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For as long as | can remember, | have respected the wind, especially wind on
water. When | was a child of about nine, this respect took the form of fear.

My family owned a small fishing resort on an island on a Northern Minnesota lake
where we lived from the first of May until the first of October. During those
months that we were still at the lake while school was in session, | was taken by
boat to the landing where | met the bus that took me to school.

In both the spring and the fall, it was often cold in the morning and though there
were many calm days, there were as many days when the wind made white caps on
the waves and the boat pounded as it went across the stretch of big lake on the way
to the landing. And, although I had lived in this place and crossed this water all of
my life, | became aware in the fall of my fourth grade year, that | was afraid. | was
a sensible child who knew, of course, that not a single native Rainy Lake person in
decades had been thrown from or had capsized in a moving boat. People who lived
there could judge the conditions and stayed on shore if it were not safe. | knew if |
shared my fear with my parents that they would reassure me in this way.

But that knowledge did not drive my pounding heart from my throat or stop the
trembling in my legs that stopped only when | was standing at the bus stop.

The year before | had, with a friend, started attending a little mission church in a
small town near where we lived in the winter and we had learned about praying to
Jesus, and so somewhere on some fear filled morning pounding across the open
lake, | began to pray. At first, | remember, praying that | would arrive safe at the
landing that day. Then somehow | moved from there to praying to have my fear
taken away. I don’t know how many days I did this. I’'m sure there were some calm
days in between when no such prayers were necessary. What | do remember is that
one especially blustery day, | was facing forward in the bow of the boat and | felt
something lift and my body relaxed and | no longer felt afraid. | sat in the front of
the boat and | cried with relief and gratitude.

| am sure that | believed at that time that my prayer had been answered and in
some real sense | do to this day. But | am one whose reason has been both blessing
and a curse. Can | believe that there was a direct intervention in which | was
touched personally by the hand of Jesus? | cannot. Can | believe that praying itself
had something to do with the lifting of my fear? Yes, | can. Do | believe that
there is another possible explanation for the lifting of my fear? Anything is



possible...

In reflecting now I find it interesting that at no time did | ask that the wind be
stilled. I asked that I not feel afraid of something that | had no ability control.

What | do know is that nearly forty five years later | was moved to tears at the end
of a worship service at a Unitarian Universalist ministers’ meeting when one of my
colleagues played as a postlude a piece entitled The Prayer. The popular singer
Celene Dion and tenor Andrea Bocelli rendered in soaring tones the words:

[ pray you’ll be our eyes and watch us where we go,

and help us to be wise, in times when we don’t know.

Let this be our prayer when we lose our way.

Lead us to the place, guide us with your grace

To a place where we’ll be safe.

[ pray we’ll find your light,

And hold it in our hearts,

When stars go out each night

Let this be our prayer

When shadows fill our day

Lead us to a place, guide us with your grace

Give us faith so be safe.

It was the unarticulated prayer of my childhood, utilitarian and prayed in a kind of
desperation. returned to me as an adult, elevated by it’s artistic expression into a
universal prayer to an unknown God.

“give us faith so we’ll be safe.”

| wonder if | had been raised as a Unitarian Universalist what my response to that
would have been. Without a being exposed at an early age to the idea of prayer |
wonder how my deeply felt human need for safety as child or as adult been
would have been experienced.

I must have been in my early teens the first time | heard my father speak of prayer.
The story took place when he was thirteen. His older brother was fighting in the
first world war in the European theater. Dad was too young to go. He was hunting
deer. Raised by a strict Swedish Lutheran mother and a father who was, by all
accounts an atheist, dad was both a prayer and a thinker. He was alone in a deer
stand waiting for the drive and he began to pray that a deer would enter the
clearing so he could shoot it. Then he began to think - about his brother so far
away and about the war and about what part God had in any of this and he
concluded suddenly that he hoped that, God had something better to do than to



send a deer into the clearing and then and there he denounced the very possibility
of an personal God who would intervene in the events of his life. And yet he was
far from cynical about matters that | consider spiritual. | knew how much he
revered the natural world - said even that he hoped that if there were such a thing
as reincarnation that he would return as a mallard duck. He was almost Buddhist in
his attention to the present and he was deeply appreciative of beauty and was full
of wonder.

Was it prayer he was engaged in when he stood transfixed and alone in his fishing
boat with the swish, swish, swish of the fly fishing line, or when he sat mute from
Parkinson’s disease only days before his death and watched the birds at the bird
feeder at the nursing home? He did not live long enough for me to bring to him the
words of Wendall Berry who also found the holy in the natural world. | wonder if
the words of today’s reading would seem like anything like a prayer in their
affirmation of comfort and connection with all of life.

During the Christmas vacation following my first semester in seminary | visited
my childhood home. While | was there accepted a lunch invitation from a high
school classmate who still lived there. We had not seen each other for nearly
twenty years. A member of the local covenant church, she had heard that | was
studying for the Unitarian Universalist ministry and after a pleasant enough lunch
during which we caught up on our children and the lives of former classmates, she
got to her real agenda. She was concerned for my eternal soul and said that ever
since she had heard that | was studying for the Unitarian Universalist ministry, she
and others of her congregation who knew me had been praying for me. What, |
asked had been the nature of their prayers? She said that they had been praying that
the love of Jesus would touch me and show me the error of my ways and that |
would not continue on this path away from salvation. She was gentle and kind and
| think she bought my lunch. | was so far from my iconoclastic college freshman
need to blast her with reason and justification. | think I just listened to her and
when it was time to part, | hugged her and thanked her for her concern. She was,
after all, speaking to me and praying for me out of the center of her faith, a faith so
much part of her life and world view that the fact that her prayers cast not so much
as a pebble in my path away from salvation probably didn’t faze her a bit.

But pray for me... What did that mean?
| dare say this is not a unique experience. | also suspect that this is one of a class of

experiences that has turned the word “prayer” into a hot button word for many
Unitarian Universalists. The very idea of an exclusive group of individuals



claiming a direct line to the one and only all powerful God in human form is
difficult for anyone outside of that group to grasp, let alone swallow. It is easy to
get stuck on that as the only meaning or value in that encounter. But when |
stepped back and looked at what happened there, it occurred to me that beyond the
particular form, there had been something of human significance that had
happened. Another human being had cared so much about me to intentionally
invoke all that she knew and believed to intervene on my behalf. She did not
call me again. Perhaps she is praying for me still. | suspect that she simply
offered up her beliefs to me and then let me go.

| think of the number of times in my life when I have stood powerless watching
someone | loved, someone from the congregation | serve, one of my children doing
something that was so contrary to my values or to what I could imagine having a
positive outcome that | wanted to intervene or wanted SOMETHING to intervene
to change that. | have been known in such cases to lecture, reason, cajole, beg and
threaten. But after all of that and occasionally instead of all of that, | have found a
time to sit by the lake or write in my journal, a time of reflection and claiming my
own powerless to direct the life of another person. I recall my father’s wise words
when I would come to him in similar situations. He’d say, “You know more about
this than anyone else in the world. All | know is what you have chosen to tell me. |
can tell you what I think but ultimately, you will need to live with the
consequences of your choices. | love you and I will support you to live with those
consequences.” This is a wise and deeply human response that at my best | can
offer to others. But the path to that answer does not come from my reason so much
as from whatever process it is that allows me to step back, claim my
powerlessness and let go. Unlike my Christian friend, | do not call that process
praying but whatever it is called, I think it serves a similar function.

Over the years since | entered the UU ministry | have listened to hundreds of
stories of loss of faith in childhood gods, of wrenching disillusionment with the
institutional church, of faith and reason denied. In most cases these severing of ties
did not start out in the spirit of denying what was being presented as faith (truth)
but in the spirit of wanting faith to deliver on its promise. Among other things they
wanted their prayers to be answered. They felt that they had been led to believe
that there was a presence known as God, grand and all knowing whose job it was
to receive their hopes and our wishes, fulfill their desires, relieve their fear or their
suffering or their uncertainty, to receive their gratitude and their wonder, to keep
bad things from happening to people they loved. With all due respect, many of
us asked God and then perhaps our parents or a minister or other holy person to
help us firm up the connection. What might we do, think, understand or believe



that would get some answers. Most received a resounding silence from God
himself and glib, guilt producing answers from others. “Have faith” ; “God
answered your prayer, he said, ‘No.””

Pray harder. Pray better.
Too hard. Too bad.

And so like my father on the deer stand, so many abandon along with God, the
very idea of prayer.

But suppose that prayer is not about God.

Suppose that the need to pray emanates from the deeply embedded human need to
express our hopes and our wishes, desires; to seek an outlet for our fear or our
suffering or our uncertainty, to offer up our gratitude and our wonder, to gain a
perspective that would help us to let go, or, as my colleague Carol Hepokoski says,
“to lay something upon the alter of life.”

When my children were adolescents one of them while taking a shower discovered
a lump in a place where no lumps should be. Whether or not you are a parent you
can imagine the cascade of emotions that filled the hour between the discovery and
the diagnosis of fatty cyst. And then | was left so filled with gratitude and relief
and a painful realization that I didn’t know where to address my thanks.. .And so I
just said it over and over thank-you, thank-you, thank-you. What | knew then was
that whatever it was that received those thanks would have as easily received my
anguish if the results had been different and that part of my agreement with this
entity in which I believe is that I do not expect a change in an outcome, only
some greater strength to move on. It is that intentional action that helps me to
focus, brings me perspective, that draws on my inner resources.

Late last fall, minister of the UCC Church in the community in which | serve was
diagnosed with breast cancer. She and | are part of a group of interfaith women
clergy who have been meeting for lunch for nearly ten years. During the week
before her double mastectomy, one of our colleagues called for a prayer service in
the chapel of the local Methodist church. | went. There were about twenty clergy,
Methodist, UCC, Episcopalian, Jew. We sang a healing song. A prayer was offered
by the host clergy. We heard her story. We passed a Lake Superior rock around the
circle and each of us spoke directly to her, calling forth her gifts and offering our
love and support. And then we did a laying on of hands and there were more



prayers asking God for strength and healing. It was deeply moving. Do | believe
that God will, as a result, show her greater favor in the healing of her cancer
because of this, as in “Wow people really want her to get well. Better make it
happen”? I do not. Do I think that something deeply powerful and profoundly
human occurred in that intentional expression of love and support. | certainly do.

The following week a member of the congregation I serve received a similar
diagnosis. Prayer services are not part of our tradition. Had her diagnosis been a
month earlier, it would not, frankly, have crossed my mind but | offered her what |
called “a healing circle”. This would be, I said, an opportunity for the people
closest to her to offer their love and support. The words | used were unlike the ones
that were offered my colleague in that they made no reference to the healing power
of Jesus or attempted to invoke divine intervention. But something deeply

powerful and profoundly human occurred in that intentional expression of love and
support.

Prayer has been in all faith traditions the most common form for expressing caring
or concern, fear and desire for protection, acknowledgment of interconnectedness,
expression of gratitude; for drawing strength and accessing wisdom, both within
and without. Indeed as put forth in the statement of the sources of the Living
Tradition of Unitarian Universalism of naming that direct experience of
transcending mystery and wonder affirmed in all cultures that...

| wonder if in rejecting the traditional form of prayer we have not also neglected
the intentional function . Our tradition necessarily seems to be cobbled together as
we attempt to freely acknowledge our theological and spiritual differences. It is
also important to acknowledge that these differences arise out of a common
humanity and in part out of a need to express grief and concern and fear and
gratitude; for drawing strength; for claiming our connection with one another and
with all of creation. In our Sunday services many congregations such as this one
provide for candles ofjoy and concern. Others provide a in the order of service for
a time of silence and meditation. Where we fall short, I think, is at death beds and
accident scenes, in struggles with mental illness; in providing our children with
words to use when their friends are praying, for guidance and permission to reach
out when they are afraid; for words to use when we are afraid or thankful; at times
of natural or national disaster. How oddly and poignantly comforting to gather with
interfaith clergy for a prayer service.

| have no personal need to use or not use the word prayer. | DO believe that by any
other name we as individuals, as families and as communities of faith need to be



intentional about providing assurance that such expressions are as accepted and
welcomed and honored.

Many of us have rejected traditions in which such expressions are to and about and
for a particular incarnation of God. But let us not forget that religion for better and
for worse arises out of deep human need and that Unitarian Universalists are as
deeply human as the next guy. We are not co-opting to the supernatural when we
honor that beyond our knowing and succumb to both the peace and the pain that
passes understanding, when our need for one another’s blessing and affirmation
draws us and binds us in beloved community; when our experience of beauty or
grace or nature overwhelms us with gratitude. We are in those times with the
private and public words we speak and in the silence of our inmost selves, most
wholly human and part of the interconnected web of all existence.



