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T I K K U N  L E I L  S H A V U O T

A Tale of Two Women

SOURCE 1 
Rashi on Bereishit 1:1 

בראשית. אָמַר רַבִּי יִצְחָק לֹֹֹֹֹא הָיָה צָרִיךְ לְהַתְחִיל אֶת הַתּוֹרָה אֶלָּא מֵהַחֹדֶשׁ הַזֶּה לָכֶם, שֶׁהִיא מִצְוָה 
רִאשׁוֹנָה שֶׁנִּצְטַוּוּ בָּהּ יִשׂרָאֵל, וּמַה טַּעַם פָּתַח בִּבְרֵאשִׁית? ... שֶׁאִם יֹאמְרוּ אֻמּוֹת הָעוֹלָם לְיִשְׁרָאֵל לִסְטִים 

אַתֶּם, שֶׁכְּבַשְׁתֶּם אַרְצוֹת שִׁבְעָה גוֹיִם, הֵם אוֹמְרִים לָהֶם כָּל הָאָרֶץ שֶׁל הַקָּבָּ”ה הִיא, הוּא בְרָאָהּ וּנְתָנָהּ 
לַאֲשֶׁר יָשַׁר בְּעֵינָיו, בִּרְצוֹנוֹ נְתָנָהּ לָהֶם, וּבִרְצוֹנוֹ נְטָלָהּ מֵהֶם וּנְתָנָהּ לָנוּ:

“In the beginning.” — Rabbi Isaac said: The Torah which is the Law book of 
Israel should have commenced with the verse (Shemot 12:2) “This month shall 
be unto you the first of the months” which is the first commandment given 
to Israel. What is the reason, then, that it commences with the account of the 
Creation? ... For should the peoples of the world say to Israel, “You are robbers, 
because you took by force the lands of the seven nations of Canaan”, Israel may 
reply to them, “All the earth belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He; He created it 
and gave it to whom He pleased. When He willed He gave it to them, and when He 
willed He took it from them and gave it to us” (Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 187).

Similarities between Megillat Rut and Sefer Bereishit

SOURCE 2 
Rut Rabbah 2:14 

אָמַר רַבִּי זְעֵירָא, מְגִלָּה זוֹ אֵין בָּהּ 
לֹא טֻמְאָה, וְלֹא טָהֳרָה, וְלֹא אִסּוּר, 

וְלֹא הֶתֵּר, וְלָמָּה נִכְתְּבָה לְלַמֶּדְךָ כַּמָּה 
שָׂכָר טוֹב לְגוֹמְלֵי חֲסָדִים.

Rabbi Zeira says: “This 
book [of Rut] does not have 
anything in it concerned 
with impurity or purity nor 
what is forbidden and what 
is permitted. So why is it 
written? To teach us the 
greatness of the reward for 
acts of lovingkindness.”

SOURCE 3 
Rut 2:11 

וַיַּעַן בֹּעַז וַיֹּאמֶר לָהּ הֻגֵּד הֻגַּד לִי כֹּל אֲשֶׁר עָשִׂית אֶת חֲמוֹתֵךְ אַחֲרֵי מוֹת אִישֵׁךְ וַתַּעַזְבִי אָבִיךְ 
וְאִמֵּךְ וְאֶרֶץ מוֹלַדְתֵּךְ וַתֵּלְכִי אֶל עַם אֲשֶׁר לֹא יָדַעַתְּ תְּמוֹל שִׁלְשׁוֹם.

Boaz said, “I have heard of all you have done for your mother-in-law 
ever since your husband died, of how you left your father, your mother, 
the land of your birth, and came to a people you knew not the day before.

SOURCE 4 
Bereishit 12:1 

וַיֹּאמֶר ה' אֶל אַבְרָם לֶךְ לְךָ מֵאַרְצְךָ וּמִמּוֹלַדְתְּךָ 
וּמִבֵּית אָבִיךָ אֶל הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר אַרְאֶךָּ.

The Lord said to Avram, “Go – from your 
land, your birthplace, and your father’s 
house – to the land that I will show you.

POINTS TO PONDER

1.	 What similarities can you find between Sefer Bereishit and Megillat Rut?

2.	 Why do Rashi and the Midrash question the reason each of these books were written?

3.	 What connection is there between Avraham’s journey and Rut’s journey?

A study sheet exploring Jewish national identity and the biblical heroes Rut and Tamar 
(This is based on a shiur given by Rabbi Sacks in 2016, available to view at www.RabbiSacks.org)

Now we can see what the two books have 
in common and what they are doing in the 
Tanach. Bereishit is the prelude to the birth of 
the Jewish nation, a book about a family. In the 
same way, the Book of Rut is the prelude from a 
tribal society which is not unified to the birth of Israel as a 
kingdom and a united political body.

Even though the rest of the Five Books of Moses is about 
the people of Israel as a nation – a political body, and the 

books of Samuel and Kings are about Israel as a 
kingdom – another kind of political body, they 
both have a prelude about family. This is to tell us 
of the primacy of the personal over the political. 
They teach that politics alone cannot sustain a 

society if that society’s foundations are not built upon acts of 
kindness, generosity, and moral strength the likes of which 
are best exemplified in stories about the human family. 
Ultimately, there cannot be a larger society if the individuals 
do not matter, or are ignored.

Rabbi 
Sacks
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A Tale of Two Women

SOURCE 6 
Bereishit 38:1  

וַיְהִי בָּעֵת הַהִוא וַיֵּרֶד יְהוּדָה 
מֵאֵת אֶחָיו וַיֵּט עַד אִישׁ 

עֲדֻלָּמִי וּשְׁמוֹ חִירָה.

Around that time, 
Yehuda left his 
brothers and camped 
near an Adulamite 
named Chira.

SOURCE 7 
Rut 1:1-2 

 וְיִ הי ִ( ימֵ י שְׁ פֹט הַ M̀פְִ טים וְַ יִ הי רָָ עב ָ(ָ אֶרץ וַ 6ֵלֶ : אִ יJ מִ ֵ(ית לֶֶ חם יְ ה1דָ ה לָ ג1ר ִ(ְ שֵ ׂדי מ2אָ ב ה1א וְִ א 
ְ ש2Oׁ 1שְֵ ׁני בָָ ניוַ.  וֵ שׁם הִָ איJ אֱ לִ ימֶ לֶ : וְֵ שׁם אְִ ש2Oׁ נֳָ עמִ י וְֵ שׁם שְ ֵׁני בָָ ניו מְַ חל2ן וְ כִ לְ י2ן אְֶ פָרִ תים מִ

ַ.ֵ(ית לֶֶ חם יְ ה1דָ ה וַ 6ָבֹא1 שְֵ ׂדי מ2אָ בְ ו6ְִ הי1 שָׁ ם

Once, in the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land. One man set out 
from Beit Lechem of Yehuda and journeyed to live for a while in the land of Moav, and 
his wife and two sons came with him. This man’s name was Elimelech, his wife’s was 
Naomi, and his two sons’ names were Machlon and Chilyon, all Efratites from Beit 
Lechem of Yehuda. They duly arrived in the fields of Moav, and there they stayed.

SOURCE 5 
Rut 4:12

וִיהִי בֵיתְךָ כְּבֵית פֶּרֶץ אֲשֶׁר יָלְדָה תָמָר לִיהוּדָה מִן הַזֶּרַע אֲשֶׁר יִתֵּן ה' לְךָ מִן 
הַנַּעֲרָה הַזֹּאת.

[The elders said to Boaz:] May your house be as the house of 
Peretz, whom Tamar bore to Yehuda, growing from the seed that 
the Lord will give you from this young woman.

POINTS TO PONDER

1.	 Who was Peretz and why is this an 

appropriate blessing to give Rut and Boaz?

2.	 How are Yehuda and Tamar connected to 

Megillat Rut?

3. What message is contained in this blessing?

SOURCE 8 
Bereishit 38:7-10  

וַיְהִי עֵר בְּכוֹר יְהוּדָה רַע בְּעֵינֵי ה' וַיְמִתֵהוּ ה'. וַיֹּאמֶר יְהוּדָה לְאוֹנָן בֹּא אֶל אֵשֶׁת אָחִיךָ וְיַבֵּם אֹתָהּ וְהָקֵם זֶרַע 
לְאָחִיךָ. וַיֵּדַע אוֹנָן כִּי לֹּא לוֹ יִהְיֶה הַזָּרַע וְהָיָה אִם בָּא אֶל אֵשֶׁת אָחִיו וְשִׁחֵת אַרְצָה לְבִלְתִּי נְתָן זֶרַע לְאָחִיו. 

וַיֵּרַע בְּעֵינֵי ה' אֲשֶׁר עָשָׂה וַיָּמֶת גַּם אֹתוֹ.

But Er, Yehuda’s firstborn, was wicked in the Lord’s sight, and the Lord took his life. 
Yehuda then said to Onan, “Go in to your brother’s wife and fulfill your duty as her 
brother-in-law. Provide children for your brother.” But Onan knew that the children 
would not be considered his. Whenever he came to his brother’s wife, he let his seed 
go to waste on the ground so as not to have children in his brother’s name. What he 
did was wicked in the Lord’s sight, and so He took his life also.

SOURCE 9 
Rut 1:5 

וַיָּמוּתוּ גַם שְׁנֵיהֶם מַחְלוֹן וְכִלְיוֹן 
וַתִּשָּׁאֵר הָאִשָּׁה מִשְּׁנֵי יְלָדֶיהָ 

וּמֵאִישָׁהּ.

After that, the two of 
them – Machlon and 

Chilyon – died as well, 
and the woman was left 
bereaved of both her 
children and her husband.

SOURCE 10 
Bereishit 38:11

וַיֹּאמֶר יְהוּדָה לְתָמָר כַּלָּתוֹ שְׁבִי אַלְמָנָה 
בֵית אָבִיךְ עַד יִגְדַּל שֵׁלָה בְנִי כִּי אָמַר פֶּן 
יָמוּת גַּם הוּא כְּאֶחָיו וַתֵּלֶךְ תָּמָר וַתֵּשֶׁב 

בֵּית אָבִיהָ.

Then Yehuda said to his 
daughter-in-law Tamar, “Live 
as a widow in your father’s house 
until my son Shela grows up” – 
for he thought he too might die 
like his brothers. So Tamar went 
to live in her father’s house.

SOURCE 11 
Rut 1:11-13 

וַתֹּאמֶר נָעֳמִי שֹׁבְנָה בְנֹתַי לָמָּה תֵלַכְנָה עִמִּי הַעוֹד לִי בָנִים בְּמֵעַי וְהָיוּ לָכֶם לַאֲנָשִׁים. שֹׁבְנָה בְנֹתַי 
לֵכְןָ כִּי זָקַנְתִּי מִהְיוֹת לְאִישׁ כִּי אָמַרְתִּי יֶשׁ לִי תִקְוָה גַּם הָיִיתִי הַלַּיְלָה לְאִישׁ וְגַם יָלַדְתִּי בָנִים. 

הֲלָהֵן תְּשַׂבֵּרְנָה עַד אֲשֶׁר יִגְדָּלוּ הֲלָהֵן תֵּעָגֵנָה לְבִלְתִּי הֱיוֹת לְאִישׁ אַל בְּנֹתַי כִּי מַר לִי מְאֹד מִכֶּם 
כִּי יָצְאָה בִי יַד ה'.

Said Naomi, “Turn back, daughters; why would you come with me? Have 
I still sons in my womb who could be husbands to you? Turn back, my 
daughters – go; I am too old to be with a man. Even were I to say, ‘There is 
hope for me still,’ were I even this night to be married, even if I could bear 
sons again, are you to wait for them as they grow? Would you be chained to 
them, never to be with another man? No, daughters, for your presence is 
most bitter to me now, for the hand of the Lord has beaten me.”
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SOURCE 12 
Bereishit 38:26

וַיַּכֵּר יְהוּדָה וַיֹּאמֶר צָדְקָה מִמֶּנִּי כִּי עַל כֵּן לֹא נְתַתִּיהָ לְשֵׁלָה 
בְנִי וְלֹא יָסַף עוֹד לְדַעְתָּה.

Yehuda recognised them and said, “She is more 
righteous than I. It was because I did not give 
her to Shela my son.” He did not know her 
intimately again.

SOURCE 13 
Rut 4:5 

וַיֹּאמֶר בֹּעַז בְּיוֹם קְנוֹתְךָ הַשָּׂדֶה מִיַּד נָעֳמִי וּמֵאֵת רוּת הַמּוֹאֲבִיָּה אֵשֶׁת הַמֵּת 
קניתי ]קָנִיתָה[ לְהָקִים שֵׁם הַמֵּת עַל נַחֲלָתוֹ.

“On the day you buy that field from Naomi,” said Boaz, “and 
from Rut the Moabite, you will have bought the wife of a dead 
man with it, to restore the dead man’s name on his estate.”

SOURCE 14 
Bereishit 38:14

וַתָּסַר בִּגְדֵי אַלְמְנוּתָהּ מֵעָלֶיהָ וַתְּכַס בַּצָּעִיף וַתִּתְעַלָּף וַתֵּשֶׁב בְּפֶתַח 
עֵינַיִם אֲשֶׁר עַל דֶּרֶךְ תִּמְנָתָה כִּי רָאֲתָה כִּי גָדַל שֵׁלָה וְהִוא לֹא נִתְּנָה 

לוֹ לְאִשָּׁה.

And she took off her widow’s clothes and covered 
herself with a veil. Disguised, she sat at the entrance 
to Einayim on the road to Timna, for she had seen 
that Shela was now grown up and yet she had not been 
given to him as a wife.

SOURCE 15 
Rut 3:8-9 

וַיְהִי בַּחֲצִי הַלַּיְלָה וַיֶּחֱרַד הָאִישׁ וַיִּלָּפֵת וְהִנֵּה אִשָּׁה שֹׁכֶבֶת מַרְגְּלֹתָיו. 
וַיֹּאמֶר מִי אָתּ וַתֹּאמֶר אָנֹכִי רוּת אֲמָתֶךָ וּפָרַשְׂתָּ כְנָפֶךָ עַל אֲמָתְךָ כִּי 

גֹאֵל אָתָּה.

At midnight the man started and turned over – there 
was a woman lying at his feet! “Who are you?” he 
said, and she answered, “I am your maidservant Rut – 
spread your mantle over your maidservant, for you are 
a redeemer.”

POINT TO PONDER

•	 What similarities can you find between Rut and Tamar?

There are an overwhelming abundance of 
similarities between Tamar, and Rut. Let’s 
examine a few.

• Both stories begin with the senior males
(Judah and Elimelech) moving away from
their larger family and into a moral or physical decline.

• In both stories, the movers and shakers are the women -
Tamar and Rut.

• Both stories involve the death of two sons.

• In both cases, the woman is left as a childless widow,
with no possibility of yibum, or Levirate marriage.

• In both cases, the story turns on a non-normative
Levirate marriage. Instead of Tamar marrying her
brother-in-law, she has a child with her father-in-law.
In the case of Rut, she marries Boaz, which is also an
unconventional Levirate marriage.

• In both stories, the women are determined
to make sure that the name of their dead husband
is perpetuated by having a child that will carry
his lineage forward. The women, and not the two
men who were obligated, were mindful of the

moral duty to perpetuate the names.

• In both stories, the women are required to act daringly
in order to achieve their goals.

Ultimately, the most important similarities have to do with 
the women themselves. Our heroes, the ones whose acts 
are essential for the perpetuation of the Jewish people are 
the most marginalised of characters: Childless widowed 
women, women from foreign and adversarial nations, to 
whom people denied help. And yet, these two women, at the 
very margins of society, emerge as heroines and they allow 
the Jewish story to continue.

Rabbi 
Sacks



The Jewish Hero

SOURCE 16 
Rut 4:18-22

וְאֵלֶּה תּוֹלְדוֹת פָּרֶץ פֶּרֶץ הוֹלִיד 
אֶת חֶצְרוֹן. וְחֶצְרוֹן הוֹלִיד אֶת רָם 
וְרָם הוֹלִיד אֶת עַמִּינָדָב. וְעַמִּינָדָב 
הוֹלִיד אֶת נַחְשׁוֹן וְנַחְשׁוֹן הוֹלִיד 

אֶת שַׂלְמָה. וְשַׂלְמוֹן הוֹלִיד אֶת בֹּעַז 
וּבֹעַז הוֹלִיד אֶת עוֹבֵד. וְעֹבֵד הוֹלִיד 

אֶת יִשָׁי וְיִשַׁי הוֹלִיד אֶת דָּוִד.

This is the line of Peretz: 
Peretz was the father of 
Chetzron. Chetzron was the 
father of Ram; Ram was 
the father of Aminadav. 
Aminadav was the father of 
Nachshon; Nachshon was 
the father of Salma. Salma 
was the father of Boaz; 
Boaz was the father of 
Oved. Oved was the father 
of Yishai – and Yishai was 
the father of David.

SOURCE 17 
I Shmuel 16:1-12 

וַיֹּאמֶר ה' אֶל שְׁמוּאֵל... אֶשְׁלָחֲךָ אֶל יִשַׁי בֵּית הַלַּחְמִי כִּי רָאִיתִי בְּבָנָיו לִי מֶלֶךְ... וַיְהִי בְּבוֹאָם וַיַּרְא אֶת אֱלִיאָב 
וַיֹּאמֶר אַךְ נֶגֶד יְהֹוָה מְשִׁיחוֹ. וַיֹּאמֶר ה' אֶל שְׁמוּאֵל אַל תַּבֵּט אֶל מַרְאֵהוּ וְאֶל גְּבֹהַּ קוֹמָתוֹ כִּי מְאַסְתִּיהוּ כִּי לֹא 

אֲשֶׁר יִרְאֶה הָאָדָם כִּי הָאָדָם יִרְאֶה לַעֵינַיִם וַה' יִרְאֶה לַלֵּבָב. וַיִּקְרָא יִשַׁי אֶל אֲבִינָדָב וַיַּעֲבִרֵהוּ לִפְנֵי שְׁמוּאֵל 
וַיֹּאמֶר גַּם בָּזֶה לֹא בָחַר ה'. וַיַּעֲבֵר יִשַׁי שַׁמָּה וַיֹּאמֶר גַּם בָּזֶה לֹא בָחַר ה'. וַיַּעֲבֵר יִשַׁי שִׁבְעַת בָּנָיו לִפְנֵי שְׁמוּאֵל 

וַיֹּאמֶר שְׁמוּאֵל אֶל יִשַׁי לֹא בָחַר ה' בָּאֵלֶּה. וַיֹּאמֶר שְׁמוּאֵל אֶל יִשַׁי הֲתַמּוּ הַנְּעָרִים וַיֹּאמֶר עוֹד שָׁאַר הַקָּטָן וְהִנֵּה 
רֹעֶה בַּצֹּאן וַיֹּאמֶר שְׁמוּאֵל אֶל יִשַׁי שִׁלְחָה וְקָחֶנּוּ כִּי לֹא נָסֹב עַד בֹּאוֹ פֹה. וַיִּשְׁלַח וַיְבִיאֵהוּ וְהוּא אַדְמוֹנִי עִם יְפֵה 

עֵינַיִם וְטוֹב רֹאִי וַיֹּאמֶר ה' קוּם מְשָׁחֵהוּ כִּי זֶה הוּא.

The Lord said to Shmuel… I am sending you to Yishai, the Bethlehemite, for I have seen 
a king for Me among his sons.”… When they arrived, he saw Eliav and thought, “Surely 
the Lord’s anointed is before Him.” But the Lord said to Shmuel, “Do not look upon 
his appearance or his tall bearing, for I have rejected him, not seeing as man does; 
for man sees what the eyes see, but the Lord sees into the heart.” Then Yishai called 
to Avinadav and passed him before Shmuel, who said, “The Lord has not chosen this 
one either.” And when Yishai had Shama pass, he said, “The Lord has not chosen this 
one either.” Yishai had his seven sons pass before Shmuel, but Shmuel said to Yishai, 
“The Lord has not chosen any of these.” Then Shmuel asked Yishai, “Are there no 
other boys?” “There is still the youngest,” he said. “Right now, he is shepherding the 
flock.” “Send out to fetch him,” Shmuel said to Yishai, “for we will not move on until 
he comes here.” He sent out and brought him; he was ruddy, with beautiful eyes, and 
handsome. And the Lord said, “Arise, anoint him – for he is the one.”

POINTS TO PONDER

1.	 How many generations were there between Peretz and David?

2.	 Where else do we know of this number of generations between key figures in the Torah?

3. What message is contained in the way David was chosen to be king? Is a similar message found in Megillat Rut?

In The Myth of the Birth of the Hero, the 
Freudian theory of the origin of the hero is spelled 
out: A child is about to be born to a royal couple 
but the king sees the child as a threat. To protect 
himself from the child, the king arranges for the 
child to be killed. As it happens, the child isn’t killed, but is 
found and adopted by ordinary, simple people. Eventually, 
everything that is foretold actually happens. The child grows 
up, defeats the king, and is subsequently discovered to have 
royal blood. 

This series of events occurs in many heroic stories. But this 
is not the series of events that happens in the story of Jewish 
heroes.

In the story of King David, we have two stories about his 
origin and the key figures are Tamar and Rut. As opposed to 
coming from royal blood, King David is descended from two 
marginalised women and he becomes Israel’s greatest king.

The Torah is teaching that your dignity, your 
strength, and your character don’t depend on 
who you are born to. Every child is special. This 
is the opposite of the classical origin story of a 
hero. In this tradition it is not David’s birth order 

that makes him stand out, but instead, what God sees inside 
of him. David inherits the legacy of loyalty and kindness, 
courage and vulnerability from his ancestors Tamar and 
Rut, and that is why God sees him as fit to rule Israel. 

The story of the Jewish people is the story of Tamar and Rut: 
the story of progression through the kindness of two strong 
women who were considered outsiders and yet exemplified 
the middot (character traits) most important to the Jewish 
people. It was through Tamar and Rut that Israel got King 
David, its greatest king.

The story of the Book of Rut is thus ultimately an important 
lesson, crucial to our survival: never write an individual off 
before you truly see their character.

Rabbi 
Sacks
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