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Ruhamah

NAMED WOMEN 3

Rizpah. It may have been the practice in ancient
Near Eastern kingdoms to lay claim to the throne
by having sexual relations with the former king’s
wives or concubines (see also 2 Sam 15:13-17; 16:17—
22).
DiaNa VIKANDER EDELMAN
SEE ALSO Part I: Abishag; Ahinoam 3; Part II: Wives of
Saul (2 Sam 12:8); Concubines of David (2 Sam 15:16,
etc.).
FOR PURTHER READING: de Vaux, Roland. Ancient Is-
rael: Its Life and Institutions.
Matthews, Victor H., and Don C. Benjamin. Social World
of Ancient Israel, 1250587 B.G..
Patai, Raphael. Sex and Family in the Bible and the Middle
East.

Ruhamah
“pitied, loved,” from Hebrew rhm, “to pity, have
compassion, love”
SEE Lo-ruhamah (Part I).

Ruth

“satiation, refreshment;” from Hebrew rwh, “to be

saturated, to drink one’s fill”
RUTH IN THE HEBREW BIBLE

(Book of Ruth)
Ruth’s name provides the title for the Book of Ruth,
probably a piece of historical fiction set in the time
of the judges. Ruth is a Moabite woman who mar-
ries a Judean immigrant named Mahlon (1:1—4;
4:10). Upon his death she becomes a childless
widow who chooses to accompany her mother-in-
law, Naomj, to Judah. Naomi protests the decision
(1:11-13), but Ruth perseveres. She pledges total loy-
alty, even unto death, to Naomi, her people, and her
god YEWH (1:16-17). When the women of Bethle-
hem greet them both, Naomi fails to acknowledge
that Ruth is with her. Instead, the storyteller reports
her presence as Moabite immigrant (a foreigner)
and daughter-in-law (1:19-22).

In scene one (1:1-22) Ruth emerges in tension
with her culture. She marries outside her own peo-
ple, disavows the solidarity of her family, abandons
her national identity, and renounces her religious

affiliation. In the entire biblical epic of Israel, ¢
Abraham approaches this radicalness, but then
had a call from God (Gen 12:1-3) and also a
Ruth stands alone, without support human or di-
vine. Moreover, she reverses sexual allegiance,
young woman commits herself to an old womap
a world where life depends upon men, 8
Scene two (2:1-23) portrays Ruth taking the jn,
itiative to find food. By chance (a code for the di
vine) she comes to the field of a Pprosperous man
named Boaz, a relative of Naomi (2:1-3). He asks,
“To whom does this young woman belong?” —
truly a patriarchal question. Though the question
fits his culture, it does not fit Ruth, who remains in
tension with the culture. The servant’s answer fails
to give her name but identifies her as “the Moabite 4
who came back with Naomi from the country of
Moab” (2:6). It derives her identity from her
strangeness and from another woman. :
Boaz allows Ruth to glean in his field and ar-
ranges for her safety. She responds with appropriate
deference, noting his favor and her foreignne;
(2:8—9). Yet ironic subtlety marks her speech. The
favor Boaz gives her is the favor that she has sought.
Therefore, she (and chance), not he, is shaping her
destiny. Boaz recognizes her distinctiveness, He de- :
scribes her as one who has left her mother and
father and her native land to live among a people -
she did not know (2:11). His language echoes the
call of Abraham (Gen 12:1) and so locates Ruth
within the saga of Israel. Further, Boaz invokes -
blessing upon her from yawm under whose protec-
tive “wings” (kénapayim) she has taken refuge
(2:12). At evening, when Ruth reports to Naomi, the
daughter learns that Boaz is a redeemer within their
larger family. Her own concerns, however, remain :
loyalty to Naomi and the availability of food (2i7~
23). 3
If scene two portrays Ruth’s struggle to survive
physically, scene three represents her struggle to
survive culturally (3:1-18). It involves a bold act;
potentially dangerous and compromising. At the
insistence of Naomi, Ruth agrees without question
to pursue marriage with Boaz. The plan calls for her .
to visit him on the threshing floor after he has
celebrated the harvest and gone to sleep. She isto
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Ruth

cover his “feet,” a euphemism for genitals, and
o he will tell her what to do.
- Ruth’s actions elicit from Boaz a second question
). Unlike his first, it addresses her directly
d asks for her personal identity: “Who are you?”
9). [n answering, Ruth gives her name. Then,
contrary to Naomi’s assurance, she tells Boaz what
do: “Sptead your wing [kandp, translated “cloak”
the NRSV] over your servant, for you are next-
kin” By a wordplay on wing Ruth challenges
" Boaz to heed his earlier prayer for her blessing
(2:12)- This foreign woman calls an Israelite man to
onsibility.
" Even though Boaz informs Ruth that another
i has first rights to her, Boaz himself responds
aciously to her proposal. He calls Ruth a “worthy
§ ungam:s (é3et hayil), the same phrase that Proverbs
~ uses to depict the “capable wife” (Prov 31:10). He
protects Ruth from discovery and provides her with
14-15). In the morning she reports to her
" mother-in-law all that Boaz has done, yet omitting
- .W?w port of her own bold words and deeds. Char-
acteristically, Ruth’s last words focus on her
s mv ther-in-law and the availability of food (3:17).
In scene four (4:1-22) Ruth, like Naomi, does not

He de- but is talked about. Before the male elders at
er and city gate, the place where issues are settled by
people 7 community, Boaz presents the case of the
esthe & women to the unnamed man who has first rights.
i Ruth & When this man learns that his obligation to pur-
avokes chase land from Naomi entails the marrying of

irotec-
refuge
ni, the
1 their
emain
(2117~

Ruth, he refuses (4:1-6). The way is then open for
Boaz to do the redeemer’s part. The elders who
itness the transaction address him with words
out Ruth, though they never use her name. She is
1 woman” and “this young woman” whom they
compare to the ancestral mothers Rachel, Leah, and
r. These men see her as fulfilling the tradi-
onal values of fertility and the continuation of a
ale lineage (4:7-12). Accordingly, Boaz takes her as
wife, and she bears a son (4:13). A man’s con-
s'have subsumed the woman Ruth.

irvive

zle to
d act, -
it the

:stion ~ Her'story ends, however, not with the male elders
or her ﬁpﬁ with the women of Bethlehem (see 1:19). In
e has nsferring Ruth’s child to Naomi, they remind her

is to - that “your daughter-in-law who loves you, who is

more to you than seven sons, has borne him” (4:14—
15). Ruth leaves the story exalted above the ideal
number of male children and identified through
the woman to whom she swore allegiance even be-
yond death. )

Feminist readings of Ruth diverge sharply. One
perspective faults her for perfection, for being com-
pliant, self-effacing, and a mere pawn of Naomi.
Another praises her for faithfulness, for making
radical moves, for risking dangerous acts, and for
being a devoted partner of Naomi. Still another sees
her used to espouse the patriarchal values of mar-
riage and progeny, and then discarded. The counter
view sees her challenging patriarchy even while
trapped within it. Her foreign identity also receives
opposing interpretations. One view holds that the
story affirms this Moabite woman, embracing her
fully within Judahi as the great-grandmother of
David (see 4:17—21). Another view holds that the
story rejects this Moabite woman, erasing her at the
end by giving her child to Naomi and so according
David a pure genealogy.

Outside the story, the Gospel of Matthew claims
Ruth as the mother of her child. Moreover, it places
her alongside Tamar, “the wife of Uriah,” and Mary
as the only women in the genealogy of Jesus (Matt
13,5, 6,16).

Puyrrts TRIBLE
See aLso Part I Naomi; Orpah; Part II: Mothers of

Ruth and Orpah (Ruth 1:8, etc.); Women of Bethlehem

(Ruth 119, etc.).

FOR FURTHER READING: Brenner, Athalya, ed. A

Feminist Companion to Ruth.

Kates, Judith A., and Gail Twersky Reimer, eds. Reading

Ruth.

La Cocque, André, “Ruth.”
Levine, Amy-Jill. “Ruth.”
Trible, Phyllis. “A Human Comedy.”

RUTH IN THE NEW TESTAMENT
(Matt 1:5)

David’s great-grandmother (Ruth 418-22), the

Moabite Ruth, is the third woman named in Mat-

thew’s genealogy of Jesus. Like Rahab, Tamar, and

Bathsheba, Ruth takes righteous if unexpected ac-

tion, anticipates Mary’s sexually problematic situ-
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