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Oneg Shabbas explores drinking in the weekly Torah portion, along with timely essays on drinking in Jewish life.

The Drinking Story in Ruth Considering the Custom of

As there is a tradition to read the book of Ruth on this holiday of Shavuot, . .

how can we not mention the drinking story within this book? Indeed, this D rin kl ng Bee I O N S h aVU Ot
drinking story helps moves things along in a certain relationship. With Shavuot here, an unexpected custom associated with this holiday

is that of drinking
beer. Beer? VYes,
beer, which is
certainly an

Naomi’s Plan - Catch Boaz Post-Drinking

When we read the verses of Ruth approaching Boaz at the outset of chapter
three, it seems quite clear that the idea is to approach him when he is

perhaps most susceptible to being approached, as designed by her mother- unexpected
in-law, Naomi (Ruth 3:2-4): beverage.
“..Now there is our kinsman Boaz,  11AVTR VA N70 NRY Regarding this
whose girls you were close to. He ININYITTIN N0 PN practice, Rabbi
will be winnowing barley on the 1NN DT NINTNIN Gavriel Zinner
threshing floor tonight. (3) So () :n7"70 DVWND wrote (78M21 'WOl
bathe, anoint yourself, dress up, ANYI NJ0I | AYNI 1):
and go down to the threshing floor. TV AN7NY There are some who are accustomed ~ NINW'Y7 1011 v
But do not disclose yourself to the TV LN7 WTN™7N 10 to drink beer on the night of Shavuot niviaw 772 1DW
man until he has finished eatingand ~ :niAWY7I'70N7 iN72 In his footnote to that line, he writes:
drinking. (4) When he lies down, TYTI 20w () Rabbi Shmuel Greenberger wrote NIN7N N”Iva
note the place where he lies down, ~ "2u! WK DIFRNTIN (Responsa Fragrant Blends (§15): “| (Aunvain) onea
and go over and uncover his feet 177700 N'731 NN DY remember when water was poured an> I’v |
and lie down. He will tellyou what NN 37 T NN DY [on the hands] by my teacher, 7N YA NIV
youare to do.” 'ByYn N Rabbi Mordechai Yehudah Leib Iy om
Of course, as we read here, the plan is to catch him following not only his Winkler (1844-1932), may his w117 7va 770N
eating, but also his drinking. Clearly, the idea is to catch him in a good memory protect us, author of 12'7V 121 1227 DTN
mood. Mordechai’s Garments, that he AN ‘73 7Y g7
was particular about preserving wn 702N N7w
Ruth’s Approaching - Catching Boaz in a Good Mood old customs so that they would ni7el
Not only does Naomi’s plan get well-executed by Ruth, but she catches him g%tet:rrl]c;stt,hheesa;/r?:g];ogrs;dg.abbai T:gj';:?}i?fgﬁ:
in a particularly good mood (Ruth 3:6-7): ; ) A ! !
She went down to the threshing floor 733 BYAI 110 TNI did not prepare beer for the night  nivaw '7'7 7v oW
and did just as her mother-in-law had :ARIND NMINEN of Shaqut, as was the custom DN 7Y 2IN1D
instructed her. (7) Boaz ate and B TV TN (1) from ancient tl‘mes. He then 7V PN NnnTy7
drank, and in a cheerful mood went 1317 N1l (47 0% command.ed his students that they 27w 1I'TN'7N
to lie down beside the grainpile. Then NanI ApIwn N7 should bring back be}er Ifor ANNIINANT7 DN¥V]
she went over stealthily and W70 701 07 themselves, as hg said, The D NN 7R JZIJTJ
uncovered his feet and lay down. LN custom qf Israel |.s Torah’, no0N1 w'o pn
e referencing Rashi’s commentary TNV N”9 9T nay
Not only had he finished eating, as well as drinking, but the text also informs on Shabbat 88a that God cupped 1NN DN'7V N9 °N

us that he was feeling quite good - perhaps he was buzzed, providing him the children of Israel within Mt. N”11{7 N1D - NAND

to be in a really good mood. While this is Sinai - that it’s a reference to a TV DY 1 )'7ony
both a well-designed and well-executed beer barrel.” 1MaTIND
plan to catch Boaz in a good mood, it This Talmudic text is the following (Shabbat 88a):

should come as no surprise to any of the "...and they stood at the NMNN2 X"
readers of this publication how lowermost part of the mount” Eahhl
susceptible Boaz would be to a young, (Exodus 19:17). 72 'NITAN 20 NN
pretty lady in this state. While this Rabbi Avdimi bar Hama bar Hasa TA'7N :NON 12 NN
drinking story amidst the book of Ruth said: "This teaches that the Holy N2 WiTzn N92Y
seems pretty straightforward, there’s One, Blessed be He, overturned NN NN D7V NN
another aspect that goes overlooked in the mountain above them DN D)7 N1,

its telling - the order of words. While like a tub, and said to them: 'If you  minn 0'72j7n DNX

one expects the verbs “he ate and he drank” to be next to each other, yet accept the Torah, excellent, a}:‘d if 0w —IN70M 200
Boaz’ name appears between these two verbs, which is a bit peculiar. not, there will be your burial. -DIH7 N
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If you are, or know of someone, who struggles with alcohol abuse, alcoholism, or other substance abuse, there are resources out

there to help: JewishDrinking.com/AlcoholAbuse

{Ruth, continued from previous page}

Demonstration of Jews’ Holiness

Picking-up on this atypical literary arrangement, two sixteenth century
rabbis identify what this may mean. One intriguing approach is
articulated by Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac de Ugeda (1545-1604), who wrote
(T NN 7V ININY NNIN):

The text does not say that “he ate

and then he drank Boaz" to teach us

that, at the time of his eating, he was WIA NW7ON

Boaz, but then, after his drinking, he nva D nniny

was changed into another man. "And 7ax Tv1a " N'7ONN

then his heart became good" - as if NINWI A'MPN NN

he was no longer Boaz, because then 127 2'0"1 TNN WIN7

the wine had entered him; and then, DV NTPNI7'NDI

with all this, the text shows us the DVl 121j71)" DID]

apparent difference between holy NN AN DT

Jews as opposed to the rest of the TN 2 B9

world. That in this situation, for NNINT DWITIN

someone else to have eaten, drank, NN ND2 D 07IViN

and become gladdened of heart, 201N NNYI 7ORY

when a beautiful, perfumed, well- 11DWNd 17 NNAI 117

adorned, and clean-from-dipping ANIN NO' NN

woman were to have approached nNoIaN NLVYIN

him while he was lying down - and, ‘72n1 N'7202 MINLI

with all of this - he swore his desire N1'70 DVI MI7NN

so that he would not come upon her. N7V NN'7 Va2l

... And this is to inform us the < 7Y NI2T

praiseworthiness of Boaz - informing 7w 1naw nyTinY

us that he ate, he drank, and his 7ONY 1IVTIN VI

heart was good, and with all of this DVl 127 20" NNl

he did not sin, because if it weren't INTNON N7 NT'7D

for this, what is this text coming to TN 'ND DN INT

inform us? 1'IVINUNT
According to Rabbi de Ugeda, while it seems he is about to describe Boaz
as being a changed man on account of the wine he drank, he then
changes course and uses it to describe how differently Jews behave
versus gentiles in their sexual conduct, especially while slightly
intoxicated. Of course, it still could yet be that something may, indeed,
have happened that night in that bed between the two of them, even if
the text does not indicate that, but it is certainly an intriguing rhetorical
question with which he ends.

20" N TV 7ON
ANN N7 N7

Level of Drinking
Another sixteenth century rabbi considered this language and went in a
different direction, as we read of Rabbi Moshe Alshikh (1508-1593)
having written (12NN 7v nwn w):
And here there was a place to say
that it was not just because the wine
passed and he lay down and fell
asleep immediately. For this, the text
preceded to say “And Boaz ate”; and
preceded his name to the drinking
that you might think that the main
part of his activity was from the
wine, except that “he ate”, which is
to say that the main activity in which
he took part was the eating. So why
is it that the text says that “he is

DI7N NN NNl
TN D NI
DN N D
N7 TnoT
7ON' NI DTN
InY 0rT7N1 VI
N7 M 7N
NN 7V N7y 7y
1"NN 7'V NRY 1D
'I72 TVIA 7O N"D
7'V NV N7 1D
nn7 78NN N

Boaz”? T his is to say that, after he NN TV NINY
ate, “he drank and his heart was N1 1D NNNY
gladdened”, although his drinking NN X" 12720
was not to the point of getting drunk, 71 NNDYT7 NI
rather it was enough drinking that he 0P T VY
was simply feeling good. 1172127

{Beer, continued from previous page}
The connection between this story and beer is made by Rabbi Shlomo
Yitzhaki (1040-1105) (popularly known as Rashi) who describes this curious
term of “tub” (Rashi, Shabbat 88a, SV na (see also Rashi, Shabbat 109a,
SV nana7):
A vat in which we put beer. 7DW N1 170Ny NaIj7

While it is entirely unclear how far back this custom goes, it seems that it
was already seen as a longstanding tradition (at least in eastern Europe) by
the 19" century. = —=

While this reference
seems to be entirely
on its own, an avid

reader of this
publication pointed
out the following

description of what
Shavuot was like in
eastern Europe
(Alexander Z.
Gurwitz, Memories of
Two Generations: A
Yiddish Life in Russia
and Texas, ed. Bryan
Edward Stone, trans.

Rabbi Amram Prero
(Tuscaloosa: The
University of
Alabama Press,
2016), 116):

On the first night of Shavuot, all the men and boys

gathered in the synagogue, there to study until past

midnight. It was my father’s annual practice to bring a

large barrel of beer—about fifty to sixty quarts—as his

gift to the people studying Torah on Shavuot evening.

We did, in fact, study the entire Torah, a small section

of every weekly portion, and then we studied the

Mishnah (oral law), the Prophets, and the Writings. What

we were doing, you understand, was actually

experiencing, taking into ourselves, the Torah, which we

were celebrating on this festival.
While we don’t typically see this custom practiced in our synagogues of
having kegs of beer to enjoy these days, it is certainly a lovely way of
incorporating beer into one of our holidays. While you may now be
considering tapping a keg of beer for your Shavuot enjoyment, perhaps
you may still end up enjoying beer over the holiday.

L’chaim 1)

According to Rabbi Alshikh, this anomalous phrasing is to show us
readers that Boaz’ primary activity was eating, with drinking being only a
secondary activity; so much so that he hadn’t gotten drunk from the
wine, simply buzzed. Otherwise, Rabbi Alshikh points out, on account of
his not having gotten drunk , he is able to be alert enough to see this
lovely young lady at his feet.

Conclusion

While it is easily a strategic idea to approach a man in whom one is
interested while he has been drinking, as demonstrated by Naomi’s
planning and Ruth’s execution, the anomalous arrangement of the
separation of “eating” from “drinking” prompts a couple of sixteenth
century rabbis to point out a couple of possibilities of reading strategies
for understanding this different wording. Whether it demonstrates the
chastity of Israel or simply that Boaz didn’t get drunk that night, there
may be more to this drinking than appears.

L’chaim§
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