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A few weeks ago, as part of social experiment, a wardrobe and makeup team in Tribeca dressed 

a number of individuals in tattered clothing and gave them some props to make them appear 

homeless. Then, they planted them in the paths of their loved ones. With cameras rolling, 

husbands, sisters and daughters came face-to-face with relatives on the street; not a single one 

recognized their family members. A little grime had made them invisible.  

 

In many ways, the Book of Ruth is fundamentally about visibility, too. Widowed and childless, 

the story’s outcome hang’s on Ruth’s ability to get noticed. Can the outsider become an insider?  

 

We’re a little biased because we know how the story turns out. Ruth marries Boaz; they live 

happily ever after and become the great grandparents of David Hamelech.  

 

But I’d like to explore with you this morning the part of the story that we conveniently glossed 

over in grade school. It’s the story of a woman who makes herself as attractive as possible and 

under cover of night, sneaks into the room where the object of her desire is sleeping. In a word, 

Ruth’s plan – hatched by Naomi and faithfully executed by her daughter-in-law – is not to marry 

Boaz, but to seduce him – in the hopes of having him father her child.  

 

Look at the third chapter closely and you’ll see all sorts of innuendo.  

 ותשכב
 גילית

 ערימה

 

All Biblical euphemisms with sexual connotations. It’s no accident that Ruth bathes herself, 

anoints herself and dons her finest dress. She has a very specific agenda in mind and the alert 

reader will know exactly what it is.  

 

Does the story remind you of anyone else in the Torah? This has happened exactly two times 

before: Twice in ספר בראשית a woman takes matters into her hands and manipulates the 

circumstances such that an unsuspecting man will sleep with her. 

 

The first time it happens is in the aftermath of Sodom’s destruction. Lot’s daughters get their 

father drunk and sleep with him on successive nights.  

 

The second time is the story of Yehuda and Tamar.  

 

Tamar disguises herself as a harlot on the road. Yehudah fails to recognize his daughter-in-law 

and consorts with her.  

 

All three cases are the same. 
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Each one is prefaced by a decision by a brother to separate from his family.  

 

1 Lot, whom the Torah calls Avraham’s brother, leaves his uncle and moves to Sodom.  

  .Yehudah, too, separates from his brothers - וירד יהודה מאת אחיו 2

3 Elimelech leaves his brethren in Beit Lechem and moves to the plains of Moav.  

 

And in each case the departing brother makes a decision to live in a morally dubious place.  

 

Lot goes to Sodom; Yehudah goes to Canaan; and Elimelech journeys to Moav, a land that had 

earned a reputation for moral laxity.   

 

Following in the footsteps of Lot’s daughters and Tamar and possessed of similarly noble 

intentions, Ruth sets off for the threshing floor. And notice that she borrows from the playbooks 

of her predecessors: She waits until after Boaz has had enough to drink and she disguises herself 

by orchestrating the meeting in darkness.    

 

 .ַויְִהי ַּבֲחִצי ַהַּליְָלה, ַוּיֱֶחַרד ָהִאיׁש ַוּיִָּלֵפת; ְוִהּנֵה ִאָּׁשה, ׁשֶֹכֶבת ַמְרְּג�ָתיו ח  

 

Everything has gone just according to plan: 

 

Boaz is startled in the middle of the night and behold – a woman is sleeping at his feet. It’s here 

that we expect the text to artfully convey that the two sleep together – the pattern to which we’ve 

grown accustomed from narratives past.   

 

But instead of going down the path of Lot or Yehudah, Boaz breaks the cycle of these Biblical 

episodes. With restraint and dignity, he turns to Ruth and he says: ויאמר מי את 
 

And I would argue that it’s on these two short words that the entire Megillah turns.  

 

“Who are you?” he says.  

 

Precisely the words that Lot and Yehudah chose never to ask.  

 

And with them Boaz transforms Ruth from an object into a subject and effectively rewrites the 

course of Jewish history. “Maybe we’ll be together and maybe we won’t. Rest assured I will find 

the best resolution to the problem of your being alone; but first I need to know your identity.” 

 

Yes, Lot was drunk and his daughters took advantage of him. But he allowed himself to reach 

that same state of inebriation the next night knowing full well what might happen. And while it’s 

true that Tamar was wearing a disguise, it’s equally true that Yehudah never bothered to find the 

answer to the question מי את. He simply never asked.  

 

Boaz succeeds where Lot and Yehudah fail not just because he exercises restraint where they do 

not; but because he chooses the path of inquiry while they choose the path of willful blindness.  

 

So allow me to suggest three ways that Boaz’s question can transform us as well.  



3 

 

One of the major themes of the Megillah and of this Yontif is חסד. And, as חז"ל say, the Torah we 

received today begins and ends with חסד.  

 

But as the Megillah makes clear time and again, Chessed doesn’t just mean kindness. It means 

identifying the inner needs of another person and then doing everything in your power to fill 

them: 

 

• Naomi urges Ruth to return to her home in Moav. But Ruth recognizes that Naomi needs 

companionship; so she stays with her. 

• Naomi recognizes that Ruth needs a spouse, so she sets thing in motion such that she will 

find one.  

• And Boaz performs the double act of marrying Ruth and at the same time perpetuating 

the name of his deceased cousin.  

 

I’ve always been impressed by the degree to which our community privileges acts of kindness. 

But I would submit to you that we can take things to the next level by asking Boaz’s question 

more often – because doing so will open up the path to knowing the people around us and seeing 

who otherwise might remain invisible.  

 

Someone might be out of work; another person might be lonely; someone else might just need a 

listening ear. That person might be sitting next to you right now. It takes time and it takes 

patience – but we have to want to know the answer to the question מי את. Who are you? What are 

you about?  

 

Some people are so zealous about finding the answers to these questions that they actually start 

having conversations from the moment they get to shul. We don’t have to finish the conversation 

in one sitting, but neither are we free not to start it. If we want to build a caring community, we 

need to start by getting to know the people that comprise that community. We need to see them 

and then we need to know who they are. 

 

There’s another kind of willful blindness of which we’re guilty and that relates to an even more 

central motif on Shavuot. How deeply do we know the Torah, our reception of which we 

celebrate today? If you’re living in New York City in 2014, I would argue the only thing 

standing between you and the acquisition of deeper Jewish knowledge is will.  

 

People often tell me that they suffer from a weak Jewish background – that their Hebrew isn’t 

good enough for davening or serious text study to be meaningful. When I remind them that we 

have an Ulpan right here in the building, they look at me like I’m speaking Hebrew – as if it 

never occurred to them to take the initiative to actively fill in the lacunae of their Jewish 

knowledge. We all have our blind spots, but we should at least take ownership of the ones that 

come about of our own making. Sure – we can keep right on walking as if we’re too busy to be 

bothered. Or every once in a while we can turn the camera on ourselves and say מי את – who am 

I; when it comes to my Jewish life – what am I capable of; and what’s stopping me from getting 

from here to there?  
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And finally, in just a few moments were going to recite Yizkor together. And I would venture to 

say we don’t ask Boaz’s question enough. Thinking about and remembering our parents and our 

grandparents, do we have a static two-dimensional image in our minds or are we able to ask in a 

much fuller way: Who was this person that was once so much a part of my life?   

 

We perpetuate the memories of those who came before us by asking questions that demand 

answers. What would they say about our life choices? What kind of relationships would they 

have with the people in our lives today? What kind of advice would they offer us? If all the 

answers are known then our memories of them remain consigned to the past. It’s when we ask 

probing questions of them and of ourselves that we breathe new life into the immortal souls of 

the people we loved and transport them into the present.  

 

When it comes to those around us, when it comes to our own Jewish lives and when it comes to 

those who came before us, let’s resolve on this זמן מתן תורתנו to do more look and more seeing. 

To the extent we’re successful, we’ll see a vision of the kind of community we may yet become 

– a vision that will elevate us all.  

 

 

 

 

 


