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The illustrations in the book come from The Poor Clares, Galway an enclosed order of contemplative nuns based in the heart of the city. The illustration used throughout is of the monastery in Nuns’ Island, Galway, and others feature: San Damiano, Assisi, the first monastery of The Order of St Clare; Bethlehem, Athlone, the original monastery of the Galway Poor Clares; and Galway Cathedral.
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Calm the Soul

When my boat, Lord, is storm tossed and sinking,

When fears in my heart take control,

Say ‘Be not afraid’ to my spirit,

And Your answer will calm the soul.

When I flounder around in deep waters,

When the stresses of life take their toll,

A sudden deep hush steals upon me,

Your gentleness calms the soul.

When my life seems too full of confusion

And I have lost sight of the goal,

As I stumble about in the darkness

May Your gentle light calm the soul.

I often live life on the surface,

Sometimes I’m playing a role,

Help me cherish my own inner beauty,

May Your tender love calm the soul.

When sinfulness tugs like an anchor,

When guilt has me caught in a hole.

I turn to You Lord for forgiveness,

And Your mercy calms the soul.

When I struggle with sickness and sorrow,

And eagerly long to be whole,

I call on Your name to bring healing

And the touch of Your hand calms the soul.
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A Note on this Tenth Anniversary Edition

In the ten years that have passed since Calm the Soul was first published, much has changed in the world, yet the same perennial questions about the meaning of life and our role in the universe constantly stir within our hearts. As we find ourselves now in a post-pandemic world, one that is ever-changing and in which we are exposed to upsetting news stories on a regular basis, these questions have become all the more urgent. And in the midst of all of it, answers are difficult to find, and we can often feel insignificant and despairing. So where are we to find hope? We believe that our hope lies in encountering God’s love for us.

As Pope Francis said in his opening speech on a recent World Youth Day, ‘Can we truly believe that, unlike social-media algorithms that associate a name with “likes” and preferences, God truly knows our uniqueness, that His heart beats uniquely for us?’ The values we encounter in the digital world of social media are often, though not always, a challenge to the Christian understanding of our inherent dignity and value as children of God. Our worth lies not in how we look, in what we own, what we know, or who we think we are. It lies in our relationship with a God who loves us beyond belief – who died for love of us – and who calls us to a destiny beyond our wildest imaginings, to know and experience ourselves in our deepest essence to be eternally truly loved. Overexposure to the digital world can undermine this truth that we are of ourselves truly lovable.

Our intention with this updated edition of Calm the Soul is the same as the original: namely, to support those who wish to nourish or indeed reconnect with their relationship with God through prayer. This relationship enhances our humanity and equips us with the confidence and conviction that we have something to offer our fellow human beings and that we can help to make the world a better place. In this updated edition, we have included some new material, keeping in mind intentions that we are regularly asked to pray for. These intentions include prayers on anxiety, bullying, getting older and on using the Internet and social media.

It is important to remember that seeking medical and professional help may be necessary at particular times in our lives and be part of God’s plan for us. While this is not a self-help book, we hope that its contents can show how a relationship with God – which is what prayer is – can help us to cope with life and relate to the Lord in the ordinary reality of our daily lives and so encounter His healing grace and love. As you peruse the pages of this book may you experience the peace and joy of knowing and believing that you are a beloved child of God. Know too that you are in our prayers.

The Poor Clare Sisters, Galway
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Another book on prayer? It seems that there are so many as it is – why bring out another? Well, circumstances change and time stands still for no one. There have been phenomenal changes in recent times and we now live in a very different world, an extremely busy world. The reality is that, today, people are trying to juggle more and more activities in their day-to-day lives – earning a living, looking after children and homes, and studying, to name but a few. Advances in technology and the way we communicate have brought with them incessant demands for our attention.

We seek serenity of heart, but find that there is no space given for our souls. Silence is all but gone and, yet, silence itself can be healing. Allied to this is the reality that for many people, the pace of life has increased greatly. A rushed quality pervades our world and can rob us of peace. Living constantly on a treadmill, it is hard to appreciate how much our energy can be depleted through continued rushing. The result is that there is a high level of unease.

God wants us to live at peace, to have serenity and harmony in our hearts, but, today, these things can be difficult to find. Sometimes the importance of the spiritual aspect of life is not appreciated, and from what people have told us, by post or when they visit the monastery, there’s a real hunger for some tranquillity and silence. Despite the great changes that have occurred in our world, human nature is still the same, with the same needs.

The prayers and reflections in this book began on our website as a way to present ideas about prayer to people with busy, changing lives. St John Paul ll asked Christian communities to become ‘schools of prayer’. In this book we have brought together the fruits of our own prayer life to offer simple ideas on prayer in straight-forward, bite-sized portions.

As St Clare was the first female follower of St Francis, this book is permeated with a Franciscan flavour. The primary concern at prayer for both St Clare and St Francis, as in all of life, was the ‘Spirit of the Lord and His holy activity’. This was the guiding force in their lives and if you were to ask them about prayer methods, they would probably recommend that you follow the lead of the Holy Spirit rather than force yourself into any particular method of prayer. The Holy Spirit leads each one of us in a different manner. That is the freedom and beauty of Franciscan prayer and is the essence we draw upon in this book.

Everyone is different and there is no such thing as the perfect way to pray. The important thing is to be open to the Holy Spirit and to allow yourself to be led in prayer. Because we are all individuals, each of the ways of prayer in this book can be applied in different ways and will speak to each individual soul in a unique way.

When Jesus said, ‘You must come away to some lonely place all by yourselves and rest for a while’ (Mark 6:31), it was an invitation to give ourselves a chance to have our batteries recharged and be refreshed by His grace. Our hope is that the simple ideas, prayers and reflections we have collated here will help to calm the souls of those who read them and will help each of you as you respond to the deep hunger for God which is written into every human heart.
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Clare Offreduccio, whom we know as St Clare of Assisi, may seem like a remote medieval figure. What could such a woman, who lived most of her life locked up in a monastery in Assisi in the thirteenth century, have to say to those of us living in this age of social media and artificial intelligence? What relevance could her life have for people living in the twenty-first century?

St Clare was the first female follower of St Francis of Assisi, and she has lived in his shadow for many years. However, she was no shrinking violet locked up in an ivory tower and unaware of the realities of life. As someone who had to fight to achieve what she felt was necessary, she has much to say to us.

Living at a time when women had little or no say in the way their lives were shaped, she emerged as a woman who lived her life in a resolute and passionate way, and who let nothing stop her from living out her vision of life as it began to unfold before her. She came under the influence of St Francis, having often heard him preach, and she met with him many times. This had to be done in secret because she was from a noble family, and they would certainly not have approved of her associating with such a strange man. But she could not keep away because, in the words of her contemporary biographer, St Francis’ words ‘seemed to her, afire with God’ and it became clear to her that she was being called to embark on a new way of living with the Lord.

Leaving aside all security, she secretly left home on the night of Palm Sunday 1212 to join St Francis and his followers. It is hard for us today to imagine how shocking this must have been – a young, beautiful girl of eighteen going off on her own with a band of ragamuffin friars. However, she was single-minded and passionately in love with the Lord, and would not let anything stand in her way. When she later counselled in her letter to St Agnes of Prague that we should ‘totally love Him who gave Himself totally for us’ (3 LAg 15), she was clearly speaking from experience.

Life was difficult in those early years. Originally, there was no specific monastery for St Clare to stay in but, eventually, she moved into San Damiano, one of the old churches that St Francis had repaired. Not long after she left home, she was joined by her younger sister Agnes and, eventually, many other women joined her (even her mother) – and so the Poor Clares began.

As leader of this group of women, St Clare had to be firm in her resolve to secure permission to live a radically poor way of life. In those days, it was unheard of for monasteries of women to live without land or revenue to support them. However, St Clare wanted to embrace the Poor Crucified Christ in a radical way, and so she appealed to the pope in order to secure the ‘privilege of poverty’ (a commitment to non-ownership in contrast to other religious orders at the time). Although highly thought of by three popes, each was very reluctant out of concern for the well-being and security of the sisters to grant this privilege to her. However, St Clare’s conviction about poverty was crucial to her vision of life. Someone who lives in poverty is dependent on God and gives a clear testimony to her trust in Him.

She was also the first woman in Church history to write a rule of life for religious women and to get it approved. This was also something very close to her heart, as several different religious rules had been proposed for her community, none of which reflected the Franciscan ideal that she wanted to live. So, she set about writing her own ‘Form of Life’, which was approved by Pope Innocent IV the day before she died as she lay on her deathbed. Two years later, in 1255, her name was enrolled among the saints.

Such then was St Clare of Assisi – a woman of passion, courage and determination, with an all-consuming love for the Lord. Yet she was very gentle and considerate in her nature, something that is borne out by the testimonies of her sisters and also her rule, which is noted for these traits. Down through the years, the noble and austere way of life she founded has never ceased to inspire and attract women who have the generosity and love to follow it.




[image: Preparing for Prayer]
[image: image]



Why Pray?

Prayer is the food of the soul. Just as our bodies need nourishment so, too, do our souls which, in hungering for God, need to be nourished by prayer. Much of the stress that many people experience today comes from the fact that they neglect to nourish their souls. Our bodies, minds and souls make up a unit. Our society is becoming more and more geared towards looking after the body and the mind, but unless some harmony is restored by including the soul and bringing these three elements together, it is inevitable that people will experience anxiety. St Augustine said, ‘You have made us for Yourself and our hearts are restless until they rest in You.’ A lot of the anxiety that people experience in their busy lives could be alleviated if some time was given to prayer and the search for God. Jesus is the Source of Peace and we cannot hope to have peace within ourselves unless we draw life from that source.

Essentially, prayer is a conversation with God, speaking to Him who created and loves us and listening to what He has to say to us. In this book, we want to offer a few different methods of prayer that we feel are well suited to the type of lives we live today. Prayer is a relationship, so we all experience it differently. We have given examples of different types of prayer and hope that you will find an approach that suits you. Why not decide to spend ten or fifteen minutes a day in prayer? If you already do this, why not increase it to thirty minutes?

Prayer and holiness is for everyone in every situation. It is having our whole being in harmony with God’s plan for us. We will never achieve true happiness if we continue to search for it outside the very source of love, which we know is God Himself. Scripture tells us that ‘God is love’ (1 John 4:16).

As St John Paul II said in his letter on the dawn of the new millennium, why not ‘start afresh from Christ”? You won’t regret it!




How to Pray

Jesus tells us that, when you pray, you should ‘go to your private room and, when you have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in that secret place, and your Father who sees all that is done in secret will reward you’ (Matthew 6:6). It is important that when we come to pray we give the Lord ‘quality time’. Our prayer is a relationship, so we need to work on it.


One does not pray only when one has the time.

One makes time for the Lord.

CCC 2710



We are human and prone to distractions, so we should avail of whatever supports to prayer are available. Try creating a suitable atmosphere, a quiet room, perhaps with candles and soft music. It is not necessary to have a set place for prayer, but it can be helpful. Sometimes, you may be able to visit a chapel. This has the added advantage that if the Blessed Sacrament is there, you are actually in the sacramental presence of the Lord Jesus. You should always begin with a prayer to the Holy Spirit, to help you to be open to His inspirations. Scripture says, ‘The Spirit too comes to help us in our weakness. For when we cannot choose words in order to pray properly, the Spirit Himself expresses our plea in a way that could never be put into words’ (Romans 8:26).

We could ask for His help in our own words or use a simple invocation such as ‘Come, Holy Spirit’. We can also use this beautiful prayer by Cardinal Mercier.


O Holy Spirit, soul of my soul

I adore you.

Enlighten me, guide me,

Strengthen me and console me.

Tell me what I ought to do

And command me to do it

I promise to be submissive in everything

That you ask me to do

And to accept everything that you permit

To happen to me.

Only show me what is your will

And give me the grace to do it.

Amen.



When we begin to pray, it is important that we become conscious that God is love and He loves us passionately. All our prayer is a response to the God who loved us first. God’s love for us is a free gift, it is gratuitous. We don’t have to earn this love. He loves you as you are right now. As you come to pray, listen to Him speaking words of love in Scripture and realise that they are addressed to you personally. As you hear God speak, allow the reality of His love for you to penetrate your heart. ‘I have loved you with an everlasting love. I still maintain my faithful love for you’ (Jeremiah 31:3).

There is a story from our Franciscan tradition that one night St Francis went through the forest, weeping because ‘Love is not loved’. He was deeply aware that God is Love and he found it heartbreaking that so many people ignored God. He lived his life as a response to that love. St Clare’s response was ‘totally love Him who gave Himself totally for your love’. Our journey, too, is to reciprocate that love.


Always remember

God has called you into being

God loves you more than

you can ever imagine

God has a vital purpose for your life.






Silence

There is a real need for us to learn to appreciate the value of silence. The widespread use of technology impinges on us, maybe more than we realise. There always seems to be some level of noise. Though we may not fully be aware of how much it is affecting us, it has an impact. Even subtle ‘white noise’ in the background has an effect. While it may seem innocuous enough, we often feel drained by it, and it seems as if we can’t hear ourselves think. Our senses can become overwhelmed. Noise contributes to us having difficulty sleeping, as our minds try to process everything with which we have been bombarded during the day. And then we wonder why our nerves are frayed and we are frazzled at the end of the day!

Silence is little respected today and yet it is essential for a healthy life and for prayer. Silence has so many benefits. It is like a blanket we wrap around ourselves to enable us to sink deeper into the true reality of life and into our being. When the very atmosphere possesses a profound peace and tranquillity, it lends itself to a gentler approach to living. It gives us a better capacity to listen both to others and to God. It helps to drain away stress and tension and can bring with it a sense of calmness. We all know that silence is very important for meditation – vital in fact; the word of God penetrates
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