Introduction to the Hebrew Bible assessment two

The book of Ruth is the eighth book found in the Hebrew Bible and is one of two books in the entire Protestant Bible to be named after a woman. It is considered one of the historical books of the Hebrew Bible and is often overlooked in favour of its larger, surrounding narratives. However, when considered it has been described as “an elegantly wrought classic version of the rags-to-riches story, of hard work, and proper reward, told from the point of view of women”[footnoteRef:1]. Yet it can be argued that the book of Ruth is also a modern-day feminist narrative. But is this so? And if so, how? [1:  Leland Ryken, Tremper Longman, A Complete Literary Guide to the Bible (Zondervan, 1993)] 

This book follows Ruth, a Moabite widow and her commitment to her mother-in-law, Naomi after Naomi lost her husband and her two sons, one of whom was Ruth’s husband. The narrative begins after the loss of Naomi’s two sons, Mahlon and Chilion when Naomi and her two daughters-in-law leave Moab for Judah. It was in this that Naomi encouraged her daughters-in-law to return to their hometown, blessing them before they went, however Ruth refused to leave Naomi. Naomi tried to dissuade her, convincing her to go home and remarry as that would be the best decision for a woman of that time, but Ruth refused in chapter 1 verses 16 to 17 by saying,
Do not press me to leave you, to turn back from following you! Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people and your God my God. Where you die, I will die, and there I will be buried. May the Lord do thus to me, and more as well, if even death parts me from you!
Perhaps at first appearance, the book may not seem as though it’s a feminist narrative as Ruth still had to marry in order to survive, but it’s essential to look beyond the surface and understand the context of the time it was written in. It is also important when exploring the book of Ruth to not only focus on Ruth herself, but her mother-in-law Naomi as well. The story is as much hers as is it is Ruth’s.
At the time, women did not have autonomy, they were always under the power of a man; be that a husband, a brother or a son. The world in which these women lived in was described as a place where “women were described only in relationship to some man… they had no honour: they reflected the honour of the man who was their sponsor.”[footnoteRef:2] Having lost both her sons and her husband, Naomi was incredibly vulnerable. When she advised Ruth to go home to her parents, it was common sense as Ruth would be protected by her father until she found another husband and had children, specifically sons, of her own. Naomi was compliant to the traditions of the world around her when she suggested this to Ruth and to Orpah (her second daughter-in-law), but Ruth refused to comply with that, she disobeyed her mother-in-law and made the autonomous choice to stay with her, regardless of how that may have turned out. As a result of this, this story is very often seen as a story of solidarity and sisterhood in times of trouble. [2:  Ross Saunders, Outrageous Women, Outrageous God: Women in the First Two Centuries of Christianity (E.J. Dwyer, 1995)] 

However, after having travelled back to Judah, the women did have a kinsman on their side who was related to Naomi’s late husband, Elimelech. Despite this, Ruth began to provide for her and Naomi after having said in chapter 2 “Let me go the field and glean among the ears of grain behind someone in whose sight I might find favour” and with Naomi’s approval she began. Though it is subtle, it’s possible to see a change in character from Naomi within the first two chapters alone, she is far less hesitant to allow Ruth to provide and stay with her. Jewish author, Cynthia Ozick went as far as to say that Naomi, after the death of her husband Elimelech, was transformed from a character of “compliance” to “a woman of valour” with a “program of autonomy”.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Cynthia Ozick, Judith A. Kates and Gail Twersky Reimer, eds. , Reading Ruth (Ballantine Books, 1994), pp. 211-232] 

Yet these facts alone do not provide a strong enough case to describe this as a feminist narrative. Despite the autonomy of the women, they still had to submit to patriarchy in the land. Despite Ruth providing, she was still in search of the favour of a man because that is what her and Naomi needed in order to survive. As the story continues, Naomi becomes concerned with the security of Ruth, so she encouraged her to go to the feet of Boaz (the man she was working for) whilst he slept and rest there. It’s shown that Boaz admires Ruth’s loyalty to her mother-in-law as seen in verse 10 of chapter 3. And it is following this, that Boaz arranges for Ruth to find a husband who will act as a next-of-kin, however the man Boaz appoints refuses, so he becomes Ruth’s next-of-kin. But when Ruth does talk to Boaz, she refers to herself as his “servant” following the advice of Naomi. Some scholars have argued that Naomi was in fact manipulative towards Ruth and would argue against the idea that Ruth was a woman “with a program of autonomy” like Ozick said, but that she was subject to patriarchy despite Ruth’s attempts to fight against it. Further arguments note that once Ruth and Naomi arrived in Bethlehem, prior to Ruth providing for them, Naomi said in Ruth 1:20-21,
Call me no longer Naomi; call me Mara, for the almighty has dealt bitterly with me. I went away full, but the Lord has brought me back; why call me Naomi when the Lord has dealt harshly with me and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me.
Some argue that because of this, Naomi did not appreciate the company of her daughter-in-law, as Mara meant bitter. However, as previously mentioned, both women were incredibly vulnerable in this situation; women were only of importance as a result of their male kin, so there is some compassion to be had for Naomi in this situation. 
Throughout the whole book, Ruth’s loyalty to Naomi is evident and many have viewed this in a positive light, with Christian professor, Renita J. Weems describing Ruth as a “womanist vision”.[footnoteRef:4] However this devotion has been weaponised in modern times, as scholar Phyllis Trible was told by some seminary students that certain churches in South Korea use the narrative of Ruth to coerce young brides into serving their mothers-in-law in place of building their own careers or families. With some churches going as far as having brides pledge allegiance to their mothers-in-law through a reading of Esther 1:16-17.[footnoteRef:5] With this taken into account and Ruth calling herself Boaz’s “servant”, there is a strong argument to be had this narrative is not feminist. Certainly, by modern standards it would not be considered a ‘modern day feminist narrative’, however at the time in which the story took place, it was incredibly subversive. A widow providing for her family would not have been common, particularly without the prospect of a husband when Ruth started working, and for Ruth to lay at Boaz’s feet as he slept would be out of the question. [4:  Renita J. Weems, Just A Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women’s Relationships in the Bible (LuraMedia, 1988), pp. 22-36.]  [5:  Yale Reflections, Phyllis Trible, ‘Women’s Journeys: Progress and Peril, The Bible in Transit’, 2011, < https://reflections.yale.edu/article/womens-journeys-progress-and-peril/bible-transit>] 

Ultimately, there are many different ways to interpret the book of Ruth, but for its time, it was subversive. However, if it were to take place today, it would be viewed very differently and even as oppressive. 
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