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Earlier this month, the Pew Research Center released the findings of its recent survey on 

religious life in America. According to the survey, the Christian share of the U.S. population is 

declining, while the number of adults who do not identify with any organized religion is 

growing.  

 

The percentage of adults who describe themselves as Christians has dropped by nearly eight 

percentage points in just seven years, from 78% in 2007 to just over 70% in 2014. Over the same 

period, the percentage of Americans who are religiously unaffiliated – describing themselves as 

atheist, agnostic or “nothing in particular” – has jumped from 16% to almost 23%.  

 

And while the report focused primarily on American Christians, I think the findings have a 

message for us as well.  

 

I want to zoom in for a moment on the very end of the first chapter. Tragedy has struck the 

family of Elimelech. All the men in the story have died. Naomi decides to leave Moav and go 

back to Beit Lechem. But listen carefully to the description in the Megillah:  

 

 ַוָּתָׁשב נֳָעִמי, ְורּות ַהּמֹוֲאִבּיָה ַכָּלָתּה ִעָּמּה, ַהָּׁשָבה, ִמְּׂשֵדי מֹוָאב. כב

from  returnedlaw with her, who -in-And Naomi returned, and Ruth the Moavite, her daughter

the fields of Moav. 

 

It makes perfect sense to say that Naomi returned to Beit Lechem. She had left and now she’s 

coming back. But what does it mean that Ruth returns? She’s a Moabite. She’s never been to 

Beit Lechem?  

 

Before addressing this question, let’s just back up for a moment: There’s a striking phenomenon 

that bookends the Megillah. In both the first and final chapters of the story, we meet individuals 

that I would call “dead end characters.” In the first instance we have Orpah, the daughter-in-law 

of Naomi who heeds the words of her mother-in-law and remains in Moav. And in the second 

instance we have the nameless redeemer, Ploni Almoni, who declines to buy Naomi’s field once 

he learns that doing so will encumber him with the responsibility of marrying Ruth. By all 

accounts, these characters are failures who do nothing to advance the story. So why include 

them? 

 

The answer of course is that they serve an indispensable literary function. They’re foils to the 

narrative’s central characters. When fate conspires to foist widowhood and deprivation on the 

daughters in law of Naomi, they’re confronted with a choice. The Megillah tells us that in that 

moment, they had two options: Orpah chooses the path of least resistance; she attaches herself to 

the comfort of her homeland and abandons Naomi in the process. Ruth, as we know, takes the 

nobler path. She forfeits the safety and security of returning home, courageously risking her 

future by clinging tenaciously to the widowed Naomi.   
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Orpah is Ruth’s shadow. Hers is the path not taken. Her decision to pursue the easier route 

throws into relief Ruth’s extraordinary self-sacrifice.  

 

And so it is at the end of the Megillah. Like Orpah, the nameless redeemer is confronted with a 

life-altering decision. He can attach himself to a foreign widow and accept a plethora of 

responsibilities at great personal cost. Or he can decline.  And again, his decision not to act 

highlights Boaz’s heroism. Ploni is his shadow. Boaz could have chosen an infinitely less 

challenging path. He could have been Ploni Almoni. Instead, like Ruth, he chooses the nobler 

option.  

  

With this in mind, we’re now in a position to understand why the Megillah would describe Ruth 

as having returned to Beit Lechem. What I’d like to suggest is that Megillah calls so much 

attention to narrative foils because it wants to appreciate that that Boaz and Ruth have double 

identities. They are characters in the local story, but they are also proxies of a much more ancient 

story. 

 

Ruth the Moabite is the great granddaughter of Lot – who was Avraham’s foil. When he and 

Avraham separated, Lot also faced a choice. But he made the wrong one, choosing to settle in the 

greener pastures of Sodom. This time around, Ruth doesn’t repeat the mistake of her grandfather 

– she doesn’t opt for comfort at the expense of virtue. In choosing to accompany Naomi, Ruth 

completes Lot’s unfinished journey.  

 

And so it is with Boaz. His grandfather Yehuda also faced a choice. He could have given his 

youngest son to his widowed daughter-in-law, but instead he chose a short cut. It’s no 

coincidence that – at the end of the Megillah – the townspeople bless Boaz and Ruth by saying:  

 

 ִליהּוָדה יְָלָדה ָתָמר- ִויִהי ֵביְת% ְּכֵבית ֶּפֶרץ, ֲאֶׁשר ב

May your home be like that of Peretz, born to Yehuda and Tamar. 

 

Because the Megillah wants us to notice that in choosing the path of self-sacrifice, Boaz is 

closing the circle of his grandfather’s poor choice. Now Boaz performs the act of redemption that 

his grandfather should have facilitated generations earlier. 

 

The fractures are repaired. The circles are complete. And the union that will generate the 

messianic dynasty has been created.  

 

The question is: What’s the secret of their success? How do Boaz and Ruth succeed where Lot 

and Yehuda had failed? How do they catch their shadows?   

 

The answer is the theme of the book and the theme of the holiday. And it’s a very simple one at 

that. Self-sacrifice. The willingness to choose the path that’s not convenient; that’s not 

expedient; that’s not practical – because it’s the right thing to do; the noble thing to do; the 

righteous thing to do.  
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To say נעשה ונשמע is not a small thing. It means that I accept the sweat, toil and tears that are 

going to form the backbone of everyday Jewish living. It’s going to be hard; it’s going to be 

expensive; it’s going to be time-consuming; it’s going to be inconvenient.  

 

I’m not a sociologist and I make no claims to expertise in the decline of religiosity in America. 

But it strikes me that one of the challenges facing every religious person in America in the 21
st
 

century is the culture of convenience.  

 

We gravitate to what’s quick, what’s efficient and what’s expedient. But religious life seldom 

conforms to this expectation.  

 

We want a brisk davening and a snappy sermon. This is the age of the 30 minute Seder and the 

pop up Sukkah. If a Ted talk only takes 15 minutes, why does daf yomi take an hour?  

 

The problem is that what’s quick, efficient and expedient is very rarely what’s profound, 

meaningful or moving. And so you’ll forgive me if today’s sermon takes more than 12 minutes.  

 

The author Peter Chin once recounted the following anecdote:  

 

He had recently moved to Seattle and was shopping in a local grocery store, hoping to make 

quick work of his errands. But, as he writes, he chose the wrong line. The couple at the register 

was having some issue. As they fiddled for cash, the clerk took their items off the belt and placed 

them to the side. Peter desperately looked around to see if it wasn’t too late to change aisles. . . . 

“I pursed my lips and peered around the customer in front of me to catch a glimpse of the couple 

who had so perfectly sabotaged my exit from this purgatory. 

 

“I didn’t really know what was going on, but frankly I didn’t care. They had more than 15 items 

and shouldn’t have been there in the first place. I had no compassion for people who couldn’t do 

something as simple as making a purchase at a grocery store. I rolled my eyes as the attendant 

took their final item off the belt. 

 

“Finally, the couple shuffled on their way, heads down, their empty shopping bag swinging at 

their side. All that time, and all for nothing. I shook my head in disbelief. When my turn came, I 

stepped up to swipe my card, when I finally saw what the attendant had been taking off the belt: 

Similac. 

 

“Baby formula. The couple must have been trying to use food stamps or SNAP when they were 

told that the product wasn’t covered. And so they had scoured their pocketbook for any spare 

change to pay for the formula, only to discover they didn’t have enough cash for even a single 

can. They were forced to leave the store empty-handed, which meant that their child would have 

an empty stomach…  

 

“I ran out of the store to try to find the couple… but they were gone. 

 

“I went back to my own car, deeply frustrated. I had enough money to pay for the formula. But I 

had let my selfishness get in the way. No, it actually wasn’t selfishness; I would have been more 
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than happy to pay for them. It was something else. It was my enslavement to my own 

convenience. I could not see their plight because my own convenience was at stake.” 

 

When expediency and ease of use become such dominant values, other values inevitably suffer.  

We’ve come up with so many ways to make life less stressful and more comfortable. It’s hard for 

us to imagine the alternate path. It’s hard for us to conceive of another reality. And then we map 

our social expectations onto our religious lives and we begin to wonder why Judaism can’t just 

be more convenient.  

 

But if there’s one message we can take away from the Book of Ruth, it’s that heroism is seldom 

the province of the expedient.  

 

In just a moment we’re going to recite Yizkor. So many of the people for whom we say Yizkor 

were faced with choices. And seldom were the decisions they made the ones that were easier or 

less stressful.  

 

They were decisions  

• to emigrate or relocate; 

• to embark on new endeavors or start new careers;  

• to join or found institutions of Jewish communal life; 

• to take risks and make great personal sacrifices for a greater good. 

 

These were people who were animated by the recognition that the way they lived would 

contribute immeasurably to something much larger – to the grand project of the Jewish people.  

 

In this age of convenience, how can we justify to ourselves doing any less?  

 

Rarely in life are our choices so stark. But every once in a while it’s worth considering the often 

opaque reality that every week and every day, we too are faced with a question: Are we living 

ordinary Jewish lives or extraordinary Jewish lives? Are we acting more like Orpah or more like 

Ruth? More like Ploni or more like Boaz? Have we surrendered to the humdrum routine of 21
st
 

century Jewish life on the Upper West Side – or are we extending ourselves beyond our comfort 

zones to do something more?  

 

No one ever accused Judaism of being a religion of convenience.  

 

As Boaz and Ruth remind us, it’s selflessness that paves the path to redemption. 

 

 

 

 


