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THE BOOK OF RUTH IN MIDRASHIO LITERATURE 

Introduction 

The source material for this thesis has been arbitrarily 

limited to Midrash Rabbah to the Book of Ruth, the sections 1n 

Yalkut Sh1moni devoted to Ruth, i.e. sections 610-890, and a 

Kabbalistic Midrash, Har Adonay, quoted by Judah David Eisenstein _,,.,,,,. 
i n his collection of two-hundred M1drash1m titled Otzer Midrash1m. 

An attempt to exhaust the subject is therefore not the prob-

lem involved. It is rather to discover what the above mentioned 

sources r eveal. 

The study divides itself conveniently into three chapters. 

The fir st shall consider the nature, authorship and probable date 

of the s ource material, and a discussion of the Book of Ruth, 

its author, its date and i ts purpose as reflected in the Midrash. 

Chapter two shall relate the Rabbinic reactions to the incidents 

of the Ruth story and attempt to reconstruct the story of Ruth 

as it mi ght have been written by the Rabbis of the Midrash; while 

c '.Apter thrAe shall be devoted to a discussion of the attitude 

of the Rabbis toward the characters in the story, the t ype of 

exegesis found in the literature, legislation 1n the Mid.rash and 

Rabbinic sentiments on God and Israel, Torah, Reward and Punish

ment, Judgment and Judges, etc., closing with a treatment of the 

homiletic introductions and proems of Ruth Rabbah. 



CHAPTER I 

The Sources 

Ruth Rabbah, a purely haggadic-exegetic mid.rash is 

grouped together with that general body of literature. Scholars 

are in agreement that from internal evidence it most probably was 

among the earl ier midrashim since all of it is written in the 

language and style of the Palestinian haggada.l Many of its 

illustrations are in Yerushalmi and in Genesis Rabbah, Lamen

tations, Rabbati and Song ot Songs. It contains nothing from 

Babylonian haggada. Even 1f there are references to incidents 

also mentioned in the Babylonian Talmud like the midrash on 

verse 22 of Second Chronicles Chapter four whi ch is cited in 

Ruth Rab bah Chapter two and also occurs in Babbah Batbra 9lb; 

upon closer investigation one finds that what the Babylonian 

Talmud cites is a Bereith a and not from the Babylonian haggadah. 

mhroughout the entire mid.rash "There is not even a hint of any 

characteristic of a later time, therefore there is no reason 

to place it beyond the time of the later haggadic Rabbis even 

though it is impossible to date it exactly." During the post 

Amore.le and Gaonic per i od collections and revisions of the 

haggadic m1drash1m took p lace receiving then the form in which 

they have been banded down more or less un~hanged.2 It 
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was generally considered that the prohibition aga inst writing 

down the "word of the oral law" ref ered not only to halakot 

but a1so to haggadot. R. Hiya bar Abba severely censures the 

reduction ot haggadot to writing.3 While Rabbi Jochanan and 

Rab'ti Simeon ben Lakish, contemporaries ~ Joslma ben Levi, 

recognized such collections as · demanded by the times and de

clared "it were better to repeal an interdict (i. e. permit 

the writing of haggadot, than to allow the Torah to be forgot

ten in Israe1.a4 

The haggadic method of presentation differs from that ot 

scientific exegesis in that it does not attempt to give the 

simple meaning of a word, i.e. the meaning of the individual 

word and the content of the sentence, 1n a word, that which 

the author wishes to say in regard to a Biblical verse, but 

seeks rather to air a private view ot moral content or to 

interpolate into the interpretation of the verses prevailing 

current ideas. In Alexandria, men like Philo allegorized in 

order to find Greek philosophy in the scriptures; in Palestine 

they expatiated 11'".\:'J on all those things which in the course 

ot time had become the usage and custom among the Jews and 

which were recognized as moral-religious, during religious 

services, for the purpose of proving that these customs already 

existed in the Bible. Now and then we f lnd 1n the haggada 

fairly correct exegetical conceptions (which g> back for the 

most part to older traditions) some of whic~ are not a t all 



and. otbara onl7 partl7 Nlated to the Biblical Yerae.6 

file -11 aidruh, Ruth, oonaieting ot eight eeotiona 

aoc<11pudee the text ~ the Biblical book practicall7 without 

interruption tr• beginning to end u:plalning it now literal.17, 

now allegoricall7, the _tlrat aeotion cloaee with Chapter 1, Teree 

2; the second with 1:1'1; the thlrd with 1121; the fourth with 

219; the tilth with :51'1; the alxth with 3aa; the ••Tenth with 

4116 and the eighth with 41.19 being the ahorteet ot all omaQ 

prising only two Yeraea. •• note in paaalng that Chapters tour, 

vereee •1.Xteen and •••enteen wh1oh apeu ot •aami u the nurse 

ot Ruth'• oh1ld, and ot 1te being n ... 4 Obed b7 the neighbors, 

are omitted 1n the midraah. Bitber tm•• ••reee oalled forth no 

comaent traa the Rabble or it wae not included 1n the tezte whloh 

•• h•••· 
Siz sections, namel71 the aecond., third, tourth, tttth, 

aixth and eighth are introduoed bJ an appropriate proea11111; 

0Dl7 the tlrat and ••••nth are directly connected with the text. 

Even ae the llldraeh to Bather and the one to Laaentationa ao 

alao the llidraah to Ruth opena with a special lntrod:aotion con

talnSl'lg •••eral proemia. 

It we ex••Sne the content we tind that the •in idea ot 

our llldraeh ia to depict the culture-hiatorical baclcgroand in 

order to make clear the Ruth story which takes place in the 

foreground. The t1ret verse ot the text otter• the nece1111ary 

cluea to thla depiction. Since the Book ot Bth begin• with 

the worda1 •1t was at the time when the judges were judging," 



which is taken in the sense: "It was at the time when the 

ju.d.Bes wereJ:>eing judged,"6 the conclusion which is drawn is 

that it was a time of moral depravity. The judges perverted 

justice, were partisan and took bribes. convicted the innocent 

and absolved the guilty. What wonder then that with corruption 

at the top there shou1d be corruption at the bottom. Since 

the judges trampled justice under foot, the people ref'used to 

obey and took these very judges to task; therefore, the 

exclamation: "Woe to the generation which judges its judges 

and woe to the generation whose judges must be judged."7 

The Yalku.t Shimon! is an haggadic compilation of m1drash1m 

on the old Testament. The author, ot whom we shall speak later, 

collected various interpretations ot Biblical passages and 

arranged them according to the sequence of those portions ot 

the Bible to which they reter. Lengthy citations are often 

abridged or only partially quoted,the remainder being cited 

elsewhere.a 

In his exegesis of each passage, often i n the text itself 

the author indicates the s ources from which his explanations 

are e ~rived. In the earlier ed1 t i ons published 1n Salonica 

the sources are given at t he beginning of each corresponding 

Biblical passage but later t hey were placed 1n the ma.rgin.9 

The sources embrace not only the major portion or haggadic 

literature during the ancient and Gaonic period but also the 

haggadic literature as late as the twelfth century. The 



- 5 -

author quotes from Sifre Zuta, Sifre, llechilta, Peslkta, 

Tanhuma, Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, Shohar Tob, Tanna de be Elijahu, 

Seder Olam, lliabna, Gamara, and both Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi.10 

Scholars differ as to the authorship of the Yalkut. It 

has been attributed to Rabbi Simeon of Franktort, Rosh Ha 

Darshanim.ll Rappaport, however, maintains that it was written 

by Simeon, the father of Joseph Kara,12 ~ff. Thia 

claim is untenp.ble because he flourished in the eleventh century 

and the book quotes mldraahim of a later date;l3 furthermore it 

would be reasonable to expect Joseph ttara to quote this midrasbic 

work it it were bis father•a, which he never does.14 Zunz 

presents the theory that the author flourished 1n the early 

part of the thirteenth century and maintains that the title, 

"Bosh Ha Darshanim," was bestowed upon him later. It is certain 

that the manuscript of Yalkut Shimon! mentioned by Azaria dei 

Rossi existed in 13lo.15 Sometime during the latter halt of the 

fifteenth century the volume reached Spain, Isaac Abravanel 

being the first to mention it.16 

The first edition ot the Yalkut was printed in Salonica 

1n 1521. The section on the Prophets and Haggiographa came 

out first, the section to the Pentateuch not being published 

until 1526. In 1566 a Venice edition appeared which was emended 

containing many variations tram the Salonica edition. The latest 

edition was published 1n Wilna 1898, which contains 

footnotes giving the sources, a glossary ot ~itficult words, 
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index or Chapters and verses, of Biblical paaaageH, and a 

COJ!JJDentary by Abraham Bumbiner entitled Za1it ~~.17 

!!,!: Adona1 is a small Zohar to the Book or Etuth which is 

attributed to the t»aditional author of the Zohar Rabbi Shimon 

ben Yochai. Since the entire tradition is questic>ned l>y 

scholars we make bold to state that here too the elaim is un-

tenable. The author must therefore remain forevet• unknown. 

It was printed 1n &materdam, 1712; 1n Zalkara, 17~>4; together 

with a book called Lekute Zobar; in Shklarv, 1807 and also 

in a collection entitled Yalkut Ha Ro1m published in Warsaw in 

1885.18 

The book is written in late Aramaic which is quite 

artificial having many Hebraized forms and having little 

regard for grammatical rules. 

Baaed on the general Ke.bbalistic assumption t;hat all the 

books of the Bible have allegorical meanings, Har .Adonay seeks 

to di sclose the secrets of the Book of Ruth. It c1pens as an 

account of one of Shimon ban Yochai' s ventures int;o a burial 

cave where he meets with the "faithful shepherd." Shimon asks 

of t 1e ehepher~, "Since it i s well known that the Torah, the 

prophets and the Haggiographa are allegorical, whett are the 

secrets of the Book of RuthT" After praising Shiinon ben Yochai 

as the "holy light," as one worthy to know the trme secrets 

or the Torah and after condemning those who assert; that the 

Bible is just simple narrative, he proceeds to tel.l him the 
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hidden •ean1ng ot the Book ot Ruth. 

According to the haggada the prophet Samuel is the 

author ot the Book ot Ruthl9 whioh was supposed to have been 

written to prove David's aristocratic lineage and to remind 

DaTid of the noble simplicity of the customs of hie anoeatora.20 

Another tradition ha.a it that the Book ot Ruth was written tar 

the sole purpose of indicating the great value ot human love,21 

as confirmed so nobly by Ruth and Boaz and to prove thst 1n reward 

divine grace made them the ancestors ot the royal house or 
David.22 According to Bar Adonay the Book of Ruth was written to 

teach people how to worship on this earth so they will merit 

the world to come.23 The conviction being that on the three 

occasions of Rosh Hashana, Yam Kippur and Hosbana Rabbah the 

heaven1y hosts sit in judgment over the world and men who 

learn the Torah and thus are prompted to do penance throu@)l 

fasting, recall the merit of their forefathers, and unite the 

earth with the holy name.24 

Whatever be the events treated by our book, one version 

of an haggada places than in the time ot SaJllgar and Ehud, 
25 

anc..ther ii1 the time of Barak and Deborah26 and still a third 

in the time of Barak, Deborah and Jae1.27 On the other hand 

there is a view which maintains that Elimelech and his supporters 

left Palestine after the death of Deborah an:l Barak,that is 

dliring the period in which there were no rulers and there~ a 

famine of which Ruth 1:1 speaks which was the result of 
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continuous robberies and devastations whereby the enemies ot 

Israel brought it to the brink ot ruin and impoverished it •28 

Finally the haggadah designates Ib&an as the ruler of that 

time and identifies him with Boas29 ot whom i ndeed it is 

said that he was the president of the coui-t.30 

The place of the Book of Ruth in the Bible according to 

Babbah Bathrah 14b is betore the Psalms to which it serves as 

an introduction because David, the author of the Psalms, descended 

from Ruth. 
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NOT!S ChAF1!R ONi. 

Dor Dor V' Dorsh ev vol . ~ pepe 2?o. 
J.~. vol . VIII pa~e cil b. ~idresh he~padah J . 1heodor~ 
Mi dresh 1'ehili1Jl to Psalrr 26: f Buber edition pape 24C, commentin P on 
verse 5: , .. , 
Gi tin 60a . [ amiJ"] ::: r~ , ~ l r ,l N°: x111 • •• t , ~ ., ?::: tr 1011 pnt" .. ,, 

"11' ri~t' ~r irr,x x,, ;1,: x,N 
Das Buch Ru th in der Midresch-Litterature pape V. ~artmann , fhil . t . 
Ruth Rabbah 1:1 J,J ,, ~ ,,~~1rr ,,, ., ,1)(1 ,Cil,~~1r rx , ~~Tr,,, ., ,l x 

1 bid . " " " " " " " " 
Cf. Yalkut -Sh i moni, Ru th Vilna ed ition pa~e 1042 J"i~, 1043 1"ir 
Gottesdienstliche Vortrepe papes 295 - 2961. 
cf. 'l'i tle paPI\ to Yalkut Shimoni Vilna edition . 
1 bid. 
Keren Cherred ?:4ff. 
R. Sh imon Kerah V' He Yalkut Shimoni Fe~e 16. Abrahau ipstein. 
ibid paPe 1?. 
Gottesdi enstliche VortraPe fePes 29f , ::<l3. 
~ a Haker Fa~e 1~4 Epstein Abr ahan:. 
R. Shi mon Kersh V' He Yalkut stii~oni paPe 1~-20 . 

cf. Otzer Ha Sephari~ under Har Adonay . 
f? .• B. 14b. M"l l c ,~ttt t l"ltt :rJ <;i11or 
Kenon des al ten 'l'estaments, S. Furst . 

" 

Ruth Rabbeh 2:1 5 . i:-r 110: 110.,, [M"l] 11-~:l ilO., ••• xi , rr ,,, icx 

c,1t'n , ,01 J1") :::1~ 

B.B. 14b . Quoted in Yalkut Shirronj introduction t o Ruth 
Har Adoray section Aleph xDPr ,Nil: i::: ro"' i x , 11 ,~l,x ,J:::i"' l' x1oio1 

• , nxi xo,~ x: t ,c"i , ,JJ 

24~ ibid. xJ1 1tl"iJ x:::i )(J fr: 1t11 xi1~'~, 1<01'1 11n11 ~xi:: il 11:::1 p J"'r" i: 

" l:1 X, Jln 1:10") r"r,"l::: Joll"i "10 J,:r, }"1':1 ,Jit~ti XP1: , ,ll ' }' 

xr 1 ~ T i~io"i J,J::: x~~== ::: r , 0"; 1 x~"·i1x ~., , o., ~l iJ , r::: l'1:1 .xo"ir 
1,1:1 , xr:::1 , r : : r , o~ ~l ,_ ,x~ 111~ 0 1J 1 ·1 ~1 ,x~1~ 711x 1il'N1 Nrt1:>M1 

'~i1: kD~l ~ ':x X~l :•n"l ~ ·~, J:- , ~., ~ , ~ ,::: o ~ 'lX1 J" l: ~' )( '"'tf:O' ' :T 

.X} 'J"l Nl11 ?il, ki ~~ 'i p ~cz: )(~ ,,~ Xt "lk '"l:nro l 'i:1 .~ rrr 
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NOTiS CHAPT&I\ ONi. 

25. Ruth Rebbeh 1:1 1'n i1~~1 iloe ,~~,, 

26. ibid. 1'n ni1~i1 vi~ io~ ~, 

2?. ibid. 1'n ,~ ,, ni1~1 pi~ iox ~l1n ~, 

2B. Lekech Tob to Ruth pa~e 4 ouoted by ~rtmann pa~e VI note 4. 
29. Yalkut Sh imoni xkin 

30. Bandschrift aue Jemen, ein kurzer a~adischer Midrasch zur Ruth. 
Codex der f erliner Koni~lichen Bibliothek ( ~s. or fol. 1203) 16?b; 
Ou~ted by Hartmenn pa~e 85. ~~ nr~ ,, nio~ i'ro~ '~ 1'~l~ ·t~i~1 

. 1 '1 r'~ 
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CHAPTER II 

The 8tor7 of Ruth as Reflected in M1draahic Literature 

A. Rab~illic Reactions to the Incidents ot the Stor7 

I 

1-2 

The Antecedent• of Ruth 

Ia the time whea the judges were in power,1 and 
corrupt1oll ot the worse tJP• preYailed, when judges 
accepted bribes, penerted justice oonYictiDg the 
1.Julocent . and absolYing t ne gu1lt7, 2 a famine ocgurred 
ill the land so t ho.li a certain man ot proainence f'r• 
Beth i.eca.- in Judah •igr&ted to the countr7 of Moab 
along with hie wite and two aona. The man•a naae was 
Bliaelech, hie wite•a !laOlli and the llDlea ot his two 
sons a achlon and Chilion. 

The advent ot such a prominent personage leaving the 

coun.tr7 waa of considerable concern wince he waa ot trem.en

dous iatluence on hie countrpaen and set tbam an example of 

cowardice instead of co,1t"age. 4 According to ft. Doaa the 

tamine was occasioned by a bad harvest in which an invest

aent ot forty-two Sea of seed 7ielded only ~rty-one Sea 

ot grain,5 a condit ion which ll&de not tor a dearth ot pro

, 1sion b~t on1y tor exorbiant prices. The eai gration ot 

Kliaelech and hie tuaily trom Judah to Moab was certainl7 

not justified since as Rabbi Simeon ben Ga:aliel contends an 

Israelite .. 7 leave Palestine tor a foreign land onl7 when 

there are no provisions to keep hia alive.6 But Eliaelech 

saw in advance that because ot the !amine the poor would 
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search hill out and urge him tor aupport. ii• and hia tam1l7 

belieTed that thus hia wealth would be exhausted and antici

pated this b7 aoviDg to lloab : 1 'fhis explains the aevere 

j~ent ot the exile ot ~limelech. 

Ia 
A ahort time atter their arrival in lloab he diea. 
llluai with her two aons r-in in lloab tor tea 
7eara during which time the sons marr7 lloabite 
..... b7 .... s Ophra and Huth; shortly thureatter 
b•th llachlen and Chilion die. Berett ot her two 

cb.h1ldren as well as her huaband NaClllli with her 
daughters-in-law prepared to return to her aat1Te 
laad tor she had heard rrOJll traveling aerchants 
that the .uord had taken note ot Bia people and 
givea th• tood.~ So she acc-panied b7 Ophra 
and Jluth set out toward Judah. BUt ere the1 had 
traveled tar ra-1 ••id to her daughters-in-law: 
•Go return each ot you to 7our mother•• heuae. 
lla7 the .MC>rd deal aa k1ndl7 with 7ou aa 7ou have 
dealt with the dead and with ae. lla7 the LOrd 
eaable 70u to tiad a hclae, each ot 7ou in the 
house ot her hnaband.9 

Jlacaai•a urgent plea that nuth and Ophra return to their 

owa people ia 1.aterpretated to indicate her desire to tree 

herself et the disgrace brought on the tamil7 b7 the marriage 

ot llachloD and vh111on to these Koabite wca• an act for

bidden by the laws ot iarael.g At the a .. e tiae ahe ia aot 

maindtul ot the kindn.eas which these strange w<111en showed 

her aons,in that the.,;ertormed the laat rites ot the dead 

accordiDg to the Hebrew lawl.O and therefore seeka to illpart 

to th4D blessings ot the ..,ord. 

IJaaai kissed thea good-bye, but the? lU'ted up 
It9lJ their Toicea in weeping and saids Jlo,we will 
_10 ge back with 1ou to 7our puople.• 
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This entire incident is interpreted by the authors 

of the Kid.rash allegoricall7 to indicate that O:phra and 

.i1Uth desired to accept Judaism and presented themselves to 

Naomi for conversion.11 ~hat Naomi told them to return to 

their mother •s house 1s onl,- in!accordance to the procedure 

:tmposed upon one who is about to convert a non-Jew, namely 

that he point out the disadvantages ot becoming a Jew and 

that tor three days he urge the candidate to remain in the 
12 faith of his people. But only it the candidate persists 

la ha to be accepted into the fold. 

I: 

11-14 

But Naomi said: Turn back, my daughters. 
Why should 1ou go with me? Have I anJDlore 
sons to become husbands? Turn back for I 
ui too old to get married. .lnd if' perchance 
"' should marry and have sons would you wait 
for thu until they were grown up!" 'l'hen 
they 111'ted up their voices again in weeping 
and wrpha kissed her mother-in-law goodbye, 
but AUth clung to her. 

~ccording to ... Isaac Orpha accompanied her mother-

in-law four miles and t herefore she merited that tour her~es 

should descend from her.1~ Rabbi Beraehya 1n the name ot 

R. Isaac w >~erves: Orpha escorted her mother-in-law torty 

steps tor which later on her descendant (Goliath) was 

allowed to defy the ranks of ~sr&el f orty days before he was 

slain by uavid.14 

I: 

15-17 

"see " said Naomi, •• your s1Pter-1n-law baa 
turn~d back to her own people and her own gods; 
turn back after your sister-in-law." But Ruth 
answered, uno not press me to leave you, to 
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tUJ"Jl back from following you; for wherever 
you go • will go; and wherever you will 
lodge I will lodge; your people shall be 
m1 people, and your God, •'1 God; wherever 
you die J. will die, and there will I be 
buried. Kay the Lord requite me and worse, 
11' even death separate me from you.• 

Here is shown the difference in character between orpah 

and rtuth. urpah finally yields to Naomi\s persuasion and re

turns to her people and to her god, which the Habbia inter-

pret to mean when she returned to her people ~he returned to 

idol worsbip.J.P But Ruth insists, saying: "Do not vex me, do 

not prevent me from going over to Judaism for 1n any event I .,_ 
shall be converted and it were better tlu'.ough"than through 

anyone else.nl6 When Naomi heard this she began teaching 

•• uth the laws of a proselyte. r , .,J r 1 :~ 1. •1i1y daughter it 

ia D.Gt customary for the daughters of J.srael to go to amuse

ment places of idol worshippers. u Ruth answered, "wherever 

you go J. will go." 'It is not the custom or an J.srael1te 

to dwell 1n a house which has no mezuaah. Ruth anawered 

"wherever you ~lll lodge, I will lodge." "Your people shall 

be my people, 11 and 11 your God sh.al). be my God" is tak•n aa 

rtuth•s agreement to accept the obligation of all the 111tz

voth • .l6 .And "where ,-ou die J. w1.J.l d1e1
; refers to the four 

types of death decreed by the Beth Din, while "there will I 

be buried refers to the two cemetaJ.· .1. tto aet aside bJ the 

oeth Lin for tbo ..:.e stoned or burned and for those strangled 

or executed.19 
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When Naomi saw that Huth was determined te go with 
her she ceased arguing with her. ~o the two of 
them went on until they came to neth Le~hem. Up
OD their arrival in Beth Lechem the whole city 
became agitated over them and the women said: 
"Is this 1tlaom1? 11 But she said to them: "Do 
not call me Naomi (pleasant) call me Mara (bitter) 
for the Lord has dealt very bitterly with me. 
I went away full, but the Lord has brought me 
back destitute. Why should you call me Naomi, 
seeing the ~ord has afflicted me and has brought 
evil upon me~" ~o Naomi returned from the country 
of Moab, accompani ed by her daugh~er·in+law, 
Ruth, the Moabitess. 'l'hey reached Bethlehem at 
t he beginning of the barley harvest • 

.. hen i~aomi realized that nuth was determined to become a 

J ewess the scripture reads 11 and both of them went" indicating 

how beloved the proselyte is 1n the eyes of God for as soon 

as Ruth made the final decision God considered her ~qual with 

Naomi.2U ~he time of Naomi' s and nuth : s arr i val in Beth-

lechem is designated according to one point of view as taking 

place on the day of t lte cutting of the omer on which all the 

people of the neighborine cities come together~l Another point 

of view has it tna~ i~ was on the very day on which Boaz's 

wife died and all the lsraelites had gathered in order to 

show their sympathy > among them also Naomi ani rtuth who wanted 

t , take ~~r~ i n the funeral p roceedings,22 while a third tra

dition has it that Ibzan whom they ident ify with Boaz23 was 

marrying or·1· h..l.s daughter on that day and all were gathered 

for t he ceremony.24 When the people saw ~. aom1 t hey could 

not recognize her because long poverty and hardship had changed 

her countenance. For according to Rabbi Hiya: All suffering 

is difficult but p overty is the most difficult to bear since 
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when other types of hardship are over the prior condition~ pre

vail again but poverty leaves a permanent deficiency as it is 

written: "Ky eye is dulled because of poverty."(Paalma 88:10) 25 

AS tor nuth, at tbj.s time she is supposed to have b een forty 

years old26 and of captivating beauty.2? 

The Meeting of ftuth and Boaz 

2: Now Naomi had a kinsman of her husband ' s, a wealthy 
man whose name was Boaz. vne day Ruth, the Koabitess 

1-7 said to Naomi: "Let me go to the fields and glean 
among the ears or grain a.tter him with whom I might 
find tavor." "Go, my daughter, 11 she said to her. 
~o off went Buth an6. cmne and gleaned in the field 
after the harvesters; and it was ner fortune to come 
upon the part of the field belonging to Boaz who was 
of the f a.mily of ~limelech. Just then Boaz himself 
came from Bethlehem. ··The Lord be with you," he said 
to the harvesters. "The Lord ble~s you, 1 they re
plied. "Whose girl is this?" said Boaz to his over
seer in charge of the harvesters . "It ia a Moabite 
girl who came back w1th Naomi from the country of 
Moab," the overseer ans" ered. 11She ..said •Let me 
glean, if you please, a3d gather aniong the sheaves 
af'ter the harvesters.' .:>O she came and has remained 
since morning until now without resting even a little." 

The phrase "a man of wealth" the 

ftabbis rendered as "a man of great power' which same inter

preted as a "man who had a great capacity for tne study of 

the law; 28 while rtabbi Abahu chose to regard .. 't aa actual 

physical power and goes on to state that ll when a giant marries 

a giantess they bear giants. Bo~ the married 

rtuth the rrom which union David was born who in 

I ~amuel lb:l8 is called giant ~ , r -. 1: .J • 29 P•1th realizing 
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that she as the younger of the two women must undertake the 

task of supporting the household asks permission of her mo~her 

to go and glean 1n the f1elds.3U 'l'he permission granted, 

scripture reads 11 she went and came. 11 It is C.Lea1· i- hat one 

of these words would have been adequate for ~he thought. The 

redundancy,accorcftng to rla obi Eliezer, means t hat t<uth went 

to and fro, hither and thither looking for decent people to 

whom ~he might attach herself , 31 while Rabba Juda b. Raoui 

~1mon maintains that the repetition ind1ca~es that ttuth made 

signs on the way in order to be a O.Le to retrace her steps with 

facility • .:>~ .. nen •• uth arrived on the field ooaz was not there 

ana upon his r eturn he asks of his overseer 11\'iho is that girl?" 

The question arises r:.t>ut shouJ.d he, .jOaz, not recognize her 

since she was of his family and had returned at such time 

when the entire community were gathered t ogether?" But because 

she was so different from '!;he usual women who came to glean 

Boaz was attracted to her and inquired after her . ~he des

cription of nuth•s conduct as it differed from the other women 

while she was gleanir.g in the field is charming. Whereas the 

won.an bent over lifting t heir clothes high and joking with 

the reapers as they gl eaned among the sheaves, Huth gleaned 

while seated with her skirt down keeping at a distance from 

the gleaners.33 

2: 

8-13 

~hen Boaz said to rtuth: "Now li8t~n, my girl , 
do not go to gl~an i n any other field, but stay 
here clo~e by my women. Note the 1ield that they 
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are reaping and follow them. Have I not charged 
the servants not to molest you? And when you are 
thirsty go to the water jars and drink of the 
water the servants draw." Then ftuth fell on her 
face, bowing to the ground, and said to him, 
11 Wh.y have .i. r ound favor with you that you should 
take notice of me, when .i. am a foreigner?" Boaz 
in reply said: "I have been fully informed of 
all that you have done for your mother-in-law 
s ince the death of your husband, and of how you 
left your father and mother and the land of your 
birth and came to a people that you knew not be
fore. May the uord reward your conduct and may 
you receive full recompense from the Lord, the 
God of lsrael under whose wings you have come 
for shelter." "I thank you, sir," she said, 
11 for yo .J. have cheered me, e.nd have spo~en com
fortingly to your maidservant, even though I 
do not belong to your maidservants." 

This conversation between Boaz and Ruth is interpreted 

spirituall y as her conversion to Judaism.34 In order to make 

Ruth's acceptance to Judaism possible, for the halacha strict

ly forbids Atnorite s and Moabites to enter into the congrega

tion of .i.srael, the Midrasb introduces a word twist in the le

gal prescription by ~aying only the maJ.e and not the female 

persons are meant ~ ince only the masculine forms Amorita and 

Moabite appear in the law. ~herefore the women of these nations 

we ·e free to enter i nt o Judaism. 35 The knowledge of Ruth's 

exceptiono.l devotion had spread f ar and wide therefore the 

use of the double expression 36 
• The phrase 1.). 1 1).1 

Um&y you receive full recompense•· .1")-:f -. -- :.:~ , •• ~, 

is inter preted as a prophecy made by Boa~ to Huth 1n which he 

tortells the fact that ~olomon would descend from her. ~he 

Midrash derives this fr om the fact that the ~ord 
· l'":'~ -"" 
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which also spells ~olomon is here used.37 Ruth i s thank.tu! to 

Boaz for the comforting words he spoke to her when a ccordi ng to 

the Midrash he told her: "you are destined to rise to great

ness. ~our children are destined to be l~aders i n 1srael an:l 

7ou are destined to wear the crown of kingship . Though you 

are now poor, from you will issue forth one who shall dedicate 

a hundred thousand talents of gold to the 'l'ample, 11referring to 

J)avid. 38 

2: 

14-17 

Come and eat of the bread and dip it 1n vi ne
gar. ~he seated herself beside t he harvesters 
and he handed her some parched corn. She ate 
until she wa s s atisfied and had some left over. 
Ylhen Ruth got up to glean Boaz gave orders to 
his servants . "Let her glean among the sheaves 
and do not be rude to her. i>ull out some bundles 
tor her and leave them for her to gJ. ~an. ~o 
she gl eaned 1n the f i eld until evening ; then 
she threshed what she had gleaned and it amount
ed to about an ephah of barley. 

Accor ding t o rtabbi J ochanan the mea1 which nuth eats is an 

i nci dent t o be interpreted allegorically end is a forecast or 

the events of t he .L>avidic dynasty . ·J.'he i nvitation to "come and 

eat bread" means come and partake of kingship . We also learn 

t hat in time the house of uavid will meet with confl ict, that 

the kingdom will be divided, and there will be much suffering 

hence that part of the meal, bread dipped i n sour vinegar . 39 

Rabbi Isaac mainta i ns that scri pture wishes to point out that a 

man should perform every mitzvah with a whol e heart for he never 

knows its value . Had Boaz known that there would be a permanent 

record of this act ion of k i ndness t oward rtut h he would have 
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certainly fed her fatted calvea.40 When Ruth finished her meal 

she recurned immeaiately to the field; then it was that Boaz 

addressed his servants and to.id them not to molest Ruth, but 

to allow her to glean among the sheaves for she i s the daughter 

of a k1ng,4leven though a Moab1tesa her nobility had to be res-

pected. When one of the servants informed ~oaz that Huth would 

not consent to glean among the sheaves he answered with the next 

verse of the Dible. "Pull out some of the bundles and leave 

t hem as 1 shikhah."42 

2: 

18-~ Ruth t ook up t he barley and coming into 
the city showed her mother-in-law what she 
had g.leaned. Then she brought out and 
gave her what she had left after betng 
sat1 sfied. 11 Where did you glean to-day, 11 

her mother-in-law asked, ''where did you work? 
Blessed be he who took such notice of you ." 
~o she told her mother-in-law with whom she 
had worked. "Boaz is the name of the man w1 th 
whom .l worked, 11 she s ~id. '!'hen Naomie said 
to her daughter-in-law, .iMay he be b.1.essed 
of the .L,,Ord whose goodne s s has failed neither 
the living nor the dead. · ·rhe man is a rela
tive of ours, he i~ one uf our close relatives. " 
!''u.rtnermore said Ruth, the Moabitess "he said 
to me, •you must stay close to my mal e ser
vants until they have fini shed all of my har
vest .•" 11 It is best , my daughter , ·: Naomi s a id 
t o h er daughter-in-la", Rut n , "that you should 
go with hi~ women, so as not to be molested 
in any other fie.id. ~o she stayed close by 
the women worki~g for Boaz, gl eaning until 
the end of both the barley and wheat harvest, 
then she returned to her mother-in-law • 

.. hen :.aomi asks .. uth "where did you glean?" Ruth answers 

"The one with whom I worked is Boaz." 
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and not ' T J i.:'~ l::' t- tor •whom I did (something)' and not 

•who did something for me.• From this we learn that the poor 

man does the benetactor more good than the latter the former.43 

Por the poor man gives the wealthy one the opporturrl.t7 of doing 

good and earning the future life. Naomi expressed the wish that 

Boaz be "blessed of the .i..ord" in that he is kind to the living 

seeking to feed them and help them."4 and alao forgets not the 

dead being anxious about the shrouds and a worthy burieJ.45 tor 

philanthropy "gemilath Hesed" 1• better than "zedakah~ al:ma

giving. Al.ms are given only to the living while philanthrop,-

ca.n be shown to the living as well as the dead.46 Further alllla

~eana giving of money only while philanthrOPJ' includes alao per

sonal intluence.47 Verse 21 reads "Furthermore Ruth, the lloabi

tess said," and R. Jochanan interprets the phrase to indicate 

that Ruth still had a flaw 1n her character and is justly called 

tta Koabitess" since she acknowledges her ... oabi"t;ish lack of charac

ter when she accuses Boaz falsely of ordering her to glean with 

the "male servants •· whereas in truth !:l.e ordered her with the 

tamale servants. Cf. 2:8.48 '!'hat is wh,- har mother-in-law 

tearing an outbreak of this Koabitish characteristic told her 

"It is best that you go with hie women.n49 

Ruth•e Appeal to Boaz 

3: •aomi aaid to Ruth: "Should I not be seeking a 
home for you, my daughter where you may be comfort-

1-6 able! Now wna~ about our relative, Boaz, with whose 
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women you have been? ~ee, he is going to winnow 
barley at the tru·e shing f l.oor tonight. wash and 
annoint yourself therefore, put on your best 
clothes, and go down to the threshing floor; but 
do not let your presence be known to the man un
til he has finished eating and drinking. See to 
it, however, when he lies down that you note the 
place where he lies, then go in, uncover hi~ feet 
and lie down yourself; he will let you know what 
to do. 11 "I will do just as you say, '' she respond
ed." ~o she went down to the threshing floor, and 
did just as her mother-in-law had in~ti·ucted her. 

"~hould I not seek a home for youa indicates that a daughter 

is not at home untli one is in the house of h er husband. 50 

According to one interpretation Naomi s question, ':What about 

our relative, Boaz?" was tn~own out not as a suggestion to 

rtuth but merely as a leauing question in the hope that Naomi 

might elicit an admission from her daughter-in-law, for 1n truth 

Naomi had suspected there was already an understandi.ng between 

51 I rtuth and ~oaz. ..aomi• s instructions to Huth that she 'wash 

herself" means that she should cleanse herself of 1dolatry5~ 

and take the prescribed ritual bath for conversion; "that she 

anoint herself, 11 means that she ennob.le nerself with good deeds, 53 

and dre ss in her best is an admonition to wear her uabbath 

clotnes. ~4 verse three is written : "Waah, anoint yourself' aai l. 

will ~ ~ to the thre~ning floor. 11 Ruth said: "If I go down 

to Boaz at night and make my bed at his feet I might neet with 

harm." Thereupon Naomi answered, ''I will go down" my merit will 

accom~any and ~rotect you. ob From the word ' gc down" it is in

ferred that threshing floors are always made 1n low lying p~aoea.56 
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That Boaz spent the night at the threshing floor and d1a not 

go home to sleep, leads tt. Abba bar Kahana to give expression 

to his opinion that a Talm.1d Chacham should not go out at night 

alone.0 7 Ruth had implicit faith in the advice of Naomi but 

accoJ.·ding lio Rabbi .JSliezer ben .fedath she ex~cuted the commands 

ot her mot.ne""·-in-law to wash anid dress only after she had reached 

the threshing r loor tearing leirt she be molested on her way 

down by some men becau~e ot her captivating charm. He inter• 

preted this as an exi;reme aci. v:r wisdOll on the part or Ruth.58 

3: When Boaz had ealicn till~ drunk, and felt content 
he went to lie down at 1the end of the g"·a1n heap. 

7-8 Then she came ir., atealtlh.1.ly uncovered his fee~ and 
lay down. At midnight 1the man started up, and tu.rn
iu~ over, discovered a woman l'ing at hia feet . 

Boaz felt \;ontent J~' l meana that he praised the 

f h ~ , _., ... _-,,1 _ .. 1_-,, • 59 Another name o t e Lord with the bless:lng _. · • 

trad.LtiJ.o.u. i.uterprets that he indulged in some sweets aft er the 

meal and that swe ets incite the tongue to the study of the law.60 

~till a third reflection was th.at Boaz sought a wite and at last 

discovered her in Ituth, therefore~ l: ~ :~1 his heart was content 

since it is written in rrov. 18:: 22 61 

That l:soas should lie down at th1~ end of the grain heap astoni shes 

Rabbi Judah Ha Naa1 so he qu•r11~s or Rabbi Pinchas b • .Rhsma, 

"How is it that such an aristocratic man as Boaz should sp end 

the night beside a grain heap?" Rabbi l' inchas explained it thus: 

"Under the prevailing immoral c<>nditions the grain was taken 

from the threshing f loor and giiiren as a price for lewdness and 
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Bou wanted to prevent thia.62 Another traditiion ha 1 1t that 

Boaz remained on the threshing floor tor the p11::>us who refrain 

from dishonest pursuits were wont to guard the1Jr just rewards, 

the results of hones t l abor.63 "At midnight" the Midrash tells 

us it was the eustom of .11.ing De.v1d to get up ancl play upon the 

harp in thanks to IJOd as it is written in Pa. 1JL9:62 . "At mid-

night I will arise and give thanks to Thee ." HE1 was grateful for 

the goodness vod had shown his ancestors in that: He put into 

Boaz•a heart only words ot blessing for Ruth (3:9) so that when 

Boaz arose suddenly and saw her he uttered no insulting words. 

For the slightest impropriety 1n speech would have resulted in 

estrangement and t he uavidie dynasty would not have been found· 

ed.64 The word i': .. ' 1 "and he turned over, " according to the Mid-

rash should be pointed with a f'eminine ending anid i nstead of re· 

f erring to an act of Boaz should refer to an act of rtuth. For 

Ruth wound herself around Bou like a fUngus groiwth,f eeling her 

hair he was startled thinking at first it was a demon, but then 

he realized demons have no h.e.1r65 which provoked his next question 

in verse nine. 

3 : "Who arg you?" he said. "I am Ruth, youi• maid
servant," she answered. "Cover your maidservant 

9-10 with your mantle, for you are a close r elative." 
"May the Lord bless you, my girl," he sai.d. "This 
last kindness of' yours is lovelier than the first 
1n that you have not run after the young men, either 
poor or rich," said Boaz. 

According to the Mid.rash, the following conv·ersat ion took 
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place between Boaz and Ruth. Boaz: "Are you a demon or a 

woman?" Ruth: "A w<nan." Boaz: "Married or single?" Ruths 

"Single." Boaz: "Are you in a clean or llllclean condition?" 

Ruth: "Clean.1166 Boaz: "What are you doing here?" Ruth: "I 

haTe come to fulfill the deed of which the Torah aays: •When 

your brother ia impoverished and sells part ot his property, 

then shall his nearest relative intervene as his r-edeemer and 

redeem that which waa sold. (Lev. 25:25) "Fultill the words ot 

the Torah." Thereupon Boaz answered: "If' you have come tor 

that purpose then remain here till morning. It the nearest rela

tive shall withdraw t:rOlll exercising hie duty, I ahall assume it . 11 67 

Rabbi Berachya points out the ditterence between a virtuous woman 

and a lewd one. Ruth said: °Cover your maidservant with your 

mantle," while Potephar grabbed Joseph by the garment and said 

"lie with ae. 11 (Gen. 3919)68 Boaz blessed Ruth 1n verse ten 

and called f'orth the tollowing comment troa Rabbi Simeon ben 

Lakiah: Ruth was about f'orty years old and was childless 1n 

her previous marriage with Kachlon. Since, however, pious Boaz 

prayed for her (3:10) she was rewarded (4:13) 69 The Rabbis say: 

Boaz as well as Ruth was rewarded because ot the blessings ot the 

pi ous. (4:11)70 Rabbi Jocbanan inters that Boaz was eighty years 

old and could h'l.ve no children until Naomi pio&yed for biJll (2:20). 

He was rewar ded (4:13). Therefore one should never dea1at t:rom 

blessing e.n old man.71 The Targum explains t he praise in verse 

ten: "This last kindness of yours is lovelier than the first" 

as follows: Your first kindness consisted 1n this: that you 
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went over to Judaiea, the second, in that you. conducted yoursel.1" 

like a woman who waits tor the Leverite witil he is grown up.72 

Rabbi S8lllllel remarks that a woman usually loves a poor youth 

rather than an old, though rich man.73 Ruth was the rare 

exception. 

3: 

11-13 

Boaz: "And now m.y girl have no .fear I will do tor 
you all you ask; tor all the counsellors or my 
P.,eople know that you are a tine woman. Now then it 
ia indeed true that I am a close relative, but th~re 
ia another relative eloser than I. Stay he~e to
night, and then in the morning, 1.f he will do the 
duty ot a close relative tor you, good; let him do 
so; but it he does not wish to do the duty or a close 
relative tor you, then, as the Lord lives, I will 
do so tor you. Lie down until the morning." 

Boaz says consolingly: "And now ay gir1 have no fear.n74 

In the phrase , ;J:\ '"t i-J :: ' : in verse twelve, the word : t-

is interpreted as f'ollowe: By saying :i- ' :: Boaz expresses bis 

doubt as to whether the redeem.er would fulfill bis duty. That 

he was not sure of this we also gather from the end ot the verse.75 

"Stay here tonight" unmarried ; this is the last night you will 

be without a husband.76 :rn verse t hirteen ..,l ., -c.!o; J, - .. , is - - ' . -"' 
translated by the R~bbis of the Midrash: "I1' Tov redeems you." 

To~, according to one tradition, was an older brother of Boaz•s.77 

Rabbi Joshua asserts that Tov, Elimelech and Salmon are brothers 

and that the first two uncles or Boaz•s, and meets the objection 

that Boaz apqaks of Elimelech as a brother with the assertion 

that an uncle may also be callad a brother.78 "Duri ng the night 

which Ruth spent with Boaz, according to the traditior- ot Rabbi 
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Juden, the yetzer hara tormented Boaz trying to pe:rsue.de him 

to have relations with Ruth saying to him thus: "You are single 

and she is single, you are looking for a woman and she is look

ing for a raan. Go and have relations with her. 11 Boaz, how

ever mastered his passion by the solemn oath: 11 As the Lord 

liveth."79 

3: 

14-15 

So she lay at hi.a feet until noiming, but got up 
before one could recognize another; for , he said: 
"Let it not be lmown that the woman camf~ to the 
threshing floor." Bring the mantle whic:h you have 
on," he said, "and hold it out." So sh•9 held it 
out and he measured out six omers of ba:rley and 
put it on her shoulder; then she went b1ack to the 
city. 

Boaz directed the word: Let it not be lmown, etc. to 

his house servant according to Rabbi Meir.BO But R. Huna and 

R. J eremiah in the name of R. Samuel b. Isaac cle.1m that the 

verse is the prayer of Boaz . All night he lay tEtce downward 

and prayed: 11 0 God, Thou lmowest I have not touc~hed her, then 

may i t be Thy will that it be not made known tha1; a woman came 

down to me to the threshing floor, so that the Divine name be 

not de 1ecrated t~ough me."81 Furthermore when !Boaz commanded 

Ruth to bring her mantle he s1gr:1ficantly addressed her in the 

masculine \ : ~ so that none of t he youths might sense the 

presence of a woman if perchance Boaz was heard speeking.82 

Boaz gave Ruth six omers of b arley for which he merited that 

these six righteous men should descend from him:: David, 
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Hezekiah, Josiah, Hananya-Michael-Azariah counted as one des

cendant , David and the Mes siah.83 It is interesting here to 

note that the writer of the Targum r ealizing .that six omers of 

barley is a gurden t oo great for a woman to ca~ry , insert s : 

"and a strength came to her rrom God in or der that she might 

carry them.84 Though r ender ed 1n the English translation 

"then she went back to the city", the Hebrew reads u -.. 4t"" 
•' - I "and 

he went" to inform us t h at Boaz accompanied Ruth back to the 

city gates so t hat none of the young men would harm her . 85 

3 : 

16-18 

And she came to her mother-in- l aw•s. "Who are 
you, my daughter, u she said. 'l'hen she told her 
all that t he man had done for her. 1'These six 
omers of barley he gave t o me. 'For,• sai d he, 
•you must not go back empty-handed to your 
nother-in-law. : " "Wait, my dauthter," she said 
"until you learn how the matter turns out; for 
the man will not rest until he settles the 
matter today." 

"Who are you" seems rather absurd to the Rabbis of the 

Midrash so they ask: Could not Naomi recognize her daughter? 

Of course she could . That was not the real questi on addres s-

ad to Rut h. One must render with the English ' what ' as though 

it were Then the question is "What are you, my daughter , 

married or single. 11 86 One of the midrashim explains the last 

ver se of the chapter thus: Naomi speaking to Ruth said: "Calm 

yourself, my daughter, for we (i.e. our family including Boaz) 

are not of those irresponsible persons who give vague pr omises 

and do not keep them. Thus Boaz will not r est until he sees 

the matter through this very day.87 
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Ruth's Marriage to Boaz and their Descendants 

Meanwhile Boaz went up to the city gate 
and sat down there just aa the close relative 
was passing, of whom Boaz had spoken. "Come 
over and sit down here," he said. So he came 
over and sat down. Then Boaz got ten of the 
elders of the city and said "Sit down here." 
When they had seated themselves Boaz said to 
the close relative, "Naomi who has cane back 
from Moab is selling t he piece of land which 
belonged to our relative, Elimelech, ao I 
thought I would tell you about it, suggesting 
that you buy it in the presence of those who 
are sitting here, and in the presence of the 
elders of my people. If you will redeem it, 
then do so; but if you will not redeem it 
then tell me so that I may know; for there 
is no one but you to redeem it, and I ccmie 
at'ter you." "I will redeem it," he said. 

Since the redeemer went by, just at the time Boaz sat at 

the gate in order to accomplish the redemption of Uaomi • s 

property, the Kid.rash asks whether the relative was already in 

the vicinity of the city gate, whereupon Rabbi Samuel ben Nach

man observes that God would have had the redeemer pass by the 

city gate even had he been at the other end of the world so 

that the pious Boaz would not have to be vexed by this restriction 

to his marriage with Ruth.as According to Rabbi Eliezer, God 

sent an angel out to lead Tov past the gate in order to crown 

with success the zeal of Boaz, Ruth and Naomi 1n ~ill1ng 

the duty or redemptlon.89 The Hebrew phrase ' j~7 ~ 'j~~ of 

verse one.which is usually rendered in some such impersonal 

manner ~s "such a one," i s here interpreted by Rabbi Joshua 

as the actual name of the relative in questlon.90 Rabbi Samuel 

b. Nachman, on the other hand, derives the word •dumb• ~~~ 
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from • He was ignorant of the Torah. 91 He regarded 

the marriage of Ruth, a Moabitess, as a sin, because he was 

unlearned in the law, for he founded his objection to becoming 

Ruth ' s husband on the grounds of her illegitimate descent; wi th 

the additional remark that the first husbands of Ruth and Orpah 

died just because of their marriage to these women . 92 This is 

evidence that he was not aware of the new halacha to Deuteronomy 

23 : 5 which makes it applicable only to mal es . 93 From the fact 

that Boaz summoned ten elders, i n whose presence he fulfilled 

all the conditions which enabled him to marry Ruth, Rabbi 

Eliezer bar Jose infers that the marriage blessing must be spoken 

in the presence of ten men.94 Rabbi Juden son of Paz! hastens 

to add, ten are required not only for the marriage of a man and 

a maid but even for a widow and a widower . 95 The Midrash points 

out that 4 :4 is addressed partly to the cl ose relative, 1 . e. 

11 If you will redeem it , then do so," and partly to the assembl ed 

elders who formed the Beth Din, 1 . e . "and if not,etc . n96 

4:5-6 Then Boaz said: "At the time that you buy the 
field from Naomi, you must also buy Ruth, the 
~oabitess, the widow of the deceased, 1n order 
t"' resto1:e the name of the deceaaed to his es
tate • 11 Then the close re la ti ve s aid : "I can
not redeem it for myself lest I ruin my own 
estate . Use my right of redemption for your
sell; for I cannot do so • 11 

Ruth Rabbah r emarks that the kesib of verse five 

namely, with the first person singular ending instead of the 

second singular, i'J~ is proof of the interpretation of Rabbi 

Samuel b. Nachman that the r elative was ignorant of the l aw. 
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In consequence of the redeemer's objection to marrying Ruth, Boaz 

wishes to indicate by I talce her for my own.97 In verse 

six, twice the r elative says he cannot redeem Ruth. The first 

time by way of b oasting of his aristocracy, for which sake he 

~e~ected a union with the illegitimate Moabite woman, and the 

second time because he already had a w1fe.98 The Targum elaborates 

on verse six. ''Use my right of redemption for yourself," since 

you have no wife. Inasmuch as I am married I cannot take an-

other wife into my house lest I cause stri.fe.99 

4:7 Now this was the ancient custom in Israel: 
concerning redeeming, and concerning ex
changing, to confirm all things a man drew 
off his shoe and gave it to his neighbor; 
and this was the attestation in Israel . 

The discussion of this custom is reserved for Chapter 

thre e where we i ntend to treat all such phases of this study. 

4: 8-12 Accordingly when the close r elative said to 
Boaz, "Buy it for yourself," he drew off his 
sandal . Then Boaz said to the elders and 
all the people, "You are witnesses today that 
I em buying f rom Naomi all that belonged to 
~limelech and all that belonged to Chilion 
t. nd Machlo11. Also Ruth, the Mos:!.bitess, the 
widow of Machlon, I am buying to be my wife, 
in order t o restore t he name of the dead to 
his estates , so that the name of the dead 
may not be cut off from among his r elatives 
nor from the gates of his place, you are 
witnesses t oday." Whereupon all the people 
at the gate and the elders said, "We are 
witnesses. May the Lord make the woman who 
is coming into your home like Rachel and Leah, 
both of whom built up the house of Israel; 
may you achieve wealth in Ephrath, and gaiu 
fame in Beth Lechem; and from the off spring 
that the Lord gives you by this young woman, 



32 

may you have a house like the house of 
Perez, whom Tamar bor e to Judah. 

Rav and Levy differ about who took off the shoe, the one 

assert s Boaz, t ~e other, t he close relative.100 It seems, 

however, that the first i s more probable for it was the custom 

of the buyer t o give the plege .101 At the beginni ng of our 

book, 1:4-5, scripture reads Machlon and Chilion, mentioning 

the better one first. Here at the sale, however, the reverse 

order is given. From this is deduced that one should be on 

guar d against the worse one in the family . Boaz claims expr essl y 

that he purchased the ent ire property of Chilion and then Mach

lon ' s, so that Orpah should not later c ontest the sale of her 

former husband's proper ty for t he sake of her future descendants.102 

Although Boaz and most of the aristocrats descended from Leah, 

scripture names Ra chel first, v. l l , for she had first place 

in Jacob's house.103 According to Rabbi Tanchuma who spoke in 

the name of Rabbi Samuel, the expression ·:..., 7 I the descendant; 

i nstead of just .. ,T as i n Gen. 19:34 (stor y of Lot and his 

two daugt~ers) i ndicates t hat t he Mess iah ~as to be an offspring 

of Ruth.104 

4 : 

13-15 

So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wi.fe; 
he had intercourse with her , and the Lord 
made her conceive, and she bore a son . 
Then the women said to Naomi , "Bless the 
Lord who has not left you this day without 
a close r e l ative . May the boy's name become 
famous in Israel. He shall renew your youth, 
and be the stay of your old age ; for your 
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daughter-in-law who loves you has borne 
him, who herself is more to you than 
seven sons." 

Boaz married Ruth after her conversion to Judaism by a 

Kethubah, contract, and Kiddushin, sanctification ceremony.105 

This marriage was the necessary condition for the fulfillment of 

the bl essing which Boaz gave to Ruth (i.e . the one signified by 

his giving her t he wheat, 3:15)106 "And he had intercourse with 

her." After Boaz perceived Ruth 's noble character, he complied 

with the marital duty.107 .. ,- - -- -.. - , .- ,. 
I ' '"" ' ' ' ".~ I 

And God 

made her able to conceive. Rabbi S1mion ben Lakisb sees in this 

the fact that Ruth had not the physical structure to bear children, 

but God changed her physical structure af'ter she was married to 

~oaz.108 Rabbi Huna claims it is to be attributed to the bless 

ing of these women, v. 14,(for which we are to be gr ateful . ) that 

the off spring of David at the t i me of Queen Athaliah were not al

t ogether wiped out.109 According to the same authority the word 

- , ~ ;- which occurs in the blessing means : "Even as the day, 

1.e . the sun rule s the heavens , so may your offspring hold sway 

t orever L Israel~ ollO Rabbi Judah and Rabbi Nechemya differ in 

~egard to the interpreta tion of 
• 41 .. - - ............ ... 

, _ I . -- The first takes 

~t as the seven family heads in I Chronicles 2:12-15, the other 

s the chiefs enumerated i n Ruth 4:18- 2la . lll 

• . 
6- 22 

Then Naomi took the child and laid him in her 
bosom, and became his nurse; and the women in 
the neighborhood spread the report of him, "A 
son bas been born to Naomi." So they called 
his name Obed. He was the father of Jesse, the 
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father of David. Now this is the geneology 
of Perez: Perez was the father of Hezron, 
He1ron of Ram, Ram of Aminadab, Aminadab o1~ 
Nachson, Nachson of Salmon, Salmon of Boaz,. 
Boaz of Obed, Obed of Jesse and Jesse of 
David. 

Although Ruth was the mother of Obed , scripture1 reports 

"a son has been born to Naomi, for Naomi became its nurse, v.16. 

From this it follows that he who brings up a child (orphan) 1n 

his house, is to be regarded for his meritorious se:r•vice as if 

h e had gi Ven 1 t life •112 Rab b i Abahu in the name of' Rabbi Jose 

b. Si.mre. said: When a section begins with ;-;~~ then it is not 

to b e construed with what precedes,whereas if it begins with 

_ .... ' " 
" "1 it is to b e construed in very close connectj.on with the 

preceed1ng .ll3 The word i 11~ 1 ~ is written defecti.vely , i.e. 

without t he (whose numerical value is six ) everYYirhere in 

scriptures except in Genesis 2:4 and one passage, v., 18, which 

rep resents the six good traits which Adam forfeited after the 

fall and which will be restored to mankind at the ttme of the 

Messiah, a desce ndant of Perez.114 
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B. The M1drash1c Story of Ruth 

The story of Ruth crune to pass during a crisis in the 

life of the people of Palestine. Political corruption was so 

widespread that the people lost all respect even for the judges.115 

As a punishment God sent upon the people one of the ten famines 

which He had ordained as a disciplinary method to be used from 

creation until the coming of t he Messiah.116 This particular 

one was the result, according to Rabbi Dosa, of a bad harvest 

in which the investment of f orty-two sea of seed yielded only 

forty- one sea of grain .117 Elimelech and his family, a wife and 

two sons, who were members of the aristocr atic class, deserted 

the country rat her than att em?t to reform the sinful people or 

aleviate t he condition of the needy . 118 An act unforgivable 

since, according to Rabbi Simon ben Gamliel , one is not permitted 

to emigrate to a foreign land during stress except when there 

is not enough food in the holy land to keep one alive.119 In 

addition Elimelech, because of his social position of 1n.fluence, 

s et a bad ~xa.mple fen• his countrymen in that he deprived them of 

cou.rage and pat1ence,break1ng down the morale of the nat1on.120 

Nevertheless he takes up his abode in Moab where, because of dis

tinctio111the men become officers i n the army,121 and the t wo 

sons, after the death of their father, married ti1e daughters of 

Ezlon, king of Moab.122 The death of Elimelech and the dis

grace of an i ntermarriage with the ille ~itimate Moabites was 
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not enough of a r etribution for t he act of desertion, for in 

due time the entire family became impoverished and finally Mach

lon and Ch111on, the t wo sons , died. Naomi neard from some 

i tinerate merchants that t he famine in Judah had abated and re

solved to return to her native country.123 Desp ite the fact 

that there was a deep bond of love betwe en Naomt and her t wo 

daughter s-in-law she hesitated to take them wi th her back to 

Palestine , r ealizing t he disgrace upon herself' which would be 

r evealed by their presencel24 and the hardships they would have 

to endure as despised Moabite women.125 Orpah is unwil l ing at 

f l r st but after a time is convinced to return to her people, 

which is i nter preted to mean she agreed to r eturn to idol wor

ship . 126 She did, however , accompany Naomi for £our miles for 

wh ich good deed she was l ater rewarded 1n that four giants de

scended from her, i . e . Goliath and his thre e brothers . 127 

Rut h , on the other h and, was determined t v become a Jewess, and 

r emained obstinate even in t he face of all the warning which 

Naomi gave her in regard to the hardships of being a Jewess . 

That an Israel ite woman wa s en joined to keep the Sabbath and 

holidays , 128 and fur b i dden to attend certain plac9s of amuse

mentl29 could not shake her faith. Even the r estrict i on of 

only one God was not too severe,for in answer she gave utterance 

to the famous verse , 1:17, "Thy peop le shal l be my people and 

thy God shall be my God. 11 30 So together t hey journeyed to Beth 

Lechem. Their a rrival, according t o one point of view, was 

on the day of the cutting of the omer for which occasion all 
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the people in the neighborhood were accustomed to gather to

gether .131 Another tradition has it that it was the ver y day 
132 on which Boaz•s wife died and all had gathered for the funeral . 

After they bad settled 1n Judah, Ruth reali?.ed that,as the 

younger person, it is her duty to provide support, and seeks to 

go out and glean in the f ield after the harvesters .133 As fortune 

would have it she gleaned on the field of her near kinsman, Boas. 

He seemed attracted to her , for in addition to being of capti

vating beauty.134 she was extremely modest, keeping her distance 

from the gl eaners and working in a seated posture keeping her 

skir ts down .135 This modesty, according to the mid.rash, was not 

native to Ruth but acquired through her association with Naomi .136 

Boaz has a conversa tion with Ruth, which is allegorically 

inter preted as her conversion to Judaism,137 in order to make 

her eligible for acceptance into t he house of Israe1.l38 

Because Boaz was disposed kindly toward Ruth he inst r ucted 

hi s servants to help her in every way, even to drop sheaves 

~urposely so that she would have a greater gleaning . As a r e sult 

she returned home with more grain than it was usual for one to 

get in one day . This aroused Naomi ' s curiosity as to where 

Ruth had worked, and aft er rinding out it was 1n Boaz •s field, 

tells Ruth that he is a r elative of theirs . Together they 

enter upon a p lan to induce Boaz to marry Ruth. Naomi gives 

her the advise to was~,annoint herself, dress in her Sabbath 

clothes ,139 and go down to Boaz at the threshing floor, and to 

trust t hat Boaz will be attracted and marry her. 
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Naomi i s certain that Boaz will r emain at the threshing 

floor over night since the morals of the peopl e were so lax 

that the owner of grain had to remain a nd guard it since the 

men were accustomed to pay the prost i t utes with graln.140 

Ruth goes down to Boaz and following the devised plan 

marks the place wher e he is asleep; there she lies do'\\'Il at his 

feet , entwi nes herself around him.141 and awakens him wi th the 

tickle of her hair.142 Startled , he wculd have probabl y cried 

out , perhaps even ·,, i th a cursel4:3 but all being the v1ork of 

Provi dence , Ruth calms him by r evealing the fact that he is a 

near rel at ive and as far as she knows, e l igi bl e to redeem her. 

He tells her that there is yet a closer relative who must be 

given the opportunity to redeem her f i rst, but that he is next 

and will do so if he gets the choice. Boaz blesses Ruth and 

t ells her to remain there over n 1ght . We are told that all night 

Boaz has a struggle with his yetzer hara, which t ries to pr evail 

upon to have intercourse with Ruth but he finally triumphs and 

swears he wil l not violat e her .144 

In the morning Ruth arrl Boaz arise earl y before anyone dis

covers them together . Boaz gives her six omer s of barl ey and 

escor ts her as far as the city .145 Ruth returned home, while 

Boaz went to seek out the close r elative i n order to give him 

his opportunity to acquire Ruth as a wife and the property 

which Naomi was selling. 

Such an act r equired t he presence of witness~ s,therefore, 
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Boaz went to the city gate where it was the custom of the elders 

to hold court. It being destined that Boaz should marry Ruth, 

God has the close relative pass the gate just as the a ssembl a ge 

i s in session, indeed the mid.rash tells us that had the c l ose 

r elative been at the other end of the world God would have caused 

him to pass the gate at this moment.146 

In our text this relative is referred to as ' ~:~. , ~~ : 

which according to Rabb i Joshua was his actual name .. 147 while 

Rabb i Samuel bar Nachman claims he was thus called because he 

was i gnor ant of the Torah :- ". !...• .148 - ~ He thought that the first 

husbands died only because they married these Moabite women, as 

for me, I better not attach mysel f to these stained women and 

avoid bringing confusion into my :family.149 The nevr i nterpreta

t i on of the scripture: that ref erence is here made to the males, 

but not t o the f emales of these two race~was altogether unknown 

t o him.150 Another interpretation has it that he refused to 

accept the condit i ons of the redemption because he already had 

one wife and did n ot seek any strife in the family by adding 

anothe1 one t o his hous ehold.151 

Boaz , now rree to marry Ruth, doe s so in the presence of 

the same a ssembly, acquiring her and the property of Naomi, 

Machlon and Chilion. With t h e blessi ngs of the people that hie 

house may be like the house of Leah and Rachel and like the hou&e 

of Perez whom Tamar bore, Boaz and Ruth depart. 

We are told in t h e midrash that Ruth was inJ apable of 
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motherhood and Boaz was childless, but because of the pious 

blessings of the people they were able to have children,152 

and because of their piety they were worthy t ·o have the Messiah 

descend f r om t hem. 153 With this the midrash clos es. 
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CHAPTER III 

RABBINIC ATTITUDES REFLECTED IN THE MIDRASHIC LITERATURE TO 

RUTH AND AN EXPOSITION OF THE HOMILETIC INTRODUCTION 

A. The Characters of t he Story . 

The Midrash speaks of Ruth with the greatest respect and, 

although she is of he athen de~cent, association with whom Scrip

ture expressly forbids in Deut eronomy 23 :4, the Rabbis interpret 

t his prohibition· to refer only to the mal e descendents,1 thus re

moving all stigma from the character of' the woman m dine.king the 

subsequent association of Boaz with Ruth in every re spect accept

able . Here we f ind a striking i ncident of a t ype of l egalis t ic 

procedure often used by the Rabbis wherein a strict ins i st ance 

on the letter of the law makes for a liberal r a ther than a re-

st r ict ed legislation. 

The mo '"al character of Ruth is of the f inest . In many ways 

does t he Midrash describe her fidelit y , modesty and decency . 

Thus, for example, special attention is given to her behavior 

when p icking sheaves in the field of Boaz. Because of the striking 

contrast between the modest y of Ruth and t he boldness of the other 

women in the field, 2 and because of the wide - spread reputation &fte 

she had attained as a v i rtuous woman who had remained faithful 

to her mother-in- law during t imes of hardship,3 rwas\_sheJ attra ctive 

to Boaz . It is, however, . claimed that modesty was not native to 
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Ruth but acquired through her association with Naomi.4 Indeed 

one direct reflection of her integrity is cast by Rabbi Chanin 

bar Levi when he refers to her as"truly a Moabites~" because she 

failed to be accurate in restating the command given her by Boaz . 5 

While he told her to glean together with his women, she recounted 

it as though be placed her with his men . 

According to the haggadah,Ruth was supposed to have been 

the daughter of a King6 and although when she went forth fran 

Palestine s he was already forty years old, 7 she is said to have 

oeen of unparalleled beauty . a The name .il·l l is a derivative of ill~l --and indicates that she observed and followed the way of her mother -

in- law .9 

As for Boaz, he ls considered by the Midrash to be one of 

t he outstanding men of his day . 10 As has already been stated he 

was identified with the judge Ibzan.ll and designated as president 

of the court . 12 Through his prayers he is suooosed to have softened 

God 's heart and thus to have put an end to the fa.mine . 13 To Boaz 

is attributed the modification of t he law in Deuteronomy 23:4, 

as relating only to the male desc endants , 14 and also the connnand 

to greet people with God 's name . 15 Of him the Rabbi s speak only 

with words of praise . 

Naomi ls presented as a noble woman who, by instruction and 

example,led Ruth on the path of morality and virtue,16 and with 

mat ernal solicitude sought the weLfare of Ruth afte r t :1e d eath 

of her own husband and two sons . Her name is derived from the 

word cp meaning p l easant . 17 
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El imelech i s t he ant1th9sis of Boaz . Also pic tured as a 

powerful figure in the connnunityt8he fails his countrymen in a 

time of crisis and shows them an example of cowardic~ . Afraid 

lest t he people might look t o h im for su stenance , and thus his 

wealth might be deplet edl9he f l ees the c ountry . His selfish nature 

is brought out in his v ery name which is internr eted as a combination 

of ' ">I and 1~C meaning mine is the kingdom. 20 

As for Machlou and Ch ilion t hey are unfortunate creatures 

whose fates a re forecast in the ver y nB.!:les t he:v b ear . 21 

Orpah is placed in a very bad light . To be sur e , she is 

ca lled , together with Rut h , the daullhter of Eglon, 22 but for the 

r est she i s repr esent ed a s diametri c ally opposed to the latter . 23 

Especially is she suspect ed of leaving her mother-in- law and re

turning to idol worsh i p . 24 iier name is also indicative of her 

perso1:alit y being noth i ng more t han the Hebr ew Vlord rit· meaning 

to show t h e neck , wh ich she did when narting comnany with ~ aomi 

a nd P.uth. 25 Sh e is , however , c r edit et.l with being t he ancestor 

of 1J oliath , a i•eward .for the litt l e f idelity she did display 

t oward 1, aomi . ~"' 

B. Textual Exegesis i n the iit idrash to Ruth . 
to 

Midrashic literature i n general pays special a t t ention/s:vn-

tactical and linguistic peculiari t i es in t he text, basing many of 

it s interpretat ions upon words, phr ase s , and l etter s . Indeed the 

boolc of' Ruth op ens ,·rith just s·..ich observations . Hence no study 

would b e adequate unless this phase of t he l itaratura be considered . 
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The very first word ot our text is treated thus by Rabbi 

Tanchuma and Rabbi Berachya who have traditions tram Rabi and 

Rabbi Eleazer respectivel.y to the ettect that every instance 

where the word ·•n•1 occurs, it was a tragic event in the history 

of Israel.27 Rabbi Simon ben Abba 1n the name of Rabbi Jochanan 

asserts that the word accoitding to the context in which it is 

used indicates both joy as well as sadness, and inde'ed the deepest 

joy as well as the deepest sadnesa.28 Rabbi Samuel ben Nachman 

that •n•1 indicates only a sad event while n•n1 on the 

other hand a joyous one.29 

The word ,.,., (1:1) used in connection with journeying 

instead of some such word as ~c· 1 which is usually denotes travel 

for a distance, indicates that Blimelech went like a dependant.30 

Special meanings are attached to repetitioDll aa tor example 

in the ph1!ase ~Jn i1n (2:11) the first word is taken to in-

dicate that Elimelech heard ot Ruth•·s kind deeds :tram the people 

at home, while the second word includes that he also heard ot her 

virtue from people ot the surrounding districtrl making the im

plication clear that Ruth's repu~ation as a kind and virtuous 

girl had spread far and wide over the land. 

Superfluous words, as well as striking juxtapositions ot 

words and phrases call forth special comment. The phrase 

tt'1~ 10~1 gives opportunity tor the interesting observation ot the 

liidrash that 1n the case of t he wicked the vord 1 rw always fell• .. 

foliows their name, 1.6. 1c~ ~~'~ (indicating arrogance} while 

as tor the righteous it always precedes their name, 1.e. n1p•nc u~r1 
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showjng their kinship i n character to the creator of whom 

it is a l so written (Ex. 6 :3) 32 

The~1 and kethib lend themselves readily to t he inter

pretation of the Midrash . Thus the word ~"I~:! which occurs in 

Ruth 3 :4 ~ti~: , with the superfluous let t er 1 , indicates that 

Ruth slept s ix hours at t he feet of Boaz.33 

Many words derive a different meaning through vocalization 

I tilt~~ meaning maidser vant s becomes ~t~c~~ mothers.34 Thus . 
vhe i.~i drash seeks to honor Ruth and count her among the mothers 

of Israel . Still other wor~s change their meaning by the context 

i n which they occur that passages ar e cited where ~,~ means city, 

i ' !' means province, and ilPic means cliniit e . 35 -----These i nterpretations a r e to be taken only as hap:gadic. We 

cannot expect to find either grannnat ical or lexicographical accuracy. 

Now and then we may come across a.mo~g e. host of f anc iful in.terpre -

te.tions, some which i ndicate the beginnings of scie~tific exegesis , 

but for t he most p art they are interesting only as demonstrative 

of genius i n mental gymnastic& neculiar to the medieval Rabbi. 

C. Legal isms Reflected in the Midrash to Ruth . 

We have already spoken of the conversion of Ruth in chapter 

t :1 0 . It seems that the ent ire legal procedur e was fixed and the 

Rabbis of the il11dra sh have but to indicate how each :-equirement 

of t he ceremony was executed . This t hey do by the use of allegori

cal interp retations as we have seen. The readiness on the part 

of Israel to a ccept proselytes is illustrated in the sentiment 
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of Rabbi Isaac who said: "put them off wit h your l eft hand but 

draw them nigh with your right . 1136 Accordinp to the Yalkut, 

quoting Talmudic injunction,when one expressed the des i re to be

come a c onvert to Judaism, the following qu~ stions are put to 

him: "What do you see in Juda.ism that you wish to become convert

ed? Do you not know that Israel is in trouble, preyed upon by 

ot h er nations?" If h e says 1 know and yet I am not worthy of be 

coming a. member of Israel, then he is accepted innnediately . He 

i s next informed of some of the lenient connnandment s and some of 

t h e stringent ones . He is told of the guilt of Liket, shikhah 

and Peah . He is told : "Know that when you wer e not a Jew you 

at e forbidden fat and was not puni shed with extinction r i Q 1 

you de s ecrated the Sabbath and were not punished with stoning 

0~ , t~ • Now if you do t hese th~s you will be t hus ounished . 

But j ust as the convert is informed o~ t he puni shments so is he 

informed of the r ewards and tol d t hat t he world is not preoared 

exceot for righteous men . The convert may vet chan~e h is mind , 

i f , however , he does not , t hen th q ceremony procedes (w i th the 

circumc ision, r tual bat~ and sacrifice ) and they do not over

bur den h im with connnandment e . 37 

Two interesting reflections on contemnorary Rabbinic atti

t ude s are drawn from the book of Ruth in this connection . It 

seems there was a complete separat ion of J ew and heathen, as far 

as their social life was concerned, f or Vlhen Naomi warns Ruth 

of the r es trictions she as sumes when ent ering Judai sm, on~ of th e 
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strongest is that she mO.at. not attend the places of amusement 

of the heathen, 38 obviously because of their immoral presentations. 

The favo r able attitude of the Rabbis of thi s era toward those 

who oroselyte to Judaism is also c learl y voiced in the statement 

that "e.s soon as Ruth expressed the desire to embrace Judaism she 

became equal with Naomi in the eyes of God. 39 Perhaps we might 

also inf e r that at the time of the composition of Ruth Rabbah 

Moab ite women were actually admitted into the household of Israel, 

and that the innovation attributed to Boaz40 was more than the 

mere r a tionalization of a detail in the story. 

In connection with t he procedure involved in the redemution 

of Ruth by Boaz , the Midr ash gives an historical account of the 

a.nciont customs used in t he business of buying and selling proper -

r.:r • 

Afore time when one acq 1lired p1•ouel"ty either by 

redemotion or ili1 er exchange, ancl he \'!anted to make certain 

i-ne transaction would remain binding, one would remove bis shoe 

and s iv6 i t co the other41 in the presence of witnesses . Later 

(in nost Bibl1 ·a l times) the custom of ;i~~r- (being cut off , separated) 

was instituted. When anyone sold his field, i . e . outside bis 

own fami l y , his relative s would bring vessels which they filled 

'"1th parched corn and nuts , break them in the presence of little 

children . '1'he ch1ld1·en would pick up the corn and n~t s while 

calling out : s o and so has been parted from his prouerty. In 

the event that the original owner should buy back the pr operty 
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the same scene would be reenacted and the children would call out : 

so and so has again acquired his oroperty. 4~ This was done as a ---
safeguard for posterity since adults were permitted to testify 

t hat as children they ate nuts at~ and so ' s hetzazah. 43 

The same proceaure is s a id to have taken place when one 

ma1·ried an unworthy wife . Only then it would be proclaimed: so 

and so because of his marriage is parted from his family . If , 

however, he divorces his wife , the children would proclaim: so 

e.?:d so has been restored to his family. 44 In later times they 

again returned to the custom of removing the shoe and sandal . 45 

tVhi le in still more rec ent t imes the sale was validated with i;- t: 

{money) 

!.on) . 46 

i~lr' (a written document) and (taking possess -

Rabbi Jose said in the name of Rabbi J ochanan 11 a coin 

of a value less t han a perutab is not sufficient to make an ac qui

s:tion valid." 4? 

Raobi Eliezer exoresses t he opinion that i f on e passes thro~gh 

the length and breadt h of a_field (with the intention of purchasing 

it) he has ac• uired i t , following the nr inciple of acqui~ition 

by tresoass . While t ne sages say one does not acqiire a field 

exce ~t by ~ptn actual po s session {which imnlies making irnprove

ment s . ) 48 

We also learn from the book of Rut h the halacha chat marriage 

ceremoni es , whether of a man and maid, or of a widow and \/idower, 

lnus t be performed in tne presence of ten men. 49 
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D. Cultural-Historical Implicationa in the Kid.rash. 

The agricultural setting ot the book ot Ruth gives the Rabbis 

ot the llidrash an opportunity to picture for us their conceptions 

ot certain c~atoma ot Bible times, tor example, we learn that on 

the day ot the barley harvest,around Pesao~all the inhabitants 

ot the adjacent cities came together to celebrate the beginning 

ot the harvest with great pomp.51 We are al•o intormed that the 

threshing tloors were always built in low placea,52 and that be

cause ot aoral depraVlity the owner .had to guard hi• grain b7 

sleeping at the threshing-floor lest it be stolen and paid as 

hire tor lewdness.53 

A military question arises involving the relative value ot 

fields ot grain and is thoroughl.y discussed. Tb8 Israelites 1.n 

their fight with the Ph1liatines trampled down a barley field 

(l Chron. 11,13) ·or according to 2 Sam. 23 a lentile tield and 

"rescued it" which means they restored it to their owners. Prom 

these passages the question is evoked whether the owners ot a 

lentile field destroyed by an army may be indemnified by a bar

ley field or vice versa. The Rabbis disagree and no definite dia

cussior- is given.54 The Kid.rash tells us that King David would 

accept neither ot the Rabbis arguments and renders his own de

cision that a king may make a path destroying any field regard

less of the type nf grain upon it.55 

~ kis si ng at t he departure of Orpah from Naomi and Buth 

provokes the remark that all kisses are indecent except three, 

the kiss of grace (favor) the kiss of greeting and the kiss ot 

_. 
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departure . That these kisses are perm: tted is indlcated by thre e 

such incidents in the Bible where kissing took plac~e . 56 

Fur ther we are apprised f rom the command given Ruth to change 

her c l othes (Ruth 3 : 3) of the pr escri ption that ono must dress 

different l y on the Sabb ath t han on week days, which ma.lees 1 t 

necessar y for each person to have at least two suits of clothes . 57 

Rabbi Simlai discoursing on this same theme tells t hat his stu

dents came to him compl ai ning that they were too poor to compl y 

with thi s connnand to have at least one change of gia.rment . He 

answe.red them it was merely t o insur e that one would clean his 

itar ments for the Sabbath if he could no t afford a 1cbange. 58 

E. Rabbinic Sent iments. 

1 . Theological . 

(a. ) God and Isr ael . 

The rer.ords of man ' s deeds whic11 was former l y kept by the 

or oohets is now kept by Elijah and the Mes s iah, and sealed by 

Jod himself •59 I srael is stub born in their sinfulness yet God 

i s ~enc rous and long- suffering ~ith them. Though Israel is re 

be l l i ous G..:> d s a ys: 1
' It is imnos sible t o des troy them, it i s im

oossible to return them to Egypt , it is impossible to exchange 

t hem for another neople , therefore I will punish them wi th 

cnastisement and discipline them with famine . 1160 This c annot 

be interpreted that God doe s not pos sess the power to dest1'oy 

or exchange I srael for indeed God for the Raub is \•;a s all power ful. 
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But rather this indi c ates that Israel has the special favor of 

God, hence He is patient with them . In the sentiment of Habbi 

Simeon ben Jochai, 11 Though God has domin ion over all the world 

yet He hal'J shown special favor to Israel in being known as "the 

God of the people I srael . r:61 

Psalm 94 :14 re ads , 11 For the Lord will not cast off His 

people , neither will Be forsake His inheritance . 11 While 1 Sam. 

l i:: : 2~ reads, "For the Lord will not forsake His people i'or His 

great name ' s sake ••• " The significant difference between these 

t\vO passages , namely that th~ reason for God ' s fidelity to Israel 

is not the same in both instances, leads Rabbi Samuel bar Nachman 

to the fo l lov.4. ng opinion: 11There are times when God is favorable 

to Israel because of Israel and there are times when He is f avor

able to Israel for His O\'m great name ' s sake. u62 Rab oi Ebo says 

in the same connection: "When the Israelites are meritorious in 

their own right God favors them ' for the sake of His people,' but 

when Israe l is not worthy then God favors them for 'His grea'.. name's 

sake . 1163 The Rabbis claim "God is favorable to Israel in Pales-

t ine for i 1eir own sake while He favors Israel in t he diaspora 

for His great n8l1le 1s sake . 11 64 Since God shows favor to the pro

selyte who draws nigh unto Him, how much the more is He favor

abl y di zposed to Israel who ha.ve kept Bi s Torali for all time . 65 

(b.) Torah. 

'i l0 Torah is likened unto bread; for commenting on C?n-; ,~~1 ~ 

the Midras h tells us Ruth clove to Israel who r eceived t he Torah, 
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(which 1~ like bread) as it is written 

come eat of my bread. 66 

When Israel accepted the Torah it cr eated itsel f, since had 

they no t accepted it , God woul d have turned the wor l d to chaos 

again. 67 Though guilty of all t he transgres sions that the other 

peoples of the worl d conmdtted, I s r ael went to heaven because it 

accented the Torah. 68 

One of the conditions under which tbe ueople at Sinai were 

granted custody of the Torah was that they should neither add 

nor detract f rom i ts mi tzvotlu The Rabbis ask: did not Mordecbai 

and Esther add to them when they decreed that the Megillah s hould 

be read on Purim? The apoarent diffi culty is resolved by t he old 

~ri~c iple that since there is no fixed order for the books of 

the Bible and since i t is written 

~it r ~:p it~Q we l earn that Mose~ undertook to keep Purim and 

we lmo·,., that whatever Moses did God sanctioned. 69 Hence there 

was no violati on of the commandment and it is still valid . 

The Midrash tells us tb~t one of the names of tbe sons of 

Elimelech . 13.s 1:1 i UI' 11 CJl incenciiary11 because they burned the '£orah. 

Rabbi Menachma in the name of Rabbi Acha asked: 11 And did they 

actually burn the Torah? No , it teaches you that when a person 

transgresses one mitzvah from the 'l'orah it is as if he hAd burned 

it . 70 

(c. ) Reward and Punishment in thi s World and in the Future 

wor l d. 

God will al ways do His nar t if man but does his . 71 Every 
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good deed t hat man performs is rewarded . Because Orpah accom

panied her mother - in- law and Ruth, according to the one tradition, 

for f our miles she was rewarded with four Giant sons;72 according 

to another tradition she traveled with them for forty days, for 

which she was rewarded in that her son Goliath received a stay 

of sentence for f or ty days and was allowed to taunt Israel for 

that u el.~i od before David arose to slay him. 73 Since Boaz gave 

Ruth six sheaves he merited that six r i ghteous men should descend 

f r om h i m. 74 

As for punishment it never oomes excep t to the one who can 

bear it . According to Rabbi Huma.: who spoke in the name of Rabbi 

Samuel: The famine which ~ccured in the time of David was destined 

t o appear during t he reign of Saul but because Saul was like syca

more wood ( 1 . e . weak) and would have T)!'Obably turned to idol 

wo:rshi9, Goel postponed the fami ne and or ought it during the time 

of David who was s turdy like ol ive wood and could wi thstand the 

burden without losing faith. 75 Rabbi Chiyu Raba i n the name of 

Rabbi Samuel b . Rabbi Elazar, in the s ame connection, relates the 

parable of a d, aler i n g~as sware who carried~ box of glasses 

but when he want eu to hang it up he brought al ong a hook str ong 

enough to hold the box, drove it into the wal l and hung the b~ 

upon i t . Thus no one is placed under a burden too great for him 

to bear . 76 

While a man is yet on this world he may change his l ot for 

the better or for the worse, b·1 t once he has reached the world 
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to come be ~an no l onger change it . A man who is great may be

come small and one who is small may become great . 77 Figur at ivel y, 

a dog may become a lion and vice versa. 78 A man who is crooked 

may become straight and one who is straight may become crooked. 

Man ' s chance to establish his status is in thi s world. Once he 

r eaches the world to come it remains a lways the same.79 By way 

of illustration the stor y is tol d of two wicked men who were friends 

in this world. One r epented while he was alive and the other re

fused to r epent . i'ihen they came t o the next world the one who 

r efused to repent and found himself in the c ompany of t he wicked, 

saw his former friend in the c Jngr egat ion of the righteous . He 

comnlained, 11 What injustice . We robbed together , we commit ted 

mur der together and here I am among the wicked and he is among the 

r i i;hteous . 11 The he avenly hosts answer ed : "But he repented and 

you refu sed to repent . ·· So be s ci. i d 3i ve me a chance and I will 

!'e0ent . " They answered him: "Fool, do you not knov1 that t his 

(bee ven) wor l d is l ike the Sabb i::.th and the VJor l d f r om which you 

came (earth} is like Erev ShabLath. If one does not prepar e food 

on Zrev ShabL 3th, wr.ac wil l he eat on Shabbeth2 Do you not know 

that this worl d (hes.ven) is like a sea and the wo1·ld from which 

you crone (earth) is l ike dry l and . I f one does not p repar e food 

while on dry l and, wha t sha ll he eat when at sea. Do you not 

lmow that this worl d (heaven} is like a desert , and the worl d from 

wlllch you came (earth} is like fer til e s oil. I f one does not pr e 

pare food while on fertile soi l what shall he eat when he journies 

into the deser t?80 
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The death penalty aa punishment tor sins committed ia ex

acted as a last resort. Bven person atfl1ct1one are delayed un

til last. God strikes first at the things which a man possesses 

then at the man h1ms·elt. Be always shows His displeasure with 

the conduct ot an 1.ndividual by a aeries ot attlictions ot ever 

increasing severity, giving ample opportunity tor the siDner to 

repent and mend his ways. The Rabbis uae the case ot the attllc

tion ot Job as the classic example. Pirst God destroyed Job•a 

cattle, then his house, then his children and lastly He afflicted 

Job.81 The same procedure holds in the case ot Egypt. Pirst the 

vineyard and t1g trees were deetroyed, then hail descended. on the 

cities and finally the first born were sla1n.a2 Plagues likewise 

afflict first the house, then a manta clothes and lastly hia body.83 

In the case of llachlon and Chilion the same thing transpired. First 

their horses, asses and camels died, then their father Bllmelech 

died and finally they themselves d1ed.84 

The Rabbis' view of death, however, waa that it is a natural 

phenomenon, and should be dealt with aa such. ill are born to 

die, of extreme importance, however, is that a man departs from 

this world with a good name.85 

(d.) Judgment and Judges. 

The Rabbis ot the Jlidrash have s uch high regard for that 

which is just that amid all the sentimenr.s ot mercy and long

suffering Resh Lakish puts into the very mouth of God the utter

ance, "Even though I am your redeemer what :t.1pccan my redemption 

be in the face ot judgment.1186 
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As for the .1udges , God honor ed them by calling them a;ods , 

b•.it the Jews desp ised them, therefore , 11woe to the ge ne1•a tion that 

.ii. d~es l ts judges . 11 87 

Tne oool< of kuth must have been writ 1.en , ac co1~ding to t he 

::a.b ,1l s , at a time \'/hen the j udge s had li t t: l e control over the neop le 

because they were i n no position t o demand the re snect of the 

mas s es . If an I sraelite was gui lty of idol worship end a judr:e 

trit.)d t o sentenc e him, ne beat the j ude;e and s a i a : 11What ile sourrht 

:o ao to me I d i d to him. 11 88 

J.ien re fer t o a judi;e ·:1'10 e r verts justice by flve name s : r•er-

verse one , hated one , hor r i b le one , exconununic ated one and abomi n-

. 1 89 d 11 hi "' h 30 e one , w11ereas Go ca s m rive ot er names : e vil one , 

~o s.01.ser , b1•eaker of t.11.. c ov e .ant , one wno enra: e s and contrary one . 

One ;-rno ls .i.a· a r t ial in judglllent causes five thini:i;s to be-

fall .ne wo1·ld . He make s the land u~1c l e nn , he curses the na:'le 

of God , ce. se s c:1e S11ec"li.na o dens.r t: f ror.i the \·:orl d , c uuses .Je~s 

to eris!'l irr the s·.:ord of the ir enemies , 2nd c ;.1. s es Jews to be 

exilea from FalestinP . 9 1 

I n co1i.. ~tlon ·;) ~~ r e1!de?•ina: decisi ons t he Rab~ ,is tel l us , 

do ?1ot i nfer f1•om one set of' c.ircm .. stances \'Jhat you would do on 

an other occasion , b e ca se no t wo s ets o f circumstances a~·e the 

SaI'l9 e 9 2 

2 . Social 

(s. . ) Thi? Family. 

There are s e ver·al expl'PdSJ ons of opi nion in our J •• i d rash re -

latinr; to t;ne i nne r circ l e ::> 1' t·1e fre1• l 7,r w.1ic b deserve me~1tion ir1 
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our s tudy . An interesting story illustrative of t he fac t that 

c!1ildren are natur a l ly disposed to loving their mother mor e dear

l y than their father, is told by Rabbi Meir . On t he occasion of 

the death of the r.iother of Avnimos the Gardite Rabbi Meir went l; O 

vis it him, and found the entire household seated in mour ning . So:ne 

years l ater Avnimos' f atn er died, aud again Rabbi Meir went to 

visit him . This time t he entire household wer e busy ·:11t h t heir 

daily tasks . Rabbi Meir ,astounded, said to Avnimos , "It seems to 

me your mother was more beloved b y you than your f ather. " "That 

is at should be , " answer ed Avnirne s, :or is it not written, "t o 

your mother's house ," and not to your fat her' s house . Rabbi Meir 

agreed, showing t hat as f or a household t he mother is L.or e impor tant 

than the father.94 

Rabb i Joshua tel ls us , "never have I ref ered to my wife as 

m.; wi.f'e, and my house as my house , but rataer my w.ife is my house 

and my house, my wife . I n truth a man s ·.1:Je is h i s house for 

t he actual phys ica l dwelli ng- place mW!e~ lit t le differen c e . The 

wif e makes the ac t:ual surrnundinga what t hey reall'V ArA. s ilo gives 

9' meanin.s to t hem. 

Rabbi Acha sa:.~s: 11Anvone who marries a virtuous woman , it 

is a s t houeh he f u l f i l led t ite entire Torah fr o:n the b e gi nni ng t o 

.. tnc:: enc . About ~-J.ch ~ one Seri t itr e s ~qs : (Ps . :.:-3 : £) "Your 

wife is like a fruitful vine ." T'le r efor e t~a r'l'OV . 

31 : 1-J ff . is :n~ittor. f1·0m }( t o ri; s.nd t:1e e;enere.tions woul d 

no·, ·oe rede~med we:r·e 1 t n Jt f o l· :.~hi? ri '!:~te r)Us women t herein &s 
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it is said jn Ps . 98:3, "He remember s His goodness and fai thful

ness to the house of I s rael." It is not written to the children 

of I srael but to the house of Israe1 . 95 

Thou gh the woman is most important in the fami l y circle , the 

place of man is never minimized by the Rabbis . It is writ ten in 

Ruth 1:9, "The Lord gr ant you that ye may find r e st , each of you 

in the house of' her husband . " For accordi np; to Ra bb i J o chanan a 

woman finds no contentment excepting in the house of he r husband. 96 

In truth, man and v1ife are equally d ependent upon each o the r. When 

a man dies , who misses him most, h is wife . That is why it i s 

written (Ruth 1:3) "And El imel ecb , Naomi 's husband died . " When a 

woman dies , who misses her most , her husband, for Jacob says : (Gen . 

4B : 7) 11 As for me when I c rune from Padan, Rachel died unto me • •• 11 97 

The wife's advice should always b e asked. The story is 

t old of a certain p ious man who became impoverished to such a 

degree t hat he was compelled to hire h i ms elf out . One day as 

he w&s plowing in the field , ~lijah t he ~rophet met h im in the 

f!Uise of an Arab . El ijah said to hir.i : "You have six good years, 

·.vh en do you v mt them, now or 'iater ? 11 The man answered: "You 

are noth i n g but a sorc erer, deoart f rom me ." Elijah wen t h is 

wa y but r eturned again, and a'Sain !le was repulsed by the ooor 

man . But Elijah r etur ned ye t a third time with the same auer y . 

'!his time the poor man answer ed, 11 ! will g o and consult with 

my wife . He wen t to her a nd told her what had transpired . She 

adv ised him to return and tell the Arab to ~ive t h em the six 

kOOd years now . So h e r etu r ned to ~li .iah and did as his v; ife 
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bid him. Elijah pr omised him that as he reached the gate of his 

home on his return he would behold blessing spread over his house 

hold . That day whi le his children were digging in the yard they 

uncovered enough money to sust ain them for six years which they 

gave to their mother . When the poor man came home, his wife told 

him the news . Immediately they gave thanks unto God n.nd the good 

woman said to her husbar:rl, "Let us engage in doing p:ood deeds 

during these years of plenty that the Lord mi ght reward us . So 

they did . At the expiration of six years, Eli.1ah came to the man 

and said: "The time has come when I am to\take back the money . " 

The man answered Elijah, "When I took the money I did not do so 

except upon t he advice of my wife . 11 He went to her a nd s aid : 

11 Tl1e old man has come to take what belongs to him . " She answered: 

11 Go to him and tell him that if he has found people more faithful 

than we are to give the money to thtam. '' God saw the truth of 

these words and added to that family boon upon boon that the 

sc1•i p tural verse (Isaiah 32:17) may be ful filled, "and the work of 

ribl'lt eousness will be peace . 11 98 

Rabbi 1>amuel ben Isaac aporizes us of the sign if icm t fact 

that a woman loves a poor youn~ man better than a rich old man. 99 

As for Macblon and Chilion they so .ight wives of their own 

mi serly nature t hat is why M0 abite women apnealed to them.100 

One of the important functions of the famil y as a social 

unit, according to the J.tidrash, is its mutual concern for its 

members and the restraining i nfluence of one member unon t he other . 



- 73 -

~cripture does not name Elimelech , Naomi , Machlon and Chilion as 

a family group but rather as i ndividuals because one did not re

strain t he other from miserliness . F'or if in a family grou o one 

of tne members is umrl.lling vo transgr ess then the decree i s re

versed. 101 

( b . ) Manners . 

Commenting on Ruth 4:2, "And he (Boaz) t ook ten men of the 

el:iers of the city, 11 Rabbi Alexander sa-ys, "from this we learn 

't hat a per son of inferior rank never sits down in the presence of 

I\ super ior person unless give!': permiss i or b y t hat !1erson . "102 The 

c om.inent has bear inp: only ·with r eferen ce to social or scholastic 

r ank and cannot include a ge, for from !:h e rema inr\cr of the verse 

we l earn that Boaz tells the elders to s it down , t hen t : ey pro-

C J··d to do so ; and it is co!lceivable that sin ce they \'lere 11 e l ders 

or t h e city11 some were o lde r i n years than E.oaz . As for 1·ank we 

know t hat Boaz was a jud ge s i c e t he Midrash has already identified 

hi m wi t h Ibzar, and claims fo r him the oosi ti on of p re sident of 

the court . 103 

Rabbi Joc h anan t 1 "ll1S latine; Ruth 2 : 1'2 i-•x'i ;;'i''iti 'f1'il ol 

11V/ er e I to have int e rcourse this v e r y n i ght with a man" connnents 

t iat f rom this v e rse 'ti .;. l e:..1·j1 manners, one cioe s no t h ('v e s exual 

i Ltercourse du ring the d a y ; the only ~roper time for such things 

is ar; n i ght . 104 

Rabbi J ocho.nan further tells us t hat though a person be young 

he should never refrain from b l essing an older p erson . 105 Though 
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Boaz was eighty years old and Ruth was only fort y; because of 

her blessing , his s trength was renewed and he was able. to h ave 

childr en .106 

{c . ) Poverty and Charit y . 

Bar Kapa.ra says : " the re is not a man who does not exnerience 

?Ove rty . If it does not visit him direc t l y then it comes upon 

nis so:is , i f not upon his sons then u oon his p:r andsons . Ther e 

is no e scap ing 1 t '!l07 

Habbi Nachman likens pov erty to a wheel that rolls over the 

ent ire worl d . 108 

Raboi Jose expounds : that since tbe wor d l V•h owev er has the 

srune l etters as 'l t' p o or, we learn that a man ma:v easilv become 

poor if he doe s n ot BJ'l swer the call of the pov er ty stricken with 

aid . 10~ 

Rabbi Ab in says : 11 A poor man sta.Ttd l" at your door and God 

stands at his right h and . If you g ive hLm somethin~ God blesses 

you, if you deny him God puni shes you in the future . 110 

Among bep;g ars there are always those who r eally are not in 

need , f'or which f LCt , accordi nJ? to Rab o i Abab u , we should be duly 

grateful . 'i'he story is told of Rabb i Jochanan and Rabb i Levi 

tnat on one occasion when they r1e r e on the ir v1ay to a bath- house 

in Tiberias they were ap:ir oached by a beggar asklnf! for a lms . 

'l'ney tol d him they would attend his n e e ds when the~ r et-i!rned from 

the b ath . 1Vhen they came out , howev e r, thev found the man dead . 

Naturall y they undertook to nr euare him for bur ial and durinp.: 

the p roces ~ t hey found in his ~ossession a ba~ of money . Rabbi 

,-
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Ababu sa:va wer P it not f or these i.mnosters if e ver a man refu sed 

a. beggar charity, he would be 1.mmedlatel1 punished with death . 111 

As it is, a man can a lways plead that he thou~ht t he beR~ar an 

i mpostor . 

The gener a l s e ntiment of the Rabbis i s that the poor man 

who takes charity do es more for the wealthv man t han does~he latter 

for the f ormer , since , because of the poor man t he weal thy one 

earns a mi tzvah. 112 

Charity , says the Rabbis should be given s ecretly , so that 

the r ecip ient wil l not fe el self- c unsc ious about accentinp: it . The 

• icirash r ela te s how Rabb 1 J ochanan used to drop coins along the 

road which h abbi SiJ'Tleon the son of Ba used to t r averse so that 

t •_e latte~ , who wa s a very noor man , would p;a ther them, thinking 

h·~ had found them and thus never r ealizing he wa s a ccepting chari-

ty . rtabbi Judah d i d t he same thin~ with r eqard to Rabbi Si meon 

son of :-.al aftah . 113 

The Rabbis never fel t poverty to b e a disgrac e bu t thought 

of it rather as a n ex cellent dise j pli.:10 ·,.rhich made for humility 

and pity , for t i.lt rea~nn the Tor ah i n sp eakinf- t o God says: 

'Make my por tion in a place of poverty . 11 114 

Wealth, on the other hand , ::n&~es -!or m•1·n~a_Yl.c e . Thus the 

story is told of a poor man who was very p ioue but ~et so hard 

pr essed that his very garments rotted on his back . Elijah the 

prophet thinking to do h im a good turn gave him two pieces of 

silver with which to do business . ·rhe man !lr ospered and in time 
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bec ame very wealthy. With the increase of his bus i ness he for

got his piety and no longer had time or felt the need of prayer . 

God said to Elijah: "I onc e had a pious man in my world but you 

perverted him. 11 So Elijah returned and demanded his two p i 9c es 

of silver . Very soon t he man b ecame impoverished again . He we'9t 

and prayed . Elijah returned and asked . "What is the old man do

ing , '' whereupon came the reply : 11 Woe unto tha. t man upon whom 

the wheel of fortu..Yle has turned. 11 After making the man p romise 

he would alwa ys r emain p ious Eli .jab. r eturned the tv10 pieces of 

silver to him and a ga in he prosp~red.115 

Rabbi C~iyab is of the op i nion that one can never for get 

the suff ering of p overty . He claims that i n t he case of every 

othe tjaffliction ,when i t is over , the prior state is a~ain att ~Lned, 

but poverty a l ways leaves a per manent mark, as it is written in 

? sa.lm 88 : 10. " My eye is dulled becau::e of oover ty . nll6 

(d.) Kindness . 

l~o matter how busy a person mi fZht be he should always take 

ti.me to be kind to others . Because Israel was too bus y to give 

Joshua a dece• t burial, 1 . e . to deal k indly vri~h him God sought 

to make t he earth quake over them. 117 

Great honor is bes towed unon those who are k ind to t heir 

fellowmen . Such do not take shelter under the wi ngs of the earth, 

nor under the wings of the sun, not even unde r the 'l: !ngs of the 

Cher ubim but under t he wings of t hat one who ut tered the vrords 

by which the world was created . 118 

Ac cording to Rabbi Zer ah the only reason the nook of Ruth 

wa s writteWlo illustrate the gr eat reward .for k indne s s . 119 
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F . The Homiletic Introduction 

Tne p r oems , which give clear evidence of a deliberate arrange

ment in the hag1zadio Midrashi.m, 120 appe ar in the natu rt:? of intr o-

ductions to the exnosit i on of a lesson , as the name Pesi~ta clearly 

i mplies .121 In the form of exordia they lead to the lesson 

pro-p er by means of the interpretatLm of an extraneous t ext known 

as the p roemial text taken from an~' other Biblical eource and used 

e: s a 0 tenden z" verse u ltilnately implying a r elated meaninp: to that 

of the t ext in t he lesson proper . 122 In form they e.re either 

si.:1ple, consistin;: of a direct exnosition of the p roem-text ampli-

fied throughout with quotations and parables but a lways ~ivin~ 

evidence of being a uni t structure , or they may be comnosite con-

sist ing of different i nte!"Oretations of t he same extraneous verse 

' by one or more authors va ri ousl:y connected but alway s so that t he 

last i nter pr et ation , or the last comoonent ua r t of the proem 

leads l ogically to the interpretation of the t ext of t h e scriutural 

l e sson .12.;i The trans it i on is o:ften made by t he u se of the connnon 

con,iunct ive formula ao~earinp: in the structure of the proem it 

self . 1~4 

J.'he homil etical art istry of t h e preacher is displayed by 

the techni que with which he employs extraneous exefi"etical material , 

the interest ing combinations of interpretations which he forras 

into a uniform st1·uctur e to the end t hat the last member brings 

him to expound the Pentateuchal les son . 

i he collection of proems t o Put11 Rab bah which nreface the 
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,,,1draah ap9oar with the formulae "1< i r1ro • . • or simply nf't • • •, 

0ccasionally, the abbreviat ed formula il ''t9t ze s heashe1· ha Katub 

is Used, but as often as not the proems aonear without anv for 

mula to introduce them. They quot e the extraneous t ext and pre 

cede directly to the_ interpretation ther eof .125 

By the method of selecting extra neous texts for the or oems 

many non Pentateuchal , esoecially Hagiogr aphic verses were exl"ound

ed, t hus bring i ng to the p eople interpr etations of books rarely 

read in public s ervic e , rnaking t hese homilies excellent sources 

for t h e collectors of non Penta ... euchal lUdrashim . 126 

While p roems are charact eri s tic of al l t he homiletic IHdra shim , 

due to the popularity of t h is form , they were added to old Mid

rashim which were originally only running connnentarie s to the 

:::.criptural text . Occasionally al so ham:radic di sc our ses v:e r e pre

faced with the d i scussion of siMnl~ halachic questions . 127 The 

rea s0n for the disproportionate l ength of thP. or oems t o the lessons 

i s s t ill a moot ~uestion among the scholars . 128 With this brief 

account of the nature and funct i on of the uroem , a subject i t -

s elf v10rthy \.. 0 a thesi::-, let us 0r oceed to the examination of 

the introduction to Ruth Rabbah . 

As mentioned in Chanter one , t he i n troduction for ms a snecia l 

::ir efac e t o that pa r t of the M1 dra sh which exuounds the tex t 

proper of the Bo ok of Ruth . The int r·oduction itself is divided 

into s even sections, eac h a comnlete oroem. We shall orocede to 

examine a typ ical sect ion . 
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1 one: The Proem. 

Rabbi Jochanan quoting p art of the op enin,q; 
verse of the Book of Ruth, "And it came to 
pass in the days when t h e judges judged, 11 

opens with the ~roem text, Ps . 50 :7. "Hear, 
O my peonle, an I s hB:llspeak • 11 He inter
prets- it- to mean one does not testify against 
a man except within that man's bearing . Rab bi 
Judah b. Simon interprets the nroem text: Be
fore the Exodus, Israe l was refered to like 
all other nations ; aft er the Exodus they w ere 
called "My people, 11 which i n ter p ret at ion he 
derives from the phrase in t h e nroem text 
11 vaadabera~ ''and its parallel u hi-ase of Ex. 
24:7 spoken by Israei at Sinai when they accept
ed the 1.rorah . 

Rabbi Jochanan continued: "Hear ye my people" 
pertains to the past v1hile ''and I will speak" 
refe r s to the future. "Hear, O my p eople" in 
this world "and I will s ;::ieakn in the world to 
c ome , so that I may refute t he champions of 
t h e other nat ions who will c or:rplain that Israel 
committed all t he sins that the other nations 
committed and yet their reward is h eaven while 
the others go to purgatory . Then the Jewish 
advocate will remain silent as it is written 

i";,., (formula) Dan . 1 2 :1 "And at that 
time shall i.,1chael stand up . " 

Rab 1) i Joe h o.n an interprets Dan. 12 : 1: He says 
t .here is no sitting in heaven as it is written 

:l 'f' ~i (formula) Isaiah 6 :2 "And Seranhim 
stood around him and it i s written :! 'J':lt 
( formula) 2 Ch. 18: 18 "And all the host s of 
heaven standin~ on r · s right hand on his l eft. 11 

And you say "he will s tan<'l . 1
• 

11 What is the r:iee.n-
ing of etand? 11 He w111 remain silent , as it is 
written it''io~ (formula ) Job 32 :16. "And shall 
I wait because they speak not, seeatteo t»oy 
af'eek &9t, because they answer not . " God said 
to Michael : "You have become quiet and you 
do not give any defense for my children." 
"I swear upon your life Is:1a 11 -RM soeak with 
righteousness a~d save m-y p eople . " With what 
righteousness? Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Jocha
nan have an argument. One contends that 
righteousness is that you '(Israel) es t ablished 
my \vord in that you accep ted my Torah . For 
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had yoi1 not accep t ed my Torah I would b.ave re
turned the world to a state of chaos . 

Rabb i Huna said in the name of Rabbi Acha Ps. 
75:4 "When the earth and all t he inhabitants 
thereof are d issolved ! ,Myself established 
the pillars of it • 11 The world ·;10uld have been 
dissolved were it not for the fact that Israel 
stood before Mount Sinsi I And accepted the Torah) . 
Who strengt . .lenecl the ·::orld" ' ::i l>t established 
the pillars of it . With t he m~ri t of • :j lJC did 
I e stablish its pillars. The other rabb'i , argues 
bhat the righteousness is , t hat you cre ated 
yourselves when you accep ted the Torah . For 
were it n ot so , I would have destroyed you from 
the peop l es of the earth. 11 The Lord your God 
am I . 11 (no connecting formula) Rabbi Jochanan 
states t hat God meant : It is enough for you 
that I am your Redeemer. Resh Lakish said that 
He meant b y this that 11 even th ou gh I am your Re 
deemer what heln is my redemption in the face 
of judgment?" 

Rabbi Simeon ben Yoc~ai tau ght : I am ~od to 
all the r•orld, yet my name was not given to 
any but my peo p le Israel, for I am called "the 
God of Israel. The Lord your God am I . " Rabbi 
Jochanan i nterorets t he ver se w:th r efe r ence 
to 1.:oses . God s aid to Moses '' even thou~h I 
c alled your God before Pharaoh , your God am I" -
I am above you . 

The Rabbis i ntern r et t he verse ·:1th r eference 
to the judge : : Even thoupfi I celled you God , 
I a.m your Gori . Know t h at 1 am above you as i t 
is said : Ex . 2 2 :27 "Thou shalt not r enroach 
God nor curse a ruler of thy peoole . 11 ,Aft er ward 
God said to I srael~ I honored the jud~e s and 
called t hem Goaland they (that frenerat io n) des
nised them. Woe unto the generat ion that judges 
its j udges . 

In anal y zing the abov e proem we n otice that it op ens with 

the fi r st verse of the lesson to whic h it is an i:ntrod~c~ion and 

"nmediat e l y t h e f irst Rabbi who interu r e ts , Rabbi J ochanan , 

~uotes the proemial text which in this instanc e is a ve r se from 
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the Ps a lms ( 50 : 7 ) ~iving hi s homilet1cal application of the ex 

traneous t ext . The second Rabbi , Judah ben Simeon gives his in

ter p retat ion without citing the or oem text , quotin~ it onl y a t 

tne close of his p1•esentation t o show how it apn l ies . 

The first Rabb i continues with another internr etation of 

tne pr oemial tex t and quotes a verse f r om Daniel (12 :1 ) , in suoport 

o!' hi s second i.:terpretation , w 1ich he introduc es with the f r e 

quent formul a ~a ~ Ru Di c hes i v. Since the verse in Daniel snea ks 

of ... ichael standinp.; un , and si. .c e t her e is no s itting i n heaven , 

as i ndicated by Isaiah 6 : 2 and 2 Ch. 18 : 18 wh l ch a re introduced 

nere with the formul a Dichesiv; t he Rabbi i s obliged t o seek a 

meani ng for the verse in Daniel which he doe s by int eruretin~ 

'stand up ' to mean ' remain silent' . C ontinuin~ , he quotes Job 

::>~ :lo , 11 And shall I wa1. t because the:q sneak not, tbey answer 

not , 11 which he claims i ndicate s that God uubr aided Micha el fo r 

not havi11jl a defense in behalf of Israel , swear ing He wi ll sne ak 

with right eousness and save Hi s people . 

This leads to the quei::t iol'l : wit;h vrhat is riv.hteousness? 

Raboi Jochanan and two ot hPr Rabbis offer different exnlanations • 

naboi Jochanan , te sh Lakish, Simeon ben Yoche.i , Rabbi Juden am 
his son Abba internr et t he last ohrase of the proem text 

'.::lx i01'1x c"ti•nc to r efer t o God , I sra e l and var ious othe r individuals , 

while the Re.bbis inter pret it with refereuce to the .Judp:es , b rinp: 

i ng about a s or t of transition to the t ext of the l e sson nrooer , 

i. e . Ruth : l : l. 
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t" 
In regard to this p articular pro~ Be.der comments : 11The 

analysis of the psalm verse 50 : 7 comnrises the ke1rnel of t he proem 

a.n d Rabbi Jochanan is named on several occasion s 19.s the au thority 

for a number of ind ividual anal yses . But the exo1anation of the 

verse which forms the transition to the text of Ruth 1 : 1 is not 

ascribed to him but rather to the Rabbis generally . OriRinally 

this entire pesilcta appeared as anonymous and onl·\1 later was the 

aut h orship of Rabbi Joch anan inserted .129 

Th e p roem a s we have it in our edition s of the Midrash is 

t nen a series ..i f Rabbinical int e r or e tations of a c~entr al ~iblical 

quotation consisting of t he comments of ei gh t different individual 

a u t horitie s and one whi ch is anonymously attr ibutied to t he R,, bbis . 

The content 101 that the simp le proetn. represent s t he record of an 

academic discussion of the sub.ject in wbic h these part icinated is 

altogether untenab le , since in this r articular case among the 

authorities a.r e Rabbi Judah ben Simeon , a Pales t inie.n Amore. of t he 

fourth cen tw•y , and R9 bbi Jochanan and Resh Lakislh who ?1ere con-

temporaries , of the second centu r y . The lilceliho 1od t hen is that 

tnis p roem i ·\ its p resen t form is the v1ork of one or more redactors . 

I n speaking of t he anonymous pr o e m, Bacher , "lb serves that ma ny 

s t at;ements wn ich a p oear in one book anon:ymousl:v a:re elsewhere as

cribed to a narticular au t hor . 1 30 Throu~hout the book of Ruth 

t her e are nine a nonymous n roems and again ~acher :m;:;.kes the interest 

in~ observation that al l of them emuloy hagiograohical texts .
1 31 

Examining 1180 anonymous n roems of the r "'ntat e uchal !ddrashir.1 

antl t t.JE: t wo Pes 1ktas , ..iache r c laims t hat f ou r fi f ths of t h em have 
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hagiog r aphical t ex t s, a p r oportion which hol d s ~ood for or o erns 

01 a l l t ypes • 132 The fre quent use of introduc tor~' fo r!l'l\l lae i s 

qui t e evident . 

'l'ne r emaining six s e c tions nave s i.: ilar s tructures s o tha t 

a detailed a nal ys is of them would offer no ne w l i ght on the sub 

ject . 

For the sake of cornnleteness , however , \·;e list tl-:..c> ir p roem 

text ~ in ord~!' : 

&vcti .. :m 2 : P:·ov . i..: :lC. "Laziness castet h i nt o a d e ep sleep 

a . d the i dle s oul s hall s i.1.:.'::'e r hunn:er. 11 

.:>action :::. ~ Pr ov . 21 : 8 . ..The wa N of a man i s perverse and 

s tronGe . 11 

Sectio~1 4 : Deu t . 32 : 20 . "And he F~ .. ~ · \ I ~· iJ l "t ~ l1'? t .. ' ,~,~r 

'!'Cl l -- 'c' i . 11 

~ . • · • l ) : -.~1:{1:i 1 1..n4 . 11 0 Israel t :1y prophets have been 

li •. e !'ox es i n ruins • 11 

S ect i on 6 : Ps . 144 : 14 . 11 ·,·1n ose oxen are ·.'!e l l laden . 11 

!Section ? : Is a r e s t at eme nt of a l. i d ra.sh whi ch a ccor d i ng 

to it ::. a t tors they brought f r 01:1 t he Da'l)·Jlonia n ex i l e exp lain-

ing t he rnea.'1 i ng of 'ii"l, il , il, 

we hav e t r eated elsewh ere. 

'he internal p roerns : 

and , which 

Essent i al l y the inter na l p roems , a nd by that ··ne r.1e an t hose 

direct l y p r eceding the t ext exe~esis , p r esen t the same featur es 

a s those of t h e pr eface t o Ruth . One st rikin~ differenc e , however, 
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is that the internal proeJl18 are all compound, being composed 

of many small proems each having a separat e proemial text.133 

The connection between proeJD8 is very loose;sometimes they are 

joined With a tomulal34 and at other times they are just placed 

in juxtaposition to each other.135 Ot the six sections in the 

book which open with proems, three appear with introductory for

mulae ~hree . appear without them, bearing out the general state

ment made by Theodor concerning the use ot tormulae.
137 

It is largely in the proems to Ruth Rabbah that we f'ind ex

pr essed the very tine spiritual and ethical sentiments of the 

Rabbis ~ontained in the book • . ot anotber1rvpe ot long sections 

we may single out the sixfold interpretation or R.2:14 as ref'err

ing to David, Solomon, Hezekiah, Kenasseh, the Messiah ard Boaz.138 

Conclusion 

As we bring t h is study to a close we feel that there ls 

yot much that might be writ ten on the subject. Of many phases 

we were only able to touch the surface, still others are altogetber 

beyo:i., i the r each of the writer. To deal adequately with the many 

problems involved, a 11.!'etime of schol astic endeavor is ess ential. 

The research of scholars in t he fie ld of Midrashlc literature 

has been used liberally but the writer has been careful to 

credit all quotations. Statement+iade herein have always been 

documented and where there was a difference of opinion among the 

scholars, the various points of view were presented, since we 

.. 
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felt incompetent to be ~elective because of an inadequate back

ground. An earnest effort has been made to investigate the 

literature and to present a clear exposition so that the reader 

mi ght gain an in·sight into the sources employed, an acouaintance

ehip with the material involved, and ageneral conception of the 

particular type of llidrashic literature written to the Book of 

Ruthe 
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