
Sermon on FCI Day given by the Revd Julie Lipp-Nathaniel  

Never have I been more aware of preaching to the ‘converted’: that is, to more learned theologians, to 
seasoned mission-practitioners and long-standing friends of the Church in India. From this point of 
view, it seems rather presumptuous to ‘preach’ on the theme of ‘Friendship’. Yet that is the theme that 
has been preoccupying me in the weeks ahead of today, maybe mainly to clarify for myself what it 
means, or should, or can mean, to be a friend in the context of inter-church Christian relationships.  

So I will endeavour only to share a homily on some of my reflections as a reminder and perhaps an 
encouragement on our journey of (possibly a wider) friendship with churches in India (South Asia). It 
seems to me that the story of Ruth and Naomi which we had read to us can stand as a paradigm for 
friendship per se, but particularly also for the friendship we in the FCI are engaged in.  

Naomi has decided that her long sojourn in the land of Moab has come to an end. Her husband, 
whom she had followed to this foreign land many, many years earlier, had been dead also many 
years. Over time the families of her 2 sons who had married Moabite women had settled and made 
their home here. They had thereby made the choice to integrate into this society and culture. Their 
future was, so it seemed, in Moab. But then both sons also died and with them the natural family bond 
and support for a widow had broken away for Naomi. Bereft of her own kith and kin, she remembers 
her roots and decides to return to her native land and people where she still had blood relations and 
where she would not be a burden, as good harvests had replaced the terrible times of famine - the 
reason that had compelled them to leave their Judean homeland in the first place. As custom 
demanded, the two widowed daughters-in-law also set out with Naomi.  

So far, the story has been a picture book description of the strong and clear traditional social 
structures and family relations in those times, and which in many parts are still prevalent today. But at 
this point there comes a break to the expected development of the story.  

Naomi, who herself was responding to the strong pull to return ‘home’ and to be with her ‘own’ people, 
cannot simply accept the dutiful response of Ruth and Orpah. She cannot expect of these two young 
women that they, out of a sense of duty and because their tradition demanded it, leave behind family, 
friends, religion and follow her to a foreign land, when she herself in her old age was making the 
choice to go back to her origins. They should return while they could look forward to marrying again 
and being accepted into the fold of their people. Already this leaves the impression of a bond between 
mother-in-law and daughters-in-law that goes beyond duty, an impression that is strengthened by the 
response of the two women who protest under tears. But Naomi is as firm as she is realistic: she, the 
widow, will not be able to offer them in her native Judah what they as young women need, namely, 
the home and hearth and protection of family and the identification with language, culture and religion. 
Go back to your own, she urges them, and Orpah reluctantly takes her leave. Her ’better sense’ wins. 
Her choice is not the wrong choice; it is the choice of reason, self-knowledge and of respect.  

Ruth ‘clings’ to Naomi. This physical response of not letting go speaks of a commitment that is 
stronger than reason. It would fall short of understanding the dynamics between the three women to 
label Orpah the sensible one and Ruth the emotional one. Ruth’s response, is spontaneous, yes, but 
out of an, even for herself, surprising realization that the bond with Naomi has become stronger than 
all the pulls and pushes of her native family and culture. In what she says, it is clear that her love for 
Naomi embraces more than the person Naomi, but includes her people, the land she calls home and 
her religion. Their shared life together, their shared struggles and the respect and love that has grown 
between them, has widened her heart and her horizon to make room for new loyalties and new 
ventures. And so, of her free will, and at the same time compelled by the weight of a mutually shared 
life, she makes a revolutionizing commitment. Thus Ruth, the foreigner, comes to stand at the 
beginning of a great future in the history of the Jewish people.  

We might note: the decision Ruth makes is hers alone, and the bold move is entirely from her side. 
She yields to no pressures, be they subtle or not so subtle. She is not persuaded out of a sense of 
familial or religious duty. There is no contract with strings attached, no bargains are struck, and no 
gains are promised. The future is more than uncertain. She would not have been unaware of what 
she was letting go and leaving behind. She takes a risk, not knowing where this step will lead her and 
what the future holds. But her trust is great, a trust that is grounded on years of mutual experience 
and interdependence, and love. It is a trust on which she is willing to build the future.  

Dear friends, perhaps you have been aware, as I retraced that story of Ruth, Orpah and Naomi of 
certain parallels in your own lives. Many of us here today can look back on years of living in a foreign 
land and becoming part of that land and its people. We recall the time when a parting of the ways in a 



physical sense and in terms of our ‘hands-on’ involvement in the life of the Church in India came to a 
mutually accepted end. Others among us may have had briefer encounters with people and the 
Church in India; nevertheless, these have been life-changing in one way or the other. And others still 
find themselves here in Britain in a land not their own, living in a ‘foreign’ culture and playing their part 
in the life of the church and society here. The majority among us are Orpahs for whom a return to our 
native land made or will make absolute sense. Still, as surely it was the case with Orpah, our shared 
history with those of a different culture and language has forged ties. These lay it on our hearts to 
maintain the friendship that we have with individuals and with the churches in South Asia. Even if we 
have returned, or will return to the land of our origin, we have never turned back from the place that 
we reached in our mutual journey. We have gained so much from the experience of crossing all kinds 
of boundaries; we have been accepted and loved as brothers and sisters and friends, despite our 
strange foreign ways; we have been forgiven our failings. All this and more, we have in common with 
one another here; all this and more, we want to share with others in this country, in which we sojourn 
or which we call home. We cherish the opportunities of expressing this friendship and look forward 
possibly to extending it more effectively and more widely here and with churches in India and South 
Asia.  

Finally, I remind us all of what we heard in the Gospel passage. The good news is that we are 
embraced by God in Christ as friends in his kingdom. For one, the friendship into which we are called 
with God and with one another gains a new, even radical quality in that God incarnates him- herself 
as our friend, as our brother and draws those who choose to follow into an intimate bond with God 
and each other. Again the choice is at once free and absolutely compelling. Bonds of family and 
culture become not less important but less restricted and restricting. Relationships become more 
open and enjoin us to cross boundaries and enter into wider friendships across all kinds of barriers 
that otherwise define our lives..  

God’s kingdom is global. We need to make whatever efforts we can to think and live in this global 
awareness of friendship for Christ’s sake. The other day in my home in South Germany I attended a 
meeting of elderly ladies who have over the years faithfully worked and collected donations for 
mission overseas. The speaker shared his experiences of meeting with Chinese Christians in Hong 
Kong and mainland China – a talk that gave many insights into the both dynamic and also difficult life 
of Christian congregations in China. But sadly one lady’s response was: “Had I known what it would 
have been about, I would not have come.” On closer enquiry why, she replied: “They are well off in 
China. They do not need our support.” Now in the past I have always been surprised how informed 
and abreast of developments these active mission supporters kept themselves. But somewhere a 
message has failed to get through. Where in the economic world boundaries are overcome with ease, 
we in Christian circles have yet to be more innovative in finding ways where solidarity and friendship 
become the most compelling reasons for our relationships with Christians in a global context, and 
where material sharing is understood as only one of many channels to give these expressions. 
Perhaps we, as Friends of the Church in India, who have no funds to distribute can be the more 
creative in our resourcefulness to befriend our brothers and sisters in and from the Churches in India 
and South Asia. Amen. 


