Setting:

Bethlehem in Judah:

Bethlehem means ®louse of Bread.O. It is ironic that a famine happened in
the Mouse of bread.OKing David was born in Bethlehem (1 Sam. 16:1-13)
The Messiah is to come from Bethlehem (Micah 5:2-5a) These two events,
one known and one anticipated, together make Bethlehem one of the most
crucial and meaning laden places in the Bible. (the Land): The (Promised)
Land, although not specifically mentioned as such in the book of Ruth, is a
major setting in Ruth; it : is implicit in Bethlehem of Judah (in the Land) and is
contrasted with Moab (outside the land). The land is the symbol of God!s
blessings and promise fulfilled. It is one of the central themes of the Bible.
Being outside the Land makes one suspect. Moving outside the land is
likened unto an act of apostasy.

Moab:

The Moabites were born of an incestuous encounter between Lot and his
daughters (Gen 19). Note the similarities between the incestuous encounter
and Ruth (the Moabitess) going to Boaz at the Threshing Floor in Ch. 3. Moab
is one of the eschatological enemies of God (Num 24:17 cf. also Gen. 3:15)
Israel commits idolatry after (because of) intermarrying with Moabite women
(Nu. 25). What shall we think of the union between Ruth and Boaz? Because
of the sin in Israel, God handed Israel over to the Moabites (Jds. 3, 10) Not
only is Moab outside the land, it is a place begotten through sin and sin
permeates every contact that Israel has with Moab.

The Field(s):

The fruit if the field and the harvesting of that fruit are endemic of God!s
blessing. If God is not obeyed, the people will not enjoy the product of the field
(Lev. 26:3-4).



The Threshing Floor:

The threshing floor is often used to symbolize the possession of food (cf. Hos.
9:2). Both the field and the threshing floor are endemic of God!s blessing.

The Town Gate:

The town/city gate is like our City Hall and courthouse. It is where the elders
and wise of the city congregate. The noble woman of Proverbs is praised at
the city gate (Pv. 31:31).

Home:

Not specifically mentioned, but implied by marriage and birth of a son. It is the
place toward which the whole narrative is heading.

Note:

The settings in Ruth follow this order: (Bethlehem), Moab, Bethlehem, Field,
Town (Bethlehem), Threshing Floor, Town (Bethlehem), Town Gate, Home
The locus of action spirals inward from no home (no food, no place, no son) to
home (place, food, son). Ruthl!s status vis-" -vis the settings also follows this
pattern. In the first chapter she is a Moabitess (v.22), in the second a
foreigner (v.10), in the third a servant (v.9), and finally in the fourth chapter
Ruth is a wife and mother.

Characterization in the book of Ruth:

Naomi:

Mlaomi is the central character in the book, all other characters stand in
relation to her.O Naomi begins the book being emptied of everything, and at
the end of the book is full again (much like Job). The question that drives the



book is: Will Naomi be filled (with food, sons) in the land? It is this question
that drives the plot. Naomi is a developing character, exemplified in her
position vis-" -vis the Lord (cf. 1:20 vs. 4:14).

Boaz:

In our first encounter with Boaz he is evoking the Name in blessing and
showing concern for the downtrodden. Boaz, by his actions and words, and
through the words of others, is characterized as the archetypal Torah Jew.
He, like Ruth, personifies hesed (lovingkindness) and loyalty to family (contra.
The goel, who has primary concern for his own well being). Boaz exceeds the
letter of the law, both in his gifts of food to Ruth and Naomi, and in his
Levirate Marriage to Ruth, which according to the letter of the Law was not
required of him in this case. One, however, is left with questions about the
wisdom of Boaz in performing a Levirate Marriage with a Moabitess. That is,
until the union is blessed by a son; a son who is a progenitor of King David.

G™"| (Mr. So-and-So):

Foil to Boaz. The nearer redeemer is concerned primarily with his own estate
and is thus seen, in contrast to Boaz who goes out of his way to show
kindness to others, as being self centered.

Ruth:

Ruth is the heroine of the story, although not the central character, the action
revolves around her. She acts almost as an emissary between Naomi and
Boaz (who never meet in the narrative). Although her character never evolves
in the narrative, her status in the eyes of other characters evolves from a
childless Moabite widow, to that of the women of Noble character of Proverbs
31 and ancestress of the most honored of Israel's Kings. Thus, the substance
of Ruthls character is revealed to the reader through the reports of the other
characters gradually through the course of the narrative. Ruth is, through
textual allusions, paralleled to Abraham. Boaz commenting on her loyalty
notes Mow you [Ruth] left your father and mother and your homeland and



came to live with a people you did not know before.(2:11) P a clear allusion
to Gen. 12:1. Although not explicitly mentioned, it is clear that one of Ruth!s
defining character traits is that of faith B a faith that it at least on par with
Abraham!s. Certainly, the central and most significant character trait of Ruth is
her hesed (lovingkindness). The centrality of this character trait and its
importance derives from its significance in the narrative of Ruth itself
indeed, it is the instrument (in the hands of both Ruth and Boaz) that brings
Naomi from emptiness to fullness again. The loyalty of Ruth, linked to her
hesed, and shared with Boaz, is constantly referred to in the text: in 1:16-17,
2:11-12, and 3:10-11. Ruth shows he loyalty to family by going with Naomi,
with whom she has no foreseeable future, by gleaning in the field to provide
for Naomi, and by seeking out a kinsman-redeemer to as to carry out the
family name. In contrast to the character traits of Ruth stands the fact of her
Ethic and National identity. So striking is Ruth!s identity as a Moabitess that
the narrator pains to emphasis her identity even when it is out of place or
redundant. Thirteen times in the narrative Ruth!s identity is highlighted:
coming from Moab, being a Moabitess, being a foreigner. Being a foreigner
(and a Woman) poses problems for the implied reader of the text. Her being a
Moabitess poses enormous problems for the implied reader of the narrative.
Werenlt the Moabites conceived through incest (Gen 18:30-38)? Didn't the
Moabite women lead the Israelites into idolatry (Nu. 25:1-4)? Weren!t the
Moabites one of God!s eschatological enemies (Nu. 24:17-18)? The
Juxtaposition of Ruth!s character with her identity creates a very complex and
interesting character.

Orpabh:

Foil to Ruth. Although one is not inclined to pass judgment on Orpah for going
back; because of Orpah!s quite natural actions, the decision of Ruth to @oQ's
seen by the reader to be extraordinary.

Elimelech:

Elimelech means @God is King.OName has thematic ties with the opening



clause of the book of Ruth, @n the days when the judges ruled.OPrimarily
Elimelech, like Malhlon and Kilion, are in the narrative so that Naomi can lose
them. One has to wonder however about the wisdom of Elimelech in leaving
the Land for Moab. Except for in the first two verses, where Elimelech is in the
Marrative spotlight,OElimelech is seen only as the husband of Naomi. He is a
flat, static character.

Servant of Boaz:

An Agent, someone who has no discernable character traits, but is necessary
to keep the plot moving and realistic. In this sense the servant of Boaz belong
in the category of the harvesters, women of the city and the witnesses at the
gate (below).

Malhlon and Kilion:

Although fully grown men with wives of there own, it is significant that they are
but Qlaomi's children (boys),0and function in the narrative as merely
something that was taken from Naomi.

Plot analysis of Ruth:

1:1-2 Stability:

Even within the first two verses we have a hint of conflict; there was famine in
the land (in the ®louse of Bread,Oin the land Glowing with milk and honeyQ,
and the subsequent move from the land to Moab. Even in and around these
premonitions of conflict, however, the initial stability can be felt. Indeed, we
would not have recognized the premonitions unless we first could have
contrasted them to some notion of stability. That stability is expressed in the
‘before all of this! sense that contrasts the conflict; the state of being in the
Land, in Bethlehem, having food, a husband, sons.



1:3-5 Conflict:

Just as quickly as we recognize Naomi to have had Land, Food, Husband,
and Sons they are removed from her. In fact, it has been noted that in verse
three the narrative perspective shifts to the Woman and her world (Now
Elimelech, Naomils husbandE) from that of a Man and His world (a

manEt ogether with his wifeE) . The narrative!s perspective does not return to
the Man!s perspective until chapter four. The nature and form of the conflict
will dictate the shape and content of the rest of the narrative. It is the question
that the narrative is seeking to answer. The question that and problem of the
Book of Ruth is this: Will Naomi ever be GullGagain? And if so, how will it
come about? The three things that Naomi was emptied of, and therefore
needs to become full again are: Land, Food, Husband/Son.

1:6-4:8 Escalation:

The escalation can be divided into three parts, the parts correspond to the
gaining of the three things that Naomi needs to become GullCagain outlined
above: Land, Food, Husband/Son.

1:6-1:22 Land:

The first, and easiest step to becoming QullGagain; Naomi moves back to the
Land, to Bethlehem. This stage begins in verse six (NaomiEp repared to
return home) and ends in verse 22 (so Naomi returned from MoabEa rriving in
Bethlehem).

2:2-2:23 Food:

The next step toward QulinessOposes the problem of physical survival, how is
Naomi, and now Ruth, to eat? This stage is announced and its resolution
begun in verse two (And Ruth the Moabitess said to Naomi, "Let me go to the
fields and pick up the leftover grain behind anyone in whose eyes | find
favor.") and is completed in verse 23 (So Ruth stayed close to the servant
girls of Boaz to glean until the barley and wheat harvests were finished. And
she lived with her mother-in-law.)



3:1-4:13 Husbhand/Son:

The final and longest step is also the most difficult thing for Naomi to acquire;
a Husband/Son. The problem here is most complex, Naomi needs a husband
so that she can provide a husband for Ruth (cf. 1:12) and so that she can
retain the family name (which was the whole purpose of the Levirate
Marriage). This stage is begun in 3:1 (One day Naomi her mother-in-law said
to her, "My daughter, should I not try to find a home for you, where you will be
well provided for?) Here the word MomeQis the same as that used in 1:9 for
@est.OThis step concludes in 4:13 (So Boaz took Ruth and she became his
wife. Then he went to her, and the LORD enabled her to conceive, and she
gave birth to a son.)

4:14-4:17 Resolution:

The pieces have come together, the question that gave rise to the plot (will
Naomi be full again?) has been answered. The kinsman-redeemer Qvill renew
your life and sustain you in your old age.OThat is, Naomils position is now
characterized be full-ness and security. Also, for Naomi, Ruth Qour daughter-
in-law, who loves you and who is better to you than seven sons, has

givenEb irth.ONotice that the child (Obed) is announced as Naomils son
(Maomi has had a sonQ. This, although sounding unusual, fits with the plot as
we have described it. It is Naomi who is the central character of the book, and
whose emptiness we are following.

4:18ff Stability:

Stability is here illustrated by a genealogy. It represents stability because here
the family line continues, whereas as the point of conflict this continuing was
cast into doubt. The second thing that makes this genealogy stand out is the
connection with King David. This | take to be the representation of God!s
blessing. Naomi, who was once utterly empty, is now abundantly full.

The Plot of Ruth, then, revolves around the emptying and subsequent filling of
Naomi. In this sense the book is almost better called MaomiGthan QRuth.O



However, this evaluation of the plot also highlights Ruth as the means through
which Naomi's filling is culminated.

Intertextuality

1:1-3: The Introduction situates the narrative for the readers; Gn the time when
the judges judged.OThe readers are explicitly asked to situate/compare the
narrative that follows with the Judges Narratives.

That the book of Ruth begins by situating itself within the time-period of the
Judges is significant. The author is, in essence, asking the reader to compare
the Situation in the book of Ruth with that of the book of Judges. In this
particular case, the comparisons are few while the contrasts are many. Let be
demonstrate this by first over viewing the book of Judges. The book of Judges
begins by recounting both how they failed to obey the Lord by driving out the
nations that the Lord had commanded that they drive out (1:28-31), and how
the Israelites failed to pass on the memories that the Lord had commanded
them to pass on (Josh. 1:8):

Q\fter that whole generation had been gathered to their fathers, another
generation grew up, who knew neither the LORD nor what he had done for
Israel. Then the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD and served the
Baals.Q(Judg 2:10-12)

The remainder of the book of Judges consists of cycles of disobedience,
oppression, repentance, deliverance, obedience, forgetting, and returns to
disobedience. The majority of the book acts as examples of this passage from
Judges 2:

@n his anger against Israel the LORD handed them over to raiders who
plundered them. He sold them to their enemies all around, whom they were
no longer able to resist. Whenever Israel went out to fight, the hand of the
LORD was against them to defeat them, just as he had sworn to them. They
were in great distress. Then the LORD raised up judges, who saved them out
of the hands of these raiders. Yet they would not listen to their judges but
prostituted themselves to other gods and worshiped them. Unlike their fathers,
they quickly turned from the way in which their fathers had walked, the way of



obedience to the LORD's commands. Whenever the LORD raised up a judge
for them, he was with the judge and saved them out of the hands of their
enemies as long as the judge lived; for the LORD had compassion on them as
they groaned under those who oppressed and afflicted them. But when the
judge died, the people returned to ways even more corrupt than those of their
fathers, following other gods and serving and worshiping them. They refused
to give up their evil practices and stubborn ways.O(Judg 2:14-19) Therefore,
Israel spiraled downward and away from the Lord. At the end of the book of
Judges, we are given two pictures of how far Israel had fallen. The first picture
(Judges 18) is of a wandering Levite who was up for hire. The Levite was
hired by a gentile to be his priest; not a priest of the Lord, but of idols. This
image is clear: Israel, like the Levite, being a people chosen and set apart by
God, chose rather to serve other gods P hired out, in a sense, to gentiles. The
second picture (Judges 19) is of a Levite and his concubine, and parallels his
experience in Gibeah (in Benjamin) with that of the angels in Sodom. In
essence, Judges 19 paints Israel as comparable in wickedness to Sodom and
Gomorrah. Judges paints us a picture of an Israel wayward and disobedient,
and a time characterized by oppression and lawlessness. We are constantly
reminded that there is no king in the land, and the last sentence of the book of
Judges underlines the sense of the entire book:

an those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit. QJudg 21:25

Therefore, when we read at the book of Ruth that it was the time of the
Judges we have to wonder:

Ohe tale of Ruth and Naomi must be read in the light of the traditions from the
time when the God of Israel called heroes forth to deeds of war and helped
the tribes to conquer and retain the land. We are dealing with the tremendous
events that led to the creation of the people of Israel, as well as the rape and
abuse of innocent people, to the abduction of women and to general
lawlessness (Judges 19-21). For at that time there was no King in Israel, and
every man did as he pleased (Judges 21:25). The readers curiosity is
stimulated. Are we about to hear a tale about injustice and lawlessness or
about God'!s intervention on behalf of his people through the creation of
something new?O-Kirsten Nielsen, Ruth, p.40



That the story of Ruth is not characterized by disobedience, lawlessness, and
oppression, but by blessing and filling forces us to ask, @vhy?OThe answer is
hinted at in the second verse of Ruth; Ghe man!s name was Elimelech,0
which, as the reader remembers from our discussion of characterization,
means @God is King.OAs opposed to the Judges narratives, in the Ruth
narrative we see people living within the confines of the Law. Boaz is the ideal
Torah Jew, and Ruth is characterized a @voman of noble characterQ(see
below).

2:4-12: Our first meeting of Boaz, and the subsequent meeting between Ruth
and Boaz is full of allusions to the Pentateuch. In our first meeting of Boaz he
is speaking the Name in Blessing, Ghe Lord be with you!((2:4) Boaz seems to
be on exceptional terms with is servants (Ghe Lord bless you!CGthey call back);
Boaz both treats his servants well (cf. Lev. 25, Deut 5:12-15) as commanded
by the Law, as well as allowing foreigners to glean in his field (Lev. 19). We,
as readers, can not pass it off as insignificant that within the space of five
verses Boaz is seen to be obeying two Laws.

Ruth is also exemplary; she is compared in her faith to Abraham:

@oaz replied, "I've been told all about what you have done for your mother-in-
law since the death of your husband-how you left your father and mother and
your homeland and came to live with a people you did not know before.Q(Ruth
2:11-12)

This evaluation echoes Abraham!s journey in Genesis 12:

Ghe LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your
father's household and go to the land | will show you.((Gen 12:1)

3:1-15: The threshing-room floor scene in chapter three constitutes what |
believe is a parallel scene, a @tock sceneCof the type discussed above. To
see how this might be the case, let us begin our investigation by looking to
Genesis 19.

The scene to which we look concerns Lot and his two daughters. While living



in a cave, after fleeing the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Lot!s
daughters realize that there aren!t any men handy. So, in order to preserve
the family line they devise a ruse: Get Lot drunk, and lie with him. The plan
works, and both daughters became pregnant; one bears the child Moab
(father of the Moabites), the other, Ben-Ammi (father of the Ammonites). In
short, women use crafty means in order to preserve the family line. In Genesis
38, Tamar is the woman in question who must preserve the family line.
Tamar, while married to Judah!s eldest son had no children. Tamar!s husband
died, so Tamar is given to the second eldest son, and still has no children b
and the second son also dies. Judah is down to one child and doesn!t seem
thrilled on trying his luck by giving Tamar to the last son. So he stalls bfor a
long time. Tamar finally becomes fed up with waiting, so devises a plan: Lie
with Judah. She takes off her widow clothes and disguises herself as a
prostitute. Judah falls for the ruse and Judah becomes the father of Perez.
When we get to the Book of Ruth, both of the preceding episodes are hinted
at; Ruth is a Moabitess, and Boaz is a descendant of Perez (Ruth 4:18).
When the reader begins reading chapter three he or she, being an observant
reader, must wonder if Boaz too is about to become to fall victim to Ruth, the
childless widow who is attempting to preserve the family line by crafty means.
Notice that the scene takes place at night and after Boaz was in @ood spiritsO
(3:7). Ruth goes in to the threshing floor and uncovers (at) his feet. There is
some debate whether this should be Ruth uncovering herself, or uncovering
Boaz. | half think that the ambiguity is left intentionally. Whichever option
chooses, it is clear that this scent is sexually highly charged, and it seems
apparent that this is a romantic mission that Naomi sends Ruth on. In Hebrew
uncovering the feet can be a euphemism for uncovering the sexual organs,
and it seems that the Septuagint interprets the passage this way, having Ruth
@eveal the [place] near his feetQ(my trans.). On the other hand, it has been
noted that it seems more natural, given attitudes toward genders in the Old
Testament to have Ruth uncovering at Boaz!s feet, as women would never
uncover a man. So, while refraining to come to any final decision, | certainly
would not use Ruth and Boaz as a model for courtship as some have tried to
do. However this phrase is translated, the level of tension is significantly
raised in the reader who recognizes this situation as not being original, but



very similar to two previous situations; making it even more remarkable that
the situation turns out well and God!s blessing is on it. So, while the meaning
of the passage is not changed by knowing that this is an instance of the Gtock
scene,Othe reading enjoyment and impact is certainly heightened by this
knowledge. There is another very significant inter-textual link within the third
chapter, and this takes place on the threshing-room floor. After Ruth identifies
herself to Boaz, Boaz responds this way:

"The LORD bless you, my daughter," he replied. "This kindness is greater
than that which you showed earlier: You have not run after the younger men,
whether rich or poor. And now, my daughter, don't be afraid. | will do for you
all you ask. All my fellow townsmen know that you are a woman of noble
character. Although it is true that | am near of kin, there is a kinsman-
redeemer nearer than I. Stay here for the night, and in the morning if he wants
to redeem, good; let him redeem. But if he is not willing, as surely as the
LORD lives I will do it. Lie here until morning." (Ruth 3:10-13)

The key phrase here is used by Boaz in reference to Ruth: Qvoman of noble
character.OThe only other place we find the phrase oble characterOin the
Old Testament is in Proverbs, and there only in reference to the Qvife of noble
characterQdescribed in the last chapter. That Ruth directly follows Proverbs in
the TaNak (see discursus above) and that Ruth is the only woman described
as having this @oble characterOdoes not seem coincidental. The book of
Proverbs ends with a description of a wife of noble character. Throughout the
book of Proverbs wisdom is personified as a virtuous wife, so it is fitting that
the book ends with an extended description of a wife of noble character.
[Sailhamer, 1994 #321] The passage begins with a question: @ wife of noble
character who can find?Q(Prov 31:10) The passage ends with the
pronouncement:

@ive her the reward she has earned,/and let her works bring her praise at the
city gate.Q(Prov 31:31)

Here is where the investigation of inter-textuality becomes fruitful. That Ruth
(a Moabitess, remember) is identified as a woman of noble character and
Boaz is a Torah Jew who obeys the Law and speaks the Name in blessing



contrasts sharply with the identification of Ruth as being set in the time of the
Judges. In a time of lawlessness, oppression, and death we find a picture that
consists of blessing, life, and filling. The question of Qvhat is different?Oseems
to be best answered by the character of both Ruth and Boaz. Kinsman-
Redeemer: Also known as a Levirate Marriage; if a man dies leaving his wife
childless, his brother is to step in to fulfill the husbandly duties and provide a
son for his deceased brother (Deut 25:5-10) There are two examples of this in
the Old Testament; Genesis 38 Judah and Tamar), and Ruth. [, 1993 #296] It
seems that, in the case of the book of Ruth, the Levirate law did not strictly
apply, for neither the Mearer redeemer((4:1) nor Boaz himself are bothers to
Elimelech or his sons. While some propose that the law had expanded from
the law found in Leviticus 25 [, 1993 #30], | see it as more likely that Boaz is
here going beyond the letter of the law. This seems to be (n characterOfor
Boaz and meshes well with the theme of the book as painted above. Although
we have only hit the highlights of Inter-textuality in the book of Ruth, | hope it
is abundantly clear by now how crucial it is for the reader of the Bible to
recognize the conversation that is taking place between the individual books
in the canon. In the case of Ruth, | believe that the reader that does not
recognize the inter-textual clues will probably miss the meaning of the book,
and end up with a reading experience that is not nearly as rich as one that
pays attention to how Ruth uses the other books in the canon. For the reader
that is not intimately familiar with the Bible and is probably more than a bit
intimidated by this sort of reading | offer a couple of hints. Interpreting is an
art, and the more we do it the better we become. The more we read the Bible,
the fuller our reading experiences will be. Secondly, use a concordance b
preferably an electronic one. A simple bible program for the computer with a
bible that is searchable by word or phrase is a good investment. With a tool
such as this the reader can type in what sound like key phrases or words and
instantly know if they show up elsewhere in the Bible. In my own study, these
two hints have proven very valuable.

Figures of Speech in Ruth:

Ruth 2:3: Go she went out and began to glean in the fields behind the



harvesters. As it turned out, she found herself working in a field belonging to
Boaz, who was from the clan of Elimelech.O

This is an instance of irony; for the reader is not supposed to believe that this
was mere happenstance. Rather this is an instance of Divine intervention.

Ruth 2:12: May the LORD repay you for what you have done. May you be
richly rewarded by the LORD, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have
come to take refuge.O

This is a form of anthropomorphism, where God is attributed with, in this case,
the form of an animal. Of course, we do not believe that God actually has
wings; rather, we understand that these wings stand for God!s protectiveness.

Ruth 3:4: QVhen he lies down, note the place where he is lying. Then go and
uncover his feet and lie down. He will tell you what to do.O

If one chooses to interpret this as @ncover his feet,Gas most have done then
this is a euphemism for the uncovering of the sexual organs.

Ruth 4:13: B0 Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. Then he went to her,
and the LORD enabled her to conceive, and she gave birth to a son.O
Another euphemism, this one needing no explanation.

The Ruth narratives are very sparse; they have little in the way of elaboration,
even compared to Biblical narrative in general. The reader will find in his or
her own study that most Biblical texts have many more figures of speech than
are represented in the Ruth



