An Instinct for Kindness

Reflections Inspired by the Book of Ruth
PART TWO - CALL ME MARA

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

ISAIAH 43:1

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

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:

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

In a sheepfold which might have sheltered the sheep of a whole
village, the shepherd knows which are his, he names 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, in a voice you recognise? Do 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”.
Everywhere she goes, she is known as an outsider.

Have | ever been treated as “the other”? Have | struggled with
the identity others pinned on me?

Have | ever written myself a label, like Naomi does when she
says, “The Lord’s hand has turned against me... The Lord has
afflicted me, the Lord has brought misfortune upon me”? Have |
let an unhelpful label become part of who | am?

Take time to talk to God, or to Jesus, about anything that has
come up for you here. Ignatius of Loyola suggests speaking to
God honestly and intimately, as we might speak to a friend.




You are the Beloved

Before the Spirit sent [Jesus] to be tempted, the Spirit came upon
[him] and said, “You are the beloved Child. You are my beloved Son.
On you my favour rests.” That's who you are. That’s who I am. And
Jesus heard that voice...

It was that voice he clung to as he lived his life. And people praised
him, and people rejected him, and people said Hosanna, and people
crucified him. But Jesus held on to the truth: I am the beloved... Not
because people say I'm great, but because I am the beloved, even
before I was born.

And dear friends, if there is anything that I want you to hear, it is
that what is said of Jesus is said of you...

We go to the Scriptures. ‘I have loved you with an everlasting love. I
have written your name in the palm of my hand for all eternity. I
have moulded you in the depths of the earth and knitted you in your
mother’s womb. I love you. I embrace you. You are mine and I am
yours and you belong to me.” You have to hear this, because if you
can hear this voice that speaks to you from all eternity to all eternity,
then your life will become more and more the life of the beloved,
because that’s who you are.

From a sermon given by Henri Nouwen in 1992, in Beauty of the Beloved: A
Henri ]. M. Nouwen Anthology, ed. Robert A. Jones, Darton, Longman &
Todd, 1999

Names

I am tired of having five different names; -
Having to change them when I enter

A new country or take on a new life. My
First name is my truest, I suppose, but I

Never use it and nobody calls me by this Vietnamese
Name though it is on my birth certificate—

Tue My Chuc. It makes the sound of a twang of a
String pulled. My parents tell me my name in Cantonese

is Chuc Mei Wai. Three soft bird chirps and they call
me Ah Wai. Shortly after I moved to the U.S., I became

Teresa My Chuc, then Teresa Mei Chuc. “Teresa” is the sound
Water makes when one is washing one’s hands. After my first

Marriage, my name was Teresa Chuc Prokopiev.
After my second marriage, my name was Teresa Chuc Dowell.

Now I am back to Teresa Mei Chuc, but I want to go way back.
Reclaim that name once given and lost so quickly in its attempt

to become someone that would fit in. Who is Tue My Chuc?
I don't really know. I was never really her and her birthday

on March 16, I never celebrate because it’s not my real birthday
though it is on my birth certificate. My birthday is on January 26,

really, but I have to pretend that it's on March 16
because my mother was late registering me after the war.

Or it's in December, the date changing every year according to
the lunar calendar—this is the one my parents celebrate

because it’s my Chinese birthday. All these names
and birthdays make me dizzy. Sometimes I just don’t feel like a

Teresa anymore; Tue (pronounced Twe) isn’t so embarrassing.
A fruit learns to love its juice. Anyways, I'd like to be string...

resonating. Pulled back tensely like a bow
Then reverberate in the arrow’s release straight for the heart.

Teresa Mei Chuc
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The Signs Project

In 1992 and 1993, the artist Gillian Wearing stopped passers-by in a
busy street in South London, asked them to write down what was on
their mind in marker pen on a sheet of paper and photographed
them holding the sign. She received many honest and poignant
responses. She called the project Signs that Say What You Want Them
to Say and Not Signs that Say What Someone Else Wants You To Say.

What would your sign say? Answer quickly - don’t give yourself too
much time to think! Then spend a little while reflecting on what
came up.

A Story of Encounters and Relationships

“The story of Ruth is a literary gem, a brief moment of peace in a
troubled world. It is probably the most authentic female voice in the
Hebrew Bible...

“It is a tale told intimately through the use of dialogue — unusual in
Bible stories — through the use of wordplay, repetition of key words
and alliteration, all of which stir our imagination. Feminine language
brings the margins to the centre. There are no military or martial
words; there is no direct theology. Everything is developed through
experience and insight. Greetings and meetings are often gentle.
Encounters, relationships, care and compassion are what matters.
The pattern of all life is here: community and isolation, famine and
plenty, life and death, male and female. We see all aspects of
women’s lives from loss and invisibility right through to fulfilment
and empowerment...”

“Always in the background is a chorus of women. They have always
been there and still are. Ruth is a useful source of information on and
inspiration for informal associations of women — the personal is the
political when the interests of individual families are seen reflected
in the collective action of large groups. The women in headscarved,
the women in black — the chorus — are never asked for comments
but are a ‘“voice’ heard on the body, in the waiting and the weeping
on the by-road of history. We often see them today behind the posing
politicians in the background of TV news programmes, in
newspaper photos... in community as well as domestic life.
Nowhere in our Bible is their presence more significant than in
Ruth’s story.”

From A Telling Place: Reflections on the Stories of Women in the Bible, by Joy
Mead, Wild Goose Publications, 2002.



