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Please attribute the authors of these resources in the Order of Service and in the service itself.

Part 1: Sample Order of Service

Part 2: List of Resources

Part 3: Worship Resources

Part 1: Sample Order of Service

This sample order of service illustrates one way to break the sermon (aka talk, lecture, etc.) into two or three parts. One part would use one of the sermon excerpts provided below, while the other one or two parts would be based on the theme and written and delivered by members of your congregation. An alternative using two parts would be to use two of the sermon excerpts in this packet.
Announcements
Gathering Music

Opening Words
Hymn
Chalice Lighting (either spoken by worship leader or in unison by congregation)
Sung Response #123 Spirit of Life by Carolyn McDade (remain seated)

Spirit of Life, come unto me. Sing in my heart all the stirrings of compassion.

Blow in the wind, rise in the sea; move in the hand giving life the shape of justice.

Roots hold me close; wings set me free; Spirit of Life, come to me, come to me.

Words of Welcome (by worship leader or Board member)
Meeting and Greeting (invite people to greet each other)`
Music 
Exploration I 
Suggested length 5 minutes (500 words) written by a member of the

congregation on the theme. (If you are just doing two explorations, eliminate

this one.)
Sharing of Joys and Sorrows (with lighting of candles or another ritual)
(unison response) For the joys shared, we join you in celebration. For the sorrows and concerns spoken here, may you feel our sympathy and compassion. For all that remains unspoken, both joy and sorrow, may the caring of our community offer you both kindness and hope.

Readings from the Common Bowl (use ten quotes from the Touchstones journal read by two people alternating—don’t read the names of the authors of the quotes, but allow a few beats between them so people can absorb the words and the meaning.)
Exploration II             Use one of the sermon excerpts provided below (ten minutes/1,000 words)
Offering

Reading or Responsive Reading

Exploration III
Suggested length 5 minutes (500 words) written by a member of the

congregation on the theme.

Hymn

Extinguishing the Chalice by Elizabeth Selle Jones (in unison)

We extinguish this flame but not the light of truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of commitment. These we carry in our hearts until we are together again.

Closing Words

Postlude
Part 2: List of Resources

1.0: Opening Words

1.1: Come into this house of worship by Rev. Carolyn S. Owen-Towle (112 words)
1.2: We Are the Prayer by Rev. Annie Foerster (238 words)
1.3: Who do you pray to if you believe in prayer, but do not believe in God? by Rev. Tom McCready (129 words)
2.0: Chalice Lighting

2.1: A Reminder by Rev. Beatrice Hitchcock (58 words)
2.2: Blessed is the fire that burns deep in the soul by Eric A. Heller-Wagner (66 words)
2.3: Deep calls unto deep, joy calls unto joy by Rev. Gordon B. McKeeman (52 words)
3.0: Hymns, Choral Music & Popular Music

      Singing the Living Tradition

3.1: SLT #1 May Nothing Evil Cross This Door (from Prayer for this House)

3.2: SLT #15 The Lone, Wild Bird

3.3: SLT #83 Winds Be Still

3.4: SLT #86 Blessed Spirit of My Life

3.5: SLT #93 To Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love

3.6: SLT #94 What Is This Life 
3.7: SLT #95 There Is More Love Somewhere

3.8: SLT #208 Every Time I Feel the Spirit

3.9: SLT #389 Gathered Here

3.10: SLT #391 Voice Still and Small

      Singing the Journey

3.11: STJ #1001 Breaths

3.12: STJ #1005 Praise in Springtime

3.13: STJ #1009 Meditation on Breathing

3.14: STJ #1031 Filled with Loving Kindness

3.15: STJ #1052 The Oneness of Everything

     Choral Music 

3.16: Prayer of Black Elk by Karen P. Thomas
3.17: Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi by David N. Childs
3.18: O Burning Mountain by Neil Ginsbergarr & Jake Narverud
3.19: Dawn by Robert Bode & Eric William Barnum
     Popular Music

   Prayer

3.20: Praying by Kesha (Official Video) 4:59)

3.21: Like A Prayer by Madonna (Official Music Video) (5:37)

322: California Dreamin’ by The Mamas & the Papas – (2:44)

3.23: Pray For Forgiveness by Alicia Keys (4:53)

3.24: I Say a Little Prayer by Dionne Warwick 1967 Original Million Seller (3:19)

3.25: My Sweet Lord by George Harrison (Official Audio) 4:40)

3.26: Pray For Peace by Reba McEntire (4:07) 

3.27: Down to the River to Pray by Alison Krauss (3:03) 

3.28: Livin’ On A Prayer by Bon Jovi (4:09)

3.29: Pray Your Gods by Toad the Wet Sprocket - [HQ] (5:04)

3.30: Pray For Me by The Weekend and Kendrick Lamar - (Lyric Video) (3:28)

3.31: I Learnt How to Pray by Squeeze (4:23)

3.32 The Prayer by Celine Dion & A. Bocelli (4:20)

   Meditation

3.33: Morning Flower by Natural Living (4:21)

3.34: Rainbow Glimmer by Giordano Trivellato and Sacchetto Giuliano (4:21)

3.35: Pachelbel Canon by Stringspace String Quartet (6:57) 

3.36: Arrival of the Birds & Transformation by The Cinematic Orchestra (7:42)

3.37: Short Calming Mindfulness Meditation to Clear the Clutter in your Mind, written by Mollie Raymond and read by Sara Raymond (7:07)

   Other

3:38: Healing Prayer by Unitarian Universalist Composer Nick Page (8:35)

4.0: Stories & Illustrations

4.1: Songwriting as a Prayer (based on a UU World article by Kimberly French, 2007) (530 words)
5.0: Meditations

5.1: Prayer for the Great Turning by Joanne Sunshower (335 words)

6.0: Prayers

6.1: Thy Will Be Done by Rev. Joseph Barth (171 words)

6.2: The Lord’s Prayer (revised) by Rev. Fred F. Keip, Jr. (75 words)
6.3: The Seed of Unknown Origin by Rev. Bill Neely (290 words)

6.4: God Whose Name is not God by Elizabeth Gish (263 words)

6.5: All of All by Elizabeth Gish (253 words)

7.0: Responsive Readings

7:1: SLT #512 We Give Thanks This Day by Rev. Eugene Pickett

7:2: SLT #519 To be Fearless by Rabindranath Tagore

7:3: SLT #551 Earth Teach from the Ute Indians

7:4: SLT #552 My help is in the Mountain by Nancy Wood

8.0: Readings

8.1: The Lord’s Prayer from Matthew 6 (150 words)

8.2: from Self-Reliance by Ralph Waldo Emerson (80 words)

8.3: Of Prayer by May Sarton (72 words)

8.4: Eagle Poem by Joy Harjo (140 words)

8.5: God or the Horse? by Rev. Christine Robinson (468 words)

8.6: The Essence of Prayer by Matthew Fox (160 words)

8.7: Paying Attention by source unknown (141 words)

8.8: God is in The Bathroom by Anne Lamott (188 words)
8.9: Creating a Garden of Eden by Rev. John Morgan (150 words)

8.10: On Prayer by Czeslaw Milosz (104 words)

8.11: A Laying On of Words by Rev. Angela Herrera (179 words)

8.12: Healing Prayer by Nick Page (285 words)
8.13: Singing in the Night by Rev. David O. Rankin (137 words)

8.14: A Prayer for the Children by Ina J. Hughes (321 words)
8.15: Bad at Meditation by Rev. Taryn Strauss (239 words)

8.16: Praying as Unitarian Universalists by Rev. Wayne Arnason and Rev. Kathleen Rolenz (268 words)
8.17: UU Views of Prayer, edited by Rev. Catherine Bowers 

8.18: How Poets Pray by Angela Herrera (80 words)

8.19: Utterance of the Timeless Word by Rev. Angela Herrera (284 words)

9.0: Extinguishing the Chalice

9.1: We extinguish this flame by Elizabeth Selle Jones (30 words)

9.2: Carry the Flame by Rev. Brian Kiely (53 words)

9.3: A Guiding Light by Rev. Martha Munson (33 words)

9.4: Daring Vision by Rev. Maureen Killoran (31 words)

9.5: It Becomes More by Rev. Amy Zucker Morgenstern (44 words)

10.0: Closing Words

10.1: May the blessings of life be upon us by Rev. Gary Kowalski (52 words)
10.2: Awesome and gracious God by Rev. Polly Leland-Mayer (115 words)
10.3: Cheered by our community by Rev. Burton D. Carley (29 words)
10.4: Go in peace, embraced by the light by Rev. Sarah Lammert (31 words)
10.5: May our lives be blest by Rev. Paul H. Beattie (34 words)
11.0: Sermons

11.1: “How’s Your Prayer Life?” A Sermon on Prayer by Rev. Jan K. Nielsen (excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,409)

11.2: Thanks! Ooops! Gimme! Wow! (A Sermon on Prayer) by Rev. Gary Smith (excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,484 words)

11.3: An Interpretation of the Lord’s Prayer by Rev. Roger Fritts (excerpt, full text at http://www.uce.ca/a-free-and-responsible-search-for-truth-and-meaning-a-case-study/) (1,282 words)

11.4: Prayer by Rev. John Cullinan (excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,343 words)

11.5: To Whom it May Concern: A Sermon on Prayer by Rev. Dr. Patrick T. O’Neill (excerpt. Full text at https://www.questformeaning.org/spiritual-themes/to-whom-it-may-concern/) (1,385 words)

12.0: Readings from the Common Bowl

Part 3: Worship Resources

1.0: Opening Words

1.1: Come into this house of worship by Rev. Carolyn S. Owen-Towle (112 words)
     Come into this house of worship. Come in bringing all of who you are. Rest and quiet your week-worn spirit, for you are here to touch again eternal springs of hope and renewal. 

     Calm your hurried pace. For this hour let the cares, the fretfulness and worry be set aside. Forgive yourself—you are so very worthy of moving on, of making new efforts, of trying again. 

     Know that you are not alone. There is strength and caring support for you here. You will find comfort if you but ask. Look around. You are a part of potential community. You can make it what you will. 

     Enter into this house of worship.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/5194.shtml
1.2: We Are the Prayer by Rev. Annie Foerster (238 words)
     Let us create a prayer together: At the center of the gathered community dwells the Holy. We are the prayer, each and all. One by one, we come to this place — whole and broken, commencing and concluding, laughing and weeping. And soul by soul the prayer begins. ‘Spirit of Life and Love …’
     Two by two, we greet one another — smiling, nodding, speaking, embracing. And in relationship, the prayer continues. ‘Spirit of Life and Love, where we meet is a sacred space…’
     Moment by moment the circle builds, pulsing like four hundred heartbeats. We fill the circle with our breath; we inspire. The circle fills us with wealth; we are inspirited. The prayer rises on our very breathing together. ‘Spirit of Life and Love, where we meet is a sacred space and we are inspired by one another’s presence…’
     This circle will not, cannot, go on forever, yet this circle will never die. What each of us finds here is what we are not. It makes us whole. It gives us strength to go out in the world beyond this holy community, beyond this sacred space, to begin yet another prayer: Let us pray:
     Spirit of Life and Love, where we meet is sacred space and we are inspired by one another’s presence. At the center of the gathered community dwells the Holy. We are the prayer, each and all. We are the prayer, each and all. Amen.
Source: For Praying Out Loud by Rev. Annie Foerster
1.3: Who do you pray to if you believe in prayer, but do not believe in God? by Rev. Tom McCready (129 words)
     And who, or what do you pray to, if you believe that the sacred depth that binds us together and holds us forever cannot be separated from the reality of ourselves, in order to be prayed to?

     Where do you aim your prayers if you truly believe that the beauty and grace and glorious frailty of the human spirit is all the God we need?

     If there is a God who listens, then he or she is listening in the people gathered here. And if the great creator spirit who was before the world began is present here among us, it is in the hearts and in the hopes of the people gathered here that that spirit is within reach. Most real, most near, and most fully with us.

Source: not accessible online
2.0: Chalice Lighting

2.1: A Reminder by Rev. Beatrice Hitchcock (58 words)
The flaming chalice is the symbol of Unitarian Universalism.
It is as an everlasting flame for this community.
It offers its warmth to those who are cold.
It provides light to those who would see.
It purifies and transforms this sanctuary into sacred space,
this congregation into sacred community.
May its flame burn true and high and strong

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/reminder
2.2: Blessed is the fire that burns deep in the soul by Eric A. Heller-Wagner (66 words)
Blessed is the fire that burns deep in the soul. It is the flame of the human spirit touched into being by the mystery of life. It is the fire of reason; the fire of compassion; the fire of community; the fire of justice; the fire of faith. It is the fire of love burning deep in the human heart; the divine glow in every life. 

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/blessed-is-fire
2.3: Deep calls unto deep, joy calls unto joy by Rev. Gordon B. McKeeman (52 words)
Deep calls unto deep, joy calls unto joy, light calls unto light. Let the kindling of this flame rekindle in us the inner light of love, of peace, of hope. And “as one flame lights another, nor grows the less,” we pledge ourselves to be bearers of the light, wherever we are.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/deep-calls-unto-deep
3.0: Hymns, Choral Music & Popular Music

      Singing the Living Tradition

3.1: SLT #1 May Nothing Evil Cross This Door (from Prayer for this House)

3.2: SLT #15 The Lone, Wild Bird

3.3: SLT #83 Winds Be Still

3.4: SLT #86 Blessed Spirit of My Life

3.5: SLT #93 To Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love

3.6: SLT #94 What Is This Life 
3.7: SLT #95 There Is More Love Somewhere

3.8: SLT #208 Every Time I Feel the Spirit

3.9: SLT #389 Gathered Here

3.10: SLT #391 Voice Still and Small

      Singing the Journey

3.11: STJ #1001 Breaths

3.12: STJ #1005 Praise in Springtime

3.13: STJ #1009 Meditation on Breathing

3.14: STJ #1031 Filled with Loving Kindness

3.15: STJ #1052 The Oneness of Everything

     Choral Music 

3.16: Prayer of Black Elk by Karen P. Thomas
(voicing: SATB) (level: medium) (length 4:20) (piano)
“‘Hear me, four quarters of the world. A relative I am!’ This profound statement of the prayer of Sioux Indian Black Elk dramatically begins this piece. Upbeat in tempo, with a spirited piano accompaniment and great harmonic color, this is a welcome addition to repertoire related to peace or humanity.”
Source: https://sbmp.com/SR2.php?CatalogNumber=1085
3.17: Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi by David N. Childs
(voicing: SATB) (level: medium) (length 3:42) (piano)
“Stunning beauty to equal that of the chapel of Assisi has been created by composer Childs. Singers will revel in the glorious melodies that embrace this piece. A violin (or flute) adds color to the keyboard accompaniment.”
Source: https://sbmp.com/SR2.php?CatalogNumber=296
3.18: O Burning Mountain by Neil Ginsbergarr & Jake Narverud
(voicing: SATB) (level: medium) (length 3:11) (piano)
“The profound 13th century poetic prayer by Mechtild of Magdeburg has been dramatically set to music.”
Source: https://sbmp.com/SR2.php?CatalogNumber=1205
3.19: Dawn by Robert Bode & Eric William Barnum
(voicing: SATB) (level: medium) (length 2:00 ) (a cappella)
“Dawn is a musical meditation on the coming light-filled day and all the possibilities that it possesses. ‘From the door’s soft opening and the day’s first sigh, filling the room, I see before me a life of doors, one opening on another....’ The final moments of this remarkable a cappella work are like clouds of color forming and disappearing, ending in a tranquil silence.

Source: https://www.jwpepper.com/Dawn/10276775.item#/submit
     Popular Music

   Prayer

3.20: Praying by Kesha (Official Video) 4:59)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v-Dur3uXXCQ
3.21: Like A Prayer by Madonna (Official Music Video) (5:37)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=79fzeNUqQbQ
322: California Dreamin’ by The Mamas & the Papas – (2:44)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qhZULM69DIw
3.23: Pray For Forgiveness by Alicia Keys (4:53)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tJuLbbaeypQ
3.24: I Say a Little Prayer by Dionne Warwick 1967 Original Million Seller (3:19)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kafVkPxjLYg
3.25: My Sweet Lord by George Harrison (Official Audio) 4:40)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SP9wms6oEMo
3.26: Pray For Peace by Reba McEntire (4:07) 

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YHbv4M8d3As
3.27: Down to the River to Pray by Alison Krauss (3:03) 

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zSif77IVQdY
3.28: Livin’ On A Prayer by Bon Jovi (4:09)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lDK9QqIzhwk
3.29: Pray Your Gods by Toad the Wet Sprocket - [HQ] (5:04)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CFXTWhsbE6U
3.30: Pray For Me by The Weekend and Kendrick Lamar - (Lyric Video) (3:28)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XR7Ev14vUh8
3.31: I Learnt How to Pray by Squeeze (4:23)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uJ7kmrGnqJ4
3.32 The Prayer by Celine Dion & A. Bocelli (4:20)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FK5VulNn3so
   Meditation

3.33: Morning Flower by Natural Living (4:21)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7BeyMtdc8Z0
3.34: Rainbow Glimmer by Giordano Trivellato and Sacchetto Giuliano (4:21)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fNZ6PkycJIE 
3.35: Pachelbel Canon by Stringspace String Quartet (6:57) 

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jJRdLZyOU4w
3.36: Arrival of the Birds & Transformation by The Cinematic Orchestra (7:42)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n88MReEC27k
3.37: Short Calming Mindfulness Meditation to Clear the Clutter in your Mind, written by Mollie Raymond and read by Sara Raymond (7:07)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6kVVrE_sCNA
   Other

3:38: Healing Prayer by Unitarian Universalist Composer Nick Page (8:35)

Based on words from the spiritual “Balm In Gilead” led by Nick Page with Jeannie Gagné. Performed at General Assembly.

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GOqVDz2eE_A
4.0: Stories & Illustrations

4.1: Songwriting as a Prayer (based on a UU World article by Kimberly French, 2007) (530 words)
     She was born in 1935 and raised in Louisiana to a Southern Baptist family rooted in a rural America of farming communities and small towns. Her mother was a teacher and a homemaker. Her father worked with farmers through the Department of Agriculture. It meant that they moved around a lot. She lived in a series of small rural towns, which was hard because she was shy. It made it hard to make friends, but her sister was an important source of support and companionship.

     One day something remarkable happened. It was the day that a piano was delivered to her home. She did not come from a singing family, so the piano’s arrival was something of a mystery. She didn’t ask why, she just began playing with the piano before she began playing with the piano. The sounds and songs that she made up were a source of quiet joy. Her parents didn’t force her to play or practice, nor did they complain about her playing. Time at the piano became precious, a gateway to another world, a space to explore both music and herself. 

     She loved to play the piano and to sing. There was a freedom in doing this that she didn’t experience in church. It was as if she was creating her own religion.

     When she finished high school and began attending a small state college to become a teacher, she stopped singing and playing the piano. For some reason she thought that they were childish things that she had to put away in order to become an adult. 

     Her life was affected growing up during World War II, which the United States entered when she was six. Seeing the horror of war in newsreels and war movies, she became a peace activist. Her views were further shaped by the racism and economic injustice that she witnessed growing up in the South.

     She and her husband discovered Unitarian Universalism when they began attending the UU church in Austin, Texas. When they moved to Boston in the mid-1960s, they began attending the Arlington Street Unitarian Universalist church, where she also worked for a time as the secretary. A student minister there was planning a worship service for women and invited her to help selecting the music for the service. Frustrated that she couldn’t find many songs written by women, she stayed up late one night and sang what she wanted to say to her three daughters who were asleep upstairs. That experience became the song, “Come, Daughter.”
     Years later, in the 1980s she became involved in opposing U.S. policies in Central America. One evening after attending a meeting on Central American solidarity at a college, she finally arrived at home exhausted and discouraged. Walking through her house in the dark, she arrived at her piano, and started playing. Slowly a tune and words to a song emerged. Looking back she realized it wasn’t composed, it was prayed into being. She doesn’t even call it a song, she calls it a prayer. Each week countless Unitarian Universalist churches sing that prayer during their worship service. We know it as Spirit of Life, which was written by Carolyn McDade.

     Source: https://www.uuworld.org/articles/carolyn-mcdades-spirit-life?p=
5.0: Meditations

5.1: Prayer for the Great Turning by Joanne Sunshower (335 words)

May the turning of the seasons & the turning of the leaves save us.
May we be saved by the worms, the beetles & the microbes turning the soil.
May we be saved by the turning of vegetation into compost
& the turning of compost into rich soil.
May the turning of seeds into plants & the turning of flowers
into fruits save us.
May the grasses & weeds, the vines & mosses all conspire to save us.
May we be saved by the turning of sprouts into saplings, of saplings into trees,
& the trees into forests.
May the scurrying, foraging, pouncing & lumbering of the animals save us.

May the breath of heaven in the breezes & the stormy winds save us.
May the dance of the butterflies, & the musical flight & return
of the birds save us.
May we be saved by vapors turning into clouds & by the turning of
the ever-changing clouds into rain.
May the waters flowing from springs into the lakes save us.
May the streams flowing into rivers, the rivers into seas,
& the great heaving of the oceans save us.
May we be saved by the patient turning of the rocks, the hills,
the mountains, & the volcanoes.
May the metabolism of the climates of the Earth save us.
May the turnings of all Beings great & small move us to find wisdom in our own turnings.

May we be saved by our waking & sleeping, by the rhythms of our blood
& our appetites, by the cycles of birthing & nurturing, injury & healing,
mating & nesting, loss & discovery, joy & mourning.
May we find in time the grace to turn to one another, & may this turning
also become our salvation.
May we learn to benefit the life of Earth with peace, humble in our needs,
& generous in our giving.
May we learn to celebrate the abundance of life with gratitude, & to embrace
the Earth with our bodies in return.

Source: https://vaipl.org/resources/prayers/
6.0: Prayers

6.1: Thy Will Be Done by Rev. Joseph Barth (171 words)

Abiding and abounding spirit in whom is our life and all our ways, we praise thee that thou hast made us, each one, centers of consciousness, gifted with freedom, open in sympathy, lighted in conscience and sources of responsibility. O God, by thy truth and power deliver us from the vanity which leads us to suppose ourselves, each one, thine only child, in consciousness directed chiefly to our own pains and hopes, disregarding others in the use of our freedoms, in love with ourselves and loving none else, with conscience insisting that we be served as highest good and our responsibility abdicated unless we be its profiteer. Reveal thyself to us who art the ultimate situation of our lives, in whom all our judgments are returned to us as judgment made upon ourselves. So pray we, O God, not as helping to make thee, too, the servant of any private interest but seeking understanding of ourselves, in the light of an elder brother’s life who prayed: “Thy will be done.” Amen.

Source: no longer online
6.2: The Lord’s Prayer (revised) by Rev. Fred F. Keip, Jr. (75 words)
Indwelling God, who art infused throughout all existence, we hallow thee with many names. Thy Kingdom is within the human heart. We accept life for all that it can be, on earth as throughout all creation. May we continue to draw sustenance from this earth, and may we receive forgiveness equal to our own. May we ever move from separation toward union, to live in grace, with love in our hearts, forever and ever. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/5589.shtml
6.3: The Seed of Unknown Origin by Rev. Bill Neely (290 words)

     Let us pray, 

     What shall we name you today, how shall we call you forth, by what shall we know you? 

     Are you Love greater than feeling, are you Truth truer than reason? Shall we call you Hope fueling all life, or Source of all beginnings and endings? Are you the gentle Father? Are you the sustaining Mother? Today, will you be our Trusting Companion or our Loving Guide? Shall we name you All? Shall we call you One? Are you all of these? Are you Mystery? 

     In humility, may our hearts call you whatever they will call you, knowing that all are just fine for now, knowing that while our language may be limited, love is not. With openness and with courage, may we seek to know you, even though we can’t define you, may we experience you, even though your truest nature is a mystery to us. 

     May you be the seed of unknown origin growing in our hearts and minds, a seed whose creation we do not understand and whose destiny we cannot foretell, but whose growth nonetheless nourishes our minds and refreshes our hearts, regardless of whether we can express it or not. For it is in our moments of greatest joy and greatest sorrow, our times of great fear and great hope, or even when we are accompanying someone close to us as they move through those moments, that we often find ourselves wordless or our language lacking. And yet the experience may be, even with diminished verbosity, abundantly holy. 

     Let us continue to call you what we will with honesty and humility. And let us know you, in some form, in moments of great joy and great sorrow, and all times in between. Amen.

Source: no longer online
6.4: God Whose Name is not God by Elizabeth Gish (263 words)

god whose name is not god,
spirit whose love exceeds our comprehension,
we ask that you are with us as week journey through this life,
through this week.

it is hard to be the person we want to be.
it is hard to be the community that we would like to be.
the work of love and justice often makes for weary souls,
and sometimes broken hearts.

While we know that it is only in learning to be at peace with ourselves that we can be peace within the world…

this is just very hard.

a life imagined and a life envisioned,
is sometimes very different than a life lived.

this morning, we ask for the serenity that we need to love our life as it is.
to find peace in the bumps and challenges and pains and aches and beauty and joy that is all mixed up together.

let us learn and work to focus on those things in our life that we can be grateful for.

let us learn to let the waves of sorrow wash over us, and have the strength and the peace to be washed anew, baptized by the waters of life that are gentle and rough and beautiful and dark all at the same time.

god whose name is not god,
spirit whose love exceeds our comprehension,

be with us as we do that hard work of love and justice.
we seek gratitude for the joys of our life.
we seek comfort for our aches.
we seek love and peace for our souls.

amen and blessed be.

Source: https://elizabethslittleblog.org/category/prayer/
6.5: All of All by Elizabeth Gish (253 words)

all of all

love of all love, peace of all peace, depth of depth

so often, in the midst of all we do, as we are washing dishes… sending email… going to work… and doing all the things we do day in and day out,

we can forget that our time here on this earth is both a gift and a miracle.

do not let us forget.

because sooner than we think, a tomorrow will come and it will be our last tomorrow and we will have missed the miracle. we will have emailed, and worked, and complained, and watched tv through the miracle.

we will have let the sunrises, the fresh air, the warmth of a bed, the taste of our orange juice, the first snows, and the cricket chirping slip by as we go about doing all of our so important things.

we will have let our pain and struggles and our tasks and achievements and our accumulation of things obscure the enchantment and richness that can be life.

love of all love, peace of peace, depth of depth –

let us find the holy in all that makes up our life.

let us slow down. stop doing. and learn to simply be.

may we find the holy in our coffee, in the spider whose lovely eight legs carry her effortlessly over her web, in the kiss goodnight, in the hot meal, fuzzy blanket, and in the chill of the dark night air. may we be seekers and makers of the holy.

amen and blessed be.

Source: https://elizabethslittleblog.org/category/prayer/
7.0: Responsive Readings

7:1: SLT #512 We Give Thanks This Day by Rev. Eugene Pickett

7:2: SLT #519 To be Fearless by Rabindranath Tagore

7:3: SLT #551 Earth Teach from the Ute Indians

7:4: SLT #552 My help is in the Mountain by Nancy Wood

8.0: Readings

8.1: The Lord’s Prayer from Matthew 6 (150 words)

     Beware of practicing your piety before men in order to be seen by them...But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your (Spirit) who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

     And in praying do not heap up empty phrases ...that (you) will be heard for (your) many words. Pray then like this:

     Our Father who art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done, On earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread; And forgive us our debts, As we also have forgiven our debtors; And lead us not into temptation, But deliver us from evil.

     For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father also will forgive you; but if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.

Source: Matthew 6: 9-13
8.2: from Self-Reliance by Ralph Waldo Emerson (80 words)

Prayer is the contemplation of the facts of life from the highest point of view. It is the soliloquy of a beholding and jubilant soul. It is the spirit of God pronouncing his works good...As soon as a man is at one with God...he will see prayer in all action. The prayer of the farmer kneeling in his field to weed it, the prayer of the rower kneeling with the stroke of his oar, are true prayers heard throughout nature.

Source: Self-Reliance by Ralph Waldo Emerson
8.3: Of Prayer by May Sarton (72 words)

It is a mistake, perhaps, to believe 
That religion concerns you at all; 
that is our own invention, 
Longing for formal acceptance 
To a formal invitation. 
But yours to be the anarchist, 
The thrust of growth, 
And to be present only in the 
Prayer that is creation, 
In the life that is lived, 
Love planted deeper than emotion, 
Pure Idea that cannot break apart, 
Creator of children or the work of art.

Source: http://uudb.org/articles/maysarton.html
8.4: Eagle Poem by Joy Harjo (140 words)

To pray you open your whole self 

To sky, to earth, to sun, to moon 

To one whole voice that is you. 

And know there is more 

That you can’t see, can’t hear; 

Can’t know except in moments 

Steadily growing, and in languages 

That aren’t always sound but other 

Circles of motion. 

Like eagle that Sunday morning 

Over Salt River. Circled in blue sky 

In wind, swept our hearts clean 

With sacred wings. 

We see you, see ourselves and know 

That we must take the utmost care 

And kindness in all things. 

Breathe in, knowing we are made of 

All this, and breathe, knowing 

We are truly blessed because we 

Were born, and die soon within a 

True circle of motion, 

Like eagle rounding out the morning 

Inside us. 

We pray that it will be done 

In beauty. 

In beauty.

Source: https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46545/eagle-poem
8.5: God or the Horse? by Rev. Christine Robinson (468 words)

     An immigrant from Russia was explaining to his children and grandchildren about life in the Old Country, and told a story about his father. One winter’s day, his father was away from home with his horse and sleigh, and a terrible blizzard began. Soon, the man could no longer see through the storm. He was lost and afraid and cold. The wolves howled. It looked like he might not make it back to his family. He thought he might die.

     The man slackened his hold on the reins, letting the horse find the way while he prayed. The horse took off. The wolves seemed very close. On went the horse. Eventually, the man realized that the looming shapes ahead were his house and barn. He leaped out of the sleigh, led the horse into the barn, ran into his own house and fell to his knees in thanksgiving to God for his deliverance.

     As his descendants breathed a sigh of relief at the story’s happy ending from the warmth and comfort of their New World home, the youngest child whispered to her cousin: “He should have thanked the horse.”
     Here’s what I have come to believe about prayer. In the end, there is only a shade of difference between thanking God and thanking the horse. Both are good, both are prayer. You could say that one acknowledges a mystery and another does not, but what greater mystery is there, after all, than the mystery of horsy knowledge of the invisible world, which brings a man safely home to his family?

     And if it was the peasant’s ability to pray which allowed him to drop the reins and trust that mystery, who is to say whether the effect of prayer came before the storm (allowing him to trust his horse) or during it (guiding the horse or affecting the storm, or even spurring the horse on with the voices of wolves)? For it is surely likely that if the man had tried to blunder through the storm, tight-reined, on his own wits, he would have confused his horse and perhaps, in his anxiety, missed the shadow that was his home and his barn. He would thereby have frozen in the pastures beyond.

     I see prayer as a slackening of the reins when all else is bound to fail—the willingness to give ourselves up to the healing powers and creative possibilities of a porous universe in which horses and still small voices can speak to us, soothe us, lead us, teach us, sometimes even save us. It’s not an obvious truth; it’s quite counterintuitive, after all. And so we must pay attention and remember and be thankful, and tell the stories. All of that, be it by word or song or a sigh too deep for words, is prayer.

Source: https://www.questformeaning.org/spiritual-themes/god-or-the-horse/
8.6: The Essence of Prayer by Matthew Fox (160 words)

The adult question to put to prayer is: Who is asking what of whom? …[I]t is not we who ask God’s action in prayer but it is [God] who waits for us to become what we already are; to act with a new spirit and a new vision…a humanist spirituality, one that accepts [humankind] as God’s image in the universe, joins chorus with science’s respect for the unlimited capacity of [humans] to know and affect the universe…prayer, from the personal or psychological point of view, is before all else the process of responding to life …prayer is a process of rerooting oneself, or better, ourselves. From a personal point of view, the essence of prayer, even of a mystical experience, is the way we are altered to see everything in its life-filled dimension, to feel the mysteries of life as they are present within and around us. The process implies change. Let your behavior change, modeled by your new mind. 

Source: Prayer: A Radical Response to Life by Matthew Fox
8.7: Paying Attention by source unknown (141 words)

An old Maine farmer was standing motionless in the middle of his hay field one late afternoon in October as the colors of the sunset were spreading across the sky. Some fall foliage tourists happened to be driving by and saw him as he took three steps to his right and stood there, motionless, facing west. Their curiosity was aroused so they slowed the car down to watch him further. After another minute, the farmer took three more steps to the right and again stood there, motionless, facing west. Wondering what kind of fall ritual they might have chanced upon, the husband could no longer contain himself and rolled down the car window, shouting to the farmer, “Hello there. Could you tell me what you’re doing?” Whereupon the Maine farmer slowly turned around and in his own loquacious way replied, “Noticin’.”
Source: no longer online
8.8: God is in The Bathroom by Anne Lamott (188 words)
“Help” is a prayer that is always answered. It doesn’t matter how you pray—with your head bowed in silence, or crying out in grief, or dancing. Churches are good for prayer, but so are garages and cars and mountains and showers and dance floors. Years ago I wrote an essay that began, “Some people think that God is in the details, but I have come to believe that God is in the bathroom.” Prayer usually means praise, or surrender, acknowledging that you have run out of bullets. But there are no firm rules. As Rumi wrote, “There are hundreds of ways to kneel and kiss the ground.” I just talk to God. I pray when people I love are sick, and I prayed when I didn’t know whether I should have a baby. I pray when my work is horrible, or suddenly, miraculously, better. I cried out silently every few hours during the last two years of my mother’s life. I even asked for help [once] in coping with George W. Bush…. When I am in my right mind, which is about twice a month, I pray kindly.
Source: Plan B: Further Thoughts on Faith by Anne Lamott
8.9: Creating a Garden of Eden by Rev. John Morgan (150 words)

The vacant lot had been an eyesore for years, so inhospitable that even street thugs no longer went there. An elderly man from the next block began to putter in the lot. He removed the trash, cleared away the rocks, and began to till the soil. Curious passerby’s began to take an interest in the progress, one or two stopping to help. The man’s own life grew richer for the folks he met on the lot. By season’s end flowers bloomed as the garden struggled to establish itself. The next summer a veritable Garden of Eden fed the neighbors with beauty for the eye and food for the body. A local parson stopped by to admire the lot. “Isn’t it marvelous what the Lord has done here?” he rhapsodized to the old man. “Yes,” responded the gardener, “but you should have seen it when the Lord was working it alone.”
Source: Awakening the Soul: A Book of Daily Devotions by John C. Morgan

8.10: On Prayer by Czeslaw Milosz (104 words)

You ask me how to pray to someone who is not.
All I know is that prayer constructs a velvet bridge
And walking it we are aloft, as on a springboard,
Above landscapes the color of ripe gold
Transformed by a magic stopping of the sun.
That bridge leads to the shore of Reversal
Where everything is just the opposite and the word ‘is’
Unveils a meaning we hardly envisioned.
Notice: I say we; there, every one, separately,
Feels compassion for others entangled in the flesh
And knows that if there is no other shore
We will walk that aerial bridge all the same.

Source: https://martinchallis.com/on-prayer-by-czeslaw-milosz/
8.11: A Laying On of Words by Rev. Angela Herrera (179 words)

     I know you are wicked busy, but I need a prayer right now. I’m going into emergency surgery, my friend texts. I picture her on the hospital bed with her stomach in knots, casting prayer requests into the 3-G network.

     I see the pre-op unit in my mind: rows of beds and blue curtains bent around corners; staff taking vitals, handing out pills, putting in IVs; student chaplains making nervous rounds, having been on-call all night, having seen some of yesterday’s pre-ops sipping juice, and having seen some dead. Exactly what use is a prayer?

     I text a blessing back: Love is all around you. I am holding you in my heart. And careening through cyberspace, it tumbles together with the blessings sent by her other friends at the exact same moment—all the words weighty with friendship histories and intimate knowing: the loves-hearts-God-protects-safe-prayers-healings. Picture them pouring into her hospital room, sparkling through the air, landing all over her: a laying-on of words. See her brow un-knit and peace sweep through her body. A prayer is love in motion.

Source: Reaching for the Sun by Angela Herrera
8.12: Healing Prayer by Nick Page (285 words)
     I composed a piece of music called “Healing Prayer,” to be sung by combined choirs and congregations. I wrote it because a dear friend had been diagnosed with leukemia. He asked that his friends neither visit him nor call him, but rather that we simply pray for him. And people prayed—even many who had never before given prayer a thought. My friend is now well on his way to recovery. I am far too scientific to say that our prayer healed him, but I know that those of us who prayed found a deeper connection to him, to each other, and to the world we live in—and I know that my friend also found that connection between self and all things. I also know that this connection was more than mere thoughts—it was tangible—as tangible as the medical treatment he also received.

     Growing up in the Unitarian Universalist faith has been a wonderful evolution for me. The words from Psalm 42 have become very meaningful: “As the deer longs for the stream, so my soul longs for Thee, O God.” My longing is for the elation of compassionate connectedness—that incredible feeling of being a part of all actions—God or Creation as a verb—a self-organized interdependent event. I composed the “Healing Prayer,” not because I believe in a higher power, but because I believe in a living universe with energies both powerful and subtle—all mysterious. At the end of “Healing Prayer,” members of the congregation may offer the names of those in need of healing. It is a powerful moment—an emotional moment—a spiritual moment. We touch that which we long for—the living spirit of Creation.

Source: https://www.uduuf.org/services/2013-06-02/prayer-uu-world
8.13: Singing in the Night by Rev. David O. Rankin (137 words)

I love to pray, to go deep down into the silence: To strip myself of all pride, selfishness, and coldness of heart; To peel off thought after thought, passion after passion, till I reach the genuine depths of all; To remember how short a time ago I was nothing, and in how short a time again I will not be here; To dwell on all joys, all ecstasies, all tender relations that give my life zest and meaning; To peek through a mystic window and look upon the fabric of life—how still it breathes, how solemn its march, how profound its perspective; And to think how little I know, how very little, except the calm, calm of the silence, and the singing, singing in the night. Prayer is the soul’s intimacy with God, the ultimate kiss.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/108226.shtml
8.14: A Prayer for the Children by Ina J. Hughes (321 words)
We pray for the children
who sneak popsicles before supper,
who erase holes in math workbooks,
who can never find their shoes. And we pray for those who stare at photographers from behind barbed wire,
who can’t bound down the street in a new pair of sneakers, 

who never “counted potatoes,”
who are born in places where we wouldn’t be caught dead, who never go to the circus, who live in an X-rated world.


We pray for the children who bring us sticky kisses and fistfuls of dandelions, who hug us in a hurry and forget their lunch money.
And we pray for those 

who never get dessert, who have no safe blanket to drag behind them,
who watch their parents watch them die,
who can’t find bread to steal, who don’t have rooms to clean up, whose pictures aren’t on anybody’s dresser,
whose monsters are real.


We pray for the children who spend their allowance before Tuesday,
who throw tantrums in the grocery store and pick at their food, 

who like ghost stories,
who shove dirty clothes under the bed,
who never rinse out the tub,
who get visits from the tooth fairy,
who don’t like to be kissed in front of the carpool,
who squirm in church and scream in the phone,
whose tears we sometimes laugh at and
whose smiles can make us cry.


And we pray for those
Whose nightmares come in the daytime,
Who will eat anything
Who have never seen dentist,
Who aren’t spoiled by anybody,
Who go to bed hungry and cry themselves to sleep,
Who live and move, but have no being


We pray for the children
Who want to be carried and for those who must,
Who we never give up on and for those who don’t get a second chance.
We pray for those we smother and for those who will grab the hand of
anybody kind enough to offer it.

Source: https://ccdocle.org/?wpfb_dl=365
8.15: Bad at Meditation by Rev. Taryn Strauss (239 words)

     Meditation is not about perfection. It is not about perfect silence, or perfect focus, or the perfect amount of light. You do not have to be good. You only have the let the soft animal of your body love what it loves, says the poet Mary Oliver.
     …The practice of meditation is not arrival. Do you know what nirvana literally translates to? It means “blowing out, and becoming extinguished.” The time has not come for us to be extinguished, or emptied.
     It’s the struggle, the intention, the discipline- that’s the practice. Not escaping from the world, or from yourself. Rather, let it in. Welcome the stranger into your meditation. You do not have to be someone who is naturally unbothered. It’s okay to struggle, the struggle is the the point.  
     In so many parts of our lives, not just meditation, we want to be good.  We want to do the right thing, say the right thing always.
Minister and mystic Rev. Howard Thurman joins us in our inner struggle to be someone who is good.
His is a meditation of desire, and returning to remember what he desires most.  
He writes,
I want to be better than I am in the responsibilities that are mine:
I am conscious of many petty resentments.
I am conscious of increasing hostility toward certain people.
I want to develop an honest and clear prayer life.
I want to be better than I am.
Source: https://www.uuca.org/bad-at-meditation-by-taryn-strauss/
8.16: Praying as Unitarian Universalists by Rev. Wayne Arnason and Rev. Kathleen Rolenz (268 words)
     Prayer can cut through our intellectual barriers and touch our hearts, enabling us to feel truly held and embraced by community and by love. Led by a minister or worship leader who pulls a prewritten prayer from the hymnbook minutes before delivery, it can also leave us bored. At its best, prayer is a conversation between people and their minister, their community, the world, or their God.

     The most meaningful prayers are not cleverly written but sincerely delivered. Cerebral prayers can leave us cold. The purpose of prayer is to put the mind and the heart together in a spirit of attentive, calm, and quiet awareness. When a prayer does not contain a shred of the person who offers it, it is a hollow echoing of words, regardless of its poetry, craft, or style. The preacher or worship leader must know the congregation well enough to speak to their condition that day. “Canned” prayers seldom have the power of a prayer that has been born in the moment.

     The purpose of prayer in transformative worship is to allow enough silent time in the worship for transformation to occur. When we sit together in silence, when we lift up in prayer the gamut of human experience and emotion, we create a time to reflect on these things. When we are invited to a period of meditation and can focus on our breath or a word or an image, the action has the ability to distill our thoughts. When we can listen fully and reflectively to the “still small voice” within, we may be surprised and encouraged by what emerges.

Source: https://www.uuworld.org/articles/praying-as-unitarian-universalists
8.17: UU Views of Prayer, edited by Rev. Catherine Bowers 

In this pamphlet, eight Unitarian Universalists respond to the questions “How do you pray?” “Why do you pray?” and “What role does prayer play in your life?” These questions, of course, assume an affirmative response to the previous question, “Do you pray?” Some Unitarian Universalists would simply respond, “No.”
Source: http://www.uuabookstore.org/Assets/PDFs/3035.pdf
8.18: How Poets Pray by Angela Herrera (80 words)

     What do you do with the secret verses of your heart? With your need for redemption, the story without words? With paradoxical truths, too private and nuanced to share, that cannot be printed or spoken aloud?

     You weave their energy into a poem, carefully, carefully, over and under and through, luminescent strands that cannot be un-teased, until the poem is shot through with light from an unknown origin. And you whisper it into the dark. Breeze-forms delivered into the deep.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/how-poets-pray
8.19: Utterance of the Timeless Word by Rev. Angela Herrera (284 words)

     You bring yourself before the sacred,
before the holy,
before what is ultimate and bigger than your lone life
bigger than your worries
bigger than your money problems
bigger than the fight you had with your sister and your aches and pains
bigger, even, than your whole being, your self who is
part of
and trapped within
and blessed with
a body that does what you want
and doesn’t do what you want
and wants all the wrong things
and wants all the right things...

     You stand at the edge of mystery,
at the edge of the deep,
with the light streaming at you,
and you can’t hide anything—not even from yourself,
when you stand there like that,
and then...what?

     Maybe you call your pastor and say,
What is this?
What am I looking at?
What do I do?
And your pastor comes and stands at the edge with you
and looks over.
She can’t hide anything either, she thinks,
not even the fact that she doesn’t know the answer to your question,
and she wonders if you can tell.

     She thinks of all the generations who’ve come there before you
and cast words out ​toward the source of that light,
wanting to name it.
Somehow, she thinks to herself, the names stayed tethered to the aging world and got old
while the light remains timeless and burns without dimming.

     Meanwhile,
the armful of worries you brought to the edge of mystery
have fluttered to your feet.
Unobscured by these, you shine back, light emanating unto light.
You, with your broken heart and your seeking,
you are the utterance of the timeless word.
The name of the Holy is pronounced
through your being.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/poetry/utterance-timeless-word
9.0: Extinguishing the Chalice

9.1: We extinguish this flame by Elizabeth Selle Jones (30 words)

We extinguish this flame but not the light of truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of commitment. These we carry in our hearts until we are together again.

Source: SLT #456
9.2: Carry the Flame by Rev. Brian Kiely (53 words)

The Chalice is now extinguished, but its light lives on in the minds and hearts and souls of each one of you. Carry that flame with you as you leave this place and share it with those you know, with those you love, and most especially, with those you have yet to meet.

Source: http://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/carry-flame
9.3: A Guiding Light by Rev. Martha Munson (33 words)

We extinguish the chalice here that it might glow gently in our hearts.

May it light your path as you leave this place.

May it guide your way until we are together again.

Source: http://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6049.shtml
9.4: Daring Vision by Rev. Maureen Killoran (31 words)

We extinguish this chalice flame,
daring to carry forward the vision of this free faith,
that freedom, reason and justice
will one day prevail in this nation and across the earth.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/daring-vision
9.5: It Becomes More by Rev. Amy Zucker Morgenstern (44 words)

     When we take fire from our chalice, it does not become less.
It becomes more.
     And so we extinguish our chalice, but we take its light and warmth with us,
multiplying their power by all of our lives, and sharing it with the world.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/it-becomes-more
10.0: Closing Words

10.1: May the blessings of life be upon us by Rev. Gary Kowalski (52 words)
And now may the blessings of life be upon us and upon this congregation. May the memories we gather here give us hope for the future. May the love that we share bring strength and joy to our hearts, and the peace of this community be with us until we meet again.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/5966.shtml
10.2: Awesome and gracious God by Rev. Polly Leland-Mayer (115 words)
     Awesome and gracious God -- you who are the power that brings us to life and the spirit that sustains us -- forgive us for being less than we might be. Guide us to become what is in our power to become, in your service. 

     Send us out from this place of worship and time of celebration, to live lives of hope -- to be nurturers of the vision of wholeness -- and to serve as healers in this wounded world. 

     All this we ask in the name of those to come, and in the spirit of those who have gone before. Grant us wisdom -- grant us courage -- grant us your peace. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/5969.shtml
10.3: Cheered by our community by Rev. Burton D. Carley (29 words)
Cheered by our community, blessed by our covenant, uplifted in mind, and renewed in spirit, go forth with courage and in peace to meet the days to come. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/5970.shtml
10.4: Go in peace, embraced by the light by Rev. Sarah Lammert (31 words)
Go in peace, embraced by the light and warmth of our gathering. Go in love, ready again to struggle on. Go in beauty, shining forth like a lamp for freedom. Amen!

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/5972.shtml
10.5: May our lives be blest by Rev. Paul H. Beattie (34 words)
May our lives be blest according to the depth of our love, the persistence of our faith, our willingness to forgive and be compassionate, and in proportion to our yearning to be free. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/5986.shtml
11.0: Sermons

11.1: “How’s Your Prayer Life?” A Sermon on Prayer by Rev. Jan K. Nielsen (excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,409)

     I know it’s a personal question…: “How’s your prayer life?” We don’t always talk freely with one another when it comes to our spiritual lives. We can find it easier to talk about our financial lives or our love lives than about our inner lives. A lot of people do pray, though. From survey to survey, the numbers show that from 75 to 90 percent of Americans say we pray and yet, I know no one who feels very good at it. 

     “I am a failure at prayer,” writes the Episcopal priest and renowned preacher, Barbara Brown Taylor. “When people ask about my prayer life (she says) . . . my mind starts scrambling for ways to hide my problem... I start talking about other things... I would rather show someone my checkbook stubs than talk about my prayer life. I would rather confess that I am a rotten godmother, that I struggle with my weight... than confess,” she says, “that I am a prayer-weakling.” Have you ever felt like a “prayer-weakling”? I know I have. So, what about you? What’s your story with prayer?

     Maybe you try to pray but you feel inept – the words that come may seem awkward or not quite enough. That’s been my story. Maybe silence, as much as we might want it, feels hard because the mind just won’t stop. I think we’ve all been there. Maybe you’re not quite able to get over the question of to whom or to what we might pray, so you don’t pray much, if at all. That’s also been my story. How can I pray, I would ask myself, if I’m not sure I believe in God? Maybe you’ve known times of darkness in your life and, through prayer, you found your way to the light. That, too, is my story and many of you have told me it is yours as well. One thing about prayer I know for certain, and it’s something I have learned both from my own journey and from walking alongside so many of you: prayer can change lives.    

     …What can prayer bring to the journey of the soul and how might prayer change our lives? …We turn first to …Mary Oliver, who, in a single sentence, teaches us how to begin to pray. Listen again to her words: “It doesn’t have to be / the blue iris, it could be. / weeds in a vacant lot, or a few / small stones; just / pay attention, then patch / a few words together and don’t try / to make them elaborate, this isn’t / a contest but the doorway / into thanks, and a silence / in which / another voice may speak.”
     …I am a part of a group of people who are learning to be spiritual guides – people who serve as prayer companions to others and also to the faith communities we serve. .

     …Last week, this was our assignment: take 20 minutes in silence, …to take a long, loving look at the objects [that were] placed around the room. There was a lot to see and feel and smell --flowers of orange and red and gourds of green and gold, sand and shells from the shore, rocks and fresh earth and rosemary and lavender – but amid all that beauty, quite unexpectedly, I found myself …drawn to a table of old, rusty tools. 

     …As I sat before this array that included wrenches and hammers, crowbars and planes, I was surprised by my tears. I thought of my father, the man who, when I was a young girl, had placed in my small hands tools like these and taught me not only their names but also how to use them. This is the man who, perhaps unrealistically sometimes, thought his little girl could do anything – the one who had me, at age eleven, driving a farm truck and at age twelve, driving a fork lift at a construction site. My tears, in part, were tears of longing as I missed my father, gone now for nearly two decades. My tears, though, were mostly tears of deep gratitude, both for his life and for the way he taught me to believe in myself. 

     Sitting before those heavy, brown tools made of iron was like sitting before a sacred shrine. I found myself, in the words of the poet, “patch(ing) a few words together,” words that felt shabby and even a little rusty, a prayer that carried my soul through “the doorway into thanks and a silence in which another voice may speak.” In the silence, I began to sense another voice: I could imagine with complete clarity my father reminding me that no matter what life might bring, I carry inside myself the tools to do whatever I need to do and I know how to use them.  

     In the silence, whose voice did I sense? Was it my inner voice, my inner knowing? Or did I hear my Daddy speaking to me through the voice of the Holy, the voice of my God? Is there any difference? Is there any difference between our deepest knowing and the voice of the Holy? When we open our hearts in prayer, we start to wake up to life and we start to see the Holy in the red autumn leaves, we start to see the Holy in the eyes of our lover, we start to see the Holy in our own souls. When prayer awakens us, we can begin to hear a knowing that comes both from deep within us and from beyond us.  

     The first lesson of prayer is: pay attention. Too much of the time in our culture we can lapse into living on auto-pilot. It’s as if our souls are asleep, our hearts numb to life. It happens, and when it does we can find ourselves, in the words of that old gospel hymn, “standing in the need of prayer.” No matter what our spiritual path and no matter our theology, all of us stand in the need of prayer. Sometimes we need to say thank you. Sometimes we just need to catch our breath. Sometimes our burdens become heavy and we need a place to lay them down, if only for a time. Sometimes we need to wake up. Sometimes we need to ask for help to find within ourselves the tools we need -- the wisdom and strength to do what life calls us to do. 

     Life sometimes calls us to change and that bring us to the second lesson about prayer: change. …Through prayer - open, honest, soul searching prayer - we can pay attention – we can look into our souls and face our own darkness so that we can move toward the light. Prayer, the mystics teach, is struggle. Through prayer, we can struggle with our own angels, the angels of our better natures and, by grace, we can change. 

     …”Prayer,” writes Kathleen Norris in words that I love, “is not asking for what you think you want, but asking to be changed in ways you can’t imagine.” Even if we don’t muster the courage to ask to be changed, once we begin to walk what the poet names “a velvet bridge,” we open our hearts to change. 

     …When we step onto the “velvet bridge” of prayer, we can begin to see what we couldn’t before. We can see that the way things have been doesn’t have to be the way things always will be. I would find my way to work that gives me deep joy – and what a blessing it is to be one of you ministers. Whatever our life situation, prayer can take us to that shore of reversal where we both change directions and are changed. Prayer is the springboard – the force that can lead to change on this journey of the soul. 

     All of us on this journey of the soul…. Life is too short to live it spiritually asleep. Prayer wakes us up to this life where, in Thoreau’s words, “Heaven is under our feet as well as over our heads.” The Latin root of the English word “prayer” means “to depend on grace.” Whatever mysteries lie beyond the realm of our knowing, we are all in need of grace. My prayer for all of us is that, by grace, we will awaken to the miracles within us and around us and, by grace, find our way home. 

11.2: Thanks! Ooops! Gimme! Wow! (A Sermon on Prayer) by Rev. Gary Smith (excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,484 words)

     All credit to one of my former colleagues, Rudy Nemser, for the sermon title…. Thanks…Ooops…Gimme…Wow.” Those four categories, he said once, are the four types of prayer. There’s a sermon here, somewhere. 

     …For reasons I’ll explain as I go along, I think the order should be: Prayer as “gimme,” prayer as “ooops,” prayer as “wow,” prayer as “thanks.” 

…My first memories of prayer came from the Protestant prayers I said every day as I was growing up:  “Now I lay me down to sleep,” I would pray just before bed. “I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.” 

     Could I have known what I was saying? If I did, I only remember that my prayer hastily went on to a list of people whom I wished to bless--my mother and father, my brothers, my grandparents, my dog, if I wanted to prolong the time until the lights went out. And at meals:  “Bless this food to our use and us to thy loving service.” I learned the Lord’s Prayer in Sunday School….

     I grew up, responding to a God with a Big Eye. This kind of God calls for the prayers that begin, “Give me, give me, give me. Help me, help me, help me.” This is a familiar stage, a common part of religious development, mine and maybe yours, not only in childhood, but in our adulthood, too, cycling back at unexpected moments. 

     I think we move through these four stages of prayer, “gimme, oops, wow, thanks,” over and over in our lifetime. 

…”Addressing, questioning, calling on another who is not we, a being beyond our [knowledge],” Gail Godwin writes, “enables us to move beyond our autobiographical boundaries. We are more than we know…This is what I hoped to convey at the end of my novel, Father Melancholy’s Daughter, when twenty-two-year old Margaret Gower, having chronicled her personal history to date, addresses she-knows-not-Whom in her diary. ‘Oh, You. Who are You? What do You want of me? What will I be doing on this day next year?…Do You know yourself, or is it left partly to me? Are you withholding my life from me, or unfolding it with me? Are you an eternal parent or are we eternal partners?’ “ 

     And that last question, “Are you an eternal parent or are we eternal partners?” is precisely the question that moved me out beyond the “gimme, gimme” of my childhood prayers and the “oops” of my adolescence when I called on God, the Big Eye, to somehow intervene in my life to make things right again. 

     I moved through adolescence and youth groups, annual Youth Sundays, church camps, and all the while, I was, in Brendan Halpin’s words, “too tied in knots intellectually to pray.” I was a Unitarian and did not know it. On my way to theological school, I was praying words others might have expected to hear, fulfilling other people’s expectations.

     …I began my ordained ministry in the United Church of Christ in which I, when leading worship, used some of the familiar prayers from my childhood, prayers from the back of the hymnbook, prayers from Dag Hammarskjold, prayers from whatever passed in those days for the Cliff Notes of Prayer. I was entering an understanding of prayer that came between the first two, “gimme” and “oops”, and the later prayers of “wow” and “thanks.” That is, I was firmly in the stage of rebellion, a stage of spiritual development that, for me, lasted, oh say, twenty-five years or so. During the worst parts of this stage, when others would lead prayer, I would not bow my head. I would not close my eyes. I would show them. I would show God, in whom I firmly did not believe. But I would show God, anyway. 

     “Are you an eternal parent or are we eternal partners?” was the question that took me from the United Church of Christ ministry to a ministry within Unitarian Universalism, a dawning recognition for me that religion was becoming too great to be small, my understanding of whatever God was, was becoming too wide to be narrow. I was moving away from my faith in, my understanding of, a personal God, a God to whom one could address prayers. I am talking, so who is listening, I would ask. I am praying, so who is hearing? 

     I should not leave you believing that I did not grow in my understandings during this long period of what I am calling my stage of rebellion. I did grow. …Michael Luckens, the rabbi at Kerem Shalom, gave me many years ago a copy of Song of The Heart, the Shabbat prayer book the Jewish community here in Concord uses in their worship. In it, I found this prayer, and it was a transformational moment for me when I read it, because it captured for me what prayer meant: 

“We cannot merely pray to You to end war; for we know You made the world in a way that we must find our own paths to peace within ourselves and with our neighbors. We cannot merely pray to You to end starvation; for You have already given us the resources with which to feed the entire world, if we would only use them wisely. We cannot merely pray to You to root out prejudice…to end despair…to end disease. Therefore, We pray to You instead for strength, determination, and willpower, to do, instead of just to pray, to become, instead of merely to wish, for Your sake and for ours, speedily and soon, that our land may be safe, and that our lives may be blessed.”
     “We pray to You…to do, instead of just to pray,” and when I first read those words, some piece of me opened, and I knew that, from that point on, I could bow my head in prayer or keep my head up, I could close my eyes or I could keep my eyes open. It did not matter. It does not matter. What does matter in prayer is how authentic we are, I think, how real we are, what it is in you and is in me that enables us to reach down and touch all that is holy for us, reach up for the sky, reach out to others. I was no longer praying for God or “To Whom It May Concern” to do something for us, but rather I would be praying for strength and determination to handle the doing ourselves. 

     All this led me, I think, to the later stages in my understanding of prayer, the categories of “wow” and “thanks.” I mean by “all this,” the need I had to rebel, to turn away from, to find my own way to the “wow” of recognition and awareness, find my own way to the “thanks” of gratitude and acceptance. “At a certain point you say to the woods, to the sea, to the mountains,” writes Annie Dillard, “Now I am ready. Now I will stop and be wholly attentive…The silence is all there is. It is the alpha and the omega. It is God’s brooding over the face of the waters; it is the blending note of the ten thousand things, the whine of wings…Pray without ceasing,” she says. 

      I stand here, knowing full well that I may, at any moment, have to return to the prayers of “gimme” and “oops.” It happens without warning, I know that much. But the prayer palette is fuller for me now--astonishment and gratitude, prayers without words, are now part of my spiritual life. I love the metaphor the poet Czeslaw Milosz uses…: “You ask me to pray to someone who is not. / All I know is that prayer constructs a velvet bridge / and walking it we are aloft, as on a springboard, / above landscapes the color of ripe gold / transformed by a magic stopping of the sun. / That bridge leads to the shore of Reversal / where everything is just the opposite and the word ‘is’ / unveils a meaning we hardly envisioned. / Notice: I say we; there, every one, separately, / feels compassion for others entangled in the flesh / and knows that if there is no other shore / we will walk that aerial bridge all the same.”
     “Prayer constructs a velvet bridge…and…if there is no other shore [we] will walk that aerial bridge all the same.” …[I share] …this prayer by Thomas Merton, by way of Carl Scovel, …slightly adapted,  to close: “I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I cannot know for certain where it will end. But I know you will lead me by the right road, though I may know nothing about it.” A velvet bridge indeed. 

11.3: An Interpretation of the Lord’s Prayer by Rev. Roger Fritts (excerpt, full text at http://www.uce.ca/a-free-and-responsible-search-for-truth-and-meaning-a-case-study/) (1,282 words)

     …During difficult moments of my life I pray. I know that my silent, private prayer will not change the unchangeable. Nevertheless, in moments of doubt and fear my short, silent prayers give me comfort. They help me cope by calming me and soothing my emotions.

     …I do not believe that if I say the right words something magical will happen. Still when the pressures build up, I find myself closing my eyes or looking off in the distance and talking silently to myself and to the unity that connects the universe, the ground of being.

· I pray that I make the right decisions as I live my life.

· I pray that the people I know and love, my family, my friends, and the members of this congregation will be kept safe.

· I pray for peace for all people.

· I pray out of Thanksgiving for all the blessings of life.

     …Of all the prayers that people have written and spoken, the one used most often by Christians is the Lord’s Prayer.

     Obviously one reason it is so popular is that Jesus is likely to have actually said some of these words. The prayer appears in two forms in the New Testament—the shorter version in Luke and the longer version in Matthew. Many scholars believe the shorter version in Luke to be closer to the original. Using the New Revised Standard Version as the translation, Luke wrote:

Father,
Hallowed be your name.
Your Kingdom come.
Give us each day our daily bread.
And forgive us our sins,
for we ourselves forgive
everyone indebted to us.
And do not bring us to the time of trial.
     …A second reason the Lord’s Prayer is important to so many people is the act of repetition. 

     …Third, I think the power of the prayer is tied to the meanings of the words. According to the story in Luke, Jesus was praying. When he finished, a disciple said to him, “Lord, teach us how to pray, just as John the Baptist taught his disciples.” Jesus spoke the words of the prayer.

     In Matthew Jesus said, “When you pray, go into a room by yourself and shut the door behind you.” Then in Matthew’s story he spoke the words of the Lord’s Prayer.

    OUR FATHER, WHO ART IN HEAVEN . . . ...All experts on the Bible agree that when he addressed God, Jesus spoke the word “Abba” the Aramaic word for Father. Jesus used a familiar form of address and then asked his followers to regard the familiar name as sacred.

     Jesus did not say My Father, or Your Father, but Our Father. In those two words Jesus including everyone, despite their sex, their ethnic or racial background, or their life history. All of us, he said, share a common, familiar God. In these two words, Our Father, Jesus challenged the tendency of the Jewish community of his day to fragment itself and in the name of God to reject some of its own members. Personally, I prefer to begin by saying “OUR MOTHER, FATHER WHO ART IN HEAVEN . . .” This represents the inclusive spirit that Jesus taught.

     The prayer continues: HALLOWED BE THY NAME. Some Bible scholars have suggested a better modern translation is “Your name be revered” instead of HALLOWED BE THY NAME, illustrating the fact that scholars are not poets.

     I like the word “hallowed,” which means “greatly loved, greatly respected.” I like the way my mouth feels when I say it and the way it looks on a page. I like the way it is not an overused word, like the adjectives “wonderful” or “excellent” or “fantastic.” In our own nation’s history the word appears in another sacred document, when Abraham Lincoln said, at Gettysburg: “. . . in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we cannot hallow—this ground.”
     …THY KINGDOM COME. THY WILL BE DONE, ON EARTH, AS IT IS IN HEAVEN. Jesus did not speak these words. The author of Matthew’s Gospel added them. Still I like them. In the evenings when the sky is clear, I look up into the night sky and see the stars, the moon, and the planets. These words of the prayer remind me of the universe of stars. They put my life in context. My few years of life are part of a vast universe of matter and energy, and I think of my very limited understanding of that universe. Much of it is a mystery. I feel humble as I imagine the scale of the universe.

     GIVE US THIS DAY OUR DAILY BREAD. The prayer moves from cosmology to our practical everyday needs. Jesus probably taught his disciples to ask only for bread for the day.

Most of us are lucky enough to take our daily meals for granted. We are one or two or three generations away from the farming life of our grandparents. We are blessed with great plenty. It is easy to take our daily bread for granted.

     …Some of you know much better than I of hunger and starvation in Asia, Africa, and South America. I pray that all people will be provided with the bread we need for the day.

     AND FORGIVE US OUR TRESPASSES, AS WE FORGIVE THOSE WHO TRESPASS AGAINST US. Today, Bible Scholars believe that this part of the prayer originally read: “Forgive our debts to the extent we have forgiven those in debt to us.” For Jesus these words concerned the plight of the oppressed poor of his time, whose debts were probably overwhelming.

     Forgiveness is one of the most difficult and pervasive elements in Christian ethics. …I define forgiveness as the effort to understand ourselves and others. If we truly understand ourselves and others, we may be better able to heal the pain inside us. We try to understand ourselves and other people, not as a favor to them, but so we can let go of the past and get on with our lives. This, I believe, is forgiveness. It is a great release, a fresh beginning.

     AND LEAD US NOT INTO TEMPTATION, BUT DELIVER US FROM EVIL This was the original end of the prayer. Modern Bible Scholars, proving again that they are not poets, suggested that here what Jesus really said was, “And please don’t subject us to test after test, but rescue us from the evil one.”
     In classical Greek, the word translated “temptation” means “a test,” and refers to any experience that tries our health or our will. An illness, a death, a financial crisis, any hardship is a “test,” a temptation to which I may prove unequal. So we pray, “help me into the future. Save me from myself.”
     …Personally, at times of stress and crises I find the words of the Lord’s Prayer comforting and reassuring.

· Part of the comfort comes from the familiarity of the words that I have heard repeatedly during my life.

· Part of the comfort comes from the associations I have with the words. Spoken first by Jesus, I have heard the words said in religious sanctuaries, safe places, holy places, when I have worshiped with friends and family. 

· Part of the comfort comes from the meaning of the words themselves, which ask for daily bread, for forgiveness, and for freedom from temptation.

     But when I feel the stresses of my life building up; when I have been wrong; when I have promised more than I can do; when I find myself in conflict with another person; when I am faced with illness in myself or in others; I take a deep breath, and say a short, silent prayer. And I pray for strength, for wisdom, and for humility. 

11.4: Prayer by Rev. John Cullinan (excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,343 words)

     I have had a rocky relationship with prayer. Even in my early life as a Roman Catholic, prayer was never a large part of my routine, outside of Sunday Mass. When I put aside the church in my early adulthood, I put aside all thought of prayer as well. And when I returned to the church through the doors of Unitarian Universalism, I returned to a congregation that did not, as a rule, pray. I assumed it was not a UU practice, and at the time, I didn’t feel as though I was missing anything.

     …[When] ….I was starting my [ministerial] internship at my teaching congregation. I was gung ho for the experience. I had fire in my belly. I was going to get out of the classroom, and write killer sermons, and do what I loved most: preach.

     …Imagine my dismay, then, when I discovered I’d only be delivering six sermons throughout the entire church year. I was crushed. “What will I be doing all the other Sundays?” I asked. “On the Sundays you don’t preach,” I was told, “you’ll be giving the prayer.” Prayer? Me? Have I shared with you my shaky history with prayer? And anyway, I thought we’d rejected all that. I certainly had. Who needs prayer?

     It’s another one of those trigger words isn’t it? Prayer. It is one of the most commonly recognized and, at the same time, completely misunderstood religious practices. Everybody knows what prayer is. Even someone who’s never set foot in a church in their lives knows what prayer is. Images and myths about prayer permeate popular culture. It’s an unavoidable phenomenon.

     In the popular psyche, prayer equals asking some higher power for some material good or personal attribute one doesn’t already have — and maybe shouldn’t have. Think for a moment, how most children’s prayer is presented within the popular understanding: Dear God, Please make Santa give me a basketball for Christmas. Amen. The wants are simple as children, and as the child grows to adulthood, the idea of prayer doesn’t grow any more sophisticated, and the wants just get bigger and bigger, until we end up with a cottage industry of phenomena like The Secret, or Joel Osteen and his “prosperity gospel,” or any other of a myriad of hucksters masquerading as enlightened teachers telling anyone who’ll listen (and pay for the privilege) that that million dollars and the 10 bedroom mansion and the luxury car they’ve been wanting is just one prayer away.

     The entire message of Jesus can be wrapped up for these folks in the words “ask and you shall receive.” And the ask is for something considerably more than “daily bread.” All the while, the huckster gets richer, and we’re no closer to the million dollars or the house or the car. And if this is what prayer is in the great national psyche, then of course we reject it. And we’re right to. Because what most people can be seen praying for in public is selfish or obscene — or both.

     And furthermore, why would we want anything to do with a God who’d answer prayers like that in the first place?

     Too right, we don’t need prayer. We’re better off without it. And yet, every week I stand up here and invite you all to join me in prayer. So, obviously this is not the end of the sermon.

     What do I mean when I say prayer? Who, or what, if anything, am I praying to? To find my answer, I need to reach far back into time and across an ocean.

     In the deserts of Egypt, as early as the third century CE, the men who would be known as the Desert Fathers began to gather into community. They were in pursuit of a life of prayer — not prayer as petition or a shopping list, but prayer as a way of life, an intentional practice in which all action, be it contemplative or physical, was directed towards an exploration of the interior of the heart, to discover their untapped gifts so that they could bring them forward into community and join them with their brothers in service of humanity and of their God.

     To sing together was prayer, to silently meditate was prayer, to prepare food was prayer — all of that prayer aimed towards naming the values and the purpose of the community. And when they prayed in the name of Jesus, they were not summoning a divine gift-giver, but were instead calling forth an image of how they felt the world should be, bringing into their consciousness an exemplary life as a blueprint for their own.

     Prayer, then, defined the community, gave it purpose, and bound it together. As I began to pray with my teaching congregation each week, this is the purpose I began to see, as well: To evoke an image of what the community should be. To remind us of our core values. To name those values is a powerful act, and a necessary one, in any community.

     …Prayer is not the cosmic shopping list, or the magic words of comfort. It is a public acknowledgment of a process of becoming — the community that is becoming the community that should be.

     It is because of this communal focus that I choose the word prayer. I know many who prefer the word “meditation” to “prayer” — but meditation is only one aspect of prayer, a focus on the inner workings of the heart and spirit, an activity that, at its best, leads back into the communal reflection of the broader prayer.

     Prayer has become for me, even more than the sermon, the most important part of worship. And that’s saying something, coming from someone who gets so much joy from preaching. In fact, I would go so far as to say that the two, prayer and worship, are essentially linked. Worship is a wonderful Old English word that means simple “worth-shaping” — giving shape to what we find, ultimately, worthy. To worship is to give a name to our values and our ultimate concerns. And the intent of the pastoral prayer is just that.

     Why do I place the prayer above the sermon? Think of the work of the congregation as that of building a fire. It is a fire that grows out of our passion for what is right and just and true. That fire requires a spark, a glowing coal at its heart in order to burn bright enough and hot enough. The sermon is fuel for the fire. …The fuel can only feed the fire if the ember is already there and well cared for.

     The prayer within worship is the act of tending to that spark — the values and concerns that sit at the heart of this community. It is a reminder of our most essential needs for being together. To borrow a phrase from the poet, Archibald MacLeish - to pray is to “blow on the coal of the heart” of this community.

     You’ve probably noticed that the prayer doesn’t vary much from week to week. Some of the language may change, but the essential sentiments remain much the same. They are the images of this community I wish to invoke: The gracious and beloved spirit of community; the circle of care and concern; all the milestones of life that connect us and are embraced in that circle; the potential of the circle to sustain us, [and] the worthiness of each person to a place in that circle.

     These are just some of the basics of the model of community I wish to build. Before I preach one word, these are the images we need to call to mind. These are the images I need to call to mind. We must blow on the coal of the heart, tend to the spark of the community, or the fuel will only smother it before it can grow. Prayer is the blueprint for community. And in turn, as the community grows, its work and its process becomes the prayer. …So may it be.

11.5: To Whom it May Concern: A Sermon on Prayer by Rev. Dr. Patrick T. O’Neill (excerpt. Full text at https://www.questformeaning.org/spiritual-themes/to-whom-it-may-concern/) (1,385 words)

     The very first prayer I ever learned as a child was a bedtime prayer, taught to me by my Grandmother. It went like this: “God bless me and keep me a good boy, and spare me for a good end. Amen.” My Granny, an old-country Irish widow who lived with us when I was growing up, was a very devout Catholic woman, and although she was never showy or public about it, she was a world-class champion pray-er.

     Prayer was my Grandmother’s instinctive response to all of life’s primary situations. She prayed when she was happy, she prayed when she was sad, she prayed when she was frightened or worried or puzzled or grateful or hopeful. She would utter a quick grace before every meal. And she had a habit of whispering a silent prayer whenever she heard a siren go by. When I asked why she did that, thinking it must just be some little superstition of hers, she said “no, not at all. A siren always means that some poor soul is in some kind of crisis; a little prayer for them can’t hurt.” Indeed, I am sure that a prayer from my Grandmother, for any poor soul, carried a lot of weight.

     My Grandmother’s understanding of prayer was very clear and traditionally Catholic and Christian in concept. To her, prayer was a spoken or silent reverent communication from a person to a personal God. According to my Grandmother’s faith, the relationship of God to human was a parental relationship of Father to child, and one spoke to God as to a father, literally. 

     One communicated one’s fears, concerns, gratitudes, and hopes. And God, in return, like a wise and loving Father, would listen to our prayers, and provide for us as only He in His Divine wisdom knew best. Sometimes prayers would seem to be answered – the wishes expressed in the prayers would seem to be granted. Sometimes, however, our wishes were not to be granted. This, we were to assume, was because God had, well, other plans for us.

     My colleague, Thomas Schade at our church in Worcester, MA wrote: “Our faith advances not by paying attention to all that we doubt, but by paying attention to what makes us sigh, what makes us groan, what makes us tear up, what makes us shudder, what makes us gasp, what startles us and surprises us. What makes us ache. Where once we cherished our doubts, now we need to name our longings.” 

     …To name our longings. Prayer is naming our loves, healing our hurts, confiding our fears.

     …I am absolutely certain that my Grandmother’s rockbound faith never wavered one iota on the outcome of any prayer she ever offered. She had a difficult life, with many setbacks, many hardships, many sorrows and disappointments. But she always prayed her next prayer with the same sincerity, and the same complete confidence that she had God’s personal ear.

     Having grown up with my Grandmother’s example and in my Grandmother’s church, I never questioned much her teaching about prayer until the time came when I first doubted the existence of a personal God, Father or Mother. If one’s definition of prayer is limited to the concept of a personal conversation, however reverent and sincere, between two distinct beings, then prayer made little sense once God was de-personalized. Or so I reasoned at the time.

     The problem with such an analysis is that it concentrates on criticizing the form of prayer over the substance. What I should have heard in my Grandmother’s myriad prayers (and what I recognize now, many years later) was her exquisite ability to articulate through prayer her feelings of joy, gratitude, hope, love, regret, fear, and praise that sprang forth from her poetic soul. 

     But because the form of her expressions usually began with words like, “Our Father” or “Dear Lord” or “Dear God,” as a young man I arrogantly disregarded the deep and moving content of those prayers as meaningless or misdirected or purposeless. Of course, that kind of critique is the classic case of throwing out the baby with the bath water. It is the most shallow and simplistic or theological analyses. It hears the words of prayer, but it fails utterly to hear the music of prayer. It condemns the form of faith without honoring the witness of faith.

     What my Grandmother really understood, and what she was never afraid to demonstrate to us, was that there are times when a human soul cries out in mourning, and there are times when a human soul sings forth in gratitude for the sheer joy of life. (“i thank you god for most this amazing day, for leaping greenly spirits of trees and blue true dream of sky, for everything which is natural, which is infinite, which is yes!” ee cummings)

     There are moments in every life of sheer terror, and there are confessional moments, too, of regret and inadequacy and alienation and loneliness, and the awareness that we have hurt others or “made choices of lesser goods” in Von Ogden Vogt’s memorable phrase. 

     There are moments when the beauty of the earth is almost overwhelming to us. (Recall Edna St. Vincent Millay’s great line, “Lord, I fear Thou’st made the world too beautiful this year…prithee, let not one leaf fall.”) And there are also moments when we know the frustration and the desperation of tragedy, when we would invoke every power in the universe to change the course of some disastrous event. (“Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”)

     Whether those elemental human feelings and expressions are sent forth in the form of personal address to a Godly Being, or whether they are held in a more inward acknowledgement, as in meditation, the substance and the necessity of prayer in the religious life remain the same. A religious life that deals with the fullness of existence, from joy through bitterness, from celebration through grief, must give voice to these varied scenes of the human journey. 

     That, properly understood, is what prayer is about: “giving voice to the human predicament.” Rheinhold Neibuhr’s original line about prayer has been reworked any number of times by different theologians, but it bears repeating here. He said, “Prayer does not change things; prayer changes people, and people change things…. Prayer is not hearing voices, prayer is acquiring a voice.”
     …After many years of wrestling with the notion of prayer, I find myself at this point in my life more appreciative of its value and potential power for many people, respectful of the faith which calls it forth, increasingly tolerant of the limits of language which make almost any prayer seem awkward or inadequate.

     I like the fact that our UU diversity of beliefs makes us choose our words of prayer carefully. In the Jewish Testament, the name of Yahweh could not even be spoken aloud, even in prayer. I think there’s a certain religious wisdom in that. Even in an acquired voice there is that which cannot be given a name sometimes.

     …But whether we see ourselves in relationship with a personal god, or whether prayer for us is the pouring out of an acquired voice, I would suggest to you today that prayer has a powerful and potentially significant place in the life of religious liberals.

     It may indeed be something quite different for us than we learned from our parents or grandparents. Or it may be exactly what we learned from them in essence, only given our own form, and our own voice. Human experience hasn’t changed so very greatly, not on the deepest levels – and neither has our human need to give voice to our living.

     There’s an old joke that we Unitarian Universalists begin all our prayers with the phrase, “To Whom It May Concern.” I realize that is meant to be a slap at our open theology, but, in truth, that feels to me like a very honest salutation for a prayer, more honest and more appealing than many of the dead liturgical recitations, spoken without inflection, feeling, or sincerity, in some of the liturgies in the houses of worship on any Sunday in any town in America. I respectfully suggest that “Whomever It Does Concern” will appreciate our hesitation, and She might even appreciate our humility!

     Somebody say Amen!

12.0: Readings from the Common Bowl

“Prayer is not asking. It is a longing of the soul. It is daily admission of one’s weakness. It is better in prayer to have a heart without words than words without a heart.”   Mohandas Gandhi

“If the only prayer you said was thank you, that would be enough.”   Meister Eckhart

“The thing about meditation is: You become more and more you.”   David Lynch

“I have been driven many times upon my knees by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to go. My own wisdom, and that of all about me, seemed insufficient for the day.”   Abraham Lincoln

“Prayer in action is love, love in action is service.”   Mother Teresa

“Why must people kneel down to pray? If I really wanted to pray I’ll tell you what I’d do. I’d go out into a great big field all alone or in the deep, deep woods and I’d look up into the sky—up—up—up—into that lovely blue sky that looks as if there was no end to its blueness. And then I’d just feel a prayer.”   L.M. Montgomery
“Prayer is not asking for what you think you want, but asking to be changed in ways you can’t imagine.”  Kathleen Norris

“Meditation is not to escape from society, but to come back to ourselves and see what is going on. Once there is seeing, there must be acting. With mindfulness we know what to do and what not to do to help.”   Thích Nhất Hạnh

“To give pleasure to a single heart by a single act is better than a thousand heads bowing in prayer.”   Mohandas Gandhi

“For Pueblo people, pottery is a prayer realized in physical form. Pottery holds life because pottery is the vessel created from the sacred earth.”   Marie Battiste

“You pray in your distress and in your need; would that you might pray also in the fullness of your joy and in your days of abundance.”    Khalil Gibran

“Certain thoughts are prayers. There are moments when, whatever be the attitude of the body, the soul is on its knees.”    Victor Hugo

“The goal of meditation isn’t to control your thoughts, it’s to stop letting them control you.”   Anonymous

“I’m still agnostic. But in the words of Elton Richards, I’m now a reverent agnostic. Which isn’t an oxymoron, I swear. I now believe that whether or not there’s a God, there is such a thing as sacredness. Life is sacred. The Sabbath can be a sacred day. Prayer can be a sacred ritual. There is something transcendent, beyond the everyday. It’s possible that humans created this sacredness ourselves, but that doesn’t take away from its power or importance.”   A.J. Jacobs
“Agnostic’s Prayer: Oh God, if there is a God, save my soul, if I have a soul.”   Ernest Renan

“Meditation is an essential travel partner on your journey of personal transformation. Meditation connects you with your soul, and this connection gives you access to your intuition, your heartfelt desires, your integrity, and the inspiration to create a life you love.”   Sarah McLean

“Why is it that when we talk to God we’re said to be praying, but when God talks to us we’re schizophrenic?”   Lily Tomlin

“He prayed as he breathed, forming no words and making no specific requests, only holding in his heart, like broken birds in cupped hands, all those people who were in stress or grief.”   Ellis Peters

“Meditation needs no results. Meditation can have itself as an end. I meditate without words and on nothingness.”   Hélène Cixous 

“All his prayers of the past had been simple concrete requests: God, give me a bicycle, a knife with seven blades, a box of oil paints. Only how, how, could you say something so indefinite, so meaningless as this: God, let me be loved.”   Truman Capote

“The world is holy. We are holy. All life is holy. Daily prayers are delivered on the lips of breaking waves, the whisperings of grasses, the shimmering of leaves.”   Terry Tempest Williams

“I have lived with several Zen masters—all of them cats.”   Eckhart Tolle
“Prayer does not change things; prayer changes people, and people change things.”   Lon Ray Call

“Pray not for crutches but for wings.”   Phillips Brooks

“Meditation is not a way of making your mind quiet. It’s a way of entering into the quiet that’s already there.”   Deepak Chopra

“Purring is not so different from praying. To a tree, a cat’s purr is one of the purest of all prayers, for in it lies a whole mixture of gratitude and longing, the twin ingredients of every prayer.”    Kathi Appelt
“Prayer is not sending in an order and expecting it to be fulfilled. Prayer is attuning yourself to the life of the world, to love, the force that moves the sun and the moon and the stars.”   David Steindl-Rast

“Laughter is also a form of prayer.”   Søren Kierkegaard

“The prayers we weave into the matching of socks, the stirring of oatmeal, the reading of stories, they survive fire.”   Ann Voskamp

“We must remember that the test of our religious principles lies not just in what we say, not only in our prayers, not even in living blameless lives—but in what we do for others.”   Harry S. Truman

“I believe that reading and writing are the most nourishing forms of meditation anyone has so far found. By reading the writings of the most interesting minds in history, we meditate with our own minds and theirs as well. This to me is a miracle.”   Kurt Vonnegut 
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