation
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Serving God in Today’s Cities (book, e-book, or audio version)
By Patrick Johnstone with Dean Merrill

Join veteran researcher and missiologist Patrick Johnstone as he explores the fastest-

growing cities and megacities, showing how Christian workers address people’s 

spiritual, physical, and social needs. 

Cities offer both big headaches and vast opportunities, and agencies that once 

focused on rural work are increasingly turning their attention to urban centers.

Journey with Patrick as he shares God’s heart for the city and introduces pastors, 

missionaries, and community workers who are addressing urbanization’s key challenges. 

www.gmi.org/serving-god-todays-cities

Where There Is Now A Church (book, or e-book)
By James Nelson, Editor

Five years ago, Christians serving in Muslim lands told their stories of challenge and 

change in the acclaimed Where There Was No Church. Now, devoted workers provide 

even more detailed dispatches, stories of praise and imprisonment, and portraits of 

the spread of the Christian movement, including a growing church in the shadow of a 

mosque.

Where There Is Now A Church features questions for reflection and discussion as 

well as a detailed description of the best outreach practices as determined through input from hundreds of 

church planters surveyed by Fruitful Practice Research.

This book will encourage veteran workers and inspire new servants to reach God’s children throughout 

the Muslim world.

www.gmi.org/products/books/gmibooks/where-there-now-church

Missiographics
These eye-opening infographics tell the story of global mission 

through words and images, making complex issues clear so you can 

grasp the truth, put it into action in your ministry, and explain it to 

your constituents. See our library of Missiographics and sign up to 

receive new Missiographics free by e-mail.

www.gmi.org/missiographics

To learn more about these and other resources, visit gmi.org.

http://www.gmi.org/serving-god-todays-cities
http://www.gmi.org/products/books/gmibooks/where-there-now-church
http://www.gmi.org/missiographics
http://www.gmi.org



