A Stolen Soul

A group of us are trying to create more visibility on the marvellous work of our friend John Moriarty (www.johnmoriarty.net). We are hoping to release a box set of CD’s of some stories narrated by John. A good friend had arranged for us to meet with a publisher during the week so this was an important meeting. The meeting was arranged for 4.30pm on a Wednesday.

For some reason I got an email from a Microsoft Outlook server a day in advance telling me that the meeting had been cancelled. I was disappointed as getting a publisher on board was the last big step in the project. And so it was that I was still in Greystones (where I live) at 3.00pm on the day of the meeting.

I then got a phone call from my friend making sure I was still going to the meeting. At the last minute he had been asked to chair a meeting in work and was tied up. Obviously the meeting was still going ahead! He was not aware of any email cancelling the appointment. I rang the publisher to check had he cancelled the meeting and discovered not only was the meeting going ahead but that John Moriarty was with him at that very moment and that if I could arrive as soon as possible he would wait for me. If there had not been a technology glitch I would not have known this….strange how these things work sometimes.

John was with the publisher following the release of two new books ‘Serious Sounds’ and ‘Urbi Et Orbi’ in hard back. Serious sounds is a mystical journey through the Christian sacraments inspired by a visit John made to Inis Fallen (an island in Loch Leine - one of the Killarney lakes). In particular it focuses on John’s journey back to God through his particular take on the sacraments.
Urbi Et Orbi (to the city and to the world - the name given to the Popes address in St Peters Basilica on Easter Sunday morning) is a book where Johns asks the question what would someone not of our time and religion say in their address to the city and to the world? 

Amazingly, I managed to get from Greystones to Arbor Hill in less than an hour and I arrived to meet John and the publisher at about 4.00pm. (Trust me this is nothing short of miracle in Dublin traffic!).
John looked very weak. He was on his way to the Mater Private that night and would be in Dublin for a few days for an operation known as ‘embolization of the tumours on his liver’. He had been in a lot of pain recently. As usual superficialities were quickly left behind and we started having a discussion on the subject of pain. I did not appreciate at the time the real significance of the conversation as later events would demonstrate….

‘What is the purpose of pain?’ John asked.

‘Wouldn’t you think that with all the intelligence in this Universe that it would have found a better approach than the use of pain!’ 

‘In many ways humans have used the concept of pain to become the dominant species on this planet’

‘When we stare upon the Coliseum or at Auschwitz, we stare upon the cruellest of beasts. The beast of civilisation is infinitely crueler than the beast of the Savannah and until we accept and acknowledge that beast it hungers within….’   

John made his way then to the hospital that evening and I promised him that I would visit him on the Thursday evening. He was due to have the operation on the Thursday morning.

Embolization is a way of occluding (closing) one or more blood vessels that are doing more harm than good. In John’s case the idea here is to literally try and cut off the blood supply to the cancerous tumours on his liver. The main side effect of the procedure is that the patient can experience intense pain as the oxygen supply to the embolized area is cut-off.
The following day I made my way to the hospital to visit John. When I arrived at his ward I was asked was I family to which I said I was not. The nurse explained to me that John was very weak after the operation and that they were only allowing family members visit him at this time. She told me to write him a note which I did. 

A couple of rooms down from his ward I could hear the serious sounds of somebody clearly in pain. The moaning was almost unbearable and I felt sorry both for the poor soul in pain and for John having to listen to the gasps. John is a deeply sensitive man and I imagined him struggling having to listen to those awful sounds.

I pleaded with the nurse but to no avail. I was not family and so I was not visiting John. It was as simple as that. I left the hospital frustrated and annoyed. 

The following day I went back to the hospital and got to visit John. He was extremely weak and on morphine but was able to talk a little.
He had another visitor – a guy called Martin who was a musician. By all accounts he was a great flute player. He used a wonderful metaphor comparing his addiction to the flute to the pursuit of a beautiful woman. You might get a single moment in a whole year where everything works and the music is beautiful and the rest of time you spend dreaming about finding that moment again. When Martin lyrically told stories like this I could see a glimmer of light in John’s eyes and an occasional smile.

However, he was still in pain and drifting in an out of consciousness. We knew it was time to leave him. He looked at me and said:

‘I have lost my mind and I am so sorry I cannot converse with you’

To which Martin replied:

‘John, you lost your mind years ago – it’s too late apologising now!’

And there it was – a transformational moment - a huge beaming smile from John. A moment of pure cheeky genius from Martin had lifted John’s spirit.

‘Ahhh Martin….you are wonderful…thank you Martin, thank you…’ he murmured smiling.

I met Martin outside the hospital afterwards and also thanked him for the gesture. He admitted he had taken a chance but was sure it was the right thing to say at the time. It certainly was.

The following day was Saturday and I found myself with John alone. His skin colour had improved but he was still very weak and still on Morphine. Having watched Martin the previous day I decided to try and lighten the conversation a bit to see could I cheer John up. Needless to say, soon we were talking about Auschwitz and human cruelty again (you better hope I am never your bed side counsellor – groan)….
Our capacity to be cruel is terrifying. And down through history the most terrible acts of cruelty have been committed oftentimes in the name of conflict resolution. The bombing of Dresden, Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the slaughter of Germans in the Russian advance, to name just 3 examples from the 2nd world war. Humans had to become crueller than every other species to get to the point of evolution we are at today. And when awful acts of cruelty by humans were committed equally cruel acts were necessary in response. The beast of the coliseum is alive and well.

 The next stage in evolution needs to acknowledge the animals that we are and in particular to acknowledge the cruelty of the beast of civilisation. 
Underneath this dark night of the soul however is our redemption. It’s a difficult and challenging journey. Freud went down and witnessed the beasts at our core and then retreated. Nietzsche faced them head on and went mad.  John suggests we need to walk hand in hand with God and embrace them for only in that night journey can we possibly move forward. And in that embrace the flute of Orpheus, the means to tame the beasts will be revealed. Without doing the journey, they will remain hungry and will need to be fed (as the Minotaur needs to be fed) and Auschwitz resurrected will always loom and remain a grim possibility in our future….

So having cheered John up I took my leave. 
And so Sunday came.

I was the first of a few people to visit John on Sunday. He was off the morphine and was much more alert and conscious. He shook my hand and we began to talk again about the subject of pain. 

Suddenly there were tears in his eyes. 

‘I now truly hope that Jesus was dead before they speared his side’ he said.

He touched his right side tenderly.

And then suddenly I realised where this was all going. John explained what had happened.
John had had the embolization operation on Thursday afternoon but there had been some administration complication about his pain relief. For some reason, following the operation, there was a long delay before the right pain-killer was administered to him despite the agony he was in. In the meantime he was moved to a room near the end of the ward in an effort to minimise his moans disturbing the other patients.
He had been in agony for five hours without proper pain relief.

The cries of agony that I had heard on Thursday were John’s cries. And that was the reason I was not allowed see him. That was the reason the nurse had stuck to her guns and refused me entry. I suddenly had a deeper respect for what nurses have to put up with. And at the same time I was filled with fury at a health system that could allow this to happen.
It’s really hard to know what to say or do when you feel as powerless as I did then.
John and I had one more conversation before I left the hospital that day. Despite being weak John still has things to tell the City and the World. We talked about nihilism and the feeling of disenchantment in this generation. The post modernist view of the relativity of truth is undermining all sense of meaning.
In Invoking Ireland John talks about the ‘stolen soul’ of our culture and the need to find that soul again. When you look around at the Ireland of today it is not hard to see why John is concerned.  Ireland has certainly become a wealthy country but at what cost? Have we lost our soul? 
And why is it so important that we look after our soul?
With no soul to protect ourselves the beast of civilisation within us runs riot.

In Shamanic cultures all around the world and down through the ages it would be up to the Shaman to journey to the place where the soul of the tribe had been captured and to return with it intact. The Shaman however had to defeat the enemy that had taken the soul in the first place and would often return home from the journey hurt and weakened by the battle.
I cannot help thinking that John’s journey is that of our Shaman.
