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Introduction to Reader’s Theater
as a form of biblical engagement

Reader’s Theater is the experience of reading a play script out loud using only the spoken lines — nothing else.
The beauty of its simplicity is that it doesn’t require memorized lines, costumes, sets, or polished acting, but it
nevertheless invites participants to step inside the text — to inhabit it through their roles — and to experience the
text more fully because they are involved in it themselves. Most of us were introduced to reader’s theater during
our first experience of dramatic works in middle school. These scripts invite you to revisit those middle school
days as you use Reader’s Theater to capture the drama and surprise of these biblical texts.

Because these scripts are only intended for use as Reader’s Theater experiences, there are no extra instructions
about costuming, stage movement, etc. — only the dialogue assigned to each reader.

Most biblical passages require a measure of context and scholarly insight in order for us to really understand
them. In these scripts the dialogue is crafted to allow biblical characters themselves — as voiced by you, the
participants — to unpack and explore key biblical texts about welcome. Also, because the biblical story (the
message of God’s abounding love that runs from Genesis through Revelation) is ultimately an experience of
good news, these Reader’s Theater experiences are best done in groups of 6-8 persons — so that, just as in our
faith, there are no spectators.

Whether used by persons skeptical, curious about, or eager to explore the biblical theme of God’s surprising
welcome to outsiders, these Reader’s Theater experiences are effective because they do three things:

1. They engage minds imaginatively, using the power of the participatory-narrative experience to open up
and fully involve participants’ intellects.

2. They help participants evocatively make the connections between the biblical dynamic of a welcoming
God and the challenge to be welcoming today.

3. They enable participants, through scripted comments, to begin rehearsing what they might say in their
own voices to explain and apply the dynamic of welcome in their own contexts today.

Lastly, one of the challenges of bringing biblical texts to life today is negotiating the “cultural sensitivities” that
have transpired across the years. This plays out in several ways.

For instance, most of the biblical material was originally written by — and for — Jewish persons. (Though even
the word “Jewish” isn’t quite accurate; historically, we’'d need to say “Hebrew-Israelite-Jewish persons” as each
of these words best names these people at different points in their history.) So when these texts challenge these
people to recognize God’s surprising welcome, it’s an example of self-criticism. But when Christians read these
texts — especially after generations of both implicit and explicit anti-Semitic assumptions — it’s very easy to
hear them suggesting that the Jewish faith or tradition is intrinsically stubborn or narrow-minded, while we (of
course) are not. But the truth is that stubbornness and narrow-mindedness are human tendencies not Jewish
ones. In fact, it is our own stubborn, narrow-minded tendencies that tempt us to read these texts as challenging
people other than ourselves. Please remember that insofar as we claim these texts as authoritative for us, they



THE BOOK OF RUTH 6

are seeking to challenge us. In every text, whenever someone is challenged to recognize that God is “bigger”
than they assumed, that person, no matter what their ethnic or religious background is in the text, stands for us.
We need to hear what they need to hear. Be sure to listen.

Also, we know that gender roles were very different in the biblical era than they are today. This is not because

God so ordained them, but because culture and society develop and change over time. This means, however,

that some biblical texts are very male-centered and some texts display gender assumptions that we would no
longer make today. | have tried to treat these instances with a balance of respect for the history they represent
and sensitivity to the way we regard gender equality today.

And, you will discover, in my attempt to have these texts speak to us today, | occasionally allow the biblical
characters to speak directly to us across time. They sometimes make references to historical or contemporary
persons and events in order to help us see into the biblical text with greater insight. But even this is tricky,
because my cultural and ecclesial (church tradition) knowledge and assumptions may differ markedly from yours.
| try to offer references that are culturally diverse, but, if my attempts fall short or miss the mark, | hope that you
will do your best to hear past my shortcomings and listen for the truth of these welcoming texts as they seek to
speak to us still today.

Indeed, each of these texts invites us, as we take our place inside them as participants in God’s great drama of
welcome, to find our hearts unbound. Yes, God’s radical love can be described, but every description dims next
to the experience. One definition of the literary form of “gospel” explains it as a genre that aims to bequeath to
its hearers the very experience it narrates. It doesn’t simply tell “good news”—it bears good news to each person
who encounters the story. In their own humble way, each of these Reader’s Theater scripts seeks to be gospel:
not simply to recreate tales in which hearts are unbound, but to unbind the hearts that do the reading. | offer
them to a church that yearns to know God’s radical love more deeply in its own life. In these tales, retold in our
own voices, may we discover our own hearts unbound.

~ David Weiss
Easter 2013
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Introduction

This script invites you to explore the story of Ruth from the inside, through seven roles created to bring insight
to this key biblical tale. These roles are: (1) Naomi, (2) Ruth, (3) Boaz, (4) Townspeople — assorted voices

in the background, (5) 3" Isaiah — a prophetic voice contemporary to the book of Ruth, (6) Author — the
unknown author of Ruth, and (7) Narrator. If necessary, to accommodate groups of six or eight, Third Isaiah and
Townspeople can be read by one person, or the Narrator role can be shared by two persons.

The two largest roles are the Narrator and the Author, followed by the roles for Ruth, Naomi, Boaz, and 3" Isaiah.
The Townspeople is the smallest role of all. None of the roles are overwhelming; no one speaks more than 10
sentences at a time and most are only 4-5 sentences long. But you may appreciate having the option of choosing
a larger or smaller part overall.

The Narrator will guide you through the story of Ruth, summarizing the plot line and helping transition from

one scene to the next. The Narrator likely hasn’t seen any of this material before either, so this person isn’t the
“expert” — their role is simply to keep things moving along. You’ll have a chance to add your own comments and
questions at the end, so feel free to make marks in your booklets along the way, but follow the script until you’re
invited to make your own remarks at the end.

Remember, this isn’t a play where the goal is “perfect performance;” rather, it's a series of invitations to slip into
the text ourselves and listen for a moment to discover what more we can hear within and between the lines of the
story of Ruth.

Note: The Book of Ruth presents some complexity in how the events described in the tale, the overall message
of the story, and the historical context of its writing, relate to each other. It's too important a tale to set aside just
because of this complexity — but impossible to understand without addressing these things. The characters
explain this in the Theater itself, but there is also a chart at the end of the script that allows participants to see this
complexity laid out on a timeline. The chart might be distributed and referred to as necessary.

Suggestion: It may help keep the roles/voices clear for everyone if the Narrator sits at one end of the group, with Ruth
and Naomi to one side and Boaz and the Townspeople to the other side. 3" Isaiah and the Author might sit opposite the
Narrator. You might also consider making large name places to put in front of people to identify their role.

3RD ISAIAH AUTHOR

RUTH BOAZ
NAOMI TOWNSPEOPLE

NARRATOR

Note: While the book of Ruth is only four chapters long, it’s too long to incorporate in its entirety into
this Reader’s Theater, so the characters summarize the action and lift up the key points. Everyone
will be able to follow things, even if they haven’t read the whole book, but it would be helpful to
encourage participants to read the entire book of Ruth beforehand. (By generous permission of the
publisher, the Book of Ruth appears in its entirety as an appendix to this Reader’s Theater.)
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READER”S THEATER SCRIPT

NARRATOR:

Our task i1s to revisit each of the scenes in the Book of Ruth and
reflect on them from the perspective of the original participants.
Let’s begin by going around the table to introduce ourselves by our
real names and then also by the roles we’ll be reading.

NAOMI :

My name is , and 1”1l be reading the part of Naomi, a
Hebrew (Jewish) woman, now widowed and the mother-in-law of Ruth.

RUTH:

My name is , and 1’1l be reading the part of Ruth, a
Moabite (that is, a Gentile, a non-Jewish) woman, now widowed and the
daughter-in-law of Naomi.

37 ISAIAH:

My name is , and 1’1l be reading the part of Third
Isaiah, the author of the final chapters (56-66) of the Book of
Isaiah. Although not a participant in the scene here, his words belong
in this conversation, so his voice has been introduced into this
Reader”s Theater.

AUTHOR:

My name is , and 1’1l be reading the part of the
Author, the unknown writer who created the Book of Ruth. In this role
I will offer “behind the scenes” comments to help you understand the
story from the author’s perspective.

BOAZ:

My name is , and 1’1l be reading the part of Boaz, an
upright Hebrew (Jewish) man and a close relative of Naomi’s deceased
husband.

TOWNSPEOPLE-FIELDWORKERS:

My name is , and 1’1l be reading the part of the
Hebrew (Jewish) Townspeople-Fieldworkers of Bethlehem, the city to
which Naomi returns with Ruth.
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NARRATOR:

My name is , and 1”1l be reading the part of the
Narrator. In this role 1 will summarize the plot from the Book of
Ruth. 1”11 also help us transition from scene to scene, and 1’11

occasionally offer some extra insight into the text.

NARRATOR:

Okay, we’ll begin with a few background comments on the Book of Ruth.
Then we”ll turn to the story itself.

AUTHOR:

I would introduce myself, but since I’m “unknown” that’s a little
difficult. You see, like most of the books of the Bible, the Book of
Ruth does not identify its author. There’s not even a tradition or
legend about who 1 might be. So 1°m about as ‘“unknown” as they come.
Even the date for my writing is unknown. Some scholars believe 1 wrote
within a couple generations of the story 1 tell — maybe around the
time of King David (1000 BCE). But most of them place me hundreds of
years later. That’s because my message fits most clearly in the time
after the Exile, 500-600 years after King David (500-400 BCE). During
these years the people of Israel wrestled with the place of foreigners
in the community of God’s people.

NARRATOR:

Let me explain how we’re dating things. “BCE” means “Before the Common
Era;” it’s the same timeline as “BC,” which means “Before Christ,” but
the designation BCE is used by scholars today to recognize that not
everyone regards Jesus as Christ. Still, Jesus’ birth is what marks
the beginning of the “Common Era,” so when you hear BCE it simply
means the number of years before the Common Era began, which is also
the number of years before the birth of Jesus.

34 ISAIAH:

Okay, to make matters even more complicated, I’m also an “unknown”
author. 1°m the voice behind the final chapters of the Book of Isaiah.
Virtually all scholars acknowledge that most of the first 39 chapters
of Isaiah have roots in the actual prophet Isaiah, who was active from
740-687 BCE. That’s right before and right after Israel’s Northern
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Kingdom fell to the Assyrian Empire. But the material in chapters 40-
55 comes from a different voice and reflects a different time. This
material i1s often referred to as “Second lIsaiah.” It comes from an
un-named prophet active around the time that the Babylonian Exile

was ending, some 150 years later than the original Isaiah. And many
scholars hear yet another voice In chapters 56-66, a third prophet who
sees himself continuing the legacy of Isaiah, but who is now speaking
to Israel’s reality after they’ve returned from the Exile, perhaps
Just a generation or two after Second Isaiah. That third voice i1s me.

[Participants might pause and locate Third Isaiah on the Timeline —
page 24 — and keep the Chart close by as the next four speakers fill
out the history and context for the story.]

AUTHOR:

I know this can all seem kind of complicated and a bit hard to follow.
After all, this isn’t your history, it’s ours. But bear with us,
because the history sets the context for understanding my story about
Ruth. While this tale describes events that happened 500 years before
the Exile, when heard against the backdrop of Israel’s life after the
Exile, it reveals an astonishing message about God.

3rd ISAIAH:

So before we turn to the tale, keep this in mind. In 722 BCE the
Northern Kingdom, comprising almost all of Israel, was conquered by
the Assyrian Empire and scattered to the four winds. After 722 BCE
these ten tribes were effectively lost to history; they’re sometimes
referred to as “the lost tribes of Israel.” About 130 years later,
between 597 and 587 BCE, another regional superpower, Babylon,
conquered Assyria and swallowed up the last remnant of Israel, then
known as the Kingdom of Judah. These last Israelites — members of the
tribes of Judah and Benjamin — were deported to Babylon, where they
lived in exile for about Fifty years.

AUTHOR:

Around 539 BCE, a third regional superpower arose, the Persian Empire
led by Cyrus, and they conquered the Babylonians. Cyrus decided to
let the Israelites, who had been living in exile in Babylon, return
to their homeland. Many of them did. And over the next hundred years
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one of the driving theological questions for the people of Israel
became, “What went wrong... why did the Exile happen?” One of the
reasons most often given was that Israel had been “too friendly” with
her neighbors, and the resulting intermarriages had led to their being
attracted to foreignh gods.

34 ISAIAH:

One response was an emphasis on ethnic purity. The books of Ezra

and Nehemiah convey this response. First a priest (Ezra) and then a
governor (Nehemiah) declared that God was opposed to all intermarriage.
But this wasn’t the only view. There were other biblical voices —
like mine, and the authors of both Ruth and Jonah — who understood
God In ways that ran counter to Ezra and Nehemiah. So the story of
Ruth offered itself to the imagination of Israel in the midst of this
debate about how to treat foreigners — and about how God regards
foreigners. Most scholars consider the story of Ruth to be historical
fiction or purposeful folklore. But that doesn’t mean it was any less
“inspired” than other imaginative tales like, say, Jesus” parables.
Just like the parables, the truth of Ruth doesn’t rest on the history
it tells but on the theology it offers.

AUTHOR:

Enough already! If I°ve done my work well, the story will stand on
its own. You know the context now, so let’s turn to the tale itself.

I begin by putting the two main characters in place — or, more
accurately, by putting them clearly out-of-place. Naomi is a Hebrew
widow. Ruth is her daughter-in-law. Years earlier, during a famine,
Naomi journeyed with her husband from the land of Israel to the land
of Moab, only to have him die there, leaving her alone with two boys.
The boys grew up and both of them married Moabite women. But soon both
of Naomi’s sons die as well, and she is left only with two foreign
daughters-in-law, in a foreign land. Now, to be a widow in your own
land in the ancient world was bad enough; to be a widow in a foreign
land, tied only to other widowed women — and foreign women, at that —
Naomi was truly to be out of place.

NARRATOR:

The rest of chapter one can be summed up like this: Naomi learns that
there was food again in Israel, so she decides to return to her people.
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Although her two daughters-in-law initially set out with her, Naomi
does not wish them to now be out of place in her land. So she urges
them to stay In Moab and expresses her hope that each of them may find
security by finding a new husband among their own people. After a bit
of protesting, one of her daughters-in-law agrees to stay in Moab, but
the other one, Ruth, is almost defiant in her loyalty to Naomi. And
ultimately Naomi allows Ruth to return with her to Bethlehem.

AUTHOR:

Wait! You can’t sum it up and leave out the best parts. Think about
this: in an almost exclusively patriarchal society | dared to write a
short story .. featuring women. 1 dared to think that their feelings
and their words might be .. memorable. In fact, at least a few scholars
wonder whether 1 might have been a woman storyteller myself to craft
such lines for women. This is what Ruth said when Naomi encouraged her
to go back to Moab:

RUTH:

“Please don’t ask me to leave you and turn away from your company. |
swear to you: Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, 1 will lodge.
Your people will be my people, and your God, my God. Where you die,
1’11 die there too and I will be buried there beside you. 1 swear —
may YHWH be my witness and judge — that not even death will keep us
apart.” (Ruth 1:16-17, “The Inclusive Bible - TIB”)

AUTHOR:

No wonder Naomi relented and welcomed Ruth’s company. These words have
been echoed as expressions of fierce friendship — even borrowed for
use in weddings — for thousands of years since | penned them!

34 ISAIAH:

But remember this, too, that Ruth, who makes this stunning pledge

of loyalty, is a Moabite. Her people are cursed in the Book of
Deuteronomy, where It says that no Moabite shall be allowed to join
the “assembly of the Lord” not even after ten generations — which is

a fancy way of saying “not ever!” And after the Exile both Ezra and
Nehemiah Insist on breaking up all intermarriages between Hebrew men
and Moabite women. Ruth carries some pretty significant ethnic baggage
with her, but here her loyalty to a Hebrew widow is given an eloquence
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that makes it a fitting metaphor even
for God’s loyalty to us.

NAOMI :

I was blessed by Ruth’s companionship.

I knew that she would be an outsider
among my people, but, as a widow myself,
I would also be an outsider even in my
own land. Who can explain the depth

of Ruth’s loyalty to me? But who can
question such loyalty either? Hers was
a gift of grace to me. In a world where
widowed women had nothing, we chose to
have each other.

NARRATOR:

So the two women arrive in Bethlehem,
where the relatives of Naomi’s dead
husband lived. The townspeople are
“abuzz with gossip” at their arrival.
Naomi has been gone for more than a
decade — and she had left with a husband
and two sons. Now here she is: a widow
without children, in the company of

a foreign woman. Her fortunes have
changed, to say the least. They arrive
in town just as the barley harvest

is being gathered. And Ruth, showing
compassion for her mother-in-law, offers
to go into the fields to glean barley
for them to eat. By chance — or by
Providence — she gleans in the fields of
Boaz, a kinsman of Naomi’s husband.

AUTHOR:

13

No Ammonite or Moabite, even down
to the tenth generation, may enter
the assembly of YHWH, for they did
not come to meet you with food and
water on your journey out of Egypt.
You are not to seek their welfare

nor their goodwill as long as you

live. (Deuteronomy 23:3-4, 6 TIB)

Shecaniah ben-Jehiel, of the family

of Elam, told Ezra, “We have been
unfaithful to God by marrying the
foreign people of the land. But there is
yet hope for Israel. Let us now make
a covenant with YHWH to disown

our foreign spouses and children.”
And they dismissed them and their
children. (Ezra 10:2-3, 44 TIB)

It was in those days that | [Nehemiah]
saw Judeans marrying Gentiles from
Ashdod, Ammon, and Moab. Half

of their children spoke the language
of Ashdod or some other tongue,
and not the language of Judah. |
scolded them and cursed them; |
beat some of them and pulled out
their hair, and made them take an
oath in God’s name, saying to them,
“You shall not give your children in
marriage to their children. Nor will
you take their children in marriage
for your children, nor for yourselves.”
(Nehemiah 13:23-25 TIB)

Hold on! Does everyone know what ‘“gleaning” means? See, the people of
Israel recognized that God wanted mercy shown to the poor, to those at

the margins of society. Thus,

Israelite law required those harvesting

the fields to leave a portion of the harvest in the field, so that
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the poor could follow behind and “glean” — that is, “gather” — this
leftover grain for themselves. In this scene, Ruth sets aside any of
her own remaining dignity to enter the field and gather barley in
order for her and Naomi to survive.

NAOMI :

Why didn’t | go myself? Why didn’t 1 accompany Ruth into the fields?
The story doesn’t say, perhaps 1 was simply too old. Or perhaps the
sorrows of my years had left me too frail to be much help. In any
case, Ruth’s gleaning — this care shown to me by a foreigner, my
daughter-in-law — is what kept both of us alive.

NARRATOR:

When Boaz comes to the field where his workers are reaping the harvest,
he notices Ruth, whom he doesn’t recognize, following behind his
workers and he inquires about her. The servant in charge tells him she
is “the Moabite” who came back with Naomi, and he adds that Ruth has
gleaned in the field tirelessly all day. In response, Boaz tells her
that she i1s welcome to glean in his fields — indeed he urges her to
glean only in his fields and invites her to share the water provided
for his own workers. At the midday break he invites her to sit with
the reapers and share their meal. And afterwards, he instructs his
servants to allow Ruth to glean even where they have not yet harvested
and to toss some extra barley on the ground for her to collect.

RUTH:

I was quite overwhelmed by his generosity, and 1 told him so — while
bowing low to the ground in front of him. That’s how we showed deep
respect and honor to those whose place in life was far above our own.
It wasn’t just that he took his duty to the poor so seriously, but
that he offered it so willingly to me, a foreigner. 1 had expected to
be invisible, but he saw me.

BOAZ:

Word travels quickly in a small town. Although 1 didn’t recognize her
in the field, | had already heard about this foreign woman, Ruth, and
her faithful companionship to Naomi, the widow of my kinsman. So 1
was sincere when 1 said to her, “May YHWH pay you in full for your
loyalty! May you be richly rewarded by the Most High God of Israel,
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under whose wings you have come to find shelter!” (Ruth 2:11-12 TIB)
In fact, as soon as 1 spoke my blessing, 1 was strangely aware it was
she who had spread her wings of refuge over Naomi .. and that it was
I, through the barley in my fields, who was now spreading my wings of
refuge around them both.

TOWNSPEOPLE-FIELDWORKERS:

They say beauty is in the eye of the beholder. And when the eye
belongs to a beholder who is just, mercy looks beautiful. We could see
that something sparked iIn Boaz already during that chance encounter in
the field, but it belittles it to call it “love at first sight.” Ruth
was a young woman to be sure, but she was widowed already and, after
working the whole morning in the field, she was hardly in a state to
catch anyone’s eye. But we knew Boaz to be a man moved by justice, and
when he looked at Ruth he saw neither her physical beauty nor the toll
of her years. He saw the mercy she showed Naomi and that moved him
deeply.

RUTH:

At the end of the day, after separating the grain from the straw, I
had an ephah of barley — about enough to fill a five-gallon bucket.
It was a very good day of gleaning. And when Naomi saw how much 1 had
gleaned she iImmediately asked whose field | had been gleaning in,
because she knew someone had been looking out for me.

NAOMI :

When Ruth told me that she had been in the field belonging to Boaz

my heart leapt, because he was a relative of my dead husband. This
was God’s kindness for sure. Most English Bibles say “close relative”
or “nearest Kkin,” but this doesn’t capture the full significance of
my words. More accurately, in Hebrew I told Ruth, “This Boaz is our
redeemer-trustee” (Ruth 2:20 TIB); literally, he is the one with the
right to redeem.

BOAZ:

”0One with the right to redeem.” That’s a big deal. It means that I
might well have two significant opportunities — or obligations — with
respect to Naomi. First, unless an even closer kin came forward, 1
would have the right to “redeem” — to claim for my use — any lands
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that were held by Naomi’s husband. Second, 1 also had the obligation
to provide Naomi with an heir, through the custom of “levirate
marriage.” That meant that (whether or not 1 already had a wife —
though 1 seem to have been unmarried) | had a duty to marry Naomi so
that she might conceive an heir to care for her in her old age and to
inherit her husband’s land.

NARRATOR:

So Ruth gleaned in the fTields of Boaz for the duration of the barley
harvest, and for the wheat harvest as well. This lasted about three
months, during which time Ruth became a familiar fixture following
behind Boaz’s fieldworkers, likely encountering Boaz on numerous
occasions.

NAOMI :

This was surely God’s doing, for the LORD is merciful to the poor
and needy. And Ruth’s ability to glean all these months ensured that
we would have food for a long time. But there is more than food to
security. And in this era the only real security for a woman was a
husband, or at least a son to take care of her when she grew old.
Because both Ruth and I had neither husband nor children, 1 began to
plan for our security.

NARRATOR:

Naomi instructed Ruth in how to ““seduce” Boaz. She picked a night
that she knew Boaz would be alone in the grain house. She told Ruth
to bathe and put on some perfume and to dress in her finest clothes.
But Naomi also instructed her to hide until Boaz had eaten and fallen
asleep. Then she was to go, lie down by Boaz, ‘“uncover his feet,” and
wait for him to tell her what to do.

AUTHOR:

“Seduce” is a little strong, 1 think. There are clear sexual overtones
here, but this is really a desperate attempt by Naomi through Ruth to
gain security for both of them. Knowing that she herself was too old to
bear a child, Naomi hoped that Boaz might be *“encouraged” to “redeem”
her family by taking Ruth as his wife and providing Naomi with an heir
that way. Ruth’s actions are pretty forward — in Hebrew “feet” can be
a euphemism for genitals, so just what is Naomi suggesting that Ruth
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uncover?! But they’re also unmistakably vulnerable: regardless of what
part of Boaz’s physical anatomy she’s uncovering, Ruth is also laying
bare her future security, and that of Naomi as well. Boaz’s response
is far from certain, and she has everything to lose if this moment of
sheer vulnerability on her part is not met with grace and mercy on his
part.

RUTH:

I did just as my mother-in-law suggested. Once Boaz was asleep 1 crept
in and lay beside him, uncovering his feet. No wonder when he awoke

in the middle of the night he was startled to find me there! When he
asked who I was — for he couldn”t see me clearly in the darkness, |1

responded, “It’s Ruth, your faithful one. Spread the corner of your
cloak over me, for you are my family redeemer.” (Ruth 3:9 TIB) |1
was not asking literally to be covered by a blanket; 1 was asking,

begging, hoping that Boaz would take me as his wife.
AUTHOR:

When you realize what”s happening here — that Ruth is hoping for an
heir, that she is asking Boaz to father a child with her, a child
that will become not his heir but Naomi’s heir — you can see just how
uncovered his “feet” are .. and just how desperate her hope 1is.

BOAZ:

I suppose | was startled — wouldn’t you be? But what truly astonished
me yet again was Ruth’s compassion for Naomi. 1 told her, “May YHWH
bless you, my child. You have shown yourself even more loyal to the
family than you did before. You could have sought someone younger,
whether poor or rich.” (Ruth 3:10 TIB) Ruth was under no obligation to
provide Naomi with an heir. She could have married solely for herself.
By coming to me she made clear that she had bound up her security with
Naomi’s — even within a family such loyalty is rare, and here was a
Moabite widow, someone who was not one of us, offering it to Naomi.

NARRATOR:

Boaz pledged on the spot to fulfill Ruth’s request, noting that all of
the Hebrews knew that she, Ruth, was a woman “of great character and
integrity” (despite being Moabite). But he also cautions that he knows
there is one relative closer to Naomi’s husband than he is, and that
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person has the first right to redeem if he wishes to.
RUTH:

Suddenly my vulnerability becomes all too clear. Having just offered
myself to this man that 1°’d come to trust over the past several

months I now learned that first thing the next morning 1 might be
passed on to a complete stranger! This isn’t a betrayal on the part

of Boaz; he’s simply determined to do everything with honor, but in a
patriarchal society honor is measured more by the minds of men than by
the lives of women.

NARRATOR:

True to his word, Boaz goes to the city gate the next morning because
this 1s where the men gather to do the town’s business. As soon as

he spots the other relative, the one who has the first right to
redeem, he calls him over and gathers ten elders of the city to act as
witnhesses. He explains that Naomi wants to sell the land that belonged
to her dead husband and that Boaz is willing to redeem the land for
himself but knows that this other man has first rights if he wishes to
claim them.

AUTHOR:

And, of course, this other relative says, yes, he’ll redeem the land.
Who wouldn’t want to expand theilr estate a bit? So he’ll buy 1t from
Naomi, and she can live off the proceeds until they’re exhausted. But
then Boaz adds a little “fine print.” He mentions that whoever redeems
the land also gets Ruth — and Ruth comes with the obligation to sire
an heir. All of sudden this isn’t such a good deal. Let’s see, he pays
to buy the land. He picks up the cost of having a wife. He accepts the
duty to father a child. And this child will have a lineage traced back
to Naomi’s husband, not to him — and will one day inherit away from
his family the very land he’s spending money to buy today. This is no
longer a good business deal and so he renounces his right to redeem
and offers it to Boaz.

BOAZ:

I immediately claimed my right to redeem, announcing to the elders,
“You are witnesses this day that | have bought all of Elimelech’s
property from Naomi, as well as the property of [her two sons].
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Further, 1 will marry Ruth the Moabite widow, in order to keep the
name of our dead relative connected with the property, so that his
name will not be forgotten among our relatives or in the town records.
You are my witnesses this day.” (Ruth 4:9-10 TIB) Those few words sold
and bought the land and effectively married Ruth to me as well.

NAOMI :

True enough. Those few words put everything that had been out of place
— myself, my husband’s land, and my daughter-in-law — back in place.

TOWNSPEOPLE-GATHERED AT THE GATE:

But we — the ordinary people gathered by the

gate alongside the elders — we also offered The story of Leah and
words that shaped this passing of property and Rachel is found in Genesis
people. We said this blessing: “May YHWH make chapters 29-35. The
Ruth, who is about to come into your home, to story of Tamar is found
be like Rachel and Leah, the two who built [ CEmEEE S o

up the family of Israel. May the children
YHWH gives to you make your family like the
family of Perez, whom Tamar bore to Judah.” (Ruth 4:11-12 TIB) Our
words of blessing set this otherwise ordinary transaction within the
extraordinary story of God’s care for God’s people.

BOAZ:

Extraordinary, indeed. You probably recognize Leah and Rachel as the
two sisters married by Jacob. Along with their respective maidservants,
they gave Jacob the twelve sons who became the twelve tribes of

Israel. To liken a Moabite woman to the very foremothers of lIsrael is
a pretty daring blessing. As for Tamar, she was a widow whose right to
levirate marriage was denied generations earlier and who needed her
own act of desperate ‘“seduction” to gain an heir and thus continue the
bloodline that eventually led to my own birth six generations later.

RUTH:

I suppose in this moment | could have felt like just another part

of the property changing hands — in some ways that’s exactly what I
was. But remember, 1 was moving from a place of sheer vulnerability
to a place of security — and Naomi was coming with me. We were being
gathered together into the household of a man we knew to be both just



THE BOOK OF RUTH 20

and merciful. We had a future before us again. And that was cause for
wordless gratitude on my part.

NARRATOR:

And so Boaz took Ruth as his wife. Naomi was made safe as a member of
their household. And In time God blessed Boaz and Ruth with a son.

TOWNSPEOPLE-WOMEN :

When he was born, we rejoiced for our kinswoman, Naomi. We said to
her, “Praised be YHWH, who has not abandoned you, but provided you
with yet another redeemer! May this child’s name be remembered through
all of Israel — and give you renewed life and support you when you are
old! For your daughter-in-law who loves you and has proven better than
seven sons, has given birth to him.” (Ruth 4:14-15 TIB)

NAOMI :

Filled with joy, 1 took my grandson into my arms, and, cradling him,

I saw hope iIn this tiny babe. Not just for myself and for Ruth, but
for all of God’s children, for the story that led to his birth is a
witness to the God who seeks always to care for the poor, to bring the
outcasts in, to invite those at the margins to the center — and who
does all these things through the choices that we human beings make.
And in this story, Ruth and Boaz and 1 were privileged to make choices
that invited God to act in our lives.

NARRATOR:

And the story ends like this: “And Naomi’s neighbors named the child,
saying, “A son has been born to Naomi; we will call him Obed [which
means “faithful one”].” And Obed begot Jesse — and Jesse begot David.”
(Ruth 4:17 TIB)

[Participants might refer to the Timeline Chart as the next two
speakers read their lines.]

AUTHOR:

It all ends so quickly that when you hear it today, 2500 years after
I wrote 1t, you might think 1°m simply bringing it all together and
closing it up. But actually this bursts everything wide open. This
single verse takes the whole story to another level. Remember the
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context in which I wrote. David was Israel’s greatest king. But 500
years after his rule and with the much more recent pain of Exile
fresh in their hearts, the Israelites are wrestling with how to share
their land and their faith with foreigners. Ezra and Nehemiah have
called for the expulsion of all foreign wives from among the people
of Israel, specifically naming Moabite women as among those needing
to be expelled. And here, in the middle of this wrestling, sits my
story of Ruth. I lift up from our past a Moabite woman who displays a
loyalty to family and a faith in God equal to any biblical hero. And I
celebrate her intermarriage with Boaz, which keeps alive a bloodline
that would otherwise have died out — a bloodline that in just two more
generations will produce David, the shepherd-king.

THIRD ISAIAH:

In fact, some of my most stirring words, crafted in the midst of this
same struggle, are these: “Foreigners who would follow YHWH should
not say, “YHWH will surely exclude me from this people.”” That was
exactly what Ezra and Nehemiah were doing to women like Ruth. But 1
responded, ‘“For thus says YHWH: “The foreigners who join themselves
to me, ministering to me, loving the name of YHWH, and worshipping me
— all who observe the Sabbath and do not profane it, and cling to my
Covenant — these I will bring to my holy mountain and make them joyful
in my house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and their sacrifices

will be acceptable on my altar, for my house will be called a house
of prayer for all peoples’! Thus says the Sovereign YHWH, who gathers
the diaspora [the “scattered ones”] of Israel: There are others I will
gather besides those already gathered.” (lIsaiah 56:3, 6-8 TIB)

AUTHOR:

I like to think that my short story about Ruth and her acceptance
into the people of God sowed seeds that bore fruit in Martin Luther
King’s famous hope: “l have a dream that my four little children will
one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color
of their skin but by the content of their character.” Grounded in the
conviction of God’s gracious and surprising love, that was my hope,
and Ruth’s hope, and lsaiah’s hope. Is it yours, too?

* * *

[End of scripted conversation. However, instructions for an informal
conversation continue on the next page.]
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NARRATOR:

Now | invite us one last time, within our roles, to answer an unscripted question (however we choose
to) based on what you’ve experienced in this Reader’s Theater. Many persons find themselves
rendered invisible, kept at the edges (or altogether outside) of our faith communities: persons of color,
immigrants, LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) persons, those struggling with poverty, those
with special needs, and more. If you could say anything to our churches in the 21 century as we
wrestle with whether or how to welcome persons who may seem so foreign, so other to us — speaking
as Naomi, Ruth, Boaz, the Townspeople, 3 Isaiah, the Author, or the Narrator, what would you say?

[Go around the circle and invite each person to say as much or as little as they wish.]

[Note: If more than one small group has been reading a script, this next question is a chance to briefly
collect some insights that you’ll share with the whole group when you re-gather. Even though each
small group will have read the same narrative, each group’s experience of it will have been unique.
Therefore it’s important for each small group to share their insights with the whole group. Otherwise,
this is an opportunity for a little longer conversation that will wrap up the experience.]

NARRATOR:

Our last task is to step back into our own voices and identify some of the insights we gained. So
thinking about either the story of Ruth or the challenge faced by the church to widen our welcome
today — or both...

1. What insights did you gain from this experience?

2. What challenges or questions did it raise for you?

3. Of the characters in this story (Naomi, Ruth, Boaz, the Townspeople, 3 Isaiah, and the Author)
where do you see their views or experience reflected in the current church — or in your own
life?

4. What difference would it make if every church went through this passage like we did?

[Take just a few minutes to do this, recording a few thoughts to share with the whole group.]

A final word of thanks is in order. It is both a risk and a gift to step into such close engagement with
a biblical text. In these encounters with God’s radical love we may well find ourselves challenged and
encouraged, but we will hardly find ourselves unchanged. Thank you for taking the risk.



THE BOOK OF RUTH

Timeline
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Understanding the relationship between the story told within the Book of Ruth and the historical
setting of the writing of the Book of Ruth (likely 500-600 years later).

BCE Timeline
(years before
the Common Era)

1100 BCE

1075-1025 BCE

1000 BCE
922 BCE
750 BCE

722 BCE

597-587 BCE

539 BCE

520-515 BCE

535-435 BCE

Events occurring:

Approximate date for the events in the Book of Ruth.

Ruth gives birth to Obed, who becomes father to Jesse, who becomes father to

David.

David becomes king in Israel.

Civil War spilits Israel into two kingdom: Israel in the North; Judah in the South.
Approximate date for the events in the Book of Jonah.

The Assyrian Empire conquers and scatters the Northern Kingdom of Israel.
During this time the original prophet named Isaiah is active.

The Babylonian Empire conquers Assyria as well as the Southern Kingdom of
Judah and carries these last two tribes of Israel into Exile in Babylon.

The Persian Empire conquers Babylon and chooses to allow all the Exiles

of Judah to return to the area around Jerusalem. During this time a second
prophetic voice writes under the name Isaiah; scholars call this voice “Second
Isaiah.”

The Exiles (now free) work to rebuild the Temple.

During this period (about the first 100 years after the Exile ends) the people of
Israel are asking the very tough question, “Why did the national disaster of the
Exile happen?”

This is the period when Ezra and Nehemiah forbid inter-marriage (and break up
existing mixed marriages.)

This is also the era when a third prophetic voice writes under the name
Isaiah; scholars call this voice “Third Isaiah.” This prophet challenges the

viewpoint of Ezra and Nehemiah — this is the character in the Reader’s Theater.
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And this is the era when many scholars believe that both the Books of
Ruth and Jonah were written. If true, these authors chose to write vivid tales
about characters in Israel’s past in order to convey their understanding of God
and relate it to Israel’s life in the present. The Books of Ruth and Jonah, like the
message of Third Isaiah, present an image of a much more inclusive God than is
seen in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah.

Thus, the biblical writings (Ezra, Nehemiah, Third Isaiah, Ruth, and Jonah) produced during this last era
(535-435 BCE) give us a glimpse into a time when the people of God were actively wrestling with how
best to speak about God in light of enormous changes and challenges in the world around them.
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CHAPTER 1

Long ago, when judges governed Israel, a famine swept
over the land. So a family from the town of Bethlehem in
Judah, a woman and man and their two children, emigrated
to the region of Moab. The man was named Elimelech, the
woman’s name was Naomi, and their two sons were named
Mabhlon and Chilon. They were Ephrathites, that is, from
Bethlehem of Judah. They arrived in the land of Moab and
settled there.

Soon afterward Elimelech died, leaving Naomi and the
two sons to fend for themselves. The two sons eventually
married two Moabite women, whose names were Orpah
and Ruth. They lived in the land of Moab for about ten
years when both Mahlon and Chilon died.

Now that Naomi had lost both of her children as well as her
husband, she prepared to take her daughters-in-law and
leave the land of Moab and return to her homeland, for she
had heard that YHWH had visited the people by providing
an abundance of food.

So she and her two daughters-in-law left the house where
they had been living, and she set out on the road to Judah.
But Naomi told each of her daughters-in-law, “Return

to your mother’s house. May the Most High care for you
with the same kindness that you have cared for your dead
and for me. May the Most High give you security and true
fulfillment, and lead you to new spouses.” Then she kissed
them both.

But they wept loudly and said to her, “No we want to go
back with you to the land of your people!”

But Naomi said to them, “Go back, my daughters. Why do
you want to come with me? | have no more sons inside me
that you can take as spouses. No, you must go back, my
daughters. | am too old to marry again. Even if | told you
that there was still hope for me, if | were to find a spouse
and have children tonight, would you be willing to wait until
they are grown to marry them? Would you refuse to remarry
for this far-off hope? No, if you did that, it would tear

me apart, for the hand of the Most High has been raised
against me.”

And once more they wept loudly. Then Orpah kissed Naomi
and returned to her people. But Ruth stayed by her side.

Naomi said to Ruth, “Look, your sister-in-law has returned
to her people and to the god of her ancestors. You too
must go. Follow your sister-in-law.”
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But Ruth said to her, “Please don’t ask me to leave you and
turn away from your company. | swear to you:

Where you go, | will go;

where you lodge, | will lodge.

Your people will be my people,

and your God, my God.

Where you die, I'll die there too

and | will be buried there beside you.

| swear — may YHWH be my witness and judge —
that not even death will keep us apart.”

Seeing that Ruth was determined to accompany her,
Naomi said no more. And together they walked, until they
came to Bethlehem.

When they arrived, the town was abuzz with gossip
because of them. The townspeople said to each other,
“Could this sad person be Naomi, our ‘Joy’?”

But she said to them, “Don’t call me Naomi. Call me Mara,
‘Bitterness,’ for YHWH has afflicted me, and Shaddai has
brought bitter destruction on me. | was filled to the brim
when | departed, but YHWH has brought me back empty.
Why insist on calling me Naomi, since YHWH has passed
sentence upon me and Shaddai has brought me to ruin?”

And that is how Naomi left the land of Moab with Ruth the
Moabite and returned to Bethlehem, arriving just as the
barley harvest was beginning.

CHAPTER 2

Now Naomi had a relative on her husband’s side from the
clan of Elimelech. His name was Boaz, and he was well-to-
do.

One day Ruth the Moabite said to Naomi, “Let me go into
the fields and be a gleaner, gathering the leftover grain
behind anyone who will take pity on me.”

And Naomi said, “Go ahead, my daughter.”

So Ruth went out to the fields to follow the harvesters and
gather the grain that they dropped. As providence would
have it, she came to the part of the field that was owned by
Boaz, of Elimelech’s clan.

It so happened that Boaz had just returned from
Bethlehem. He greeted the harvesters by calling out,
“YHWH be with you!”
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They shouted back, “YHWH bless you!”

Then Boaz turned to the supervisor in charge of the
harvesters and asked, “Who does that woman work for?”

The supervisor of the harvesters replied, “She is the
Moabite who returned from the land of Moab with Naomi.
She asked our permission to collect the grain that the
workers dropped. She has been working steadily since early
morning, with scarcely any rest.”

Then Boaz said to Ruth, “Listen to my words, my child, and
accept my offer: don’t collect your grain in anyone else’s
fields but mine and don’t leave here, stay with my binders.
Watch them closely, and whatever part of the field they

are harvesting, follow behind them. | have ordered all my
reapers not to bother you. When you get thirsty, go to the
water jars they bring with them and get a drink of water.”

Ruth bowed down to the ground and said to Boaz, “How
have | come to deserve your favor so much that you take
care of me? I'm just a foreigner.”

Boaz replied, “I have heard how you have cared for your
mother-in-law since your husband died, and how you left
your own family and the land where you were born to come
to live here among strangers. May YHWH pay you in full for
your loyalty! May you be richly rewarded by the Most High
God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to find
shelter!”

Ruth said, “May you find me deserving of your kindness.
You have treated me gently and given me solace even
though | am not one of your workers.”

When noontime arrived, Boaz said to her, “Come here and
share my bread and dip some of it in the wine.” Ruth sat
with the rest of the workers while Boaz prepared a bowl of
roasted barley as a snack. She ate until she was no longer
hungry and still had some left over. Then she got up to
continue her gathering.

Boaz ordered the binders, “Let her pick from among the
bundles you have gathered, and do not hinder her. In fact,
go so far as to drop some grain from your bundles, and let
her collect it without fear.”

Ruth continued to gather in the field until evening. Then she
winnowed what she had collected and had enough grain to
fill a whole basket. She picked up the basket and carried it

into town.

When she arrived home, Ruth showed the basket to Naomi,
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and gave her the leftovers from her meal. When she saw all
this, Naomi asked, “Where did you go today? Where have
you been working? God bless whoever took care of you!”

Then Ruth told Naomi in whose field she had been working.
“The owner of the fields where | worked today is named
Boaz.”

Then Naomi said, “May he receive blessings from YHWH
who has not stopped showing tender love to both the living
and the dead!”

“This Boaz,” Naomi continued, “is a close relative of ours —
he is our redeemer- trustee.”

Ruth the Moabite said, “He also told me ‘Follow my binders
until they have finished with the harvest.””

Naomi told her daughter-in-law, “This is very good news. It
will be better to stay in his fields where you will be safe than
to go to someone else’s fields where you will be in danger.”

So Ruth stayed with Boaz’s workers and worked as a
gleaner until the harvest was complete. During this time she
continued to live with her mother-in-law.

CHAPTER 3

One day, Naomi said to Ruth, “My daughter, it's my duty
to ensure your security and fulfillment, and make sure you
are provided for. And Boaz, whose workers you have been
following, is our closest relative. Tonight he’ll be winnowing
grain on the threshing floor. Wash up and put on perfume
and dress in your finest clothes. Then go down to the
threshing floor. But don’t let him know you’re there until he
has finished eating and drinking.

“When he goes to sleep, watch to see where he lies down.
Then go and ‘uncover his feet’ and lie down with him. He’ll
tell you what to do next.”

Ruth replied, “I will do as you tell me.” So she went down to
the threshing floor just as her mother-in-law told her to do.

Boaz ate and drank until he was tipsy. Then he went to
sleep against the bundles of grain. When Boaz was asleep,
Ruth silently approached, laid down next to him, and
“uncovered his feet.” In the middle of the night, Boaz awoke
and was startled to find a woman lying at his feet.

“Who's there?” Boaz asked.

She replied, “It’s Ruth, your faithful one. Spread the corner
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of your cloak over me, for you are my family redeemer.”

“May YHWH bless you, my child,” Boaz replied. “You have
shown yourself even more loyal to the family than you did
before. You could have sought someone younger, whether
rich or poor. Rest easy, my child, | am more than willing to
do what you ask. Everyone knows that you are a person of
great character and integrity.

“But there is a problem: it is true that | am a close relative,
but there is another who is even more closely related to
you than | am. Stay here tonight, and I'll go and talk to him
in the morning. If he wishes to carry out his obligations as
a redeemer-trustee, that is his right. If not, then as YHWH
lives, | will marry you! Now rest your head until morning.”

So Ruth lay at his feet until the morning, but got up before
dawn so that no one else would see that she had been
there. Boaz thought it best that no one know she had been
to the threshing floor.

Before she left, Boaz said, “Bring me your cloak and hold it
out.” When she did so, he poured out six measures of grain
and lifted it for her to carry. Then Ruth went back to town.

When she returned home, Naomi asked, “So, how did it go
with you, my daughter?”

Ruth told her all that had happened, and added, “Boaz also
gave me six measures of grain; he didn’t want me to come
home to you empty-handed.”

Naomi advised her, “Let’s wait and see what happens. Boaz
won't rest until the matter is settled today.”

CHAPTER 4

In the meantime, Boaz went to the main gate of the town
and waited there for the arrival of the relative he had
mentioned. When that person arrived, Boaz called him by
name and said, “Come and sit with me.” When the relative
sat down, Boaz stopped ten respected citizens in the town
and asked them to sit there with them. When they were all
seated, Boaz addressed his relative:

“You may remember that piece of land that belonged to

our relative Elimelech. Naomi is selling it now that she has
returned from Moab. | promised to discuss the matter with
you and ask you to stake your claim on it in the presence

of these august citizens. If you are willing to do your
redemption duty in the family, then do so. Otherwise, please
let me know, for you’re the only other person with the right
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of redemption in the family — I’'m in line after you.”

The relative answered, “Yes, | will fulfill my family
‘obligation.’™

Boaz continued, “If you accept this, you realize that on the
day you buy the land from Naomi and Ruth the Moabite,
you’re also obligated to marry Ruth, the Moabite who
returned with Naomi, so as to perpetuate the name of our
dead relative and keep it connected to the property.”

At this the relative said, “Oh, then | can’t redeem it. Such
an obligation may cut into my already existing property. |
cannot do it, you must take on the obligation yourself!”

In those times in Israel, it was the custom that when the
redemption had been agreed to and the property contract
had been ratified, one person should remove a sandal and
hand it to the other party. This was the method for ratifying
transactions in Israel. So when the relative said to Boaz,
“Redeem it yourself,” he took off his sandal and handed it to
Boaz.

Then Boaz addressed the group who had gathered there:
“You are the witnesses this day that | have bought all of
Elimelech’s property from Naomi, as well as the property of
Chilion and Mahlon. Further, | will marry Ruth the Moabite,
Mahlon’s widow, in order to keep the name of our dead
relative connected with the property, so that his name will
not be forgotten among our relatives or in the town records.
You are my witnesses this day.”

Everyone who assembled at the gate, including the
prominent citizens, said, “We are your witnesses!

May YHWH make Ruth,

who is about to come into your home,
to be like Rachel and Leah,

the two who built up the family of Israel.
May the children YHWH gives to you
make your family like the family of Perez,
whom Tamar bore to Judah.”

So Ruth and Boaz were married. And from their union,
YHWH enabled Ruth to conceive and she gave birth to a
child.

Then the women of the village said to Naomi,

“Praised be YHWH,

who has not abandoned you

but provided you with yet another redeemer!

May the child’s name be remembered through all of Israel —
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and give you renewed life

and support when you are old!

For your daughter-in-law,

who loves you and has proven better

than seven of your own children could ever have been,
has given birth to him.”

Naomi took the child into her lap and she became his
caretaker. And Naomi’s neighbors named the child, saying,
“A son has been born to Naomi; we will call him Obed.”

And Obed begot Jesse — and Jesse begot David.
Here, then, is the complete lineage of the Perez family:

Perez begot Hezron;

Hezron begot Ram;

Ram begot Amminadab;
Amminadab begot Nahshon;
Nahshon begot Salmon;
Salmon begot Boaz;

Boaz begot Obed,;

Obed begot Jesse;

and Jesse begot David.
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Introduction to Reader’s Theater
as a form of biblical engagement

Reader’s Theater is the experience of reading a play script out loud using only the spoken lines — nothing else.
The beauty of its simplicity is that it doesn’t require memorized lines, costumes, sets, or polished acting, but it
nevertheless invites participants to step inside the text — to inhabit it through their roles — and to experience the
text more fully because they are involved in it themselves. Most of us were introduced to reader’s theater during
our first experience of dramatic works in middle school. These scripts invite you to revisit those middle school
days as you use Reader’s Theater to capture the drama and surprise of these biblical texts.

Because these scripts are only intended for use as Reader’s Theater experiences, there are no extra instructions
about costuming, stage movement, etc. — only the dialogue assigned to each reader.

Most biblical passages require a measure of context and scholarly insight in order for us to really understand
them. In these scripts the dialogue is crafted to allow biblical characters themselves — as voiced by you, the
participants — to unpack and explore key biblical texts about welcome. Also, because the biblical story (the
message of God’s abounding love that runs from Genesis through Revelation) is ultimately an experience of
good news, these Reader’s Theater experiences are best done in groups of 6-8 persons — so that, just as in our
faith, there are no spectators.

Whether used by persons skeptical, curious about, or eager to explore the biblical theme of God’s surprising
welcome to outsiders, these Reader’s Theater experiences are effective because they do three things:

1. They engage minds imaginatively, using the power of the participatory-narrative experience to open up
and fully involve participants’ intellects.

2. They help participants evocatively make the connections between the biblical dynamic of a welcoming
God and the challenge to be welcoming today.

3. They enable participants, through scripted comments, to begin rehearsing what they might say in their
own voices to explain and apply the dynamic of welcome in their own contexts today.

Lastly, one of the challenges of bringing biblical texts to life today is negotiating the “cultural sensitivities” that
have transpired across the years. This plays out in several ways.

For instance, most of the biblical material was originally written by — and for — Jewish persons. (Though even
the word “Jewish” isn’t quite accurate; historically, we’'d need to say “Hebrew-Israelite-Jewish persons” as each
of these words best names these people at different points in their history.) So when these texts challenge these
people to recognize God’s surprising welcome, it’s an example of self-criticism. But when Christians read these
texts — especially after generations of both implicit and explicit anti-Semitic assumptions — it’s very easy to
hear them suggesting that the Jewish faith or tradition is intrinsically stubborn or narrow-minded, while we (of
course) are not. But the truth is that stubbornness and narrow-mindedness are human tendencies not Jewish
ones. In fact, it is our own stubborn, narrow-minded tendencies that tempt us to read these texts as challenging
people other than ourselves. Please remember that insofar as we claim these texts as authoritative for us, they
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are seeking to challenge us. In every text, whenever someone is challenged to recognize that God is “bigger”
than they assumed, that person, no matter what their ethnic or religious background is in the text, stands for us.
We need to hear what they need to hear. Be sure to listen.

Also, we know that gender roles were very different in the biblical era than they are today. This is not because

God so ordained them, but because culture and society develop and change over time. This means, however,

that some biblical texts are very male-centered and some texts display gender assumptions that we would no
longer make today. | have tried to treat these instances with a balance of respect for the history they represent
and sensitivity to the way we regard gender equality today.

And, you will discover, in my attempt to have these texts speak to us today, | occasionally allow the biblical
characters to speak directly to us across time. They sometimes make references to historical or contemporary
persons and events in order to help us see into the biblical text with greater insight. But even this is tricky,
because my cultural and ecclesial (church tradition) knowledge and assumptions may differ markedly from yours.
| try to offer references that are culturally diverse, but, if my attempts fall short or miss the mark, | hope that you
will do your best to hear past my shortcomings and listen for the truth of these welcoming texts as they seek to
speak to us still today.

Indeed, each of these texts invites us, as we take our place inside them as participants in God’s great drama of
welcome, to find our hearts unbound. Yes, God’s radical love can be described, but every description dims next
to the experience. One definition of the literary form of “gospel” explains it as a genre that aims to bequeath to
its hearers the very experience it narrates. It doesn’t simply tell “good news”—it bears good news to each person
who encounters the story. In their own humble way, each of these Reader’s Theater scripts seeks to be gospel:
not simply to recreate tales in which hearts are unbound, but to unbind the hearts that do the reading. | offer
them to a church that yearns to know God’s radical love more deeply in its own life. In these tales, retold in our
own voices, may we discover our own hearts unbound.

~ David Weiss
Easter 2013
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Introduction

This script invites you to explore the story of Jonah from the inside, through seven roles created to bring insight to
this key biblical tale. These roles are: (1) Jonah, the prophet, (2) Men on the boat, (3) King of Nineveh, (4) Author,
(5) 3" Isaiah — a prophetic voice contemporary to the book of Jonah, (6-7) two Narrators. If necessary, to accom-
modate groups of six or eight, the Men on the Boat and King can be read by one person, or the Author role can be
shared by two persons.

The largest role here is the Author, followed by the roles for Jonah, 3 Isaiah, and the two Narrators. The Men on the
Boat and the King are the smallest roles, each having only two to three lines. None of the roles are overwhelming; no
one speaks more than ten sentences at a time and most speeches are only four to fve sentences long. But you may
appreciate having the option of choosing a larger or smaller part overall.

. . - Like many of the biblical narratives
The Narrators will guide you through the story of Jonah, summarizing the plot y

line and helping transition from one scene to the next. The Narrators likely
haven’t seen any of this material before either, so these persons aren’t the “ex-
perts,” their role is simply to keep things moving along. You’ll have a chance to

themselves, this script features
only male characters. | deliberated
whether to create and insert a
female character here, but in

add your own comments and questions at the end, so feel free to take notes this case it felt too editorially
along the way, but follow the script until you’re invited to make your own re- intrusive. This is a story that plays
marks at the end. out between male characters.

o ) ] As in all the scripts, people of
Remember, this isn’t a play where the goal is “perfect performance;” rather, it’s a

series of invitations to slip into the text ourselves and listen for a moment to dis-
cover what more we can hear within and between the lines of the story of Jonah.

any gender should feel free to
take on male roles. ~DW

Note: Getting “inside” the Book of Jonah is tricky. There’s a complex relationship between the events described in
the tale, the overall message of the story, and the historical context of its actual writing. It’s too important a tale to set
aside just because of this complexity — but impossible to understand without addressing these things. The characters
explain this in the Theater itself, but there is also a chart at the end of the script that allows participants to see this
complexity laid out on a timeline. The chart might be distributed and referred to as necessary.

Suggestion: It may help keep the roles/voices clear for everyone if the Narrators sit at one end of the group, with Jonah
to one side and the Men on the Boat and the King of Nineveh to the other side. 3" Isaiah and the Author might sit op-
posite the Narrators. You might also consider making large name places to put in front of people to identify their role.

3RD ISAIAH AUTHOR

MEN ON THE BOAT

JONAH
KING OF NINEVEH

NARRATOR #1 NARRATOR #2

Note: While the book of Jonah is only four chapters long, it’s too long to incorporate in its entirety into this Reader’s Theater,
so the characters summarize the action and lift up the key points. Everyone will be able to follow things, even if they haven’t
read the whole book, but it would be helpful to encourage participants to read the entire book of Jonah beforehand. (By
generous permission of the publisher, the Book of Jonah appears in its entirety as an appendix to this Reader’s Theater.)
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READER”S THEATER SCRIPT

NARRATOR (1):

Our task is to revisit each of the scenes in the Book of Jonah and
refect on them from the perspective of the original participants.
Let’s begin by going around the table to introduce ourselves by our
real names and then also by the roles we’ll be reading.

JONAH:

My name is , and 1’1l be reading the part of Jonah,
the only Hebrew (Jewish) prophet sent by God, not to his own people,
but to Assyrians, people who were not only not Hebrews but who were
perceived as enemies.

37 ISAIAH:

My name 1is , and 1’1l be reading the part of Third
Isaiah, the author of the fnal chapters (56-66) of the Book of Isaiah.
Although not a participant in the scene here, his words belong in this
conversation, so his voice has been introduced into this Reader’s
Theater.

AUTHOR:

My name is , and 1’1l be reading the part of the
Author, the unknown writer who created the Book of Jonah. In this role
I will ofer “behind the scenes” comments to help you understand the
story from the author’s perspective.

MEN ON THE BOAT:

My name is , and 1’1l be reading the part of the Men
on the Boat, speaking for the professional sailors who happened to be
the crew on the boat Jonah used iIn his attempt to run away from God.

KING:

My name 1is , and 1”1l be reading the part of King of
Nineveh, the ruler of Assyria whose palace was in Nineveh, the capital
city of the Assyrian Empire.

NARRATOR (2):

My name is , and 1’1l be reading the part of the
Narrator (2). In this role I will summarize the plot from the Book
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of Jonah. 1711 also help us transition from scene to scene, and 1’11
occasionally ofer some extra insight into the text.

NARRATOR (1):

My name is , and 1’1l be reading the part of the
Narrator (1). In this role I will also summarize the plot from the Book
of Jonah, help us transition from scene to scene, and occasionally
ofer some extra insight into the text.

NARRATOR (2):

Okay, we’ll begin with a few background comments on the Book of Jonah.
Then we”ll turn to the story itself.

AUTHOR:

Like most of the books of the Bible, the Book of Jonah does not
identify its author, which Is a shame because | wouldn’t mind a little
credit for having crafted such a biting satire with such a gracious
message. That’s history for you. Everyone knows Jonah — even though
he”’s just a fctional character Iin my book — but nobody knows me! I
didn’t bother to date my book either. 1 mean, 1 wrote it for the
people living alongside me. Who thought that a couple thousand years
later folks like you would be reading it? Anyway, most scholars think
I wrote sometime after the Exile, maybe between 500 and 300 BCE.
Whatever the exact date, the tale of Jonah speaks directly to Israel’s
life after the Exile, as they wrestled with whether God’s love could
include people beyond Israel.

NARRATOR (1):

Let me jump in to clarify how we”’ll be dating things. “BCE” means
“Before the Common Era;” it’s the same timeline as “BC,” which meant
“Before Christ,” but BCE is used by scholars today to recognize that
not everyone regards Jesus as Christ. Still, Jesus” birth is what
marks the beginning of the “Common Era,” so when you hear BCE it
simply means the number of years before the Common Era began, which is
also the number of years before the birth of Jesus.

37 ISAIAH:

Okay, to make matters even more complicated, I’m also an “unknown”
author. 1°m the voice behind the fnal chapters of the Book of Isaiah.
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Virtually all scholars acknowledge that most of the frst 39 chapters
of Isaiah has roots in the prophet Isaiah, who was active from 740-
687 BCE. That’s right before and right after Israel’s Northern Kingdom
fell to the Assyrian Empire. But the material in chapters 40-55 comes
from a diferent voice and refects a diferent time. Often referred to
as “Second lsaiah,” this un-named prophet was active around the time
that the Babylonian Exile was ending, some 150 years later than the
original Isaiah. And many scholars hear yet another voice in chapters
56-66, a third prophet who sees himself continuing the legacy of
Isaiah, but who is now speaking to Israel’s reality after they’ve
returned from the Exile, perhaps just a generation or two after Second
Isaiah. That third voice is me.

[Participants might pause and locate Third Isaiah on the Timeline
Chart — and keep the Chart close by as the next fve speakers fll out
the history and context for the story.]

AUTHOR:

I know this can all seem kind of complicated and a bit hard to follow;
after all this isn’t your history, it’s ours. But bear with us, because
the history sets the context for understanding my story about Jonah.
The setting for my tale is around 750 BCE just a couple decades before
the Exile — that’s when the story takes place. But the setting for

my writing — and for the people hearing the story — Is a generation

or more after the Exile. And in that setting my story is less about
“Jonah and the miracle of a big fsh” than about “Jonah and the miracle
of a big God.” Knowing the backdrop brings the message into focus.

34 ISAIAH:

So before we turn to the tale, keep this in mind. In 722 BCE the
Northern Kingdom, comprising almost all of Israel, was conquered by
the Assyrian Empire and scattered to the four winds. This national
disaster is the source of “the lost tribes of Israel:” after 722 BCE
these ten tribes were efectively lost to history. About 130 years
later, between 597 and 587 BCE another regional superpower, Babylon,
conquered Assyria and swallowed up the last remnant of Israel, then
known as the Kingdom of Judah. These last Israelites — members of the
tribes of Judah and Benjamin — were deported to Babylon, where they
lived in exile for about ffty years.
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AUTHOR:

Then, around 539 BCE, a third regional superpower arose, the Persian
Empire led by Cyrus, and they conquered the Babylonians. Cyrus decided
to let the Israelites, who had been living in exile in Babylon, return
to their homeland. Many of them did, and over the next hundred years
one of the driving theological questions for the people of Israel
became, “What went wrong... why did the Exile happen?” One of the
reasons most often given was that Israel had been “too friendly” with
its neighbors, and the resulting intermarriages had led to their being
attracted to foreign gods.

3rd ISAIAH:

One response was an emphasis on ethnic purity. The books of Ezra and
Nehemiah relate how frst a priest (Ezra) and then a governor (Nehemiah)
declared that God was opposed to all intermarriage. But this wasn’t
the only view. There were other biblical voices — like mine, and the
authors of both Ruth and Jonah — who understood God iIn ways that ran
counter to Ezra and Nehemiah.

AUTHOR:

So I ofered my story about Jonah to the imagination of Israel in the
midst of this debate about how to treat foreigners — which was also

a debate about how God regards foreignhers. Most scholars consider

my story to be historical fction, sometimes 1t’s even referred to

as satire or parody for its over-the-top style. | take that as a
compliment. But that doesn’t mean it was any less “inspired” than
other imaginative tales like, say, Jesus’ parables. Just like the
parables, the truth of my tale doesn’t rest on the history it tells
but on the insight it ofers, the message about God that it bears. Now,
let’s turn to the tale itself.

NARRATOR (2):

In the frst scene we hear that the word of the Lord came to Jonah, son
of Amittai, telling him “Get up! Go to the great city of Nineveh right
now. Raise a cry against it! Tell them that I know all about their
crimes.” (Jonah 1:2 TIB)
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AUTHOR:

There! If you’re an lIsraelite well-versed in your
own history you know right away when this tale
takes place. You’re not? Okay, 1711 clue you in. In
2" Kings 14:25 a single verse mentions a prophet
Jonah, son of Amittai, who directed King Jeroboam
to restore the boundaries of Israel around 750 BCE.
It’s the only biblical reference outside my story to
a historical person named Jonah. Now remember, 1°m
not writing history myself — this is an imaginative
tale. But | want my hearers to know that this story
takes place some 300 years before they’re hearing
it, just as Assyria is getting ready to overwhelm

— indeed obliterate — the very boundaries that
Jeroboam had just restored. And Nineveh is the
capital city of Assyria. So God is asking Jonah to
go warn Israel’s worst enemy lest God destroy them.

JONAH:

12

“He [King Jeroboam]
was the one

who restored the
boundaries of Israel
from Lebo Hamath
to the Sea of Arabah,
in accordance with
the word of YHWH,
the God of Israel,
spoken through his
servant, Jonas ben-
Amittai, the prophet
from Gath Hepher.”
(2nd Kings 14:25 TIB)

So now maybe you understand what comes next. For generations I°ve been

called reluctant, rebellious, recalcitrant. But this

Israel’s worst

enemy. Nineveh is the capital city of the nation poised to utterly
destroy us. Other prophets are sent to warn the people of Israel; I°m
the only prophet sent to an unchosen people. What would you have done?

NARRATOR (1):

Well, what Jonah does is indeed “go” —

but as fast and far as he

can in the other direction. He boards a ship heading due west while
Nineveh lies due east. But then a great storm came up, so ferce that
it threatened to sink the ship. The sailors feared for their lives,
throwing all the cargo overboard and imploring their various gods to
save them. Meanwhile Jonah was fast asleep in the hold of the ship

while all this was going on.
AUTHOR:

I mentioned my “over-the-top” style early.
Almost like a cartoon scene,

It begins right here.
I write that God “unleashed a violent

wind” and that “the storm threatened to break up the ship” (Jonah 1:4
TIB) — in Hebrew the word portrays the boat itself crying out as if to
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say, “Hey, guys, fnd another ship, 1°m going
to pieces!” And in the midst of this storm
that no one could ignore, Jonah .. is fast

“Then a ferce gale arose, and
the waves were breaking into
the boat so much that it was

asleep?! Who does he think he is, sleeping almost swamped. But Jesus
through a storm on a boat — Jesus Christ? was in the stern through it all,
Well, these are early clues to my hearers that sound asleep on a cushion.”
whatever point 1°m trying to make in my story, (Mark 4:37-38a TIB)

I’m not trying to be taken literally.
MEN ON THE BOAT:

But some parts of the story are all too real, like the description of
us throwing cargo overboard and pleading with our gods. Sailing has
never been for the faint of heart. And there were plenty of storms
that could smash a ship to pieces. And in such a storm we would’ve
tossed the cargo overboard to try and save the ship. And we would’ve
prayed to every god we knew, hoping that one of us might call out to a
god who happened to be listening.

NARRATOR (2):

Soon enough the captain of the vessel fnds Jonah asleep. He rouses
Jonah and tells him to start praying, too, in case maybe his god “will
spare a thought for us.” (Jonah 1:6 TIB) Meanwhile, the sailors, who
often interpreted a stormy sea as the sign of an angry god, cast lots
— they threw dice — to determine who had angered the gods. OF course,
the lot falls to Jonah. So they question him to learn what he’s done
to make his god so angry.

37 1SAIAH:

Understand that up until this point in history — not just the story’s
setting in 750 BCE, but the story’s telling, after the Exile (450 BCE)
— everyone, including Israelites, took it for granted that there were
many gods. Monotheism, the belief there that is only one God, is just
beginning to appear, even in Israel. In fact, it’s partly the notion
of monotheism that raises the question this story asks: if there’s
only one God, does that God care only about Israel, or might that God
care about all people?
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MEN ON THE BOAT:

In any case, when the captain brings Jonah up on deck and we discover
that he’s the cause of all of this, our fear gets tinged with anger.
He”’s endangered all of us by using our boat to run away from his god.
So we asked him what he could do to calm his god so that hopefully his
god would calm the sea.

AUTHOR:

I like Jonah. He’s my best-known character after all. But you have to

understand that sometimes 1 make him do things — ironically — to make

my point. So at this point in the story, Jonah, who you’ll discover at
the end of the story already knows that God’s fundamental character is
compassion, tells the men, “Take me and throw me into the sea.” (Jonah
1:12 TIB)

MEN ON THE BOAT:

We didn’t know anything about Jonah’s god, but we weren’t sure that
killing him would make things better. So instead we rowed as hard as
we could to reach land. We didn’t want Jonah’s blood on us or on our
boat. Only when we realized that we had no choice, did we cry out,
“Please, O YHWH, we pray, don’t let us perish for taking this person’s
life. Don’t hold us guilty of innocent blood; for you, O YHWH, acted
as you have thought right.” (Jonah 1:14 TIB) And then we threw him
into the sea.

NARRATOR (1):

Immediately the sea calmed, which flled the sailors with even greater
fear. They made a sacrifce to God then and there. And each one made the
sort of vows humans make when their lives have just been saved from a
great calamity: that is, they promised many things they would forget
by the next time they reached port. But God never wanted Jonah’s life,
so God didn’t allow Jonah to drown. Instead, as the story tells it,
“Then YHWH sent a huge fsh to swallow Jonah, and he remained in the
fsh’s belly for three days and three nights.” (Jonah 2:1 TIB)

AUTHOR:

I have a love-hate relationship with that line. It’s simple, elegant,
and 1t helps the story turn an essential corner, but 1t’s otherwise



THE BOOK OF JONAH 15

entirely beside the point. It has no real signifcance at all! Yet this
is the one line that everyone from Sunday School kids to grownups
knows: Jonah got swallowed by a fsh. Really? Could a fsh really
swallow a man? What sort of fsh is big enough for that? Or was it a
whale? And for three days? Really? For literally seventy-two hours, or
was 1 being symbolic? How did he breathe? How did he hold up In the
stomach acid? 1 suppose I’m glad 1 didn’t have him scooped up by a
submarine driven by extraterrestrials! But for all the attention this
gets — and for as much as it keeps people from noticing my real point
— I wish 1°d had him grab a piece of the cargo just tossed into the
sea and let him cling to that through the night while he prayed.

34 ISAIAH:

As someone else who dared to proclaim the wideness of God’s love to

a people who preferred to keep it more comfortably narrow, 1 have to
say that we humans are often eager to distract ourselves with the
most Far-fetched notions in order to avoid encountering the ones that
really challenge us.

NARRATOR (2):

Then, from the belly of the fsh, Jonah prayed. His prayer, much like

a psalm of personal lament, begins with a cry of distress, reaches a
depth of sheer hopelessness, and then credits his rescue to God. He
pledges, 1 will fulfll the vow I made,” and concludes with a triumphant
cry, - uttered while still in the fsh’s belly — “Deliverance comes
from YHWH!” (Jonah 2:10 TIB) And then God spoke to the fsh, and it
vomited Jonah out onto dry land.

AUTHOR:

Not a pretty image, 1 know. But it’s a good prayer. And if the story
had ended here, Jonah would come across almost like a hero of the
faith. But remember what the Narrator said a few moments ago, about
the vows we’re all quick to make when our lives have just been saved
from a great calamity, promising things we forget just as quickly?
Well, Jonah’s vow is a bit like that.
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NARRATOR (1):

But not at frst. Because this time God again spoke to Jonah, telling
him to go preach a warning to the city of Nineveh. And this time Jonah
went. When he reached the city he found that it was enormous — three
days walk from one end to the other. And this was his message: “Only
forty days more, and Nineveh is going to be destroyed!” (Jonah 3:4)

JONAH:

In the capitol city of my enemies, | walked through the streets like

a fearless man. Forty days — count “em of — forty days and this city
will be destroyed. Believe me, this was at least a message | could put
my heart into.

NARRATOR (2):

And the people repented, hoping that perhaps God would relent and
spare their lives. And God..

AUTHOR:

Wait a second! This is some of my best stuf. In case anybody had been
starting to take things too seriously after the psalm and all, 1°m
reminding you here again that this is parody. This is not the way it
ever happens. Only in this story. Only to make my point. So tell them..

KING:

Well, we, the people of Nineveh, didn’t just “believe,” we proclaimed
a fast. And everyone in our great city, from nobles to peasants, put
on sackcloth.

AUTHOR:

It never happens like this. Read the prophets. They can’t pay the
people to believe. But here everyone believes. Everyone fasts.
Everyone wears sackcloth. And it gets even better. Go on..

KING:

When word of Jonah’s message reached me, the king, 1| took of my robe,
replaced it with sackcloth, and sat in ashes to show my complete
humility. But I didn’t stop there. In order to make sure that our
city’s response was complete, | issued a royal decree. | made fasting
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the law of the land. | declared that not even animals could be fed.
And that no one — human or animal — would drink. 1 even ordered that
our livestock be covered iIn sackcloth to join us in showing our
repentance.

AUTHOR:

See, 1t’s like a cartoon again. It’s way over the top. I’m shouting
out as loud as possible between the lines: “Not meant to be taken
literally. Something more is going on here. Wait for the punch line,
it’s coming!”

KING:
Finally, 1 commanded everyone — nobles and slaves alike, young and
old, cattle and goats, dogs and cats — 1 declared that everyone should

call on God with all their might. And 1 pronounced, “You must all
renounce your sinful ways and the evil things you did. Who knows,
maybe God will have a change of mind and relent! Perhaps God’s burning
wrath will be withdrawn so that we don’t perish.” (Jonah 3:8-9 TIB)

AUTHOR:

Any of the genuine historical prophets in Israel would trade places
with Jonah in a heartbeat. People actually listening to your message?
All of them? The king, too? This is rich. | hope you’re enjoying this
scene as much as | am.

JONAH:

Me? 1 feel like a fool. I mean I saw this coming. I didn’t want

to bring this message to those people precisely because of this
possibility. They’re not supposed to repent! They’re not God’s
chosen people! God could care less about the Ninevites. In fact, the
angels have a hellfre and brimstone package all set, marked “special
delivery” and addressed to Nineveh.

NARRATOR (1):

But, God did see how the Ninevites repented, and God did relent. And
the calamity that God had announced for Nineveh, God chose not to do
it.
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37 ISAIAH:

This is big stuf here. Does God ever wafle on decisions? What would it
mean if God changed God”’s own mind? In fact, the Hebrew word is the
same word that describes the Ninevite’s reaction: God repented. What
could be so powerful to change God’s mind? Was it merely the actions
of the people? Do fasting and sackcloth and cries of repentance really
have the power to manipulate God?

AUTHOR:

Nah. Here’s part one of my big insight into God. You might call it
my “revelation.” 1°m daring to suggest that there iIs something more
powerful than God’s justice and that something is God’s mercy. God
backs down not because of what the people do, but because of who God
is.

NARRATOR (2):

But God’s decision to spare Nineveh left Jonah angry. His vow in the
belly of the fsh seems forgotten now. Instead he prayed to God in his
anger, saying, “Please YHWH! Isn’t this exactly what | said would
happen, when I was still in my own country? That’s why 1 left and fed
to Tarshish: 1 knew.. ” (Jonah 4:1-2 TIB)

JONAH:

“1 knew that you were a God of tenderness and compassion, slow to
anger, rich in kindness, relenting from violence.” (Jonah 4:2 TIB)
Every child of Israel knows that. It’s from Exodus 34:6. These words
are repeated or alluded to more often than any other verse in our
Scriptures. They come from the passage where Moses is up on Mount
Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments. The Lord moves past Moses and
ofers these words as God’s own self-description. This is just who God
is.
AUTHOR:

I don’t describe the weather on the
day of Jonah’s great pout, but let’s
by L s a_cle:flr sunny day. There’s and gracious, slow to anger, abundant
not a storm in sight. But as far as I rmm—
Jonah”s concerned, he’s standing on (Exodus 34:6 TIB)

“l am God, YHWH, compassionate
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the deck of a ship heaving in the waves. And he wants to be thrown
overboard once again.

NARRATOR (1):

Jonah concluded his lament by saying, “Now, YHWH, please take my life!
1’d rather be dead than keep on living!” (Jonah 4:3 TIB)

AUTHOR:

Why? Why does he want to die? Everything in the story that doesn’t
make sense is telling you to look beneath the surface for the real
message. And it starts here. Jonah would rather be dead than have to
share God’s compassionate character with the unchosen Assyrians. If
he can’t keep God’s tenderness, patience, and faithfulness to his own
people, then not even the belly of a fsh will get him far enough away.

3™ 1SAIAH:

No one wants to identify with Jonah at this point in the story. He’s
being petty and self-centered to a ridiculous extreme. But he’s a
symbol here for Israel after the Exile — or at least a symbol for
the impulse in Israel that wants to say God is for Israelites only.
Indeed, he’s a symbol for all of us, whenever we try to narrow God’s
love down to the people we’re comfortable loving.

AUTHOR:

And because we’re so busy laughing at his foolishness, the message
that we need to hear just might sneak through past our own defenses.
Great comedians know this. Whether their routines deal with the
absurdities of everyday life or the edgier social i1ssues that make

us nervous, if they can get you laughing at them, you might suddenly
discover that you’re laughing at your own foolishness as well. That’s
what 1°m hoping happens here.

NARRATOR (2):

God ends the scene by asking Jonah whether it’s right for him to be
angry. Jonah sulks of to the edge of the city and fnds a place to sit,
waiting to see if perhaps God will decide to destroy the city after
all. God causes a plant to grow, a bush that rises quickly and ofers
shade to Jonah’s head — and Jonah was pleased with the plant. But then
God sends a worm to eat the plant and it withers. And God sends a hot
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wind from the east, and a harsh sun, and before long Jonah was faint
from the heat. And for the third time in four chapters, he wants to
die, saying, 1°d rather be dead than keep on living!” (Jonah 4:8 TIB)

AUTHOR:

Two words, in case you’re tempted to mistake these details for the
real message: cartoon action. The plant grows super fast, tall enough
and in just the right place to shade Jonah’s head — in a single day.
And then a worm Kills the plant, plus a hot wind comes up and the sun
beats down. I don’t expect you — 1 don’t want you to be reading this
like history. | want you to be watching for message beneath these
fantastic turns in the plot, like you’re waiting for the punch line in
a joke.

JONAH:

In the story, 1°ve had it up to here by now. Sent to my enemies.
Tossed overboard in a storm. Swallowed — and vomited up — by a fsh.
Left in the lurch like a laughingstock when God decides to show mercy
right after I announce God’s impending justice. And now, in the middle
of my grand pout, even this little shade plant betrays me. So when God
asks if it’s right for me to be angry about the plant, I can’t imagine
what’s coming next. 1 just practically explode at God, “l have every
right to be angry, to the point of death!” (Jonah 4:9 TIB)

NARRATOR (1):

“God replied, “You feel sorrow because of a castor plant that cost you
no labor, that you did not make grow, that sprouted in a night, and
that perished in a night. Is it not right then, for me to feel sorrow
about the great city of Nineveh, in which there are more than 120,000
people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, to say
nothing of all the animals?”” (Jonah 4:10-11 TIB)

AUTHOR:

There’s the punch line! 1f Jonah would do anything to save the silly
plant that he had nothing to do with, how can he not see that God
would do anything — even If it meant changing God”s mind and causing
a prophet a little embarrassment — to save an entire city? And the
little comment about right hands and left hands — that’s not a cute
way of calling the Ninevites stupid. It’s just a way of saying how
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unJewish they are:they don’t know which hand to use for this or that
ritual duty, something that Jonah (and every Jewish child) had started
learning even before he could speak. They’re not stupid. They’re just
emphatically not part of God’s chosen people.

37 ISAIAH:

But here, in this story, they are chosen to be the recipients of God’s
mercy. Imagine how that idea sounded in a time when Ezra and Nehemiah
were breaking up every inter-racial marriage and driving all the
foreign women — and any of their children — out into the wilderness.
It’s no wonder that the author of this story set it in a diferent

time and told it as a parody. He used the diferent setting to protect
himself from charges of being a traitor. And he used the humor to
catch his hearers of guard, to sneak in a word of truth before their
defenses shot up.

AUTHOR:

True enough. But not everyone was as cautious as | was. 3™ lIsaiah was
a real prophet — not a fctional character in a parody — and he wrote
these powerful words: “Foreigners who would follow YHWH should not
say, “YHWH will surely exclude me from this people.”” That was exactly
what Ezra and Nehemiah were doing to the foreigners in Israel. But 3
Isaiah countered directly, “For thus says YHWH: “The foreigners who
join themselves to me, ministering to me, loving the name of YHWH, and
worshipping me — all who observe the Sabbath and do not profane it,
and cling to my Covenant — these 1 will bring to my holy mountain and
make them joyful in my house of prayer. Their burnt oferings and their
sacrifces will be acceptable on my altar, for my house will be called
a house of prayer for all peoples! Thus says the Sovereign YHWH, who
gathers the diaspora [the “scattered ones] of Israel: There are
others | will gather besides those already gathered.” (lsaiah 56:3,
6-8 TIB)

37 1SAIAH:

Let me add one last thing, since 1 obviously don”t mince words. The
Author has reminded us continuously that in parody the meaning isn’t in
the details on the surface, it’s in the message underneath. Sometimes
people will want to say, “Ah, but the Ninevites were wicked and needed
to repent.” Then they’ll use that to exclude from God’s mercy and

love anyone whom they deem “unrepentant.” But that’s a detail on the
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surface. The message underneath, at the heart of this story, isn’t
about deciding who’s wicked today or who needs to be warned or who
needs to repent. It’s about whose God might still be too small. And
that’s a message aimed at all of us in every time and place.

JONAH:

Even more than that, it’s simply about how big God is. Bigger than any
fsh in the sea. God swallows whole peoples in God’s grace, mercy, and
love. And God specializes in “swallowing” the very people we think God
shouldn”t. That’s my fsh tale, and I°m sticking to it.

* * *

[End of scripted conversation. However, instructions for an informal
conversation continue on the next page.]
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NARRATOR (2):

Now I invite us one last time, within our roles, to answer an unscripted question (however we choose to) based
on what you’ve experienced in this Reader’s Theater. Many persons fnd themselves rendered invisible, kept

at the edges (or altogether outside) of our faith communities: persons of color, immigrants, LGBT (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender) persons, people struggling with poverty, those with special needs, and more. If you could
say anything to our churches in the 21t century as we wrestle with whether or how to welcome persons who may
seem so unchosen, so other to us — speaking as Jonah, the Men on the boat, the King of Nineveh, 3" Isaiah, the
Author, or the Narrator, what would you say?

[Go around the circle and invite each person to say as much or as little as they wish.]

[Note: If more than one small group has been reading a script, this next question is a chance to briefy collect
some insights that you’ll share with the whole group when you re-gather. Even though each small group will have
read the same narrative, each group’s experience of it will have been unique, so it’s important for to each small
group to share their insights with the whole group. Otherwise this is an opportunity for a little longer conversation
that will wrap up the experience.]

NARRATOR (1):

Our last task is to step back into our own voices and identify some of the insights we gained. So thinking about
either the story of Jonah or the challenge faced by the church to widen our welcome today — or both...

1. What insights did you gain from this experience?
1. What challenges or questions did it raise for you?
2. Of the characters in this story (Jonah, the Men on the boat, King of Nineveh, 3" Isaiah, the Author),

where do you see their views or experience refected in the current church — or in your own life?
3. What difference would it make if every church went through this passage like we did?
[Take just a few minutes to do this, recording a few thoughts to share with the whole group.]

A fnal word of thanks is in order. It is both a risk and a gift to step into such close engagement with a biblical
text. In these encounters with God’s radical love we may well fnd ourselves challenged and encouraged, but we
will hardly fnd ourselves unchanged. Thank you for taking the risk.
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Timeline

Understanding the relationship between the story told within the Book of Jonah and the
historical setting of the writing of the Book of Jonah (likely 200-300 years later).

BCE Timeline Events occurring:
(years before
the Common Era)

1100 BCE  Approximate date for the events in the Book of Ruth.
1075-1025 BCE  Ruth gives birth to Obed, who becomes father to Jesse, who becomes father to David.
1000 BCE  David becomes king in Israel.
922 BCE  Civil War splits Israel into two kingdom: Israel in the North; Judah in the South.
750 BCE  Approximate date for the events in the Book of Jonah.

722 BCE  The Assyrian Empire conquers and scatters the Northern Kingdom of Israel. During this
time the original prophet named Isaiah is active.

597-587 BCE  The Babylonian Empire conquers Assyria as well as the Southern Kingdom of Judah and
carries these last two tribes of Israel into Exile in Babylon.

539 BCE The Persian Empire conquers Babylon and chooses to allow all the Exiles of Judah to
return to the area around Jerusalem. During this time a second prophetic voice writes
under the name Isaiah; scholars call this voice “Second Isaiah.”

520-515 BCE  The Exiles (now free) work to rebuild the Temple.

535-435 BCE  During this period (about the frst 100 years after the Exile ends) the people of Israel are
asking the very tough question, “Why did the national disaster of the Exile happen?”

This is the period when Ezra and Nehemiah forbid inter-marriage (and breaks up existing
mixed marriages.)

This is also the era when a third prophetic voice writes under the name Isaiah;
scholars call this voice “Third Isaiah.” This prophet challenges the viewpoint of Ezra
and Nehemiah — this is the character in the Reader’s Theater.

And this is the era when many scholars believe that both the Books of Ruth and
Jonah were written. If true, these authors chose to write vivid tales about characters in
Israel’s past in order to convey their understanding of God and relate it to Israel’s life in the
present. The Books of Ruth and Jonah, like the message of Third Isaiah, present an image
of a much more inclusive God than is seen in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah.
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Thus, the biblical writings (Ezra, Nehemiah, Third Isaiah, Ruth, and Jonah) produced during this last era (535-435
BCE) give us a glimpse into a time when the people of God were actively wrestling with how best to speak about
God in light of enormous changes and challenges in the world around them.
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The Book of Jonah
Chapter 1
The word of YHWH came to Jonah ben-Amittai:

“Get up! Go to the great city of Nineveh right now.
Raise a cry against it! Tell them that | know all about
their crimes.”

But Jonah decided to run away from YHWH, and set
out for Tarshish instead. He went down to Joppa and
found a ship bound for Tarshish. He paid the fare and
boarded the ship bound for Tarshish, in order to get
away from YHWH.

But YHWH unleashed a violent wind on the sea, and
the storm was so great that it threatened to break up
the ship. The frightened sailors, every one of them,
appealed to their gods. Then they threw the cargo
overboard to lighten the ship. Jonah, however, went
below, laid down in the hold, and fell fast asleep. The
captain found Jonah and said, “How can you sleep at
a time like this? Get up! Call on your god! Maybe your
god will spare a thought for us, and not leave us to
die.”

The crew, meanwhile, said to one another, “Come
on, let us cast lots to fnd out who is responsible for
bringing this evil on us.” So they cast lots, and the lot
fell to Jonah. So they said to him, “You have brought
all this misfortune on us — tell us, what is your
business? Where do you come from? What is your
country? What is your nationality?”

Jonah said, “I am a Hebrew, and | worship YHWH, the
God of heaven, who made the sea and the land.”

The sailors were seized with terror at this and said,
“What have you done?” They learned that Jonah
was trying to escape from YHWH — he told them the
whole story.

Then they said, “What are we to do with you, to make
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the sea grow calm for us?” For the sea was growing
rougher and rougher.

Jonah replied, “Take me and throw me into the sea,
and then it will grow calm for you. For | can see it is
my fault this violent storm happened to you.”

The sailors rowed vainly in an effort to reach the
shore, but the sea grew still rougher for them. Then
they called on YHWH and said, “Please, O YHWH,
don’t let us perish for taking this person’s life. Don’t
hold us guilty of innocent blood; for you, O YHWH,
acted as you have thought right.” And taking hold of
Jonah they threw him into the sea; and the sea grew
calm once more. At this the sailors were seized with
dread of YHWH; they offered a sacrifce to YHWH and
made their vows.

Chapter 2

Then YHWH sent a huge fsh to swallow Jonah, and
he remained in the fsh’s belly for three days and three
nights. From the belly of the fsh he prayed to YHWH,
his God, and said:

Out of my despair | cried to you

and you answered me.

From the belly of Sheol | cried,

and you heard my voice.

You threw me into the Deep,

into the heart of the sea,

and foods overwhelmed me.

All your waves, your torrents,

washed over me.

And | said, “I am banished from your sight!
Will | ever again look upon your holy Temple?”
The waters surrounded me right by my throat,
the Deep enclosed me;

seaweed was wrapped around my head.

| sank down to the roots of the mountains;
the vaults of the earth closed me in forever.
But you raised my life

back up from the pit, YHWH my God!
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As my soul was ebbing away,

| remembered YHWH, my God,
and my prayer came before you

in your holy Temple.

Those who cling to worthless idols
forsake their own well-being.

But | will sacrifce to you

with a song of thanksgiving.

[ will fulfll the vow | made.
Deliverance comes from YHWH!
Then God spoke to the fsh,

and the fsh vomited Jonah onto the shore.

Chapter 3
The word of YHWH came a second time to Jonah:

“Get up! Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach to
them as | told you to do.”

Jonah set out and went to Nineveh in obedience to
the word of YHWH. Nineveh was a city large beyond
compare:

it took three days to cross it. Jonah moved on into
the city, making a day’s journey. He proclaimed,
“Only forty days more, and Nineveh is going to be
destroyed!”

So the people of Nineveh believed God; they
proclaimed a fast and dressed in sackcloth, from

the greatest to the least. When the news reached

the ruler of Nineveh, he rose from his judgment seat,
took off his royal robes and dressed in sackcloth, and
sat down in ashes. A decree was then proclaimed
throughout Nineveh, by decree of the ruler and the
ruler’s ministers, as follows:

“Citizens and beasts, herds of focks, are to taste
nothing! You must not eat anything, and you must not
drink any water. You must all dress in sackcloth and
call on God with all your might; you must all renounce
your sinful ways and the evil things you did. Who
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knows, maybe God will have a change of mind and
relent! Perhaps God’s burning wrath will be withdrawn
so that we don’t perish!”

God saw their efforts to renounce their evil behavior.
And God relented by not inficting on them the
disaster that threatened them.

Chapter 4

But Jonah grew indignant and fell into a rage. He
prayed to YHWH and said, “Please, YHWH! Isn’t this
exactly what | said would happen, when | was still in
my own country? That’s why | left and fed to Tarshish:

| knew that you were a God of tenderness and
compassion, slow to anger, rich in kindness, relenting
from violence. Now, YHWH, please take my life! I'd
rather be dead than keep on living!”

Then YHWH said, “What gives you the right to be
angry?”

Jonah then left the city and sat down to the east of
it. There he made a shelter for himself and sat down
under the shade to see what would happen to the
city. Then YHWH God sent a castor oil plant to grow
up over Jonah to shade his head and soothe his
indignation. Jonah was delighted with the castor oil
plant. But at dawn the next day, God sent a worm to
attack the castor oil plant and it withered. And after
the sun had risen, God sent a scorching east wind.
The sun beat down on Jonah’s head so that he was
overcome and begging for death, and said, “I'd rather
be dead than keep on living!”

God said to Jonah, “What gives you the right to be
upset about the castor plant?”

He replied, “I have every right to be angry, to the point
of death!”

God replied, “You feel sorrow because of a castor
plant that cost you no labor, that you did not make
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grow, that sprouted in a night, and that perished in a
night. Is it not right, then, for me to feel sorrow for the
great city of Nineveh, in which there are more than
120,000 people who cannot tell their right hand from
their left, to say nothing of all the animals?”
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