
 



Readers Guide

History is a mighty drama,
enacted upon the theatre of time,

with suns for lamps and
eternity for a background.

T H O M A S C A R L Y L E

1. History plays a major role in Here Burns My Candle. Not only
Scottish history, but also ancient history steps onto the stage since
our two main characters, Marjory and Elisabeth Kerr, are drawn
from the biblical story of Naomi and Ruth. How did your famil-
iarity with the original story shape your reading experience? What
surprises did you find along the way? In what ways were the char-
acters different than you expected? What are the benefits of taking
a fictionalized look at a well-known story?

2. Although Elisabeth Kerr is featured on the cover, the novel opens
by introducing us to her mother-in-law, Marjory Kerr. How
would you describe Marjory in the first chapter? And in the final
chapter? What changes did you notice in her attitude toward the
Almighty One over the course of the novel? And how did your
feelings toward Marjory change, if at all, from first page to last?
In your own experience, is growth more often borne of joy or of
pain? Why might that be the case?

3. Ruth is celebrated as one of the “good girls” of the Bible, yet we
often forget she began life as a pagan Moabitess, captured here
in Elisabeth’s worship of the Nameless One. Why do you think
Elisabeth continued the auld ways even after marrying into a
churchgoing family? In what ways does the power of tradition
shape our attitudes and actions? In chapter 4 Elisabeth poses
many questions about the Almighty One. If you were sitting
across from her right now, how would you answer her?
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4. Donald and Andrew have their biblical counterparts too. Donald
is based on Mahlon, whose name means “weakling” or “infertil-
ity.” How does that description fit Donald? What other words
might you use to characterize him? What, if anything, did you like
about Elisabeth’s husband? Andrew is patterned after Chilion,
whose name means “pining” or “consumptive.” Again, how do
those words suit Andrew? Would Lord John have been proud of
his sons, as Marjory was on that October eve in the forecourt of
the palace, described in chapter 42? Why or why not?

5. Faithfulness and forgiveness are two themes interwoven through-
out the story. In what ways are Marjory, Elisabeth, and Donald
faithful? And unfaithful? For what does each need forgiveness and
from whom? If you were in Elisabeth’s place, faced with a loved
one’s request to “Forgive me…for all of it,” how might you
respond? In what ways do these characters’ struggles with faithful-
ness and forgiveness reflect our desire to connect with others on a
more meaningful level?

6. The epigraphs that open each chapter are meant to capture the
heart of the action to come. How does the quote from George
Herbert—“Words are women, deeds are men”—suit chapter 32?
To what extent does his statement reflect your assessment of
female-male differences? Choose an epigraph you especially like
from the novel. Why does it appeal to you, and how does the
quote match the chapter it introduces?

7. Marjory calls Elisabeth “a keeper of secrets.” In truth, all the major
characters in this story have something to hide. When Simon
reveals his painful past, how does that impact Elisabeth’s heart?
When Donald confesses his litany of sins on paper, how does that
affect the lives of those around him? And what secrets do Marjory
and Elisabeth each harbor? In life, as in fiction, how might keep-
ing secrets cause more harm than sharing the truth with those we
love and trust?
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8. Though Rob MacPherson has no biblical counterpart, he plays an
important role in this story. What do his interactions with Elisa-
beth reveal about her character? And what does his relationship
with Marjory tell us about her? How does Rob compare with
Donald? Do you find Rob appealing or disturbing, and why? In
what ways does Rob fall short of true hero status? What sort of
future would you choose for him?

9. Loss is one of the central themes of the novel, summarized in
Marjory’s own fears: “Surely a grieving widow could not lose
everything. Not all she owned. Not everything.” Name all the
things, big and small, that are taken from Marjory. Which of these
losses struck you as most unexpected? If you’ve experienced one or
more of these losses, how was your life affected? How would you
cope if you truly lost everything? To what or whom would you
look for strength and help, whatever the extent of your loss?

10. When Elisabeth chooses which direction her future will take, do
you think she is running away from something or toward some-
thing, and why? Does Elisabeth fit the definition of a true heroine:
a woman who loves sacrificially? If so, how? If not, what is she
lacking? Her newfound faith will surely be tested in the sequel,
Mine Is the Night. What indications do you have about how Elisa-
beth might respond to future trials and tribulations? What about
Marjory? What course do you imagine their relationship will take
in the months ahead?

11. Now that you’ve read this eighteenth-century interpretation, read
the real story in Ruth 1:1–18. As you consider the passage verse
by verse, what parallels do you find between the Scottish novel
and the biblical original? What “famine” might Lord John and
Lady Marjory have experienced that sends them packing for Edin-
burgh? Why do you suppose Orpah turns back, just as Janet does?
In Ruth 1:18 Naomi falls silent; Marjory does the same in the
final chapter. Why, in each story, might that be the case?
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12. Our Readers Guide opens with a quote from Thomas Carlyle, a
nineteenth-century Scottish historian and essayist. In what ways
does the historical reality of the Jacobite Rising of 1745 serve as a
fitting backdrop for this story? What more recent historical event
might also provide an interesting setting for this story and its
themes? What eternal truths did you find illuminated in the hearts
and lives of these characters? Finally, what do you love most about
historical fiction, and what did you enjoy about Here Burns My
Candle in particular?

For more about the author, visit www.LizCurtisHiggs.com.
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