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There is a time for everything

      And a season for every activity under the heavens:

      A time to be born and a time to die

      A time to plant and a time to uproot,

      A time to kill and a time to heal,

      A time to tear down and a time to build,

      A time to weep and a time to laugh

      A time to mourn and a time to dance,

      A time to scatter stones and a time to gather them

      A time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing

      A time to search and time to give up

      A time to keep and a time to throw away

      A time to tear and a time to mend

      A time to be silent and a time to speak

      A time to love and a time to hate

      A time for war and a time for peace.

      ECCLESIASTES 3:1–8






      
INTRODUCTION

      I am often asked why I chose the way of life that I live and also often challenged about the certainty of what I believe in.
         In our world of constant change, challenge and unpredictability, one thing has never wavered for me: my belief in God.
      

      How God communicates is not as obvious as we would like to think, but nevertheless for me is very real and at times most consoling.
         There are times when it is also very challenging, as I struggle to locate His presence in times of crisis, when it can feel
         remote or obscured from view. God hides in the most unusual and unexpected places and will reveal Himself when we least expect
         it.
      

      Sometimes in the simplest of ways God’s presence and love is revealed to me and I find myself marvelling at the beauty of
         the divine imagination. One of the means of communication is the sacred scriptures found in the Bible. People have their own
         favourite passages or lines and one such passage that I constantly return to is from the Book of Ecclesiastes. Here the author
         writes of a natural cycle and rhythm to life. It is within this cycle or framework that I believe God is found and reveals
         his different faces, often when we least expect. These lines form the basis of this book – an exploration of divine revelation
         in ordinary human lives and experiences. All of the lives mentioned have touched my own life, some in an extraordinary way and others
         in ways that will never be known. I have found God hiding, sometimes camouflaged in the natural beauty of our planet, or the
         God of great joy, found in the poorest slums of Africa or the healer who is revealed in the Mayan foothills of Guatemala,
         or in the prisons of Pakistan or in a chance meeting in a Dublin suburb.
      

      These stories and many more reveal a very different face of God who does not interfere with human living but instead enters
         into the very depth of it and becomes present to those who wish for ‘eyes to see, and ears to hear’. They are stories of pain
         and beauty, stories of challenge and consolation but above all stories of inspiration. Somewhere even now, God is being revealed
         – not in any devious manner but in humble ways that need time to unearth themselves and be discovered. It is in great simplicity
         that great beauty is revealed, and maybe then and only then can we discover where God truly hides.
      

   



      A TIME TO
BE BORN



      
      Lord

      
      You knew me before

      
      You entrusted me to this earth

      
      Calling me

      
      To where I am

      
      That I might take my place

      
      Among gentle souls

      
      That would gaze upon my eyes

      
      And smile in sweet surprise at

      
      The legacy of likeness of older generations

      
      May I bring new dreams from your place of eternity

      
      Where each birth holds boundless possibilities

      
      To bless us with your grace

      
      The mystery of each future

      
      Reveals anew your face.

      




      
      
      

      
      [image: image] am trying to decipher the notes of birdsong that are emanating from the tree outside my window. It’s been the pleasant background
         sound for the past few days in this early springtime. In secret and through the glass window, I have watched my feathered
         friend build a new home on the branch of a poplar tree. Many painstaking journeys have been made to gather the bits and pieces
         that have formed the outline of a nesting place. A little beak perching high on the tall tree can emit beautiful notes but
         can also carry the muck and mud of a future home that will give shelter, rest and comfort on dark stormy nights or warm summer
         evenings. I feel I have new neighbours, and yet I know so little about them!
      

      
      Hopefully building the nest will be followed by courtship and nesting, the laying of eggs and the eventual hatching of new
         life – and then, new song! As the building continues, I watch the intricate dangling of twigs and branches, the consolidation of walls with pockets of mud and the eventual padding with designer moss, the envy
         of any estate agent! Why this little thrush has decided to nest in my garden I have no idea – perhaps it is just coincidence
         that the tall trees growing there offer an impatient bird a safe haven to nest, or perhaps this experience has been given
         to me so that I might reflect a little on my own place, my own sense of belonging.
      

      
      As someone who believes deeply that the divine imagination of God is constantly unfolding before us, I marvel at the worlds
         within worlds that exist before and around us that so often mirror our own desire for survival and our need to belong. In
         time, this little nest will become the shared space where shelter and survival will go hand in hand. Where the inhabitants
         will be beak-fed before, in time, learning to find their own way and their own food – or perish in hunger. From here, my feathered
         friends will be pushed from the loft of cosy comfort to take flight into the vista of limitless space under two tiny wings.
      

      
      The miracle of life and the innate desire to reproduce rests at the heart of all species of life, and we are no different.
         The instinct to belong and survive is as strong and important in big and small creatures alike, human or otherwise.
      

      
      Each of us is born into a particular time, place and family, which nurtures our desire for living and enhances our deep desire
         to belong. In the twenty-first century, the meaning of the term ‘family’ has changed significantly, but no matter what shape a family takes, we still have a great hunger to be part of a kinship that bestows
         security, affection and love upon us. At certain times when such kinship is threatened by danger, illness or even death, our
         limitations and fragility come to the fore, but so too does our sense of duty and our sense of loyalty, giving truth to the
         saying: ‘Blood is thicker than water.’
      

      
      Every place has its own characteristics that influence those who dwell there. Many places have a language of their own and
         particular ways or life or rituals that mark the boundaries between it and another place. You can sometimes tell where someone
         is from by virtue of their language and dress code, even before you know anything about them. What is native within us will
         almost always remain, even if we move far away from home and settle in a distant land.
      

      
      I recall being in a settlement in the USA – Springfield Massachusetts – where people had moved some generations back from
         the south of Ireland. If I closed my eyes while I listened to them speak, I could imagine that they had never left their original
         home place. Economic circumstance had brought them to a particular place, but they were still deeply rooted in the culture
         that they had left behind, their sense of identity was still very much bound up in a particular way of life.
      

      
      People’s identity can become even stronger when they move from the security of their home environment. This is especially
         true when people have been forced to leave their home place because of a lack of economic opportunities. These emigrants will try to make a home
         away from home to bring some sense of familiarity and normality to their otherwise unfamiliar surroundings.
      

      
      How often do we visit houses and see the family photographs or local landmarks of the place they have left behind festooning
         the walls? In the area of the Midlands where I come from, there is a well-known saying: ‘You can take the man out of the boglands,
         but you can’t take the boglands out of the man.’ It is as if our DNA connects us to our landscape and remains instilled in
         our psyche.
      

      
      It is ‘home’ that offers us comfort, courage and consolation at the different stages of our lives. The buildings in which
         we live may be merely structures, but they house the furniture of emotion – love, affirmation, encouragement as well as the
         counter emotions of anger, bitterness and sadness. Such emotions are the real signs of a lived-in home. A home may be full
         of material possessions but lack the real ingredients of living – it is not so much the inhabitants that are missing but the
         true emotions that bind a family or people together.
      

      
      Sadly, in these days of great economic uncertainty, it is also not uncommon to drive through the countryside and see new houses
         uninhabited, a stark reminder of a different era that suggested unending affluence, but also perhaps, in their lonely state,
         a stark reminder of the loss of community and kinship, and the security of being surrounded by people who know, accept and love us for who and what we are.
      

      
      Economic uncertainty has once again ripped through families and communities, causing great stress, anxiety and insecurity.
         So many people, who until relatively recently lived comfortable carefree lives, find themselves in social welfare queues or
         suffer silently as they watch their meagre savings disappear before their disbelieving eyes. For some people, the difficulties
         of becoming so vulnerable in the light of changed life circumstance have proved too much, as the suicide statistics only too
         painfully remind us.
      

      
      We are each born into a specific time, place and people, but our true identity is more than the sum of these elements combined.
         We each belong to the divine God who created us and who is constantly making conversation at the deepest level with us. Our
         search in life, though we may not consciously know it, is our search to find God, because in Him lies our true place of belonging.
      

      
      We can spend our whole lives searching for fulfilment, failing to see that God who created us constantly invites us to be
         in a relationship with Him. This invitation is often manifested in our need to belong. This divine longing has been with us
         since we were born and is expressed in so many different ways – in our personalities, our thoughts and our actions lie the
         deep desire and longing for union with God, though we may seldom recognise it. And because we don’t recognise our relationship
         with God, we search for fulfilment elsewhere. Then, when our desires are not met, we move to searching elsewhere, sometimes with increased intensity,
         and we become more disappointed when our needs remain unmet.
      

      
      In today’s world, there is much emphasis on image, material gain and success. We can spend every waking hour chasing such
         dreams in the belief that fulfilling them will make us happier. As we search unendingly to quench our desires, we create a
         world where selfishness and gratification become acceptable norms, and conditions such as isolation and loneliness, that were
         unheard of in previous generations, cause great suffering and human misery. These conditions that are so prevalent in contemporary
         society can hinder our ability to connect with God, who longs to find a home within us and offer hope, security and genuine
         love.
      

      
      How many people live medicated lives because they are unable to face the reality of aloneness or because their lives do not
         live up to the unrealistic expectations that they themselves have set? How many of us have imprisoned ourselves within invisible
         walls that grow higher and higher as we continue to seek an illusion of happiness that only leads to further isolation and
         unhappiness? This might paint a depressing picture and yet true freedom comes from acknowledging where we are now and how
         we got here. Those who are prepared to ask these questions have begun to discover that where there is true honesty and courage,
         there is hope.
      

      
      I have always been fascinated by the Christmas story of the visit of the Magi – the ‘outsiders’ who came in search of a new star that appeared on the horizon and ended up
         kneeling in homage at the foot of a baby’s cradle. I have always been deeply moved by the poems of T.S. Eliot, especially
         ‘The Journey of the Magi’ and the striking images portrayed in verse of oriental camels, snow-strewn roadsides and busy taverns.
         Despite the deception of Herod’s hospitality and all the trappings offered with it, their instinct enables them to acknowledge
         humbly the birth of Jesus, God’s son, but also enables them to decide to take a new and different route home. They had come
         in search of greatness, majesty and power, but what they found was so vastly different: a child in a stable, not a prince
         in a palace. And so their lives were never the same again.
      

      
      We are like Magi in our own worlds – searching and seeking, but uncertain about what or for whom we search. For some, the
         journey has been too long; for others, it’s only beginning. Many others have left the path on the journey; while others still
         have lost their way and feel isolated and alone. The simple stable in Bethlehem was a home in those midnight hours. Despite
         all its poverty and great deprivation in worldly affairs, it was rich beyond comparison in love, belonging, security and hospitality
         – all the qualities that answer our deepest longings. The poor shepherds, the wise travellers and astronomers who come to
         a Bethlehem manger, all recognised the presence of mystical beauty lying before them. This is what we need to discover, or even rediscover, in contemporary life – the supernatural dwelling among the natural, how God hides and
         dwells among us all.
      

      
      The Irish tradition of placing a lighted Christmas candle in the window of the home as a gesture of welcome to strangers,
         as well as to light the way for Joseph and Mary on their way to Bethlehem, is a recognition of this dwelling of the supernatural
         among the natural. The stranger is offered hospitality because even the Lord Himself could appear in any guise or disguise,
         so we should always be ready to welcome Him. In Áras an Uachtaráin, since the time of Mary Robinson’s presidency, there is
         a candle in a window that is lit permanently and which can be seen by passers-by in the Phoenix Park. It has been a symbol
         of welcome and hospitality through the years.
      

      
      When we invite God into our lives, we bring to life the promise of Jesus from St John’s Gospel – ‘Make your home in me as
         I make mine in you’ (John 15:4). How humbling and intimate is this promise from Jesus, that God, who humbled Himself to be
         born in Bethlehem, would also humble Himself to dwell within our lives? The God who hung the moon, who carved the Great Barrier
         Reef, who coloured the kingfisher, who composed the beautiful sound of rain and the song of the night owl, the God who created
         the tender laugh of a child and the lonely tears of a lover, the mystical words of poets and the chiselled hands of a labourer
         creating shelter, the God who knows every tiny bird that flies – even the one nesting in my garden – longs and desires deeply to rest within our hearts and our souls. How incredible is that?
      

      
      When people cross the threshold of our being, we build relationships as we encounter the blessing of others in our lives.
         The more we encounter others, the more opportunities we have for growth and development, honesty and maturity. We learn to
         listen to what others can say to us and realise what they have to offer us, so that we, in turn, can offer support, love and
         affirmation to others. This is how we encounter God in our lives. We become less self-centred as we learn to listen to the
         needs of others. We learn to be honest. We learn to make choices. We learn that we don’t have all the answers, that we have
         still much to learn. But we also realise that we are not alone. God is with us. God who makes His home within us will bring about transformation in our lives and bring us to new places where we truly belong.
      

      
      The German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe once wrote: ‘They are happiest, be they King or Peasant, who find peace in their
         homes.’ There is a something very sacred about the places we inhabit. I have lived in my own community for a number of years
         and have always felt a sense of belonging among the kind and welcoming people. I am privileged to share the joys and sorrows,
         the good times and bad times with this community, and undoubtedly the life of each person has its influence on that of another.
         Because of my music, I travel a lot and there is always a sense of relief and rest when I return to my nesting place.
      

      
      
      On one such occasion, I had been in Cork to perform at a charity event with my fellow musicians. When the concert was over,
         I felt too tired to drive the three hours home. My hosts offered me a bed for the night and, because I had no commitments
         the following morning, I gladly accepted. Following a very restful sleep, I left early to ensure that I would be home by midday.
         It was a beautiful day for travelling and I made good progress, even with stopping for a coffee break and to buy the daily
         newspaper. When I eventually reached my home, I gathered the rubbish in the car and went to the back of my home where the
         dustbin is kept. Then I noticed – the backdoor of my house was wide open. I admonished myself for not checking that the door
         had been locked before I’d left.
      

      
      As I came closer to the door, I began to see some things strewn on the floor. The wind through the open door has knocked them
         over, I thought to myself. Then, and only then, did the real truth suddenly dawn on me as I walked into my kitchen.
      

      
      My house was like a house that had been hit by a gale-force tornado. I stood in complete shock as I tried to take in the scene
         before me. Every cupboard, every drawer, was open with all the contents smashed and broken on the floor. I stepped over bottles,
         broken plates and opened the door leading into the hallway. Then I realised that the whole house had been ransacked. Every
         room, every cupboard, every bookcase was upturned and emptied. Broken furniture, broken glass and broken ornaments littered
         the hallway and the bedrooms. In my office, which I always tried to keep organised, I was met with a scene that was more akin to something
         from an Armageddon movie. All my files had been taken from the filing cabinet and emptied into a large pile in the middle
         of the floor. The bookshelves had been emptied and hundreds of sheets of music were strewn everywhere, and my books were dumped
         in heaps. One bookcase was broken in half and a beautiful hand-made pottery crucifix that I had got a few weeks previously
         from Assisi, lay broken on the floor.
      

      
      As I walked numb and in silence through the house, I realised that there was more to come. Much had been taken from the house,
         including hundreds of music CDs that I had collected over the years, as well as all my own recordings – even those I was still
         working on. Years of work had vanished in minutes. My intruders had filled any cases and carrier bags they could find with
         anything that was of value and would sell.
      

      
      Many things passed through my mind. The question ‘why?’ was one, but I was also aware of the other question – ‘why not?’ I
         had heard of similar things happening to others, so why should I be any different? Such thoughts did not, however, bring any
         consolation as I tried to cope with the scene before me. I remember praying for calm and for the courage to act in the best
         way. Not wanting to frighten my neighbours, I called the police first and then my brothers who, though some distance away,
         came right away. I still remember the face of the guard when he saw the result of my night visitation. For the rest of that day, the police and detectives worked at the scene. By evening, word had spread and
         I was immersed in the kindness of good friends and neighbours who were genuinely shocked and annoyed.
      

      
      I found it difficult to come to terms with the loss of so much of my work, particularly material that was very personal to
         me. I had just completed a work in Symphony Hall, Chicago that had been narrated by the legendary screen actor Gregory Peck,
         and I had been given the master copies of the recording. It was one of the last public performances Gregory Peck made before
         he died, and he had agreed to narrate the work for me for a special St Patrick’s night performance for the Irish community
         in Chicago. It was also the very first recording of any orchestral work that I had done, and so it was very personal and special
         for me. Now it was destined for some weekend market and a listener who would never know its value in personal terms.
      

      
      By eight o’clock that evening, when the police had finished their investigations, I was allowed to begin the process of tidying.
         Obviously, the intruders had hoped to find money and had ransacked the house, spending a considerable amount of time in it
         as I had not come home. Perhaps it was fortunate that I had not. I would have arrived home very early in the morning and would
         probably have disturbed them.
      

      
      Uncertain where to begin the clean-up, I began in the kitchen and then moved to the office. I tried to deal with the mixed
         emotions of anger and anxiety. I knelt on the floor of the office to begin sorting through the mountain of files that littered the room. As I lifted a bundle
         of files, I became aware that there were photographs emptied out on the floor too. Taking up the bundle, I began to look through
         them, suddenly I saw scenes from my life – family, friends, community events, people and occasions that I forgotten about
         or had not seen for a while. Sitting on the floor, I became totally immersed in the people and places before me and, in a
         moment of epiphany, I became aware of how fortunate I was. Despite the ugliness and the trauma of the day, I had things that
         no one could take from me – the love of family and friends, and the goodness and support of people whom I could always count
         on. These were real treasures that no one could ever steal from my heart. I may have had many material things stolen and things
         of sentimental value taken, but sitting on the floor in the midst of mayhem, I began to appreciate the important things in
         my life reflected in simple photographs, precious memories encased in a paper frame. I realised at the moment that I was indeed
         blessed despite everything. As I sat on the floor, I heard the doorbell ring. It was now dark outside and as I opened the
         door, I saw a young man standing there. I recognised him as being from the other side of town. He handed me a bottle of wine
         and simply said, ‘We heard what had happened and we are very sorry.’ I was very touched. I invited him in but he said, ‘Not
         at all, we just wanted to let you know we were thinking of you.’ And then he left.
      

      
      
      In the days, that followed, I got my house back in order and thanks to the great dedication of the local police, my music
         was retrieved and my personal work was returned undamaged having been offered for sale for a pitiful sum – all good for my
         humility! But it was the random acts of kindness that enabled me to recognise the hidden compassion of God, revealed in the
         empathy of generous hearts. This was the gift that I received. And from dusty, faded photographs came a blessing that no thief
         in the night would ever steal.
      

   



      A TIME TO
PLANT, A TIME
TO UPROOT


      
      In the sound of distant voices

      
      New horizons

      
      Alluring choices

      
      May we find an anchor

      
      Solidly resting in our heart

      
      Deeply rooted in your compassion

      
      O God

      
      And wherever we lay our heads

      
      May we be held firmly

      
      Knowing that

      
      You go before us

      
      And await on the other side of wonder

      
      Planted and rooted in love

      
      We shall never be afraid.

      




      
      
      

      
      [image: image]y grandmother was a young girl in 1912 when the Titanic sailed out of Cobh on its way to New York. Two years previously my
         grandfather had left for the US before returning to marry her and settle in the beautiful rustic, rolling hills of east Cork
         near Youghal Bay, in the townland of Ballymacoda. My grandmother was gifted with a beautiful voice and was well known in the
         area for singing at wakes and weddings, but also for singing what were known then as ‘American Wakes’, the gatherings of friends
         and family to say goodbye to loved ones before they emigrated.
      

      
      Emigration had become the great and only option for thousands who longed for a better future for themselves and their families
         (or the families they hoped to have). Cobh was one of the main places of departure and became the place of a thousand tears
         as people bid goodbye to their loved ones. However, the departure began long before the emigrants left the port. It was ritualised in the American Wake. For many of those who
         were leaving, it would be the last time they would see their parents and loved ones – not only that, it would also be the
         last time they would hear their voices, since the telephone was not accessible to them. An account of a typical leave-taking
         comes from Kerry we read:
      

      
      

         The American Wake began at night time, in the house of the emigrant, and continued through the night until the early hours.
               The young emigrant would have previously visited friends and neighbours letting them know of the impending departure. All
               who were close were expected to attend.
         

         They often were not occasions for merriment, but sombre gatherings with serious conversation and advice for the young emigrant.
               In areas of acute poverty, no refreshments were offered, but on rare occasions, a few neighbours brought a small quantity
               of poteen, but generally the dancing was absent.
         

         Women noted for their ability to keen (wail or lament) would be called upon to acquaint listeners with the virtues of the
               emigrant and the suffering brought upon the parents by the departure. This eulogy was given in a high-pitched wail, resulting
               in a room full of keening women and weeping men. For ‘when money was scarce, travel slow and perilous, illiteracy widespread,
               and mail service highly uncertain and destinations only vaguely perceived, the departure for North America of a relative or neighbour represented as final a parting as a descent to the grave’.
         

         In less poverty-stricken areas, the American Wake proved itself a more festive occasion. Baking, cooking and cleaning were
               all part of the preparations. Neighbours frequently contributed food and a half-barrel of porter or stout was available for
               the men. The kitchen furniture was moved and seating was provided around the walls for neighbours and friends. Song and dance
               followed, only to be interrupted by offers of tea, and stronger beverages. Jibs, reels, quadrilles, hornpipes and Irish step
               dancing were the order of the day. The older people seated themselves around the hearth, while the younger ones took to the
               floor.
         

         The next morning, the emigrant was accompanied by friends and family to the train station or the dockside for his embarkation.
         

         From Blennerville, The Gateway to Tralee’s Past, Kelley, et al.
         

      



      
      For those who lived away from Cobh, relatives and friends would accompany the emigrant to the railway station where there
         would be great lamenting and mourning as the person boarded the train and headed for Cobh (or Queenstown as it had been renamed
         after a visit by Queen Victoria in 1850). It is not difficult to imagine the thoughts of people boarding the trains and facing
         the long lonely sail across the Atlantic, never to see their homes and familes again.
      

      
      
      It’s now a hundred years since my grandfather emigrated and though communication technologies have made our world much smaller
         and more accessible, the pain of the human heart when saying goodbye is still very real. Recession has once more visited our
         shores and is tearing families and communities apart as people try to find a better future for their families. Over the past
         decade, our airports had become places of welcome and freedom, as people enjoyed the value of travel and home-coming, but
         now the world is a very different place and many people are being forced to leave the land, people and places they love. Sitting
         in airports, I cannot but observe the pain and frustration at the reality of having to leave loved ones and begin all over
         again – the pain of not only those leaving, but also of those who are left behind. Thankfully, there is not the same isolation
         as before and through things such as Skype and other means of communication it is possible to bring two worlds closer if only
         on a screen or telephone.
      

      
      The loss of young, bright and talented people within our communities can never be underestimated. The lifeblood of any community
         is its young people who have so much to offer and indeed ensure the future of a community. When such people are forced to
         leave and make a life elsewhere, it leaves and indelible mark on the society they leave behind. Our loss is the gain of somewhere
         far away.
      

      
      We can only hope that our people will find work, a welcome and a better future, but we also hope that conditions will improve so that these people can return to be with the people they know and love. The isolation and loneliness
         of families at such a time is probably never fully known; behind every door the heartache is private and at times silently
         suffered.
      

      
      I recently sat in one such home and became acutely aware of the ticking of a clock. There are only so many words that you
         can say when the reality of aloneness becomes real. This was a mother whose two sons have emigrated and now there is no one
         at home with her ageing husband and herself. Gone are the dreams of grandchildren running home every day or the hours of babysitting
         about which grandparents dream, and should enjoy.
      

      
      This is where I believe a Christian community has an important role to play, providing support and compassion to people who
         are lonely, isolated and fearful of the future. This is where we are called to share our time, gifts and prayers with all
         who know these sorrows. Many families have been affected, and it is still continuing each week.
      

      
      And what of those who leave? The process of adapting to new surroundings, new work places, new people and new cultures can
         be daunting to say the least. The ability of individuals or families to cope with new and changing circumstances makes each
         person’s and each family’s experience of emigration unique. Very often, people lose their whole sense of identity when they
         move from a sheltered and secure environment to a place of anonymity. This can often impact on the mental health of those involved and, without doubt, can rupture relationships and cause serious strain. Dealing
         with ‘homesickness’ can bring huge pain and very often people, especially men, carry this burden in silence for the sake of
         their children and other loved ones.
      

      
      In Chapter One, I wrote about the need to belong and how essential this is in all our lives. This need can be seriously undermined
         for those who emigrate as their sense of attachment to a familiar place called home is lost. This attachment offers security
         and sanctuary and, without it, we begin to feel very vulnerable – even though we know, deep down, that home no longer offers
         the same opportunities or a positive future. Such an acknowledgement can cause great turmoil and unease as people try to respond
         to their new circumstances.
      

      
      Another impact that this separation brings is a sense of guilt. I have often met people who live abroad who are very conscious
         of the needs of their elderly parents or siblings still at home, and their almost desperate frustration at not being readily
         available to help and offer assistance when it is needed. Relationships within the families – both the nuclear family and
         the extended family – can change when one or more of the people within the family are working away. I recently spoke with
         a young father who had to find work abroad because of the economic climate. He returns home every three months for a weekend
         visit. I can only imagine the stress and strain on all sides as this family tries to maintain order and some semblance of normality in a situation that is fraught with stress and human loneliness.
         Such scenarios give rise to great isolation on every side.
      

      
      There are many reasons why people emigrate, some more complex than others. Many young people take the time before they settle
         down in life to travel with a sense of adventure, but such circumstances are vastly different to the person who is forced
         to emigrate because of political, economic or social reasons.
      

      
      ‘Culture shock’ is the term given to the physical and emotional distress that comes from being away from your familiar environment
         and having your boundaries changed. It affects everyone who becomes involved with a new culture and it challenges our beliefs,
         values and practices. All the values and the normal traits of our culture are taken for granted at home, but in a new environment
         all that is secure is removed – and there are often casualties. How many people who simply want to fit in and live normal
         lives are rejected because of their skin colour or ethnicity? How many suffer the consequences of segregation and sectarianism
         just because they are from a particular race or creed?
      

      
      In Ireland, figures released by the Central Statistics Office in September 2011 show that within the year of April 2010 and
         April 2011 almost 80,000 people emigrated from Ireland, with over half of these being Irish nationals. Many of these people
         have found work but there are many who are also undocumented and are constantly anxious about the vulnerability of their situations. Such people can never possess a driving licence, receive
         social welfare assistance or have proper medical care. If they ever come into conflict with the law, they are completely vulnerable
         and run the risk of being deported from the country and returned to their own place of origin and the circumstances they tried
         to escape.
      

      
      The Christian response must always be to stand up for the fundamental human rights of all people. God does not discriminate
         based on accidental characteristics of our birth – that we are born in Ireland, Iran or Iceland is entirely out of our control
         as is the colour of our skin and the creed we have known since childhood. As Christians, we are challenged to meet all circumstances
         with human empathy and compassion treating all human beings regardless of background with the dignity and integrity they deserve.
         The Catholic Church directs us in this.
      

      
      

         All people have a right to have their basic human needs met in their homelands.
         

         If their basic needs cannot be met in their homelands, persons have the right to seek them abroad.
         

         The right to migrate is not absolute and can be mitigated in favour of the common good.
         

         Nations may regulate borders to provide for national security, tranquillity and prosperity.
         

         The right to regulate borders is not absolute and regulations must promote the common good.
         

Nations with the ability to accommodate migrants should respond with generosity.
         

         Families have the right to remain united.
         

      



      
      There are many challenges that face those who emigrate today – even the term ‘alien’, used when referring to such people,
         denigrates human beings into something that is faceless and soulless. This completely contrasts with the words of the gospel:
      

      
      

         I was a stranger and you made me welcome.
         

         Matthew 25:35

      



      
      In the Irish tradition, offering hospitality to the stranger is seen as a very important part of Christian living, as the
         notion that the Christ himself could appear at any given time under a different form or guise to seek generosity and shelter.
         Written into the tradition was the beautiful prayer-poem, which I later adapted in song form:
      

      
      

         I saw a stranger yestereen

         A soul I’d never ever seen, and bade him welcome

         I put food in the eating place, drinking in the drinking place

         And he prayed to God on high

         And the lark sang a pretty song

         Often, often comes Christ in a stranger’s guise

         Often, often see Christ in the stranger’s eyes.
         

      



      
      
      When we come together to pray, no one should be a stranger and our gathering should not be foreign to anyone. In God, there
         is no division and we are all equal. It is the place that should offer brotherhood and welcome, especially for those who have
         to live outside the safety net of society. All people, especially those who are weak and vulnerable, are a living sign of
         Christ’s presence and need to be treated with dignity and respect, because there but for the grace of God goes any one of
         us, especially those of us who have been born into a comfortable and self-sufficient environment.
      

      
      I have been fortunate in my life to live in a place of peace and safety where the rights of other human beings are respected
         but in my prayer each day, I remember and pray for God’s blessing on those who work in service of others, offering help and
         assistance of every kind especially in dangerous circumstances, of which there are many in the world today. I am often moved
         and humbled when such people find my music and writings of some assistance in their public work or in their own private lives.
      

      
      With the aid of modern technology, it is possible to become aware within minutes of situations that have erupted without warning
         and to bring the facts and experiences of people to a wider world, which can help a situation, or at times may hinder it,
         as was recently seen during the Arab Spring uprisings, as meetings and gatherings were sabotaged due to the hacking of personal
         email accounts.
      

      
      
      There are times, however, when events unfold about which we have no knowledge and about which we learn only after they are
         over. At these times, we can but wonder that on a certain day as we were going about our daily business, others were facing
         the most acute terror.
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