An Instinct for Kindness

Reflections Inspired by the Book of Ruth
PART FIVE - NAOMI HAS A SON

And I 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.
EPHESIANS 3: 17-21

“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

Take a2 moment to recall how things were for Naomi at the
beginning of the book of Ruth: “Call me Mara, because the
Almighty has made my life very bitter”; “I went away full, but the
Lord has brought me back empty.”

How might she feel now, with baby Obed in her arms?

Might she be able to look back to that earlier time and see it in a
different light?

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? (Painting by Joyce Gunn Cairns)




The Floating House

This story comes from Sarah Thomas’ memoir, The Raven’s Nest: An
Icelandic Journey Through Light and Darkness, and describes an
enterprising solution to a challenging problem imagined and enacted by her
Icelandic family. The “you” to whom the story is addressed 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. I 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 I 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 I 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.)

The Lost Art of Blessing

The speaking of blessings weaves through the chapters of the book of Ruth.
John O’Donohue describes blessing another person as “awakening future
wholeness” in a world of limitation and difficulty.

We never see the script of our lives; nor do we know what is coming
towards us, or why our life takes on this particular shape or
sequence. A blessing is different from a greeting, a hug, a salute or an
affirmation; it opens a different door in the human encounter. One
enters into the forecourt of the soul, the source of intimacy and the
compass of destiny.

Our longing for the eternal kindles our imagination to bless.
Regardless of how we configure the eternal, the human heart
continues to dream of a state of wholeness, that place where
everything comes together, where loss will be made good, where
blindness will transform into vision, where damage will be made
whole, where the clenched question will open in the house of
surprise, where the travails of a life’s journey will enjoy a
homecoming. To invoke a blessing is to call some of that wholeness
upon a person NOw.

From “To Retrieve the Lost Art of Blessing’ in Benedictus: A Book of Blessings,
by John O’'Donohue, Bantam Press, 2007



Eleven Addresses to the Lord [1]

John Berryman’s quirky, conversational poem and honest poem feels like an
appropriate note to finish on. Maybe it captures some of the difficulties a lot
of us feel when trying to put words together to talk to God. Whether or not
his words resonate with you, may it be an encouragement to be as honest
and as creative in your response to God at the end of this retreat.

Master of beauty, craftsman of the snowflake,

inimitable contriver,

endower of Earth so gorgeous & different from the boring Moon,
thank you for such as it is my gift.

I have made up a morning prayer to you

containing with precision everything that most matters.
‘According to Thy will” the thing begins.

It took me off & on two days. It does not aim at eloquence.

You have come to my rescue again & again

in my impassable, sometimes despairing years.

You have allowed my brilliant friends to destroy themselves
and I am still here, severely damaged, but functioning.

Unknowable, as I am unknown to my guinea pigs:
how can I “love” you?

I only as far as gratitude & awe

confidently & absolutely go.

I have no idea whether we live again.

It doesn’t seem likely

from either the scientific or the philosophical point of view
but certainly all things are possible to you,

and I believe as fixedly in the Resurrection-appearances to
Peter and to Paul

as I believe I sit in this blue chair.

Only that may have been a special case

to establish their initiatory faith.

Whatever your end may be, accept my amazement.

May I stand until death forever at attention

for any your least instruction or enlightenment.

I even feel sure you will assist me again, Master of insight &
beauty.

John Berryman

“In the deepest, blackest night, it only takes a pinhole of light, and
all of grace can come in”

On the ‘Instinct for Kindess’ retreat page on
www.heartinpilgrimage.com, you will find a link to Auburn
Sandstrom’s story about the transformation kindness made
possible for her. She tells it in her own words on storytelling
project The Moth, it’s only ten minutes long. Please listen if you can!




