Sarah Gordon, sygordon@gmail.com

Drisha Institute for Jewish Education
From Revelation to Realization: Matan Torah & Shavuot

Part #4: Schemes, Scandals, and Shavuot: Comparing the Stories of Rut and Tamar

I. Tamar and Yehuda:

1. Breishit 38

(1) About that time Judah left his brothers
and camped near a certain Adullamite
whose name was Hirah. (2) There Judah saw
the daughter of a certain Canaanite whose
name was Shua, and he took her [into his
household as wife] and cohabited with her.
(3) She conceived and bore a son, and he
named him Er. (4) She conceived again and
bore a son, and named him Onan. (5) Once
again she bore a son, and named him
Shelah; he was at Chezib when she bore
him. (6) Judah got a wife for Er his
first-born; her name was Tamar. (7) But Er
Judah’s first-born, was displeasing to G-d,
and G-d took his life. (8) Then Judah said to
Onan, “Join with your brother’s wife and do
your duty by her as a brother-in-law, and
provide offspring for your brother” (9) But
Onan, knowing that the offspring would not
count as his, let [the semen] go to waste
whenever he joined with his brother’s wife,
so as not to provide offspring for his
brother. (10) What he did was displeasing to
G-d, who took his life also. (11) Then Judah
said to his daughter-in-law Tamar, “Stay as
a widow in your father’s house until my son
Shelah grows up”—for he thought, “He too
might die like his brothers.” So Tamar went
to live in her father’s house. (12) A long time
afterward, Shua’s daughter, the wife of
Judah, died. When his period of mourning
was over, Judah went up to Timnah to his
sheepshearers, together with his friend
Hirah the Adullamite. (13) And Tamar was
told, “Your father-in-law is coming up to
Timnah for the sheepshearing”” (14) So she
took off her widow’s garb, covered her face
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with a veil, and, wrapping herself up, sat
down at the entrance to Enaim, which is on
the road to Timnah; for she saw that Shelah
was grown up, vet she had not been given to
him as wife. (15) When Judah saw her, he
took her for a harlot; for she had covered
her face. (16) So he turned aside to her by
the road and said, “Here, let me sleep with
you”—for he did not know that she was his
daughter-in-law. “What. she asked, “will
you pay for sleeping with me?” (17) He
replied, “I will send a kid from my flock” But
she said, “You must leave a pledge until you
have sent it” (18) And he said, “What pledge
shall I give you?” She replied, “Your seal and
cord, and the staff which you carry” So he
gave them to her and slept with her, and she
conceived by him. (19) Then she went on her
way. She took off her veil and again put on
her widow’s garb. (20) Judah sent the kid by
his friend the Adullamite, to redeem the
pledge from the woman; but he could not
find her. (21) He inquired of the council of
that locale, “Where is the prostitute, the one
at Enaim, by the road?” But they said, “There
has been no prostitute here” (22) So he
returned to Judah and said, “I could not find
her; moreover, the local council said: There
has been no prostitute here” (23) Judah said,
“Let her keep them, lest we become a
laughingstock. I did send her this kid, but
you did not find her”” (24) About three
months later, Judah was told, “Your
daughter-in-law Tamar has played the
harlot; in fact, she is pregnant from
harlotry” “Bring her out,” said Judah. “She
should be burned!” (25) As she was being
brought out, she sent this message to her
father-in-law, “It's by the man to whom
these belong that I'm pregnant” And she
added, “Examine these: whose seal and cord
and staff are these?” (26) Judah recognized
them, and said, “She is more in the right
than I, inasmuch as I did not give her to my
son Shelah.” And he was not intimate with
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her again. (27) When the time came for her
to give birth, there were twins in her womb!
(28) While she was in labor, one of them put
out a hand, and the midwife tied a crimson
thread on that hand, to signify: This one
came out first. (29) But just then it drew
back its hand, and out came its brother; and
she said, “What a breach you have made for
yourself!” So he was named Perez. (30)
Afterward his brother came out, on whose
hand was the crimson thread; he was named

Zerah.

I1. Rut and Boaz at the Y12 (threshing floor):

2. Megillat Rut, Perek 2

(19) her mother-in-law asked her, “Where
did you glean today? Where did you work?
Blessed be he who took such generous
notice of you!” So she told her
mother-in-law whom she had worked with,
saying, “The name of the man with whom [
worked today is Boaz.” (20) Naomi said to
her daughter-in-law, “Blessed be he of the
LORD, who has not failed in His kindness to
the living or to the dead! For,” Naomi
explained to her daughter-in-law, “the man
is related to us; he is one of our redeeming
kinsmen. (21) Ruth the Moabite said, “He
even told me, ‘Stay close by my workers
until all my harvest is finished.” (22) And
Naomi answered her daughter-in-law Ruth,
“It is best, daughter, that you go out with
his girls, and not be annoyed in some other
field.” (23) So she stayed close to the
maidservants of Boaz, and gleaned until the
barley harvest and the wheat harvest were

finished. Then she stayed at home with her
mother-in-law.
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3. Megillat Rut, Perek 3

(1) Naomi, her mother-in-law, said to her,
“Daughter, I must seek a home for you,
where you may be happy. (2) Now there is
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our kinsman Boaz, whose girls you were
close to. He will be winnowing barley on
the threshing floor tonight. (3) So bathe,
anoint yourself, dress up, and go down to
the threshing floor. But do not disclose
yourself to the man until he has finished
eating and drinking. (4) When he lies down,
note the place where he lies down, and go
over and uncover his feet and lie down. He
will tell you what you are to do.” (5) She
replied, “I will do everything you tell me”
(6) She went down to the threshing floor
and did just as her mother-in-law had
instructed her. (7) Boaz ate and drank, and
in a cheerful mood went to lie down beside
the grainpile. Then she went over stealthily
and uncovered his feet and lay down. (8) In
the middle of the night, the man gave a
start and pulled back—there was a woman
lying at his feet! (9) “Who are you?” he

asked. And she replied, “I am your

handmaid Ruth. Spread your robe over
yvour handmaid, for vou are a redeeming

kinsman. (10) He exclaimed, “Be blessed of
the LORD, daughter! Your latest deed of
loyalty is greater than the first, in that you
have not turned to younger men, whether
poor or rich. (11) And now, daughter, have
no fear. I will do in your behalf whatever
you ask, for all the elders of my town™
know what a fine woman you are. (12) But
while it is true I am a redeeming kinsman,
there is another redeemer closer than I. (13)
Stay for the night. Then in the morning, if
he will act as a redeemer, good! let him
redeem. But if he does not want to act as
redeemer for you, I will do so myself, as the
LORD lives! Lie down until morning.” (14) So
she lay at his feet until dawn. She rose
before one person could distinguish
another, for he thought, “Let it not be
known that the woman came to the
threshing floor”
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I11. Similarities and Differences:

4. Similarities:

Differences:

11

10.

Yehuda and Elimelech leave their
brothers/nation to go to a foreign
land. Either they or their sons
intermarry.

Sons die without children and
unclear why sons die (we're told that
Er is 'm *»y2 y1 and Onan spills his
seed).

Sons have terrible names (Machlon +
Kilyon = destruction, Er = barren,
Onan = mourning.

Delay or refusal of Yibbum by Ploni
Almoni/Onan, and Yehuda/Boaz.

Yibbum is not done by the closest
redeemer.

Tamar and Rut both act through
subterfuge to attempt a version of
Yibbum: hiding identity, plan seems
to be to get pregnant, morally
questionable, big reveal at end.

Women take matters into their own
hands, while men are passive.

Setting of a celebration with
drinking: harvest or sheep shearing.

Yehuda tries to send Tamar home,
Naomi tries to send Rut home,
language of waiting until a son
grows up (Rut 1:13, Breishit 38:11).

Common words: 17p1 (reveal), 10w
(lie), npw1 (drink), N1am (come), YT
(know), op (rise)...

The elders bless Boaz and Rut that
their house should be like that of
Peretz, born to Yehuda and Tamar.

Naomi devises the plan for Rut,
unlike Tamar, who plans it for
herself.

Boaz and Rut do not have relations,
unlike Tamar & Yehuda.

Boaz & Rut’s relationship is legally
formalized in front of the mpr at
the ww.

While Boaz does not step up at first
to redeem Rut (until the night at the
goren), he doesn’'t seem to be
actively pushing her off, like Yehuda
and Tamar.

Who are Naomi and Yehuda each
concerned for when they send Rut
and Tamar home?

. Who is being redeemed? Naomi or

Rut? Tamar or Er?

T 1N
N 1172 MYIOX DWIN NYIMMKM
N12") DI’ O3 72 Nawn KD WK
NI MY

Rut 4:14

And the women said to Naomi,
Blessed is the Lord, who has not
left thee this day without a
redeemer, that his name may be
famous in Yisrael.
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Rut 4:12

And may your house be like the
house of Perez whom Tamar
bore to Judah...

IV: Lot and his Daughters:

5. Breishit 19

(30) Lot went up from Zoar and settled in
the hill country with his two daughters, for
he was afraid to dwell in Zoar; and he and
his two daughters lived in a cave. (31) And
the older one said to the younger, “Our
father is old, and there is not a man on
earth to consort with us in the way of all
the world. (32) Come, let us make our
father drink wine, and let us lie with him,
that we may maintain life through our
father” (33) That night they made their
father drink wine, and the older one went
in and lay with her father; he did not know
when she lay down or when she rose. (34)
The next day the older one said to the
younger, “See, I lay with Father last night;
let us make him drink wine tonight also,

and vou go and lie with him  that we may

maintain life through our father” (35) That
night also they made their father drink

wine, and the younger one went and lay
with him: he did not know when she lay
down or when she rose. (36) Thus the two
daughters of Lot became pregnant by their
father. (37) The older one bore a son and
named him Moab; he is the father of the
Moabites of today. (38) And the younger
also bore a son, and she called him
Ben-ammi; he is the father of the
Ammonites of today.
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6. Similarities/Connections:

Differences:

e Lot leaves the family of Avraham to
go to foreign culture of Sedom.
Elimelech and family go to Moav.

e Attempted version of “Yibbum”
through subterfuge

e Women are active and come up with
the plan, men are passive.

e Men are drunk or have been
drinking (Lot, Boaz)

e Common words: 12V (lie), Npw)
(drink), X12am (come), YT (know),
DM (rise)...

e Union results in the origin story of
Moav.

Lot leaves to Sedom, while Rut
chooses to leave Moav for Israel and
join Naomi.

e Naomi devises the plan for the sake
of Rut, unlike daughters of Lot.

e Boaz and Rut do not have relations,
unlike Lot & daughters.

e Daughters are the ones to get Lot
drunk (unlike Boaz and Yehuda).

V. Takeaway #1. Rut as a n\pNn:

7. Midrash Tanhuma, Behar, 8

Naomi had said to her, “You should wash,
and anoint yourself” (Ruth 3:3) and
afterwards you should go down to the
threshing floor... She did not do as her
mother-in-law said. What did Ruth do?
After she went down to the threshing floor,
she did [what Naomi had told her], as it
says, “And she went down to the threshing
floor. And she did all that her
mother-in-law commanded her” (Ruth 3:6).
Why? Because she said, “This generation is
rife with licentiousness. If they see me
adorned, they will say that I am a

prostitute.
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8. Devarim 23:5
(4) An Ammonite or a Mo avite shall not
enter into the congregation of the Lord;
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even to their tenth generation shall they
not enter into the congregation of the Lord
for ever: (5) because they did not meet you
with food and water on your journey after
you left Egypt, and because they hired
Balaam son of Beor, from Pethor of
Aram-naharaim, to curse you.—
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VI: Takeaway #2: Women Get Things Done

9. Talmud Bavli, Sotah 11b

Rav Avira taught: In the merit of the
righteous women that were in that
generation, the Jewish people were
redeemed from Egypt. At the time when
these women would go to draw water, the
Holy One, Blessed be He, would materialize
for them small fish that would enter into
their pitchers, and they would draw
pitchers that were half filled with water
and half filled with fish. And they would
come and place two pots on the fire, one of
hot water for washing their husbands and
one of fish with which to feed them. And
they would then take what they prepared
to their husbands, to the field, and would
bathe their husbands and anoint them with
oil and feed them the fish and give them to
drink and bond with them in sexual
intercourse between the sheepfolds, i.e.,
between the borders and fences of the
fields...
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10. Rashi on Exodus 38:8:1

(1) nxaxn nxna OF THE MIRRORS OF
THE WOMEN CROWDING — The Israelite
women possessed mirrors of copper into
which they used to look when they adorned
themselves. Even these they did not
hesitate to bring as a contribution towards
the Tabernacle. Now Moses was about to
reject them since they were made to
pander to their vanity, but the Holy One,
blessed be He, said to him, “Accept them;
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these are dearer to Me than all the other

contributions, because through them the
women reared those huge hosts in Egypt!”
For when their husbands were tired

through the crushing labor they used to
bring them food and drink and induced
them to eat. Then they would take the
mirrors, and each gazed at herself in her
mirror together with her husband, saying
endearingly to him, “See, I am handsomer
than you!” Thus they awakened their

husbands’ affection and subsequently
became the mothers of manv children...
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VII: Takeaway #3: From Law to Lived Experience

11. Midrash Rut Rabbah, 2:

Rav Zeira said: This Megillah does not
contain the laws of tumah (impurity) or
tahara (purity), not what is allowed and
what is forbidden. So why was it written?
To teach how great the reward is for those
who perform acts of hesed (kindness).
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12. “Law and Narrative in the Book of Ruth” - The Murmuring Deep: Reflections on the

Biblical Unconscious, Dr. Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg

The central message of the book of Ruth, declares R. Ze'ira, is not embodied in law but in
narrative. The book tells the story about the good things that happen to good people...
But R. Ze'ira is careful with his terms: he refers specifically to “those who do chasadim-
deeds of loving kindness”.. [ suggest that Ruth is the narrative that displays that core

meaning in dynamic form. Here, chesed moves and breathes and generates; here we can
take the measure of its uncanny power. Here are Ruth and Orpha, in their devotion to
their mother-in-law; and Ruth in relation to Boaz (and perhaps to her dead husband,
Machlon). But here, too, is Boaz, encouraging Ruth to glean in his field, and instructing

his reapers not to shame her but to leave the “forgotten” stalks for her gleaning... His

goodness, however, is precisely an expression of the legal requirements of his situation;

that is, of the “prohibitions and permissions” that the midrash maintains are not the

subject of the book. The laws of the field, as they are sketched out in Leviticus (19:9-10)

are given dramatic form in Boaz's words of chesed.
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Further Reading:

e Rav Alex Israel: “Megillat Ruth and the Story of Yehuda and Tamar - A Study in
Biblical Contrast”, https: /www.alexisrael.org /shavuot-ruth-yvehuda-and-tamar

e Dr. Yael Ziegler: “Ruth and Boaz in the Goren - Realizing One’s Destiny”,
https: //etzion.org.il /en /tanakh /ketuvim /megillat-ruth /ruth-and-boaz-goren-re

alizing-ones-destiny

e For further parallels between the stories see X1pn NyT and YXIWY XIpn



https://www.alexisrael.org/shavuot-ruth-yehuda-and-tamar
https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/ketuvim/megillat-ruth/ruth-and-boaz-goren-realizing-ones-destiny
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