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WRJHWKHU�DORQJ�XQIDPLOLDU�SDWKV��
:H� SUD\� IRU� FRXUDJH� WR� JR�ZKHUH�
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7KH� %RRN� RI� 5XWK� LV� IRXQG� LQ� WKH�
2OG�7HVWDPHQW��7KH�VWRU\�LV�VHW�LQ�
WKH� WLPH� RI� WKH�-XGJHV� RI� ,VUDHO�
PRUH� WKDQ� D� WKRXVDQG� \HDUV�
EHIRUH�WKH�ELUWK�RI�-HVXV��
�

:LGRZKRRG�DQG�/RVV�
/RQJ�DJR��LQ�WKH�GD\V�ZKHQ�-XGJHV�
UXOHG�,VUDHO��WKHUH�ZDV�D�IDPLQH�LQ�
WKH�ODQG���
6R� D� PDQ� QDPHG� (OLPHOHFK�� ZKR�
OLYHG� LQ�%HWKOHKHP� LQ�-XGDK��ZHQW�
ZLWK�KLV�ZLIH�1DRPL�DQG�WKHLU�WZR�
VRQV�0DKORQ�DQG�&KLOLRQ�WR�OLYH�IRU�
D�ZKLOH�LQ�WKH�FRXQWU\�RI�0RDE���
:KLOH� WKH\� ZHUH� OLYLQJ� WKHUH��
(OLPHOHFK� GLHG�� DQG� 1DRPL� ZDV�
OHIW� DORQH�ZLWK� KHU� WZR� VRQV��ZKR�
PDUULHG� 0RDELWH� ZRPHQ�� 2USDK�
DQG�5XWK���
/DWHU�0DKORQ�DQG�&KLOLRQ�DOVR�GLHG��
DQG� 1DRPL� ZDV� OHIW� DOO� DORQH��
ZLWKRXW�KXVEDQG�RU�VRQV���
 

The opening words tell us that this story 
of loyalty, faithfulness, generosity and 
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justice takes place against a background 
of instabili ty, fear and violence. It 
begins with a drought and famine, death 
and bereavement, widow-hood and loss. 
It is a story of aff liction and hardship 
shared by milli ons in our own country 
and countless milli ons around the 
world. In a sense it is the story of every 
woman, but also it is the story of men 
as well . 

We are victims of violence. Outrageous 
unplanned events of ill ness, natural 
disaster, stupidity or aggression change 
our lives and place us in predicaments 
we would not have looked for. 

Drought and famine led to Elimelech, 
Naomi and their boys becoming 
displaced persons, in an alien and 
sometimes hostile land: the land of 
Moab. They made the best of a diff icult 
situation; the boys grew up and married 
Moabite girls. Then tragedy struck 
again and the death of Elimelech, 
Mahlon and Chili on left Naomi, Orpah 
and Ruth bereaved, grieving, widowed 
and victims. 

The story of Ruth describes how in a 
world where the marginalised and 
victims are often ignored or forgotten; 
widows and the disadvantaged have a 
special place in God’s economy.i 

The Gospel too tells us this. It is as 
Jesus is walking that he comes upon a 
small and sad procession: a widow 
leading the funeral cortege of her only 
son to the cemetery outside the vill age 
of Nain. Jesus stops and his presence 
brings new li fe.ii  

The teachers of the Law become the 
object of rebuke by Jesus for 
“devouring widows’ houses.” iii  Yet a 
widow is noticed by Jesus because she 

brings in to the Treasury “all that she 
has to live on” .iv Is that all she has after 
the Scribes have taken away her house? 
Still she feels obliged to bring the rest 
to the Temple treasury. The Scribes 
don’ t notice it, wouldn’ t even be aware 
of the contribution, yet it is significant 
to Jesus. 

There are other women, victims of loss, 
who radiate the pathway of Jesus with 
light and hope: the grieving sisters 
Martha and Mary are given the promise, 
“ I am the resurrection and the li fe”;v  

Anna 84 years old and a widow for 
much of that time encounters Joseph, 
Mary and the baby Jesus in the Temple 
and promises God’s blessing;vi  

Mary herself, the mother of Jesus lives 
in the shadow of widowhood and 
anticipates the violent outrages carried 
out against her Son. 

The apostle James writes, “True 
religion is to visit orphans and widows 
in their distress.” vii The early church 
made special provision for caring for 
widows.viii   

We live in a world where widowhood 
and loss bring pain to the lives of 
women. Into this world comes hope, for 
“God is love, and those who live in love 
live in God and God lives in them.” ix 
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&KRLFH�DQG�)DLWKIXOQHVV�
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%HWKOHKHP� E\� JLYLQJ� WKHP� D� JRRG�
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KDUYHVW��VR�VKH�JRW�UHDG\�WR�OHDYH�
0RDE���
6KH� VWDUWHG� RXW� WRJHWKHU� ZLWK�
KHU�GDXJKWHUV�LQ�ODZ�WR�JR�EDFN�WR�
-XGDK�� EXW� 1DRPL� VDLG� WR� WKHP��
�*R�EDFN�KRPH�DQG�VWD\�ZLWK�\RXU�
PRWKHUV��0D\�WKH�/RUG�EH�DV�JRRG�
WR� \RX� DV� \RX� KDYH� EHHQ� WR� PH��
$QG�PD\�WKH�/RUG�PDNH�LW�SRVVLEOH�
IRU�HDFK�RI�\RX�WR�PDUU\�DJDLQ�DQG�
KDYH�D�KRPH����
6R� 1DRPL� NLVVHG� WKHP� JRRGE\H��
%XW� WKH\� VWDUWHG� FU\LQJ� DQG� VDLG�
WR�KHU���1R��:H�ZLOO�JR�ZLWK�\RX�WR�
\RXU�SHRSOH����
�<RX� PXVW� JR� EDFN��� 1DRPL�
LQVLVWHG�� 7KHQ� 2USDK� NLVVHG� KHU�
PRWKHU�LQ�ODZ� JRRGE\H� DQG� ZHQW�
EDFN�KRPH���
%XW�5XWK�DQVZHUHG���'RQ
W�DVN�PH�
WR� OHDYH� \RX�� /HW�PH� JR� ZLWK� \RX��
:KHUHYHU� \RX� JR�� ,� ZLOO� JR��
ZKHUHYHU�\RX� OLYH��,�ZLOO� OLYH��<RXU�
SHRSOH�ZLOO�EH�P\�SHRSOH��DQG�\RXU�
*RG� ZLOO� EH� P\� *RG�� :KHUH� \RX�
GLH�� ,� ZLOO� GLH� ²� WKHUH� ,� ZLOO� EH�
EXULHG���
 

Often in a time of pain and loss comes 
the need to make hard choices. At that 
very time when we feel the most 
isolated and vulnerable, when we feel 
like pulli ng the bedcovers up and 
escaping, comes the unrelenting 
demand to make choices: financial 
challenges, housing decisions, what to 

throw away or leave behind. Death is a 
violent outrage. Jesus is deeply moved 
and weeps tears of deep grief at the 
graveside of his friend Lazarus.x  

Women bear the brunt of grief in our 
society. They did not ask for the violent 
separation that causes widowhood, 
singleness and isolation. They did not 
ask to have to make choices when still 
fragile and vulnerable. 

Naomi and her daughters-in-law are left 
to journey alone or together. 

Naomi decides to go home to 
Bethlehem:. Orpah makes the choice to 
stay, but with great courage Ruth takes 
a risk and travels with her lonely, 
isolated, grieving mother-in-law; "Don't 
ask me to leave you! Let me go with 
you. Wherever you go, I will go; 
wherever you live, I will li ve. Your 
people will be my people, and your God 
will be my God."  

This is the hinge which opens the door 
to the rest of the story. Ruth chooses 
loyalty over comfort, faithfulness over 
security. She chose to be a refugee and 
an alien in a foreign land. 

It is our choices, far more than our gifts 
or abili ties that shape our character.xi 
Ruth is beginning to develop as a 
person of dignity and dedication in her 
own right. 

Jesus chose to listen to and accept 
women who were marginalised by li fe’s 
events or by their reputation.xii He chose 
to have women as his disciples,xiii  and 
women became guardians in the 
emerging church;xiv offering hospitali ty, 
teaching and leadership. 

The choices made by victims can be 
self-serving or courageous; they can be 
in retreat or they can be visionary. They 
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can be faithful to the God who has 
brought them thus far; and in faith, 
hope and love they can go forward to 
conquer new worlds and open up new 
ways. 

What moved Ruth to make the 
courageous choice she made?  

The Scripture tells us. She had come to 
trust the God of the Bible. She says to 
Naomi, “Your people will be my people 
and your God will be my God.”  

It was not simply the ties of marriage 
and family that caused her to make this 
diff icult and apparently foolish 
decision, it is the power of faith – not 
just any faith – but faith in God who 
had been with Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob on their journeys. The knowledge 
of the God who walks with us along 
li fe’s pathway inspires Ruth to make 
this physical journey and a journey of 
faith.  

Her confidence is a test for our 
confidence and her trust an invitation 
for us to trust in God also. 

Anne Pratt is the manager of St 
Benedict’ s Day Centre. She is a widow, 
the victim of the violent death of her 
husband. Bernie took his own li fe in a 
time when he was struggling with 
mental ill ness and depression. Anne’s 
choice has been to become an advocate 
and support person for those who suffer 
from mental ill ness. Her faith is this: in 
the darkness of despair our God is a 
God of hope who will walk the journey 
with us. Her li fe is like a beacon shining 
the light of God’s hope so that others 
can walk along the pathway with Jesus 
who is the light of li fe.xv 

�

$JHLQJ�DQG�5LVN�
:KHQ� 1DRPL� VDZ� WKDW� 5XWK� ZDV�
GHWHUPLQHG� WR� JR� ZLWK� KHU�� VKH�
VDLG� QRWKLQJ� PRUH�� :KHQ� WKH\�
DUULYHG� LQ� %HWKOHKHP� WKH� ZKROH�
WRZQ� JRW� H[FLWHG�� DQG� WKH� ZRPHQ�
H[FODLPHG��´&DQ�WKLV�EH�1DRPL"µ��
´'RQ·W� FDOO� PH� 1DRPL�µ� VKH� WROG�
WKHP�� ´&DOO�PH�0DUD�� EHFDXVH� WKH�
$OPLJKW\� KDV� PDGH� P\� OLIH� YHU\�
ELWWHU�� ,� ZHQW� DZD\� IXOO�� EXW� WKH�
/RUG� KDV� EURXJKW�PH�EDFN� HPSW\��
:K\�FDOO�PH�1DRPL"�7KH�$OPLJKW\�
KDV�EURXJKW�PLVIRUWXQH�XSRQ�PH�µ��
7KH\�KDG�DUULYHG� LQ�%HWKOHKHP�DV�
WKH�EDUOH\�KDUYHVW�ZDV�EHJLQQLQJ���
,Q� WKRVH� GD\V�� ZRPHQ� FRXOG� QRW�
RZQ� SURSHUW\�� DQG� RIWHQ� ZLGRZV�
ZHUH� OHIW� YHU\� SRRU�� 6R� LW� ZDV� D�
FXVWRP� WKDW� ZKHQ� WKH� FRUQ� ZDV�
EHLQJ� KDUYHVWHG�� ZLGRZV� ZHUH�
DOORZHG� WR� SLFN� XS� WKRVH� VWUDQGV�
RI� FRUQ� ZKLFK� WKH� UHDSHUV� OHIW�
EHKLQG��
1DRPL�KDG�D�UHODWLYH�QDPHG�%RD]��
D� ULFK� DQG� LQIOXHQWLDO� PDQ� ZKR�
EHORQJHG� WR� WKH� IDPLO\� RI� KHU�
KXVEDQG� (OLPHOHFK�� 2QH� GD\� 5XWK�
VDLG� WR�1DRPL�� �/HW�PH� JR� WR� WKH�
ILHOGV� WR� JDWKHU� WKH� EDUOH\� WKDW�
WKH�KDUYHVW�ZRUNHUV�OHDYH����
 

Naomi reached a crisis in her li fe – a 
gaping chasm that yawns wide open in 
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the middle of the pathway of every 
traveller along the journey of li fe. It is 
the deep crevasse of despair and 
bitterness.  

For Naomi the adventure and struggle 
of youth has turned sour. Her dreams 
have been crushed. Violence has 
entered her li fe and she has been left 
bereaved, vulnerable and on the edge of 
despair.  

“Don’ t call me Naomi any longer,” she 
says. Naomi means “pleasant or sweet.” 
“Call me Mara – which means bitter – 
for despair, pain and bitterness are 
consuming me.” I went away with hope 
but now God has been violent against 
me and misfortune has come upon me 
from the hand of the Almighty. 

Naomi’s cry is the cry of all women 
who suffer violence. Why is li fe like 
this?  

The dreams of a loving husband and the 
beauty of a secure family are shattered 
by an insecure man who turns to 
alcohol to boost his macho image.  

“Why did God put me in this 
situation?” asks the widow, the 
childless wife, the mother looking after 
demanding children while her husband 
escapes to his work – or plays with 
other women. She is lonely and 
isolated; she feels herself a victim of 
violence even when no hand has ever 
been li fted against her.  

Where indeed is God when it hurts? 
When the dreams of youth have been 
shattered despair sets in. 

Dr Elizabeth MacKinlay has researched 
the spiritual tasks of ageing. She tells us 
there are many challenges as we grow 
older – we cannot give up the quest for 
wholeness and healing even for one 

minute. We are challenged to transcend 
loss with grace and dignity; to shun 
blame and bitterness; to dig deep for the 
treasure in all we have received. The 
task of ageing is to look for ultimate 
meaning in li fe, to overcome cynicism 
and despair through hope and intimacy 
with God and others.xvi 

Mary, the mother of our Lord, in her 
youth proclaims the goodness of God 
who “puts down the mighty from their 
thrones, and exalts the humble and 
meek” .xvii Life is far from kind to her. 
And there are pictures in art that we call  
“Pieta”s – those paintings or sculptures 
where Mary cradles Jesus when he has 
been taken down from the cross. In 
those pictures often her heart is pierced 
by seven swords; seven sorrows. “Lord 
do not let me become bitter.”  

How does Naomi change? How does 
she stop becoming bitter? How does 
Ruth help her? The first step is that of 
honesty. She tells it how it is, without 
malice or anger but as the truth. I am 
angry, I feel that God has cheated on 
me, I am becoming bitter. I am now a 
widow, my dreams are shattered, li fe 
has treated me violently. I know myself 
to be weak and vulnerable.  

This is the risk. Honesty and 
truthfulness can often be risky. There is 
a sense that until i t is “out there” until I 
say it as I feel it, I will not know how I 
will respond. “Humankind cannot bear 
very much reali ty.” xviii  

But she had a wealthy relative. He was 
not a fairy god-mother. But he was a 
good man. 

St Ignatius of Loyola would say, “ I am 
a sinner” . That is the truth about me, I 
am ashamed of who I am; the 
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relationships I have damaged and the 
wrong I have done.” But I have a God – 
a God who knows me and who loves 
me. This is the truth. Hold the tension, 
hold on to God’s love and it will keep 
me from despair. 

Ageing can lead to bitterness and to 
depression. But it need not do so, for 
we, though sinners, are loved and cared 
for by God. 

�
�
�
&RPPXQLW\�DQG�5HVSHFW�
6R� 5XWK� ZHQW� RXW� WR� WKH� ILHOGV�
DQG� ZDONHG� EHKLQG� WKH� ZRUNHUV��
SLFNLQJ� XS� WKH� EDUOH\� ZKLFK� WKH\�
OHIW�� %RD]� KLPVHOI� DUULYHG� DQG�
JUHHWHG� WKH� ZRUNHUV�� %RD]� DVNHG�
WKH� PDQ� LQ� FKDUJH�� ´:KR� GRHV�
WKDW�\RXQJ�ZRPDQ�EHORQJ�WR"µ��
7KH� PDQ� DQVZHUHG�� �6KH� LV� WKH�
\RXQJ�ZRPDQ�IURP�0RDE�ZKR�FDPH�
EDFN�ZLWK�1DRPL��6KH�VDLG�� ¶3OHDVH�
OHW� PH� JOHDQ� EHKLQG� WKH�
KDUYHVWHUV�·� 6KH� FDPH� LQWR� WKH�
ILHOG� DQG�KDV� UHPDLQHG�KHUH�IURP�
PRUQLQJ�WLOO�QRZ�µ��
7KHQ� %RD]� ZHQW� XS� WR� 5XWK� DQG�
VDLG�� �/HW� PH� JLYH� \RX� VRPH�
DGYLFH�� 'RQ
W� SLFN� XS� FRUQ�
DQ\ZKHUH� H[FHSW� LQ� WKLV� ILHOG��
6WD\� KHUH� ZLWK� WKH� ZRPHQ� ZKR�
ZRUN� IRU� PH�� ,� KDYH� RUGHUHG� P\�
PHQ� QRW� WR� PROHVW� \RX�� $QG�
ZKHQHYHU� \RX� DUH� WKLUVW\�� JR� DQG�

GULQN� IURP� WKH� ZDWHU� MDUV� WKDW�
WKH\�KDYH�ILOOHG����

$W� WKLV� 5XWK� ERZHG� GRZQ� WR�
WKH� JURXQG�� 6KH� DVNHG� KLP�� ´:K\�
KDYH� ,� IRXQG� VXFK� IDYRXU� LQ� \RXU�
H\HV� WKDW� \RX� QRWLFH� PH�� D�
IRUHLJQHU"µ� %RD]� UHSOLHG�� ´,·YH�
EHHQ� WROG� DOO�DERXW�ZKDW�\RX�KDYH�
GRQH�IRU�\RXU�PRWKHU�LQ�ODZ�VLQFH�
WKH� GHDWK� RI� \RXU� KXVEDQG«��0D\�
WKH�/RUG��WKH�*RG�RI�,VUDHO��XQGHU�
ZKRVH� ZLQJV� \RX� KDYH� FRPH� WR�
WDNH�UHIXJH��UHZDUG�\RX�IXOO\�µ�
6R�5XWK�ZHQW�RQ�JDWKHULQJ�FRUQ�LQ�
WKH� ILHOG� XQWLO� HYHQLQJ�� DQG� ZKHQ�
VKH� KDG� EHDWHQ� LW� RXW�� VKH� IRXQG�
VKH�KDG�QHDUO\����NLORJUDPV���
6KH� WRRN� WKH�FRUQ�EDFN� LQWR�WRZQ�
DQG�VKRZHG�KHU�PRWKHU�LQ�ODZ�KRZ�
PXFK�VKH�KDG�JDWKHUHG�� �0D\�WKH�
/RUG� EOHVV� %RD]��� 1DRPL�
H[FODLPHG���7KH�/RUG�DOZD\V�NHHSV�
KLV� SURPLVHV��� 6R� 5XWK� JDWKHUHG�
FRUQ�XQWLO�DOO�WKH�EDUOH\�DQG�ZKHDW�
KDG�EHHQ�KDUYHVWHG���
 

We need each other. “No man is an 
island” xix Yet from our earliest days we 
are told to “ stand on our own two feet” . 
We are applauded when we take our 
first faltering but unaided steps. 

“And God saw that it was not good for 
man to be alone.” xx Rampant 
individualism is the curse of our age: 
we need both independence and 
community. 
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Ruth is a Moabite woman in Israel: a 
refugee and an alien with only a 
Temporary Protection Visa. She has not 
much to hope for in a foreign land, and 
much to fear: racial slurs, rejection, 
ostracism – and always men in the field 
– the possibili ty of abuse, rape and 
violence. 

It is of this young woman that Boaz 
asks, “To whom does that young 
woman belong?”  

The answer is clear. Ruth belongs to no 
one. She does not come to the field 
seeking favours, she does not scratch 
for crumbs. She comes as a member of 
that community who has a right to glean 
in the fields. Early in the morning she 
checks with the overseer that she can 
gather the fallen stalks of barley and 
then she works hard all day. Ruth 
belongs to no one. 

Then comes the surprise. Boaz treats 
her with respect. There is no 
condescension from Boaz; no pity, but 
rather respect for a woman who is a 
member of the community but has no 
rights of position, or kinship. Ruth has 
only the inalienable right of someone 
who is a human being. She does not 
seek charity but shoulders her 
responsibili ties for her mother-in-law 
and works for the good of others. 

A woman is respected when she is 
taken seriously, listened to and given 
attention in her own right.  

Desmond Tutu was born in 1931 in the 
Transvaal, South Africa. There was a 
white Anglican priest in the black 
township where he grew up and every 
day as the priest walked through the 
township he would doff his hat – as a 
mark of respect – towards the black 

women he met. This totally unusual 
action of respect from a white priest 
called Fr Trevor Huddleston so 
influenced the young Desmond that he 
trained for the priesthood – and later 
became Archbishop of Capetown and 
one of the most influential peace-
makers of the 20th Century. 

To respect women honours them. We 
engage as equals. A woman who is 
respected never needs to beg, or cry or 
nag to get her way. Legal equali ty is no 
substitute for respect. “Equal but 
different” we hear from some parts of 
the church – but that is not respect. 
Tokenism dismisses women: idolisation 
humili ates them. “God is Ruth’s claim 
to equali ty, and Ruth is God’s sign of 
respect for women.” xxi 

Returning home Ruth is greeted with 
joy by Naomi and with the exclamation, 
“The Lord always keeps his promises.” 
Coming right in the middle of the story 
this truth is the fulcrum, upon which the 
whole story turns. God is faithful; the 
Lord can be trusted. Every reader is 
invited to say “Amen” and then to trust 
the promises of God for themselves. 

�
�
6H[XDOLW\�DQG�(PSRZHUPHQW�
6RPH� WLPH� ODWHU� 1DRPL� VDLG� WR�
5XWK�� �,� PXVW� ILQG� D� KXVEDQG� IRU�
\RX�� 5HPHPEHU� WKDW� WKLV� PDQ�
%RD]��ZKRVH�ZRPHQ�\RX�KDYH�EHHQ�
ZRUNLQJ� ZLWK�� LV� RXU� UHODWLYH��1RZ�
OLVWHQ�� 3XW� RQ� VRPH� SHUIXPH�� DQG�
JHW�GUHVVHG�LQ�\RXU�EHVW�FORWKHV���
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6R� 5XWK� GLG� MXVW� ZKDW� KHU�
PRWKHU�LQ�ODZ�KDG�WROG�KHU���
:KHQ� KDUYHVWLQJ� ZDV� RYHU� DQG�
%RD]� KDG� ILQLVKHG� FHOHEUDWLQJ�� KH�
ZDV� LQ� D� JRRG� PRRG�� +H� ZHQW� WR�
WKH�SLOH�RI�EDUOH\�DQG�OD\�GRZQ�WR�
VOHHS�� 5XWK� VOLSSHG� RYHU� TXLHWO\��
OLIWHG� WKH� FRYHUV� DQG� OD\� GRZQ� DW�
KLV�IHHW��'XULQJ�WKH�QLJKW�KH�ZRNH�
XS� VXGGHQO\�� WXUQHG�RYHU�� DQG�ZDV�
VXUSULVHG�WR�ILQG�D�ZRPDQ�O\LQJ�DW�
KLV�IHHW���:KR�DUH�\RX"��KH�DVNHG��
�,W
V� 5XWK�� VLU��� VKH� DQVZHUHG��
�%HFDXVH� \RX� DUH�D� FORVH� UHODWLYH��
\RX� DUH� UHVSRQVLEOH� IRU� WDNLQJ�
FDUH�RI�PH��6R�SOHDVH�PDUU\�PH����
�7KH� /RUG� EOHVV� \RX��� KH� VDLG��
�<RX� DUH� VKRZLQJ� HYHQ� JUHDWHU�
IDPLO\� OR\DOW\� LQ� ZKDW� \RX� DUH�
GRLQJ�QRZ�WKDQ�LQ�ZKDW�\RX�GLG�IRU�
\RXU� PRWKHU�LQ�ODZ�� <RX� PLJKW�
KDYH�JRQH�ORRNLQJ�IRU�D�\RXQJ�PDQ��
HLWKHU�ULFK�RU�SRRU��EXW�\RX�GLGQ
W��
1RZ� GRQ
W� ZRUU\�� 5XWK�� ,� ZLOO� GR�
HYHU\WKLQJ�\RX�DVN��DV�HYHU\RQH�LQ�
WRZQ�NQRZV��\RX�DUH�D�ILQH�ZRPDQ��
,W� LV� WUXH� WKDW� ,� DP� D� FORVH�
UHODWLYH� DQG� DP� UHVSRQVLEOH� IRU�
\RX�� EXW� WKHUH� LV� D� PDQ� ZKR� LV� D�
FORVHU�UHODWLYH�WKDQ�,�DP���
7KHQ� VKH� UHWXUQHG� KRPH�� 1DRPL�
DVNHG� KHU�� �+RZ� GLG� \RX� JHW� RQ��
P\� GDXJKWHU"�� 5XWK� WROG� KHU�
HYHU\WKLQJ�WKDW�%RD]�KDG�GRQH�IRU�
KHU���

1DRPL� VDLG� WR� KHU�� �1RZ� EH�
SDWLHQW�� 5XWK�� XQWLO� \RX� VHH� KRZ�
WKLV� DOO� WXUQV� RXW�� %RD]� ZLOO� QRW�
UHVW� WRGD\� XQWLO� KH� VHWWOHV� WKH�
PDWWHU����
 

This scene is about two marginalized 
women who are desperate.  

Like Naomi and Ruth milli ons of 
women in the world today only have 
value through sex, through marriage 
and through bearing a male child. Not 
only does that give them a pseudo value 
in the eyes of men, it is also their 
passport to security.  

We may not like to hear that in church, 
but it is the truth, it is also why 
thousands of women stay in violent 
relationships where they are mistreated 
and brutalized. The reali ty is that the 
pain they suffer is less bad than what 
they fear they might suffer on their own 
outside of that violent relationship.  

If this is a fear for women in the past 
and women overseas today, it is also a 
fear of many thousands of women in 
brutal relationships in the western 
world.  

It is also why this International Day for 
the Elimination of Violence against 
Women is led by men: men who say 
that enough is enough and women 
should be given a dignity, value and 
safety that does not depend on their 
sexual availabili ty, nor on their abili ty 
to bear children, but solely on the 
respect that is due to them as valued 
human beings who bear the image of 
God and are themselves children of the 
one heavenly Father. 
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The chapter of the story we have just 
heard should confront us for it is about 
using sex to get around the sexist 
society that creates an idol and a victim 
of the sexual woman. 

Naomi and Ruth have no security. 
Gleaning among the cast offs of the 
barley harvest is not an idylli c pastoral 
scene [though it might seems so]; its 
modern equivalent is more akin to 
eking out a living on a rubbish tip from 
the discarded waste of the wealthy. 

In Australia today 1337 genuine 
refugees are on Temporary Protection 
Visas. They have no security; limited 
access to employment and minimal 
welfare benefits; instead they depend 
upon the good will of family or friends 
and the charity of churches.xxii  

Naomi was beyond marriageable age 
and the chances of marriage for Ruth – 
a widow from Moab – were negligible, 
unless she did something dramatic. 

Her only secure hope is the Israeli te law 
of kinship, where the welfare of the 
widow is the obligation of the whole 
extended family:xxiii  in this case 
Elimelech’s family. Boaz had been 
good, but only charitable. He had not 
given them security.  

If Naomi knows that Boaz is a close 
male relative with power to support the 
women, then Boaz knows that too – but 
he has done nothing about it. 

Naomi and Ruth plot their only means 
of security – it is risky – but to do 
nothing would leave them without 
dignity or value; in an endless cycle of 
being in receipt of charity. 

Putting on perfume and “her best 
clothes” Ruth brings about change. In a 

society that sees women only in terms 
of their sexual value, Ruth uses her 
sexuali ty to change that society!  

Ruth was not after sex but security for 
herself and Naomi. For herself as an 
attractive young woman she could have 
gone off to the local singles bar and 
attached herself to an oversexed young 
man with plenty of cash! She might 
have got what she needed but there was 
no care for her mother-in-law. When 
leaving Moab Ruth had promised to 
care for her mother-in-law and she was 
not going back on that commitment, 
“Wherever you go, I will go…” 

Her advances towards Boaz risked her 
total humili ation, but thankfully they 
prompted him to attend to her plight 
rather than exploit the situation. If Boaz 
as Naomi’s kinsman assumed his legal 
responsibili ties then the future for both 
Ruth and Naomi would be secured. In 
fact Boaz sees what she is doing [“You 
are showing family loyalty” ]; notes 
what she could have done [“You could 
have looked for a young man” ]; and 
respects her action in seeking his 
protection [“You are a fine woman” ]. 

Do you see what Ruth was doing? Boaz 
had prayed for God’s blessing to be 
upon Ruth and Naomi; now Ruth is 
saying to him “You have prayed! And 
now you are to be the means of this 
blessing! Isn’ t it your responsibili ty 
under God’s covenant to redeem me 
from this helpless situation as a widow 
and protect me and my mother-in-law 
[your kinswoman] within the wider 
family?” xxiv 

To pray does not mean that we remain 
passive and wait for God in God’s 
providence to act. Sometimes we have 
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to take responsibili ty for our destiny. 
We are required to be courageous – as 
Ruth was, we are required to attend to 
our responsibili ty at Boaz does. 

So where is our prayer leading us? And 
towards what action or responsibili ty 
are we being propelled as we pray? 

 

 

,QYLVLELOLW\�DQG�)XOILOPHQW�
7KH� QH[W� PRUQLQJ� %RD]� ZHQW� WR�
WKH� PHHWLQJ� SODFH� DW� WKH� WRZQ�
JDWH� DQG� VDW� GRZQ� WKHUH�� 7KHQ�
(OLPHOHFK
V� QHDUHVW� UHODWLYH�� WKH�
PDQ� ZKRP� %RD]� KDG� PHQWLRQHG��
FDPH� E\�� DQG� %RD]� FDOOHG� WR� KLP��
�&RPH� RYHU� KHUH�� P\� IULHQG�� DQG�
VLW�GRZQ����
6R� KH� ZHQW� RYHU� DQG� VDW� GRZQ��
7KHQ�%RD]�JRW� WHQ�RI�WKH� OHDGHUV�
RI�WKH�WRZQ�DQG�DVNHG�WKHP�WR�VLW�
GRZQ�WKHUH�WRR���
:KHQ�WKH\�ZHUH�VHDWHG��%RD]�VDLG�
WR� KLV� UHODWLYH�� �1DRPL� ZDQWV� WR�
VHOO�WKH�ILHOG�WKDW�EHORQJHG�WR�RXU�
UHODWLYH�(OLPHOHFK��DQG�,�WKLQN�\RX�
RXJKW� WR� NQRZ� DERXW� LW�� 1RZ�� LI�
\RX� ZDQW� LW�� WKHQ� EX\� LW� LQ� WKH�
SUHVHQFH� RI� WKHVH� PHQ� VLWWLQJ�
KHUH��%XW�LI�\RX�GRQ
W�ZDQW�LW��VD\�
VR�� EHFDXVH� WKH� ULJKW� WR� EX\� LW�
EHORQJV� ILUVW� WR� \RX� DQG� WKHQ� WR�
PH����
7KH�PDQ�VDLG���,�ZLOO�EX\�LW����

%RD]� VDLG�� �9HU\� ZHOO�� EXW� LI� \RX�
EX\� WKH� ILHOG� IURP� 1DRPL�� WKHQ�
\RX� DUH� DOVR� EX\LQJ� 5XWK�� WKH�
0RDELWH� ZLGRZ�� VR� WKDW� WKH� ILHOG�
ZLOO� VWD\� LQ� WKH� GHDG� PDQ
V�
IDPLO\����
7KH� PDQ� DQVZHUHG�� �,Q� WKDW� FDVH�
,�ZLOO� JLYH�XS�P\�ULJKW� WR�EX\�WKH�
ILHOG�� EHFDXVH� LW� ZRXOG�PHDQ� WKDW�
P\� RZQ�FKLOGUHQ�ZRXOG�QRW� LQKHULW�
LW��<RX�EX\�LW��,�ZRXOG�UDWKHU�QRW����
1RZ�LQ�WKRVH�GD\V��WR�VHWWOH�D�VDOH�
RU�DQ�H[FKDQJH�RI�SURSHUW\��LW�ZDV�
WKH�FXVWRP�IRU� WKH� VHOOHU� WR�WDNH�
RII� KLV� VDQGDO� DQG� JLYH� LW� WR� WKH�
EX\HU�� 6R� WKH� PDQ� WRRN� RII� KLV�
VDQGDO� DQG� JDYH� LW� WR� %RD]�� 7KHQ�
%RD]� VDLG� WR� WKH� OHDGHUV� DQG� DOO�
WKH� RWKHUV� WKHUH�� �<RX� DUH� DOO�
ZLWQHVVHV� WRGD\� WKDW� ,� KDYH�
ERXJKW� HYHU\WKLQJ� WKDW� EHORQJHG�
WR� (OLPHOHFK� DQG� WR� KLV� VRQV�� ,Q�
DGGLWLRQ��5XWK�EHFRPHV�P\�ZLIH�µ�
6R� %RD]� PDUULHG� 5XWK� DQG� WRRN�
KHU� KRPH� DV� KLV� ZLIH�� 7KH� /RUG�
EOHVVHG�KHU�DQG�VKH�JDYH�ELUWK�WR�
D�VRQ��7KH�ZRPHQ�RI�WKH�WRZQ�VDLG�
WR�1DRPL��´3UDLVH�WKH�/RUG��+H�KDV�
JLYHQ� \RX� D� JUDQGVRQ� WRGD\�� 0D\�
KH�EH�IDPRXV�LQ�,VUDHO�µ��
$QG� WKH\� QDPHG� KLP� 2EHG�� +H�
EHFDPH� WKH� IDWKHU� RI� -HVVH� DQG�
WKH� JUDQGIDWKHU� RI� .LQJ� 'DYLG��
$QG�-HVXV�ZKR�LV�FDOOHG�&KULVW�LV�D�
GHVFHQGHQW�RI�'DYLG��
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If Naomi and Ruth had waited 
helplessly for their society to deliver 
them justice, there would have been no 
story of Ruth.  

This story takes dramatic twists and 
turns. On the surface it looks as if 
everything is working out as planned. 
But read this story carefully from a 
woman’s point of view and we discover 
that again we are in a man’s world 
where power and decision-making 
belong to the men. The women are 
invisible. Ruth’s fate gets decided by 
two men at the gate of the city out of 
her hearing and without her input! 

Ruth’s desires and dreams of being 
married to Boaz are set aside while 
another unnamed man with a higher 
claim is allowed to haggle over land 
and a woman – as if they are part of a 
package.  

“Do you want to buy a new home 
theatre?”  “Yes!”  “Well i f you buy it, 
you must take the free gift that goes 
with it.”  “What’s the free gift?”  “ It’ s a 
li ttle puppy.”  “ I don’ t want a li ttle 
puppy.”  “Well , if you won’ t take the 
free give you can’ t buy the home 
theatre.”  

Put like that the whole dialogue seems 
degrading of the invisible Ruth. It might 
be an oversimpli fication – but not too 
much! It happens over women today – 
it is part of the violence against them. 

To his credit with great skill Boaz 
manipulates a female-blind system and 
a bad law to favour Ruth and Naomi. 
But he does not question the system.  

Boaz is portrayed as a good and 
generous man who wins Ruth, but he 
does not – perhaps cannot – change a 

system that made Ruth merely a pawn 
in the matter of her own future. 

Earlier this year we marked the 200th 
anniversary of the aboli tion of the slave 
trade. Some good and honest men had 
treated their slaves well , but it took the 
courage of Willi am Wilberforce to 
change the system of slavery. 

White Ribbon Day is an effort by men 
to change the marginalisation of 
women; to make visible the abuse of 
women and to try to advance the cause 
to protect women. And this needs to 
take place in the church as well as in 
society.  

Jesus prevented the abuse of a woman 
accused of adultery.xxv In the gospel we 
read how in the presence of Jesus her 
accusers drop their stones – symbols of 
a system that perpetrated violence 
against women – until only Jesus and 
the woman are left alone. Jesus makes 
women visible and gives them respect 
and dignity. 

Respect and dignity lead, of themselves, 
to fulfilment; and that is where this 
story ends: or rather begins again.  

Women who were barren and bitter, 
aliens and marginalised, disrespected 
and invisible have become the ones 
who act with courage. They do not 
belong to anyone, but carry dignity and 
respect within themselves. They are the 
ones who pray and then answer their 
prayer. They trust the promises of God. 
They are the li fe-givers and the last 
verse of the Book of Ruth links with St 
Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus to 
specifically tell us that Jesus who is 
called Christ is from the family-tree of 
Ruth.xxvi 
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Boaz is known as the kinsman-
redeemer but it is Ruth who is the 
greater redeemer for through her is born 
the Saviour of the world. 

The Scriptures record a li ttle of the 
story of humanity where women as well 
as men are cruelly mistreated, abused 
and oppressed. Men are shown to be the 
chief violators of women then, just as 
they are today.  

But behind the story of events is 
another story of the dreams of women 
and the actions of God. In this story 
women have a dignity and respect of 
their own, accorded them by God, and 
shown supremely in the attitude and 
action of Jesus.  

More often than we might expect, 
among the covenant people of God, in 
the Old and New Testaments and today 
we glimpse the will of God: that women 
are valued for who they are as 
daughters of their Father in Heaven. 
They are treated with dignity and 
respect; beautiful but not idolised, 
vulnerable but not taken advantage of. 
They live in companionship with men 
who are brave but not violent, 
passionate but not domineering, caring 
but not smothering, leaders but servants 
all the time. And then in the mystery of 
God this tapestry of quali ties becomes 
transformed upon the loom of li fe 
because no gender claims these gifts 
alone but rather the Holy Spirit of God 
grants with outstanding generosity to 
women and men the gifts needed to 
accomplish God’s work on earth. 

The Book of Ruth tells the story of 
what God can do though faithful people 
in tragic circumstances and despite their 
flaws. It challenges us to see women in 

a fresh way, to take our responsibili ties 
seriously and to love one another as we 
ourselves are loved by God.xxvii 
 

© The Venerable Ian S Palmer 
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End Notes 
 
This text of the Book of Ruth is abridged and 
slightly changed from the New International 
Version of the text found in the Old Testament. 

Some insights and section headings are taken 
from “ The Story of Ruth: Twelve Moments in 
every Woman’s Life”  by Joan Chittister 
published by Eerdmans 2000.. 

Also of help was “ People who made history 
Gideon, Samson, Ruth” by Roy Clements 
1998. 

Various commentaries and website notes on 
the Book of Ruth have also been used. 

The opening prayer © Ian Palmer 2007  

                                                        
i See also: Isaiah 10.1; Malachi 3.5; 
ii Luke 7.11 
iii  Luke 20.47 
iv Luke 21.1-4 
v John 11.25 
vi Luke 2.36 
vii James 1.26 
viii  Acts 6.1; 1 Timothy 5.3 
ix 1 John 4.16 
x John 11.33,35,38 
xi Not quite a quote from Harry Potter and the Chamber 
of Secrets by J K Rowling  p245 
xii Luke 7.36-50 
xiii  Luke 8.1-3 
xiv E.g. Romans 16.1,12,15 
xv Used with Anne’s permission 
xvi Rev Dr Eli zabeth MacKinlay The Spiritual 
Dimension of Ageing 2001 p223f. 
xvii Luke 1.52 
xviii  T S Eliot  Four Quartets ‘Burnt Norton’  part 1 
xix John Donne Meditation XVII  
xx Genesis 2.18 
xxi Joan Chitti ster p50 
xxii Refugee Council of Australia see their website. The 
numbers are for those on TPVs and Temporary 
Humanitarian Visas in March 2007. 
xxiii  See Deuteronomy 25.5-10 
xxiv See Clements p157 
xxv John 8.1-12 
xxvi Matthew 1.5 
xxvii 1 John 4.7 


