





[image: image]












[image: image]


Accompanying the release of Everyday Blessings is Aled’s 40th album Blessings, featuring duets with Dame Judi Dench, Sami Yusuf and D-Day veteran Harry Billinge MBE. At the heart of the album is Aled’s firm belief that peace, love and kindness are at the core of all faiths – these are the values that bind us together and come to us in times of need.


‘I hope this album offers a moment out from the uncertainty and stress of the world around us at the moment. Whether you subscribe to a faith or not this album is a chance to escape somewhere else and focus on the positive in all our lives.’
Aled Jones
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To Emilia and Lucas


with all my heart









Introduction


Everyday Blessings is to be used and enjoyed by those who follow a particular faith and those who don’t. You see, whether you’re Christian, Hindu, Jewish, Buddhist, Muslim, Quaker, Mormon, Baha’i, Jehovah’s Witness, Agnostic, Pagan or Undecided, there is much to be gained by the words contained in this book. (Apologies if I didn’t list your particular persuasion there, but what I’m trying to get across is that this book is for … everyone!)


Over the many years I’ve been presenting religious programmes for television and radio, I’ve spent countless hours with all sorts of people, of various faith backgrounds, and plenty of non-believers too. And I’ve come to realise first hand that, basically, we’re all the same. So surely people of all faiths and none should be able to live, work and play together? Perhaps you think this a simplistic or even naive view, especially when you watch the news and see people harming each other time and time again in the name of ‘their’ God. But that is the antithesis of what God stands for as far as I’m concerned, and I firmly believe that, in those situations, ‘God’ is not on the side of those doing the harming and killing; what we are seeing is a woeful failure within the human spirit to embrace one another and our experiences of the world.


A lot has been made about the conflict between different faiths for centuries; indeed, ‘faith’ is seen as the root of all evil by some, even in the present day. We’re all entitled to our opinion, and I’ve been on the receiving end of many of these ‘opinions’ myself. Only recently, when I presented the flagship BBC Radio 2 Sunday morning spiritual show, I was seriously taken aback by some of the messages that came in from so-called ‘people of faith’ – people who showed no tolerance, or more importantly, love and empathy for those not of their ilk. One email which has stuck with me read as follows: ‘How dare you have that Muslim on the show. Yours, through Christ …’. Err, hang on for just a moment! Have you forgotten what Christ is all about?! Equally, I’ve lost track of the times I’ve been called a ‘God-bothering choirboy’ by those who clearly don’t go to church! Nevertheless, I still trust that these negative voices are a minority. After all, we are all cut from the same cloth; we just end up becoming different garments. And, believe it or not, not all my friends are Christians but are a real mixed bag (apologies for that description, dear friends). For the record, most are agnostic. But they’re all really great people, with kind hearts and a wicked sense of humour.


At the core of each and every faith is love. And even if we are of no faith, we are still programmed deep down to be compassionate and to care for our fellow humans and all of creation. Sometimes we can forget that – and how those who kill in the name of faith can actually be religious, I just don’t know. To me, it simply doesn’t add up. Our shared humanity can certainly seem under threat at times and perhaps a mixture of our pressured modern society and age-old hubris can cause us to lose track of what faith is all about. That is why it was vital for me to group all these blessings together. If you’re even vaguely spiritual then kind-heartedness will be at the centre of your being (unless, of course, you’re being trolled on social media, when all bets are off!). We can and all should live together in harmony.


I hope too that this collection may serve as something of an antidote to another aspect of our twenty-first century life that is having detrimental effects on our well-being. We live in a world that has so many options available to us. Today, when you turn on the television, for instance, you are confronted by hundreds of channels as opposed to three when I was a child. Nowadays, it’s all about the subscription package to the latest streaming service – anything is available for a small monthly fee, and our natural human greed wants to have it all, at a cost which may be out of our reach. So, we stick it on credit and therein starts a vicious circle. It’s hard to resist the temptation to have what we want exactly when we want it, ‘on demand’, as the saying goes.


Not only has consumerism burgeoned over the last few decades but also the sheer pace of life has accelerated so much, becoming faster than ever before. Our unrelenting world consistently invites us to step on the fast track and once you’re on that track it seems impossible not to feel rushed, busy, stressed and generally overwhelmed. The modern world, it seems, urges us to be everywhere and do everything … all of the time. The bar is set skyhigh. A young friend of mine told me recently that it’s all about being ‘relevant’. (I tried to point out that I’d never really been ‘relevant’, except for a brief period in 1985 when I sang ‘Walking in the Air’.) But I am of the view that you can’t be relevant all of the time. Life is a marathon not a sprint. Slow down to achieve more, that’s what I say. Slow down to stay relevant!


So the idea of this compendium is to do just that, to help you slow down and take stock of your life situation. I hope you will feel able to take a moment at the start of each day, or whenever time allows, just to sit back and simply exist. Don’t try to be relevant! Take in the words on the page and make them relevant to you. You’ll notice that, throughout the book, there is journalling space for you to use as you will. The blessings might inspire the poet in you to come out, or they may even motivate you to draw something. Please use these spaces for whatever you want, even if it’s a last-minute rushed shopping list!


The world has changed so much due to the Coronavirus pandemic and everyone has suffered in some way – some much more than others. I hope the words of wisdom in this book transport you somewhere else and offer comfort and hope in equal measure. Whether you believe in God and subscribe to a particular faith or simply want to reconnect with our shared humanity across the ages, these blessings and inspirational thoughts are just the tonic. And you don’t need gin and a slice to make them more palatable! Cheers!
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The writer Mark Twain, regarded by many as the father of American literature, was sceptical about the resolutions we all make at this time of year. He wrote: ‘Now is the accepted time to make your regular annual good resolutions. Next week you can begin paving hell with them as usual.’ But modern-day self-help gurus certainly would have us believe that January is a new start – the month of new beginnings. Hence the overcrowded gyms with over-indulgers vowing that this is the year they get that perfect body.


For me, it is quite the opposite; I’m with Mr Twain! I find January, for the most part, quite hellish. It’s a cold, miserable and dark stretch after the warmth of the heartening Christmas season. Gone are the multicoloured fairylights, bright tinsel and festive wrapping paper. Gone are the gladdening carols and the feel-good spirit. Instead, all you see through the freezing mist and torrential rain are mountains of discarded Christmas trees tossed into roads and bins, now forgotten and insignificant, when previously they stood proud and important – beckoning families and communities together. It’s almost as if Big Ben bongs and everything changes. Cold, deflated reality sets in, and I know that, within minutes, I’ll be biting my nails once again, even though I did have every intention of quitting (I have had the same resolution since I was a child. There’s always next year, eh?).


January, if crooner Fred Astaire is to be believed, is a time to pick yourself up (literally off the floor for some!), dust yourself off and start all over again. And therein lies one of the problems for me: I don’t want to start again from scratch, thank you very much. I love the end-of-year warm feeling of contentment. Why can’t it be Christmas all year round? I remember asking my parents the very same question as a six-year-old, probably having just watched Songs of Praise on TV, only for my dad to say, matter-of-factly: ‘It can’t, I’m afraid. Now get in the bath, it’s school tomorrow.’ Oh, the down-to-earth trauma of it. (It does sound slightly less traumatic spoken in Welsh though!)


Maybe that’s the defining moment from my childhood when my intense dislike for January began. You see, I like everything to be nice and shiny in my world. I like it when everyone is happy, even if it is, in part, only down to too much sherry. Let’s face it, there’s no making merry in January. It’s a time of harsh realities and intense struggles with ‘dryness’. It is an empty month when my diary is mostly blank. The social calendar is a thing of the past, the days seem to drag on and on indefinitely and the nights are long. I spend time flicking through photos on Instagram of those fortunate enough to be strolling along that picture-perfect beach in the Maldives or lying on a sun lounger next to a so-called celeb at the Sandy Lane Resort in Barbados.


By now you’re probably thinking, ‘My goodness, Aled, you really don’t like January, do you? Come on lad, it’s not that bad!’ But hold the front page, all is not lost: you’ll be pleased to hear I’ve come to the conclusion that there is some light in the darkness.


January’s only redeeming feature for me comes courtesy of my bichon dog Cybi, the fluffiest pick-me-up ever. For eleven years he was my saving grace. The wag of his tail would mean ‘walkies’ and off we’d go on a wintry adventure together. I’m very fortunate that my singing career takes me all over the world and, more often than not, I end up in much warmer climes than good ol’ Blighty during the year. But I wouldn’t have missed those crisp January strolls for anything. They were so soulenhancing and certainly lifted me out of the New Year bleakness. It was just me and my best friend, experiencing the breaking of the new day before the majority of the rest of the world began to stir – a real bonding experience and one that I cherished. And I think he loved it too, judging by the amount of time he would take savouring each and every smell. Picture the scene if you can: a walking, white, soft, fleecy cloud, with warm steam rising from his button-black nose, as he sniffs with delight the fresh, untouched, dewy grass. A very special moment, ‘frozen’ (literally!) in time.


But last year the heart and soul of our family left us for doggy heaven. Cybi had been right at the centre of our lives. He was our everything and his passing devastated us all to the core. To say that we adored him is a huge understatement. He was such a gentle soul who, even in times of adversity – of which there were many – never gave up and never showed any moments of self-pity. In his precious, simple world, January was just like every other month, offering up abundant opportunities for adventure and fun.


Bearing all that in mind, the good resolution that I’m sticking to this year – and ever more – is to keep Cybi’s positive, kind, indomitable spirit well and truly alive, and to strive daily to be more like him. Whatever life threw at him he would pick himself up, dust himself off and start all over again.


So, deep breath everyone, cheers to the New Year! It might not be plain sailing but let’s go for it! Let’s start all over again with joy in our January hearts. Let’s do it for Cybi.
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1 January


Hold on to what is good,


Even if it’s a handful of earth.


Hold on to what you believe,


Even if it’s a tree that stands by itself.


Hold on to what you must do,


Even if it’s a long way from here.


Hold on to your life,


Even if it’s easier to let go.


Hold on to my hand,


Even if someday I’ll be gone away from you.


A PUEBLO INDIAN PRAYER
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2 January


Would you like me to give you a formula for success? It’s quite simple, really. Double your rate of failure. You are thinking of failure as the enemy of success. But it isn’t at all. You can be discouraged by failure or you can learn from it, so go ahead and make mistakes. Make all you can. Because remember that’s where you will find success.


THOMAS J. WATSON


3 January


I count my blessings as follows:


1. I’m alive.


2. Beauty is in the world all around me.


3. I share my love with everyone and not just a select few.


4. I give thanks to whoever made and created us no matter which religion it may be.


5. I never stop smiling, laughing and being happy.


6. I try to help those who need it the most.


7. I try not to hate, injure or kill anything or anyone.


8. I share what I have even if I don’t have much.


9. I write and share my thoughts so that it may bring comfort to other people.


10. I never ask for anything for me from anyone.


11. I follow the other ten blessings.


ANTHONY T. HINCKS


4 January


The best preparation for tomorrow is doing your best today.


H. JACKSON BROWN, JR


5 January


When you were born, you cried


And the world rejoiced.


Live your life So that when you die,


The world cries and you rejoice.


CHEROKEE PROVERB
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6 January


I know you’re tired. The year just began and yet you already feel restless and sometimes weak, but you must never forget that you were always meant to survive. You must always remember that you are more powerful than the anything or anyone who wants to destroy you.


R.H. SIN


7 January


Fortune befriends the bold.


EMILY DICKINSON
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8 January


May the road rise to meet you.


May the wind be ever at you back.


May the sun shine warm upon your face;


The rain fall soft upon your fields


And until we meet again,


May God hold you, may God hold you


Ever in the palm of His hand.


IRISH BLESSING


9 January


Be happy for this moment.


This moment is your life.


OMAR KHAYYAM


10 January


Today I choose life. Every morning when I wake up I can choose joy, happiness, negativity, pain … To feel the freedom that comes from being able to continue to make mistakes and choices – today I choose to feel life, not to deny my humanity but embrace it.


KEVYN AUCOIN
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11 January


My mission in life is not merely to survive, but to thrive; and to do so with some passion, some compassion, some humour, and some style.


MAYA ANGELOU


12 January


Permanence, perseverance and persistence in spite of all obstacles, discouragements, and impossibilities: it is this, that in all things distinguishes the strong soul from the weak.


THOMAS CARLYLE


13 January


All our dreams can come true, if we have the courage to pursue them.


WALT DISNEY


14 January


The secret of change is to focus all of your energy not on fighting the old, but on building the new.


DAN MILLMAN


15 January


There may be a long list of things to do, but really, there is just one thing on the list at any time. If you think of it like that, the whole world looks different and you can stay quite calm. Maybe everything will get done eventually and maybe not. You can always have hope.


ZOKETSU NORMAN FISCHER
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16 January


The only person you are destined to become is the person you decide to be.


RALPH WALDO EMERSON


17 January


Let us make our future now, and let us make our dreams tomorrow’s reality.


MALALA YOUSAFZAI


18 January


Nothing is impossible. The word itself says, ‘I’m possible!’


AUDREY HEPBURN
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19 January


You don’t always need a plan.


Sometimes you just need to breathe, trust, let go, and see what happens.


MANDY HALE


20 January


Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.


SØREN KIERKEGAARD
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21 January


Don’t think, just do.


HORACE


22 January


Every great dream begins with a dreamer. Always remember, you have within you the strength, the patience, and the passion to reach for the stars to change the world.


HARRIET TUBMAN


23 January


It’s a wise man who understands that every day is a new beginning, because, boy, how many mistakes do you make in a day? I don’t know about you, but I make plenty. You can’t turn the clock back, so you have to look ahead.


MEL GIBSON


24 January


Optimism is the faith that leads to achievement. Nothing can be done without hope and confidence.


HELEN KELLER


25 January


Only I can change my life. No one can do it for me.


CAROL BURNETT
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26 January


There is no passion to be found playing small – in settling for a life that is less than the one you are capable of living.


NELSON MANDELA


27 January


Don’t think about what can happen in a month. Don’t think about what can happen in a year. Just focus on the twenty-four hours in front of you and do what you can to get closer to where you want to be.
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