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Shavuot — Megillat Rut
Does Rut Really Belong?

Simon Wolf

Megillat Rut is a story of faith, commitment and
dedication, yet interestingly enough, the story
spends an inordinate amount of time in particular
describing the actions and character of Rut
HaMo’avia. When Na’'omi presses her widowed
daughter-in-laws to return to their familial homes
since there is no future in staying with her, Arpa
packs up, but Rut stands her ground and insists
on accompanying Na’omi. She gives one of the
most beautiful soliloquies in Tanach, “Do not urge
me to leave you, to turn back and not follow you.
For wherever you go, | will go; wherever you
lodge, | will lodge; your people shall be my people,
and your God my God. Where you die, | will die,
and there | will be buried. Thus and more may
God do to me if anything but death parts me from
you.”" When they return at the beginning of the
barley harvest to Beit Lechem, Rut is clearly
identified as an outsider. Upon Boaz’s inquiry as
to the family of the young woman collecting in his
field, one of the harvesters responds that she is a
Mo’avi girl who returned with Na’'omi from the
fields of Mo’av.? Despite her being clearly
identified and feeling as an outsider, she collects
in the fields in order to provide for herself and,
more importantly, for her mother-in-law. When
Boaz takes note of her and grants her special
rights to collect undisturbed in his fields she
responds with tremendous humility and gratitude.
“She prostrated herself with her face to the
ground, and said to him, ‘Why are you so kind as
to single me out, when | am a foreigner?’ Boaz
responded, ‘| have been told of all that you did for
your mother-in-law after the death of your
husband, how you left your father and mother and
the land of your birth and came to a people you
had not known before.” Her reputation of being a
kind, giving and dedicated soul precedes her. So
much so that Boaz blesses her, “May God reward
your deeds. May you have a full recompense from
God, the Lord of Yisrael, under whose wings you
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have sought refuge!” Despite working all day to
collect and produce a small amount of food, she
makes sure to provide for her mother-in-law who
eagerly awaits her return. When Boaz gives her
to eat in the field along with the harvesters, she
intentionally leaves over some of what she was
given for her mother-in-law. “So she sat down
beside the reapers. He handed her roasted grain,
and she ate her fill and had some left over...She
gleaned in the field until evening. Then she beat
out what she had gleaned; it was about an Eipha
of barley; and she carried it back with her to the
town. When her mother-in-law saw what she had
gleaned, and when she also took out and gave
her what she had left over after eating her fill..."
Na’omi is surprised by the volume of food that Rut
is providing her and asks which field owner was
so good to her. Rut tells her of Boaz’s kindness.
Moreover, Rut does not utilize the generosity of
Boaz to simply take care of herself, rather she
uses it to ensure that her mother-in-law is well fed
and taken care of. While she travels daily to the
fields of Boaz all throughout the barley and wheat
harvest, the verse emphasizes that she still dwells
and stays home with her mother-in-law.% In the
subsequent chapter when Na’omi encourages
Rut to sleep at the feet of Boaz and seek his
advice as to what she should do. Boaz is startled
to find a woman sleeping at his feet in the
threshing floor. When she identifies herself as
Rut, he once again speaks of her tremendous
character and her widespread reputation, despite
her humility and being classified as a foreigner, of
being an incredibly giving woman. “Blessed are
you to God, my daughter. This last kindness and
loyalty is better than the first; that you have not
gone after the young men, be they poor or
rich. Now, my daughter, do not be afraid. All that
you say, | shall do for you, for all that pass by the
gate of my people know that you are a woman of
valor (RN '7'n NYX 'p "y WY Vit 19)."° When
she once again returns to Na’'omi, she does not
come empty-handed, but rather brings the
produce that Bo’az gifts her for the benefit of her
mother-in-law.”  The most telling verse with
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regards to Rut's unfathomable dedication and
kindness to her mother-in-law is uttered by the
neighbors after the birth of Oved from the
marriage of Boaz to Rut. The women tell Na’omi
that this child “will renew your life and sustain your
old age; for he is born of your daughter-in-law,
who loves you and is better to you than seven
sons (77 NIV K'NTIYK AT HNIDIXIWYK AN D
002 nyawn).”® Na’omi helps to foster the child
and the neighbor’'s would say, “A son has been
born to Naomi.” One would have expected the
women to say that Naomi’s love for Rut was so
great that it was as if she was a biological child,
and therefore, the “grandchild” born was as if her
own. Yet the verse says just the opposite and
focuses on Rut’s love for her mother-in-law. It is
akin to the beginning of Sefer Sh’muel, where
Elkana attempts to comfort his wife Chana from
her despondency over not having children by
telling her, “I am better for you than ten sons.™
Elkana is trying to convince Chana that his love
for her can fill the void of being childless.
Similarly, in Megillat Rut, the women describe
Rut’s fierce love for Na’omi as being so deep that
it is greater than the love and comfort of seven
sons. That love leads her to selflessly allow her
mother-in-law to also be the child’s mother. An
incredible statement as to the character of Rut.

Sefer Devarim dictates governing principles for
Bnei Yisrael's interactions with other nations, in
particular, the ability of members of other nations
to join Klal Yisrael. With regards to the Cana’anite
nations that occupied Eretz Cana’an, the Torah
states, “But of the cities of these peoples that God
your Lord gives you for an inheritance, you shall
keep nothing that breathes alive, for you must
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proscribe them, the Chiti, and the Emori, and the
Cana’ani, and the Perizi; and the Chivi, and the
Yevusi as God, your Lord, has commanded you.
In order that they do not teach you their abhorrent
things which they have done for their gods; and
you would sin against God, your Lord.”'® Earlier
in Sefer Devarim, it states, “When God, your Lord,
brings you to the land that you are about to enter
and possess, and He dislodges many nations
before you — the Chiti, and the Girgashi, and the
Emori, and the Cana’ani, and the Perizi, and the
Chivi, and the Yevusi, seven nations much larger
and mightier than you. And God, your Lord,
delivers them before you and you defeat them,
you must proscribe them; you shall make no
treaties with them, nor grant them quarter or
mercy. You shall not intermarry with them ( §'n
D2 [annN); do not give your daughter to their son
nor take their daughter for your son.”"" Given the
requirement to proscribe the above mentioned
nations or considering the inability of a member of
Klal Yisrael to generate a Torah marriage with
someone who is not a member of Bnei Yisrael,
Rava, in the Gemara Yevamot, concludes that the
prohibition against intermarriage cannot simply be
referring to members of these nations.'? Rather,
it is a restriction against marrying individuals from
those nations, even after they have converted.
This would mean that there is a Torah proscription
against any possible marriage with a member of
the seven nations. There are those that believe
that only prior to conversion (|niraa) is there a
Torah mandated injunction, whereas after they
join Klal Yisrael (nnta), they are only
Rabbinically restricted from marrying into Bnei
Yisrael."3
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In Parshat Ki-Teitzei, there is a more extensive list
of individuals precluded from marrying into Klal
Yisrael (' "p). “An offspring of an illicit
relationship shall not be admitted into the
assembly of God, even after ten generations they
may not join the assembly of God. An Ammoni or
a Mo’avi shall not enter into the assembly of God;
even through the tenth generation none belonging
to them shall enter into the assembly of God
forever...You shall not abhor an Edomi, for they
are your kin. You shall not abhor an Egyptian, for
you were a stranger in their land. The children of
the third generation who are born to them shall
enter into the assembly of God.”'* Sincere
converts from any nation not explicitly mentioned
by the Torah, who do not convert for alternative
motives, are permitted to marry into the
congregation of Yisrael immediately. Edomites
and Egyptians who convert are held in abeyance
for three years (they must marry within their own
community), but then because of their relationship
with Bnei Yisrael (family or host, respectively),
they are granted a dispensation to marry into Klal
Yisrael.

On the other hand, converts from Ammon and
Mo’av, are permanently banned from marrying
into Klal Yisrael. That means they are on par with
or have the strictest sanctions of any other nation
with regards to their ability to marry a member of
Klal Yisrael. The Torah proffers a reason for this
stringency. ‘It is because they did not meet you
with bread and with water on the way (37T-7y
T2 021 DNYA DINK NTR~N7 WK), when you
came forth out of Egypt, and because they hired
against you Bil'am the son of Be’or from P’tor of
Aram Naharayim, to curse you...You shall not
seek their peace nor their prosperity ( W TNR~N%
nnavl nnv) all your days forever.”’> Given this
‘minor” infraction, especially compared to the
Egyptians and Edom, it seems a little extreme for
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this to be the cause of their wholesale preclusion
from marrying into Bnei Yisrael.

Itis possible, though, that the following story could
help enlighten the nature of this restriction. In
Sefer Shmuel, the Navi records, during the reign
of David HaMelech, that Eretz Yisrael was
plagued with a three-year famine. When David
inquired of God as to the cause of the famine, the
response he received was, “It is because of
Sha'ul and his bloody house, because he put to
death the Givonim’...now the Givonim were not of
Bnei Yisrael, but of the remnant of the Emori; and
Bnei Yisrael had sworn to them; and Sha'ul
sought to slay them in his zeal for Bnei Yisrael and
Yehuda.”'® David enquires of them as to what he
could do to placate them and gain expiation for
Bnei Yisrael, so that the famine would cease and
the land would once again be blessed. The
Givonim respond that they were not interested in
reparations, but rather they wanted revenge on
Sha’ul and his offspring.’”” They asked that David
hand over to them any descendant of Sha'ul so
they could put them to death. David complied and
handed them seven of Sha'ul’s grandchildren,
sparing only the grandson of Sha’ul, born to
Sha’ul’'s son Yonatan, because of his close
kinship and oath that he had with his dear friend
Yonatan. The Givonim put all seven of them to
death before God at the beginning of the barley
harvest (nmyw xp nnna). The Gemara in
Yevamot suggests that David banned marriage
with the Netinim (Givonim) because of this
incident.’”® When David sought to appease the
Givonim, they were implacable and insisted on
taking revenge on Sha'ul’s descendants. David
said there are three traits that characterize Bnei
Yisrael, they are merciful (nannn), they are
shamefaced (mwma), and they perform acts of
kindness (n*Tton *miar). Anyone lacking these
qualities is not worthy of joining Bnei Yisrael.
Therefore, he banned the Givonim, who were
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merciless, from being able to marry Bnei
Yisrael.'® Similarly, with regards to Amon and
Mo’av, their inability to demonstrate basic
decency, mercy (n'mna) and provide kindness
(Ton), those traits that define Bnei Yisrael, to their
“‘brethren” in their time of need deemed them
unworthy of joining Bnei Yisrael even after
conversion.

From the Torah and the Navi,"? it would seem that
the ban on the people of Mo’av and Amon from
entering the assembly of God ( 7njya b7 X2'-X7
nZiv-Ty pI') is a complete and all-encompassing
ban. On the other hand, the Oral tradition
indicates that there might be some exceptions to
this rule. In codifying this law, the Mishna states,
‘“Ammoni and Mo’avi (converts) are prohibited
(from entering into the congregation and marrying
a woman who is from Bnei Yisrael), and their
prohibition is eternal. However, their female
counterparts are permitted immediately.”
Explicating on the Mishna, the Gemara in
Yevamot relates a story of a conversation
between Sha’ul and his men as to the worthiness
of David to join the ranks of leadership of Bnei
Yisrael. Their discussion revolved around his
strength and prowess, but quickly turns to the fact
that David descended from Rut HaMo’avia ( niii
n'axinn) which should have disqualified him from
joining the assembly of God.?® It is similar to
Chazal’s understanding as to the reason Ploni
Almoni demurs from redeeming the field of
Machlon and marrying his wife Rut “for lest |
impair my inheritance ('‘n701 nx n'pYx-(9).”?! As
Rashi notes, “lest | cause a blemish in my
offspring ("vara pao)” through illicitly marrying a
Mo’avi woman.?? A legal disagreement ensues as
to whether the restriction on Amon and Mo’av is a
wholesale ban or whether, possibly, Amoni and
Mo’avi women are excepted from the restriction.
Those that advocate for the exception fall into two
camps. There are those that suggest that it is
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simply an Oral tradition from Moshe at Har Sinai
that women were not included in the proscription
(nraxm X1 - axnm ,namy X' - 2my). Whereas,
there are those that believe that it is derived from
the verses of the Torah. They explain that it can
be gleaned from the reason for the prohibition that
is explicitly recorded in the verse. It is “because
they did not meet you with bread and with water
on the way, when you came forth out of Egypt (-7v
T2 021 DNYA DINX TN WK 13T) P it is
the way of a man to go forth to meet guests, but it
is not the way of a woman to go forth.”?3
Therefore, females were not included in this
prohibition. In either case, whether this is the
primary reason for the exemption or whether it
serves as background as to the reason for the
Oral tradition, it indicates the women were not
guilty of demonstrating these unacceptable
character traits and therefore they were not
restricted from marrying into Bnei Yisrael upon
conversion.

This could then explain the Megilla’s emphasis on
the exceptional behavior of Rut. It is
demonstrating how Rut, a Mo’avi woman,
displays remarkable character traits that are
generally assumed to be the purview of Bnei
Yisrael. In some sense, the Megilla is justifying
the Torah’s preclusion of Mo’avi women who
convert from this restriction by indicating that the
reason for their banishment is not applicable to
them as can be seen from Rut HaMo’avia’'s
behavior. If alack of mercy, kindness and humility
is the basis of their ban (1aTp~N% WX AT
7172 D'A21 N2 bank), the women of Amon and
Mo’av, at least those that are sincere converts, do
not possess these negative qualities. Quite the
opposite, they actually excel in these character
traits. That is possibly why there is a constant
emphasis in the Megilla to identify Rut as a
Mo’avia. Itis also no coincidence that Na’omi and
Rut return to Beit Lechem at the beginning of the
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barley harvest (g n7nna onY% N X2 Al
o"yw). The Megilla is contrasting the behavior of
two people who joined B’nei Yisrael, Rut
HaMo’avia, who acts with mercy and kindness,
and the Givonim, who are hard-hearted and
merciless; one of whom is invited to join Bnei
Yisrael and the other who is precluded from
marrying into Bnei Yisrael.

While this is a compelling explanation, it does
leave a difficulty with regards to the Egyptians.
There too, we find the Egyptian woman acting
against the grain and displaying qualities, such as
mercy and kindness, normally associated with
Bnei Yisrael. If the midwives, Shifra and Pu’a,
were Egyptian, then they were instrumental in
saving the male children of Bnei Yisrael from
Paraoh’s death warrant.?* One could dismiss this
by simply suggesting, as is Chazal’s view, that the
midwives were from amongst Bnei Yisrael. The
more problematic example is the actions
undertaken by the daughter of Paraoh in order to
extricate baby Moshe from the water. The Torah
specifically states that she had mercy on him
("7y Ynnni) and despite knowing that he was a
Jewish child, she rescues him, defying here
father's decree (See Parshat Shmot — Righteous
Women).?> Her actions save the future, most
illustrious leader of Bnei Yisrael similar to the way
that Rut’s actions make here the progenitor of the
Davidic dynasty. Nevertheless, the Mishna in
Yevamot states, “Egyptian and Edomi (converts)
are prohibited (from entering into the
congregation and marrying a member of Bnei
Yisrael) only for three generations, both males
and females. Rabbi Shimon renders permitted
Egyptian and Edomi females immediately...”?3
While Rabbi Shimon provides a logical reason
(and a tradition) for his dissent, it is very possible
that the actions of the daughter of Paraoh are
hovering in the background of his opinion;
especially since Rabbi Shimon is the proponent of
explaining and utilizing the reason for the Torah'’s
commandments to define the nature of the Mitzva
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(N T XnyL [1'wNT).28 For those that disagree with
Rabbi Shimon, why is the law regarding the
Amoni and Mo’avi women different from that for
the Egyptian women?

The answer might be associated with the nature
of the kindness performed. While the daughter of
Paraoh does display the character trait of mercy,
her intent in saving the baby is not to return him
to his birth mother, but rather to take him for
herself as a child.?®> One could define it as a
selfish kindness or mercy. On the other hand, the
actions of Rut HaMo’avia are completely altruistic;
she is a paradigm of selfless kindness and mercy.
That very well may be why the daughter or Paraoh
only merited to rescue the savior of Yisrael,
whereas, Rut literally gave birth to the Davidic
dynasty. The blessing of giving birth and raising
a young infant is an act of tremendous giving and
selflessness and befits a woman who acts in such
a manner. Her selflessness permeates the entire
Megilla and leads to the revival from bleakness for
Na'omi and herself. Rut’'s unconditional and
unrelenting love and care and her unwavering
loyalty breathe life into Na’'omi and eventually
grant them a child who ensures their continuity
and place in history. In essence, the character
traits displayed by Rut HaMo’avia and described
in great detail throughout the Megilla “justify” the
Torah’s position with regards to the Mo’avi
women. More importantly, they challenge us to
emulate her behavior since she is the paradigm of
altruism and defines for us the nature of the
inherent traits that are associated with being a
member of the assembly of God (i '1hj7). Itis
selfless mercy (n'annn), humilty (jawa) and
kindness (nTon "miai).

Shabbat Shalom and Chag Sameach
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