Today we celebrate the feast day of our national saint, St Patrick of Ireland. The day is of such importance to our nation that, with special permission from the Holy See, it may even be celebrated during the penitential season leading up to Easter, as on this fifth Sunday in Lent.
Most of us are familiar with the life story of St Patrick. We have heard how Patrick’s early life was violently disrupted when, at around the age of 16, he was captured by Celtic raiders and transported to Ireland, where he was sold into slavery. The conditions here on the Emerald Isle were tough, and Patrick, who until then had enjoyed a relatively comfortable life, found himself in a starkly different world, one filled with hardship and suffering. He was put to work as a shepherd boy, spending long, lonely days and nights in the fields, exposed to wind and weather, and enduring extended periods of solitude.
Out in the fields, under the open sky, Patrick discovered something unexpected: in silence, he was not alone. God was there, in the quiet, in the stillness, speaking to his heart. His forced isolation turned into a crucible for an intimate communion with God. Patrick began to pray intensely and frequently, developing a deep and abiding relationship with God. Although he had been raised in a Christian family, Patrick had not previously embraced the faith with much seriousness. The extreme conditions of his captivity and the loneliness of his work herding sheep, however, led him to seek a more profound understanding of his faith. In his later writings, Patrick recounts how his trust and faith in God and his commitment to prayer grew during these years.
Patrick’s turning towards God in the silence and seclusion of the wild was, in essence, a form of what we call today Centering Prayer, although it was not known by that name at the time. Centering Prayer is a method of silent prayer that emphasises a deep, restful communion with God rather than verbal conversation. It is about letting go of thoughts, emotions, and the distractions of the external world to enter into a quiet, intimate space with God.
Like St Patrick, who in his isolation turned his focus inward and found solace and strength in God’s presence, Centering Prayer invites us to let go of our external concerns and distractions, to rest in God’s loving presence. It is about listening more than speaking, being rather than doing. In our world of constant connectivity, where our attention is pulled in a million directions, finding this kind of silence might seem impossible. But it is not. It is in these moments of quiet that we, like Patrick, can find strength, guidance, and a profound sense of God’s presence.
St Patrick’s story is especially meaningful during Lent, a time when we are called to introspection and renewing our faith. Lent challenges us to find our own metaphorical ‘fields’ – those places of quiet and solitude where we can connect deeply with God. It is a time to step back from the chaos of life and turn inward, focusing on our spiritual journey.
So, on this St Patrick’s Day, I invite you to embrace a bit of silence. Find time in your day, even if it is just a couple of minutes, to step away from the distractions and noise. Turn off your phone, step away from your computer, and just be. Be with God. Listen to what he might be saying to you.
If you are interested in trying Centering Prayer, it is a straightforward spiritual practice. Begin by choosing a word that holds special meaning for you, such as ‘Peace’, ‘Love’, or ‘Jesus’, representing your desire to connect with God on a deeper and more intimate level. This word serves as your anchor during the prayer session.
Find a quiet place where you can sit comfortably without interruptions. Close your eyes and silently say your chosen word. This helps focus your thoughts and brings your attention to the present moment.
It is completely normal for your mind to wander while you do this. When this happens, do not worry or get frustrated. Simply, gently bring your attention back to your chosen word. Think of it as a gentle nudge to your thoughts, guiding you back to a calm, silent, and peaceful state.
Aim to do this for about 20 minutes a day. You might find it helpful to set a timer, so you do not have to keep checking the clock. When you are done, do not rush back into your daily activities. Give yourself a couple of minutes with your eyes still closed, to enjoy the loving presence of God and to transition gently to the rest of your day.
This practice is not about achieving perfect focus, but about finding a moment of quiet and restfulness in your day in profound communion with God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It is a simple way to step back from the busyness of everyday life and sanctify the moment.
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