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In an age that overdoses on statistics and empiricism, it is good to come across a book that favours story and testimony. These are what Pádraig Ó Tuama excels in. He is a writer of intelligence and intellectual acumen who knows that deep conviction well articulated can convey deep truths.

With natural dexterity he weaves together poetry and parable, holy scripture and human experience, anecdotes and insights into the joy and tensions that are inevitable in the pursuit of a faith that celebrates rather than denies the world, the body and God’s other conundrums.

This is a treasury of insight, wisdom, spiritual depth and delight, a testimony to how the God who becomes incarnate in Jesus is present in all things and all people, winsomely encouraging us to embrace diversity, mystery and affection beyond our understanding. Just to read it is to do yourself good.

John L. Bell, The Iona Community

Pádraig Ó Tuama is an extraordinary person, whose influence extends quietly and gracefully across the world. His poetry bears these same qualities and brings him close. It is a gift to us all.

Krista Tippett, creator and host of On Being

This is a beautifully crafted book. Using poetry, gospel and story, Pádraig Ó Tuama reflects on topics as varied as imagination, trouble, the unknown, certainty, sin, change, power and narrative. Ó Tuama welcomes all these varied topics of reflection with open arms, and the realisation of the importance of being ‘here’ in the present as ‘a good place to begin something that might be called prayer’. It is a joy to read.

Sheelah Treflé Hidden, editor of Jewish, Christian and Muslim Perspectives on the Love of God
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Do Paul, grá mo chroí,
agus Ruth Hockey, cara croíúil. 


Bíonn siúlach scéalach.

Travellers have tales to tell.
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Where you stumble, there lies your treasure. The very cave you are afraid to enter turns out to be the source of what you are looking for. The damned thing in the cave, that was so dreaded, has become the centre.

Joseph Campbell
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How we spend our days is,

of course, how we spend 

our lives.

Annie Dillard
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Gloria Dei est vivens homo.

Irenaeus of Lyons


Hello to the world

I didn’t grow up in a city but I was born on the edges of one. My parents moved to the countryside when I was five so I learnt to love fields and long walks. But I always loved the idea of the city. 

The word ‘city’ comes from the Old French cité which itself comes from the Latin word civis from which we get the word ‘citizen’. The world is in the citizen, whether the citizen is in the city or the forest. But I, taking long walks nightly in the country, longed to be in the city, because there I hoped I could meet the worlds that the country couldn’t contain. 

Of course when I moved to the city I found that the city couldn’t contain those worlds either. I met a Finnish woman once who had spent years dreaming of moving to Dublin. When she got there she was initially distracted, but then, after a while, she said that she realised that she brought her self with herself, and no city was big enough to meet that. 

Once, I was in New York City. For ten years I’d imagined that I would become a priest there. When I finally managed to visit the city, it took ten minutes to realise that my plans would change. I didn’t like the priests and they wouldn’t like me. But I loved the city. I was left with a question: What do I do now?

I walked the city. 

I walked until I got lost and when I was totally lost, I went down into the subway and took a train and felt even more lost. Eventually I found my way to the subway underneath Grand Central Station. I had nowhere to be, and hours to waste, and I couldn’t make my mind up about what to do – either with the day or with my life. Both seemed open and both were intimidating. I heard some music from a side of the station and went to look. In the corner was a woman. She was wearing a dress and fancy shoes and a coat and a small hat. Her face was clear and bright and she was singing along to recorded music. It must have been a well-known church song because all of the others around her were joining in with the chorus, a chorus that just repeated ‘Alleluia’ over and over, like a jazzy psalm. She had a lovely voice and moved with style and rhythm, smiling and singing and repeating ‘Alleluia’. 

Alleluia, Alleluia.

I didn’t feel like singing but she was so full of life that I couldn’t leave. She was singing about the woman in John’s Gospel who makes her way to the well during the hottest time of the day and, at the well, meets Jesus. It’s a story I love, because the characters are so rich and lively. When Jesus asks her to draw some water for him, she tells him he shouldn’t be speaking to her. When he says she should ask him for the water of life, she says that he has no bucket. They speak anyway, and she discovers herself in the words of a stranger. 

So there I was, in the belly of the city, hearing songs about a story that I loved on a day when everything seemed to be dying. I was the only white boy surrounded by black women twice my age, and they were singing ‘Alleluia’ and I was crying and thinking that maybe everything wasn’t lost anyway. 

Hello to the city. 

Hello to the little worlds we live in.

Another time in another city, I was walking at nighttime. It was Melbourne, a city that was my home for four years. It was dark and as I was walking towards Flinders Street train station I saw a man who seemed distressed. I stopped to ask if he wanted directions, and as he replied it was clear that he was Deaf. I owned a Sign Language dictionary and had perused it for years, and so I was delighted to practise my limited knowledge. He told me he was French and had only arrived in the city that day. I spelt I-r-i-s-h and he asked me how I knew sign language and I got lost in the spelling. He was looking for the train station and I said to come with me. 

We walked, and I stumbled through his fluent language. He was happy to have met someone who could speak a few words of his language and I was delighted at the happy chance to talk. He was pure charm. At one point, I was trying to say something in sign and he laughed and did an imitation of my cumbersome signing. When we said goodbye at the train station, he grabbed both of my slow hands in his and I felt his warmth and fluency and we shared a joy of being human in the city. 

Earlier on that night I’d been walking round the city and someone had come up to me and asked if I knew the truth of Jesus Christ. I told him I wasn’t interested, but he must have reckoned that a refusal is an engagement so he persisted. I even told him that I had a Bible in my bag and that, on good days, I tried to read it, and he asked me whether I had the proper translation of the Bible in my bag. 

He asked me to say a prayer with him, but I wouldn’t. I’ve lied enough in my life. 

The reason I was walking the city late at night was because only two days before I had received a phone call from my mother. We always spoke on a Sunday night. It was winter in Melbourne so there was a nine-hour difference between Ireland and Australia. My mother’s phone call came at the wrong time. My childhood best friend was dead, she told me, dead from suicide, and then there was nothing else to say. Nothing else. He’d taken his life and his sadness and his burdens and his body and hung them all in a place where we used to play. So, I’d done the only thing I knew to do. I went to the city and I walked in the city. At one point I walked into a bookshop, and found The Lord of the Rings, a book I love. I turned to the place where Gandalf is dead. The bereaved companions have found their way to Lothlórien and, on the first night, they hear the others sing laments for the Wizard. The laments are in Elvish and when some ask Legolas, the Elf, to translate, he refuses, saying that the grief was too near, a matter for tears and not yet for song. 

I read it over and over and over, standing at a bookshelf, holding a heavy book, in a shop in the middle of the city. 

Hello to the need for shelter. 

Hello to the stories that shelter us. 


Narrative theology # 1 

And I said to him:

Are there answers to all of this?

And he said:

The answer is in a story 

and the story is being told. 

And I said:

But there is so much pain

And she answered, plainly:

Pain will happen.

Then I said:

Will I ever find meaning?

And they said:

You will find meaning

where you give meaning.

The answer is in a story 

and the story isn’t finished.
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