
Women - Gender, Dignity, Poverty 

 

“I am invited to give myself to Jesus to work at liberating those who 

are crushed, oppressed… to find appropriate words and actions to 

tell them they are loved by God just as they are. I am also invited to 

receive mercy from them.” 
Spiritual Itinerary for Today with Saint John Eudes pg. 309 

 

I am a Moabite, the widow of Chilion, son of Elimelech from Bethlehem. This is how I am 

known. My name is Ruth. Naomi, my mother-in-law and my sister Orpah are also widowed. 

Orpah and I did not know the husband of Naomi except through her tears and memories. After 

Chilion and Mahlon died we spent long nights sharing our suffering, feeling each other’s misery. 

As we opened our hearts we drew strength from each other… comfort and healing began. We 

shared the little we had. Naomi thought Oprah and I should return to our family, as was the 

custom, but we could not leave her without family in Moab.  

Then came news of bountiful crops in Bethlehem and our lives were forever changed. Naomi 

insisted on returning to her homeland. She told us Elimelech had a bit of land and maybe a male 

family member would claim the plot and her in marriage. Orpah and I were furious. What man 

would want an old shriveled woman to care for! The land, yes, but Naomi? She would be at his 

mercy, worse than a servant, she could become his slave. She insisted she was going. I was 

inconsolable. At that moment I knew I could never leave her; she was mother, mentor and friend 

to me and I came to know her God, the one of compassion and love. If I migrate with her, maybe 

I would be claimed, as I am the daughter-in-law of Elimelech. Just possibly I could protect her. 

Orpah felt the same way, but in the end, she remained in Moab heartbroken. Three widows, two 

being foreigners even with marital ties to Elimelech’s family, may be too much. Naomi and I 

clung together for support on the long journey, missing Orpah and feeling exposed. With sheer 

determination we were able to deflect some advances and managed to retain our few belongings. 

We finally arrived in Bethlehem and many greeted Naomi, but she collapsed in fatigue and 

sorrow saying that she left with abundance and now returns in destitution. I resolved the next day 

to glean after the barley harvesters.  

The women servants immediately noticed my different robes. 

They began to taunt me and chanted ethnic slurs, but I pretended 

not to hear them. I was afraid if I answered back, they would hear 

my accent. They quieted when the owner of the section stood 

looking at me. I could feel his gaze. I lowered my head and 

worked faster. What if he did not allow me to glean here? I saw 

his shadow overtake me and he spoke to me… kindly. He told me 

to glean only in his fields. He commanded his men to do me no 

harm and to allow me to drink freely from the vessels they filled. 



Overwhelmed, I prostrated myself at his feet. I was a foreigner receiving his favor. His name was 

Boaz and he already knew Naomi and my story. He gave me blessing upon blessing. He even 

invited me to share his noon meal. I gleaned an ephah, about a bushel, of barley that day. Even 

the sack of barley felt light as I rushed home to Naomi singing in my heart: 

Blessed is the God of Israel, who has shown favor to me,                                                 

This God is greater than all gods,                                                                                          

a God of generosity and compassion.                                                                                                   

I have received abundance in place of nothing.                                                                      

God has heard my prayer.                                                                                                      

I will bless the God of Naomi forever.                                                                                 

Holy is the name of this God! 

Naomi wanted to know every detail of my day. She was ecstatic and she sang the song of my 

heart. Boaz was a relative, a just man who accepted me with honor and dignity. He received me 

as an equal. Naomi told me how to present myself to Boaz that night. She knew that at dawn, he 

would go to the city gates to claim the inheritance of Elimelech, with me the widow of his son 

Chilion for his wife. And so it happened just as Naomi said it would. Obed was our first-born. 

This is my story, a story of relationships, empowerment and transformation. Reflect and share 

with me: 

In what ways can women of today relate to me? 

Are  my oppressions  the struggles of women today? 

How are you “liberating’ the crushed and oppressed?  

Did Naomi and I improve conditions for future generations of women? 

Have you received mercy  through those crushed in spirit? 

How can you be a Naomi to others? Are you? 

 
 

 

Ruth was a victim of her gender and nationality, a migrant. She had no status and no rights, 

defenseless without a male relationship. Poor and vulnerable, Ruth was at risk until Boaz 

intervened. The story of Ruth ends well. For many others like her, it does not. It is estimated that 

an astonishing 12.3 million people are held in slave bondage. 80% are women and 50% are 

minors. The gender related issues of human rights, poverty, forced migration, discrimination and 

education expose women to the prey of traffickers. 

 
The fifty-sixth session of the Commission on the Status of Women will take place at United Nations 

Headquarters in New York from Monday, 27 February to Friday, 9 March 2012. The theme will be the 

empowerment of rural women and their role in poverty and hunger eradication, development and current 

challenges and financing for gender equality and the empowerment of women.  
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