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      For Niamh, 
whose courage calls hope 
into life

   
[image: image]
      
      FOREWORD

Many people will wake up today realising that the world they knew has, in a short period of time, become a very different place.
         Some who once had a very secure future may now be in a place of great vulnerability. Many who were in employment that seemed
         protected and was fulfilling may now be at the end of a queue, relying on social welfare benefits. Others who dreamed of moving
         elsewhere to find work and happiness now realise that such places may no longer exist, as all countries experience the pain of economic turmoil. It seems that all the sacred cows are
         falling down, and that those things which once offered security and hope are gradually disintegrating.
      

      No institution has been spared. Money, power and status are no longer offering the dream they once seemed to, but instead
         have brought much stress, anxiety and unhappiness. There is a growing awareness that our world is in a state of great flux
         and in need of much healing. Many are suffering as a consequence of the decisions and actions of others. People are very uncertain
         about where to look for leadership and guidance. There are deep wounds within society that need to be cleansed. But hope endures,
         even in the darkest of places. And it is only with hope that the possibility for change unfolds.
      

      Change can, and will, happen when we are prepared to make choices that can seriously affect our own lives and the lives of
         those around us. We need to connect with the deepest part of ourselves. This is the place where I believe God dwells. This is the place that the outside world has forgotten or deliberately ignored. This is
         the place that holds the key to our transformation, and is the secret of our hope. We have made progress at so many levels
         in life today, but in other ways we still have a great deal to learn. There is much restlessness amongst us. There is much
         loneliness. There is much pain. But such longing can also become the threshold of new beginnings, where we can discover the
         creative force within.
      

      When we begin to see ourselves and to accept ourselves as we are, when we see our world in all its brokenness, but also for
         its beauty and its potential to become a more beautiful place, then we have the power to begin to change. God is present in
         all things, in all people, but many have never had a profound experience of Him, or know who or what God is.
      

      In my own life, I have had to begin a conversation with God. Such conversing will continue throughout my life. What I have
         learned is that, if I don’t make time for this conversation, then I am hindering my relationship with God and it will cease to develop. But when I do make the time, I have learned that God will continue to
         reveal Himself in unexpected ways and experiences, and that He is immensely generous and always faithful. Each day allows
         us many possibilities. Tomorrow I cannot regain the time lost today.
      

      God is always present, but I must be attentive to the moment. Being attentive means that I have to learn to listen. To listen,
         I have to be still within myself and have an awareness of all that is going on. Somewhere and at some time, I have to begin.
         There is always the first time.
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This is a book of prayers, songs and reflections that I use in my various conversations with God. It has taken some time to
         write, as sometimes it is difficult to express in language the experience of God’s loving presence. Many people think that
         they do not know how to pray, or that they should adhere to a certain formula. Many others believe that God would never listen to their prayers. Nothing is further from the truth. One of the most humbling experiences
         is to see someone on their knees, or sitting with open hands in prayer, enjoying the privilege of God visiting their lives.
      

      Just to be present to God is prayer. I knew a very wise spiritual director who used to remind me that prayer was essentially
         ‘wasting time with God’. There are many times when I have experienced the blessing of God’s presence and felt close to Him.
         There are also times when I go through very dry periods and find prayer challenging, but I believe that every prayer is heard,
         no matter how small or how difficult to express.
      

      When I pray, I also reconnect with the wider world, in recognition of the countless others created by the same God. Thus my
         relationship with God leads me into a relationship with others. This is how compassion is born. For when I am mindful of how
         we all share the earth, I become mindful of our common destiny. In doing so, I become aware of the sufferings of those who
         struggle; the pain of those who are hungry; the cry of those who are tortured; the tears of those who are lonely. Compassion also delights in the joy of others.
         I am happy when others are fortunate and blessed, for I share a common dream for the good of humanity.
      

      In time, my prayer can lead me into action, when I am compelled to reach out. Compassion is an invitation to move beyond my
         own comfortable place, to the places of pain and emptiness of others – when I recognise that God is present in other broken
         lives.
      

      Reaching out is not always easy and there is risk involved. What if the one to whom you reach out doesn’t respond? What if
         I suffer rejection or humiliation? If compassion is rooted in prayer, then I hand over the situation to a higher power – to
         God. What is asked of me then is that I simply trust, and invite God into the situation. When you pray with compassion, you
         can penetrate the deeper meaning of God’s presence in the world around us.
      

      One of the things that I am trying to learn is how to become more aware of God’s presence on so many levels around me. The author of the Psalms writes about the ‘hiding place’ of God. My experience has been
         that God hides Himself in many places, most notably within the human heart and, when we least expect it, He will reveal part
         of His beautiful image.
      

      In introducing these prayers and songs, I have decided to include some writings from a diary that I kept while travelling
         in northern Sweden at the height of summer, 2007. I had been travelling on a hectic schedule. Through a kind invitation from
         a fellow musician, I was afforded time in a small lakeside village. It was one of the most beautiful places that I have ever
         visited and a hiding place for God:
      

      
         It’s almost night and I have been travelling for hours. The pale blue twilight hangs translucently overhead, as I travel further
               and further into the Swedish dusk. Gone is the incessant din and disturbance of airports and noisy traffic, and before me
               stretches the open sky with stars like veiled diamonds peering here and there: signposts for the weary traveller. Through the half-light, I can still see the red-stained wooden
               cabins nestling at the forest edge. Beneath a door a faint light emerges, casting shadows on the dewed reeds swaying in the
               night breeze.

         After hours of driving, I reach my destination. I cannot sleep, so I go and sit by the side of the lake that skirts the village.
               It is profoundly beautiful. Just above the water, a gentle mist is rising like a silver gauze kissing the water’s edge. It
               moves eerily, without effort. A rowing boat drifts slowly in ghost-like emptiness. Nearby, the white-washed church sends its
               steeple high into the night sky, reaching for the heavens while its shadow leans across the lake. It is a moment of rare beauty.

      

      Up to this point, my life had been a deluge of clutter, with constant travelling, meeting deadlines, pastoral ministry, performances
         and concerts and, of course, trying to deal with my own inadequacies and weaknesses. So often I have been searching for stillness, but am always tormented by anxiety, carrying the worries of the world on my
         shoulders. It’s always easy to find something else to do. It can be much more difficult to stop and reflect. Here, I was being
         given a beautiful opportunity to be vigilant to myself and listen to my inner voice. This inner voice is the voice of God,
         and my communication with God is prayer.
      

      To find stillness is not easy, as to find stillness one must also find silence. One is necessary for the other, I believe,
         but both are also difficult to sustain. Silence can be frightening and almost threatening, for when we journey into it, we
         can be left feeling very vulnerable. We are so used to noise, to the constant stream of other sounds, that to be alone with
         nothing can be ominous:
      

      
         Here in the dusk light, I hear nothing at all except the call of a wild bird, whose shrill voice disturbs the peace of the
               evening. It is the lonely sound of a bird and seems to mirror the sound of my own soul crying out for direction.

      

      It’s interesting that in life today, silence is seen as a disturbance. Even in recreation time, people find silence very difficult
         and constantly need to listen to something or someone else. We are thus left feeling very exposed when everything stops and
         we are faced with simple silence.
      

      It is only when we do stop and move into the silence that we can become aware of what is happening internally for us. Silence
         puts us in touch with all the chaos within. We begin to see the knots of entanglement that so often confuse and limit our
         lives. In silence we begin to hear all kinds of voices, even those that scream at us, sometimes at a deafening pitch because
         of unresolved tensions of one kind or another. These voices can sometimes render us powerless. So often in my own life I have
         heard the voices of blame and guilt, and unfinished work, shouting loudly within, and so disturbing my peace. It can be much
         easier to switch back on the iPod to drown out the confusing noise, but to there by the water’s edge I simply sat and listened
         both to what was going on around me, and also within me.
      

      To come into the stillness will mean a certain amount of detachment: leaving all behind for the sake of finding some inner
         contentment. But not abandoning all. Sitting by the lake, I experienced calm and serenity, even though I still needed to detach
         from so much going on inside my mind:
      

      
         Slowly, very slowly, I learn just to sit with all. I acknowledge all and sit in the stillness. I find a sense of peace that
               had been missing in my life for so long. Now I am ready to converse with the One who is present. I do not feel trapped any
               longer by the incessant noise and distractions that constantly pervade my mind but rather, in acknowledging all, I am able
               to accept them and move on to a deeper place of calm and rest. I begin to have a greater sense of my own place in the scheme
               of things and I can acknowledge my strengths but also my weaknesses. This is the place and time when I can be self-effacing
               and honest before God who is present. This is the moment when I begin to learn to trust. This is the moment of prayer.

         I realise that I want to know more and more of this God who creates so beautifully. This is the essence of prayer: to seek
               out the company of God.

      

      What many of us don’t realise is that God is already there, waiting for us. The time of silence is God’s gift to us. It is
         prompted by His invitation. He longs to fill our lives with His presence, but we are so suspicious of others who want to give
         to us, for fear of having to repay, that we are slow to accept the graciousness of God. We live in a world where we desperately
         want to control our own destinies, so trusting in God, in someone else, can seem very threatening. But when we allow God to
         give to us, we cannot but return for more and, in time, we begin to learn how to trust.
      

      Trust is not easy and comes at a cost. So often we can hear people say: ‘I trusted in God before, but look what happened’,
         or, ‘I asked God to help me, but see how I was answered’. To hand over control to God means we lose our independence, but if we only knew how much God wants to be close to us, accept us and care for us, then
         we might be able to realise that all He wants for us is completely for our good. So often in my own life when, with great
         difficulty, all I could do was let go and hand over all to God, I realised that He answered in the way that was best for me
         and in the situation, though I may not have realised it at that precise moment.
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