





[image: image]












Copyright © 2021 Mary Kennedy & Deirdre Ní Chinnéide


The right of Mary Kennedy & Deirdre Ní Chinnéide to be identified as the Authors of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in Ireland in 2021 by


HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND


1


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


Some details within this text have been changed to respect the privacy of individuals.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


ISBN: 978 1 52938 234 1


Hachette Books Ireland


8 Castlecourt Centre


Castleknock


Dublin 15, Ireland


A division of Hachette UK Ltd


Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, EC4Y 0DZ


www.hachettebooksireland.ie









[image: image]









[image: image]









[image: image]









[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: introduction: journeying In]




Water, the old stories tell us, flows up from sources in the Otherworld and gushes out into the rivers …


– From If Women Rose Rooted by Sharon Blackie





Since long before the time of the early Christian church in Ireland, the well has been recognised as a place of healing. Held deep within the earth, a journey to the well nurtured and refreshed the pilgrim who drank of its healing waters.


For both of us sisters, from our earliest days, ‘the well’ has had significance, specifically St Brigid’s well. We grew up on St Brigid’s Road in Clondalkin, Dublin 22, and around the corner on Boot Road was a well named for the saint.


For so many Irish people, the lore around our female patron saint is familiar, and Brigid has a special place in our hearts. Our female patron saint was a woman of substance, spanning the pagan and the Christian worlds. She was born around AD 450 to a Christian mother and a father who was a pagan chieftain of Leinster. The lore goes that when she laid down her cloak on the land her father had promised her, it grew and spread to cover sufficient space for her monastery.


Growing up on St Brigid’s Road was like living in an extended community, where everyone knew each other well. Our mam, Pauline, and her sister Eilish had a double wedding and bought houses side by side, so we lived very close to our cousins, sharing holidays, special events like Christmas and birthdays, as well as everyday life with them. All the neighbours were very close too and at times the road felt like an extended playground where, on summer days, we returned to the house only to be fed and watered.


The well around the corner – a regular meeting place with friends on summer evenings – was sadly often in a sorry state of neglect. But each year, in the run-up to St Brigid’s Day, we were sent by the nuns to partake in a clean-up. Rubbish would be removed from the holy waters: everything from plastic bags to newspapers to shopping trolleys, the grass verges would be trimmed and all in all it would be restored to something more fit to honour a deity, even if we saw it less as act of devotion to St Brigid than some diversion from school. Brigid’s Day itself was a day off school. Crosses were made from rushes that were gathered in a nearby field and we often took a trip down to the local well.


Thus, our journeys to the well began, perhaps less holy than practical, yet somehow unconsciously embedding within us some sense of renewal, of possibility, that springs from journeying to the well.


Happily, in recent times that well has been taken in hand and restored to its appropriate state. It is a place of prayer and intercession, highly regarded by local people and others who travel there and leave mementos as part of their devotion to Brigid.


There are many traditions associated with the saint: the Brigid’s Cross and the Brat Bhríde (Brigid’s cloak) to name but two. They remind us of an Irish woman with a loving, caring heart, a woman of strength, courage and determination. Her feast day on 1 February heralds the beginning of brighter days, of rebirth and growth, as we emerge from the darkness of the winter months and proceed with hope and light in our hearts.


Perhaps it is a fitting analogy for the position we find ourselves in at this time. There is no doubt that we are living through harrowing and challenging times. As we emerge from almost two years of uncertainty, we are faced with the task of planning and plotting our course, redefining our sense of Being, of Becoming, in a changed world.


Being at home through an enforced lockdown has brought both gifts and challenges to our doors. We are seeking rebirth and growth as we emerge from the darkness of the virus that took over our world and our lives. We want to have hope and light in our hearts, to find meaning and a sense of the spiritual in our redefined, everyday lives, to go on a journey of spiritual self-discovery.


We believe that our rich Celtic heritage and spirituality can give us the strength and the courage of Brigid and other major figures from our culture and Celtic past, to find comfort and optimism as we take our place in a different reality, setting out on uncharted waters.


In these pages, we draw on Deirdre’s Aran Islands connection – her adopted home – a place where the link to Celtic spiritualty remains vibrant and alive. It is here that Deirdre composed Celtic Passage, a spiritual musical journey, and where she opened up her spiritual retreat centre on the island of Inis Mór, after years of work in the field of psychotherapy, among other things working with victims of war trauma in the Balkans.


As we cross a threshold following this deeply significant time, we hope that this book can be a companion, a place to stop and dip into its waters from time to time, and to find there something that will hold you in a spirit of friendship, with other anam caras or soul friends, along the way.


Sisters and brothers, we invite you to join us as we gather to heal and to seek guidance on our way. We draw from our own experiences and challenges over the years, sharing stories, insights and reflections, as we invite you to listen to your own voice, to look into your own inner well and find gifts and blessings of the heart’s journey.


We have invited Brigid to be our guide through the Celtic seasons of Samhain, Imbolg, Bealtaine and Lughnasa, drawing on her qualities and gifts. She is the embodiment of the Divine Feminine in each of our seasons, appearing as the crone or wise woman in winter, the young bride of spring, the goddess of summer and the eternal mother of autumn. Each time we meet her she becomes a teacher and friend who guides us through the changing seasons of the Celtic calendar. As you drink from the inner well of life experience with the support of this powerful woman, we hope you find something there to nourish, refresh and renew you.


Let us cross this threshold together, so that as we re-emerge and move towards new lands, we feel held, guided and encouraged to trust the heart that leads us gently in hope.




At each new land,


There is a Cross.


A place to stop and scan direction.


It is here you will be tempted to remain


The same old story


Of a self that was,


Cornered by its frame.


Take my Hand, little One,


Let you walk on the inside,


Saved from that which blocks


Your journey Home,


To this Good House of Hope.


– ‘New Lands’ Deirdre Ní Chinnéide
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Stay a little longer, mooring in the harbour of your heart. Anchored there forever.


– From ‘Forgotten’, Celtic Passage





The Celtic year begins on 1 November at Samhain, a time of stillness and darkness, when seeds that are planted rest in the anticipation of the light that awaits above ground. In the Celtic tradition, our ancestors lived in close connection with the natural world. They followed the journey of the sun as a guide through the seasons that surrounded them on a daily basis. Crossing over into a new season was seen as a move beyond a threshold, and was duly marked with rituals that included blessings and incantations and involved the whole community, who honoured the land upon which they depended for survival. The water well was the source from which communities drew in all seasons, with its life-giving properties understood to manifest beyond the physical into the metaphysical, its spiritual properties central to the source of their spirituality. In our Samhain journey to the well, we will draw on ancient Celtic wisdom.


Inspired by the Celtic calendar, and observing its close connection to the natural rhythms of life, we will travel from the depths and darkness of winter to the rebirth of spring and the fullness of light. Samhain literally translates as ‘summer’s end’, and marks the beginning of the Celtic New Year, the threshold of the depths and darkness of winter. The earth rests as the fullness of harvest gives way to stillness; the land waits for the return of the sun and the renewal that comes with spring. The threshold time of Samhain is regarded as a thin veil between everyday life and the spirit world, when the spirits of the dead are free to roam and the presences of loved ones who have died are nearby. Fires were traditionally lit to brighten the darkness and call in the ancestors and spirits of those who had passed on to the world of Slí na Fírinne, or ‘way of truth’. Halloween or Oíche Shamhna is a clear example of how people dress up as witches and ghosts and take on the persona of a spirit from the other world. It is a healthy way of playing with quite a mysterious realm and on the Aran Islands, it continues to be celebrated by many members of the community.


Adults as well as children go to great lengths to pick a costume that totally disguises them. The night begins with people leaving their doors open as a welcome to the spirits who visit their home. In silence the spirits enter and sweets and treats are left on the kitchen table as a gift to the pucaí that come from far and wide. Local pubs are full of strange characters that night and their identity is kept strictly secret. Prizes are given to the most imaginative costumes and it is only at the end of the night that masks are taken off to reveal the people behind the weird and wonderful characters. It is said that it is a great night to have fun in the local bar (especially if you have been barred but can have free and easy access on this mischievous night).


At this time, An Chailleach – the witch or crone figure – dresses in the black cloth of winter and asserts herself as the wise voice of the earth and the darker season. By times she was feared and celebrated and her powerful presence dominates this time. What might her cloaked wisdom have to offer us? What might she want to impart to us about the resting time, the transformation that can happen when we give way to stillness, when we listen to our deepest inner voice, especially in the heart of darkness?


In 2019, when a new type of coronavirus arrived in the world, it brought in its wake a pandemic of illness and chaos, an unprecedented state of altered living, globally. In ancient times, a force such as this might have been understood as a deeply threatening spirit, heralding states of fear, loss and uncertainty. With the arrival of Covid-19, little did we know that we would be called into a prolonged Samhain time, one of darkness and a loss of a way of life that had kept our world turning in familiar, predictable ways.


We are living in strange and challenging times. Extended periods of ‘lockdown’ have become part of our realities. It is a time of huge uncertainty, fear and ‘dis-ease’. Where is this road leading us? Who has the roadmap? How do we navigate our way from this darkness into the light? Our hope here is to lean into this journey, taking time to reflect and draw water from our own inner well, and together creating a roadmap to a place of nourishment and renewal, with a shared vision of what we can learn and how we can integrate this time.


We invite you to join us in reflecting honestly on how we have negotiated this unexpected, extended Samhain. We share our own stories in the hope they will encourage you to engage with yours. Drawing from the voices of our ancestors, together we can cross a threshold of exploration and possibility, where our spirits are renewed. Fionn Mac Cumahail, a great hero of mythology, spoke of listening and being restored to the present moment and by being present to the reality of our times, to hear ‘music of what happens’. Celebrating new notes, we can connect to the song that offers us hope, singing us home to a new and changed reality.
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Help me to find my happiness in my acceptance of what is my purpose. In friendly eyes, in work well done. In quietness born of trust and most of all in the awareness of spirit in my being.





This ancient Celtic prayer has always had a resonance for me. It sums up very clearly the qualities that undoubtedly lead to a calm and gentle acceptance of what’s important in life. There’s great self-awareness in a desire to have purpose, friendship, diligence, trust and a spiritual dimension to our lives. Wouldn’t it be lovely if we could harness those positive and meaningful qualities and use them to guide us through this uncharted landscape, this changed reality?


Personally, navigating life through Covid-19 was an emotional rollercoaster, careering through fear, acceptance, anger, sadness, lethargy, guilt, serenity and contentment. Quite the gamut of emotions – and wait for it: they hit me in … no particular order! That gamut was reminiscent of the ways that Samhain can throw many harsh weather patterns at us. Covid was very definitely my winter storm!


Everyone will agree, I think, that there was a sameness to life from the beginning of the pandemic. Why then did I wake up feeling energised and motivated one day and yet the following morning, it was hard to summon the enthusiasm to get out of bed?


Back in March 2020, I was quite sanguine as the beginnings of change started to be felt. I had retired from presenting RTÉ’s Nationwide at the end of 2019 and had been excited to embark on the new adventure that took me far outside my comfort zone, being part of Dancing with the Stars. I’m looking forward to telling you all about that wonderful experience in another chapter. For now, suffice it to say it was a seven-day-a-week commitment and the plan was to follow the dancing with some time relaxing and travelling during spring and summer, visiting new places, catching up with friends that my filming schedule with Nationwide had meant I’d seen too rarely. You know, though, what they say: ‘Man proposes and God disposes!’


Within two weeks of finishing on Dancing with the Stars, Ireland went into lockdown. At first, I was glad of the opportunity to slow down, take stock and simply live in the moment. I enjoyed the gentler pace of life, the time in the garden, the decluttering. I was content right through that period with one fairly notable exception. My first grandchild, Patrick Sonny Boland, turned one in April that year and I hated the fact that I couldn’t travel to Limerick to blow out the candle with him and his mam and dad. My daughter Eva and her husband, Benny, moved into their newly renovated house in Limerick city just as the first lockdown came into force. It was good timing for them, but I won’t lie, it was a little heart-breaking for Paddy’s nana because, while the restoration work was being carried out, they’d lived with me in Dublin.


I went from seeing Paddy every day to not seeing him at all, and sadness took over for a while as his first birthday passed without me being able to be with him. That was followed closely by guilt, being so aware of those who were suffering huge loss in those early days of the virus. Who was I to feel sorry for myself when there were people unable to visit their loved ones in residential homes? People were dying alone in hospitals and homes, without seeing their loved ones in their final hours. By comparison, I knew I had nothing to be sad about. And yet I was sad. I realised, of course, that a first birthday goes over the head of the main celebrant, and in fairness to Eva and Benny, they did organise a little party for Paddy. He sat at the top of the table in his party hat, surrounded by four teddies, also wearing party hats and enjoying individual bowls of jelly and ice cream! (Who actually ate the four desserts has never been disclosed.)


My memory of the first lockdown is, for the most part, quite positive. It was a time to reboot, to reflect on the important things in life. The sun shone, the birds sang, the incidence of infection, suffering and death fell and everybody breathed a sigh of relief. I appreciated the simple things of life in a renewed and refreshed way.


Many of us would probably agree that we took much for granted before this pandemic invaded our world and turned our lives upside down. We were used to having freedom to travel, to meet friends for a drink or a meal, to be surrounded by loved ones for special occasions. All of that was a thing of the past when the pandemic struck and we were confined and frightened. Thankfully, when the restrictions of lockdown ended, the wonder returned, and I took nothing for granted. I was grateful for the opportunity to see my close friends and family again. I remember the joy of being allowed to travel outside my county. I was delighted that staycations were the order of the day and that people who would previously have holidayed abroad were exploring and enjoying our beautiful country. The Nationwide message was definitely getting through!


I have to admit that, when restrictions were reintroduced in December 2020, my resilience became increasingly depleted and I found that Christmas particularly hard. People who know me understand that family, friends, colleagues and neighbours are what make my life meaningful and joyous. Sixteen people gathered around the Christmas table in 2019. A year later, there were five. It was a lonely, dark time. I felt sadness and, once again, guilt because there were so many people worse off than me. The long, dark days of Samhain rested heavily on my shoulders and threw shadows across my psyche. The New Year didn’t herald much change. New strains of the virus invaded our shores. The lockdown continued. I found it harder to self-motivate, to maintain structure in my day. Some days, just getting out of bed was hard. I missed people, occasions, gatherings. Like many others, I was frustrated at times, angry at the slow pace of the vaccination rollout, the continued arrivals to our airports and ports. I was irritable, below par. My emotional well was dry and I struggled through these dark days, forcing myself to go for a jog. Invariably, I felt better for the physical activity, but the emotional baseline for ‘better’ was fairly low to begin with. I did take consolation from the fact that we were doing the right thing and that lockdown was saving lives. There was a feeling of solidarity with people in other countries who were suffering also.


That Celtic prayer took on a new relevance with its references to acceptance, trust, quietness and even friendly eyes – all that was visible behind masks. The spirit of my Celtic self was being tested for sure, that spirit of connection to others, to the earth and to community that was placed to one side for good reason.


The moments of acceptance brought with them the grace of a realisation that ‘this too shall pass’. I acknowledged my sadness, my loneliness, my guilt and I allowed myself to find the pandemic and its restrictions difficult and horrible. I slowly arrived at a point of understanding that I was mourning the good parts of life pre-Covid, and that it was okay to do so. This realisation helped me to cope with the loss of social contact and the fear that this ongoing pandemic was taking valuable time from my life.


At sixty-seven years of age, I’m well aware I have less time ahead of me than I have already lived. That fear of time lost was corrosive and was inhibiting my enjoyment of the present moment. I accepted this after a while and, as a result, the fear lessened. Just as Samhain takes us on a journey through darkness and gradually brings us into the light of a new season, my emotions evolved during the different stages of the pandemic. They travelled through some periods of darkness before reaching a place of peace, of understanding of this unprecedented period in our lives, a time that has shaped me as I proceed towards the next chapter of my life.


I realise that I am not unique in the way I have travelled on that rollercoaster since March 2020, and I hope that what I have described resonates with readers. It’s always nice to feel that we’re not alone in a challenging situation.


One of the consolations of this troubled period has been the sense that this is a shared journey. We Irish are lucky, I believe, to have a rich Celtic heritage and history that informs the way we think, we feel, we live our lives. Is ar scáth a chéile a mhairimid. We live in the shadow of each other. As a tribe, we connect easily with others. We are resilient. We work hard and we play hard. We are reflective, caring people with a spiritual dimension to our lives. All of this gives meaning to our acceptance of Covid restrictions to keep ourselves and others safe and to our joy at the easing of those restrictions which facilitated that interaction once again. Deirdre and I hope that by exploring personal experiences and dipping into our shared Celtic well, we will achieve solace and consolation and a vision of hope for our future in an adjusted world.
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Living on the Aran Islands, a wild and isolated place located off the western coast of Ireland – next stop America – can seem, to people visiting the island for the first time, like a strange choice. The rhythm and pace of life is different here and the state of lockdown – or forced isolation – is not anything new and is felt at various times, such as when severe weather prevents us reaching the mainland.


When I first came to the island in around 1988, I saw it as a chance to take time out from the busyness and activity of city life, the fulfilment of an inner desire to slow down, to be still in a quiet, peaceful place. Working as a therapist in the Dublin Rape Crisis Centre brought with it challenging experiences, and heading to the island gave me a great opportunity to rest in a very different reality and landscape. When real lockdown hit, though, it was, of course, no one’s choice, and we all had to adapt in unforeseen ways.


Mary describes well the emotions that I, too, journeyed with – from fear, initially, to sadness and loneliness, to surrendering to what is a changed reality, trying to see and experience it in new and more creative ways.


The Aran Islands are steeped in Celtic history and heritage. Habitation of Inis Mór dates back to pre-Christian times and for a small place – 13 km long and 3 km wide – it has an incredible number of ruins and sacred sites that hold great mystery in who they housed over the generations. You can wander to a holy well, a ruined church, a beehive hut or visit one of the many spectacular forts including Dún Aonghasa and the Black Fort, which, to my mind, are some of the greatest wonders of the world. Taking time to rest and listen in one of these amazing forts leads you to wonder about the community that lived here in the past and the legacy that they still seem to watch over in the power and presence of this inspiring landscape.


Over recent months, I’ve had time to reflect and to consider the lineage and heritage of our ancestors, who survived adverse and difficult times in their lives. Being cut off from the mainland brings a challenge and there is a sense that the people who chose to live in these extreme places had a good reason for doing so. Their homes were often strategically located near a well and their interest and reverence for the natural journey of the sun and moon meant that their sacred sites were built to align with the solstice and equinox times of the year. Being self-sufficient was vital and being so close to nature and the raging seas, they experienced both inner and outer storms that inevitably brought them through new and uncharted waters.


On the island, the ancestral tradition of walking to the well was a quest for physical and spiritual nourishment and healing, especially during challenging times. Seven stones were held as pilgrims walked around the well, in the direction of the sun, quietly praying their intention in the silence of their own hearts.


Inis Mór is known as the island of saints and scholars because of all the saints who came and spent time here, studying and living a contemplative and monastic life. Saints Ciaran, Enda, Asurnai, Colmcille, to name but a few, are honoured and remembered as people walk to the well on the celebration of their feast days.


The area around the well is tidied and flowers and candles adorn the route as pilgrims make their journey in prayer and intercession to the guidance and protection of those saints and scholars who lived here long ago. The well to St Colmcille rests on the eastern shore of the island and on his feast day, it is magical to step over the rocky shore, quietly walk the rounds of the well and sit gazing towards the mainland on the horizon, which must have seemed like heaven on earth to the people who gathered here long ago.


No words are spoken and the silence brings a reverent presence to the community, respecting the petitions held firmly in the heart and offering the pilgrims a deep connection to the spirit of those who lived and prayed here from generation to generation. It was W.B. Yeats who told J.M. Synge to go and live with the people of the islands to know them and the preciousness of their culture and heritage that is deeply rooted in the Celtic Soul.


How wonderful it is to see how that journey of the heart can still inform us in the search for a connectedness, giving a deep meaning to our lives today. There is a sense that we have forgotten this connection, but perhaps it is time to remember, especially if we take time to listen to the stirrings and the wisdom of our own heart’s journey.


As we journey deeper into the mystery of Samhain and what it might offer us, we give thanks to all that sustains us as we drink from the well.


With gratitude for the inner strength that has helped us navigate challenging times, let us listen to our hopes and intentions as we journey deeper into a reflection of Samhain.


[image: image]




OEBPS/images/11.jpg
inCroduccion:
JOURNEYIng M





OEBPS/images/22.jpg
MaRyY





OEBPS/images/10.jpg





OEBPS/images/32.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Copyright



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction: Journeying in



		Samhain – The Celtic Season of Winter



		Introduction



		Lost in Lockdown



		Love and Loss



		Resilience









		Imbolg – Crossing the Threshold into Spring



		Introduction



		Dóchas: Hope



		Labyrinth



		The Harp



		New Dawn









		Bealtaine – Bright Fire of Summer



		Introduction



		Music



		Dance



		Pilgrimage









		Lughnasa – A Time to Reap



		Introduction



		Retirement



		A Time for Reflection



		Final Steps









		Permissions













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/28.jpg
deirdre





OEBPS/images/16.jpg
" The Celic Season of Winter






OEBPS/images/19.jpg
mcroductcion





OEBPS/images/18.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Journey to

the Well

Connecting to

Celtic Ways and Wisdom

MARY KENNEDY &
DEIRDRE NI CHINNEIDE

HACHETTE
BOOKS
IRELAND





OEBPS/images/9781529382341.jpg
MARY KENNEDY &
DEIRDRE NI CHINNEIDE

Journey to

the Well

Connecting to
O

Celtic Ways and Wisdom






OEBPS/images/5.jpg
wich gracicude To our celtic ancestors
For the gifcs of resilience, courage
and the reminder of where we have

come From and who we can be ...





OEBPS/images/6.jpg





