Ruth
The book of Ruth is very small, containing just four chapters. However, those four chapters hold a rich tapestry of courage, faithfulness and humility. The aim of this essay will be to tap into that rich tapestry with the hope of releasing the full meaning of those qualities and uncover what it took to be Ruth at that time.
The origins of the Moabites
The earliest recording of the Moab people in the Bible can be seen in the book of Genesis. Abram’s nephew, Lot, had two daughters. The three of them were living in a cave after leaving the land of Zoar (Genesis 19.30 NIV) Whilst in the cave, Lot’s daughters had an incestual relationship with their father on two consecutive nights (Genesis 19.31-38 NIV). As a result of that relationship, the fathers of the Moabites and the Ammonites were born.
The Moabites were not looked upon with favour.
No Ammonite or Moabite or any of their descendants may enter the assembly of the Lord… Do not seek a treaty or friendship with them as long as you live  
							(Deuteronomy 23.3-6 NIV)
Introduction to Ruth
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]We are introduced to Ruth very early on in the book of Ruth. ‘They married Moabite Women, one was named Orpah and the other Ruth’ (Ruth 1.4 NIV) When there was a famine in Bethlehem, Elimeleck, his wife Naomi, and their two sons Mahlon and Kilion travelled from their home to Moab. They had settled there for ten years, and it was during this time when Mahlon and Kilion married two Moabite women, Ruth and Orpah.
No more is told of what happened during their ten years of marriage, just that Elimeleck, Mahlon and Kilion die, leaving Naomi, Ruth and Orpah widowed (Ruth 1.5 NIV). 
Some believe that the untimely death of all three men in this story is punishment for their leaving Bethlehem during the time of famine. However, if this is the case, why was Naomi spared? She surely would also have met the threshold of this charge as she, along with her husband and sons, left Bethlehem during their time of need.
figure[footnoteRef:1] [1: fig “Ruth: Midrash and Aggadah; Encyclopaedia of Jewish women, 31st December 1999 [Accessed 14th December, 2022]
] 

An answer for this can be found in the Hebrew text. Elimeleck is described as ‘ish Naomi’[footnoteRef:2]. In Hebrew, ish means man of. In the biblical times a man owned his wife’s sexuality[footnoteRef:3], and a woman was subordinate to her husband[footnoteRef:4] (Ruth 2.5 NIV). Therefore, according to this Naomi would have had no option but to follow her husband to Moab whether she wanted to or not. [2:  Yael Ziegler, Ruth: From Alienation to Monarchy. Tragedy: Ruth Chapter One; Naomi: Wife of Elimelekh; p.127.]  [3:  Marc Zvi Brettler Jewish Study Bible; Introduction to Essays; Gender in the Bible; p.2178. ]  [4:  Marc Zvi Brettler Jewish Study Bible; Introduction to Essays; Gender in the Bible; p.2180. ] 

Ruth’s faithfulness
Ruth at this point in the story is now a widow. She is still in her homeland and her father and mother are still alive (Ruth 2.11 NIV), so whilst this situation is unimaginably upsetting, she is in a far better situation than her mother-in-law Naomi, who not only lost her husband but her sons also. After hearing that the famine is over, Naomi decides to travel back to her homeland and her two daughters-in-law follow.
As they are travelling Naomi turns to her daughters-in-law and pleads with them to go back. Naomi says: ‘Go back, each of you to your mother’s home’ (Ruth 1.8 NIV). Naomi goes on further to say: ‘may the Lord grant that each of you find rest in the home of another husband’ (Ruth 1.9 NIV). Ruth at this point could have turned back. It would have been far easier for her. She was still in Moab; furthermore, she was not under any obligation to travel with her mother-in-law to Bethlehem for the leverite ceremony of yibbum to take place.
The leverite ceremony of yibbum is a marriage of a widow to her brother-in-law or in some circumstances her father-in-law[footnoteRef:5]. Ruth would not have been under this obligation since her brother-in-law and her father-in-law were both deceased. The purpose around the ceremony of yibbum is to ensure the widow does not die childless as this was considered shameful (Genesis 30.1 NIV); the birth of a child, particularly a son, ensured the survival of the family as it was the men who normally went out to work (Ruth 2.9 NIV); furthermore, it would ensure the family name of the deceased husband carried on and did not die with him. The only other ceremony that would be applicable here for Ruth to attend would be Chalitza. As women were owned by their husbands, in the event of their husband’s death the woman’s ownership immediately passed to the next in line due to marry them. A Chalitza ceremony would nullify this, giving the woman ownership over herself. In this case we can see from reading the book of Ruth that this is also not applicable as both the brother-in-law and father-in-law were both deceased.    [5:  John H. Walton, Dale W. Manor, Zondervan illustrated bible background commentary; volume 2; Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 Samuel, 2 Samuel; (2009) Ruth; Levirate Marriage; p.249. ] 

In absence of this obligatory ceremony, and no other legal or ceremonial commitments that tie Ruth to her mother-in-law, Ruth still decides to leave Moab and travels to Bethlehem with Naomi. Not only does she leave her home, but also her people and her God. ‘Your people will be my people and your God my God’ (Ruth 1.16 NIV)
Interestingly, it has been argued that verse 16 is evidence of a covenant that Ruth made with Naomi which might lend reasoning behind her deciding to travel[footnoteRef:6]. The wording of her pledge to Naomi has been compared to the pledge made by Ittai to King David in the second book of Samuel[footnoteRef:7]. In it, Ittai says to David ‘…wherever my Lord the King may be, whether it means life or death, there will your servant be’ (2 Samuel 15.21 NIV). What we may be starting to see is possibly a covenant of Hesed. In Proverbs, it reads ‘a friend loves at all times and a brother is born for a time of adversity’ (Proverbs 17.17 NIV). We know that the Bible is indeed written from a patriarchal point of view, but if we look at this verse in a matriarchal way, we could read that a sister is also born for a time of adversity. it is possible that in their time of need both Naomi and Ruth looked upon each other as sisters.  [6:  Mark S Smith, ‘Your People shall be my people: Family and covenant in Ruth 1: 16-17, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly, No.2, Vol.69, April 2007, 242-258, (pp.245-246) [accessed 27th December 2022]  ]  [7:  Mark S Smith, ‘Your People shall be my people: Family and covenant in Ruth 1: 16-17, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly, No.2, Vol.69, April 2007, 242-258, (pp.245-246) [accessed 27th December 2022]] 

Ruth’s faithfulness does not go unnoticed. After Naomi and Ruth had travelled to Bethlehem, Ruth had gone to glean grain from a field that was owned by Boaz. Whilst there, Boaz informs her that he knows what sacrifices she has made for her mother-in-law (Ruth 2.11 NIV). Considering these sacrifices, Boaz proclaims his earnest prayer that ‘the Lord repay you (Ruth) for what you have done’ (Ruth 2. 12 NIV)
Ruth’s Courage
It is no denying that what Ruth did took great amounts of courage. Leaving her home, her father’s protection and venturing out into uncertainty was a big deal in a patriarchal world. A woman’s protection came from a man, and not to have one put a woman in the very real danger of being the victim of violence, sexual harassment or rape[footnoteRef:8]. We can see evidence for this in the conversation that Boaz has with Ruth. After telling her not to glean from another field, Boaz reassures Ruth that he has told his men ‘…Not to lay a hand on you’ (Ruth 2.9 NIV). [8:  Anna May Say Pa, ‘Boundary Crossers and risk takers: Ruth and Justa in the struggle for life’, 2010, 1-13, (p.5) [accessed 27th December 2022]] 

Whilst Ruth is courageous and has gone out to the fields and gleaned off them to provide food for both Naomi and her-self. Naomi does not fail to recognize the need for Ruth ‘to have a home where she will be provided for’ (Ruth 3.1 NIV). This will be the most, if not one of the most courageous times in Ruth’s entire life. The time when she presents herself next to Boaz on the threshing floor. It’s not hard to imagine what people would think of Ruth if they caught sight of her travelling to Boaz’s field, not dressed for work but dressed to seduce[footnoteRef:9]. Ruth’s instructions were to meet Boaz on the threshing floor and uncover his feet (Ruth 3.4 NIV). The word feet can have a double meaning and sometimes infer the genital area[footnoteRef:10]. Boaz was Elimeleck’s kinsman redeemer, so it is clear what Ruth’s intention was by going there. From Ruth’s perspective, what was not guaranteed was Boaz’s reaction at seeing her. That night Boaz had been eating and drinking (Ruth 3.7 NIV) so it’s possible that when he saw Ruth, he could have assaulted her in a drunken stupor. [9:  Yael Ziegler, Ruth: From Alienation to Monarchy, Progeny – A long term solution: Ruth Chapter Three, Ruth’s obedience to Naomi’s plan, p.303]  [10:  John H Walton, Dale W Manor, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Background commentary, Volume 2, 2009, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1&2 Samuel, Ruth, p.257] 

Further evidence for Ruth’s motives can be found in verse 9 when she asks Boaz to spread his garment over her (Ruth 3.9 NIV). This request is one of marriage[footnoteRef:11]. Altogether, Ruth’s venture was successful, and her confidence paid off. Ruth gained the outcome that she desired. She was not seen and gossiped about; she was not assaulted by Boaz or anyone else; she asks Boaz to marry her as her kinsman guardian and he accepts[footnoteRef:12] [11:  John H Walton, Dale W Manor, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Background commentary, Volume 2, 2009, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1&2 Samuel, Ruth, p.258]  [12:  Ruth 3.12; 4.1-10 describes the conversation that Boaz has with Ruth. Whilst accepting that he is the kinsman guardian for the family, he acknowledges that there is one who is further up the chain than he is. It was only after the other man formally rescinded his responsibilities that Boaz was able to marry Ruth.] 

Ruth’s humility
In the beginning, both Naomi and Ruth were widows. In the end, both women could celebrate that their family had been redeemed (Ruth 4.14-15 NIV). Ruth had given birth to a son and selflessly gives him to Naomi. Throughout the story, Ruth unfailingly shows hesed towards Naomi. Ruth unflinchingly keeps the covenant that she made with her mother-in-law at the start right through to the end.
Conclusion 
Ruth is a book that shows the beauty of sisterhood in all its glory. Two women, plagued by horrific misfortune in a fiercely patriarchal world, join and show that they are indeed capable of looking after and fending for themselves. The book of Ruth should be read with fervour and delight in the knowledge that the Bible is not all about men, but women should be looked upon in equal light.  
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