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Reading Ruth

Karel Jongeling

In the following pages we want to make some short remarks on the book of
Ruth. The following points will receive attention: the literary construction,
the syntax, some difficult morphological formations. In relation with these
points the date of origin and the aim of the work will be discussed.

1. The literary construction

The book of Ruth stands on its own among the classical Hebrew stories and
texts, although there is, of course, the relation with king David mentioned
in iv 17, 22. As a story it forms a complete entity, which may be studied,
and has been studied, as such.

1.1. OVERVIEW OF CONTENTS AND TEXTDIVISION
1.1.1. CHAPTER ONE

The first chapter describes, as far as the action is concerned, the journey
of a family from Bethlehem to Moab, because of a famine, followed by
the marriages of the two sons in that family to two Moabite girls, the
deaths of the three men concerned, the father and the two sons, in the
end followed by the return from Moab to Bethlehem of Naom: with one
of her daughters-in-law, viz. Ruth. Through the choice of the narrator to
give a more prominent place to certain parts of this rather commonplace
story it is made apparent that his interest was not focussed on how the
journeys were made, but rather why. At the same time there is much
room for the discussion of Naomi’s difficult position and the reason for its
occurrence. Seventeen of the twenty-two verses of this chapter are used
for dialogue, in the first place between Naomi and her daughters-in-law (8-
14), then between Naomi and Ruth (15-18), and in the last place between
Naomi and the women of Bethlehem (20-21). The last verse shows that the
chapter division concurs with the build-up of the story, as it gives, on the
one hand, the recapitulation of the most important point made in the first
chapter, Naomi and Ruth returning from Moab to Bethlehem, while, on the
other hand, the adjunct of time at the end is an inobtrusive introduction
of the following chapter.
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1.1.2. CHAPTER TWO

The second chapter relates the chance meeting of Ruth and Boaz. Boaz
shows his personal interest in Ruth, who is forced to collect ears of grain to
provide for herself and her mother-in-law. In this chapter too the dialogue
is highly important. Only in the verses 1, 3a, 17, 18 and 23 the narrator is
speaking directly. In the verses 3a, 17 and 18 this is made necessary by the
switch from one dialogue to another, while in the first and last verse the
information is less directly linked to the dialogue. The first verse contains
some information which gives the right framework for the next part of the
story and the concluding verse is, as in the first chapter, a recapitulation of
the chapter as a whole, while at the same time some information is given
which links this chapter to the following chapter: ’and she lived with her
mother-in-law’ presents Naomi in the forefront for the next stage of the
story.

1.1.3. CHAPTER THREE

In chapter three is related that Naomi indicates Ruth how she may induce
Boaz to concern himself about the poor widow Ruth (and through her about
Naomi herself). The main characters in the story are well-known by now,
so we start this chapter in medias res, with a dialogue. Only four of the
eighteen verses of this chapter are not used for dialogue. As is the case with
the beginning of this chapter, the concluding verse also contains dialogue, so
that this chapter is left without introductory material and likewise without
recapitulation. The transition from this chapter to the next therefore gives
more the impression of speed than the earlier transitions from one chapter
to the next.

1.1.4. CHAPTER FOUR

The fourth chapter contains the climax of the story, complete with happy
ending. Naomi’s plan explained in the preceding chapter proves to be
successful. This success is twofold: in the first place the acquisition of
Elimelech’s inheritance by Boaz, completed by the marriage of Boaz and
Ruth, and secondly the birth of a son from this marriage. The transition
between these two is cunningly placed in the mouth of the inhabitants of
Bethlehem (11). As in the first two chapters, the conclusion of this part of
the story is a remark of the narrator, in which he connects this story to
David (17). Also in this chapter dialogue is highly important: apart from
the description of the situation in the first verse only the verses 13 and 16
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contain important descriptive material.
1.1.5. THE RELATION OF THE FOUR CHAPTERS

The basic structure given by the four chapters, even though, of course, this
division is of a late date, may be summarised as in fig. 1.

1: introduction, the base state of Naomi and Ruth.

2: Ruth beginning to find her way in Bethlehem.
: 3: Ruth finding a better situation in Bethlehem.

4: the elevated state of Naomi and Ruth, epilogue.

Fig. 1.

This concentric structure of the whole book is matched by several structures
of the same type in the smaller elements.

2. The structure of the smaller entities
2.1. CHAPTER ONE
2.1.1. THE FIRST ELEMENT OF CHAPTER ONE

We have just remarked that the first chapter, although relating the journey
from Judah to Moab and back again, is not concerned with the journey as
such. The division of attention makes clear that in fact only the journey
back from Moab forms part of the story. The first five verses are used for
the introduction, the journey to Moab and the highly dramatical period
Elimelech’s family stays there. The start of the return journey until the
arrival in Bethlehem takes seventeen verses to be told. The introduction
only gives information which is necessary to understand why certain people
travel from Moab to Bethlehem. As the famine in verse one serves to explain
the presence of Naomi in Moab, it is not illogical to suppose that the an-
nouncement of the end of the hunger period forms part of the introductory
material.

——— A NIN3 2y 7 DLaYn VoY MY (lab)
B 132 W1 MYNY NID 2NN >TWR Y DT 0RY 11an YN 1 (1ed)
l: B’ anm »1un avm mnbo 2on opm  (6ab)
L—— A’ on5 onb nnY my N M 1P 2D 2N 1TV nynY s (6¢d)

Fig. 2.
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The repetition of the verb 2w in verse 7, echoing verse 6, links this verse to
the preceding remarks. It is the conclusion of the introduction. Note that
the crucial dialogues in this story start in verse 8. At the same time, as the
journey to Judah is of great importance for the story, this verse forms the
transition from the first to the second smaller entity. The first thing which
catches our attention is the partly concentric construction of these verses:
verse 6 is a clear counterpart of the first verse. Comparing these two verses
we find a concentric construction, see fig. 2. In this structure A and A’
relate about the famine and its end, B and B’ mention the journey to and
from Moab. Note that within this structure the elements B - B’ are also
linked in a concentric construction, Ba and Ba’ speaking of the journey to
resp. from Moab, Bb and Bb’ mentioning the people concerned, see fig.3.

—— Ba anm »1va s amm ond man win o (1c)
Bb vaanvrimvaxon (1d)

Bb’ mnbm on opm (6a)

L—— Ba’ anmenavm (6b)

Fig. 3.

The central part of this entity forms an easy linear construction. The
whole construction may be presented as in fig. 4. The seventh verse, which
does not belong to this concentric construction, contains the recapitulation
of the important point made in the first entity, viz. the return from Moab,

A xNa ayy ) ovavn vav s  (lab)
B 13191 muN) N7 aXm 712 0 i ond man vor 1o (led)
—— C 19921 1IN0 133 2¥ DY 1Y) IMYN DY) ToIN ¥onn 0wy (2a)
N 0N 1an OYNION
—— D ovwvymanm oy wan  (2bc)
— E »nyywngomin non (3a)
— F masnvvonawem  (3b)
— G nvann ov onb W (4a)
C’ 1 mivn ovy nawy nnxn oy (4b)
D’ onavvys 0w avn  (4c)
E’ 199921 yonn omvw oy minn (5a)
L— F7 nwonm m19 vn nurn awem  (5b)
L——— B’ axwmTenavm menvo enopm  (6ab)
A’ on% onb nnb Y NN M TP A NTYa nypY s (6ed)

Fig. 4.
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while at the same time it introduces the subject of the second entity, viz.
Naomi with her two daughters-in- law on their way to Judah.

2.1.2. THE SECOND SCENE OF CHAPTER ONE

After the introduction in the verses 1 to 7 the second greater entity encom-
passes the rest of the first chapter. This entity may be divided into three
smaller elements.

The first of these smaller elements shows us Naom: trying to induce her
daughters-in-law to stay behind in Moab, and the success she has with
Orpah. Naomi is speaking twice in this scene: first in the verses 8 and 9, at
the end of which there is an emotional reaction of her daughters-in-law, then
in the verses 11 to 13, which are again followed by an emotional reaction
of Orpah and Ruth. Both descriptions are the followed by the result of
Naomi’s words indicated by the narrator. The construction is linear as in
the central part of the introduction, but the relation of verse 9c-e to 14a-d
is concentric, see fig. 5.

A s M55 N5 MYy Y M (8-9ab)
—— Bayypum (9c)
—— Bb n»oam yop manwm  (9de)
— C oyy 29 1nno0o 19 nrnxm (10ab)
AL »ma mavornyy wxm (11-13)
—— Bb’ 1y nroamop mwm  (14ab)
L—— Ba’ na npat mn nmmnb nowy pvm (14cd)

Fig. 5.

Although the reply of the two daughthers-in-law, in verse 10, is rather short
in comparison with Naomi’s entrieties, the author gives this remark pride
of place in the centre of this scene. Note that the two Moabite women,
who were central in the introduction, are also the central agents of these
verses. The two speeches of Naomi are each other’s counterparts. In the
first one Naomi speaks of the good future, which awaits her daughters-in-
law in Moab. They are entitled to some retribution from the side of the
Lord because of their correct behaviour towards the deceased and herself,
and Naomi expresses her hope that they will be well with their own family,
or better, in a new marriage. When Naomi speaks again she explains the
difficulties they may face in Bethlehem, as she will in no way be able to
guarantee her daughters-in-law a family life necessary in a normal society.
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As in her first speach Naomi gives for a reason the way the Lord behaves
towards her. The second speech is the longer one, which fact emphasizes
the greater importance given to the second plea of Naomi. Furthermore it
is expressed as an undeniable fact and not, as the first one, a wish. This dif-
ference is the origin of the less attractive construction, in which one longer
element of the second speech in itself has a repetitive linear construction.
The relation between the two speeches may be graphically shown as is done
in fig. 6. Note how in this second, longer, speech of Naom: the tension is
built up by the fourfold repetition of alliterative introductory elements:
TN / v, 1o, o, yon; this is strengthened by the elements a - a’, b - b’,
repeating resp. ¥ and 5. These alliterative constructions add extra cohe-
rence to the second speech. The repetition of roots characterising the first
and second speech of Naomi (219, 99n) complete this scene. This type of
construction, which is not normally built around a central clause, leads to
a climax, which is to be found in C-D’, preceded by the internal climax
in ¢”’-d”’. So this scene on the one hand stresses the remark of the daugh-

A b oo oy M (8a

Ba n»Y (8b)
—— Bb nnxmabnurmaw (8c)
—— C »70y) onnn oy omvy AN Ton oony M vy (8de)
— D nwn ma nun nnm jrem 059 mnr e (9ab)
A’ spyywmnm (1la
Bb’/a »mannav (11b) ——y
Ba’/b »ny nbnnnd (11c)
¢ rymaonaynyn (11d)
d owvnv oy vm (1le)
a’ rmamav (12a) —
b’ 5 (12b) el
¢’ WO nrI P (12¢) ‘
d’ mpnoywomnro (12d)
¢ oo v N oy (12e)
d” omontron (12f)
¢”? 9T WN Ty Nmavn yon (13ab)
d”’ v nvrnonva noyn ynon (13c)
C’ oonTNn Y madn (13de)
L D’ mmpoa e (13f)

Fig. 6.
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ters-in-law: ’'we will go with you’ and on the other hand the emotional
appeal to them by Naomi to stay in Moab.

2.1.3. THE THIRD SCENE OF CHAPTER ONE

This scene contains Ruth’s answer to Naomi’s preceding speeches, which
succeeded in inducing Orpah to return to her family in Moab. Ruth’s words
are introduced by a short speech of Naomi. These introductory words relate
this scene to the preceding one. The construction of this scene again is a
concentric one, which may be presented graphically as shown in fig. 7. This
scene culminates in the central statement: ”Your people are my people,
your God is my God”. The impact of these remarks is heightened as a
result of the short poetic formulation chosen by Ruth. Note also the relation
between E and B and the fact that this central point is a counterpart of the
central remarks in the first scene. In three statements a climax is reached
in E - E’. In 10ab Orpah and Ruth say: "we go with you to your people”;
in verse 15b, but only in relation to Orpah, who is not herself speaking,
the notion ’people’ is extended with God(s) in a negative remark, while
in 16ef the series culminates in a positive statement of Naoms herself, also
mentioning 'people’ and ’God’. We get the impression that the author,
without saying it himself in so many words, and even without putting the
words into the mouths of his characters, wants to convey the point that the
difference between Orpah and Ruth lies in the fact that Ruth is prepared to
accept the God of Israel as her personal God.

—— A ~oxm (15a)
——— B nn »inN 219 b 9y nny S8 Tnna nav mn (15bc)
——  C InNn 29 725 22 owan SN M nnm - (16ab)
—— Da ToNm9nwnON  (16¢)
—— Db yponoronavnany (16d)

I: E »nyoy (16e)

E’ »nonpndony - (16f)

Da’ mmxomnnavna (i7a)
—— Db’ ~apnowr (17b) _
L—— C 792122 779 mnn » o 1oy mm nvw na - (17cd)
L——— B’ nnxnobo 2on nsprnn a xm (18ab)
L— A’ oMt 91m (18c)

Fig. 7.
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2.1.4. THE FOURTH SCENE OF CHAPTER ONE

In the last scene of the first chapter the arrival of Ruth and Naomi in
Bethlehem is described. One of the main characters in the book is menti-
oned here for the first time, viz. the people of Bethlehem, here represented
by the women from this place. The construction of this scene is less com-
plicated than that of the preceding scenes. Again the author chooses for a
basically concentric construction, which in the centre is a little imbalanced
because of the difference in importance between Naomi and the women of
Bethlehem. Naom?’s remarks are partly linear, B’a- B’b // B’a’- B’b’, with
a central element in between, viz. B’c - B’c’, see fig. 8. Note the variation:
the two outside elements, B’a and B’b’, contain two finite verbal forms,
against the inside ones, B’b and B’a’, containing only one.

A ono ma mxa Ty ooy nodm (19a)

Y9y PYN 5 oNM onY mPa mNad M (19bc)
B onyy nnin nymnm (19de)
B’aa my3 Y mnapn S8 yox mrm  (20ab)
B’ab xwobwap  (20c)
B’b nnovvannn  (20d)
B’c »mabnnnonnan (21a)
B’c” mmmvnopy (21b)
B’a’ my1y mmapn nnd (21c)
—— B’ba’ samymm (21d)
— B’bb’ »Hywnror (2le)

A’ ann »Tun navn npy N9 MIANIKD MM Y avm  (22a)

Fig. 8.

This central element contains (in one or two clauses, depending upon the
grammatical analysis) Naom?’s description of her life until that moment.
Interesting is the change in subject, in the form »ma5n Naomi is subject,
expressing that it was she herself who chose to leave Bethlehem, while in
»2wn the Lord is subject, which indicates that it was not her own choice
to return to Bethlehem, at least not in this way. The last words of the
chapter, 22b, do not really form part of this scene, but echo the first verse -
leaving Bethlehem during a famine versus returning to B. during the barley
harvest - and so they enclose the whole chapter. At the same time, as we
have seen already with some other concluding verses, this half verse forms
the introduction of the next scenes in the following chapter by mentioning
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the barley harvest. The relation of the four scenes of the first chapter is a
concentric one as shown in fig. 9.

—— 1: Introduction: Famine, leaving Bethlehem for Moab,
Naomi left over with her daughters-in-law

—— 2: Naomli tries to persuade her daughters-in-law to stay,
in Moab, Orpah convinced, Ruth obstinate

—— 3: Ruth convinces Naomi to take her to Bethlehem
— 4: Return to Bethlehem in harvest time

Fig. 9.
2.1.5. RELATIONS BETWEEN THE SCENES

To conclude the remarks on chapter one we will point to some other inte-
resting relations between the elements of this chapter. Certain roots play
an important role to connect these elements. Compare e.g. the use of the
roots 790 and 2. The importance of both is aptly expressed by their use
in the central part of the third scene (fig. 8 B’c, verse 21a: 190 - B’¢’, verse
21b: 2w), where they are repeated from the second and the last element
but one of the introduction (fig. 4 B, verse lc: 7on - B’, verse 6b: 2w).
The same roots are highly prominent in the second scene (fig. 6 Ba, Ba’
(= b), b, verse 8b, 11c, 12b: 150 - Bb, Bb’ (= a), a’, verse 8c, 11b, 12a:
2w). Note how the outlook changes all the time: in the verses 8b / 8c and
12a / 12b 750 and 2 point to the same direction, while in 11b / 11c and
21a / 21b they point in the opposite direction.

2.2. CHAPTER TWO

In the second chapter we first encounter the fourth of the main characters
of the book, apart from Naomi, Ruth and the people of Bethlehem: Boaz.
This fact is stressed in the first line in a nominal clause. Then follow the
dialogues in which Ruth is depicted as the poor widow collecting a small
fare for herself and her mother-in-law.

2.2.1. THE FIRST SCENE OF CHAPTER TWO

In the first few verses the dialogue is used to introduce Ruth as working
in the field of Boaz. The construction is of a type we have already seen in
the first chapter (cf. e.g. the verses 1-6): a concentric outside shell filled
in with a few linear connected lines: we find, that although the first verse
of this chapter logically is the introduction of the rest of the book of Ruth,







