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This book on spirituality caught the reviewer’s eye not in a Church Bookshop but in a full page article in The Times.  There the paradox of a hermit priest brewing up a world best-seller of a book was extolled.

The title ‘Anam Cara’ means ‘Soul Friend’ and links back to the early Christian tradition within Celtic monasticism of the Spiritual Guide.  The book is a wise construction that manages to convey essential Christianity whilst avoiding the sort of jargon that would have narrowed down the field of readership.

O’Donohue speaks to basic human concerns.  Stress, fear, loneliness and greed are typical works of the flesh indicative of a sort of loss of rhythm with nature.  Friendship with others helps hold up a mirror to the soul and encourage consequent befriending of the self in all its delinquency.

The book gives a Celtic call back to nature and to the finding of ‘hearth and home’ within thorough integration of the ego and the soul.

‘One of the greatest conflicts in life is the conflict between the ego and the soul.  The ego is threatened, competitive and stressed, whereas the soul is drawn more towards surprise, spontaneity, the new and the fresh.  Real soul presence has humour and irony and no obsessive self-seriousness.  It avoids what is weary, worn or repetitive.  The image of the well breaking out of the hard, crusted ground is an illuminating image for the freshness that can suddenly dawn within a heart that remains open to experience.’ p 118.

Anam Cara is a call to integration refreshing in a fragmented world.

‘Most fundamentalism, greed, violence and oppression can be traced back to the separation of idea and affection.  For too long we have been blind to the cognitive riches of feeling and the affective depth of ideas.’ p 38

This drawing together of the worlds of emotion and reason is focussed in a reasoned call for personal integration.

‘To be natural is to be holy; but it is very difficult to be natural… to be at home with your nature.’ p. 133

‘You are called to be a loving parents to your delinquent qualities… the negative threatens us so powerfully precisely because it is an invitation to an act of compassion and self-enlargements which our small thinking utterly resists.’ p 152

O’Donohue sees the transfiguration of fear as the key to spiritual advancement.  There are many striking stories such as that of the man who spent a in fear of a snake on the floor of his room.  Daylight revealed the snake to be a coil of rope..

The book is by a philosopher priest who extols being and belonging as the heart of reality, focussed ultimately upon the Trinity.  There is little sympathy for the noisiness of the world, nor for the plethora of images that are said to seduce: 

‘The inner world of the Soul is suffering a great eviction from the landlord forces of advertising and external social reality.’ p 142.

O’Donohue encourages people to refuse to be other than themselves and to seek the Spirit within as a source of renewal and true self-enlightenment.

Anam Cara resists summary.  It is a prophetic work, eluding any neat categorisation, that nevertheless is sufficiently engaging on basic human concerns of today to be the best-seller it is.

