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Heroines of the Bible 

Ruth 

With Rebbetzin Adina Landa 

 

Introduction:  

Princess Ruth was raised in the pagan palace of the Moabite monarch. But she insisted 

on forfeiting opulence and luxury to join her destitute mother-in-law on a journey to the 

Land of Israel, and to unite with the religion and nation of the One G-d. Each of us is a 

Ruth at times, forced to choose between comfort and ideals, expedience and conviction. 

This poignant episode provides the inspiration and tools to rise to the occasion and 

make wise decisions.  

Summary of the Story of Ruth: 

Elimelech, with his wife Naomi and their two sons, left Bethlehem and went to the land 

of Moab, fleeing a severe famine that had stricken Israel. Elimelech died soon 

thereafter. His two sons married Moabite women, Ruth and Orpah. After ten years, the 

sons both died destitute. 

Naomi decided to return to Bethlehem, and her daughters-in-law elected to join her. 

Naomi, however, urged them to return to Moab. Orpah returned, while Ruth continued 

with Naomi, determined to go with her and fully commit to Judaism. 

While gleaning wheat from the fields, Ruth met Boaz, a relative of Elimelech who was 

eligible to “redeem” (marry) Ruth and perpetuate her husband’s memory. Boaz invited 

Ruth to gleam from his field for the remainder of the harvest. 

Nearing the end of the harvest, Ruth asked Boaz to marry her. Boaz agreed – provided 

that Ploni, a closer relative of Elimelech’s, who had the right of first refusal, would waive 

his obligation. Ploni declined to marry Ruth, fearing that marrying a Moabite would mar 

his heritage. Boaz married Ruth. The child she bore him was the grandfather of King 

David. 

Text 1: Talmud Yoma 28b: 

Since the days of the Patriarchs, Torah study has not parted from our ancestors. In 

Egypt, they had Torah academies, as [evidenced by the fact that G-d instructed Moses], 
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“Go and assemble the Torah scholars of Israel” (Exodus 3:16 … Avraham, too, was a 

scholar and headed a yeshiva. 

Text 2: Genesis 26:5: 

It is because Avraham obeyed Me, and kept my charge, My mitzvot, My statutes, and 

My Torahs. 

(Mishemarti – my charge – refers to secondary prohibitions enacted to safeguard 

prohibitions of the Torah; mitzvosei – my commandments – refers to mishpatim, logical 

commandments such as prohibitions against stealing and murder; chukosei – my 

statutes – refers to suprarational commandments such as the prohibition against eating 

pork and wearing shatnez and torosei –my instructions – refers to the oral law. Rashi) 

Practical Application #1: 

In Western society, freedom is sacred. The Jewish view of freedom is more complex. 

When G-d gave us the Torah, it was not that the Torah did not exist beforehand or was 

not previously heeded, but rather that its laws now become binding. The Jews willingly 

gave up their freedom to be obligated by the Torah. If we and our actions do not truly 

matter, then we can do whatever we wish; if we are important, however, then our every 

action is meaningful and significant. We, too, sometimes forgo our freedom and 

autonomy for things we value even more. We have the responsibility and ability to use 

our ‘freedom’ to do what G-d wants, and to follow in the ways of the Torah. Ask 

yourself: How am I using my freedom?  

Text 4: Ruth 1:1-2: 

Now it came to pass in the days when the judges judged, that there was a famine in the 

land, and a man went from Bethlehem of Judah to sojourn in the fields of Moab, he and 

his wife and his two sons. And the man's name was Elimelech, and his wife's name was 

Naomi, and his two sons' names were Mahlon and Chilion, Ephrathites, from Bethlehem 

of Judah, and they came to the fields of Moab and remained there. 

Text 5: Midrash Ruth Rabbah 1:4: 

Elimelech was one of the great people of the land and of the leaders of the generation. 

When the famine struck, he said to himself, “All of Israel will now camp at my doorway, 

each person with his or her basket [begging for alms].” So he stood up and fled. 

Practical Application #2: 
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Elimelech, a wealthy leader and judge, left Beis Lechem during a severe famine because 

he wanted to protect his wealth; his concern about his and his family’s welfare came 

ahead of his sense of obligation to society. Yes, we need to take care of our families, but 

we also have an obligation to society, and need to think beyond our own immediate 

surroundings. Ask yourself: What can I do for the welfare of the world at large, that 

won’t ‘compromise’ on the needs of my family? 

Text 6: Ruth 1:8-19 

And Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, "Go, return each woman to her mother's 

house. May the Lord deal kindly with you as you have dealt with the deceased and with 

me. May the Lord grant you that you find rest, each woman in her husband's house," 

and she kissed them, and they raised their voices and wept. And they said to her, "[No,] 

but we will return with you to your people." And Naomi said, "Return, my daughters; 

why should you go with me? Have I yet sons in my womb, that they should be your 

husbands? Return, my daughters, go, for I have become too old to marry, that I should 

say that I have hope. Even if I had a husband tonight, and even if I had borne sons, 

Would you wait for them until they grew up? Would you shut yourselves off for them 

and not marry? No, my daughters, for it is much more bitter for me than for you, for the 

hand of the Lord has gone forth against me." And they raised their voices and wept 

again; and Orpah kissed her mother-in-law, but Ruth cleaved to her. And she said, "Lo, 

your sister-in-law has returned to her people and to her god; return after your sister- in-

law." And Ruth said, "Do not entreat me to leave you, to return from following you, for 

wherever you go, I will go, and wherever you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my 

people and your God my God. Where you die, I will die, and there I will be buried. So 

may the Lord do to me and so may He continue, if anything but death separate me and 

you." And she saw that she was determined to go with her; so she stopped speaking to 

her. And they both went on until they arrived to Bethlehem. And it came to pass when 

they arrived to Bethlehem, that the entire city was astir on their account, and they said, 

"Is this Naomi?" 

Practical Application #3: 

When Noami pressed Orpah and Rus to return to Moav rather than continue with her to 

Israel, Orpah conceded, while Rus insisted on continuing with Naomi, though this meant 

forfeiting a royal life of comfort and luxury for one of poverty and isolation. Rus was 

fueled by a passionate desire to be part of the Jewish people and their mission. We can 

learn from Rus, how sometimes we need to give up on “creature comforts” for the sake 

of something much greater.  
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Text 7: Deuteronomy 23:4-5: 

No Ammonite or Moabite – not even a tenth generation descendant of those nations – 

may ever be admitted to the assembly of G-d. This is on account of the fact that they did 

not come to greet you with bread and water on your way when you left Egypt, and also 

because they hired Balaam – son of Beor, from Pethor, in Aram Naharaim – to curse 

you. 

Text 8: Talmud, Yevamot 76b: 

“An Ammonite” [is excluded from marrying into the assembly of G-d], but not an 

Ammonitess; “a Moabite,” but not a Moabitess. [Although normalll when the Torah 

employs the masculine tense in the course of an instruction, it refers equally to males 

and females,] this instance is different because the verse stipulates the reason for the 

prohibition: “the fact that they did not come to greet you with bread and water.” It is 

the convention for men, not women, to greet travelers with provisions.] 

Text 9: Rabbi Moshe ben Nachmon, Genesis 36:8: 

Levirate marriage touches upon a great secret of the Torah … the ancient sages, even 

before the giving of the Torah, were aware of the great benefit [for the soul of the 

deceased] of having his brother wed the widow, [in that, to an extent, the progeny of 

that union perpetuates the soul of the deceased man]. The brother is the first in line to 

marry the widow and takes precedence over all other relatives, but if he is unable to do 

so, it is beneficial for any relative who is an inheritor of the deceased to do so; the closer 

the relative, the greater the benefit … 

The early Jewish sages were cognizant of this and introduced the practice of levirate 

marriage for all inheritors – except for such relatives [such as the deceased’s father] 

whose union with the widow is prohibited by the Torah. This marriage was known as 

geulah (redemption). 

Text 10: Ruth 3:8-13: 

And it came to pass at midnight, and the man quaked and was taken around, and 

behold a woman was lying at his feet. And he said, "Who are you? " And she said, "I am 

Ruth, your handmaid, and you shall spread your skirt over your handmaid, for you are a 

near kinsman." And he said, "May you be blessed of the Lord, my daughter; your latest 

act of kindness is greater than the first, not to follow the young men, whether poor or 

rich. And now, my daughter, do not fear, all that you say I will do for you, for the entire 

gate of my people know that you are a valiant woman. And now, indeed, I am a near 

kinsman, but there is a kinsman closer than I. Stay over tonight, and it will come to pass 
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in the morning, that if he redeem you, well, let him redeem you, but if he does not wish 

to redeem you, I will redeem you, as the Lord lives; lie down until morning." 

Text 11: Ruth 4:5-6: 

And Boaz said, "On the day that you buy the field from the hand of Naomi and from 

Ruth the Moabitess, the wife of the deceased, you have bought [it], to preserve the 

name of the deceased on his heritage." And Boaz said, "On the day that you buy the 

field from the hand of Naomi and from Ruth the Moabitess, the wife of the deceased, 

you have bought [it], to preserve the name of the deceased on his heritage." 

Text 12: Ruth 4:13, 16-17: 

And Boaz took Ruth, and she became his wife, and he was intimate with her, and the 

Lord gave her conception, and she bore a son …. And Naomi took the child and placed 

him in her bosom, and she became his nurse. And the women neighbors gave him a 

name, saying, "A son has been born to Naomi," and they called his name Obed-he is the 

father of Jesse, the father of David. 

Practical Application #4: 

The prohibition against marrying Moavite converts did not extend to female converts – 

but this exception was not well known. In ancient times, it was the practice for the 

closest relative available to wed (“redeem”) the widow of their childless deceased next 

of kin. Boaz believed that it was his responsibility to fulfill his obligation to Naomi’s 

family and to Rus, despite her origins. Ploni, however, was unwilling to risk his legacy by 

marrying Rus. The union of Boaz and Rus resulted in the birth of King David, changing 

the course of Jewish history. Doing what we know is right, without fear of public 

opinion, can result in life-changing, far-reaching effects.  

Because you matter -Ruth and Shavuot: 

Jewish communities across the world customarily chant or study the Book of Ruth on 

the holiday of Shavuos. This seems strange at first – what does the story of a Moavite 

princess becoming Jewish have to do with the giving of the Torah? 

Question for Discussion: What connection exists between the story of Ruth and the 

holiday of Shavuot? 

Some of the explanations given: 

1. Ruth personally accepted the Torah when she decided to continue with Naomi; 

so, too, we receive and accept the Torah anew every Shavuous. Ruth is regarded 
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as the quintessential sincere convert, having joined the Jewish nation with no 

ulterior motive whatsoever. When the Jews received the Torah, they all 

“converted” to Judaism. (This is one of the reasons why we eat dairy on Shavuos 

– as new converts, we couldn’t eat the meat that was slaughtered the day earlier 

by “non-Jews”) 

2. King David, the great grand-son of Ruth and Boaz, was born and died on Shavuos.  

3. Ruth demonstrated willingness to suffer deprivations for the sake of Torah. This is 

a message we must take to heart on the holiday when we commemorate 

receiving the Torah – just how strong our commitment must be. 

4. Shavuos is also referred to in the Torah as the harvest festival, and the bulk of the 

Book of Ruth transpired during the harvest season. 

5. Kindness and charity (gemilut chassadim) are the foundations of Torah and a 

central theme of the book of Ruth. 

Text 13: Talmud Kiddushin 31a: 

Rabbi Yosef [who was blind] said: “I used to say, ‘If anyone tells me that the Halacha 

follows the opinion of Rabbi Yehuda, that a blind person is exempt from all the Torah’s 

commandments, I will make a festive banquet for the rabbis.’ Because that would mean 

that I am not obligated to do the mitzvot and yet I fulfill them anyhow. 

“Now, however, I have heard what Rabbi Chanina said, that ‘one who is obligated and 

fulfills is greater than one who fulfills thought not obligated to do so.’ On the contrary, 

therefore: if anyone tells me that the Halacha does NOT follow the opinion of Rabbi 

Yehuda, I will make a festive banquet for the rabbis.” 

Text 14: Siddur- Blessing before performing a mitzvah: 

“Blessed are You, G-d, King of the universe, Who has made us holy with His 

commandments, and commanded us to …..” 

Practical Application #5: 

Rus and Boaz understood that fulfilling one’s mission and purpose trumps personal 

autonomy. Furthermore, they realized the great importance of their every action. We 

learn this lesson from the Giving of the Torah: When G-d made mitzvos obligatory, He 

was in effect telling us that what we do is ABSOLUTELY INDISPENSABLE to His vision for 

Creation. Recognizing the great privilege of performing mitzvot, the Jews ran to accept 

the Torah, even though that meant giving up many freedoms. 

Practical Application #6: 
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Elimlech, Orpah, and Ploni shirked their responsibilities in favor of perceived personal 

comfort and well-being, while Ruth and Boaz chose duty over personal comfort and 

well-being. Ruth and Boaz understood that fulfilling one’s mission trumps personal 

choice and that their every action toward fulfilling this purpose was cosmically 

significant.   

 

Text 15: Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5: 

Every person is obligated to say: The world was created just for me. 

Practical Application #7: 

More choices do not necessarily lead to more happiness – in fact, it often leads to 

anxiety and depressions. Perhaps this is because if we can choose to do whatever we 

wish, this means that our choices do not truly matter. Boaz and Rus teach us that the 

focus of life is not choices, but responsibility. Furthermore, our actions truly matter. 

When we realize this, we become happier and more fulfilled, for we do not see our 

obligation as a burden of limitation, but as a privilege. 


