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TÍOLACHADH

DEDICATION

I am writing this dedication on July 3rd, 2023, the Hindu, Jain and Buddhist festival of Guru Purnima. On this day, our teachers, spiritual and intellectual guides, mentors and gurus are honoured.

This ritual book is dedicated to the muses in all our lives that, as poet Robert Frost would say, ‘just gave you a little prod behind’.




RÉAMHFHOCAL

FOREWORD

It is unusual, if not incautious, to find a book on prayer which shares the actual ways in which the author prays. Other books might tell you what prayer is, or how to set about it. This book takes you into the boiler room, the daily routines which have emblazoned the life of one who has been in communication with God since early childhood.

Nóirín Ní Riain is a singer. Song is her existence. Her voice is a gift from God, given to her as a child prodigy and which, like wine, has only improved with age. We typically presume that music is an entertaining way of using our voices, our bodies, our minds. Nóirín teaches us differently. Music is not a specialised case of a more basic non-musical existence. Music is the most fundamental conveyor belt of all experience; it is the way reality seeps into our blood stream. We may not realise it but music is our mother tongue: Canto ergo sum.

And prayer is the secret breath behind each note that Noírín sings.

Which means also that this book cannot give you the real thing.

When Nóirín Ní Riain sings, it breathes an atmosphere of prayer, which is contagious. People have been healed by her voice. While, as a printed word, this book cannot embody the magic of such singing, it can give the reader a compendium of rituals, prayers, evocations, and blessings, which she uses and has used all the days of her life. It also gives a flavour of how and where she found these aides and why they are important to her.

And this is as it should be. No one can teach us how to pray. Each of us finds that out for ourselves. If, as we are told, there are now eight billion people on our planet, then there must surely be eight billion ways of connecting with the Divine. Nothing really matters in this regard except your finding of the precise and practical way which allows you, first-person singular present tense, to make and maintain that vital connection. Until this happens, it is encouraging to read how others have found their way and established such a path.

Each of us is different and some accounts of prayer will resonate, while others will not. Some of her favourite prayers or preferred devotions may turn you off or leave you cold. That is the risk that love letters run when they stray into the public domain. The way we speak to those we love can sound ludicrous to some when overheard. The secret is to take what you find helpful and leave the rest. Not a book to read straight through as you might read a novel; rather a jewel box to open every now and then, allowing the Spirit to guide you to what suits yourself. Because the author, always in touch with ‘the light from beyond the sea’, is so trusting, so open-hearted and so bountiful, there is something here for almost everyone. Certain lines will sink deep into your solitude at the time you need them most.

Of this I am sure: the book you now hold in your hands is not an ordinary book. Nóirín is not entirely responsible for this happening. It was thrown to her as colours from the sky. Yes, she had to match it with enthusiasm and attach it gracefully to her loom; but hands other than hers worked gently by her side. Regard these pages, therefore, as sheet music. Give them your own live performance. Such co-operation alone can cause these buds to bloom.


Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths,

Enwrought with golden and silver light,

The blue and the dim and the dark cloths

Of night and light and the half-light,

I would spread the cloths under your feet:

‘He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven’, W.B. Yeats

Fr Mark Patrick Hederman,

former Abbot of Glenstal Abbey,

September 2023






RÉAMHRÁ

INTRODUCTION

Today, many of us have lost and almost forgotten the art of mobilising everyday prayer and the Divine connection in our lives that our forebears understood instinctively and intimately.

We can regain this by marking the moments of our day with tiny practices that are bodily gestures towards the presence of the sacred in our lives, whether these are making signs of the cross, silently raising up our eyes or our hands, walking the earth thoughtfully or calling in the seasons. My aspiration for this book is to inspire you to find a new courage in life, in and through prayer and ritual. Because we are increasingly less grounded in religion, and perhaps in the rituals that once gave meaning and structure in our daily living, our innate yearning for the transcendent – the Other – longs to return and be rediscovered.

This prayer book was created out of my own personal practices through, as Yeats once said, the ‘hollow lands and hilly lands’ of my journey, sustaining me, keeping me going and helping me to explore more deeply who I really am. I believe that persevering in reading and returning to these sacred rituals here will do the same for you; the challenge, which you have already embraced, is to find your prayer space that you can revisit again and again.

I never read an entire papal encyclical. But one morning I was whiling away the time and spotted an extract from Laudato Si – On Care for our Common Home by Pope Francis in a newspaper. A book about consumerism, environmental destruction and global warming, it was a number one New York Times bestseller when it first appeared in 2015 and is an urgent cry for the world with an insightful cut and style. In that same newspaper, an article informed me that on the day that it was published, Pope Francis remarked to his advisers that global warming is ‘a symptom of a deeper malaise’. True, Francis, very true. However, this disorder is a much broader, more complex issue. The demise of the holy in our world is the root cause. We have lost the run of our ritualistic selves and now we are paying the price. Honour yourself and your Higher Source and you will honour the planet in all its miraculous manifestations. Respect for life is the spirit of kindness to the earth.

In our global culture, where so much emphasis is put on materialism, individual ambition and success above community, compassion and contentment rite and ritual can nourish and restore our spiritual and emotional selves.

It is also important that we retrieve this sacramental awareness from the jurisdiction of clerical supervision – we have to carry it back to the privacy of our own hearts. No one should have proprietary rights over where, when or how the grace of God manifests itself. The Spirit blows where the Spirit wills, and if any authority insists that this can only happen in a particular building, using specified equipment and precisely formulated arrangements of actions or words, then it has mistaken the fundamentals of prayer. There can be no limitation or restriction imposed on God’s free movement in our world. No authority on earth can declare that your meeting with God is invalid because it does not conform to some set of arbitrary regulations. As the ancient wisdom of Psalm 118 advises: ‘It is better to trust in God than to trust in humanity.’

There is no hierarchy among those on their knees. In other words, when we kneel together in a circle of prayer, we are all one and the same.

We have forgotten that deep prayer and meditation, which our troubled world needs so desperately now, must come from a source that includes the whole range of beliefs, including atheism, which is also a belief system. This offers very exciting possibilities and consequences, and it is my quiet hope, as a spiritual singer, that this prayer book may offer one possible ‘hymn sheet’ that we might all sing from in harmony.

Whatever your spiritual beliefs are at this moment – whether you have belonged to one faith that no longer serves you or whether you have belonged to none – read on.

You can welcome this compilation of prayers, looking for something particular to match your feelings – questions, doubts, gratitude, anxiety or elation – of the moment. Or you may simply want to leave yourself open to the Law of Attraction, the philosophy which suggests that positive energy helps to manifest positive experiences. I am a great disciple of this form of energy. Believe in the positive and it will happen – it works the other way around too, so beware! Look for the negative and it will imprison you.

Your intention will lead you to the perfect prayer for you in the moment – you can’t make a mistake or choose the ‘wrong’ prayer. Ask and pray for help as you hold this book and it will carry your personal intentions to the altar of a Higher Power. A ritual is an act of intention – it is a moment and a space that we create to dedicate ourselves to prayer. A prayer ritual, as we will discover in this book, can involve reciting a prayer aloud, singing, or sitting in quiet contemplation – there are many ways to do it. And bringing this dedication into our daily lives, creating these special moments for prayer, will bring to us and others a greater sense of peace and a closer relationship to that which is greater than us.

However, before we define the terms ‘ritual’, ‘prayer’ and ‘blessing’, let me share some of my story with you, and how I came to view these three things as essential to my life.

The aspiration for this treasury is to guide you on your avenue to a freer soul destination. If you are searching for new beginnings through a more hope-filled reality, a deeper sense of purpose and personal self-esteem, you were meant to read this book!

A little aside here: keep a notebook and pencil nearby to jot down and make your own reflections that come to you as you read. One thought, one new idea, is all it takes to inspire and be transformed.




MO SCÉAL FÉIN – SCÉAL GACH DUINE

MY STORY IS EVERYONE’S STORY

As a young child, I fell in love with prayer. When I was six, my mother’s sister, a St. Louis nun, brought me a children’s Book of Prayer that became my constant companion. I can still vividly remember the cover – a young girl kneeling and praying for the healing of, what seemed to me at the time, to be a very sick rabbit that she held to her heart. It was this gesture that enthralled me.

For many of us, the experience of prayer began at home. My father taught me, without either of us ever realising it, so much about prayer. This was his greatest gift to me. He was a good man who wanted to make a change in people’s lives. I still, even now, hear new stories of how he reached out to the unemployed locals in our home village of Caherconlish, County Limerick, to give them jobs in the box factory he had founded. A successful businessman, the world of theology and scripture was a complete stranger to his day-to-day existence. I never saw him read a prayer book, not to mention the Bible.

It is so strange that as we grow older, our memories come to visit us full of presence and intimacy. As I think of my father in prayer, experiences of over sixty years ago surprise me.

Every Sunday, I accompanied my parents to Mass. Although wedged in between them both in church, it was my father, on my right, who captured my attention. Mass, in the 1950s before Vatican II, was said predominantly in Latin. Da would produce his black rosary beads from his pocket for the duration of the service, oblivious to the ritual on the altar. His almost-audible whisperings would drown out what was, for me, the babble of the priest on the altar and I instinctively knew that this was doing him good, while for forty minutes or so, Da was in another world.

Then, so many nights, I watched him kneel beside his bed to say his own night prayers. Those three prayers – ‘The Our Father’, ‘Hail Mary’ and ‘Glory Be’ – were the stable elements that he held on to and had off by heart.

That life of prayer came full circle before his death at the age of sixty. Every morning prior to his illness, he attended Mass in Limerick City, still praying on his black rosary beads – his life-long ritual of reciting these well-known prayers never left him.

The instances particularly are now as pure, vivid, and intact as they were then. These lessons, which I learned from my father, carved my prayer practice and may also become meaningful for you.

I now see that, from then on, I became obsessed with sharing this power to transcend the material world, although I did not have then that language for the devotion. It started with my mother’s hens. I loved them and pitied the lives they led. So, I decided that, if I
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