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Prayer Changes… 
The Rev. Paige Getty 
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Columbia 
Sunday, October 22, 2006 
 
 
Call to Worship  
 
(L. Griswold Williams was a Universalist minister and compiler of the original source of 
this covenant, Antiphonal Readings for Free Worship, which was published in 1933.) 
 
Love is the doctrine of this church, 
The quest of truth is its sacrament, 
And service is its prayer. 
To dwell together in peace, 
To seek knowledge in freedom, 
To serve human need, 
To the end that all souls shall grow into harmony with the Divine— 
Thus do we covenant with each other and with God. 
 
 
Chalice Lighting – by Sophia Lyon Fahs 
 
We gather in reverence before the wonder of life — 
The wonder of this moment 
The wonder of being together, 
so close yet so apart — 
Each hidden in our own secret chamber, 
Each listening, each trying to speak 
Yet none fully understanding, none fully understood 
We gather in reverence before all intangible things 
That eyes see not, nor ears can detect — 
That hands can never touch, that space cannot hold, and time cannot measure. 
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Reading: “I Do Not Pray”, by James Madison Barr (73 Voices, 1972) 
 
I do not pray; but if I did, here is what I would say: 
Hear my prayer, O God, my fondest hopes and deepest longings: 
To hurt as few persons as possible; 
To resist the pestilence’s of fear, envy, bitterness and hate; 
To come to terms with disappointment, failure and defeat; 
To love with all my being: 
 with my eyes 
 with my hands 
 with my heart 
To love in every way I can; 
To accept the fact that all causes are lost causes, and that there are no victors under the 

heavens; 
To live graciously in a Universe which at best is only benignly indifferent to us; 
To sometimes experience something other than myself; 
To never turn my back to the sun; 
To be free enough to celebrate another human being; 
To have faith enough, to receive grace enough 
 That I may sing, 
 Experience Joy, 
 Say Yes to life even as it destroys me… 
O God be merciful to us, and help us be merciful to ourselves. 
 
 
Sermon: 
 
There are many assumptions about ministers. I’m sure you make your own 
assumptions—heck, even I do. But the assumptions by persons who are not a part of my 
own congregation are often the most interesting, and challenging. People seem to believe 
a minister never swears. That a minister is consistently pious (whether that’s good or bad 
in their mind, it’s sometimes hard to tell). That a minister knows everything there is to 
know about all the world’s religions—I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been caught 
cold in social situations by someone saying, “You know, I’ve been wondering about that 
[fill in the blank with random (though fascinating!) detail] from [oh, the Bhagavad-Gita, 
perhaps].” But the best, really, is the assumption that with ordination, like magic—
poof!—come a direct connection to God. And if not a direct connection, then a prayerful 
voice that is more likely to be heard by God. I arrive to conduct a wedding, and it’s 
raining. “What, you couldn’t arrange for better weather?” “No,” I say, “My gold phone is 
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broken.” In all seriousness, though, prayer is often treated as a tool to get what we 
want—in a self-centered, entitled, I’m-not-accountable, kind of way. 
 
Which is why, probably, one of the more pervasive—and often more volatile—debates 
within Unitarian Universalist congregations is the question of whether we should pray 
together in worship. We are, after all, not a wholly theistic gathering of persons. In our 
personal belief systems, we are theists and atheists and polytheists and pantheists and 
panentheists. In our personal spiritual practices, we are Wiccans and Buddhists and 
Christians and Humanists and Jews. And so we are much more comfortable speaking of 
reflection, meditation, sharing… but not “prayer”. It’s too loaded a word and conjures all 
sorts of imagery about how prayer is used and misused in our world. But, if you are 
resistant to prayer, I hope that by the end of today’s service, you will be open at least to 
consider praying with me. 
 
For me, the idea of prayer conjures a few specific images or experiences, mostly from my 
childhood. We said grace before every meal. Usually my brother or I said it:  
 

God is great. God is good.  
Let us thank Him for our food.  
By His hands we are fed.  
Give us, Lord, our daily bread. Amen.  

 
I also recited a bedtime prayer every night:  
 

Now I lay me down to sleep. 
I pray the Lord my soul to keep. 
God bless Mother and Daddy, dear. 
Heavenly Father, hold me near. 
Bless me now, and let me wake. 
A good little girl for Jesus’ sake. Amen.  

 
Yes, prayer was something we did by rote, and, apparently, it had to rhyme. The other 
thing I learned at a young age was to pray whenever I heard a siren—we would “toss a 
prayer,” we said… or “send an SOS prayer”… on behalf of the person in the ambulance. 
 
Now, of course, my perspective on prayer is much different. As a content and questioning 
agnostic, I’ve deliberated—to whom would I pray, if I did pray? And even if there is a 
God, surely God doesn’t need me to sound the prayerful alarm for the person in the 
ambulance. And surely God doesn’t need my praise to feel adequate—after all, God is… 
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God. And if I need something (or think I do), how can God possibly have the time, with 
all the trouble in the world, to deal with my piddly little request? 
 
I simply do not believe prayer works that way. And, for a while, I rejected the value of 
prayer altogether. But then I came to realize that I had, perhaps, thrown the baby out with 
the bath water, as they say. (A friend says he sometimes pictures Unitarian Universalist 
churches as old Victorian houses with wet, drippy babies all over the yard, having been 
errantly thrown out with the bath water.) In discarding the meaningless trappings of 
prayer, I had also discarded prayer’s potentially valuable aspects. And that awareness led 
me back in the direction of where I am now. 
 
First I’ll remind you that I am still a skeptic. I still have doubts about the efficacy of 
praying to a personal God with the expectation that that God will respond directly to 
those personal requests. I also have little tolerance for the perspective that suggests that 
prayer is a substitute for action—as in, asking God to do something so I don’t have to 
make the effort myself. I’m more of the African proverb sort: When you pray, move your 
feet. Prayer does not get us off the hook of being called to act in this world. “We must be 
the change we wish to see in the world,” as Gandhi said. 
 
 
About two years ago, I sought out the guidance of a spiritual director—someone who 
would help me delve deeper into my own spiritual awareness, who would challenge me 
out of my comfort zone and to consider ways of being more open, more creative, more 
engaged with the mysteries of existence. I didn’t really find a spiritual director then, but I 
did end up, through a series of connections, in the office of a Jesuit nun, who has a 
pastoral counseling practice. As it happened, I was still seeing Sister Mary every 4 to 6 
weeks when I got pregnant. She asked me whether I was praying for the child growing 
inside me. And I realized, yes, I was… at least once a week. Every Sunday I was lighting 
a candle in silence, though the words in my head were, “This is for you, Little One.” That 
was my ritualized prayer for Hallie, before she had a name. I was not saying, “God, 
please make my baby healthy.” Or, “Please give us a boy.” Or even, “Please convince me 
that I’ve made the right decision.” Rather, it was just a focusing of my love and attention 
toward the life growing in me. And it was probably the most prayerful thing I’ve ever 
done. 
 
Prayer, in this sense, is decidedly a spiritual act—an act of connecting to that which is 
beyond us, not us. Recognizing that we are a part of something so much greater than 
ourselves, and allowing ourselves to experience that connection. 
 



Prayer Changes…  Page 5 of 7 

And that takes me back to where I started—with those rote, rhyming prayers. They are a 
little too elementary, a little too sing-songy, but their spirit is right-on. To pause before a 
meal, in humble gratitude for the blessing of food and health. To focus at least once a 
day—perhaps before bedtime—on what was good about the day, or on what I might do a 
little more lovingly the next time around, and give thanks a praise for the loved ones in 
my life.  
 
In fact I was actually taught “how to pray” once, and I was given a tool that I still find 
helpful: In praying, I remember the word ACTS—A.C.T.S.—and then do four things that 
will help you transcend the immediate, fleeting moment, and perhaps bring you into a 
deeper spiritual awareness and appreciation. ACTS—Adoration, Confession, 
Thanksgiving, and only then… Supplication. Adoration—a sense of awe in face of the 
beauties and mysteries of existence; Confession—humble recognition that we do 
sometimes err, and hurt ourselves and one another; Thanksgiving—genuine and humble 
appreciate for life’s blessings; and, finally, Supplication—a reaching out in need to the 
universe that help us find the strength, the wisdom, the will to be our very best selves. 
 
Now, sometimes that’s too much. And I don’t want to suggest that prayer must be in any 
way formal. I have one friend who, knowing how impatient and distractible I am, 
encouraged me to consider praying in 30 second increments, and not worrying about 
saying anything. She says, “Just open yourself to whatever it is you need to hear in that 
time.” 
 
For the past couple years I have been seeing an acupuncturist. Now, I like to understand 
things, and I have rarely in my life done anything that doesn’t make “good sense”. And I 
really do not understand acupuncture… I mean really don’t understand. Intellectually I 
am a product of our Western culture, and that means I understand the body based on 
Western medicine. It makes sense… actually, when I think about it, it doesn’t necessarily 
make sense, but it’s familiar, and so far it has worked well for me. But a couple years ago 
I found myself seeking a kind of care for which it didn’t make sense to seek Western 
medical attention. And it works. I don’t know why. I don’t know—at least not up here (in 
my head)—what chi is. But whenever I go for an acupuncture treatment, I am a saner, 
more balanced person for having been treated. Maybe it’s just the lying-on-a-bed-in-a-
quiet-room-for-an-hour-with-no-interruptions thing. But it works, and that’s what 
matters. 
 
Prayer is not altogether different. When I take a few moments to get over my arrogance 
(there is no God to pray to!), to get over my perfectionism (I need to know the right way 
to pray!), and instead… to be grateful, to invite the holy spirit of life to embrace me, to 
turn my attention to persons I love, to acknowledge that I sometimes act unskillfully, to 
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remember that that the dirty dishes and the bills to be paid and even the sermon to be 
written, are not the very most important things in my life, then I am a saner, more 
balanced person. I have a greater appreciation for beauty, for love, for life, for the 
blessings of the universe. And I am, in turn, a more considerate and caring participant in 
that universe. I find that I become a little less impatient (ha!), a little more generous, a 
little more gracious… frankly, an all-around better person.  
 
And it’s not just that I feel better when I pray. You’ve probably seen the bumper sticker 
that reads, “Prayer changes things.” Well, I’m not sure I agree. No… Prayer changes 
people… people change things. “When you pray, move your feet.” 
 
As Unitarian Universalists, we affirm and promote respect for the interdependent web of 
all of existence, of which we are a part. If we truly believe in that interconnectedness, 
then it’s not a far reach to consider that if I focus positive thoughts and energy in 
someone’s direction, then it might actually have a positive effect… (especially if the 
alternative is to send angry, unpleasant thoughts and energy). 
 
And so it is that I invite you to pray—in the privacy of your heart, whether you’re alone 
or here in worship or sitting at a traffic light or standing in line at the supermarket. In 
silence, with words, or—as so often helps me—with music or singing. Invite yourself to 
escape from the busyness of your mind and to be open to the spirit. 
 
A Time to be Silent, by David O. Rankin 
 
There must be a time when we cease speaking to be fully present with ourselves. 
There must be a time when we exclude clamor by listening to nothing whatsoever. 
There must be a time when we forgo our plans as if we had no plans at all. 
There must be a time when we abandon conceits and tap into a deeper wisdom. 
There must be a time when we stop striving and find the peace within. 
Amen! 
 
So may it be. Amen. 
 
Candles Invitation: 
Gentle me, Holy One, into an unclenched moment, a deep breath, a letting go of heavy 
experiences of shriveling anxieties, of dead certainties, that, softened by the silence, 
surrounded by the light, and open to the mystery, I may be found by wholeness, upheld 
by the unfathomable, entranced by the simple, and filled with the joy that is you. 
Amen 
(From Guerillas of Grace by Ted Loder) 
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Benediction: 
 
Prayer for Faith, by Jane Ellen Mauldin: 
 
So often words fail us 
And we do not know to whom or what to pray. 
 
We ask for legs that can walk for peace, 
Arms that can work for justice, 
Voices that can speak with love, 
Hands that can soothe a feverish brow. 
 
By our actions and voices 
May our prayers be sent. 
 
Shalom. Salaam. Om. Amen. 
 
 


