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Abstract

In this paper il is argued that the motifofthe matriarch is not only present
in the Book o fRuth, hut that it alsofulfils an important role. Several motifs
and clusters of motifs established in the patriarchal narratives, especially
that o f the protection ofthe matriarch, are shown to he used in such a way
that Ruth is portrayed as a typical matriarch. Since a matriarch is a
matriarch by virtue ofthe importance of her offspring, the David motifin
4:17 is by no means secondary, but an inherent part ofthe narrative itself.
This in turn has implications for the theological basis of the Davidic
dynasty: Since the motifof the matriarch in this way becomes part o f the
royal theme, its meaning is determined by the overarching theme of
solidarity and love, viz. that the royal house is founded not on ‘pure’
descent, hut on solidarity and love.

1. The problem of the ‘long genealogy’

Does David feature in the story of Ruth? This question is mooted by the scho-
larly discussion of the problems presented by the last six verses of the Book of
Ruth. Here we find a list of David’s immediate ancestors (4;17) and a genealogy
which duplicates 1 Chronicles 2:5, 9-15. Wliether or not the Ruth narrative
addresses the lineage of King David, is not detennined merely by the relationship
of the genealogy of David (4:18-22) to the rest of the book. For, even if it is
secondary, we still have verse 17 to contend with.

There is widespread, but not total, agreement among Old Testament scholars that
the genealogy is indeed a later addition to the narrative (cf Eissfeldt, 1965:479-
480, Fohrer, 1965:269, Kaiser, 1984:196, Childs, 1979:566, Rudolph, 1962:28,
Hertzberg, 1965:283, Campbell, 1978:172, Wurthwein, 1969:24, Zenger, 1986:
10-11; cf, for the opposed view, Budde, 1892:43, Verhoef, 1964:114-117, and
the carefully stated opinion of Sasson, 1979:232). Even Gillis Gerleman, who
finds the Davidic theme the central idea around which the whole narrative was
built (cf Joon, 1924:95), shares the opinion that the genealogy is secondary
(Gerleman, 1965:38).
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2. The ‘short genealogy’

Consensus is not so wide concerning the secondary character of the verse
immediately preceding the genealogy (4:17). In this verse the naming of the son
bom to Ruth and the lineage from him to David is given:

a. And the neighbour women called out a name for him
b. by saying,‘A son is bom to Naomi!’

[ And they gave him the name Obed.

d. He was the father of Jesse, the father of David.

Some scholars find the whole verse secondary (e.g. Fohrer, 1965 and Zenger,
1986), others regard only the last part - that is, c-d, in which the lineage from
Obed to David is given - as secondary (Wiirthwein, 1969; Kaiser, 1984), yet
other commentators include the whole verse in the original narrative (e.g.
Rudolph, 1962; Hertzberg, 1959; Gerleman, 1965; Witzenrath, 1975:24 and
Sasson, 1979:177-178), while still others are unsure (e.g. Campbell, 1975). If it
could be shown that at least the last half of verse 17 together with the genealogy
is indeed secondary, it would mean that the narrative cannot have anything to do
with the royal motif However, if it can be shown that the story itself requires the
David motif to surface in the last chapter, the opposite would be true. My
purpose is not to go into the details of the problems presented by this verse (such
as the issue of the naming of Obed, cf Gunkel, 1913:84, Eissfeldt, 1965:479-
480), neither is it to discuss the genealogy. Rather, | would like to pay attention
to quite another motif in the narrative, and to relate it to the question of David’s
lineage.

3. The hypothesis

My hypothesis is that the theme of the protection of the matriarch occurs at se-
veral places in the narrative, which, irrespective of whether the genealogy of 4:
18-22 is secondary or not, necessitates of reference to King David in chapter 4.
If this hypothesis can be upheld, the royal motif is to be regarded as a theme of
the story itself, which, in turn, would have consequences for a theological inter-
pretation of the Davidic dynasty.

4. Ruth and the patriarchal narratives

The traits shared by (the protagonist) Ruth with (female characters from) the
patriarchal narratives in the Book of Genesis establish her status as a matriarch.

* Let us first consider a cluster of three related motifs:
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Childlessness.
The importance ofoffspring and an heir.
Motherhood as a gift ofGod.

In the Book of Ruth all these motifs are to be found (Ruth 1:4-5, 4:5, 10, 11, 12,
13). The same applies to the patriarchal narratives. Abram obtains the promise
of many descendants (Gen. 12:2, 17:2, 6, 15-19, cf 22:17) in spite of the
ominous spectre of childlessness looming over him and his wife (Gen. 17:17, 18:
10-14). The motif of a large offspring is contained in the wish for Rebecca at her
betrothal to Isaac (Gen. 24:60; cf the wish for Boaz in Ruth 4:12), and the motif
of childlessness applies to both Rebecca and Sarah (Gen. 25:21). In all of these
cases it is Yahweh who grants the women children (Gen. 21:1, 25:21, cf Ruth
4:13). In the Jacob stories we encounter the same ideas once more: the
matriarchs of Israel conceive because Yahweh thinks of them (Gen. 29:31, 30:
22), and when this happens in the case of Rachel, it tenninates her childlessness
(Gen. 29:31, 30:1-2, 22). The children bom to them are their own, but also those
bom to the slave-giris of the matriarchs are regarded as their respective children
(Gen. 30:4-8, 9-13). This, again, is the motif of a son being regarded as the child
of a woman who has not bom him, - a motif which is also found in the Book of
Ruth (Ruth 4:17, cf 4:16 and the idea of children being bom "on the knees" of
another, Gen. 30:3). The importance of offspring is a motif connected in the
patriarchal narratives with the origin of Ruth’s people, the Moabites (cf Fisch,
1982:430-431). Lot’s daughters express this motif in their desire to have children
(Gen. 19:31-32) and, as a result of their endeavours, the patriarch of Moab is
bom (Gen. 19:37).

*

Another cluster of motifs occurs in association with the above-mentioned
cluster:

A famine.

Migration to a foreign land on account ofthe famine.

- A sojourn in theforeign land.

These motifs are used to introduce the Ruth narrative (Ruth 1:1), which provides
the setting for the opening scene. However, the sojourn motifis also represented
by Ruth herself who leaves her home country to go to a land unknowTi to her
(Ruth 1:16-18, 2:11). These motifs are finnly established in Israel’s patriarchal
tradition (cf Gen. 12, 20, 26, 42ff) and, as such, do not only serve to colour the
idyllic setting of the story in bygone times (cf Kaiser, 1984:195), but also serve
to suggest that the protagonists are comparable to the patriarchs.

*

One of the patriarchal stories contains a motif which is very prominent in the
Book of Ruth. In the story of Judah and Tamar (Gen. 38), the motif of the
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levirate is of central importance (cf. Fisch, 1982:429 if. on the relationship
of this story to those of Lot’s daughters and Ruth). Apart from the fact that
the same can be said of the Ruth story, this narrative actually refers to the
Judah-Tamar episode (Ruth 4:12).

*  The motif which concerns us primarily in this article, viz. that of the pro-
tection of the matriarch in danger of being violated, should also be men-
tioned. This motifis well attested in the narratives of Abram/Abraliam and
Isaac entering an unknown land. In Genesis 12 the story of Abram’s migra-
tion to Egypt on account of a "famine in the land" is related; he makes his
wife Sarai deny his true relationship to her by telling the untruth that she is
his sister and, as a result, the matriarch finds herself in serious danger of
being violated. This is averted by the interference of Yahweh who protects
her against violation (Gen. 12:10-20). In Genesis 20 we find the same
pattern: Abraham migrates to Gerar, personally lies about his relationship to
his wife and thereby causes her to be exposed to the danger of violation.
Once again God intervenes to protect the matriarch. The third narrative
(Gen. 26:1-11) is about another patriarch and his wife, notably Isaac and
Rebecca, but basically the same happens, although the danger of violation is
realised in this instance without divine intervention (Gen. 26:10). In all
three cases the motifs of migration and sojourning, and in two cases (Gen.
12 and 26) the motif of famine are associated with the danger of the
matriarch being violated and her ensuing protection. All these motifs are
found in the Ruth narrative, albeit not in identical relationships to each other.
The passages of the Ruth narrative in which the protection of the female
protagonist occurs will be highlighted in the next paragraphs.

5. The protection of Ruth

*  The first instance is to be found in 2:8-9, where Boaz’s kind treatment of
Ruth is described. This is part of the fourth dialogue of the passage (w.
8-14). By far the longest of the six conversations in the passage (the others
are: w. 2, 4, 5-7, 15-16, 19-22), it focuses attention on the two major
protagonists.

Addressing Ruth as "my daughter” (v. 8), Boaz connotes goodwill towards her as
well as his seniority, both in social status (cf v. 1) and in years. He tells Ruth not
to go gleaning in another field, indeed, not even to leave his field. The spelling of
"™n3S7n is remarkable in this verse, written as it is with an unusual vowel (which
occurs only three times in the Bible, here and in Exodus 18:26 and Proverbs
14:3), thereby drawing the reader’s attention in the same way as the use of the
nun paragogicum in ]"pDin. Boaz’s injunction to just stay there reminds us of
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the foreman’s idea that Ruth has been acting as though Boaz’s field were her
home (cf. v. 7b")- Moreover, there is an intensification in the advice given by
Boaz: First, he advises Rutli not to go elsewhere, using the mild prohibition in
Hebrew "now don’t"). Then, in the second leg of his double injunction, he
practically forbids her to even leave, using the Hebrew categorical prohibition

[notice the plene orthography], "you must not"). Boaz is actually saying, "1
want you right here". These stylistic features and the crescendo in Boaz’s con-
duct adumbrate the protection motif in that they connote the idea that Boaz de-
sires Ruth under his supervision.

If paternalistic (as Sasson, 1979:49 calls it), which is typical of ancient Israelite
society, Boaz is doing his utmost to be kind to Ruth. In a double injunction he
tells her to remain near his servant girls (v. 9a; comparable to his invitation the
next time he and Ruth meet, cf 3:13). She should follow them where they work.
Then another unusual and therefore prominent element is introduced. The author
makes Boaz add, by way of a rhetorical question, that he has ordered the male
servants not to molest her vs. 9, often has a sexual meaning; cf Gen. 20:6,
[one of the patriarchal narratives referred to above] and Proverbs 6:29). We have
not yet been given any infomiation that Boaz has done so. In fact, he could not
have given the order before speaking to Ruth, since he started speaking to her
directly after the introduction provided by the overseer at his arrival. Only in
verse 15 do we hear that Boaz, after the midday meal, gives orders to the workers
about her treatment. This is noteworthy, since Boaz lets the relatively strange
woman in on his decisions even before his staff have been infonned. Her safety
is so important to him that he is prepared to take unusual steps to protect her.
The idea that she may be molested in another field supposes that poor women
were not always safe when gleaning (cf the same supposition in Naomi’s words,
V. 22). The plight of women in precarious social circumstances has never been an
unknown phenomenon in the worid.

In this context an observation made by Campbell (1978:97) about the use of the
feminine plural in #m y: (v. 8) calls for our attention. WIliile the masculine plural
is nonnally used to refer to the harvesters (cf Jouon, 1924:52-53), this is the first
time that the feminine plural is used to refer to the female contingent of the
harvesters. Campbell considers this to be a reminder of the protection of an
"‘elected’ woman". The fact that it is done exactly at this juncture, that is, in the
context of the series of devices just discussed, renders the idea plausible. Since it
is a stylistic device, it is not, as Zenger (1986:53) supposes, contradicted by verse
21, where the more general masculine fonn is used. On the contrary, the fact that

1 I discuss the meaning of the last four words of Ruth 2:7 fully in an articlc shortly to be
published in the Journalfor Semitics.
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the general masculine forni (including both male and female workers) is used by
Ruth, while the feminine fonn is used by Boaz and Naomi (cf v. 22), emphasises
that they are concerned about her protection while she herself is not thinking in
these terms (cf further below). Boaz is saying that it is better for Ruth’s safety
that she keeps company with the female workers.

*

30

In 2:15-16 Boaz orders the male contingent of his harvesters not to harm
Ruth. However, this too is not merely a straightforward command. It is
structured symmetrically so as to highlight its special significance (cf
Bertman, 1965:165-168 on the author’s love of syinmetry): there are two
pairs of injunctions, both containing an order to give Ruth preferential
treatment and an order not to speak harshly to her (v. 15b [Q¥'D] and v. 16b
[m3.,]). The fourfold command (two pairs) addressed to the male harvesters
matches the fourfold command (also two pairs) addressed to Ruth in verses
8b-9a. Only now does Boaz actually give the orders that he earlier claimed
to have given already (v. 9). Ruth may enjoy the privilege she wanted all
along (cf v. 7) - she may glean among the sheaves that are supposed to be
units ofjust the right size for being taken away. This is not a right to which
she is entitled in terms of the laws on gleaning (Lev. 19:9-10, 23:22, Deut.
24:19). And that is not enough either: the reapers are required even to pull
out some stalks from the bundles in their arms and drop it especially for
Ruth. This too is not her right, but sheer protectionism on the part of Boaz.
The infinitive absolute (I"7Err'7E) indicates that they should take care not to
neglect the instruction, and is accompanied by the second part of a twofold
command not to speak harshly to Ruth. Boaz is serious enough. He could
hardly have done more to show his intention to take the foreign woman
under his protection. Neither could the author have done more to ensure that
the readers notice it.

The third passage in question (2:22-23) is part of the concluding dialogue of
chapter 2. Naomi, without knowing it (since Ruth has not reported all the
details of the day’s conversations; cf Rudolph, 1962:52), concurs with Boaz
by approving that Ruth should stay with the girls in Boaz’s field lest she be
harmed (v. 22; cf w. 8-9). She uses the female vmnya, as Boaz did in
verse 8 ('>my3), thereby emphasising the polarity of the sexes, which under-
scores the suggestion of the danger of sexual harassment. Naomi’s words of
advice complete the conversation - as her advice does in 3:8. This indicates
her active part in the events and their outcome. Wliat will happen to Ruth,
can at least partially be traced to her mother-in-law’s participation, which
includes her protection against harassment. The motif of protection is
strengthened by the very fact that it is repeated several times in the chapter.
However, also the unwitting concurrence of the two senior characters
focuses attention on the motif
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Campbell (1978:98) may be right that the verb ~22 used by Naomi in verse 22
has been chosen to create the effect of assonance with ~33 in verse 9 and there-
fore to underscore the danger of sexual assault to which Ruth was exposed. This,
together with the other subtleties by means of which the idea of the protection of
the female lead is handled in the gleaning scene, thoroughly entrenches the motif

in chapter 2. Ruth appears in the same type of situation as the matriarchs of the
Genesis narratives.

*

The famous scene on the threshing floor (chapter 3) contains some of the
most interesting examples of double entendre (cf Bernstein, 1991:16-20) in
the Bible. As | have argued in my commentary on the Book of Ruth?, there
are many suggestions in the chapter with erotic overtones, and both the
clioice of words and the frequency of their usage enhance this effect.
Suffice it here to mention Ruth’s execution of Naomi’s daring plan to wait
until Boaz has had enough to drink and then to approach him with tlie right
clothes and cosmetics and to get into bed with him under cover of darkness
and secrecy (cf 3:3, 7). Having discussed his function and Ruth’s
request that he marry her (vv. 9-13) and having undertaken to do for Ruth
what he can in the circumstances, Boaz wants her to lie with him until
morning. Here at last he tells Ruth what to do, as Naomi expected (cf v. 4).
In verse 13 he uses two verbs for this purpose, one before promising to
redeem if he can, and one afterwards. The first ("J"/* "stay the night") has
no erotic connotations of itself (it is also used in Ruth’s moving declaration
of commitment to Naomi in 1:16), but the second ("2DE?, "lie") is again a
well-known word which does not need to, but can have a sexual meaning.
Accordingly, we may read Boaz’s injunction that Ruth is to stay with him all
night as an expression of concern implying that something may happen to
her on the way home if she were to be lefi alone in the middle of the night.
But it can also be interpreted as an invitation. Is Boaz really anxious about
Ruth’s safety on the way home, or would he also like to have her in his bed
for the rest of the night? This makes for a highly interesting use of the
protection motif; On the one iiand Boaz may be seen to express his concern
for Ruth’s safety in that he will not allow her to walk home alone in the
middle of the night. On the other hand, the question is prompted whether
Boaz himself is not motivated by a desire to do to Ruth exactly what he also
seems to be protecting her against. But then, again, she was asking, even
pushing for it. What she wanted, is Boaz to spread his wing over her (v. 9),
which can have a sexual suggestion - especially in the higlily erotic context
- but which also entails protecting her, notably in marriage.

To be published during the second half of 1993 in the Netherlands and in the United States
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In verse 14 we hear that Ruth, naturally, does as Boaz says and spends the night
with him (again the ambiguous words yD'i}, "lie", and "feet", are used).
When she leaves, she goes so early that it is still too dark for people to recognize
each other. Boaz wanted no-one to know that this specific woman had come to
the threshing floor. When he refers to "the woman", he cannot be speaking to
Ruth herself Neither can the words be addressed to someone else, since he de-
sires complete secrecy. The author suggests that Boaz is muttering by himself
about the night’s events. What is the matter? Why the secrecy? At least part of
the answer must be that he recognized the highly compromising situation that
Naomi and Ruth had set up. His insistence on secrecy, therefore, has the literary
effect of enhancing the suggestive character of the passage. If Boaz wishes to
hide something, then obviously he has something to hide. He would not like to
be suspected of taking advantage of young women in need. Thus the motif of the
protection of the woman appears in a highly original garb.

*  The last passage from the narrative is 4;11-12. These verses close the scene
at the city gate (4:1-12) in which Boaz undertakes to fulfil the redeeming
and levirate aspects of his function as Verses 11-12 comprise the re-
sponse of the assembly which is introduced by a favourite stylistic feature of
the author. In verse 9 Boaz addressed the elders and all the people, but
when they reply, they are referred to in inverted order (cf, however, LXX).
In this way the fact is highlighted that both groups took part in the dialogue.
Their answer is quite predictable: "We are witnesses." This declaration
consists of one word only: Q°ny, Nothing more needs to be said. The
whole community will vouch for the correctness and propriety of what has
transpired at the gate of Bethlehem.

However, there is more to their reply. The elders and all the townsfolk invoke a
blessing of Yahweh on Boaz. They do not only obey the wishes of Boaz (cf w.
1-2), nor are they mere legal witnesses to his business affairs (w. 9, 10, 1la),
they also show personal affection for him. This is an emotion amply attested in
the words spoken by several characters throughout the story: Naomi for her
daughters-in-law and they for her as well as for their husbands (cf 1:8-10, 16;
3:1), Boaz for Ruth (cf 3:11; 3:14-16), the women of Bethlehem for Naomi and
for Ruth (4:15). Although the storyteller never describes the inner emotions of
the characters, we can infer such feelings from their words and actions (cf the
emotions ofjoy [which Hertzberg 1965:281 also finds in the wishes of w. 11-12]
and contentedness suggested by the words and actions described in 4:14-17). We
would be justified to call our narrative the story of affection.

The wish of the Bethlehemites for Boaz has three parts: First, a wish, although
addressed to Boaz, involving his new wife (v. 11b); second, a wish for Boaz him-
self (v. 11c); third, a wish for his house (v. 12).

32 In die Sknftig 28(1) 1994:25-35



J.A. Loader

The first part (v. lib) is clear. The people wish that Ruth may be fruitftil, for
they want her to be like Rachel and Leah who together built Israel. These two
women were the wives of Jacob and therefore matriarchs of Israel. That they
"built the house of Israel" means that the whole Israel descends from them. How-
ever, not only these two, but also their two slave-girls (who became concubines
of Jacob) were involved in building the house of Israel, since the twelve tribes of
Israel are descended from the four of them (Gen. 29-30). Thus the townsfolk re-
gard the sons of Rachel and her slave-girl, Bilhah, as Rachel’s children, while the
sons of Leah and her slave-girl, Zilpah, count as Leah’s children. This is an in-
teresting motif, for it would seem to relate to the idea of one person’s son being
regarded as tlie child of another, which is important for understanding the levirate
concept (cf what Boaz has just said about establishing the name of the dead in
this way, w. 5, 10) and the story as a whole (cf 4:13-17). Furthermore, the men-
tioning of the matriarchs reminds the reader of the matriarch theme which, as we
have seen, is so prominent in chapter 2 (cf 2;9, 21-23). If Ruth is to build the
house of Israel like the matriarchs, she is to be fruitful. In the wish of the towns-
folk, then, Ruth is envisaged as a matriarch, that is, she is envisaged as a mother
of important descendants. Accordingly, the following passage (4:13-17) cannot
relate the birth of just any child - it rather concerns important offspring. The
mentioning of the matriarchs in the order Rachel-Leah is noteworthy. Rachel was
the younger of the two and we would expect her to be mentioned last (cf
Rudolph, 1962:69). Moreover, the Boaz family were from the tribe of Judali (cf
4:17), one of the Leah tribes. There must be a reason for the inverted order. The
prominence of Rachel relates well to the analogy between her and Ruth, notably
that both were childless for a long time before they were blessed with children by
Yahweh (cf 4:13 and Gen. 30:1, 22-23).

The last part of the wish (v. 12) is also clear. It is a wish for the "house" of Boaz,
that is, for his offspring. Therefore the wish too contains the idea of fruitfulness.
It, moreover, parallels the first wish by another comparison to a woman from
patriarchal times, thereby reinforcing the theme of the matriarch. This time
reference is made to Perez (according to 4:18-22 the ancestor of Boaz) and his
father, Judah. The reference is to the story told in Genesis 38, which is important
on another count as well, for it concerns an incident where the levirate is as
central as it is in the Book of Ruth. This part of the wish contains an important
word for deciding the interpretation of 4:18-22: it is the preposition (s), by which
Boaz’s house is compared to the house of Perez. Ifthe houses are compared, it is
implied that there are two houses, while, in the genealogy, the house of Boaz is
regarded as part of the house of Perez. Although it is not important for the argu-

ment | am developing, we may look upon this as evidence for the secondary cha-
racter 0f4:18-22.
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If both the first and the last parts of the blessing concern fruitfulness, it is to be
expected that the wish in the middle part, for Boaz personally, would concern the
same. The wish is that he will perform strongly (7"n ne”y), literally make po-
wer) and bestow a name, can also mean virility (of Job 21;7-8; Proverbs 31:
3), which fits our context quite well. The wish would then be that Boaz may be-
get children and, in synonymous parallelism, be able to name them. Such a wish
is not superfluous. On the contrary, it is quite fiinctional in the story. The wish
for a numerous and significant offspring makes sense if the recipient has no child-
ren as yet. Thus the townsfolk hint at Boaz’s childlessness (cf the patriarchs
Abraham and Jacob referred to above, as well as the presence of the motif in
Gen. 38). This is suggestive in another sense also, because Boaz is a senior
citizen (cf the Job text just cited). And Ruth, too, has been childless for years
(cf 1:4-5). So the reader is left with another question: will these two people at
last have children? Will there really be a happy ending to the story?

6. Conclusion

The explicit references to characters from the patriarchal narratives as well as the
copious use of the established motifs of childlessness, levirate, the gift of a child
by God, offspring and adoption (4:13-14) - all of these, read in the context of the
motifs of famine, migration and sojourn, thoroughly integrate the figure of the ma-
triarch into the fibre of the narrative itself The picture of Ruth, then, consists of
a typical migrating, childless matriarch who is exposed to danger in the land of
her sojourn, but who is given protection and in the end receives a son by tiie
grace of God. And this calls out for the final motif of the pattern to round off the
picture: the son who is bom must be the ancestor of important offspring. Like
Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, Leah, Tamar and even the daughters of Lot, she is to be
the ancestress of a "man of consequence”. And that is just what we are told in
4:17 - fi-om the protection of this matriarch sprang King David.

If my argument is correct, this would mean that the royal theme, carried as it is by
the matriarchal motif, is not only present in the Book of Ruth, it also has profound
theological significance.

Often commentators look upon the theme of Moabite blood in the veins of the
royal house of Israel as a dominant theme or even the dominant theme of tiie
book (cf Gerleman, 1965:7-11). Important it is, as we have seen. The author
uses it as one of several expressions of his main theme, notably the complemen-
tarity of divine and human responsibility for events in life, showing as he does
that the royal house is equally a divine and a human gift to Israel.

The important dimension, however, is that the House of David was established by
covenantal loyalty, love and kindness, that is, by the non practised by Ruth to-
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wards her motlier-in-law, her late husband and the family, and not by pure desc-

ent. Kings and communities are legitimately established only by the committed
solidarity of love.

Perhaps that is the cue for whoever wishes to reflect on the legitimacy and the
calling of governments and nations. Perhaps it is also the cue for whoever wishes
to relate the story of Ruth to the genealogy of Jesus the Son of David, the son of
Jesse, the son of Obed, the son of....
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