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First Reading

Our first reading this morning comes from a wonderful

Little book of meditations and reflections that I picked up 

This summer at the Unitarian Universalist General Assembly in

Portland, Oregon.

I first shared it a few weeks ago at the monthly session I lead for

The facilitators of our small groups, also called Covenant groups,

That I am keen on emphasizing as much as I can this year,

Hoping more of us will considering joining one.

When I read it everyone there said they wanted to use it as the subject

For one of their upcoming sessions.

“And,” they said, “why not use it for one of your sermons?”
They are a wise bunch, so here we are.

This reading comes from one of our ministers, Barbara Merritt,

Who has been the minister of the First Unitarian Church in Worcester 

For the last 25 years.

This reflection, which is really a short sermon, is called “You Get Used to It.”

How many Unitarians does it take to change a light bulb in our congregation?

Answer: none.  We don’t change light bulbs.

It is enough for us to sit in the darkness and remember the light of the past.

True story:  When I arrived at First Unitarian in Worcester in 1983,

I was told the lights under the sanctuary balcony didn’t work, 

Had never worked, and couldn’t be fixed.

It was not a big deal.  We have few services in the evenings,

And there are plenty of lights in that sacred space that do work.

Only our new sexton, Ron Lundin, did not believe that they were

Forever broken.  He decided to investigate.  He took off the glass

Plate and found a thick, dark coating of dust and dirt.

He thought, “There’s no way it could be just the light bulbs,

But I’ll put in a fresh one, just to see what happens.”

And then the miracle occurred, “and there was light and it was good.”


Incredulous, he changed the bulbs in the other six fixtures,

And light poured forth.  Apparently the bulbs had burned out in 1939

And no one ever changed them.

The dust he removed from the recesses was in place when Hitler

Invaded Poland and John Steinbeck published the Grapes of Wrath.

We don’t know whether the seven bulbs burned out all at once

Or flickered off one at a time.

In either case, someone decided the fixtures didn’t function,

And that transmitted wisdom left us in the dark.

Many years ago I faced a similar situation at the parsonage 

Where I lived in Illinois.

For five years, as I had washed dishes,

I had stared out of a smudged, streaked, grimy kitchen window.

Because the window had been painted shut for decades,

I accustomed myself to looking through the gray film.

Then along came a professional painter,

And not knowing the limitations of my world,

He hit the window rim with a hammer.

He “unstuck it” and took out the storm windows.

The panes were washed and put back.  The task required a total of 20 minutes.

For five years I resigned myself to the inevitability of blurred vision.

Sometimes we settle too quickly for “seeing through a glass darkly.”

Sometimes the clarity and illumination we seek is close at hand.

Conditions can change.  Windows can open.

We just need to stop believing that we already have enough light.

 Second Reading

Our second reading this morning will be familiar to all of us,

Though its background and story might be new.

The reading is the Serenity Prayer,

But before I read it let us hear some words of introduction

From Elizabeth Sifton, the daughter of the prayer’s author Reinhold Niebuhr.

It comes from her book “The Serenity Prayer: Faith and Politics in Times of Peace 

And War” published in 2003.

“Americans call it the “Serenity Prayer,” which is how its known to those

Who encounter it is a mantra of Alcoholics Anonymous.

The reassuring calms of the word “serenity” is soothing,

Though to call it the “grace” or “courage” or “wisdom” prayer

Might better emphasize the demanding spiritual effort it recommends.

People usually assume it’s very old, written by some ancient theologian.

But in fact it was an American clergyman, my father, who first wrote and uttered it – 

In the early months of World War II, at the Congregational Church 

In Heath, MA at a summer service.

The Serenity Prayer got picked up at the National Council of Churches

And mailed out to soldiers and sailors during the war.

It also got picked up by Alcoholics Anonymous.

But it was not intended as self-help bromide.

It was – and is – a commentary on our human limitations.

The historical meaning of this prayer is bound up in the war

Against one of the greatest evils posed during a violently evil century.

Now, more than 60 years later, our lives are darkened again by grim

Foreboding about new threats, and civil society

Seems every more fractured and frantic.  

Trust, hope, and courtesy in the public sphere have radically diminished,

And this naturally affects our inner lives, too: how can it not?

Yet we are not facing a new spiritual crisis: this is the same old crisis in new form.

Living in history, living in full, always offers us as much despair as hope,

As much danger as possibility.

So it is no wonder that so many millions find daily strength and resolve

In praying for grace to accept with serenity that which we cannot change,

Courage to change what we should, and the wisdom to discern the one from the other.”

And now here is the prayer, well-know to us all,

As Rev. Dr. Reinhold Niebuhr originally wrote it in 1943:

“God, give us grace

To accept with serenity

The things that cannot be changed,

Courage to change the things that should be changed,

And the wisdom to distinguish 

The one from the other.”

“You Don’t Have To Get Used to It (But Sometimes You Do)

Some questions for us, to help put us on a path together this morning:

Are there some things you have gotten used to in your life

Or used to witnessing in the world?

Are there some things you feel resigned to…but wish you weren’t?

Are there some things that feel inevitable to you?

Might some of these inevitabilities change if you could only see things a bit differently,

If you could see them with fresh eyes, or gain a new perspective?

Have you ever been or felt freed?

Have you ever felt the freedom that comes from accepting 

What you cannot change?

Did this freedom feel something like serenity, the serenity the prayer speaks of?

How about courage.  Have you ever summoned the courage

To change that which should be changed?

Have you ever left resignation and its cousin hopelessness behind?

And finally how about wisdom.

Has wisdom come to you when you most needed it,

Giving you guidance, helping you know when to accept

And also when not to accept?

God, give us the grace to accept with serenity 

The things that cannot be changed,

Courage to change the things that should be changed,

And the wisdom to distinguish one from the other.

Try now to strip away our familiarity with this prayer,

The ways it has become too common, too much of an easily agreeable cliché.

Try to hear this prayer as though you’re not used to it,

As though you’re hearing it fresh for the first time.

I’m wondering: does this prayer now mean and speak something new to you?

It’s funny where these sermons come from, how they come together.

I realize how there is often a touch of grace at work,

A word I’ve defined for us before, 

Grace from the Latin gracia meaning unearned gift.

Weeks ago, inspired by Barbara Merritt’s wonderful reading

And upon the suggestion of our Covenant Group Leaders,

I put in my calendar for this Sunday the sermon title

“You Don’t Have to Get Used It”

And then sat back confidently thinking I had my sermon all wrapped up

Not one, not two, not three, but nearly four weeks in advance.

And then last Sunday, after the service, I thought to tap the wisdom

Among us by emailing 6 of you asking to tell me about times

When you have freed yourself from something you felt resigned to.

Unearned, gifted, grace-filled responses came,

Including the one that told me that my title described only half the story.

Writing about two untimely, unexpected deaths in the family and 

The daily struggle to accept these unalterable, unchangeable losses,

One of you wrote saying: “If I were writing this sermon the title might be 

‘You don’t have to get used it…freedom can come from learning

to live with what you cannot change.”

These words are what led me back to the Serenity Prayer,

These words and the reminder from someone else that I should look at the prayer again.

Now you see how much these sermons are created by you,

How there is a touch of grace in our work together.

Are there some things you have gotten used to, that you wished would change,

But haven’t?  

This was my initial question to the group of six. 

I’m going to ordain them now and call them my six companion preachers for the morning,

Because their answers were like sermons in email form.

I was honored to receive them.  We are honored to hear pieces from them.

To begin, almost all of them wrote of the unchangeable and unchanging things

That have happened to them.

They wrote specifically of the unchangeable past: 

They wrote of difficult, in some cases abusive upbringings.

They wrote of damage done by parents and guardians.

Some wrote of early wounds, of the dependency and the helplessness 

That is often the condition of childhood.

Some wrote about being parents,

Of having a child who was different than expected,

Or of having a child who is not becoming all that was hoped.

And there was, as I already mentioned, loss in their stories.

Stories about the irretrievable, unchangeable loss of life.

The loss of once healthy bodies.

The loss of loved ones to emotional and psychological illness.

Lost relationships.

They wrote, as you can hear, of deep, painful, unchanging losses.

Lost dream, they wrote of.  Dead-end paths.  The kind of mistakes you have to learn to live with.

They wrote of resignation, also, in their professional lives.

Career decisions that aren’t easily undone.

Feeling paralyzed in the face of business practices that seem

To stretch the limits of what’s ethical and right.

Feeling stuck in a job that feeds not enough of the soul,

But, sigh, the mortgage must be paid, the children need shoes and food,

The family must be provided for.

And, of course, the resignations weren’t all this hard or this heavy,

Not at all.

“As far as getting used to something I wish I could change,”

one of you wrote, ‘it’s mostly age-related for me now,

Like hair loss,” You said.

Once I had gathered together all these responses,

These personal examples from the lives of people in our midst,

Knowing that my six companion preachers are not unique

And that everyone of us has a story we could share,

I was reminded of one thing that maybe we don’t hear

Ministers and pulpits and religion say enough out loud, which is:

Sometimes in life there is disappointment.  

Sometimes there are not reasons for the things that happen to us.  

Sometimes bad things happen to good people.

We don’t have to buy the theology on sale that says if something goes wrong

It must be because you’re guilty as charged or God doesn’t like you.

I think this is why one of our preachers reminded all of us 

about the Serenity Prayer in their response to me.

It’s really a prayer about the power we have to respond to a world

that is filled with both despair and hope,

with both disappointment and opportunity.

Sometimes we will need acceptance as our response.

Other times we will need courage as our response.

Always we will need wisdom to know the difference in our response.

‘Spirit of Life,’ we say, in whatever words we might use for the transcendent,
give me the grace, grant me the unearned gift,

 to accept with serenity the things I cannot change,

the courage to change the things I should, 

and the wisdom to distinguish one from the other.’

Let our prepare a room, first, for acceptance – 

we should know this is how some of our six responded.

Elizabeth Sifton says in her book that the Serenity Prayer presumes

That’s its hard to accept what cannot be changed.

The prayer, she says, reminds us of the human truth that no pain, death,

Or irreversible loss is easily managed.

Yet acceptance must come serenely or not at all,

Since anger or resentment hardens the heart and makes acceptance impossible.

Our preachers among us wrote me about this journey. 

A child dies, one of them wrote, “and what is hopeful for me is that I have learned

To live with the dance.  Sometimes the dance feels easy because 

I know I am stronger

For having been through this, and sometimes the dance feels dark because

Something triggers a memory and I crumble.  I can’t ever change

That this is happened.  

But what is hopeful is that I have learned to live with my humanity.”

A childhood is lost to abuse, one of them wrote, “and I spent many years resigned to the pain asking ‘Why me?’  Until I discovered that something besides hurt can come out of a heart broken all the way open.  A little light eventually got in.

I discovered I could show my own children the love I never had.  

If we let love guide us, they said,

We are free and that’s how my view of the world has changed, from one of ‘why me?’ to one of acceptance of what is.”

Some also spoke of the courage to change that which should be changed.

Let us prepare in our hearts a room for courage,

And as we do so note that the prayer says not to change only what we can,

But change also what we should.

‘Can’ implies working for that which is reasonable or possible.

‘Should’ implies the kind of change that is a moral imperative.

We have all seen in the news this week the courage displayed by the 

Buddhist monks in Burma, protesting in the streets for an end to military rule in their country.

One of you wrote me about them, specifically about the picture

on the front page of the Globe earlier this week,

Before the government brutally cracked down on them,

Of the monk in flowing red robes standing alone with his courage 

before a line of heavily armed soldiers.

“If I were writing this sermon, one of you said, I would write the title 

“You Don’t Have to Get Used To it” and under that title I would put this picture.”
You don’t have to get used to witnessing or suffering injustices, is what they were saying.

We don’t have to get used to aggression and violence.

We shouldn’t get used to the military juntas, the crackdowns against non-violent protesters,

The daily death toll in Iraq, the wars, the warming earth, the partisan politics,

How religion has become a code word for fanaticism,

The consumerism, the cultures’ celebration of self, 

the overscheduled lives of our children.

We don’t have to get used to any of it, some of our preachers said to me this week.

God help us if we do.

Elisabeth Sifton asks: How far will our decision take us if we find the courage to change what should be changed?

Do I act just for myself?  My family?  My society?  My country?  Our world?

This is the Serenity Prayer asking us, this is the preachers in our midst asking us,

Asking us to go beyond self-help, beyond the help of just the self 

and reach out into the world.

And finally, now, on our way to the end, what about Wisdom?

“This is the hardest part,” one of you wrote me.  “This is a tough one.  

I don’t always know when to respond with acceptance 

and when to summon courage for change.”

And then, after a pause you said, “Makes me sure look forward

 to your sermon on Sunday.”

Friends, this is the moment in the sermon where I ask you to imagine me

On Monday mornings, my minister’s robe now replaced with a bathrobe,

And I’m staring at the headlines and looking at the pieces of my life,

Some pieces more whole than others, with just as much confusion and uncertainty 

And need for wisdom as you.

This is why the Serenity Prayer is speaking to me this morning,

Why I hope it will speak to us.

I join the prayer in not asking God to tell me what to do.

I join the prayer in not implying that some higher power

Will generate the wisdom we need to get on in life.

Rather, I join the prayer in presuming that’s it’s within our own power

To choose the right way on our own.

This is why we have silence in our service, I’m thinking.

This is why we meditate and pray and preach and send each other down 

To New Orleans and nudge each other to get involved,

Work for a cause, join a committee, be more than we can be by ourselves.

Wisdom, I believe, comes to us by discernment, through engagement with others,

in our connections, and within our community.

Some of us in our lives are responding to things with acceptance.

Others of us are summoning the courage to change what should be changed.

We share these stories, here, in our community together.

This is what one of you wrote.  We share our stories and we learn from

Each other, inspiring each other.

Inspire, a great word.  A word meaning literally to draw in the breath,

The life, the wisdom of others.

So here we all, coming together in a search for something like wisdom

And like the traffic director, the minister in the pulpit tower,

I witness us share here, hold hands there, cry, laugh,

Pray, be silent, accept, serve, act, speak, summon courage, 

Spread a some wisdom, receive some grace.

Now you see how we write our own Serenity Prayer, Courage Prayer, 

Wisdom Prayer together;

Now you see how there is grace in our work together.

God, Spirit of Life and Love, Spirit moving between and among us,

Grant us the grace to accept what we cannot change,

Courage to change what we should,

And wisdom to distinguish one from the other.

Amen.

