A decade ago, 


I came back from Israel 


and did a 12 week series on how the land was the 5th gospel.  



The terrain making rainfall be selective, 



the seven different climates within an area of New Jersey and more.  

If Geography can help us understand the story of God, 


it can also help us understand the story of our friendships.  

We don't need to read a book to know 


that proximity to a friend strengthens the friendship.  

But where we do need to take a deeper look at


is how we have made decisions to let friendships lay dormant 


or die 



because of geographical choices.

We start in the book of Ruth 


and we see the opposite of what we as a culture normally do today.  

At the beginning, 


we have what makes sense.  
Elimelech and his wife Naomi, 


in order for their family to survive, 



move to a place of better living conditions in Moab.  


Our culture moves all of the time for better jobs.  


The European move to colonize the Americas 



was chasing after better living conditions.  


Our state and town is built upon the desire to strike it rich quickly 



and change your families fortunes, 




who are back 'home'.

Where the story of Ruth bucks American tradition 


and most moves in scripture, 

is that when Ruth, 


a daughter in-law of Naomi, 

finds herself a widow, 


and Naomi is heading back to Bethlehem, 

Ruth chooses to go with her 


to maintain the friendship.  

When Naomi tells her of all the downsides 


and why Ruth should go to be with her parents, 

Ruth gives this beautiful reply 


that as another group of friends leave for the season, 



I would love to hear.  

Imagine the type of friendships we would have if we were this committed to each other.  

“Don’t urge me to leave you 


or to turn back from you. 

Where you go 


I will go, 

and where you stay 


I will stay. 

Your people will be my people 


and your God my God. 
17 Where you die 


I will die, 



and there I will be buried. 

May the Lord deal with me, 


be it ever so severely, 



if anything but death separates you and me.”  

Unfortunately, 


instead we usually hear the opposite of this.  

I am committed to you 


until a better job comes around.  


Then I will text every once in awhile, 



maybe make a facebook comment when prompted by AI, 


and call if I am visiting your town and it is convenient.  

I am afraid all of us know this reality far too well.

The reality is, this moving for a job is a new thing.  


Most of your grandparents did not know this reality.  


My parents did not know this reality with their friends.  



But my brothers and sisters did.  

There was a period of time 


when I was the closest child living to my parents at 2,000 miles away in Alaska.  

My brother and sister were around 8500 miles away in New South Wales, Australia and Tazmania.  


They both have found their way back home to Bozeman over time.  

Once the priority was family and friends.  

Now it is job and economics, 


because we could always make more friends.  

One of the many realities that COVID has brought to light in the last few years 


is that friends and family matter.  

There is an increasing desire 


to be near those that are important to us, 



because we have experienced what it would be like 


to not be able to be near them.  

The factors are changing again, 



some from wisdom, 



some from fear.

Another curious thing about us as humans is, 


we tend to let people know how we feel about them 



on their way out the door.  

What if we let them know earlier?  

What would change?  


If we had a group of friends that, 



when they even started contemplating a move, 


they talked it over with us 



and asked if we wanted to move with them like Ruth did to Naomi.  


Where you go I will go.  

I know making a decision to move is hard enough on its own, 


more voices only complicate the decision.  



But how often is the decision a great one? 

We had friends visit this summer 


who left town the year before.  



The job situation, 



the house, 



the schools, 




everything was better where they went, 


except for one thing.  



The friends.  

I am not aware of anyone who has moved away from Skagway and said, 


“I found better friends here.”  

If we are to know one another 


and be known, 

we need to make geography work better for us 


instead of against us.

In this narrow valley, 


it is amazing that we can feel lonely at all. 

The geography says, 


be together.  

But I find myself lonely 


way more than I should be.  

Part of that has to do with my schedule.  


For the past 7 months, 



everyone has been busy with the cruise ship season.  

So with the next five months very much open for many, 


what does our schedule look like?  

Mine is a blank canvas 


minus Sunday mornings 


and phone calls with other pastors on Thursdays.  

Kids still need to go to school 


and I will see people on the way to the post office 


or on the street, 



but I have no one on my schedule to spend time with intentionally.  
Now God can still work despite my weaknesses.  


Yet, I should not be surprised 



if things stay the same, 



my schedule is just as open, 


that when May rolls around, 



I am not any closer with anyone in this town.  

Where as, 


if I were to schedule to meet someone weekly for skiing on my Sabbath each Friday 



or basketball on Tuesday or Thursday.  


If I went to the monthly book club 



or was on a committee, 




I should not be surprised 





that I am known 





and know people in this town better.  


If I were discipling someone every other week, 



the growth in just ten weeks, 




before the end of 2023 would be exponential.

We hear in Paul's letters over and over, 


“I long to see you.”  

He starts and ends with that in Romans, 


saying he has meant to come there for years.  

But it was never put on his or God's schedule.  

At the end, 


it is at least propped up a little with part of the plan for the trip to Spain.  

We can argue that Paul did make it to Rome, 


the end of Acts tells us as much.  



But it was not exactly on a friends visit.  

Without a schedule to pin our intentions on, 


we are most likely going to miss out on doing what we should.  

Anne Dillard writes, 


“Time is the currency of purpose.  



The thing we each have the exact same amount of every day, 




and we all get to spend it.  



The only question is how.”  

Are we going to spend it with friends 


or are we going to spend it hoping we get to see our friends?

With friends moving away 

or living in other places, 


the schedule becomes even more important.  

I wrote two months early to friends in Montana 


in hopes to be able to see them.  

I have heard back from 2 of the 3 


and have solid plans with 1 of the 3.  

If I am just hoping the day of 


that they will be at the restaurant we are stopping at 


   for an hour lunch break in Missoula, 



I am being foolish.  
If we want covenant friends, 


we need to make them a regular part of our life 


and not depend on coincidence or fate.  

If we want friends to be close enough 


that they may consider staying in Skagway 



instead of moving for a better job, 


we need to live out what we think life should look like.  

Show them that they actually do have friends here 


that want to intentionally be part of their lives.

Jesus wants us to know one another 


and be known by one another.  

We can't do that as well 


if we are separated by 100s 


or 1000s of miles 



for extended periods of time.  

We can't do that 


if we are dependent on circumstances to make everything come together.  

Ruth and Naomi would not have been a story 


if they depended on circumstances.  

Ruth should have gone back to her family.  


Geography should have divided them.  

Instead, 


Ruth made the commitment to Naomi 



and God's story took an unpredictable twist.  

David's lineage was almost snuffed out.  


But because a woman named Ruth 



was a committed friend to Naomi, 


Naomi became the grandma to Obed, 



who had Jesse, 



who conceived of David.  

God can change the course of history 


when friends are committed to each other 



despite the circumstances around them.  

God can counter the normal effects of geography and time, 


in order for his kingdom to grow.  

Let us be vessels of such work from God.

