Ruth Gleans in Boaz’s Field
One of the few benefits of growing old is Social Security which was one of several programs developed in the New Deal of the 1930’s.  The Great Depression brought about severe economic hardship for millions of Americans and the New Deal sought to provide a safety net for the poor and elderly who were the most vulnerable.  A vexing challenge of social programs is how to provide benefits while maintaining the dignity of the recipients.  The Civilian Conservation Corps was another program established by the new deal to provide meaningful employment so that welfare benefits could be paid in the form of wages.  For many young men, working for even a small paycheck was preferable to drawing welfare.  Some of the jobs were “make work” but many of the structures that were built remain standing today and they were a source of pride for those who worked on CCC projects.  In our continuing study of the book of Ruth, we see that the challenge of providing for the poor was as prevalent in ancient Israel as the 20th century US.
Chapter 2 begins by introducing Boaz who was a relative of Naomi’s deceased husband Elimelech.  Ruth asked Naomi if she could go into the fields and pick leftover grain.  Under Mosaic law, grain growers were not to reap the edges of their fields or gather the kernels left on the ground after the sheaves were harvested.  The left over grain was to be made available to the poor and the alien (see Lev. 19:9).  While it was well known that Naomi had returned to her homeland, it appears that no one had offered assistance to her and Ruth and so Ruth went into the fields to work.  She went to working gleaning behind the harvesters in a field owned by Boaz.  When Boaz arrived at his field, he noticed Ruth and asked who she was.  His foreman told him that she was Ruth the Moabitess who had come back from Moab with Naomi.  He also gave a good report on her, noting how she had worked diligently all day, only pausing briefly to rest.  
Boaz told Ruth to stay in his field and work alongside his servant girls and to take water from the jars the men had.  He also told his men not to touch her.  She bowed down to Boaz and asked why as a foreigner she deserved such favor from him.  Boaz told her that he was aware of the kindness Ruth showed to Naomi and how she had left her home and family to live among people she did not know.  He said that she had taken refuge under the wings of God.  When mealtime came, Boaz invited her to eat with the harvesters and offered her bread and vinegar and also gave her grain.  
After the meal, Ruth went back out to glean and Boaz told his workers to make sure that Ruth was able to get a good quantity of grain and even told them to leave some sheaves for her.  At the end of the day, she had gathered an ephah of barley which was the equivalent of a bushel.  She took the barley home and gave her leftover food to Naomi who asked where she had worked.  Ruth told her she was in Boaz’s field and Naomi told her that he was a close relative.  Naomi told her to continue to work with Boaz’s servant girls since she would be safe with them.  Ruth worked with the servant girls until the barley and wheat harvests were completed. 
This chapter reveals the remarkably strong character of Ruth.  Her devotion to Naomi was such  that she would not abandon her despite the hardship they endured.  Just as many of the Israelites wished to return to Egypt due to the harsh conditions in the desert, she could have desired to return to her family in Moab but she chose to stay.  Rather than relying on others to support her, Ruth was willing to work for her food and did so diligently and humbly.  She had no expectation that she was owed anything, saying that she would work in the field of anyone who showed her favor.  After finishing her first day of work, her immediate concern was to go home to Naomi to share her food.  Ruth’s actions shaped her reputation which was known by Boaz who took an interest in her welfare.
This chapter also shows that Boaz also had many fine qualities.  A simple exchange between him and his workers asking for God’s blessings indicates an attitude of respect for his workers which was reciprocated.  He was not an absentee owner who had no regard for those in his employ.  At mealtime, he was found among his workers unlike many property owners who would prefer to be with those they considered more worthy (see James, chapter 2).  Boaz would have been expected to allow Ruth to glean in his fields but he went far beyond what was required by allowing her an opportunity to collect more than a meager sum of grain.  Finally, he preserved her dignity as she worked even while providing grain beyond what would normally have been gathered.
It should come as no surprise that God would bring these two fine people together.  It was not by accident that Ruth returned to Bethlehem with Naomi and it was not by accident that she found herself working in the field owned by Boaz.  
