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BOOK OF RUTH MATTER?
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About This Guide: A Message From Aleph Beta
Welcome to the Aleph Beta Shavuot Study Guide! We invite you to begin this journey tonight with the Book of Ruth, but
we will not be staying there - we will be traveling through the excitement of Sinai and through many other incredible
stories and chapters in the Bible. It is our hope that this guide will challenge you to ask important questions, and will
lead you to new and exciting answers.
Because this is a guide to the text of the Book of Ruth, we will frequently invite you to read passages from the text and
to engage with them. You can bring your favorite Tanakh (Bible) to the table, or you can print out our Source Sheet,
where we’ve reproduced the full text of Ruth.
One final note: this guide is full of discussion topics, questions to consider, passages to analyze, and thoughts to
ponder. It was designed for careful thought and reflection at each “Ponder this” or “Look inside” section. Some reflection
should take you a minute to consider, and others will lead to more exciting and engaged discussion. Resist the urge to
rush through; take the time to think and discuss. Feel free to wander from this guide and spend more or less time at any
of our destinations. This adventure is your own.
Is this guide for self-study, or should I study it with
others?
Either works! You can gather a small group of
friends to explore it together, share it with a chevruta
(learning partner), or go through it by yourself.
Is this guide for learning on Shavuot night, or should
I study it in advance as holiday “prep”?
Again, either works! You might want to use this
guide as a way to prepare for the holiday in advance
-- but you can also open it up on Shavuot night,
sight unseen, and spend the night delving into its
mysteries.



We hope you enjoy this
Shavuot Guide

Normally, our content requires a paid subscription, but in these
difficult times, Aleph Beta is making our member material
available for free to those who need them.
If you believe in what we’re doing, please consider becoming a
paid member or upgrading your subscription plan. it would mean
the world to have your support through this time.
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What Are We Celebrating Anyway?
PONDER THIS
Before we dive into the Book of Ruth, ask yourself: What is the holiday of Shavuot all about? Why do
we celebrate it? What are we commemorating? What should one do, think and feel to get in touch
with the essence of this holiday?
Hint: “Because God commanded us to” is not exactly the answer that we’re looking for here...

Not too difficult, right? Shavuot is chag matan torateinu – the holiday of the giving of our Torah. That’s what we’re
commemorating: the giving of the Ten Commandments and the mass revelation at Sinai.
Wow. A mass revelation at Sinai? Sounds pretty grand. Next to a holiday like Shavuot, where we celebrate an actual
communion between man and God, it sounds like all the other holidays pale in comparison! Sukkot, Chanukah, Purim,
even Passover with its plagues and wonders aren’t exactly on the level of talking to God.

A Fitting Book
So...Why do we read the Book of Ruth on this day?

PONDER THIS
We’ll review the actual text in just a moment, but before we do, ask yourself: Why do we read Ruth on
Shavuot? Isn’t Ruth kind of pedestrian? A day in the life of Beit Lechem?
Here are some of the classic reasons that are given for why we read Ruth on Shavuot:

1

Shavuot is at the harvest, and Ruth is a story of harvest

2

Shavuot is the anniversary of the passing of King David, the great grandson of Ruth1

PONDER THIS
Do you find these answers compelling? We’re not suggesting they’re wrong, per se, but, at first blush,
they don’t seem like very exciting answers, do they?

1

Babylonian Talmud Tractate Chagigah 12a
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If we read the story of Ruth because Shavuot happens at the harvest, and so does the story of Ruth, why don’t we read
any interesting books about planting on Passover? Or gathering on Shavuot?
And if Shavuot is the anniversary of the passing of King David, great-grandson of Ruth, then why not read some stories
about David? We have books written by him, like Psalms, or about him, like Samuel – why a story about his greatgrandmother?

LOOK INSIDE: The Book of Ruth
Now might be a good time to read through the Book of Ruth, in Hebrew, if you can, or in English. A
quick read should suffice. The main idea here is to get the whole story into your head.
Keep track of some of the questions that pop out at you, and if you’ve got a study partner, don’t be
afraid to ask all of your great questions aloud. Dazzle them with your inquisitiveness your insightful
reading skills. While you read:
Look for the elements of narrative structure (fancy term for the different puzzle pieces of a
story)
Exposition – which verses tell us the personality of our characters, and the background
and setting of the narrative?
Climax – what is the major conflict at the heart of the story that makes us care about it?
When does it all come to a head and demand to be resolved?
Resolution – how is the major conflict resolved? Who resolves it and how?
Ask yourselves: “Where have I heard this before?” What themes or words remind you of
stories elsewhere in the Bible?
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Compiling Questions
Welcome back! Pretty strange story, right? Here are a few of the questions that we came up with, let’s compare notes:

1
Machlon means sickness. Kilyon means destruction...what kind of names are those for Elimelech’s children?
“Come here, little sickness!” “Come here, little destruction!”

2

3

The book really does seem pedestrian. There are no fun miracles, no battles or even divine calls for
repentance. It’s literally a rags to riches tale, with some interesting seduction going on, a marriage, and a
genealogy that leads to King David.

Another one of the classical answers for why we read the Book of Ruth on Shavuot, that we conveniently
left out above, is that we read Ruth because of the inspiring conversion that Ruth undergoes. On this holiday
where we turn to Torah, the mission statement of our people, we reflect on its value by reading about Ruth,
who wasn’t born into our people, but perceived the tremendous value of our mission, and chose to abandon
her family and society for the chance to be a part of it.
The problem with that approach is that if we think about exposition, climax and resolution – Ruth’s
conversion should belong in the resolution, or at least in the climax, right? Couldn’t we put together a better
story about an inspiring conversion? Let’s hear about how Ruth was raised as a Moabite princess, how great
her life was, thousands of courtiers, dining at the palace, and then Machlon, budding Torah scholar, catches
her eye. They meet, he tells her an inspiring d’var Torah, she falls head over heels, they get married. Machlon
tragically passes away, and her only connection to Torah is her mother-in-law, of all people. The part where
Naomi tells her daughters-in-law to abandon her – that’s the climax – Orpah gracefully jumps ship, and
Ruth, in the resolution, gives her beautiful speech about loyalty and faithfulness. In the epilogue, we hear
about how she ends up with Boaz, and that she is the great-grandmother of King David.
But that’s not the story we read! Ruth’s inspiring speech is chapter 1 – the exposition! Then there’s this
strange story about kinsmen, marriage and responsibility that we read about for the next 3 chapters.

4
So maybe the climax is when Ruth lays at Boaz’s feet and propositions marriage to him – surely, her
financial problems will be totally resolved if he only says yes! Pretty impressive for a woman 3,000 years ago
to propose marriage to a man, but Ruth was just that kind of woman. And wouldn’t you know it, Boaz the
progressive – he says yes! Mazal tov! And they had a grandkid named David. Wait, what? That’s not what
happens next? Who is this Ploni Almoni (what is with the names in this book?), and why must we hear about
Boaz’s negotiations with him and the public pronouncements in front of the elders? Exposition, climax,
resolution – it seems like some other story is afoot... (Chalitzah pun!)
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5

Indeed, as we mentioned above, this story is very much not about King David. He makes it into the very last
verse – a teeny tiny epilogue. It can hardly be argued we read the Book of Ruth only because of David’s
special connection to the holiday of Shavuot.

6
Last of all – Ruth is classically described as a very great woman. I mean, she’s King David’s greatgrandmother, after all. So...what’s the deal with her sneaking into Boaz’s bed at night? Shall we just gloss
over that little episode? What is the meaning behind the late-night seduction of Ruth?
Take a few minutes to review your questions and the ones we raised above. Feel free to do a quick re-read to see if your
views changed about the basic plot points of this story. What is this book truly about?
Tonight, we’ll uncover some mind-blowing connections, and some incredible pieces of a puzzle that we’ll leave to you to
assemble.

Hearing Echoes
PONDER THIS
While you were reading, we asked you to consider the question of “Where we have heard all this
before?” More specifically: What famous person in the Bible does Ruth remind you of?
Hint: He wasn’t born into the people – he adopts its mission later in life.

Hint #2: Kindness is one of his central character traits.

Hint #3: Does Ruth 2:11 remind you of anything?

יא:רות ב

Ruth 2:11
11 And Boaz replied and said to her, “It has been told
to me all that you did for your mother-in-law after your
husband’s death, and you left your father and your
mother and your native land, and you went to a people
that you did not know before.

ה ֵ ּגד ֻה ַ ּגד לִ י ּכֹל-ֻ ֹאמר ָל ּה
ֶ  וַ ּי,יא וַ ַ ּי ַען ּב ַֹעז
יש ְך ; וַ ַּת ַעזְ ִבי
ֵ ׁ  ַא ֲח ֵרי מוֹ ת ִא,חמוֹ ֵת ְך-ת
ֲ שית ֶא
ָ ֲא ׁ ֶש
ׂ ִ ע-ר
ְ
ְ
ְ ָא ִב
עם ֲא ׁ ֶשר-ל
ַ  ֶא, וַ ֵּתלְ ִכי, וְ ֶא ֶרץ מוֹ ַל ְד ֵּתך,יך וְ ִא ֵּמך
.יָ ַד ַע ְּת ְּתמוֹ ל ׁ ִשלְ ׁשוֹ ם-ל ֹא

Don’t turn the page until you’ve given it some thought...
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How about Abraham?
א:בראשית יב

Genesis 12:1
1 And the Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your land
and from your birthplace and from your father’s house,

לְ ָך ֵמ ַא ְר ְצ ָך- ֶל ְך,א ְב ָרם-ל
ַ ֹאמר יְ קוָ ה ֶא
ֶ א וַ ּי
ָ
ָ
. ָּ ֲא ׁ ֶשר ַא ְר ֶאך,ה ָא ֶרץ-ל
ָ  ֶא,ו ִּמ ּמוֹ ַל ְד ְּתך ו ִּמ ֵּבית ָא ִביך

to the land that I will show you.

That’s right – Ruth and Abraham sure have a lot in common. Abraham is the first convert to Judaism, and leaves family,
friends, and birthplace behind to fulfill a divine destiny. There are even language parallels to that effect.
Abraham and Ruth are also both known for their kindness:

Ruth’s Kindness
Boaz mentions to Ruth when he first meets her that he heard of the kindness she did for her mother-inlaw, to go with her to the land of Israel.2 And he mentions that it was a great kindness for her to marry him,
instead of the many others she could have married.3

Abraham’s Kindness
Abraham has one of the longest kindness narratives in the Bible, where he entertains surprise guests.4 He is
the forefather most associated with the trait of kindness.

Understanding the Parallels
LOOK INSIDE: God’s Promise
What do you make of these parallels – and do they help us understand why we read this book on
Shavuot?
And, consider the following promise that God made to Abraham. Does that shed light on the
question?

ו:בראשית יז

Genesis 17:6
6 And I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will
make you into nations, and kings will emerge from

ָ  וּנְ ַת ִּת,ו וְ ִה ְפ ֵר ִתי א ְֹת ָך ִּב ְמאֹד ְמאֹד
;יך לְ גוֹ יִ ם
.ּ ִמ ְּמ ָך יֵ ֵצאו,ו ְּמ ָל ִכים

you.

Ruth 2:11-12
Ruth 3:10
4
Genesis 18:1-16
2
3
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Way back in Genesis, God promised that He will make Abraham great and that kings will come from him. Ruth and
her great-grandson David are the culmination of the promise to Abraham! And maybe the reason we read this book on
Shavuot is because our mission statement as a people begins with Abraham – his story, his actions, what he stood
for in his kindness toward others, and in his relationship with God. Perhaps Abraham’s morality gets codified in the 10
Commandments and in the Torah that we received, and perhaps Ruth is a culmination of that mission statement!

Outstanding Mysteries
That would be convenient, wouldn’t it? But it doesn’t feel right just yet. Why not? Because there are some parts that are
still vague and uncertain…

PONDER THIS
Here are some difficulties to consider:
The 10 Commandments and the Torah – how might they represent a codification of a mission
statement of Abraham?
The Book of Ruth – so we’re back to our king answer. We’re suggesting that Ruth is a
culmination of a promise to Abraham in the birth of kingship, but the Book of Ruth seems to
be about more than the production of a king. We suggested that Ruth is not just a culmination
of the promise to Abraham, but that it is a culmination of the mission statement of Abraham…
how?
Abraham – Abraham seemed like a really nice guy, and a passionate servant of God. Is that
the totality of Abraham’s mission statement?

We’re definitely onto something with these parallels between Ruth and Abraham, but it turns out that there’s even
more to the story. To see it, we need a deeper understanding of our forefather Abraham… which leads us to a profound
question about our beloved patriarch.

The Winning Candidate
PONDER THIS
Why was Abraham chosen?

!

If you’ve been skipping the ponderings above, this is one of the big ones to pause and consider.

What do we know about Abraham that made him worthy of God happening upon him and sending
him to the land of Israel? Remember, God appears to Abraham with the words lech lecha (Go!)5 long
before his kindness to travelers and the binding of Isaac. How did he get to be so beloved of God that
he deserved the call of lech lecha that led him to become the founder of our religion and the patriarch
of our people?

5

Genesis 12:1
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If you answered…we know why Abraham was chosen, because of that story about Abraham contemplating the universe
and finding monotheism all on his own, we agree – it certainly makes Abraham a worthy patriarch. However, that story is
Biblical commentary6, and absent from our text.
If you answered...no, a different story, the story about Abraham smashing the idols in his father’s idol shop, ending up in
King Nimrod’s fiery furnace and coming out alive...that’s also a midrash7 and not actually in the Biblical text!

A Conspicuous Absence
Why doesn’t the Bible seem to tell us why Abraham is chosen? Does the Bible not seem to think it important to
understand why the father of our religion deserved his position? Moses gets a great introduction – he cared greatly
about social justice, throwing himself in harm’s way twice to save an innocent Israelite and again to protect the
daughters of Jethro. Even Noah gets a verse telling us that he was a righteous man in his generation. The story we
teach our children about Abraham begins with lech lecha – God’s call to Abraham, seemingly undeserved!

PONDER THIS
Is lech lecha really the first time we hear about Abraham?
No, it’s not! Abraham is featured in another, earlier, passage in the Bible, six verses prior to lech lecha. They are verses
about who married whom, who went where – it’s easy for us to gloss over this seemingly-boring material, but could this
passage answer our questions about Abraham?

LOOK INSIDE: The Real Introduction to Abraham
Read through the passage below. If you’ve read these verses before and thought nothing of them, try to
read without preconceived notions. What questions do you have about these verses?
כז–לב:בראשית יא

Genesis 11:27-32
27 And these are the generations of Terah: Terah begot
Abram, Nahor, and Haran, and Haran begot Lot. 28 And
Haran died during the lifetime of Terah his father in the
land of his birth, in Ur of the Chaldees. 29 And Abram and
Nahor took themselves wives; the name of Abram’s wife
was Sarai, and the name of Nahor’s wife was Milcah, the
daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah and the father of
Iscah. 30 And Sarai was barren; she had no child. 31 And
Terah took Abram his son and Lot the son of Haran, his
grandson, and Sarai his daughter in law, the wife of Abram
his son, and they went forth with them from Ur of the
Chaldees to go to the land of Canaan, and they came as far

,א ְב ָרם-ת
ַ ת ַרח הוֹ לִ יד ֶא--ח
ֶּ
 ּתוֹ לְ דֹת ֶּת ַר,כז וְ ֵא ֶ ּלה
 כח.לוֹ ט- הוֹ לִ יד ֶאת,ה ָרן; וְ ָה ָרן-ת
ָ נָ חוֹ ר וְ ֶא-ֶאת
 ְּבאוּר,ֹ ְּב ֶא ֶרץ מוֹ ַל ְד ּתו,פנֵ י ֶּת ַרח ָא ִביו-ל
ְ ּ  ַע,וַ ָ ּי ָמת ָה ָרן
 ׁ ֵשם: נָ ׁ ִשים, כט וַ ִ ּי ַ ּקח ַא ְב ָרם וְ נָ חוֹ ר ָל ֶהם.שדִּ ים
ׂ ְ ַּכ
,נָ חוֹ ר ִמלְ ָּכה- וְ ׁ ֵשם ֵא ׁ ֶשת,ש ָרי
ַ ֵא ׁ ֶש
ׂ ָ ,א ְב ָרם-ת
,ש ַרי
ִ ה ָרן ֲא ִב-ת
ָ ַּב
ׂ ָ  ל וַ ְּת ִהי.מלְ ָּכה וַ ֲא ִבי יִ ְס ָּכה-י
א ְב ָרם-ת
ַ  לא וַ ִ ּי ַ ּקח ֶּת ַרח ֶא. וָ ָל ד, ֵאין ָל ּה:ֲע ָק ָרה
 ֵא ׁ ֶשת,ֹש ַרי ַּכ ָ ּלתו
ְּ ה ָרן ֶּב-ן
ָ לוֹ ט ֶּב- וְ ֶאת,ְֹּבנו
ׂ ָ  וְ ֵאת,ֹבנו-ן
 ָל ֶל ֶכת ַא ְר ָצה,שדִּ ים
ׂ ְ ַא ְב ָרם ְּבנוֹ ; וַ ֵ ּי ְצא ּו ִא ָּתם ֵמאוּר ַּכ
 לב וַ ִ ּי ְהי ּו. וַ ֵ ּי ׁ ְשב ּו ׁ ָשם,ח ָרן-ד
ָ  וַ ָ ּי בֹא ּו ַע,ְּכנַ ַען
,אתיִ ם ׁ ָשנָ ה; וַ ָ ּי ָמת ֶּת ַרח
ַ  ָח ֵמ ׁש ׁ ָשנִ ים ו ָּמ,ת ַרח-י
ֶ יְ ֵמ
.ְּב ָח ָרן

as Charan and settled there. 32 And the days of Terah were
two hundred and five years, and Terah died in Charan.

Don’t turn the page until you’ve given it some thought...
6
7

Maimonides’ Laws of Idolatry, Chapter 1
Bereishit Rabbah 38, 13
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An Odd Introduction
Okay, welcome back! Here are some of the difficulties that we saw:
Verse 29 – Wow. That’s a really confusing verse. Who are Milcah and Iscah and all of these people and why
should we even care about them?

Verse 30 – We don’t know anything about Sarai and the first thing we hear about her is that she is infertile –
isn’t that awkward, and an invasion of her privacy? Why are we being told about this?

Verse 31 – They were going to Canaan already? I thought God was the one who sent them there? And why
did they stop their journey along the way?

Terach

Abram

Nahor

Haran
Milcah

Iscah

Lot

LOOK INSIDE: A Second Look
Is there really a story here? Let’s take a second look at it. Try reading verses 28 and 29 together and ask
yourself: Where have you heard these words or themes before?
Haran dies in the lifetime of his father Terah (which means he probably died young), leaving two brothers, Abraham and
Nahor. Immediately after Haran dies, his two brothers get married – Nahor marries one of Haran’s daughters, Milcah,
and Abraham marries Sarai. So what happens to Iscah?
Our Sages tell us that Iscah is Sarai8. How did they get to that conclusion? Iscah, which comes from the word נְ ִסיכוּת
or princedom, means “princess.” Sarai means “my princess.” Sarai, perhaps, was Abraham’s pet name for this wife.
(Eventually God renames her Sarah, Princess of the world).

Of Uncles and Nieces
So Abraham marries Iscah.

PONDER THIS
But wait. Why would he and his brother both marry their nieces?
Hint: Take a look at Deuteronomy 25:5-5. Does this passage remind you of anything?

8

Babylonian Talmud Tractate Megillah 14a
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ה–ו:דברים כה

Deuteronomy 25:5-6
5 If brothers live together, and one of them dies
and has no child, the man’s widow shall not marry
an outsider. Rather, her husband’s brother shall be
intimate with her, and take her to him as a wife, thus
performing the duty of a husband’s brother with her.

 ו ֵּמת ַא ַחד ֵמ ֶהם ו ֵּבן,יֵ ׁ ְשב ּו ַא ִחים יַ ְחדָּ ו-ה ִּכי
: לְ ִא ׁיש זָ ר,ה ֵּמת ַהחו ָּצה-ת
ַ ת ְהיֶ ה ֵא ׁ ֶש-ֹא
ִ ל-- ֹלו-ֵאין
 ו. וּלְ ָק ָח ּה לוֹ לְ ִא ׁ ּ ָשה וְ יִ ְּב ָמ ּה,יה
ָ יְ ָב ָמ ּה יָ בֹא ָע ֶל
שם ָא ִחיו-ל
ֵ ׁ  ַע,יָ קוּם-- ַה ְּבכוֹ ר ֲא ׁ ֶשר ֵּת ֵל ד,ְָהיָ ה
.ש ָר ֵאל
ׂ ְ  ִמ ִ ּי,ֹיִ ָּמ ֶחה ׁ ְשמו-ַה ֵּמת; וְ ל ֹא

6 And it will be, that the first child that she bears will
perpetuate the name of the dead brother, that his
name not be blotted out in Israel.

In Deuteronomy, the Bible presents a law called yibum, whereby a man is called upon to marry the widow of his
deceased brother… doesn’t it sound like Nahor and Abraham are doing a yibum-like act? It’s not real yibum because they
would have married Haran’s widow and yibum doesn’t need to be performed if Haran had children, but it sure sounds a
lot like yibum.9

PONDER THIS
From the verses of Deuteronomy 25:5-6, what do you think is the purpose of yibum? Why do yibum?

From the verses in Deuteronomy it seems like the purpose of yibum is twofold:

1

Take care of the woman who was a part of your family through marriage (verse 5) – in Deuteronomy, a
widow, in our case, daughters.

2

Let the dead person’s name not be blotted out from Israel. Give him a legacy (verse 6). Haran had one
son, Lot, and two daughters - perhaps not as many children as he would have had, if he hadn’t died
young.

Hurrah! Abraham did the mitzvah of yibum and that’s why he was chosen! But...do we really buy that? Who cares? Is
it just about doing a mitzvah? If Abraham had shaken a lulav, would that have merited him being chosen? What is so
special about this mitzvah?

A Looming Shadow
Let’s pull back the zoom lens just a little bit. The stories of the Bible usually flow from one to the other; themes shed
light and give context to the stories immediately before and after it. Perhaps we will find a clue to what was going on in
Abraham’s story by looking at the story that precedes it: the Tower of Babel.

9

Indeed, Nachmanides points out that the concept of yibum predated the giving of the Torah.
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LOOK INSIDE: The Tower of Babel
Read the verses below about the Tower of Babel and compare them against the story of Abraham and
against the concept of yibum in Deuteronomy. See if you can uncover the shadow that the Tower of Babel
casts over the story of Abraham.

א–ט:בראשית יא

Genesis 11:1-9
1 Now the entire earth was of one language and uniform
words. 2 And it came to pass when they traveled from
the east, that they found a valley in the land of Shinar and
settled there. 3 And they said to one another, “Come, let
us make bricks and fire them thoroughly”; so the bricks
were to them for stones, and the clay was to them for
mortar. 4 And they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city
and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make
ourselves a name, lest we be scattered upon the face of
the entire earth.” 5 And the Lord descended to see the city
and the tower that the sons of man had built. 6 And the
Lord said, “Lo! [they are] one people, and they all have one
language, and this is what they have commenced to do.
Now, will it not be withheld from them, all that they have
planned to do? 7 Come, let us descend and confuse their
language, so that one will not understand the language of

 ב. ֲא ָח ִדים, ו ְּד ָב ִרים,ש ָפה ֶא ָחת
ָ א וַ יְ ִהי ָכ
ׂ ָ ,ה ָא ֶרץ-ל
ּ
ּ
, ְּבנָ ְס ָעם ִמ ֶק ֶדם; וַ ִי ְמ ְצא ּו ִב ְק ָעה ְּב ֶא ֶרץ ׁ ִשנְ ָער,וַ יְ ִהי
 ָה ָבה נִ לְ ְּבנָ ה,ּר ֵעהו-ל
ֵ ֹאמר ּו ִא ׁיש ֶא
ְ  ג וַ ּי.וַ ֵ ּי ׁ ְשב ּו ׁ ָשם
ּ
,ש ֵר ָפה; וַ ְּת ִהי ָל ֶהם ַה ְל ֵבנָ ה
ׂ ְ ִ ל,ש ְר ָפה
ׂ ְ ִ וְ נ,לְ ֵבנִ ים
ֹאמר ּו ָה ָבה
ְ  ד וַ ּי. ָהיָ ה ָל ֶהם ַלח ֶֹמר, וְ ַה ֵח ָמר,לְ ָא ֶבן
ָּ ש
ּ ָ ֶנִ ְבנ
,ּלנו-ה
ׂ ֶ  וְ נַ ֲע,ֹאשוֹ ַב ׁ ּ ָש ַמיִ ם
ׁ  ו ִּמגְ דָּ ל וְ ר,לנ ּו ִעיר-ה
, ה וַ ֵ ּי ֶרד יְ קוָ ה.ה ָא ֶרץ-ל
ָ פנֵ י ָכ-ל
ְ ּ  ַע,נָ פוּץ- ּ ֶפן:ׁ ֵשם
 ְּבנֵ י,ּ ֲא ׁ ֶשר ָּבנו,ה ִּמגְ דָּ ל-ת
ַ ה ִעיר וְ ֶא-ת
ָ לִ ְראֹת ֶא
ש ָפה ַא ַחת
ֶ  ו וַ ּי.ָה ָא ָדם
ׂ ָ ְ ֵהן ַעם ֶא ָחד ו,ֹאמר יְ קוָ ה
,יִ ָּב ֵצר ֵמ ֶהם- ַה ִח ָ ּלם ַל ֲעשׂוֹ ת; וְ ַע ָּתה ל ֹא, וְ זֶ ה,לְ ֻכ ָ ּלם
, וְ נָ ְב ָלה ׁ ָשם, נֵ ְר ָדה, ז ָה ָבה.ּכֹל ֲא ׁ ֶשר יָ זְ מ ּו ַל ֲעשׂוֹ ת
 ח וַ ָ ּי ֶפץ.ּש ַפת ֵר ֵעהו
ֲ
ש ָפ ָת
ׂ ְ  ִא ׁיש,ּא ׁ ֶשר ל ֹא יִ ׁ ְש ְמעו--ם
ְׂ
 לִ ְבנֹת,ּה ָא ֶרץ; וַ ַ ּי ְחדְּ לו-ל
ָ פנֵ י ָכ-ל
ְ ּ  ַע,יְ קוָ ה א ָֹתם ִמ ׁ ּ ָשם
שם ָּב ַלל-י
ָ ׁ  ִּכ, ָּב ֶבל,כן ָק ָרא ׁ ְש ָמ ּה-ל
ֵּ  ט ַע.ָה ִעיר
,יצם יְ קוָ ה
ָ ה ָא ֶרץ; ו ִּמ ׁ ּ ָשם ֱה ִפ-ל
ָ ש ַפת ָּכ
ׂ ְ ,יְ קוָ ה
.ה ָא ֶרץ-ל
ָ פנֵ י ָּכ-ל
ְ ּ ַע

his companion.” 8 And the Lord scattered them from there
upon the face of the entire earth, and they ceased building
the city. 9 Therefore, He named it Babel, for there the Lord
confused the language of the entire earth, and from there
the Lord scattered them upon the face of the entire earth.

Hint: We’re proposing that it’s not possible to understand why Abraham was chosen, and perhaps
the necessity of the entire Jewish people, without understanding the time period in which Abraham
comes on the scene. What were the people like? What was God’s relationship with them? If the tower
of Babel is the story that directly precedes Abraham, what does that story tell us about who Abraham
was and why God started a nation through him?
When you read the story of the Tower of Bavel, you may notice that God seems to balk at the fact that the people chose
to build a tower:
Genesis 11:6

 ַה ִח ָ ּלם ַל ֲעשׂוֹ ת, ְוזֶ ה,ש ָפה ַא ַחת לְ ֻכ ָ ּלם
ׂ ָ ֵהן ַעם ֶא ָחד ְו
They are one people with one language and this they have chosen to do?
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But what was so bad about building a tower? In order to answer that question, let’s ask: what was the tower for? Was it
an apartment building? Was it a monument to Satan? The Bible tells us why they built the tower:
Genesis 11:4

ָּ ש
ּ ָ ֶֹאמר ּו ָה ָבה נִ ְבנ
ה ָא ֶרץ-ל
ָ פנֵ י ָכ-ל
ְ ּ  ַע,נָ פ ּוץ- ּ ֶפן: ׁ ֵשם,לנ ּו-ה
ְ ַו ּי
ׂ ֶ  ְונַ ֲע,ֹאשוֹ ַב ׁ ּ ָש ַמיִ ם
ׁ  ּו ִמ ְג ָ ּדל ְור,לנ ּו ִעיר-ה
And they said to one another: “Come, let us build a city and a tower, with its top in heaven, and let us
make us a name; lest we be scattered upon the face of the whole Earth”

PONDER THIS
What were the tower builders afraid would happen – and why? What was their solution?

As you’re starting to discover, asking ourselves where we have heard these things before, and pulling back the zoom lens
is going to lead to most of our answers. What is the story right before the Tower of Babel? The story of the flood! The
people are afraid of communal death, which they had just experienced, and so they seek to build a tower for the purpose
of building their own name. They knew they themselves would die, but they wanted a legacy to outlast them. The tower
was neither an apartment building, nor a monument to Satan. It was a monument to their own name, lest they scatter
and be forgotten.

Too Much Of A Good Thing
PONDER THIS
Why might the focus on building your name be a bad thing? Don’t just think about the text here; think
about your own life.
We admire a lot of great people. Builders, entrepreneurs, religious leaders, community-service people – they have usually
made a great name for themselves. However, we typically react with eye-rolling when someone builds his own name
for the sake of building his own name. Consider the philanthropist who doesn’t care about the cause he is donating to;
he just wants his name up on a plaque. Or the religious leader who learns and studies so that people know who he is.
Maybe you know someone who shares a little too much or too intimately on social media, or one who cares a little too
much about how they are perceived: people who focus on their own image invest their being into the perpetuation of
their own image. We have a name for people like that: narcissists. The focus on name-building is a monument to the
self. It is meaningless, empty, and ultimately, a monument to nothing.
True name-building actually comes from a focus on others: volunteering, teaching, doing kindness, being a good parent,
child, sibling, friend. We can see this distinction by looking at the great lists of our lives: the resume and the gravestone.
A resume details one’s power and accomplishments - valuable, to be sure. But a gravestone says who you are – beloved
father, beloved wife, beloved sister. Aren’t those accomplishments infinitely more valuable? The gravestone reminds us
that it’s how you took care of others that matters. Your resume should be about how you harness your power to take
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care of others, how you did good. You may be a philanthropist, an entrepreneur or a religious leader – but what makes
you great is how and why you used your power. If you think that your power is your name, then you are a tower-builder,
you have no name.
If that’s where humanity strayed, even after the flood and the covenant with Noah, is it any wonder that God chose to
begin His nation in the wake of the Tower of Babel? God seems to judge the choice of the tower builders: “They have
chosen to do this?” They are narcissists, and focus solely on themselves…

A Second Look
LOOK INSIDE: Abraham
With that in mind, reread the verses that introduce Abraham. Can you see why he was chosen to begin the
mission of the Jewish people?
כז–לב:בראשית יא

Genesis 11:27-32
27 And these are the generations of Terah: Terah begot
Abram, Nahor, and Haran, and Haran begot Lot. 28 And
Haran died during the lifetime of Terah his father in the
land of his birth, in Ur of the Chaldees. 29 And Abram and
Nahor took themselves wives; the name of Abram’s wife
was Sarai, and the name of Nahor’s wife was Milcah, the
daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah and the father of
Iscah. 30 And Sarai was barren; she had no child. 31 And
Terah took Abram his son and Lot the son of Haran, his
grandson, and Sarai his daughter in law, the wife of Abram
his son, and they went forth with them from Ur of the
Chaldees to go to the land of Canaan, and they came as far

,א ְב ָרם-ת
ַ ת ַרח הוֹ לִ יד ֶא--ח
ֶּ
 ּתוֹ לְ דֹת ֶּת ַר,כז וְ ֵא ֶ ּלה
 כח.לוֹ ט- הוֹ לִ יד ֶאת,ה ָרן; וְ ָה ָרן-ת
ָ נָ חוֹ ר וְ ֶא-ֶאת
 ְּבאוּר,ֹ ְּב ֶא ֶרץ מוֹ ַל ְד ּתו,פנֵ י ֶּת ַרח ָא ִביו-ל
ְ ּ  ַע,וַ ָ ּי ָמת ָה ָרן
 ׁ ֵשם: נָ ׁ ִשים, כט וַ ִ ּי ַ ּקח ַא ְב ָרם וְ נָ חוֹ ר ָל ֶהם.שדִּ ים
ׂ ְ ַּכ
,נָ חוֹ ר ִמלְ ָּכה- וְ ׁ ֵשם ֵא ׁ ֶשת,ש ָרי
ַ ֵא ׁ ֶש
ׂ ָ ,א ְב ָרם-ת
,ש ַרי
ִ ה ָרן ֲא ִב-ת
ָ ַּב
ׂ ָ  ל וַ ְּת ִהי.מלְ ָּכה וַ ֲא ִבי יִ ְס ָּכה-י
א ְב ָרם-ת
ַ  לא וַ ִ ּי ַ ּקח ֶּת ַרח ֶא. וָ ָל ד, ֵאין ָל ּה:ֲע ָק ָרה
 ֵא ׁ ֶשת,ֹש ַרי ַּכ ָ ּלתו
ְּ ה ָרן ֶּב-ן
ָ לוֹ ט ֶּב- וְ ֶאת,ְֹּבנו
ׂ ָ  וְ ֵאת,ֹבנו-ן
 ָל ֶל ֶכת ַא ְר ָצה,שדִּ ים
ׂ ְ ַא ְב ָרם ְּבנוֹ ; וַ ֵ ּי ְצא ּו ִא ָּתם ֵמאוּר ַּכ
 לב וַ ִ ּי ְהי ּו. וַ ֵ ּי ׁ ְשב ּו ׁ ָשם,ח ָרן-ד
ָ  וַ ָ ּי בֹא ּו ַע,ְּכנַ ַען
,אתיִ ם ׁ ָשנָ ה; וַ ָ ּי ָמת ֶּת ַרח
ַ  ָח ֵמ ׁש ׁ ָשנִ ים ו ָּמ,ת ַרח-י
ֶ יְ ֵמ
.ְּב ָח ָרן

as Charan and settled there. 32 And the days of Terah were
two hundred and five years, and Terah died in Charan.

As we see, Abraham and Nahor jump into action, after Haran dies, to do
yibum. As Deuteronomy explained, yibum is a gesture to perpetuate the
legacy of their lost brother.
Yibum is about perpetuating someone else’s name, about brothers taking
care of a brother who has passed away, who is in the most vulnerable
state, and can no longer look after his own interests. Yibum is the perfect
counterpoint to the tower.

PONDER THIS
Remember that violation of Sarai’s privacy? In light of what we mentioned – why might that now be
relevant?
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Hold onto that question for the moment; let’s point out one other fascinating aspect of these verses. Remember
how Abraham and his family journey to Canaan, even before God ever says lech lecha - but they abandon their quest?
Apparently they stopped their journey and settled in Charan:

Genesis 11:31

 ַו ֵּי ׁ ְשב ּו ׁ ָשם,ח ָרן-ד
ָ  ַו ָּיבֹא ּו ַע, ָל ֶל ֶכת ַא ְר ָצה ְ ּכנַ ַען,ש ִ ּדים
ׂ ְ ַו ֵּי ְצא ּו ִא ָּתם ֵמא ּור ַ ּכ
They went forth with them from Ur of the Chaldees to go to the land of Canaan, and they came as far
as Charan and they settled there.

Vayeshvu sham (“and they settled there”) only appears one other time in all the Five Books of Moses. Do you remember
it? It was right before this story, in the Tower of Babel. It’s the very last thing before God tells Abraham to continue his
quest to Canaan. It’s as if the Bible is questioning: Is Abraham a tower builder?

PONDER THIS
Is it possible that this quest to Canaan is symbolic in some way? If so, what did it represent, in light of
the above? What was Abraham’s test? Why did he pass, and why did Nahor fail? Furthermore, can you
think of a later moment in Abraham’s life when he is tested, again, with respect to his legacy?
In light of the above, so much of what we know about Abraham’s life – his struggle to have a child, his wife’s infertility,
it all comes into focus. If the trait that made Abraham worthy is his loyalty to his brother, and to his brother’s daughter,
what would become of him when that was tested? Would he remain with Sarai? And what would happen when he finally
had Isaac? Would he perceive that child as his own? Would it be his legacy that he would do anything to protect? Or
would Isaac be his shared child – shared with Haran and perhaps with God? Does the Akeidah, the binding of Isaac, take
on a new light?

Divine Promises
Abraham seems to pass his test – he stays with Sarai – and what interesting thing happens next?

LOOK INSIDE: Reading God’s Promise
Read the excerpts below from God’s lech lecha promise to Abraham, and see if anything interesting pops
out to you…
Genesis 12:1-2

ב-א:בראשית יב

1 And the Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your land
and from your birthplace and from your father’s house, to
the land that I will show you. 2 And I will make you into a
great nation, and I will bless you, and I will aggrandize your

לְ ָך ֵמ ַא ְר ְצ ָך- ֶל ְך,א ְב ָרם-ל
ַ ֹאמר יְ קוָ ה ֶא
ֶ א וַ ּי
ָ
ָ
ָ
 ב. ּ ֲא ׁ ֶשר ַא ְר ֶאך,ה ָא ֶרץ-ל
ָ  ֶא,ו ִּמ ּמוֹ ַל ְד ְּתך ו ִּמ ֵּבית ָא ִביך
, וַ ֲאגַ דְּ ָלה ׁ ְש ֶמ ָך ; וֶ ְהיֵ ה, וַ ֲא ָב ֶר ְכ ָך, לְ גוֹ י ָ ּגדוֹ ל,ש ָך
ׂ ְ וְ ֶא ֶע
.ְּב ָר ָכה

name, and [you shall] be a blessing.
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Genesis 12:8

ח:בראשית יב

8 And he moved from there to the mountain, east of Beth
el, and he pitched his tent; Beth el was to the west and Ai
was to the east, and there he built an altar to the Lord, and

וַ ֵ ּי ט--אל-ית
ֵ  ִמ ֶ ּק ֶדם לְ ֵב,ח וַ ַ ּי ְע ֵּתק ִמ ׁ ּ ָשם ָה ָה ָרה
שם ִמזְ ֵּב ַח-ן
ָ ׁ  וַ ִ ּי ֶב, וְ ָה ַעי ִמ ֶ ּק ֶדם,אל ִמ ָ ּי ם-ית
ֵ ָא ֳהל ֹה; ֵּב
. וַ ִ ּי ְק ָרא ְּב ׁ ֵשם יְ קוָ ה,ַליקוָ ה

he called in the name of the Lord.

God promises Abraham that He will make Abraham’s name great! Abraham’s purpose, in the wake of the tower is
dedicate himself to making God’s name great. Abraham built altars – little towers – to God! And he calls out in the name
of God! In return, God would make Abraham’s name great. Abraham’s purpose, our purpose as a people, is to focus on
the names of others, and not to focus on our own names! The names of our brothers, the name of God, and not our own.

Echoes Resounding
Pretty neat, right? Before we head back to the Book of Ruth, let’s pull back the zoom lens just a bit more. Wouldn’t it be
exciting if we saw these themes popping up in some unlikely stories in Bible?

PONDER THIS
We’re back to our favorite game: Where have we heard these words before? Turns out that the themes
we’ve been uncovering, the words, the plot elements, are all reminiscent of another story… Here are
some clues:

Abraham’s Story

Other Story??

man and 3 sons

man and 3 sons

tragedy strikes – Haran dies in the presence of his
father

tragedy strikes in the presence of the father

the brothers jump into action to try to rectify the
damage

the brothers jump into action to try to rectify the damage

the word “( וַ ִ ּי ַ ּקחand he took”) is used in the rectifying
act – in this context, marriage

the word “( וַ ִ ּי ַ ּקחand he took”) is used in
the rectifying act

ends with the death of the father, Terah

ends with the death of the father

the family is headed to Canaan

also involves Canaan

What is that other story? Give yourself some time to brainstorm, before turning the page...
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Tragedy Strikes
Doesn’t it remind you of the account of Noah and his sons at the vineyard?

LOOK INSIDE: Noah and his Sons
Read this account of Noah below and consider the similarities between this story and Abraham’s tale.

Genesis 9:18-25

יח–כה:בראשית ט

18 And the sons of Noah who came out of the ark were
Shem, Ham, and Japheth; and Ham he was the father of
Canaan… 20 And Noah began to be a master of the soil,
and he planted a vineyard. 21 And he drank of the wine
and became drunk, and he uncovered himself within his
tent. 22 And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw his father’s
nakedness, and he told his two brothers outside. 23 And
Shem and Japheth took the garment, and they placed [it]
on both of their shoulders, and they walked backwards, and
they covered their father’s nakedness, and their faces were
turned backwards, so that they did not see their father’s

 וְ ָחם,שם--ה
ֵ ׁ ה ֵּת ָב-ן
ַ  ַה ּי ְֹצ ִאים ִמ,נ ַֹח-יח וַ ִ ּי ְהי ּו ְבנֵ י
ּ
 ִא ׁיש, הוּא ֲא ִבי ְכנָ ַען… כ וַ ָי ֶחל נ ַֹח,וָ יָ ֶפת; וְ ָחם
; וַ ִ ּי ׁ ְש ָּכר,ה ַ ּי יִ ן-ן
ַ  כא וַ ֵ ּי ׁ ְש ְּת ִמ. ָּכ ֶרם,ָה ֲא ָד ָמה; וַ ִ ּי ַּטע
, ֵאת, ָחם ֲא ִבי ְכנַ ַען, כב וַ ַ ּי ְרא. ְּבתוֹ ְך ָא ֳהל ֹה,וַ ִ ּי ְת ַ ּגל
 כג וַ ִ ּי ַ ּקח ׁ ֵשם. ַּבחוּץ,א ָחיו-י
ֶ ֵֶע ְרוַ ת ָא ִביו; וַ ַ ּי ֵ ּגד לִ ׁ ְשנ
ּ
 וַ ֵי לְ כ ּו,יהם
ֶ ֵש ֶכם ׁ ְשנ-ל
ְ ׁ שימ ּו ַע
ַ וָ יֶ ֶפת ֶא
ׂ ִ  וַ ָ ּי,ש ְמ ָלה
ׂ ִ ּ ה-ת
,יהם
ֶ ֵיהם; ו ְּפנ
ֶ  וַ יְ ַכ ּס ּו ֵאת ֶע ְרוַ ת ֲא ִב,ֲאח ַֹר ִ ּנית
,יקץ נ ַֹח
ֶ  כד וַ ִ ּי.ּ ל ֹא ָראו,יהם
ֶ  וְ ֶע ְרוַ ת ֲא ִב,ֲאח ַֹר ִ ּנית
 כה.שה לוֹ ְּבנוֹ ַה ָ ּק ָטן
ָ  ֵאת ֲא ׁ ֶש,ִמ ֵ ּי ינוֹ ; וַ ֵ ּי ַדע
ׂ ָ ע-ר
. יִ ְהיֶ ה לְ ֶא ָחיו, ֶע ֶבד ֲע ָב ִדים: ָארוּר ְּכנָ ַען,ֹאמר
ֶ וַ ּי

nakedness. 24 And Noah awoke from his wine, and he
knew what his small son had done to him. 25 And he said,
“Cursed be Canaan; he shall be a slave among slaves to his
brethren.”

Can you see the parallels? Tragedy strikes with the sin of Ham, and his son, Canaan, after whom the land gets its name.
Ham is cursed to serve his brothers. The brothers take action – “( וַ ִ ּי ַ ּקחand they took”) – taking a cloak and covering the
nakedness of their father to restore his dignity.

PONDER THIS
Now consider: how are these stories different?

Hint: What is unique about the redemptive act in these two stories? Who are they helping?

Abraham and Nahor help their brother, but Shem and Japheth help their father. Ham and Canaan remained cursed, and
their legacy is set to unravel.
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Destruction and Repair
LOOK INSIDE: Zoom in on Verse 23
Take a closer look at verse 23 and see if you can discern any interesting word patterns:

כג:בראשית ט

Genesis 9:23
23 And Shem and Japheth took the garment, and they
placed [it] on both of their shoulders, and they walked
backwards, and they covered their father’s nakedness, and

ש ֶכם-ל
ְ ׁ שימ ּו ַע
ַ כג וַ ִ ּי ַ ּקח ׁ ֵשם וָ יֶ ֶפת ֶא
ׂ ִ  וַ ָ ּי,ש ְמ ָלה
ׂ ִ ּ ה-ת
;יהם
ֶ  וַ יְ ַכ ּס ּו ֵאת ֶע ְרוַ ת ֲא ִב, וַ ֵ ּי לְ כ ּו ֲאח ַֹר ִ ּנית,יהם
ֶ ֵׁ ְשנ
.ּ ל ֹא ָראו,יהם
ֶ  וְ ֶע ְרוַ ת ֲא ִב, ֲאח ַֹר ִ ּנית,יהם
ֶ ֵו ְּפנ

their faces were turned backwards, so that they did not see
their father’s nakedness.

Hint: Do you see any repeated letters? How do they appear?

What is happening to the name in this passage? It is being torn apart. Whose name? The name of Ham. His children are
cursed and his legacy is being destroyed.

LOOK INSIDE: Abraham’s Story
Consider the story of Abraham, looking specifically at Genesis 11:29. Any interesting patterns there?

כט:בראשית יא

Genesis 11:29
23 And Abram and Nahor took themselves wives; the name
of Abram’s wife was Sarai, and the name of Nahor’s wife
was Milcah, the daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah and

 ׁ ֵשם: נָ ׁ ִשים,כט וַ ִ ּי ַ ּקח ַא ְב ָרם וְ נָ חוֹ ר ָל ֶהם
,נָ חוֹ ר ִמלְ ָּכה- וְ ׁ ֵשם ֵא ׁ ֶשת,ש ָרי
ַ ֵא ׁ ֶש
ׂ ָ ,א ְב ָרם-ת
.מלְ ָּכה וַ ֲא ִבי יִ ְס ָּכה-י
ִ ה ָרן ֲא ִב-ת
ָ ַּב

the father of Iscah.
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The name of Haran is being stitched back together – Abraham and Nahor are reviving the name of their brother.

A Blueprint From the Beginning
PONDER THIS
The Bible gives us the genealogy from Noah to Abraham10, and when we count the generations, we
notice that the story of Noah’s three sons happens ten generations before Abraham. So let’s go back
to our earlier technique - and pull back the zoom lens ten generations before that. There’s a story
which occurred ten generations before Noah, and eerily, it contains all of these familiar elements:

Father with 2+1 sons
Tragedy strikes
The name of a brother is threatened
A family member jumps in to try to rectify the damage
Where have we heard this before?

We’re talking about the story of Adam, the first man, and his family, as described in Genesis Chapter 4. Tragedy strikes
with the world’s first murder: Cain kills Abel. When God calls to Cain and asks, “Where is Abel, your brother?” Cain
answers, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” Maybe the killing was a mistake, but what a thing to answer! Cain should have
broken down crying, begged to do anything to fix it, to rectify the mistake however he could! He just wiped out an entire
line of humanity, Abel, and all of the children he would have had! Instead, he turns his back on his brother.

10

Genesis Chapter 11

www.alephbeta.org

ALEPH BETA SHAVUOT STUDY GUIDE - PAGE 17

PONDER THIS
Who acts to save the legacy of Abel? Think about it, and then read the verse below:

כה:בראשית ד

Genesis 4:25
25 And Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son,
and she named him Seth, for God has placed for me
other seed, in place of Abel, for Cain slew him.

 וַ ִּת ְק ָרא, וַ ֵּת ֶל ד ֵּבן,ֹא ׁ ְש ּתו-ת
ִ  ֶא,כה וַ ֵ ּי ַדע ָא ָדם עוֹ ד
ת ַחת--ר
ַּ  זֶ ַרע ַא ֵח,לִ י ֱאל ֹקים- ִּכי ׁ ָשת:שמוֹ ׁ ֵשת-ת
ְ ׁ ֶא
 ִּכי ֲה ָרגוֹ ָקיִ ן,ֶה ֶבל

It is Adam and Eve who do the yibum-like act and have a third son – Seth. It is the first yibum-like act in the Bible – but
an act taken by father, not by brother.

PONDER THIS
Adam and his children – Noah and his children – Terah and his children – can you detect a pattern?
Is there a difference in the quality of the rectifying act?

Children help parents, parents help children, but brothers never help brothers...until Abraham.

Looking Back, Looking Forward
So far, it seems that every ten generations we have this pattern. What do you think might happen if we count another ten
generations from Abraham?
1

Isaac

2

Jacob

3

Judah

4

Peretz

5

Chetzrom

6

Ram

7

Amminadab

8

Nahshon

9

Salmon

10

Boaz

Intriguing, isn’t it? That brings us back to the Book of Ruth...
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LOOK INSIDE: The Book of Ruth
Do another quick read through of the book of Ruth. As you read, ask yourself:
What is the exposition? What is the climax? What is the resolution? See if you can find any of
the language or themes we’ve uncovered thus far.
We always have a father, sons, a tragedy, and an action taken by the brothers. In the Book of
Ruth, who is the father? Who are the sons? What is the tragedy? How do the brothers act?

Elimelech, the father, leaves Israel during a famine. The midrash gives us a more complete picture: Elimelech was a great
man, wealthy, and people looked to him for help, but he abandoned his brethren. If the story we have been telling, with
Adam, Noah and Abraham, is about the kindness building to crescendo every ten generations, then by the time we get
here, we have fallen far. Elimelech dies; his children are “Machlon” and “Kilyon” – sickness and destruction. And when
they move away from Israel to settle in the land of Moab, there’s a tantalizing linguistic parallel that begs to be noticed:

LOOK INSIDE: Machlon and Kilyon
Read the verse below: do you see anything familiar, from earlier in this guide?

ד:רות א

Ruth 1:4
4 And they married Moabite women, one named Orpah,
and the other named Ruth, and they settled there for

,שם ָה ַא ַחת ָע ְר ּ ָפה--ת
ֵׁ
ֹ נָ ׁ ִשים מ ֲֹא ִב ּיו,שא ּו ָל ֶהם
ׂ ְ ד וַ ִ ּי
.שר ׁ ָשנִ ים
ׂ ֶ  ְּכ ֶע,וְ ׁ ֵשם ַה ׁ ּ ֵשנִ ית רוּת; וַ ֵ ּי ׁ ְשב ּו ׁ ָשם

about ten years.

Do you remember that phrase, vayeshvu sham (“and they settled there”)? It had appeared only twice in the entire Five
Books of Moses (the Tower of Babel, and Abraham’s family) - and here it is again, in the Book of Ruth. The echoes of the
Tower of Babel follow us to Ruth - Machlon and Kilyon are tower-builders! When their father dies, they spring into action
and take wives, seemingly just as Abraham and Nahor did. Except…
They married Moabites, people who do not subscribe to the same destiny as that of Israel. Their children will not be
considered Israelites. Cain was passive and would let his brother’s legacy lapse. The children of Noah acted partially, but
at least they acted. Here, the children of Elimelech are destroying the legacy of their father. Will this be all? Will there be
no legacy for Elimelech, Machlon and Kilyon, who died without children in the fields of Moab?
Naomi tells Orpah and Ruth to leave her, and tries to convince them to put any thoughts of yibum to rest. It is not
possible, she tells them. Orpah gives up and walks away from the legacy of her mother-in-law. Indeed, Orpah’s name
contains the word oreph, “back of the neck” – for she turns her back on Naomi.

www.alephbeta.org

ALEPH BETA SHAVUOT STUDY GUIDE - PAGE 19

Hearing The Call
But Ruth, like Abraham, leaves the place of her birth, leaves her sister behind, like Abraham left Nahor, and takes the
quest to Canaan. Sarai couldn’t have children – there was only the dimmest of hopes of perpetuating her name. Ruth
had almost no hope, as Naomi had no other children. And yet she and Naomi arrive in Israel.
One thing we often miss when we read the story is that Ruth doesn’t head straight to Boaz, a relative of the family. She
“happens” upon his field, led there by divine destiny:

ג:רות ב

Ruth 2:3
3 And she went, and she came, and she gleaned in the
field after the reapers, and her chance was [to come
to] the field that [belonged] to Boaz, who was of the

 ַא ֲח ֵרי ַה ּק ְֹצ ִרים; וַ ִ ּי ֶקר,ש ֶדה
ׂ ָ ּ ג וַ ֵּת ֶל ְך וַ ָּתבוֹ א וַ ְּת ַל ֵ ּקט ַּב
 ֲא ׁ ֶשר ִמ ִּמ ׁ ְש ּ ַפ ַחת,ש ֶדה לְ ב ַֹעז
ֶ ִמ ְק ֶר ָה
ׂ ָ ּ חלְ ַקת ַה-.ימ ֶל ְך
ֶ ֱִאל

family of Elimelech.

That should be the end of the story, right? Ruth meets Boaz, he proposes to her right then and there, and in a yibum
fairy tale, the plot is resolved. But that’s not what happens. Boaz takes an interest in Ruth, sure – but he hasn’t fully
committed. He is kind to her, and ensures her economic welfare, and blesses her:

יב:רות ב

Ruth 2:12
12 May the Lord reward your deeds, and may your
reward be full from the Lord God of Israel, under
Whose wings you have come to take shelter.

,ש ֻּכ ְר ֵּת ְך ׁ ְש ֵל ָמה
ׂ ְ  ּ ָפ ֳע ֵל ְך ; ו ְּת ִהי ַמ,יב יְ ׁ ַש ֵ ּלם יְ קוָ ה
 ַל ֲחסוֹ ת,באת-ר
ָּ  ֲא ׁ ֶש,ש ָר ֵאל
ׂ ְ ִֵמ ִעם יְ קוָ ה ֱאל ֹקי י
.כנָ ָפיו-ת
ְּ ַּת ַח

But that’s not enough for Ruth, who is on a spiritual mission. She’s not satisfied with having secured her economic wellbeing; she’s here to execute her loyalties to her mother-in-law, and to the legacy of her husband.

The Making Of A Marriage
And why should Boaz jump to marry Ruth? Out of a moral obligation to do yibum for his “brother?” Machlon and Kilyon
abandoned the people – they weren’t Beit Lechem’s favorites anymore.
But Ruth confronts Boaz in that midnight encounter, and lets Boaz’s own words come back to haunt him. Ruth uses the
same language with which Boaz blessed her:

ט:רות ג

Ruth 3:9
9 And he said, “Who are you? “ And she said, “I am
Ruth, your handmaid, and you shall spread your wings

ש ָּת
ֶ א ְּת; וַ ּת-י
ָ  ִמ,ֹאמר
ֶ ט וַ ּי
ׂ ְ  ו ָּפ ַר, ָאנ ִֹכי רוּת ֲא ָמ ֶת ָך,ֹאמר
ָ
. ִּכי ג ֵֹאל ָא ָּתה,א ָמ ְתך-ל
ֲ ְכנָ ֶפ ָך ַע

over your handmaid, for you are a near kinsman.”
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You, Boaz, blessed me that God should spread His wings over me; if you believe that God should spread his wings over me,
then maybe you should too! She propositions marriage – not just for her, but because Boaz is a redeemer. She asks him to
marry her, for the sake of his brother Machlon, her dead husband. Ruth, from outside the family, and outside the nation,
demands kindness for a brother. Boaz, heroically, accepts.

Genesis Reappears
LOOK INSIDE: Boaz’s Acceptance
Take a look at the verse below. Do you see any interesting parallels in this verse about Boaz’s
symbolic acceptance of Ruth’s marriage proposition?
טו:רות ג

Ruth 3:15
9 And he said, “Ready the shawl you are wearing and
hold it,” and she held it, and he measured out six barleys
and placed [them] upon her, and he came to the city.

ע ַליִ ְך-ר
ָ  ָה ִבי ַה ִּמ ְט ּ ַפ ַחת ֲא ׁ ֶש,ֹאמר
ֶ טו וַ ּי
שע ִֹרים וַ ָ ּי ׁ ֶשת
ֶ וַ ּת--ב ּה-י
ָ ִוְ ֶא ֳחז
ׂ ְ -ֹאחז ָּב ּה; וַ ָ ּי ָמד ׁ ֵש ׁש
. וַ ָ ּי בֹא ָה ִעיר,יה
ָ ָע ֶל

Hint: וַ ָ ּי ׁ ֶשת, “and he placed” - where have we heard that word before?

It’s reminiscent of Seth, the first yibum child:

כה:בראשית ד

Genesis 4:25
29 And Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son,
and she named him Seth, for God has placed for me
other seed, in place of Abel, for Cain slew him.

 וַ ִּת ְק ָרא, וַ ֵּת ֶל ד ֵּבן,ֹא ׁ ְש ּתו-ת
ִ  ֶא,כה וַ ֵ ּי ַדע ָא ָדם עוֹ ד
ת ַחת--ר
ַּ  זֶ ַרע ַא ֵח,לִ י ֱאל ֹקים- ִּכי ׁ ָשת:שמוֹ ׁ ֵשת-ת
ְ ׁ ֶא
. ִּכי ֲה ָרגוֹ ָקיִ ן,ֶה ֶבל

Boaz is establishing it upon Ruth as he gives her a cloth to walk back towards her mother-in-law.

PONDER THIS
A cloth to walk back? Who does that remind us of?

Think about the redemptive act of Shem and Yefet – when they took the cloth and walked backwards to cover their
father. This time, the cloth with its produce represents the children that will come of this union and the legacy that will
be rebuilt.
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Taking Stock
PONDER THIS
Given our new understanding, try to re-address the questions we raised above:
Why not end the Book of Ruth with Chapter 3? What does the exchange with the kinsman
(Ploni Almoni) in Chapter 4 teach us? Does it remind us of anything?
How is Ruth a culmination of the promise to Abraham? Why?
Why do we read the Book of Ruth on Shavuot?

Boaz’s agreement to marry Ruth is not the end of the story because there is a closer relative, a relative whose name
is absent from the Book of Ruth. “Ploni Almoni” – the name used by our Sages to mean “Anonymous guy” - loses his
name, for his lack of zeal in perpetuating the name of others. In an episode straight out of the laws of yibum from
Deuteronomy, Boaz, for the first time, refers to Elimelech as his brother:

ג:רות ד

Ruth 4:3
3 And he said to the near kinsman, “Naomi, who has
returned from the field of Moab, is selling the portion

 ֲא ׁ ֶשר לְ ָא ִחינ ּו,ש ֶדה
ֶ ג וַ ּי
ׂ ָ ּ  ֶחלְ ַקת ַה, ַל ּג ֵֹאל,ֹאמר
ְ
.ש ֵדה מוֹ ָאב
ֶ ִֶל ֱאל
ׂ ְ ּ  ַה ׁ ּ ָש ָבה ִמ, ָמ ְכ ָרה נָ ֳע ִמי: ימ ֶלך

of the field that belonged to our brother, to Elimelech.

Ploni Almoni refuses yibum lest his own inheritance be marred. He chooses his own name, over the names of others.
But Boaz does the opposite - he steps up for others, and refuses to abandon his brother.
Kings come from the union between Boaz and Ruth – but not because God simply waited ten generations. Abraham’s
descendents take up the mission statement of their patriarch. What was that mission statement? The selfless
dedication to the name of others – to brothers and to God.

An Ancient Debt
PONDER THIS
One final question: we said that Ruth comes from outside the family to do a great kindness, to
proposition a yibum to Boaz, who has a responsibility to his dead brother Nahor. But is this really
true? Think back about Ruth’s ancestry. Who do she and Boaz have in common?
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Ruth is a descendent of Moab, the son of Lot, the son of...Haran!

Terach
Avraham

Nahor
Sara

Haran
Milcah

Isaac

Milcah

Bethuel

Rebecca
Jacob

Laban
Rachel

Sara

Lot

Moab
Leah

Judah
BOAZ

RUTH
DAVID

When Haran’s legacy was threatened, Abraham jumped into action to continue his legacy. Ten generations later, when
Abraham’s legacy of kindness is threatened, a daughter of Haran repays the debt - she steps in to continue their
heritage: brothers and sisters helping one another, invested in their collective family legacy.
That’s what the Bible is all about. The mass revelation at Sinai and the many commandments of the Bible are about
the loyalty we are meant to have for our brother, and the love of our Creator. It is about selfless pursuit of the name of
others. The reading of the Book of Ruth on Shavuot - it makes perfect sense. This mission begins with Abraham, it is
codified in law at Sinai - but it is not until Ruth that it achieves culmination.
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Epilogue
But the story doesn’t quite end there…
So now we know why Abraham was chosen, but we still have a bunch of new problems for ourselves. Why wasn’t
Nahor chosen as the patriarch of the Jewish people? Or why couldn’t they both have been chosen? They both sprang
into action and attempted to perpetuate the legacy of their dead brother Haran! Why didn’t Nahor hear the call of
“Lech Lecha?”
We also haven’t fully answered the question above about Ruth’s midnight seduction. Surely she could have met Boaz
in the fields another day, or sent him a nice note including the 6 verses in Genesis, detailing Abraham’s worthy acts,
and their subsequent moral responsibility. Why does she need to anoint herself, get all dressed up and sneak into his
bedroom at night? It still seems just a bit unseemly.
There’s more to this journey, more texts in the Bible that shed light upon the Book of Ruth in surprising and
breaktaking ways. It turns out that Abraham is not the only patriarch swept up in the story of yibum and brothers
helping brother: Isaac and Rebecca play a part, as do Jacob, Leah, Rachel, Lot and Judah. The story weaves itself
through the binding of Isaac and makes its way back to Ruth…
But we’ll have to save that for another Shavuot.
In the meanwhile, we’re sure you have found more questions on your own! Keep discussing them, and delve further
into the Book of Ruth and the other texts you’ve explored tonight in your search for answers.



Love the guide?

We have a lot more to offer you!

That was fun! Let’s learn together again soon - did you know that our premium plan includes weekly parsha guides
for you to bring to your Shabbat table? Come check it out at alephbeta.org!
Nothing makes us happier than bringing eye-opening, soul-heartening, life-changing Torah directly to you - but it all
costs money. Like the cost of the writing, editing, design and circulation of the guide that you’re reading. Especially
now, since we’ve opened so much of our site up for free, though we typically rely on subscriptions to sustain us. So,
until we win the lottery, we need your support. The best way to show your support right now is to become a premium
subscriber. It’s a win-win: you get access to our entire library of incredible content, and we can continue to spread
Torah around the globe. Let’s do this!
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NOTES
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