
Story Number 80

RUTH

[This story took place in the days of the ‘Judges’, after Joshua and

some time before Samuel, but we do not know exactly when.]

A man named Elimelech lived in Bethlehem with his wife Naomi and

his two sons Mahlon and Chilion. Bethlehem, in Judah a few miles south

of Jerusalem, was also called Ephrath, so they were Ephrathites. But we

have to be careful here, because it is a bit confusing. People from

Bethlehem were called Ephrathites, but people from the tribe of Ephraim,

who lived much further north, were also called Ephrathites, and they were

quite different.

At one time there was a famine in the land. No rain came for some

years, so the ground was dry and nothing could grow, and there was no

food. Everyone was hungry. Elimelech decided to take his wife and sons

across the Jordan to the country of Moab, where there was enough food.

Elimelech died there, leaving his widow Naomi with her two sons, who

then married Moabite girls. Chilion’s wife was called Orpah and Mahlon’s

wife was called Ruth. Soon after, Mahlon and Chilion both died, both

childless, and Naomi was left with her two daughters-in-law.

When Naomi heard that God had been kind to Israel and the famine

was over, she decided to go back home to Bethlehem. Her two daughters-

in-law were very fond of her and decided to go with her. Naomi felt that

she was a burden to them, and said ‘Look, you are both young, stay here

with your own people and find new husbands, and I will go alone.’ They

both cried and said ‘No, we will go with you.’ Naomi pressed them, they

cried again, and in the end Orpah kissed Naomi good-bye and went home,

but Ruth refused. She insisted that she would stay with Naomi, ‘Where
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you go I will go, where you stay I will stay, your people are my people

and your God is my God. Where you die I will die, and there I will be

buried. I swear that only death will part us.’

Although Naomi had been away only a few years, when she got back

to Bethlehem the people hardly recognised her, she looked old and worn.

‘Can this be Naomi?’ they asked. ‘Do not call me Naomi (pleasant)’ she

said, ‘call me Mara (bitter), because God has treated me very bitterly’.

She had lost her husband and both of her sons. She then introduced her

daughter-in-law, Ruth, whom she had brought back from Moab, all she

had left.

Yes, all she had left, not only in people but in possessions. At some

time they had sold all the family land in Bethlehem, and now coming back

she had absolutely nothing.

When she arrived it was the beginning of the barley harvest (about

Pesach time). At harvest time, the poor are allowed to go into the field

where the reaping takes place, follow the reapers, and ‘glean’, that is to

say pick up all the bits that drop down when reaping, the bundles that are

forgotten, and what is left (deliberately) unreaped at the edge 1 of the

field. The reapers are expected to leave these for the poor.

Naomi was already an old woman. Ruth was young, and at her own

suggestion decided to go into the fields and glean, so that she and her

mother-in-law would have something to eat. Quite by chance she

happened to go into one of the fields of a very rich man named Boaz, who

was a relative of the late Elimelech. He was in the town at the time, and

later when he came out to the fields he saw Ruth and asked the supervisor

of the reapers who the girl was. The man answered that she was the

daughter-in-law of Naomi who had come back with her from Moab. She

had wanted to glean, and had hardly stopped to rest since morning.

1. NOT the corner.

2



Boaz, a very religious man, had heard the story of how Ruth had

insisted on staying with Naomi and said ‘Your God is mine’ but had not

met her. He turned to her and said ‘Do not go into anyone else’s field,

just stay in my fields, glean as much as you want, and whenever you are

thirsty drink as much water as you want’ (important in a hot climate).

‘Why are you worried about me?’ she replied, ‘I am just a foreigner.’

‘Because I have heard how you left your family and your people to

come to a strange country where you know nobody. May the God of Israel

whom you have come to accept bless you and reward you.’

He then gave instructions to his servants not to harass her, to leave

extra bits for her to collect, and to invite her to join them when they eat.

In the evening, after she had eaten to the full, she brought back to

Naomi enough food for a week 2. Naomi asked her where she had been,

and she told her that the owner of the fields was called Boaz, and how he

had been kind to her.

On hearing this Naomi blessed God who had after all not abandoned his

kindness ‘to the living and to the dead’. ‘Boaz is a relative of ours. Go

along with his girls (i.e. workers), and do not go into anyone else’s field

where the young men might worry you.’

So Ruth went daily to glean throughout the barley harvest season and

throughout the wheat harvest season which followed (which finishes about

Shavuot time). During that time she acquired a reputation throughout

Bethlehem for being a very good and righteous woman.

At the end of the harvest season, all the harvest is gathered into a sort

of barn where it is ‘threshed’, that is to say the corn collected is beaten

on a hard level ‘threshing floor’ to remove the uneatable straw and extract

2. The amount she brought was about an ephah. With the manna we are told that
an omer, a tenth of an ephah, was enough for a day’s food for one person.
However, gleaning was possible only during the harvest season, and it was
necessary to collect a surplus to store for after the harvest.
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the grain. [Today there are threshing machines, but they did not have them

then.] There is no time to do this while harvesting. When this took place

it was usual to have a party to celebrate. Naomi knew when this was to

take place, and gave Ruth instructions.

‘I want you to have some rest and security’ she said. ‘Boaz is our next-

of-kin, our “redeemer”’. [In other words, I want him to marry you.]

Tonight is the party. Bathe, anoint yourself with oil (they used to do that,

the oil probably contained perfume), and put on your best dress. Then go

to the threshing floor but do not show yourself to Boaz. When he has

finished eating and drinking and goes to sleep, find out where he is

sleeping and go and lie down next to him. When he wakes up and finds

you there he will tell you what to do.’

‘I will do as you say’ said Ruth, and she did.

In the middle of the night Boaz woke up and found a woman lying next

to him. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.

‘I am Ruth, your servant’, she replied. ‘Protect me, since you are the

redeemer.’

‘This is very great on your part, not to go with any of the young lads,

whether rich or poor’, he said. ‘But it is not all that simple. I am a

redeemer, but there is another one who is closer than me. Stay here for the

rest of the night, and in the morning I will ask him if he is willing to

redeem. If so, all well and good, and if not, I will.’

In the morning she returned to Naomi, who asked her ‘Who are you?’

What she meant was ‘Are you Mrs. Boaz? Did he take you?’ Ruth told her

what had happened.

At the same time, Boaz went to what we may call the Town Square

(though it may not have been actually square). It was something like the

town centre today but it was not at the centre, it was just inside, or more

often just outside, the main (or only) gate in the wall surrounding the

town. Here everyone coming into the town or going out passed by, the
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residents going out to the fields to work and coming home. Here too all

foreign traders would come to sell and buy, and they were not allowed to

enter the town without special permission, for security reasons. Here all

business was done, and here the judges sat, because most cases that went

to the judges were disputes connected with business deals; but they judged

all other cases here too, since judgement must be in public and the ‘Town

Square’ was the most public of all places, where everyone passed by.

Boaz sat down there, and asked ten men to sit with him and act as

witnesses. When the nearer redeemer that Boaz had mentioned to Ruth

(we are not told his name) passed by, Boaz asked him to stop for a

minute, and spoke to him in front of everyone.

‘Naomi who has come back from Moab has sold the field that belonged

to our relative Elimelech. You are the nearest redeemer and I am the next

after you. Are you willing to redeem it?’

‘Yes’, said the man, ‘I am willing’.

‘It means’, continued Boaz, ‘that you also take Ruth, widow of his dead

son, as a wife, to maintain his name.’

‘That I cannot do’, said the man, ‘You go ahead and do it.’

They then performed the ceremony of removing a shoe, which was the

custom in those days as evidence of an agreement, and Boaz declared

publicly that he would redeem all the property of Elimelech and his sons

and take Ruth as his wife. Everyone blessed them, and they told Naomi

‘Your daughter-in-law who loves you is worth more than seven sons!’

Ruth bore a son to Boaz, whom they called Obad, and Naomi adopted

him as her son. He became the grandfather of David.
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