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No Shoes, No Service? Explaining a Strange Custom in Ruth
Ezer Diena, ediena@torontotorah.com
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Background
1. Ruth 4:6-9 (JPS 1985 translation)
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The redeemer replied, “Then I cannot redeem it for myself, lest | impair my own estate. You take over my right
of redemption, for I am unable to exercise it.”
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Now this was formerly done in Israel in cases of redemption or exchange: to validate any transaction, one
man would take off his sandal and hand it to the other. Such was the practice in Israel.
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So when the redeemer said to Boaz, “Acquire for yourself,” he drew off his sandal.
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And Boaz said to the elders and to the rest of the people, “You are witnesses today...”

2. Bava Metzia 47a (modified Davidson Edition translation)
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This dispute between Rav and Levi is parallel to a dispute between tanna’im. The verse states: “Now this was the
custom in former time in Israel concerning redemption and concerning substitution, to confirm all matters; a man
drew off his shoe, and gave it to his neighbor” (Ruth 4:7). The verse is interpreted: “Redemption”; that is a sale.
And likewise it says: “Neither shall be sold nor shall be redeemed” (Leviticus 27:28). “Substitution”; that is the
transaction of exchange. And likewise it says: “He may neither exchange it nor substitute it” (Leviticus 27:10).
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“To confirm all matters; a man drew off his shoe, and gave it to his neighbory” Who gave the shoe to whom?
Boaz gave his shoe to the redeemer, the closest relative of Elimelech, who had the right of first refusal to the land
that Naomi, Elimelech’s widow, was planning to sell. The redeemer was transferring that right to the land to Boaz,
who was acquiring it by means of his shoe. Rabbi Yehuda says: The redeemer gave his shoe to Boaz.

An “exchange” for land
3. Bava Metzia 47a (Davidson Edition translation)
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Rav says: One effects the transaction with the vessels of the one acquiring the item, who effects the transaction
by giving the vessels to the owner of the item. The moment that the owner pulls the vessel into his possession,
the transaction is complete and ownership of the item in question is transferred to his counterpart. Rav explains
that the one acquiring the item is amenable to having the one transferring ownership of the item acquire his vessel,
so that he will resolve to transfer ownership to him.

4. lbn Ezrato Ruth 4:8
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And he drew off — Boaz drew off his shoe and gave it to the redeemer. This is as the Sages said: “exchange”. The
reason is: [since] you accepted my shoe, you have given me in its place the redemption [rights]. The reason for
[using] a shoe is that it is always accessible, and it would not be [proper] to remove a shirt or pants, so that he not
remain naked.

5. Anonymous French Commentary (Pseudo-Rashi) to Ruth 4:8
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“Boaz drew off the [glove] of his right hand, and acquired it from him”. The words of the Targum are fitting, as
if it was the shoe of a foot, it should have used language of “Ch-L-Tz”, as it is written “and she drew off [chaltzah]
his shoe from his foot”.

A “symbol” of what is being transferred/released
6. lbn Ezrato Ruth 4:8
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And some say that the redeemer drew off his shoe and gave it to Boaz. The reason is: just as | gave you this shoe,
so [did I give you] the redemption [rights].

7. Hoil Moshe to Ruth 4:8
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The reasoning of Shadal is that the redeemer gave his shoe to Boaz. If so, the redeemer is like the patriarch of the
family, and is transferring his property to another, and as a collateral, his shoe, one of his possessions, is given to
the purchaser until the day that the purchaser will descend and take hold of the property which he purchased.

8. Yael Zeigler, The Shoe and the Narrator’s Note, Ruth: From Alienation to Monarchy
What is the purpose of the shoe? Does it have a symbolic meaning? In what other circumstances do shoes appear
in Tanakh? The shoe frequently arises in a context involving possession of land. Walking on one’s land implies
ownership, and the shoe surely acts as a representation of the act of treading on one’s land. In this scenario, it
seems likely that it is the redeemer’s shoe that is removed as a symbol of his relinquishment of his right to take
possession of Elimelekh’s land.
Some scholars have suggested that the shoe may also symbolize the right to acquire a woman.
(Footnote 15: This is, of course, related to the role of the shoe in the ceremony of halitza, in which a man
relinquishes his obligation/right to marry his deceased brother’s wife. Calum M. Carmichael, “A Ceremonial
Crux: Removing a Man’s Sandal as a Female Gesture of Contempt,” Journal of Biblical Literature 96 (1977):
323, cites T. M. Gaster, Myth, Legend, and Custom in the Old Testament (New York: Harper, 1969), 449-50,
who notes that in Arabic, a wife is sometimes figuratively referred to as a shoe. Aside from the passage with
regard to halitza, there is no evidence of this meaning in Tanakh. Deriving the idea that the shoe symbolizes a
woman from these two biblical passages (Deut. 25:9-10 and Ruth 4:9) would result in a circular argument,
because Ruth is clearly referencing the passage in Deuteronomy in so many ways. This theory is therefore, in my
opinion, unconvincing.)

Something else?
9. Ralbag to Ruth 4:7
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It seems that he had already given back his shoe afterwards, as it cannot be that a judge would remain barefoot...

10. Hoil Moshe to Ruth 4:7
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Would draw off — as if saying — if my actions do not follow my words, don’t return my shoe, and I will be
considered one as with an untied [or removed] shoe, meaning, a person fitting to be embarrassed, a mascalzone.

11. Shemot 19:11
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You shall set bounds to the people all around, saying, ‘Be careful that you don’t go up onto the mountain, or touch
its border. Whoever touches the mountain shall be surely put to death.



