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'In order to be, we need to be with'.  In these words the writer captures the tensions of longing and belonging, absence and presence that run through his latest book.  O'Donohue, author of the best selling 'Anam Cara' attempts an engagement with the spiritual hunger within a post-modern age.

'Our culture is fragmented; the old shelters are gone and around us there is the severe cold breeze of isolation.  This has made our desire for belonging all the more intense.' p235

'The arduous task of being human is to balance longing and belonging to work with and against each other - so that all the possibilities that sleep in the clay of the heart may be awakened and realised.' xviii

It is our belonging together that actually completes us, affirms O'Donohue.  Not that individuals can be forced to belong, that would quench the Spirit of belonging.  Religion, 'the great traditions tell us that community somehow already exists.  When we come together in compassion and generosity, this hidden belonging begins to come alive between us…community is a constellation.  Each one of us is a different light in the emerging collective brightness.'  p263-4

The tension between longing and belonging is traced back to 'the Divine in conversation with itself.' p198.  It is also suggested, as in Julian of Norwich, that God Himself is the 'ground of our beseeching.' 'God infects us with a desire for God.' 

There is a further paradox, expressed by Simone Weil: 'The apparent absence of God in this world is the actual reality of God.' p273.  This finds focus in the Cross and Resurrection and the Eucharist which holds believers to the two poles of Christian faith where 'there is no way to light or glory except through the sore ground under the dark weight of the Cross.' p171.

In 'Eternal Echoes' O'Donohue brings out more of a theological basis to the insight already expressed in his previous work, 'Anam Cara', which held back in this area.  As a popular writer who is engaging many who are searching he is apologetic about religion, in the weak sense of that word.  Religious traditions, he writes, have 'fallen into the hands of frightened functionaries who can only operate through edict and prescription…(who) sometimes see fundamentalism as the true remnant which has succeeded in remaining impervious to the virus of pluralism…the results are catastrophic.  Blind loyalty replaces critical belonging.  The creative and mystical individuals within an institution become caricatured as the enemy.'  p261-2.  

O'Donohue also warns against the resurgence of cults which 'seduce and exploit the natural longing for the spiritual.  Unlike a great religious tradition which demands and requires the critical loyalty and inner opposition of its theologians, a cult has no theology.  The counter-questions are neither invited nor allowed.'  p262.

In contrast to the abuse of power in religion and the cults, the real spiritual power is affirmed as 'the persistent courage to be at ease with the unsolved and unfinished.  To be able to recognise in the scattered graffiti of your desires, the signature of the eternal.  True prayer in the Holy Spirit keeps the graciousness and splendour of that vulnerability open.'  p199

Growth into full humanity is a deepening in such prayer which comes about as people escape the 'prisons' of guilt, shame, habit and even belief at times.  It is a process aided by friendship, the 'anam cara' or soul friend, who can gently challenge us to 'roll the stone off the heart'.

If 'Eternal Echoes' has hard words against the Church it has hard words against our western culture, the irreverence of its 'functionalist mind' and its sinister control on life, as in genetic engineering.  The spiritual quest is one for real presence, that of God and of people as individuals and in community.  The functionalism of our age is leading people away from the reality of presence into virtual reality.  What is needed is the renewal of reverence before the mystery of being and belonging, a movement of the Holy Spirit.

This attempted summary goes rather against the grain of a book that is far from systematic.  Its strength is found in its analysis of our post-modern culture and the making of connections with age-old spiritual resources.  It is implicitly a call to humility for the Church, as well as a call to confidence through the powerful; affirmations made about prayer, the real presence of God and the communion of Saints.
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