
An Instinct for Kindness: Reflections Inspired by the Book of Ruth 
Part Four: Open Hand, Open Heart 

It was considered a right, in many parts of the world, for those with no land of their own to glean 
at harvest time, collecting the grain the harvester missed. Gleaners were painted by Van Gogh 
and Millet in 19th-century France, and the practice continues today in some countries. However, 
as a woman alone, knowing no one, Ruth was taking a risk going to the fields. And Boaz goes far 
beyond his duty as landowner, asking his harvesters to keep Ruth safe, make her welcome, and 
even drop a few grains for her on purpose. It’s perhaps no surprise that, one day’s gleaning, she 
goes home with an astonishing amount of grain.


After their meeting at the threshing floor, when Boaz assures Ruth he will act as the kinsman-
redeemer for their family, he gives her six measures of barley, which she carries in her shawl. 
Estimates of the measure, and what it would equate to today, vary, but scholars understand the 
gift to be both a generous act of provision and a symbolic gift from Boaz to Naomi affirming his 
good intentions towards the family and to Ruth.


But there is more than material generosity going on here. Both Ruth and Boaz are expressing a 
generosity of heart. Ruth takes a risk going to the threshing floor alone, knowing little of Boaz. 
And Boaz knows little of Ruth, other than the stories he has heard. Yet both are prepared to go 
into the encounter with a generosity of spirit, hoping for a good outcome, looking for the best in 
the other person.


At the beginning of the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius, in what is known as the Presupposition, 
Ignatius writes: “…it should be presupposed that every good Christian ought to be more eager to 
put a good interpretation on a neighbour’s statement than to condemn it”. While this is intended 
primarily as an instruction to those engaged in making he Exercises, many have suggested that it 
is also a good principle for much of life. How would it change our relationships with one another if 
we set out to give the other person the benefit of the doubt? If we started with an assumption of 
good?


I invite you, now, to take a few minutes to be still. Make yourself comfortable where you’re sitting, 
and let yourself become aware of the your surroundings, what you can see, what you can hear. 
Notice the floor under the soles of your feet, the chair which your body leans into. And check in 
with your body, notice any aches and pains, any areas of tension or discomfort.


Take a few deep breaths, drawing the air in right down to the bottom of the lungs, breathing out 
slowly. Notice how the pace of the body’s rhythms slow down as the breathing deepens. Perhaps 
the mind can slow down too, so that the racing thoughts begin to calm themselves, demand less 
attention. Don’t struggle with them, just focus on the rhythm of the breath. Breathe in the 
quietness of this moment, where you don’t have to do anything, you need only to be.


I exist in a web of relationships — links to nature, people, God. I trace out these links, giving 
thanks for the life that flows through them. If some links are twisted or broken, I may feel regret, 
anger, disappointment. I ask for the gift of acceptance and forgiveness.


I’m going to read two passages from the Gospels, you might like to return to one of them if it is 
drawing you. 


Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not 
condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. Give, and it will be 
given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over will be poured 
into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. (Luke 6:36-38)


And from Nicholas King’s translation:




Learn to be compassionate, just as your Father is compassionate. And don’t judge, and you won’t 
be judged. Don’t condemn, and you won’t be condemned. Let people off, and you will be let off. 
Give, and it will be given to you; they will give a generous measure, pressed down, shaken up and 
overflowing into your lap. For in the measure that you measure out, it will be measured to you.


And a parable:


To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everyone else, 
Jesus told this parable: “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a 
tax collector. The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other 
people — robbers, evildoers, adulterers — or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and 
give a tenth of all I get.’ But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to 
heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ “I tell you that this man, 
rather than the other, went home justified before God. For all those who exalt themselves will be 
humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.

(Luke 18: 9-14)


It’s strikes me that this story is not only for those who are a bit over-confident of their own 
righteousness. It might be for all of us who are given to making assumptions about other people. 
Be careful when you judge by appearances, Jesus seems to be saying, while at the same time 
suggesting that we need to have an honest, clear-eyed view of ourselves. 


Ignatius’ words encourage us to “be more eager to put a good interpretation on a neighbour’s 
statement than to condemn it”. Are there situations in which we need to stand back from making 
a judgement, to look for the good rather than reach a conclusion which is negative? To hold back 
because we don’t know the full story? To be generous of spirit — open-handed and open 
hearted? How might that change our way of being in the world?


From Macrina Wiederkehr:


“Each person you meet is like a loaf of uncut fresh bread. It is difficult to fathom the depth and 
potential of each person you meet. This depth and potential are like treasures hidden in a field. 
The field is that surface self that shows at first glance, but oh, the resources to be found within! 
Each person is a lot like you, deep and not yet fully explored, scared and beautiful, fragile and 
strong.


“Because most of us meet quite a few people during our lifetimes, I want these words to be an 
encouragement to you to linger awhile over each person you meet, each person you live with, 
each relationship, even those people you see walking through the crowds, the strangers you do 
not know. Look on them with love. Contemplate them. Take them into your heart… Next time you 
walking through a crowd at the shopping centre or on the street, try to see the people as 
individuals. They are the people who share the earth with you… Your pathways may be different, 
but the love God has for each is the same. Bless them, by seeing them.”


(From Macrina Wiederkehr, A Tree Full of Angels, HarperCollins 1990)


And, staying with the subject of being open-handed and open-hearted, how open are we to God? 
Is there a temptation to hold back, because we we are not sure how we will be received, or we are 
worried about what be asked of us? This is the subject at the heart of this closing poem by the 
Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore.


The Least Grain of Corn - by Rabindranath Tagore


I had gone a-begging from door to door in the village path, when Your golden chariot appeared in 
the distance like a gorgeous dream, and I wondered who was this King of Kings!


My hopes rose high, and I thought my evil days were at an end. I stood waiting for alms to be 
given unasked and for wealth to be scattered on all sides in the dust.




The chariot stopped where I stood. Your glance fell on me, and You came down with a smile. I felt 
that the luck of my life had come at last. Then all of a sudden You held out Your right hand, 
saying, “What have you to give to me?”


Ah, what a kingly jest was it to open Your palm to a beggar to beg! I was confused and stood 
undecided, and then from my wallet I slowly took out the least little grain of corn and gave it to 
You.


How great was my surprise when at the day’s end, I emptied my bag on the floor only to find a 
least little grain of gold among my poor heap! I bitterly wept and wished that I had the heart to 
give You my all.


(from Rabindranath Tagore, The Heart of God, Tuttle Publishing, 1997)
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