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he book of Ruth presents a particularly fertile field for any

exploration about issues of social justice. Its story deals with
people crossing geographical, social, economic, and religious borders.
Naomiand Ruth both experience the plight of being foreign refugees:’
Naomi when she and her family fled to Moab to escape the famine in
Bethlehem-judah, and Ruth when as a childless widow she chooses to
follow Naomi back. For Ruth, in particular, the unspoken question is
how will the people of Bethlehem-judah respond to her? Will she be
valued as someone who adds to the Israelite culture, or will they fear
her as someone who dilutes it?* As they enter Bethlehem-judah, both
women are in need of the Mosaic stipulations that required covenant
Israel to look after the marginalized in their community. The book
of Ruth is also a story of relationships: wealth and poverty, Israelite
and Gentile, landowner and laborer, and native and immigrant.

Moreover, it provides an important example of at least one group’s
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application of the covenant responsibility in the Mosaic law to care
for people who lived on the edges of Israelite society.

As discussed in other chapters in this volume, the Mosaic law
emphasizes Israelite responsibility to look after the needy, who are
often categorized into three groups: the widows, orphans, and the
gérim (translated as “strangers” in the King James Version). This lat-
ter group consisted of Israelite and gentile people who lived within
Israel’s borders but had, for various reasons, been displaced. These
gérim, whether Israelites, resident aliens, or refugees, all enjoyed a
protected status under the law of Moses.*

All three of these groups were particularly vulnerable, in part,
because they usually did not inherit land, which was mostly passed
down patriarchally and within an appointed tribe. Widows who had
no husband were not provided for in the basic biblical law of inheri-
tance (Numbers 27),° orphans had no father, and the gérim did not
have land appointed to them.® Since the Psalmist portrays God as
a “helper of the fathetless” (Psalm 10:14), someone who “preserveth
the strangers (gérim),” and who “relieveth the fatherless and widow”
(Psalm 146:9; compare 68:5), it is only natural that his laws would
expect his covenant people to provide for the needy (Deuteronomy
26:11-13). When these people failed to live up to these standards, the
prophets repeatedly denounced them and called them to repentance
(e.g., Isaiah 1:16-18; Jeremiah 7:3, 5—7; Amos 2:6—7; 4:1; 5:11; 8:4—6),
and God declared, “My wrath shall wax hot, and I will kill you with
the sword” because they had broken their covenants (Exodus 22:24)”

The book of Ruth strongly connects with these covenantal obli-
gations, not by debating legal statutes or condemning their viola-
tions, but as a rare biblical text that “provides us with evidence of how
biblical law was actually followed in practice, [and] how it was nego-
tiated and modified in accordance with the needs of the moment.”
Both Naomi and Ruth were widows who experienced the pangs of
poverty and knew what it was like to be a refugee in a foreign land.
Even though these two women worked proactively to become self-

sufficient in their pressing time of need, their story took place in a
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patriarchal society, and their efforts were fully realized only as they
joined forces with Boaz. His actions are examples of how biblical laws
could be interpreted in expanded ways and are a reminder that when
dealing with social issues, it is often not enough to simply live the let-
ter of the law. Many times, to truly help people in need, it is necessary
for covenant people to extend themselves beyond the legal mandates.

Before delving into issues of social justice, it is important to first
understand the book of Ruth in its larger context. The book’s teach-
ings on social justice are woven into a rich tapestry of biblical, histori-
cal, and theological themes. With that context setting the scene, we
will then turn our attention to each of the three major players in the
book of Ruth: Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz. Each provides an important
window for modern readers to see how at least one ancient commu-
nity applied the legal mandates of the law of Moses to provide for
the disadvantaged in their community. While not everything in this
book will resonate well with modern readers, it is important to recog-
nize that they lived in a different time and culture than ours, making
it unreasonable to try and impose our standards on them. Rather,
we should look for the timeless principles that can also provide guid-
ance for our efforts to reach out to those who are marginalized in our

communities.

Dating the Book of Ruth

The book of Ruth refuses to reveal its origins easily. Its opening line
says that the events took place during the time “when the judges
ruled” (Ruth 1:1), meaning sometime between 1200 and 1000 BC.
In the Septuagint, Latin, and English versions, the book of Ruth is
found following the book of Judges. In the Hebrew version, however,
the book is separated from Judges and found in the Writings section
(the Ketuvim). One difficulty of dating Ruth to the time of Judges is
that the two books present very different environments. In contrast
to the book of Judges, which portrays “social upheaval, foreign inva-

sions, lawlessness, and anarchy,” the book of Ruth is set in a much
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more tranquil, pastoral setting. Scholars, therefore, generally argue
for a later date. Two popular possibilities are that it was written ei-
ther during the period of the United Monarchy (ca. 1000-930 BC) as
a means to glorify the Davidic dynasty™ or during the Persian period
(ca. 537-332 BC) to oppose a certain interpretation of Deuteronomy
opposing mixed marriages, as reflected in the writings of Ezra and
Nehemiah (Ezra 9—10; Nehemiah 10:29-30).”" From a linguistic per-
spective, there is also a third possibility, which takes into account the
development of the Hebrew language from preexilic times, known
as Standard Biblical Hebrew, to the language found in the postex-
ilic period, known as Late Biblical Hebrew.”” The book of Ruth
contains elements from both Standard and Late Biblical Hebrew,
which means that the text, in its present form, could not predate the
late sixth century BC. However, the elements of Standard Biblical
Hebrew may allow for the notion of an early version of the text that
was later redacted into its present form. One theory is that the story
may have started as a poem, and “after a period of oral transmission,”
it was written down and redacted into the form with which we are

familiar.’

Setting the Stage: Ruth 1 in Context
The book of Ruth is deeply rooted in the Old Testament theme of

covenantal fidelity and reminds readers that the goal of that cove-
nant was always intended to bless all the families and nations of the
earth (Genesis 12:3; 18:18; emphasis added). In particular, it focuses
on the notion that blessings of the Abrahamic covenant could be ex-
tended to the Moabites, who had traditionally experienced strained
relationships with Israel.* This strained relationship between Israel
and Moab is highlighted by Deuteronomy’s prohibition on Moabites
participating in the Israelite community for up to ten generations
(Deuteronomy 23:3—6).”

Ruth’s ethnicity as a Moabite woman is a central focus through-

out the story as readers are constantly reminded of her foreign
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identity. Nevertheless, the marriage of Ruth and Boaz ties the two
nations together in two important ways. First, the marriage pro-
motes the reunification of Terah’s genealogical descendants through
Abraham and his brother Haran (Abraham 2:1—4; Genesis 11:27—32).
Second, it connects the Israelites and Moabites as the ancestors for
both King David (Ruth 4:18—22) and the messianic Jesus (Matthew
1:1-17; Luke 3:32).” Thus the book of Ruth portrays “a social reality
that is not envisioned in Deuteronomy.”” There is no evidence that
the author negatively viewed Elimelech’s migration to Moab with his
family. Rather, it seems that the people of Moab helped this refugee
family for over a decade (Ruth 1:4).

The book of Ruth opens by describing a famine in Judea (1:1).
Famines were a frequent reality in the biblical record.”® They often
resulted in the migration of nomadic families and tribes seeking food
for themselves and pasture for their flocks.” The famine in Judea
caused Elimelech and his family, like Abraham and Jacob before
them, to migrate as refugees to the pastures of Moab, which had
apparently escaped the famine.”® The ensuing story revolves around
three major characters: Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz. In the remainder of
this chapter, we will examine issues of social justice such as gender,
poverty, hesed, and the place of refugees through the lens of the inter-

twining lives of these three characters.

Naomi and Ruth
The book of Ruth and the book of Esther are the only books in the

Old Testament that are “gynocentric,” meaning they are named after
women and focus on the stories of women, despite the fact that those
women live in a male-dominated society and the accounts eventually
“return to a male story”" In fact, Ruth is one of the few places in
scripture that gives us “a hint of a women’s community and social life
existing alongside yet distinct from male society.”> Unfortunately, we
do not know who wrote the book of Ruth. Traditionally, it has been

assumed that it was written by a man, but increasingly scholars are
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entertaining the idea that it may have been written by a woman or, at
least, may have come from women'’s storytelling traditions that were
later blended with those of men.” The possibility that a male wrote
the text always remains, but scholars have identified some elements
within the story that support the gynocentric label for the book and
at least the possibility of its female voice.*

First, in some important ways, the relationship between Naomi
and Ruth starkly contrasts with that of other women in the Bible who
are described as being in competition with each other: Sarah and
Hagar, Leah and Rachel, Hannah and Peninah. As the story opens,
Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah are all widows and childless in Moab—
Naomi because her husband and two sons have died, and Ruth and
Orpah because their husbands have died and (even after ten years of
marriage) these two women have apparently not given birth to any
children (Ruth 1:4). While childlessness is often a source of conten-
tion in other paired female stories in the Bible, after Orpah returns to
her family, Naomi and Ruth instead tackle their needy circumstances
together. Although that relationship should not be viewed as one of
equals, the women of Bethlehem emphasize that Ruth loves Naomi
and is “better to thee [Naomi] than seven sons” (4:15). Thus, the book
of Ruth portrays these two women and their relationship with each
other in a more favorable light than do other biblical stories of female
pairs.>

Second, the story of the book of Ruth redefines “reality from a
women's perspective.,”® For example, when Naomi makes the deci-
sion to return to Judah, she implores her daughters-in-law to each
return to “her mother’s house” so that they could find rest in the
“house of her husband” (1:8—9). As many scholars have noted, this
phrase “her mother’s house” stands out because of its rarity in the
Old Testament.”” The story of Tamar in Genesis 38 indicates that
widows normally returned to their “father’s house,” not their “moth-
er’s house.™®
Likewise, in chapter 1 we find that Naomi’s perspective on the

bearing of sons is very different from the more usual emphasis on
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the “father’s house” or lineage. In these latter instances, the birth of
sons is stressed in the genealogies that promote the inheritances from
father to son. In Ruth 4 this emphasis is found when the elders at the
city gate invoke the Lord on Boaz’s behalf: “the Lord make the woman
that is come into thine house like Rachel and like Leah, which two
did build the house of Israel” (4:11—12). This blessing is fulfilled when
the author (or a later redactor) added the genealogy from Boaz to
King David at the close of the book (4:18—22). In contrast, chapter 1
focuses on Naomi'’s emphasis on bearing sons, which is not to ensure
the longevity of the father’s house, but to ensure the ongoing support
of their widowed mothers.>®

While these details do not definitively point to female author-
ship, they suggest that the book was written from a women-centered
perspective. They also show how the day-to-day living of the Mosaic

law influenced the lives of the women in the covenantal community.

Naomi (and Ruth)

Although the book is named after Ruth, in some ways the story is fo-
cused more on Naomi. In the first chapter, Elimelech and his sons are
gone by verse 5 and are referred to only obliquely after that (1:8; 2:1, 3,
11, 20; 4:5, 9—10). As the chapter opens, Naomi and her family leave
behind the famine in Bethlehem and emigrate to Moab. But while the
pastures of Moab were initially a source of sustenance for her family,
the story quickly shifts to Moab becoming a symbol of Naomi’s bat-
renness as she loses her husband and both of her sons before they
had produced any heirs. In ancient Israel, as in other ancient societ-
ies, marriage and children, particularly sons, were the major factors
determining a woman’s status in society.”* With only rare exceptions,
women were reliant on their fathers and later their husbands for eco-
nomic support” The first commandment God gave in the Bible was
for Adam and Eve to “be fruitful and multiply” (Genesis 1:28). The
anguish for a woman who was unable to bear children is highlighted
in Rachel’s cry to Jacob, “Give me children, or else I die” (Genesis

30:1). Children were not only a means of continuing the family lineage
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but also an important source of labor on the family farms that pro-
vided the livelihood for most ancient Israelite families.

The loss of her husband and sons threatened Naomi'’s status in
Moabite society. Even after her husband died, her sons would have
provided for their mother, but when they also died, Naomi was left
without anyone to support her, and as a result she became vulnerable.
The account does not indicate how long she remained in Moab after
the death of her sons, but as soon as she heard that the famine had
abated in Bethlehem, she decided to return, presumably because she
had extended family connections there.

Both daughters-in-law began thejourney with Naomi even though
she repeatedly encouraged them to return to their homes, where she
felt they would have opportunities to marry again. In encouraging
them to return, she pronounced a blessing on them: “The Lord deal
kindly with you, as ye have dealt with the dead, and with me. The
Lord grant you that ye may find rest (Hebrew maniihah, “security”),
each of you in the house of her husband” (Ruth 1:8—9). The Hebrew
word translated here as “deal kindly” in verse 8 is hesed, a word that
describes a divine characteristic but that does not easily translate into
English. Petitioners, like Naomi, can invoke God’s /esed on others.??
The King James Bible variously translates hesed with words like kind-
ness, grace, mercy, goodness, and so forth, but none of these transla-
tions quite capture its covenantal aspect, which is emphasized in pas-
sages like Deuteronomy 7:12: “Wherefore it shall come to pass, if ye
hearken to these judgments, and keep, and do them, that the Lord
thy God shall keep unto thee the covenant and the mercy (Hebrew
Mesed) which he sware unto thy fathers.”* On one level, we might
therefore expect a petition for God’s hesed to be extended to other
covenant-making people, but Naomi is invoking it upon two non-cov-
enant Moabite women who themselves had each exhibited Zesed for
their husbands and were then willing to sacrifice their own happiness
to provide for Naomi’* While it is true that Ruth would later com-
mit herself to Naomi and her God, Naomi also bestowed the blessing
upon Orpah, and the text gives no indication that Naomi withdrew
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the petition when Orpah chose to follow her advice and return home
to her family and, presumably, her Moabite god(s). In Naomi’s mind,
God's gift of hesed was not extended just to Israelites but to all of his
children, especially those who acted in divine ways. Naomi’s blessing
reminds us again that the Abrahamic covenant was intended to bless
“all families of the earth” (Genesis 12:3).

When Naomi and Ruth arrived in Bethlehem, the personal, eco-
nomic, and social weight of Naomi'’s experiences in Moab bubbled to
the surface as she exclaimed to the Bethlehemites in Job-like anguish:
“Call me not Naomi [Hebrew for “pleasing”], call me Mara [Hebrew
for “bitterness”]: for the Almighty hath dealt very bitterly with me. I
went out full, and the Lord hath brought me home again empty: why
then call ye me Naomi, seeing the Lord hath testified against me and
the Almighty hath afflicted me?” (Ruth 1:20-21). In this cry we feel
Naomi’s very real pain and anguish as she struggled to understand
why a God of /iesed had caused this bitterness to come upon her. The
contrast between famine and harvest that is woven throughout the
narrative parallels Naomi’s initial feelings of emptiness as she returns
to Bethlehem with the fulness that she experiences when Ruth gives
birth to Obed at the conclusion of the story and the women declare
him to be “a son born to Naomi” (Ruth 4:17). Thus, God’s Kesed was
indeed poured out upon her.

When Naomi first returned to Bethlehem, she had two major
objectives. First, there was the immediate need to obtain food.
Apparently, Naomi still owned land in the region (Ruth 4:3), but she
didn't have access to it, perhaps because Elimelech had “sold” it before
fleeing to Moab, or “left it in the hands of a relative to look after in
his absence,” or the land had simply not been prepared and planted,
although the author does not give any details* Under Mosaic law,
land belonged to God (Leviticus 25:23), who allocated parts of Canaan
to Israelite families (that is, men) and tribes (Numbers 26:52—54;
33:54; Joshua 13—22). Under those circumstances the ancestral land
was to remain within the family through inheritances.’” If a person’s

economic situation necessitated its sale, then the law allowed for the
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land to be leased but mandated that it eventually be returned to the
family either by a relative redeeming the land, as Boaz did in chap-
ter 4, or by having it returned during the Year of Jubilee (Leviticus
25:8-13, 25—28). Without access to any harvest from Elimelech’s
(now Naomi’s) land, the two women needed to take advantage of
other provisions in the Mosaic law designed to provide for the poor,
the widows, and the strangers in their need.

Naomi’s second objective, as detailed in Ruth 3, was to secure
both her and Ruth’s long-term security. She asked Ruth, “My daugh-
tet, shall I not seek rest (Hebrew mandah) for thee, that it may be well
with thee?” (3:1). Here the word rest can refer to absence of work, but
it also denotes a freedom from the anxiety that comes from living
in exile (Deuteronomy 28:65; Lamentations 1:3), ot, as in Ruth and
Naomi’s case, someone who was a widow and had no family. In seek-
ing to achieve both of these objectives, Naomi stepped back from the
center of the story and worked in the wings, so to speak. Ruth takes
center stage, although Naomi will orchestrate meetings between

Ruth and one of Elimelech’s kinsmen by the name of Boaz.

Ruth (and Boaz and Naomi)

There is some ambiguity in the story over Ruth’s status as she left
Moab behind and entered into her new community in Bethlehem,
ambiguity that raises important questions about identity and reli-
gious and ethnic affiliations. Up until Ruth 4:10, the author repeat-
edly emphasizes Ruth’s Moabite identity (Ruth 1:4, 6, 22; 2:2, 6, 21;
4:5, 10). She is never considered to be an Israelite in the story, and
Ruth is very aware of her marginal status. In her first dialogue with
Boaz, she uses two telling words to describe herself. First, she refers to
herself as a nokriyah (Ruth 2:10), which the King James Version trans-
lates as “stranger.” But this translation masks an important nuance,
because the KJV translates both gér (singular of gérim) and nokriyah
as “stranger.” We have noted eatlier that gér refers to both Israelite
and gentile peoples who were displaced but enjoyed a protected status

within the community. A nokriyah, however, emphasizes a foreigner



NAOMI, RUTH. AND Boaz 173

without the legal protection of the gérim. Thus, it emphasized “the
person’s otherness and separateness from the dominant culture.”® At
a later time in her conversation with Boaz, Ruth further emphasized
her “otherness” and lack of social status by describing herself as a
Sipahah—a slave girl, the lowest rank of servants**—who doesn’t even
have the same status as the other slaves (Ruth 2:13).

This point begs the question of if, and when, as some have argued,
Ruth converted to the Israelite religion (Targum of Ruth 1:16; 2:6, 11;
3:10).*° The difficulty here is that it is probably anachronistic to talk
about “conversion” in this context—at least conversion in the sense
that we think about it today. This is because we have very little evi-
dence of gentile conversion in the Hebrew Bible, so we are generally
left in the dark about what a “conversion” would even look like in
the setting of the book of Ruth. This is not to say that the religious
boundaries between Israelites and Gentiles were impenetrable,* but
only that the boundary was “not always clearly marked,” especially
for women.* While men were expected to be circumcised, we don't
know of any set conversion rituals for women until much later. In
the ancient world, it was presumed that a woman adopted the god(s)
of her husband when she married. This may have been the case with
Ruth when she married Mahlon,* but the Targum of Ruth describes
Ruth as a proselyte (or convert) starting from when she declared her
allegiance to Naomi and her God. “Entreat me not to leave thee, or
to return from following after thee: for whither thou goest, I will go;
and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people,
and thy God my God: where thou diest, will I die, and there will I
be buried” (Ruth 1:16—17; Targum on Ruth 1.16). This oath of com-
mitment is formalized when Ruth concludes with “the Lord do so to
me, and more also, if ought but death part thee and me” (1:17).** Even
though Ruth was not Naomi’s biological daughter, with this oath she
assumed the role of a covenantal daughter, with the inherent respon-
sibility to not just worship Naomi’s God but to also care for her as a
daughter would care for her mother. Thus, the oath forged both an

emotional and a legal attachment between the two women.*
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Regardless of Ruth'’s religious status, Naomi and Ruth arrived
in Bethlehem in a state of apparent poverty. Their situation was in
stark contrast to the wealth of those who owned the Bethlehem fields
at harvesttime. Naomi had originally journeyed to Moab because of
a famine in Bethlehem. Now she returned in the midst of a bounti-
ful harvest, but she still had no access to food. Naomi and Ruth, in
many ways, were no different from people today who starve when
the world enjoys a bounty of food. For the second time in the nar-
rative, Ruth comes to the center stage of the story. The Mosaic law
made provisions for the poor, the widows, and the gérim by directing
Israel to “not wholly reap the corners” of the field and to leave part
of the produce for the needy to come and glean (Leviticus 19:9-10;
23:22; Deuteronomy 24:18—21). These commands implied that in
Israel, people with means had an obligation to create opportunities
for the poor. Of course, in an agrarian market, such an action would
clearly have a negative impact on the economy of the harvest, and it is
a reminder that this commandment was just as much a sacrifice for
Israelites as was the offering of their animals on the altar.

Whether by design or provident luck—it is unclear in the text—
Ruth ended up in one of the fields that belonged to Elimelech’s rel-
ative, Boaz (Ruth 2:1, 3). Her decision to glean in the fields (Ruth
2:2) highlights both her willingness to work and her commitment to
support herself and Naomi, but it also reminds readers of her abject
poverty and the economic divide between her status as a gleaner and
that of Boaz as a landowner. The economic divide was yet another
boundary for her to cross. As Jennifer L. Koosed has explained, “To
glean one must transverse a border, step over a property line, enter
into a field that is not one’s own. Gleaners, almost by definition, are
people who inhabit margins; they are also people who cross borders
and live in Borderlands. More than racial or ethnic identity, more
than nation of origin, the Borderlands in the book of Ruth are those
of class difference.™®

The narrator introduces Boaz as “a mighty man of wealth” (Ruth
2:1). The Hebrew word translated as “wealth” (fayil) indicates a
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landowner who, because of his landholdings, held a place of honor
and responsibility in his community. In the narrative, Boaz is an
example of what the Mosaic laws of gleaning look like when they are
lived. Because Boaz knew of Ruth’s circumstances—how she had left
behind her family and homeland to look after Naomi (2:11)—he was
generous in his interpretation of the gleaning laws, extending “spe-
cial protection and privileges™” to her, and he worked to break down
some of the barriers that marginalized her from the community. In
our reading, we have identified five major ways that he did this.
First, Boaz welcomed her to glean in his field and encouraged
her not to seek to glean in other fields (Ruth 2:8). As a result, Ruth
could devote all of her time to gathering food without wasting time
moving from field to field. Second, he opened up all of his field to
her. Not only was she allowed to glean in the “corners of the field”
and collect the grain that remained after the initial harvest, but Boaz
also gave her permission to remain close to his maidens and to hat-
vest “even among the sheaves” (2:8, 14-15). Both of these invitations
meant that she had access to the full field, not just to the leftovers, so
she was able to gather more grain. Third, probably understanding the
inherent dangers for a foreign Moabite woman to work alone in the
fields, Boaz specifically instructed his young men to “not touch” her
(2:9) nor to “reproach her” (2:15). The Hebrew words used in both of
these warnings (naga’ and kalam) carry connotations of violence, with
naga’ also indicating sexual assault. The fact that Boaz specifically
commanded the young men against such actions strongly indicates
that the danger of rape and abuse was a real possibility. Fourth, like
Naomi before him, Boaz also invoked the God of Israel’s blessing
upon her. “The Lord recompense thy work, and a full reward be given
thee of the Lord God of Israel, under whose wings thou art come
to trust (Hebrew Nasah, ‘to seek refuge’)” (2:12). The Hebrew word
translated as “wings” in the KJV is kanap, which is the same word
used to describe the wings of the cherubim that covered the mercy
seat on the ark of the covenant (Exodus 25:20) and is a symbol in

Ezekiel for God’s love of his covenant people (Ezekiel 16:8). Fifth,



176 GAYE STRATHEARN AND ANGELA COTHRAN

after a full day of work (2:7, 17), Boaz invited Ruth to join in a meal
where she sat not in the shadows but beside the other workers (2:14).
Boaz’s actions in this chapter provide an important model for how
refugees can and should be welcomed into a community. Not only
did he treat Ruth with respect, but he also insisted that those who
worked for him did likewise.

As a result of Ruth’s hard work and Boaz’s generous conces-
sions that went beyond his legal responsibilities, Ruth took home to
Naomi about an ephah of grain (Ruth 2:7-17), which is equivalent to
anything between twenty-nine and fifty pounds of grain—more than
enough to provide for the two women for an extended period.* That
this amount greatly exceeded Naomi'’s expectations is made clear by
her reaction to Ruth’s bountiful return, “Blessed be he of the Lord,
who hath not left off his kindness (Hebrew hesed) to the living and to
the dead” (Ruth 2:20). Naomi’s use of the word /iesed reminds read-
ers of the recurring theme of God’s lovingkindness to his children,
which is often accomplished through the acts of other people. Robert
L. Hubbard has noted that “whenever people of faith practice God-
like hesed toward each other, God himself acts in them.”® Naomi
understood this bounteous harvest as a confirmation that God had
not abandoned her in her time of loss and poverty, as she had charged
him in 1:21. Naomi then recognized that Boaz was not just an answer
to their immediate need for food, but someone who could also help

with her and Ruth’s long-term security.

Boaz as Go'él for Ruth and Naomi

Throughout the story, the King James text frequently refers to Boaz
as a “kinsman.” The first reference in 2:1 translates the Hebrew word
moda’, which simply refers to a distant relative. However, beginning
in chapter 3, the rest of the citations translate the word gé ¢l (Ruth 3:9,
12, 13; 4:14), which has the more nuanced meaning of a “redeemer.”
In the Old Testament go¢l had both physical and spiritual dimen-
sions. On the spiritual level, God is frequently described as a go'él.>°

On the more physical level, a go¢l was a close family member with a
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specific responsibility to “assist impoverished relatives during times
of hardship,” such as when they “lost their property, liberty, or lives
by buying them out of bondage or avenging them.”" In the book of
Ruth, go'él is always a reference to a human being, but readers would
easily recognize the connection with the “familiar epithet for God,”
the Redeemer of Israel (goél yisrael; Isaiah 49:7).5* Thus Boaz acts as
a mediator to assist Ruth and Naomi in their physical needs, but in
doing so he again becomes the instrument of God’s hiesed for those in
need.

As chapter 3 opens, Naomi identified Boaz as a go'él and as the
answer to her and Ruth’s long-term needs for security. Since they
were in the midst of a harvest, she directed Ruth to go to the thresh-
ing floor, where Boaz would work late into the night sorting the har-
vested batley. Using a stratagem, to be sure, Naomi instructed Ruth
to not make herself known until Boaz had finished eating and drink-
ing and had retired to sleep (3:3-4). When he was asleep, Ruth lay
down at his feet. The KJV says that at midnight he awoke and was
“afraid” (3:8), but this could also mean that he shivered because of
the cold or was startled (Hebrew hara) to find Ruth lying at his feet.
While scholars debate what actually happened here,” it seems that
the overall intent of verses 6—9 is to describe Ruth'’s belief that Boaz
himself would be the fulfilment of the invocation he had bestowed
upon her in the previous chapter. When Boaz asked her to identify
herself, she answered, “I am Ruth, thine handmaid [Hebrew amah,
‘servant/‘slave’].”* She then invited Boaz to “spread therefore thy
skirt over thy handmaid [servant/slave]; for thou art a near kinsman
(go'el).” The KJV uses the word skirt, but the Hebrew word is kandap,
the same word Boaz used in his earlier invocation, there translated
as “wings.” By using that same symbolic language, Ruth was asking
Boaz to be the human conduit of God’s fesed that he had invoked
upon her. She hoped that he would indeed look upon her with mercy
and then act as her redeemer.

Boaz’s response to Ruth shifts her emphasis from God'’s and his
hesed to that of Ruth, a reminder of Naomi’s plea in chapter 1 that
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the Lord would bestow /iesed upon her and Orpah (Ruth 1:8). He
declared, “Blessed be thou of the Lord, my daughter: for thou hast
shewed more kindness [/iesed] in the latter end than at the beginning”
(3:10). Her “beginning” hesed was a reference to her decision to leave
home and family so that she could look after Naomi. The context
suggests that Ruth’s “latter” /iesed refers to her actions at the thresh-
ing floor. Boaz linked them to her decision to seek Boaz rather than
the “young men [Hebrew bahdrim], whether poor or rich” (3:10). In
every other case where the phrase “young men” is used in Ruth, the
KJV translates the Hebrew word nadrim, which refers to young men
or servants, but in this instance Boaz used the word bahdrim, which
is a little more specific than naGrim—it refers to eligible, and par-
ticularly choice, young men. Boaz understood that Ruth could have
had her pick of any of the young, eligible bachelors, and yet she (and
Naomi) had chosen him. Why?

Some might think that it was simply because of his wealth and
standing in the community, but since Boaz connected her choice
with the divine attribution of hesed, we suggest that Boaz had in
mind a more covenantal purpose. He responded to Ruth’s plea for
help with “And now, my daughter, fear not; I will do to thee all that
thou requirest: for all the city of my people doth know that thou art
a virtuous woman” (Ruth 3:11). The word translated as “virtuous”
(Hebrew hayil) here is the same word used by the narrator to describe
Boaz in 2:1. The repetition of hayil to describe both Ruth and Boaz
serves two purposes. First, since Ruth was not a wealthy woman, its
use reinforces that Boaz was not just a man of wealth, but also a man
of strength or virtue. Second, it conveys to the reader that this couple
would be equally yoked together. Although they came from different
social, economic, political, and religious backgrounds, they were both
strong in their desires to keep their covenantal obligations to look
after those in need of their help. Ruth made an oath to look after
Naomi, and Boaz understood his covenantal obligations to look after

the poor, the widows, and the strangers in the land.
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Boaz committed to help Ruth by redeeming Naomi’s land
(Leviticus 25:23—30) but acknowledged that there was a go'él who was
“nearer than I.” He promised that if the latter did not step up to help,
then Boaz would serve in that capacity (3:12—13). After again provid-
ing grain for Ruth to take back to Naomi (3:15), he departed.

In chapter 4 Boaz moves to center stage in the narrative as he
examines the best way to redeem Ruth (and Naomi). What is unique
in this chapter is that Boaz acts as go'él with a combination of legal
customs that are usually discussed separately: redeeming Naomi’s
land and entering into a levirate marriage with Ruth.** Technically,
neither of these actions were required of Boaz by law. On the one
hand, Boaz knows of a go'él who was “nearer than I” (3:12). This go'él
apparently had the first right of refusal to redeem Naomi’s land.
Initially he showed interest in the land, but when Boaz tied the
transaction to a levirate marriage with Ruth, he withdrew “lest I mar
mine own inheritance” (4:3—6). The law of levirate marriage required
a man to marry the widow of his deceased brother if there was no
heir (Deuteronomy 25:5—10; Genesis 38:1—26). If the living brother
refused the levirate marriage, then the widow was free to marry
outside the family. The levirate marriage ensured that the deceased
man’s name “be not put out of Israel” (Deuteronomy 25:6; see Ruth
4:5, 10).°° The firstborn child of the levirate marriage legally became
the heir of the deceased brother. As a result, the property and lin-
eage remained within the tribal family and the widow was provided
for.’” The biblical mandate invokes a levirate marriage only for broth-
ers that “dwell together” (Deuteronomy 25:5—10), which may refer
to the brothers “living on the same family estate” or simply “living
in the same vicinity.® It appears that neither Boaz nor the “nearer
goel” qualified as levirate candidates under these precise stipulations.
When the “nearer go'él” removed his shoe in front of the elders in the
gate and gave it to Boaz (4:7), he formally recused himself and passed
on the responsibility to Boaz.* In fulfillment of his promise to Ruth,
Boaz stepped up and took responsibility both to redeem Naomi’s

land and to enter into a levirate marriage with Ruth “to raise up the
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name of the dead upon his inheritance, that the name of the dead
be not cut off from among his brethren” (4:10). Once again Boaz has
generously interpreted any legal responsibilities he might have had in
these cases. As a result of that generosity, the barrenness of both the
land and of Naomi and Ruth that was introduced in chapter 1 has
been replaced with fruitfulness, both for the land and for Ruth, for

“the Lord gave her conception, and she bare a son” (4:13).

The Book of Ruth in the Modern World

Unfortunately, the struggles of Naomi and Ruth are still experienced
by many people in the world today. We would like to suggest three
principles that modern readers can take away from the book of Ruth.

First, both women knew what it was like to be a refugee, to be
destitute, and to have to rely on legal statutes to enable them to put
food on their family’s table. Ruth was willing to work long hours to
find food for herself and her mother-in-law. Even so, their lives were
enriched by Boaz—someone who chose to use his surplus wealth to
help the needy. He did not just live the letter of the law of looking
after the poor, widows, and strangers; he was generous in how he
interpreted the laws of gleaning, redeeming, and levirate marriage.
All of us at times need someone like Boaz in our lives to help us navi-
gate dark times, but we also need to become a Boaz so that we can
be redeemers for those in our community circles who may be lost,
hungry, or poor, or who may feel invisible or marginalized. In every
society there are many like Naomi and Ruth and there are many like
Boaz—but unfortunately, there are not enough like Boaz to feed
all those like Naomi and Ruth. In a time and place where many of
us enjoy prosperity and wealth, poverty and malnourishment con-
tinue even when food is simply thrown away at an alarming rate.*
War and famine continue to force people to flee from their homes
and families. Amnesty International reports that globally there are
26 million refugees, half of which are children, who are seeking safe

places for their families to both live and thrive.”” Ruth is a reminder
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that refugees can, and do, contribute in significant and meaningful
ways in their adopted homes, but there is still much for us to do col-
lectively and individually to welcome them and help them integrate
into our society before all of God’s children can feel safe, can be fed,
and can feel loved in this mortal world. As covenant makers, it is our
responsibility to reach out to those on the margins of our society. We
cannot sit back and expect others to take care of them. Just as with
ancient Israel, God expects each one of us to dedicate at least some
of our personal “harvests” for the needy, even if all we have to give is
a widow’s mite.

Second, the law of Mosess obligations for covenantal Israel
to look after the needy in their communities were not just in force
during the Mosaic period but have been incumbent upon covenant-
making people in every dispensation.®* As much as modern transpor-
tation, telecommunications, and the internet have united the world
in unprecedented ways, there are still political, geographical, eco-
nomic, ethnic, and religious borders that segregate God’s children.
Elder Jeffrey R. Holland has invited each member of the Church to
be “committed to freeing the world from the virus of hunger, freeing
neighborhoods and nations from the virus of poverty.” He continued
to plead that we reach out to those who exist on the margins of our
societies: “May we hope for . . . the gift of personal dignity for every
child of God, unmarred by any form of racial, ethnic, or religious
prejudice. Undergirding all of this is our relentless hope for greater
devotion to the two greatest of all commandments: to love God by
keeping His counsel and to love our neighbors by showing kindness
and compassion, patience and forgiveness. These two divine direc-
tives are still—and forever will be—the only real hope we have for
giving our children a better world than the one they now know.”

Third, undergirding everything in the book of Ruth is the liv-
ing reality that what brings people of different groups together in
unity is God’s hesed. In the book of Ruth, God is specifically men-
tioned in only two verses (1:6; 4:13), yet if the reader looks closely, his

hesed pervades the story. Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz are people who are
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covenantally committed and loyal to him and seek to show /esed in
their interactions with others. Naomi and Ruth were destitute as they
entered Bethlehem. Naomi thought that God had abandoned her.
This story is a reminder that although God’s hesed will not remove
our trials and periods of darkness, it will always be available to us,
not usually through divine epiphanies, but through the actions of his
disciples who minister to one another. Ruth ministered to Naomi;
Naomi ministered to Ruth; and Boaz ministered to the both of them.
As a result of each of these people choosing to minister, all of their
lives were blessed both temporally and spiritually.

Alicia Ostriker reminds all who read it that the book of Ruth “is
deeply optimistic, with an optimism generated . . . by looking at the
possibilities of [h]esed, or loving kindness—Ilovingly generous human
behavior at the most intimate of levels.”* The question for modern
readers is how we can actively incorporate that same sense of cov-
enantal fiesed in our interactions with those on the periphery of our

society.
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