
 

 

 
 
 
As the whole of Europe, and these islands in particular, seek to manage the implications of the UK’s 
withdrawal from the EU, lots and lots of heat is being generated, but often not a lot of light. Some continue 
to strike forward, others seek to rewind the clock. And some just try to ignore it and get on with everyday 
life. 
 
In the face of great world-making and world-shaking events it can seem that the lives of individuals hardly 
matter. It is a challenge to retain a personal, even intimate, dimension to the Brexit debate which appears 
so technocratic and impersonal. Things are further complicated because the landscape beyond the break is 
incredibly difficult to imagine with any degree of certainty. 
 
Now the Book of Ruth wouldn’t ordinarily be a Bible book that we would flock to for wisdom and advice on 
a contemporary issue like Brexit. The stereotype we often carry is that this is a romantic book set in a rural 
idyll, featuring a young, beautiful woman fallen on hard times who meets a good farmer. They fall in love, 
get married and have a child. Of course there is some questionable activity as the heroine seduces her 
soon-to-be husband, but by and large this can be glossed over, and at least it is tasteful, though only barely. 
 
Perhaps the most well known part of the story is the transcendent declaration of loyalty on the part of Ruth 
who commits herself to her mother-in-law, vowing to go where she goes, live where she lives, to worship 
Naomi’s God in such a way that only death would part them. 
 
However, as we engage more deeply with the characters and their lives there are other profound themes 
which reveal themselves: the mystery of relationships between women, the trauma of surviving one’s 
children, of childlessness, marriage and patriarchy. 
 
Then, in an echo of the current debates around Brexit, we are faced with border issues. Elimelech, Naomi 
and their boys leave Bethlehem due to famine and move to Moab, the place of the traditional enemy. Here 
they fall on hard times. When Naomi returns home accompanied by Ruth, Ruth becomes a woman in a 
man’s world, a foreigner in a country that doesn’t like her sort, childless in a society that required sons, a 
widow in a family-based rural culture, and poor in a community that lacks a safety net. 
 
The Book of Ruth can be read as a form of counter-narrative to Ezra and Nehemiah, a story in which ethnic 
and religious purity is perhaps not as critical as those two prophets might have claimed. In Jewish tradition 
Ruth is read at Pentecost alongside the reading of the giving of the Law to Moses at Sinai. It thus preserves 
the importance of the ordinary lives of individuals alongside great foundational events and dares us to find 
ways of making personal what could otherwise be overwhelming. 
 
The Book of Ruth challenges us to engage with several issues: welcoming the stranger, redrawing our 
stereotypes through encounter with those who are ‘other’, finding the gaps where compassion can thrive 
in the midst of technical debates about law and tradition and carrying losses that cannot really be grieved. 
 
Corrymeela is Northern Ireland’s oldest peace and reconciliation organization, founded in 1965 before the 
beginning of ‘The Troubles’ in Ireland. The founder and first leader of the community was Revd Ray Davey, 
a Presbyterian minister who was profoundly impacted by what he saw during the Second World War,  
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particularly at the bombing of Dresden. He returned home from the war determined to find ways of 
building community in the face of conflict. 
 
From its first days, Corrymeela has been a place of gathering, work, faith and discussion, bringing together 
people of different backgrounds, different political and religious beliefs and different identities. We believe 
that there is strength in gathering and that when we are committed to each other no difference is great 
enough to break us. In the early days of Corrymeela, hundreds of volunteers gave up their holidays, 
weekends and summer breaks to host events, seminars, camps and conferences, as well as to literally build 
the Ballycastle site. 
 
We were active throughout The Troubles and continue today in post-conflict Northern Ireland. We have 
grown from the original Community members to a staff team of 30 plus dozens of volunteers from all over 
the world. Every year around 11,000 people spend time at our residential centre in Ballycastle on the north 
coast. 
 
The Community of Corrymeela has grown over the years also, with 150 members, 50 associate members 
and thousands of friends around the globe. Together we make commitments to be engaged with the world 
at its points of fracture, faith and potential. 
 
We recognise that today Brexit is another place of fracture: between the UK and Europe, between Britain 
and Ireland and even within the island of Ireland itself. Things will be very different on the other side of this 
separation and we are keen to see how Christians can contribute effectively to the shaping of how we will 
be together after we exit the EU. In particular we want to explore how our ancient text can speak 
meaningfully to the nation as we, like Ruth and Naomi, seek to build new lives on the far side of profound 
disruption. 
 
We have produced bible study and conversation materials called Crossing Borders: Exploring Brexit through 
the lens of Ruth, available to download for free from corrymeela.org. 
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This article first appeared in Country Way 78: Growing Together, June 2018. Go to germinate.net/country-way for 
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