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Ruth is a story about finding home and hope. It may be read as a romantic 
comedy which begins with ‘once upon a time’ and ends with ‘and they lived 
happily ever after’ but those who spend time with it come to see how it resists 
this interpretation. 

Unsettling and transformative, Ruth offers new models of relationship, and 
provokes fresh insights into what it means to live out faith in the God whose 
generosity generates yet more life and love. 

Ruth is one of several novellas to be found in the Old Testament (others include 
the Joseph story, Jonah and Esther), written to explore questions of life and 
faith. Ruth explores the human need for bread and belonging. It makes visible 
the lengths to which individuals will go to ensure the survival of themselves and 
their loved ones. And it suggests that, through loving kindness, God is present. 

As with Jonah, Ruth’s four chapters work in pairs. The seemingly unstoppable 
progression of Naomi’s loss set out in chapter 1 is balanced by the events of 
chapter 4, the end of which sees Naomi blessed by the townswomen. The 
middle two chapters focus on Ruth’s actions, her alliance with first Naomi, and 
then Boaz. 

 

A World Away 

The book of Ruth reveals the fragility of rural communities: famine is an ever-
present threat and thus family networks are essential for survival. The plot 
follows the course of the barley harvest, from reaping, gathering and gleaning 
in the field, to the threshing floor. In particular, the plot makes much of Ruth’s 
gleaning. In Leviticus and Deuteronomy the right of the poor and the stranger 
to gather overlooked grain is established. 

The social vision of the Hebrew Bible is that, properly ordered, there is enough 
for all. Here Ruth becomes a story of how the Torah might be lived out. 

For a long time, Ruth has been understood to be a story about the requirement 
that if a man dies without having children his brother must marry his widow and 
have a child to carry on the name of the dead man. Naomi alludes to this 
tradition in her speech to her daughters-in-law. And there seem further 
suggestions that the relationship between Boaz and Ruth should be 
understood in this way. 



More recently, that view has been questioned. Boaz is only a distant relative; 
and the son born is not named as Mahlon’s child. Boaz’ actions fit better with 
the role of the kin-redeemer, while going beyond this duty also (the redeemer 
is not required to marry the widow). 

The story goes to great lengths to demonstrate Ruth’s foreignness. She is ‘the 
Moabite from Moab.’ A close neighbour of Judah, Moab shared similarities in 
culture and language. However, the Bible records various conflicts and 
grievances between the two; in Deuteronomy Moabites are excluded from the 
company of faithful because of their failure to welcome the Israelites in the 
wilderness. The Moabites are moreover portrayed as an unclean people 
because of the suggestion that they were the result of Lot’s sexual relationships 
with his daughters. 

Reading Ruth for Ourselves 

In a time of division, Ruth offers us the hope of repair. Personal reconciliations 
lead to wider restoration. Importantly, differences are not fully erased. While 
Ruth has traditionally been portrayed as the model convert, the notion of 
conversion is not central to the text. 

This is even more so with Orpah, whose loyalty to her own people and religion 
opens up a reading that celebrates diverse faith traditions. 

In a context of increasing inequality, Ruth encourages us not to surrender to 
injustice. The character Ruth challenges the inevitability of poverty and claims 
the justice owed to her (perhaps like the persistent widow in Luke). 

The poverty of Ruth and Naomi is made visible in Adi Nes’ image (2006) of the 
two women as scavengers surrounded by plastic rubbish. 

 

In this reading, Ruth reminds us that scarcity should always be met with 
generosity. Moreover, it reminds us of the vulnerability of many communities in 
the face of climate change. 



Faced with growing recognition of sexual violence, Ruth might be read as a 
story of women resisting (or colluding with) violence. There are signs in Ruth, 
if we are brave enough to see them, of rape, harassment and exploitation. To 
name such violence within the text might help us to name and challenge 
violence in our own context. 

A final reading, which draws such themes of repair, resilience and resistance 
together, is to view Ruth as a story of redemption. The story dramatizes the 
command to love the stranger and demonstrates how ordinary people might 
live out their faith in the God who redeems. Central to the book is the notion of 
‘hesed’, often translated as loving kindness. 

Elsewhere in the Bible, it is God who most often displays loving kindness, but 
in Ruth, it is humans who enact loving kindness towards each other. In doing 
this, it asks us how we also might recognize God’s presence in the sacred texts 
of our lives. 

In an attempt to make visible the multiple voices and desires present in Ruth, 
each chapter in the notes is named for one of the four main characters: 

• Chapter 1 considers Orpah whose story perhaps takes us beyond the 
pages of the Bible. 

• Boaz is the focus of chapter 2, where he first appears with bread and 
blessings. 

• In chapter 3, Ruth takes decisive action, repairing relationships and 
bringing redemption. 

• And in chapter 4, it is Naomi whose name is celebrated, and whose 
nurture of new life is noted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To read the full “Introduction to Ruth by Dr Rachel Starr” click here and go to page 3. 

http://welshpoolmethodist.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/LWPT-Bible-MonthMagazine-Ruth.pdf

