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Emerson: It is not only when we audibly and in form, address our petitions to the Deity that we pray.  We pray 

without ceasing.  Every secret wish is a prayer.  Every house is a church; the corner of every street is a closet of 

devotion. 

 

On Prayer Czeslaw Milosz 

 

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. 

 

Sermon 
 

At the end of March I was asked to offer the closing prayer for Rev. Chris Antal’s installation. He asked 

me to do that part because I’d been asked by several other minister’s lately to offer closing prayers so now I’ve 

got a reputation. But, in those other congregations, prayer is always part of Sunday morning. Opening prayers, 

prayers of thanksgiving, closing prayers- plenty of UU services include prayer as one of the things the 

worshipping community does together. But, I didn’t think that was true in Chris’s congregation. I thought they 

were a traditional humanist fellowship, and to tell you the truth, I was nervous about praying from a pulpit where 

that’s not usually done. When I double checked with Chris about whether this is really something he wants or if 

he’s just using someone else’s order of service without thinking it through, he said, “Peg, I’m being installed in a 

congregation that has never called a minister and I’m doing it because we have chosen to embark on a very public 

anti-war mission together. What I know for sure is that someone had better pray for us.”  

At the end of a very powerful service, I stood in front of this humanist congregation and asked everyone 

to pray with me. And while I prayed that closing prayer, I noticed people crying. Men and women looking at me 

or doing all they could not to look at me, with tears streaming down their faces. When the service was over, people 

started to hug me and thank me for my prayer. I’m not great at good-byes and I really needed to get going, so I 

headed for my car, but a few people followed me, wanting to make sure they told me how powerful it was to have 

someone praying from that pulpit. I got in my car and started it. I was about to pull away when someone knocked 

on my window. It was a colleague, another minister, and she was sobbing. I opened my window. She said, “One 

day I want to sit with you so you can teach me how to find my prophetic voice. I think a part of me has been 

silenced and I don’t know how to get it back.”  

The whole experience took me by surprise. Not long after that, I came to a program group here and listened 

to so many of you say that you pray, even though you don’t know why or to whom. But you do; it’s part of who 

you are. And you confessed it to each other. Some of you told your stories of how prayer had been part of your 

life since you were a kid or came into your lives in crisis and, even though it confuses you, it brings you peace. It 

was so good to hear, as if, in some way, you had found your prophetic voices by speaking that truth and exploring 

what prayer means to you. 



When I was a teenager, I landed in a 12-step program. Drugs and alcohol had beaten me down and I was 

having a lot of trouble getting up again. If you’re familiar with 12-step programs, you know that belief in God is 

imperative. I was open although I had no religious education and lived with a mother who believed that faith was 

for the weak and a father who thought that God is irrelevant. None of that matters, though, when you’re desperate, 

and I was. I was told to pray and I did. The act of prayer was largely me talking in my head to a being I was 

imagining and over time decided was able to hear me.  

In many ways, it worked. My growing faith in this omnipresent God helped me to do all kinds of things I 

may not have been able to do otherwise. After about three years, I had a fairly traditional spiritual awakening. It 

wasn’t unlike falling in love. In fact, I might say it was a falling in love. It started with a tree. A magnolia tree on 

my college campus. It was in full bloom, bright with soft pink flowers, making the air sweet. When I sat beneath 

it, I was safe and the world was beautiful; I was overwhelmed with gratitude. It was in my body, this experience 

of loving this tree and the ground holding it up. My skin was tingling and my heart was full.  

A few days later I was walking to class when it started to pour. Other students covered their heads with 

notebooks and ran for the nearest doorway. I took off my shoes and stood still. The rain soaked my sundress, my 

hair was stuck to the side of my face and I was completely in love with the rain. I wanted this downpour to last a 

lifetime. I knew I had to get to Spanish class, I knew walking in like a drenched rat wasn’t going to go over well, 

but there was nothing more compelling than the rain so I stood there, barefoot, for as long as the deluge lasted.  

Those experiences continued. I was falling in love with life, waking up to all that was beautiful. At the 

same time, my heart was exposed and prone to breaking. I was a Religion major and my area of study was 

Liberation Theology which prioritizes the poor and marginalized. My days were spent confronting tremendous 

suffering. This opening of my heart meant long nights sobbing for the pain of too many people. Part of my spiritual 

awakening was a waking up to a whole world already weeping.  

Prayer sustained me. I prayed unceasingly. Morning and night and all through the day, I would talk to this 

god I had come to believe could hear me. A god I believed could and would respond to me. 

I went to graduate school to study theology and from there to a career in ministry. On the one hand, I put 

my trust in a god I was sure was paying deep attention to me but at the same time, I was confronted with some 

real-world pain. So much of ministry is carrying people and their stories and losses and suffering. Over time I had 

to let go of the god I thought was going to make everything OK. There was no god who would or could end wars 

or feed hungry children or stop young mothers from overdosing.  

I came to accept that there was no sugar-daddy in the sky, no god who was moving the pieces around. I 

was tired of asking the question of whether god could but wouldn’t or would but couldn’t. I was tired of not 

having answers to the pain in the world and tired of praying to what I was beginning to think was an irrelevant 

god. 

That god died slowly for me, almost imperceptibly, but 15 years ago my father was given 4 weeks to live 

and I became aware that I no longer believed in a god who would make everything OK. I cried in loneliness, so 

sorry that fantasy was over, wishing I could pray for his health and believe, if only for a little while, that magic 

was real. 

The thing is- my father lived. Magic was real but it came in the form of cutting edge medicine. We didn’t 

have to pray to him. We just needed some hope and money and the right doctors.  

I thought that was the last nail in the god coffin. I struggled to translate what I knew to my Catholic 

undergrads and became a UU minister where my ambivalence was less conspicuous. 

But it’s not that easy. That particular image of god is dead, but my experience of falling in love, of living 

in love, is still alive.  

Prayer is the externalization of an internal belief. I had lost the belief, at least in that particular image of 

god. But the spiritual experience wasn’t altered by revised theology. The experience, the continued lived 

experience of love and a broken heart, was unchanged. Letting go of a sugar-daddy in the sky didn’t eliminate 

my ability to be mindful. In fact, it might have been part of being Awake. 

Two years ago I wrote a sermon on god that I didn’t preach. I think we cancelled that Sunday for snow. 

But as I was writing, I was struggling to define who god is for me when my stream of thought was gratefully 

broken by my then-3 year old rummaging through a closet looking for a sleigh.  I helped him find it and bring it 

to daddy who he said wanted to play in the snow.  My husband didn’t know he had been implicated in this plan 

and thought I was the impetus for the sleigh hunt.  We decided to bundle us all up and head out as a family, three 



people, two dogs.  And for a few hours, we played in the snow.  Snowball fights and snow angels and slipping 

and sliding down our hill.  The snow floated with the grace of air as we stood still enough for it to land on our 

tongues and watch it rest gently on every tiny twig cloaking majestic and ancient oak trees.  When we got too 

cold, we went back inside for hot chocolate with whipped cream and cinnamon. 

I returned to my desk and thought “How do I capture that?  If I’m going to talk about god, I need to capture 

that.”   

And this morning I know, if I’m going to talk about prayer, I need to capture that. Because those moments 

are prayer. Being awake to the moment, being present to each other, giving in to the rhythm of Earth- that is 

prayer. Every house is a church, every corner is a center for devotion. 

Part of having a rich and full prayer life is either knowing what you believe or being willing to live in the 

struggle of not knowing. At this moment, I feel pretty clear about what I believe. 

I believe in a God Not Yet. I believe in a God of Evolution, one who continues to Become as we do, one 

who, like us, is waking up. I know this God largely through direct experience although I love when religious 

tradition can deepen that experience or put it into context. The experience of divinity comes to me in moments 

like the one I just described. Moments I am present, when I can be awake to more than what’s in my head.  

The experience is often one of Great Love and Profound Beauty. I can tap into what feels like an infinite 

source of love, a well so deep there is no running dry. I can stand perfectly still and let the snow fall on my tongue 

or feel every drop of rain on my skin. Today, that’s what my prayer life looks like.  

When I sit with you when you cry, I can feel myself dropping deeply into my body; I can feel your pain 

as you describe it or feel it with me. For me, that’s also prayer. That deep presence, that sharing of another’s 

experience, that living into compassion. Hearing your stories, sharing your joy, that’s prayer. 

The prayer life is a life that is fully awake, fully active, fully alive. It is about spontaneous awe and 

profound gratitude.  Sometimes for me, it’s experienced as silence rather than words. I empty my head and hear 

the silence beneath the sound, the silence that was there before the sound and is there again when the sounds begin 

to fade. I lean into that silence, sometimes for hours, letting it heal me. I am reminded of Annie Dillard’s words:  

At a certain point you say 

to the woods, to the sea, to the mountains, the world, 

Now I am ready. 

Now I will stop and be wholly attentive. 

You empty yourself and wait, listening. . . 

 

And there are times prayer is an action rather than stillness. When this building gets busy with a Midnight 

Run, when people are sorting clothing and making sandwiches and filling cars with food and hope, this building 

is a living prayer. Service is our prayer. When Ron Katz sat in room 2 with folks looking for work, week after 

week, year after year, that was a living prayer. Prayer isn’t just about being still and silent, it’s about living 

mindfully of our interconnectedness, awake to the love and beauty readily available in the world and living into 

the hope for a better future. 

We currently live in an unusually disconnected way- rootless, nomadic, uncommitted to causes or projects, 

distracted. Prayer brings us back to the self. In prayer, we surrender to the deepest aspirations of the human heart, 

refusing to live a surface existence. We reach for more, long to be more. It’s one of the ways we make ourselves 

big, refusing to be only one small self, we reach beyond our own capacity into an unknowing and stretch ourselves 

from the depth of who we are, from all that we know and all that we don’t know, and reach out in great hope.  

 


