An Instinct for Kindness: Reflections Inspired by the Book of Ruth
Part Five: Naomi has a son

As a piece of storytelling, the book of Ruth is first-class. Just when it seems that a happy ending
is in sight for Ruth and Boaz, there is a problem. Boaz, it turns out, is not the closest relative.
There is another man who must be offered the right to buy Elimelech’s land and take Ruth’s hand
in marriage. But by this time, as readers, we’re all rooting for Boaz. Consider how astutely he
plays his cards at the town gate, first assembling a group of witnesses, then approaching the man
who is the other kinsman-redeemer, offering first the opportunity - the chance to acquire the land,
then the potential drawback - to do this, he must also take Ruth as his wife. The man quickly
realises this is not the right choice for him, and the way is clear for Ruth and Boaz.

But sometimes, | wonder if the book of Ruth is really Naomi’s story. It is Naomi who is centre-
stage in the first chapter, arriving back in her home village bitter and despairing. And it is Naomi
who is at the centre again in the closing verses of the book. Ruth and Boaz are off stage, it is
Naomi who holds baby Obed. | suspect she might have been the kind of grandmother who loved
to hold the baby, almost to the exclusion of anyone else, even the baby’s parents. “Naomi has a
son,” the women laugh.

The book ends with another revelation, the fact that this family’s story is part of much bigger story.
The storyteller gives us the genealogy at the end: Obed the father of Jesse, Jesse the father of
David. And this genealogy is picked up in Matthew chapter 1 which includes the line “Boaz, the
father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth”. This time, the family line continues to “Joseph, the
husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called Christ.” We might even note that “Mara”
comes from the same root as “Mary”.

| invite you again to take a few moments now to come in to a time of stillness. Perhaps we need
to quieten down our busy hearts, find some silence in a noisy world, in order to make space to
hear the still small voice. In the sanctuary of this still place, we might see our own circumstances
in a new light, perhaps see things from a new perspective.

Take time to breathe deeply, right to the bottom of the lungs. And as you breathe in and slowly
breathe out, notice where you are feeling the breath in the body, whether in the nose or mouth, or
in the way the chest rises and falls. Let the simple rhythm of the breath be your guide as you slow
down, let the hurrying thoughts hurry less, and a sense of quietness settle around you.

In this still place, there is space to be present, present to yourself, present to God. Present as you
are, without trying to be otherwise. In this space, you are welcomed by the God who waits for
you. This God who welcomes you also sees the big picture, the perspective which goes beyond
what we can see. What might you like to say to this God now? Is there anything you would like to
ask for?

I’m going to read some verses from Ephesians which feel appropriate for this point in the story.

“And | pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the
Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to
know this love that surpasses knowledge — that you may be filled to the measure of all the
fullness of God. Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine,
according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus
throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. (Eph 3: 17-21)

You might like to come back to these words and spend a little time with them. But for now, some
verses from the closing chapter of Ruth.



“So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. And the Lord enabled her to conceive, and she
gave birth to a son. The women said to Naomi: ‘Praise be to the Lord, who this day has not left
you without a kinsman-redeemer. May he become famous throughout Israel! He will renew your
life and sustain you in your old age. For your daughter-in-law, who loves you, and who is better to
you than seven sons, has given him birth.’

Then Naomi took the child, laid him in her lap and cared for him. The women living there said,
‘Naomi has a son.” And they named him Obed. He was the father of Jesse, the father of David.”
(Ruth 4: 13-17)

Pause here, for a few minutes with this passage. Remember where Naomi was at the beginning of
this story: “Call me Mara” she urged, because “the Almighty has made my life very bitter”. She
says: “I went away full, but the Lord has brought me back empty”.

| wonder if her heart is full as she sits, holding baby Obed - once again part of an extended family
that will love and care for her?

It might be helpful to spend some time looking at Joyce Gunn Cairns’ painting of a grandmother
and grandson which is part of the Reflection Material.

What might Naomi be feeling now? Might she be able to look back to the time that she felt bitter
and abandoned, and see that time in a different light?

What does this story have to tell us about situations which seem impossibly difficult, which seem
as if they could never be transformed?

Can we imagine God looking upon this scene, God who sees the bigger picture, who was with
this family in their grief and is now with them in their joy? What is God’s desire for them?

Is there anything, here, which speaks to me, to any aspect of my experience?

It's worth remembering that there are many things in the resolution this story that are far from
ideal. Boaz is not a classic kinsman-redeemer - normally it would be the dead man’s brother who
marries his widow. But Ruth is not the widow of Elimelech. She is an outsider, a stranger in a
foreign land. And Boaz is not Elimelech’s brother. Yet, through kindness and generosity of heart,
and a willingness to work with these imperfections, a way forward has been found. And all that
imperfect history is part of the bigger picture, the story which completes with the coming of
Christ.

It’s worth noticing, too, that, however deep Naomi’s despair at the beginning of the story, she also
plays a part in securing this solution. Throughout, she advises Ruth on what she must do. Even if
it feels like an outside chance, she knows Boaz might be able to redeem the family, and can
imagine how this could be brought about. Ruth is courageous in carrying out her instructions, and
Boaz is astute in dealing with the negotiations at the city gate. Without these qualities, the
miraculous turnaround in Naomi and Ruth’s situation could not have happened.

Is there anything here which speaks to me, in the situations | face?

Are there qualities | would like to acknowledge in me which are also part of God’s gifts to me?

“And | pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the
Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to
know this love that surpasses knowledge — that you may be filled to the measure of all the
fullness of God. Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine,
according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus
throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. (Eph 3: 17-21)



I’m going to finish this reflection with a story, which comes from Sarah Thomas’ memoir, The
Raven'’s Nest: An Icelandic Journey Through Light and Darkness. It’s the story of how her
husband’s Icelandic family were able to imagine a solution to a problem that seemed unsolvable,
and then bring that solution about. It’s about courage and resourcefulness and above all, perhaps,
imagination, and being able to think outside the box. The person she is addressing in the story,
the “you”, is her Icelandic mother-in-law.

“It is a most unlikely house move. One that only people like you would think to do. It is an image
of caution thrown to the wind and dreams indulged; what happens next makes a story that will be
told for many years to come. | still tell it now, although the orange digits in the bottom right-hand
corner of the photograph read 26.7.94.

“In the centre, looming large, is a juxtaposition | have never seen, and may never see again: a
pitched-roofed, corrugated-iron-clad house, flanked on one side by empty red and yellow oil
barrels, sitting in the shallows of a bay. Behind it, across the water, a mountain slopes straight up
from the sea. Patches of green vegetation cling to the sandy-coloured rock: the slope looks worn
like threadbare corduroys. At its top, the mountain becomes a dark-grey basalt terrace, still
streaked with the white of last winter’s snow...

“Soon, when all the barrels are attached, you will all sit on the shore and wait for the tide to rise,
to lift the house from the ground so that you may tow it with Arngeir’s boat, to the place two fjords
from here where your husband was born, to the patch of land he has inherited. There, you and
your kin will work hard to make it a liveable and beautiful summerhouse. You shall spend many
happy summers there listening to the eiders and hiking to the top of the mountain. Tending to
your vegetable garden by day and knitting by bright night... Your extended family will descend
from all around the country at the end of August each year to pick the thousands of bilberries,
blueberries and crowberries that thrive on that land, which will carry you all through the winter...

“One day over dinner | will ask you, ‘Did you never worry it would sink?’ You will reply, ‘Yes, but
wouldn’t it also look beautiful at the bottom of the sea?’”

(From The Raven’s Nest - An Icelandic Journey Through Light and Darkness, by Sarah Thomas,
Atlantic Books, 2022.)

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his
power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all
generations, for ever and ever! Amen.



