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THE “CEREMONY OF THE SHOE"
A RiTUAL OF GOD'S ANCIENT
COVENANT PEOPLE

Another common act made extraordinary by the ritual experience is the act of clothing,
or investiture. This is, in part, no doubt due to the social function of clothing, meaning
that we often use clothing as a form of communication in which we inform others as to
how we define ourselves and our relationship to the greater comunity. Apparel associ-
ated with the feet is particularly symbolic of abstract principles such as movement and
ownership. Alonzo Gaskill’'s paper addresses the investiture and divestiture of the shoe in
its biblical context and demonstrates that something as simple as taking off a shoe could
establish, via ritual, a profound covenantal relationship. —DB

“TYuT OFF THY SHOES FROM off thy feet, for the place whereon thou
Pstandest is holy ground” (Exodus 3:5). So spoke the premortal
Jehovah to the prophet Moses—and so practiced ancient and modern
Hindus, Muslims, Hare Krishnas, and various other faith traditions.
Shoes have played an important role in establishing sacred space and
sacred rites from the beginning of time. However, the removal of one’s
shoes as a ritual act or gesture is not always about sacred soil. As a singu-
lar example, the ancient practice of levirate marriage is often associated
with the removal of the shoes—but entrance into sacred space is not at

the heart of the act. Indeed, an entirely different connotation is implied.

Alonzo L. Gaskill is an associate professor of Church history and doctrine at Brigham
Young University.
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In this paper we will examine the “ceremony of the shoe” as it appears in
Ruth 4, with its common interpretations, likely implications, and signifi-
cant relations to Latter-day Saint temple practices.

Levirate marriage is the name given to the ancient law requiring the
surviving brother of a deceased man to unite in an intimate relation-
ship with the childless widow of his brother. This was done in order to
raise up seed unto the name of his prematurely deceased sibling (see
Deuteronomy 25:5-6).! As with many Hebrew laws, levirate marriage had
accompanying rituals requisite for its formal and legal enactment. Thus,
near the end of the Deuteronomic passage dealing with this law comes an
explanation of what a woman should do if her surviving brother-in-law (or
levir) refuses to marry her. We read: “Then shall his brother’s wife come unto
him in the presence of the elders, and loose his shoe from off his foot, and
spit in his face, and shall answer and say, So shall it be done unto that man
that will not build up his brother’s house. And his name shall be called in
Israel, The house of him that hath his shoe loosed” (Deuteronomy 25:9-10).

We know that the practice of levirate marriage was known in bibli-
cal times at least as early as the writing of the Pentateuch and remained
culturally acceptable perhaps as late as the penning of the Gospel of Luke
(see Luke 20:28). Unfortunately, there is some confusion surrounding
this rite; namely, it is common for scholars to make blanket assumptions
about this law and its ritual enactment in scripture and history—perhaps
in part because what does appear in scripture regarding levirate marriage
is scant at best. Thus commentators will sometimes see in certain cultic
practices or biblical passages what appear to be parallels between those
rites or verses and the law of levirate marriage. However, many of these
suppositions are not necessarily warranted.

For an example of one such unwarranted assumption, we turn to the
book of Ruth and the story of Boaz’s marriage to that icon of faithfulness
and devotion, Ruth. In the fourth chapter of Ruth we read: “Now this was
the manner in former time in Israel concerning redeeming and concerning
changing, for to confirm all things; a man plucked off his shoe, and gave
it to his neighbour: and this was a testimony in Israel. Therefore the kins-
man said unto Boaz, Buy it for thee. So he drew off his shoe” (Ruth 4:7-8).
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At least as early as the first century, commentators were reading the
Ruth passage as an example of levirate marriage. Josephus clearly saw
the ritual portrayed in the book of Ruth as a representation of this rite,
as is evidenced by his comments in his work Antiquities of the Jews. He
wrote that Boaz “bid the woman to loose his shoe and spit in his face,
according to the law; and when this was done [Boaz] married Ruth, and
they had a son within a year’s time.”* Likewise, Methodist commentator
Adam Clarke (circa 1760-1832) wrote that the laws explaining what was
»3

happening in Ruth 4 are “given at large in Deut.xxv.5-9.
and Clarke, most scholars, whether LDS* or non-LDS,’ tend to see the rite

Like Josephus

described in Ruth 4 as a biblical example of levirate marriage.
Admittedly, on a superficial level there appear to be significant correla-
tions between the passages in Ruth 4 and those in Deuteronomy 25. In the
end, however, there are a number of reasons why Ruth chapter 4 is likely
not intended to be a representation of a traditional levirate marriage ritual.®
First of all, unlike the widowed woman in Exodus chapter 25, Ruth
does not spit in the face of the man who refuses to marry her, which many
sources indicate is a requisite part of the ceremony of levirate marriage.”
One commentator noted that the Boethusians, or Sanhedrin, “held that
the yevamah is required actually to spit in the levir’s face and this is also
stated in two manuscripts of the Septuagint, in Josephus’s Antiquities,
and in some of the apocryphal books, but the talmudic scholars held it

”8

to be sufficient if the elders see her spitting.”® Since Ruth neither spits
in the face of her intended, nor on the ground, hers cannot be a levirate
marriage. It will also be noted that the unnamed male kinsman-redeemer
(go’el) in the story of Ruth incurs no disgrace when he declines to play
his part.’ If this is an example of levirate marriage, it runs contrary to
scripturally dictated practice.

Second, in the story of Ruth and Boaz it is not the woman who
removes the man’s shoe. Rather, the unnamed male kinsman-redeemer
(go’el) is depicted as removing his own shoe. This too is contrary to the
law surrounding levirate marriage and contrary to what happens in the
Deuteronomic passage in question.'® Thus, again, something other than

the standard levirate marriage ceremony is being depicted here.
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Third, in the book of Ruth the unnamed kinsman-redeemer (go’€/) is
not Ruth’s husband’s brother—as is required by Jewish law. He appears
to be, at best, a distant relative."* Thus, again, this cannot be an effort to
fulfill the custom of levirate marriage. Something entirely different is
being depicted here.

Fourth, the words for the levirate obligation (yabam) and for the
kinsman-redeemer (go’él) are totally unrelated. Yabam can mean either
“husband’s brother,” or to perform the duty of such to “a brother’s
widow.”*> However, the book of Ruth does not use yabam but rather the
term go’él, which indicates a redeemer (particularly of consecrated things
or people) or an avenger and signifies that these roles are performed based
on the authority of kinship. A “kinsman-redeemer” purchases a relative
from slavery (actual or potential); a “kinsman-avenger” provides justice
on behalf of a relative.'® Of course both concepts are in the image of
God as Redeemer—but the implications and linguistic connotations are
entirely different. Thus, again, the connection between levirate marriage
and the rite depicted in Ruth 4 seems stretched.

Fifth, Obed—the son born to Boaz and Ruth—is spoken of as the
son of Boaz rather than as the son of Ruth’s deceased husband, Mahlon
(see Ruth 4:18-22; Septuagint Ruth 4:13). This would be contrary to levi-
rate marriage, which is primarily for the purpose of raising seed up to a
deceased brother.* In other words, when the levir fathers a child through
his sister-in-law, it is not considered his offspring, but rather the offspring
of his deceased brother. Since Obed is described as being Boaz’s son, the
rite performed in Ruth 4 cannot be an example of levirate marriage."”

Finally, one text notes: “In biblical law the levir [or brother-in-law]
does not require a formal marriage (kiddushin) to the yevamah [or sister-
in-law] since the personal status tie, the zikkah between them, arises auto-
matically upon the death of the husband of the yevamah.”*® Elsewhere we
read: “If a man died childless, his widow was not free to remarry but
was considered to be already betrothed to his brother.””” Thus, whereas
levirate marriage did not require—nor allow—a marriage contract to be
initiated (as the couple were considered already married), in the book of

Ruth a formal marriage is expected and, in the end, performed. Thus the



THE “CEREMONY OF THE SHOE” 137

rites depicted in Deuteronomy 25 and Ruth 4 appear to be different—one
having to do with the loss of a family member and the other to do with
something that is potentially different altogether.

So if Ruth 4:7-8 is not an example of levirate marriage, what is it?
While we cannot say for certain, and the chapter offers us little by way of
clues,'® there are a couple of elements which may at least help us to form
a hypothesis about what the author intended his audience to understand.
Our primary focus here will be the removal of the shoe. However, we
must be cautious to approach the passage exegetically rather than eiseget-
ically" if we wish to avoid the pitfalls encountered by previous exegetes.

In modern as well as ancient cultures, shoes have served not only a
practical function but also an aesthetic one. However, when employed in
Biblical ritual, shoes have an almost exclusively symbolic purpose.*® For
example, they can represent one’s preparation for a task (see Exodus 12:11;
Ephesians 6:15; Matthew 10:10; Mark 6:9). Sometimes they imply the sta-
tus of the wearer—freedom for the shod (see Luke 15:22) and enslavement
or poverty for the barefoot individual (see 2 Chronicles 28:15; Isaiah 20:2).
In contrast, going barefoot is occasionally utilized as a sign of mourning
(see 2 Samuel 15:30; Ezekiel 24:17, 23).*' Finally, perhaps the most com-
monly associated meanings have to do with the removal of shoes when
one enters hallowed ground (see Exodus 3:5; Joshua 5:15; Acts 7:33).>
Thus, we see footwear as more than a convenience and more than an
accessory. Shoes, slippers, and sandals are important symbolic articles for
ancient and modern Israel—God’s covenant people. Aside from the afore-
mentioned symbolic uses of the shoe or slipper, there is one additional
use worthy of our examination. It is the ceremony of the shoe®® alluded
to in the Hebrew Bible, in the records of ancient Mesopotamia,** and in
the sacred rites of modern covenant Israel.

It appears from a number of sources, scriptural and otherwise, that
the transfer of property in ancient times was accompanied by a rite or
ritual consisting primarily of the removal of shoes. The Hebrews referred
to this ritual by the name of halitzah (“to draw off”).*® One text notes,
“When someone sells his property . . . he loses permanently or tempo-

rarily his legal right to it . . . and he ‘lifts up his hand or foot from it, and
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places that of the new owner in it Thus it is logical to conclude that
this expression which had at first only a legal meaning developed into a
symbolic meaning. Then the biblical tradition took a further step. The
‘lifting up of the foot’ became more concrete and real with the ‘pulling
off of the shoe.”*® This act before witnesses was a legal attestation®” that
the party divesting itself of a particular piece of property was doing so
willingly—and had formally and officially relinquished all future claims
to that particular piece of property.”® The removal of the sandal, slipper,
or shoe at the end of the rite signified that the transaction was completed
and that the ritual was legally binding.*® One commentary described the
meaning of the rite as follows: “A person’s garments are, so to speak, part
of himself, and . . . if a person removes his garments in order to show
his willingness to deprive himself of everything in life, he ought also to

remove his shoes.”®® This same author continues:

Amongst the Hebrews business transactions took place publically
in the market-place so that the presence of the whole community,
or at least ten of the elders, served to confirm them. (Gen. xxiii.)
... As an aid to the memory, therefore, there arose the custom
of drawing off the shoes in transferring a possession or domain.
(Ruth iv, 7.) The idea was that the person who gave up a posses-
sion should show by removing his shoe that he was thus divesting
himself of something before the witnesses. This could then be
regarded as a public declaration that he was withdrawing from

the property and handing it over to another person.*!

Because the shoe was a natural symbol of possession, the removal of the
same implied divestment.** As noted, this act (although symbolic) had
binding, legal implications clearly understood by all who were called
upon to witness the rite,*® and in a time when the ability to write was
greatly limited, it allowed even the illiterate to participate in legal trans-
actions. Because of biblical evidence and extracanonical support, schol-
ars believe that this rite was at one time very widespread in the ancient

Near East.?*
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Although the common assumption that the rite depicted in Ruth 4
is traditionally seen as an example of levirate marriage, it appears likely
that itis instead a prime example of the ceremony of the shoe. The salient
portion of Ruth reads: “(Now in earlier times in Israel, for the redemption
and transfer of property to become final, one party took off his sandal
and gave it to the other. This was the method of legalizing transactions
in Israel)) So the kinsman-redeemer said to Boaz, ‘Buy it yourself. And
he removed his sandal” (New International Version, Ruth 4:7—8).>* One

commentary on this passage states:

When the unnamed®® kinsman-redeemer (go’él) arrives the next
morning at the city gate, Boaz is waiting for him. The dialogue
is brief. Boaz brings together the kinsman-redeemer and 10
elders. In typical patriarchal fashion the subject matter is not the
women—Naomi and Ruth—but rather the dead man Elimelech’s
land. Boaz tells the kinsman-redeemer that Naomi is selling it
and he is the first in line to acquire it. . . . The kinsman-redeemer
agrees to redeem Elimelech’s land. Boaz, however, counters that
the Moabite Ruth is part of Elimelech’s property. Since Elimelech’s
daughter-in-law is still able to provide an heir for her dead hus-
band’s name and land, the kinsman-redeemer is, in effect, com-
mitting himself to providing that heir by buying the land. . . . This
new information changes things. It is one thing to buy land—and
convenient that being a close relative to the deceased gives one the
first option to do so. It is quite another thing to realize that the
land will ultimately belong to the son whom one will raise up for
the deceased. The kinsman-redeemer understands the purchase
of Elimelech’s land to entail risk to his own inheritance and so
declines the opportunity to purchase it. He then passes on to Boaz
the right to redeem the land. . . . A narrative parenthesis explains
the significance of what happens next. . . . Transfer of right or
ownership of property was solemnized not by a handshake nor by
a written contract as it is today but by each party’s removing his

sandal and giving it to the other.*”
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So the subject is the transfer of property—specifically land (traditionally
associated with this ritual), but also Ruth, who, in an ancient patriarchal
milieu, would have had the status of property in such circumstances.*
Here the removal of a shoe symbolizes the fact that rights to the land
Elimelech once owned—and rights to his daughter-in-law (who might
provide a legal heir)—are now being transferred.*” Indeed, one commen-
tator noted that Ruth 4:7 “is best understood as an overly terse way of
describing shoe symbolism in two different kinds of transaction; in an
exchange transaction, the parties exchanged shoes, while in the matter of
giving up the right of redemption, the one ceding the right gave his shoe to
the one taking over the right.”*° As noted above, the right to freely walk on
or dwell upon an estate belonged only to the owner—and the shoe served
as the perfect symbol of the right of possession.** Anciently, the foot sym-
bolized power or possession (see Psalm 8:6; Psalm 36:11; Joshua 10:24) as
well as territorial claims (see Deuteronomy 1:36; 11:24; Joshua 1:3; 14:9).*?
Here the kinsman-redeemer (goe/) was acknowledging that he had will-
ingly divested himself of his natural right to Elimelech’s former property.
Thus one commentator states that the book of “Ruth has preserved the
older meaning of the shoe ceremony—a renunciation of a right.”**

Of course, it is possible that at some point in history there was a con-
nection between, or blending of, the ceremony of the shoe and levirate
marriage**—after all, the latter of these was not solely concerned with
producing a male heir for a deceased relative. It was just as concerned, if
not more so, with the perpetuation of family property within the immedi-
ate family.** Regardless, clearly the meaning of the rite described in the
book of Ruth is different from that of levirate marriage, and it appears
that there are limited connections that can be made between these
two rites. Despite involving the removal of a shoe, the context of the
Deuteronomical rite shows that what is intended is significantly different
from what is represented in the book of Ruth.

The connections sometimes made between the ceremony of the shoe
and the removal of footwear when entering sacred space are not so tenu-
ous, however. As noted above, a prime message in the removal of shoes

during ritual is that one is divesting oneself of ownership or property. It



THE “CEREMONY OF THE SHOE” 141

is a legally binding acknowledgment that what was once yours is no lon-
ger such, of your own free will and choice. We see examples in scripture
of individuals removing their shoes upon entering sacred space, Moses
(see Exodus 3:5) and Joshua (see Joshua 5:15) being the chief among
them. In what sense are they divesting themselves of something when
they perform such an act? The answer to that question seems obvious.
In his fourth-century Instructions to Initiates into the Mysteries, Cyril of
Jerusalem stated, “As soon, then, as ye entered [the inner chamber], ye put
off your tunic [or street clothes]; and this was an image of putting off the
old man with his deeds.”*® In the spirit of Cyril’s comments, it seems fair
to say that the removal of shoes upon entering sacred ground symbolizes
the temporary divesting of oneself of the world and its ways—exchang-
ing temporal property for a spiritual residence. It is a symbolic effort to
set aside the natural man and the things of this fallen world in order to
consecrate one’s life and embrace the things of God, including his pres-
ence, glory, and Spirit. Thus, one typologist wrote, “putting off shoes on
entering a holy place represents leaving earthly contact outside . . . and
[divesting] oneself of vice.”*” Another source states, “Shoes are necessary
only on the earth because of the filth of the ground. By removing them,
we symbolically leave the world outside the Lord’s sanctuary.”*®
Elsewhere we read of a connection between the ceremony of the
shoe and the removal of one’s footwear when entering sacred ground;
anciently, “washing was a symbol of consecration, and it was necessary
for the worshiper to wash his garments previous to his taking part in any
special sacred function (Lev. xvi, etc.), but as shoes, on account of the
material from which they were made, could not be washed, they were
removed as an act of consecration.”*” Thus, when you and I participate
in the ordinances of the temple, we technically divest ourselves of the
world via approaching the temple physically clean and also via removal
of not only our street clothing but also our shoes. Such actions do not
constitute the ceremony of the shoe, but they do prepare us to divest our-
selves of the world in the ordinances of the house of the Lord—and they
do suggest a subtle connection between the ceremony and our actions

of preparation.
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We now turn our attention to the specifics of how this ancient rite of
property transferal specifically relates to God’s modern covenant people
and their worship patterns today. The symbolic meanings underlying the
ceremony of the shoe, as delineated in this paper, seem germane to mod-
ern temple worship.

First of all, removing shoes as part of the covenant-making process in
ancient Semitic societies signaled the participants’ willingness to divest
themselves of some possession—often property which they formerly
had a right to. Then is it not possible that the rite manifests their hope
of gaining something better through the fulfillment of their part in the

covenant?*°

For example, when Adam and Eve willingly partook of the
fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, they divested themselves
of Eden (with its ease and luxury) in hopes of gaining the celestial king-
dom.”* They made a choice to renounce that property because they knew
something better awaited them.

Similarly, in the holy temple, patrons symbolically divest themselves
of their inheritance in the premortal existence (i.e., the “first estate”) so
that they can live in the “lone and dreary world” (the “second estate”)—
all in the hopes of gaining the celestial kingdom.**> Thus, like Adam and
Eve—or Ruth’s unnamed kinsman-redeemer—we once willingly cov-
enanted to relinquish our right to remain in the premortal existence
because we knew something better awaited us, namely, the celestial king-
dom. We made a trade, as it were. We took a calculated risk. In the temple,
when entering into that covenant with God, we physically remove our
shoes as a symbolic statement that such was done of our own free will
and choice, and with the knowledge and belief that God will fulfill his
portion of that covenant by preparing for us a “promised land,” even the
celestial kingdom. John Tvedtnes has suggested that “the Hebrew for san-
dal (na‘al) is probably a wordplay with (nahal), meaning ‘inheritance.”
So the removal of the footwear when participating in the ceremony of
the shoe actually highlights what that rite is about. It suggests to the
participant that inheritance (or land) is the focus—and in a temple con-
text those lands are the premortal existence, Eden, and the yet-future

celestial kingdom.**
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On a related note, David R. Mace explained that in biblical times,
“possession of the land and marriage with the widow went together.”*®
Relating this idea to the story of Ruth, there appear to be symbolic im-
plications in this concept. Just as the land and the bride are connected
in the story, so also do the promised land (or celestial kingdom) and
membership in the Church (which is the “bride of Christ”—see, for ex-
ample, Ephesians 5:22-33) go together. It is through the restored rites of
the fullness of the gospel of Jesus Christ that those who believe become
Christ’s “bride” and lay hold upon an inheritance in the land which be-
longs to him.>® We each seek a place in the celestial kingdom of our God.
The ceremony of the shoe highlights that desire and our commitment
to connect ourselves to the Bridegroom, that redemption might take
place and an inheritance might be received. Of the symbolism inher-
ent in the story of Ruth, one commentator wrote that Boaz “is a type
for the Lord Jesus who owns the field and who marries those who were
formerly foreigners and strangers, but who put their trust in Him and
become His bride, the church.”*” Symbolically speaking, removal of the
shoe is a ritualistic way of exhibiting faith in the Bridegroom and his abil-
ity to save or redeem. The early twentieth-century Scottish linguist and
typologist Harold Bayley saw connections between the shoe or slipper
and Christ. He noted that just as a shoe protects the wearer and shields
him or her from dirt—"“by taking it upon itself"—so also does Jesus shield
those who seek to be his bride from the spiritual dirt we call sin.*® This
has relevance in the story of Ruth, both because Ruth and Boaz seem to
typify the Church and her Bridegroom, and also because of Boaz’s role
to redeem Ruth via shouldering her burden and taking upon himself
her trial—just as Christ willingly shoulders our burdens and takes upon
himself our trials. Significantly, as in the story of Ruth, we must seek out
a covenant relationship with Christ (our Bridegroom) and, metaphori-
cally speaking, offer him our shoe as a representation that we have given
up all we have because we trust in him and in all that he has promised
to do for us and give to us.*

As the evidence shows, levirate marriage and the ceremony regarding

the transferal of property are not equivalent, or even harmonious, rites.
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Indeed, as one commentator noted, “they are in open conflict” with each
other.®® Thus, rather than assuming that the book of Ruth preserves a
traditional example of the former Deuteronomic rite, it seems more fit-
ting to draw from Ruth’s experience a message about property or inheri-
tance rites and their application to our modern covenant relationship

with Christ and the work which we do in his holy temples.
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