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Often read romantically, the book of Ruth is also the story of poverty-stricken widows 
and how a community responds to them. These texts offer a conversation about the 

nature of poverty and its causes and effects as a background and response to Ruth.

I. THE CORNERS OF THE FIELDS: STRUCTURAL POVERTY, STRUCTURAL CORRECTIVES 
 A. Deuteronomy 24:19
When you reap the harvest in your field and overlook a sheaf  
in the field, do not turn back to get it; it shall go to the  
foreign-born, the fatherless, and the widow—in order that  
Hashem your God may bless you in all your undertakings.

 B. Chizkuni (13th-century, France) on Deuteronomy 27:19
[Explaining the protections for] “the foreign-born, fatherless,  
or widow;” they do not have influence or protectors who will  
protest their having been maltreated to the authorities.

The Bible frequently refers to the “foreign-born, fatherless and widow” together. If we follow  
Chizkuni’s interpretation, who are the most vulnerable people in our society today? What is the  
role of influence and influencers in shaping our economy today?

 C. Vayikra Rabbah 27:1
When Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi went to Rome, he saw  
marble columns covered in tapestries, that they would  
not crack in the heat or freeze in the cold, and he saw  
a poor person with [only] a reed mat to lie on and a  
reed mat to cover himself…

What does this anecdote tell us about poverty?
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ַכְחתָׂ ֹעֶמר  ֶדָך ְושָׂ יְרָך ְבשָׂ ְקֹצר ְקצִּ י תִּ כִּ
שּוב ְלַקְחתוֹ  ֶדה, ֹלא תָׂ ר ַליָׂתֹום —ַבשָׂ ַלגֵּ

נָׂה ְהֶיה ְולַָׂאְלמָׂ ֶרְכָך , יִּ  ֹלֶהיָךא   'הְלַמַען ְיבָׂ
ה יֶָׂדיָך.  ְבֹכל ַמֲעשֵּ

 

B. Chizkuni (13th century, France) on Deuteronomy 27:19 

[Explaining the protections for] “the foreign-born, fatherless, or 
widow;” they do not have influence or protectors who will 
protest their having been maltreated to the authorities. 

אין להם כח ועזר  "גר יתום ואלמנה"
 ןלפרסם הדבר לערער על הדיי

 

The Tanach frequently refers to the “foreign-born, fatherless and widow” together. If we follow 
Chizkuni’s interpretation, who are the most vulnerable people in our society today? What is the role of 
influence and influencers in shaping our economy today? 

C. Vayikra Rabbah 27:1 

When Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi went to Rome, he 
saw marble columns covered in tapestries, that they 
would not crack in the heat or freeze in the cold, 
and he saw a poor person with [only] a reed mat to 
lie on and a reed mat to cover himself… 

ם  ָאה שָׂ י רָׂ יק ְלרֹומִּ לֵּ י סָׂ י כִּ וִּ ַע ֶבן לֵּ י ְיהֹושֻׁ ַרבִּ
יאֹות,  יְפטֵּ ים ְבטִּ ש ְמכֻׁסִּ ים ֶשל ַשיִּ ַעּמּודִּ

ָאה  ְקְרשּו, רָׂ נָׂה ֶשֹּלא יִּ ְקעּו ּוַבצִּ פָׂ ב ֶשֹּלא יִּ רָׂ ַבשָׂ
יו  ים ַתְחתָׂ ד ּוַמְחֶצֶלת ַקנִּ י ֶאחָׂ נִּ ם עָׂ שָׂ

ים ַעל גַ  יוּוַמְחֶצֶלת ַקנִּ  ...בָׂ

 
What does this anecdote tell us about poverty? 

 

II. Ruth: A Case Study  
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II. RUTH: A CASE STUDY
Ruth Chapter 2

8 Boaz said to Ruth, “Listen to me, daughter. Don’t go to  
glean in another field. Don’t go elsewhere, but stay  
here close to my girls. 9 Keep your eyes on the field  
they are reaping, and follow them. I have ordered the  
men not to molest you. And when you are thirsty, go  
to the jars and drink some of [the water] that the men  
have drawn.”10 She prostrated herself with her face to 
the ground, and said to him, “Why are you so kind as to 
single me out, when I am a foreigner?” 
11 Boaz said in reply, “I have been told of all that you did 
for your mother-in-law after the death of your husband, 
how you left your father and mother and the land of your 
birth and came to a people you had not known before. 
12 May the ETERNAL reward your deeds. May you have 
a full recompense from the ETERNAL, the God of Israel, 
under whose wings you have sought refuge!” 

Notice Ruth is a Moabite (foreigner), a woman, and poverty-stricken. How do those three  
characteristics intersect with regards to her vulnerability? 
Boaz takes an interest in Ruth. What does her surprise indicate about the culture? What are the  
implied consequences had he not stepped in?
How does this text reflect the consequences of poverty for women and minorities in our  
own culture?

III. CONTEMPORARY VOICES
“Kitchenette building”
By Gwendolyn Brooks  
(June 7, 1917–December 3, 2000)

We are things of dry hours and the involuntary plan,
Grayed in, and gray. “Dream” makes a giddy sound,  
not strong
Like “rent,” “feeding a wife,” “satisfying a man.”

But could a dream send up through onion fumes
Its white and violet, fight with fried potatoes
And yesterday’s garbage ripening in the hall,
Flutter, or sing an aria down these rooms

Even if we were willing to let it in,
Had time to warm it, keep it very clean,
Anticipate a message, let it begin?

We wonder. But not well! not for a minute!
Since Number Five is out of the bathroom now,
We think of lukewarm water, hope to get in it.

Brooks was the first African-American to receive the  
Pulitzer Prize.

These two poems offer contemporary midrashim on the romance (and lack thereof) of poverty. In  
what ways is the experience of poverty made invisible or distorted by the popular discourse around 
poverty and the poor? How might we raise up the voices of those actually experiencing poverty?

“For the Record”
By Rabbi Ruhi SM Rubenstein
Your sages will say the story is all about my 
kindness. Perhaps it serves them to think 
that kindness is all it takes for an empty-handed 
Moabite woman to navigate Bethlehem. That your 
grief and weight were light enough 
for kindness alone to brace you and haul you 
on the long road. It was not kindness
that straightened my back in that field, that moved 
one foot in front of the other to approach 
Boaz as he slept. Of course there was love
but they forget how much was hunger and 
obligation and survival. I had promised 
to mother you, bereft mother (and myself) 
and what else is a mother to do

They’ll name the lineage that will flow from me 
to the anointed king - the forever hope of a
people. They’ll call it a reward for my 
kindness. I’ll steel my shoulders 
And find some room
to settle that weight.
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ַמעַ  י ַאל )ח( ַוֹיאֶמר ֹבַעז ֶאל רּות ֲהלֹוא שָׂ תִּ ְת בִּ
ֶּזה  י מִּ ר ְוַגם ֹלא ַתֲעבּורִּ ֶדה ַאחֵּ ְלֹקט ְבשָׂ י לִּ ְלכִּ תֵּ

י: ם ַנֲעֹרתָׂ ין עִּ קִּ ְדבָׂ  ְוֹכה תִּ
יֶהן  ַלְכְת ַאֲחרֵּ ְקֹצרּון ְוהָׂ ֶדה ֲאֶשר יִּ ְך ַבשָׂ יַניִּ )ט( עֵּ
ת  מִּ ְך ְוצָׂ י נְָׂגעֵּ ְלתִּ ים ְלבִּ רִּ י ֶאת ַהְנעָׂ יתִּ ּוִּ ֲהלֹוא צִּ

אֲ  ית מֵּ תִּ ים ְושָׂ לִּ ַלְכְת ֶאל ַהכֵּ ְשֲאבּון ְוהָׂ ֶשר יִּ
ים: רִּ  ַהְנעָׂ

יו  לָׂ ה ַוֹתאֶמר אֵּ ְשַתחּו ָאְרצָׂ ֶניהָׂ ַותִּ ֹפל ַעל פָׂ )י( ַותִּ
יָׂה: י נְָׂכרִּ י ְוָאֹנכִּ נִּ ירֵּ יֶניָך ְלַהכִּ ן ְבעֵּ י חֵּ אתִּ צָׂ  ַמּדּוַע מָׂ
י ֹכל ֲאֶשר  ַגד לִּ ד הֻׁ גֵּ )יא( ַוַיַען ֹבַעז ַוֹיאֶמר לָּׂה הֻׁ

ְך ַוַתעַ  ישֵּ י מֹות אִּ ְך ַאֲחרֵּ ית ֶאת ֲחמֹותֵּ שִּ י עָׂ ְזבִּ
י ֶאל ַעם ֲאֶשר  ְלכִּ ְך ַותֵּ ְך ְוֶאֶרץ מֹוַלְדתֵּ ּמֵּ יְך ְואִּ ָאבִּ

ְלשֹום: ַדַעְת ְתמֹול שִּ  ֹלא יָׂ
ם  עִּ ה מֵּ ְך ְשלֵּמָׂ י ַמְשכְֻׁרתֵּ ֳעלְֵּך ּוְתהִּ )יב( ְיַשּלֵּם ה' פָׂ

את ַלֲחסֹות ַתַחת  ל ֲאֶשר בָׂ אֵּ ְשרָׂ י יִּ ֹלהֵּ ה' א 
יו:  ְכנָׂפָׂ

 

Notice Ruth is a Moabite (foreigner), a woman, and poverty-stricken. How do those three characteristics 
intersect with regards to her vulnerability?  

Boaz takes an interest in Ruth. What does her surprise indicate about the culture? What are the implied 
consequences had he not? 

How does this text reflect the consequences of poverty for women and minorities in our own culture? 

III. Contemporary Voices 

“Kitchenette building” 
By Gwendolyn Brooks (June 7, 1917 – December 3, 
2000) 
  
We are things of dry hours and the involuntary plan, 
Grayed in, and gray. “Dream” makes a giddy sound, 
not strong 
Like “rent,” “feeding a wife,” “satisfying a man.” 
  
But could a dream send up through onion fumes 
Its white and violet, fight with fried potatoes 
And yesterday’s garbage ripening in the hall, 
Flutter, or sing an aria down these rooms 
  
Even if we were willing to let it in, 
Had time to warm it, keep it very clean, 

“Ruth Corrects the Record” 
By Rabbi R. Sophia Rubenstein 
 
Your sages will say the story is all about my  
kindness. Perhaps it serves them to think  
that kindness is all it takes for an empty-handed  
Moabite woman to navigate Bethlehem. That your  
grief and weight were light enough  
for kindness alone to brace you and haul you  
on the long road. It was not kindness 
that straightened my back in that field, that moved  
one foot in front of the other to approach  
Boaz as he slept. Of course there was love 
but they forget how much was hunger and  
obligation and survival. I had promised  
to mother you, bereft mother (and myself)  


