An Instinct for Kindness: Reflections Inspired by the Book of Ruth
Part Two: Call Me Mara

What’s in a name? What’s in my name, or your name? | was recently at an event where we were
invited to form small groups and spend some time getting to know one another, and the first
question we were asked to consider was ‘What is your name?’ It sounds like a simple question, a
piece of data we use to identify ourselves, something we fill in on forms and enter to login to
websites.

But as we shared our names with one another, | was surprised where that led. A name can take us
back to the families in which we grew up, the places we came from. We might have a name which
we feel suits us, or one we dislike, or name which is a burden, always requiring to be spelled, or
accompanied by an explanation. We might shorten our name, or acquire a nickname, welcome or
unwelcome. As we move through life, we might change our name, or add other names.

Names are often very important in the Bible. In the story of Ruth, Naomi means “pleasantness” or
“sweetness”. But when Naomi arrives back in Bethlehem having suffered the loss of her husband
and sons, she make a savage pun: “Call me Mara”, which means “bitterness”. Many times, in the
Bible, characters are given new names to signify a God-given tranformation. Abram becomes
Abraham, Sarai become Sarah. Jesus gives Simon the name “Peter”, a pun on the Greek word
“petros” meaning “stone”: “Upon this rock | will build my Church”. What does it mean to sit with
your name? And with a God who knows us, who calls us by name?

Take a few moments, now, to be still. Sit comfortably, but attentively, and try to be somewhere
you won'’t be interrupted. Breathe deeply a few times, and put down anything you are holding.
Simply breathe, and as you breathe become aware of your body, your feet resting on the floor, the
weight of your body resting into the chair, your hands resting in your lap.

Breathe in a breath of peace, a peace that is given for this moment. You are enough. Nothing
more is expected of you. This quiet space welcomes you. Be still, and let the whirring thoughts in
the mind slow down and mirror the stiliness of the body. Leave the day’s tasks to one side and be
welcomed into this place of stillness.

This is how God invites us to come, just as we are. This is where God waits for us, patiently, as we
might wait patiently for a friend we long to see. Do | have a sense of the God who waits for me?
What do | hope for from this meeting?

How do | feel about my name, or names?
What stories does my name tell about me?

From Isaiah 43:
“Thus says the Lord, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: ‘Fear not, for |
have redeemed you; | have called you by name, you are mine.” (Isaiah 43:1)

How does it feel to know that God knows my name, and knows it intimately, knows whether or
not | like it, whether it suits me?

What does it mean to hear these words:

“I have called you by name, you are mine”?

Jesus echoes this thought in the Gospel of John:

“The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. The gatekeeper opens the gate for
him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When



he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they
know his voice.” (John 10: 2-4)

In a sheepfold which might have sheltered the sheep of a whole village, the shepherd knows
which are his, he has named them, knows their quirks, their personalities. And they know him,
they will follow his voice.

What does it feel like to be known by the shepherd? To be called by your name, by a voice you
recognise? Can you hear the shepherd call you by name? What do you want to do?

We might consider the other things which get added to our name, which others might use to
identify us, whether helpfully or not. Throughout the book of Ruth, Ruth is “Ruth the Moabitess”.
Even as she arrived in this small community, everyone knew who she was, knew the story of her
decision to come back to Bethlehem with Naomi. She was an outsider wherever she went.

There are many situations which lead to a person being identified as “the other” - race, age,
gender, coming from another country, or just another part of town, not quite conforming to a
particular set of social expectations.

And then there are other labels, the ones we write for ourselves. When Naomi says “Call me
Mara”, she says, “The Lord’s hand has turned against me... The Lord has afflicted me, the Lord
has brought misfortune upon me.” Of course, she had reason to feel this way, having experienced
so much loss, but she takes hold of that as part of her identity. She is a person, she believes, on
whom God has turned his back.

And perhaps that’s something all of us do at times. When it feels like everything is against us,
when it feels like God has forgotten me, when I’m too unimportant, or not very good at doing this
or that. We take these thoughts and turn them into labels, and they become part of what we
identify as ourselves, unless we challenge them. Is there anything in this context which | am being
invited to think about?

“Thus says the Lord, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: ‘Fear not, for |
have redeemed you; | have called you by name, you are mine.”

“The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. The gatekeeper opens the gate for
him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When
he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they
know his voice.”

Would you like to talk with God, or with Jesus, now, about anything which has come up for you
during this time?



