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In the wake of the deadliest shooting massacre in our nation’s history, I’ve decided to set aside 

my prepared remarks. It’s not appropriate to deliver words of eulogy on Yom Tov, but neither is 

it appropriate to allow this moment to pass with acknowledging it. 

 

Today is Shavuot – the day on which we celebrate receiving the Torah. So with your indulgence, 

I’d like to do a little learning together with you.  

 

By way of background, we all know the story in the book of Ruth. After leaving Israel and 

settling in Moav, Naomi loses everything. Finally, the Megillah tells us that the famine has ended 

and Naomi begins her journey back to Bethlehem. Her daughters-in-law start to escort her. But 

when it becomes clear to Naomi that they intend to make the trek with her, she tells them that 

each should go their own way. And the question is why? Why is she so adamant? Why is she 

insistent? These women have lived together for many years. They’re obviously very close. Why 

can’t they join Naomi on her trip home? 

 

And the Megillah tells us the answer. Naomi cares deeply about these women. She wants what’s 

best for them – she wants them to be able to re-marry, to build new lives and to be happy. And 

she knows that in Bethlehem the prospects of this happening are very slim. A Moabite in Judea 

would be an outsider – stigmatized and alone – with very little hope of finding happiness. So 

Naomi tells them to go back.  

 

And given what we know about the rest of the Megillah, Naomi is right. There’s only one Boaz. 

Any lesser man would never even entertain the possibility of marrying a Moabite.  

 

Naomi actually says something quite amazing: ה'-יצאה בי, יד- כי--לי מאד מכם- מר- כי  – you may have 

lost your husbands; but I lost my husband and two sons. If there’s one common thread that binds 

together all these tragedies, it’s me! If you want your fortunes to change, you need to separate 

from me. Each of us needs to go our own way.  

 

It’s with this in mind that I want to turn to the most famous speech in the Megillah – one of the 

most famous speeches in all of Tanach. Ruth says to Naomi: 

עמך עמי, ואלהיך אלהי-- אשר תלכי אלך, ובאשר תליני אלין- כי אל  

Wherever you go, I shall go. Where you sleep, I will sleep. Your people is my people. Your God 

is my God. 

 

First, we have to wonder: Just where did Ruth come up with these extraordinary words? And 

second, given how adamant Naomi is about Ruth returning to Moav, what is it about Ruth’s 

words that convince her to relent?  

 



If you look closely at the text, you’ll notice that Ruth’s words aren’t original at all. She makes 

four statements. And each of them, on close inspection, is actually a response to something 

Naomi has just said. 

 

First she says:  שבנהותאמר נעמי, לשתי כלתיה, לכנה  – you have to go back; you can’t come with me. 

So Ruth responds: אשר תלכי אלך-כי אל  – I’m going with you.  

 

Then Naomi says: לכנה שבנה, אשה לבית אמה – you have to go back [and sleep] in your mother’s 

house. 

And Ruth responds: I’m not going back to my mother’s house; ובאשר תליני אלין – where you 

sleep, I will sleep.  

 

Naomi persists: עמה-ותאמר, הנה שבה יבמתך, אל  – Ruth, your sister in law has returned to her 

people. You have to do the same.  

So Ruth responds: עמך עמי – I’m not going back to my people. Your people are my people.  

 

And finally, Naomi says: אלהיה- עמה, ואל-ותאמר, הנה שבה יבמתך, אל  – you have to go back to your 

gods. 

To which Ruth responds: ואלהיך אלהי – your God is my God.  

 

The reason Naomi finally gives in – the reason Ruth’s words are so compelling – is that Ruth has 

demonstrated her exceptional capacity to listen. She has heard and absorbed everything Naomi 

has said. She’s processed it and responded in kind. And so Naomi knows that in Bethlehem, 

Ruth will have a chance – because she’ll listen. With Naomi as her guide, Ruth will be able to 

navigate the complexities of her impossible situation.  

 

Without having heard the pundits, I can be almost certain of how each side of the political 

spectrum is going to respond to yesterday’s tragedy. The left is going to say: We know exactly 

why this happened. And we know exactly what to do to prevent anything like this from ever 

happening again. It’s all about guns.  

 

And the right is going to say: We know exactly why this happened. And we know exactly what 

to do to prevent anything like this from ever happening again. It’s all terrorism and immigration.  

Each of us surely has strongly held convictions. But if there’s one thing we can learn from Ruth, 

it’s to listen: To be a little less sure about our own position and a little more willing to listen to 

the other side. 

 

But there’s a second message here, too. Because Ruth does add one piece. She says :  באשר תמותי

 where you die, I will die. It’s not just that we shared a past; we also share a – אמות, ושם אקבר

future. And in that shared destiny, is a shared humanity.  

 

The victims of yesterday’s terrible tragedy – on the surface – may seem not very much like us at 

all. They’re from a different state; from different backgrounds; from a different culture. What do 

a Moabite and a Jew have in common? 

 



And yet, as Ruth says: עמך עמי. Your people is my people. In our shared destiny, is our shared 

humanity. These were our fellow Americans – our fellow citizens. Their loss is our loss.  

 

David Hamelech – whose lineage we remember today – captured moments like these – moments 

when there are no words to express what we’re feeling. He said אשא עיני אל ההרים מאין יבאו עזרי – I 

will look out at the mountains; from where will my salvation come. 

 

And the Midrash homiletically rereads the line: אשא עיני אל ההורים – at moments like these I will 

look to my parents. 

 

In a moment we’re going to recite Yizkor. And we’ll remember our mother and our fathers; our 

bubbies and our zeidies. They had all kinds of dreams and aspirations about our Jewish lives. 

They had expectations about how we would act – and how we would react when the chips were 

down. Clinging tightly to the values of Ruth and David Hamelech, let’s not only meet those 

expectations; let’s exceed them.  
 

 


