Happy New Year
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1. Stop Blaming Others.

Resolutions 2019

There is a syndrome that we all buy into
much too frequently – someone must be
to blame because I didn’t… It’s always
Its that time of year when we make some someone else’s fault. That is why we are
resolutions for the coming year; i.e. go to such a litigious society; somebody has to
the gym to loose those Christmas pounds be blamed and must pay for it.
and possibly a few more, cut out carbs,
walk two miles every day, curb spending, Have you ever noticed that when you
point a finger at somebody there are
less social media…. Most of our resoluthree fingers pointing back at yourself?
tions fizzle out before we even start.
Review the things that you have blamed
This year I have three resolutions that a others for – now ask yourself how much
cream pie or a bout of idleness won’t ru- did I contributed to it? Because, our vigin.
orous protestation “they are to blame”,
means, that in our assessment the other
90 % of all those who
person(s) is 100% in the wrong! For exjoin a gym January 1
ample, the insurance companies each
have disappeared by
year publish ridiculous court cases like
March 1.

the man who set his RV on cruise control and went into the back of the RV
to make a cup of coffee. The vehicle
inevitably crashed, and he sued the
manufacturer of the RV because it did
not specifically say in the handbook
that you should not vacate the driver’s
seat when it is set to cruise control. Or
the woman who slipped on a wet floor
in a bar. In court it was found that the
floor was wet because she had just
thrown a drink at her boyfriend! The
employee who left job after job because the boss was always down on
him and didn’t know how the job
should be done. The student who
complained that every teacher hated
him. Since kindergarten!
We may laugh at these true examples,
but how close are we to them in our
own attitudes. The Book of Genesis

reveals that one of the first things humans learned was to blame others; “it
wasn’t me, it was the woman…it wasn’t me,… it was the snake…” Ever
since the Garden of Eden we have
blamed others and never taken any responsibilities for our actions. It seems
to be our number one defence – “it
wasn’t me it was…”
Of all the things that we like to blame
others for, have we ever considered
that the most common factor in all the
scenarios is ME? I seem to be the
common denominator always. So this
year let us put aside blaming others
and accept that I have contributed to
the situation. Let us take responsibility for our actions and be ready to admit that it is not always the other’s
fault. A lot of personal growth can be
achieved by this.

Venice in the snow — we don’t normally put Venice
and snow together, but it happens

Photo: (left) Girl in Phulbani, a hill country in South Orissa. The area is also home to
one of the oldest tribes in India; the Kutia Khonds who speak kui and kavi. The hill
country is cold in winter hence she is wrapped in her chaddah. The girl on right I a
Khond girl with classic tribal henna designs on her face. Photo taken with flash.

2. Live Gratefully
One of the cornerstones of the spiritual
life is being grateful. If we are grateful
for what has come our way it prevents us
from looking enviously at others. Envy is
a cancer that eats away at the soul and
renders a miserable disposition on ourselves. The antidote for this gnawing disease is thankfulness and gratitude.
Those who are thankful and grateful lead
much happier lives because they are concentrating on what they have. The ungrateful dwell on what they don’t have
and so will always be envious and jealous; the road to be mean-spirited. Gratitude is a practice that needs to be

learned. That is why our mothers kept
telling us to say “thank you”. Once
learned it becomes a habit of the heart,
an orientation, a way of seeing and being. It becomes the lens through which
we see all life.
It is a spiritual task to live in a continual
state of gratefulness. This is very different from the occasional “thank you” to
someone. This spiritual journey into
gratefulness requires us to reflect often
on the importance of being grateful even
for the smallest thing. The path leads to

something far far deeper than just
good manners. Like many endeavours in the spiritual life this is a lifelong project of internalizing the atti-

What if we woke up today with only those
things, we thanked God for yesterday???

tude. It is an ascetical path; The
Greek word ‘askesis’ described the
rigours of athletic training. St. Paul
brought it into the Christian vocabulary when he applied it to living
Christian life; training for the imperishable reward; the garland that neither withers nor fades. So, gratefulness is part of the discipline of discipleship.
A lot has been written and said about
cultivating an "attitude of gratitude”. Many spiritual writers insist
that we should identify at least five
things to be grateful for every day.
Christians, Buddhists, Muslims,
Hindus, etc., as well as
many who claim no particular faith,
all wholeheartedly recommend this
life-giving practice. What are the five
things you are most grateful for today?

little thing I did for him. I grew very fond
of him.”
Instead of being angry at God, he was
grateful for having time to say his goodbyes. “Not everybody gets this chance and
I intend to make the most of it. It is wonderful to be able to tell people how much
they meant to me”.
Living out of gratefulness he was able to
see this time as a gift; a graced time of
farewells. Our attitudes really do determine how we see life and how we live it.
Gratitude guides us to more positive living where we see blessings all around us.
Marilyn McEntire concurs as she writes
“one of the many things I find endearing
about my husband is that he thanks me
when I do the most ordinary things,
rollup his socks, sort the mail, pick up the
groceries I always pick up. Some of the
tasks I do for our mutual wellbeing are
simply my part of a fair distribution of
labour, part of the rhythm of shared life,
not unusual gestures of kindness, simply

My friend’s father was hospitalized for six
weeks. One of his nurses attended his funeral. She told me “I loved that man, every time I went into his room, he immediately asked how I was, and how my day doing my part, as he does his. But thanking
was going. He always thanked me for any each other for small things has, I think, addBoth photos were taken
By me In The Presbytery
of Holy Name of Mary
in 2003

Left:My school photo when I was six. Taken in Shanahoe National School in 1954. A
little photoshop was necessary! Right: My friend Hughie from High School. Taken on
a camping holiday in the Vale of Avoca by third friend Joe. I am very grateful for all
the friends I have had in my life; they are great treasures.
ed an extra dimension of happiness to our
marriage”.
Identifying what we are grateful for is, indeed,
a valuable way of noticing, as we go along,
how much of life is given, and is a gift. How
much we receive without our own efforts.
And gratitude is a good antidote to discouragement, depression, cynicism, and even despair. Being grateful reminds us that life is a
gift and that we live and move in the mystery
of God.
Wilkie Au and his wife Noreen Au in their
book, The Grateful Heart, present us with an
exercise: Imagine you are going to die today.
You spend some time alone and write down
for your friends a testament: -

These things I have loved in life
These things I have tasted

These things I have looked at
These things I have smelled
These things I have heard
These things I have touched
These experiences I have cherished
These ideas have brought me liberation
These convictions I have lived for
These things I have lived for
These risks I took
These sufferings have seasoned me
These people have shaped my life
These scripture texts have lit my
path
These are my life’s accomplishments
These persons are enshrined in my
heart

Have you ever thanked God for
yourself???

3. Spiritual Reading
Adrienne Rich admonishes everyone to
“learn to read and write as if your life
depended on it”. This would mean that
what is read has the ability to change
your life; to learn from the wisdom of
others, so that we too can develop a
clear direction in life. It goes way beyond the expediency of reading and
writing solely for the next job, a grant, a
scholarship, or some other professional
advancement. If we want to live to our
full potential, we desperately need to
read and write as if our life depends on
it; and it does.
Contemporary readers do not typically
notice the power of the spoken word.
Oral cultures have given way to chirographic (writing) cultures, and this has
now given way to electronic media. In
the days of oral tradition there was a
power to hearing the spoken word.

When Philip encounters the Ethiopian,
he was reading aloud from the prophet
Isaiah because nobody read quietly to
themselves. They did this to listen to
the voice behind the words. This is why
it is good to read scripture aloud so that
we can hear the voice of God for us.
Lectio Divina or “sacred reading” is an
ancient monastic way of reading scripture. It is read aloud slowly with time
to reflect and savour God’s word for us
today. Very unlike today where we associate reading with a person sitting
silently alone with a book. The monastic scholar, Jean Leclercq, notes that
the monastic readers “usually read,
not as today, principally with the eyes,
but with the lips, pronouncing what
they saw, and with the ears, listening
to the words, hearing what is called the
‘voices of the pages’—the voces paginarum” (pg 15). Like chant it engages
the whole body and whole mind. For
the early Christians, and also in the
Rabbinic tradition, “to meditate is to
read a text and to learn it ‘by heart’ in
the fullest sense of this expression,

Left: My Mamiya 645
camera. Photography
has been an one of the
things I have loved doing since my Box Brownie days. Right: Garden
feature in Damien Residence taken with 645

Photo: Drumantine Retreat Center on a foggy
November morning. John J Roche
that is, with one’s whole being: with
the body, since the mouth pronounced
it, with the memory which fixes it,
with the intelligence which understands its meaning, and with the will
which desires to put it into practice” (Leclercq pg 17).
The monastic tradition often refers to
lectio divina with the metaphor of eating and digesting, ruminatio. Indeed
scripture mentions eating the word of
God; taste and see. Ivan Illich informs
us that “The reader understands the
lines by moving to their beat, remembers them by recapturing their rhythm,
and thinks of them in terms of putting
them into his mouth and chewing” (pg
54). “To meditate,” writes Leclercq,
“is to attach oneself closely to the

sentence being recited and weigh
all its words in order to sound
the depths of their full meaning” (pg 73). It means assimilating
(digesting) the content of a text by
means of a kind of chewing “that releases its full flavor.” Leclercq offers
the example of a monk who prayed
constantly “Without resting, his mouth
ruminated the sacred words” by turning them over in his mouth.
This commitment to sacred reading is
of Jewish, rabbinical origin. Gregorian
chant, for example, takes its inspiration
from that of the synagogue. Like the
plainchant that anchors the lines of the
text in the heart, pupils in Talmudic
schools mouth and chant the text they
are reading. The “house of study” (Bet

ha-Midrash) is at the same time the
“house of prayer” (Bet ha-Tefillah).
Similarly, the monastic tradition originally held no distinction between studium (study) and lectio spiritualis
(prayerful reading).

over and over in your mouth and head.
Ask yourself, what is the Lord’s message for me in this? How does the Lord
want me to change in my life? Jesus
called the disciples to follow him, what
is Jesus calling me to today?

Sacred reading implies thinking of a
thing with the intent to do it, to prepare
oneself for it, to desire it, to practice it.
So this coming year resolve to make
time to find a quiet place, read some
scripture, and savour the word that the
Lord has for you. Read it in such a way
that it becomes part of you; even if the
text is very familiar to you. Scripture is
alive, and even though the text might
seem to be old hat, because it is alive
you will always find something new in
the words. Scripture is the book par excellence; it has no equal.

This can be accomplished by reading
about the saints. St. Teresa, the Little
Flower, and St. Francis de Sales are two
good primers for the spiritual life.
Reading the works of the spiritual masters is a good practice for they become
like mentors to us; guiding us along the
spiritual path to the Lord. They have
made the journey and know what helps
and hinders; the paths that lead nowhere and the ones that double back on
themselves.

Start with reading your favourite book.
Remembering it is not a class assignment; there is no time limit in completing it. Read small chunks and roll them

So, for the new year resolve to get into a
better spiritual shape by engaging in
some spiritual reading.

Photo: Tree in grounds of Carondolet center, Los Angeles

END NOTES
1961. LeClercq: The love of learning and the desire for God: A study of monastic culture.
New York: Fordham University Press
1993. Illich: In the vineyard of the text: A commentary on Hugh’s Didascalicon. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Hugh of St Victor was a Saxon and a canon regular
and the Didascalicon what a treatise of what Christians should know.

Guess who?

Dublin– Holyhead (Wales) ferry. Photo taken on one of my many sailings.
Between Ireland and England. The trip takes three and a half hours to cross
the sixty four miles of water.

Prayer for New Year
God, thank you for a new year. May everyone in our family be willing to
begin anew with a clean slate. We know that you are always ready to forgive us. Help us to be willing to forgive ourselves and to forgive one
another.
As we begin a new year, remind us of our truest values and our deepest
desires. Help us to live in the goodness that comes from doing what you
want us to do. Help us to put aside anxiety about the future and the past,
so that we might live in peace with you now, one day at a time.
AMEN

The Guess who photo on pg10 is yes you’ve guessed it- young Mother Teresa. Photo
is from the Loretto Convent in Entally, Calcutta; where she worked after her novitiate
in Dublin. Here Mother Teresa is visiting Shantinagar (City of Peace), West Bengal
for Holy Week. With her is Monica and Rani two girls who live in the Colony. Shantinagar is a leprosarium staffed by The Missionary of Charity Sisters which was
founded by Mother Teresa. And the resident priest was Fr Michael Shanahan SS.CC.
The brick road is called Pope Paul VI Avenue, because after his visit to India he donated his limousine to Mother Teresa. She sold the car and some of the money was
used to make improvements in Shantinagar.

Celtic Blessing for the Year to come
God bless the corners of your houses and all the lintels blessed,
And bless the hearth and the board and bless each place of rest,
And bless each door that opens wide to strangers as to kin,

And bless each crystal window pane that lets the starlight in,
The peace of man, The peace of God, fall upon you all.
May, in this year a coming, the Blessing of God cover you like a shawl

Blessings/ Beannact
(Paraphrased from John O’Donohue)

How we think determines
so
much of what happens to us.
Sometimes we are unaware of the
most powerful truths about ourselves; e.g. that each of us has a
soul. We go about our everyday life
as if we are dependant solely on
ourselves; ignoring how frail and
limiting we are. The world of the
spirit is strange, subtle and concealed, awaiting a call from us. If
you never call on your soul, then,
an infinite energy is wasted. Once
awakened to the soul we are no
longer on our own. When we
awaken to our soul, we are no
longer prisoners of the old barriers
that contained us.
A blessing does not abolish the difficult but enables us reach deeper
to draw out the hidden fruit of the
negative. Old patterns do not disappear but are transformed. The
soul is the wholeness in us that
never can be damaged. Therefore
it is good to bless one another for
it is a form of grace that strengthens the soul.

The bible is full of blessings and
seen as a communication of life
upon the one being blessed. Generally the blessing was made with
the laying on of hands. When
someone we love is in pain, touch
is the silent language that says everything. Learn to bless those
around you. Just lay a hand on the
and silently ask God to bless them.
A great practice to start off the
New Year.
When we show compassion and
kindness to others, we are blessing
them. This coming year may you
bless all you meet with compassion
and kindness. May you awaken
more and more to your soul and
ask you soul to pray for you and
heal you. Also ask your soul to
pray that God will bless us
throughout this coming year.
May God pour out many many
Bleassings upon you this coming year
of 2019
Fr John
StepIntoSpirituality@gmail.com

