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Series: HOLY LIVING: Inward Spiritual Disciplines
Sermon: Prayers

Today’s sermon is split between several different homilies - each reflecting on a famous prayer. 
After each homily, the congregation recites each prayer.



Serenity Prayer Homily
Maybe this past week you saw the touching footage of the Auschwitch survivors
walking through the gates of that evil place to commemorate the 75  anniversaryth

it’s liberation.  

I do not with to live through such times, but some of you have.  In the darkest depths of the war,
a German born immigrant, Reinhold Niebuhr,

was teaching at New York’s Union Theological Seminary and was horrified at what had
happened in his homeland.  His fellow German born colleagues, Paul Tillich and Dietrich
Bonhoeffer were also outraged, but also in a dilemma.  They faced a dreadful ethical predicament
as anti-Nazi Germans living in the United States, who were safe from persecution but powerless
to intervene against Hitler.  Niebuhr continued to write and teach.  Paul Tillich, one of the great
20  century theologians, hit the airwaves.  During the war, from 1942 to 1944, he faithfullyth

broadcast, through Voice of America radio, hundreds of political pleas to his fellow Germans,
urging them to recognize and resist the moral horrors being committed in their name by the Hitler
regime.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer left the safety of America, went back to Germany and joined the
underground.  He was hanged by the Nazi’s just a few weeks before the war ended.  

Why bring all of this up?  Niebuhr wrote a prayer during these dark days, to help guide those
who were facing these tough inner battles.  Born out of darkness and despair, this little prayer
shared to a little church in Massachusetts, in a little town where the family spent the summer,
wasn’t supposed to be famous at all.  But a member of that little church was also part of a
Council of Churches - and asked that it may be used for
Army Chaplains and it was published in The Book of
Prayers and Services for the Armed Forces.

Unreal actually, since it was written by a German.  Since then, it has been co-opted by 12 step
groups and is probably familiar to you as it asks for serenity, courage, and wisdom, what Niebuhr
saw as he and his friend’s response to Nazi Germany.  Although the prayer is lengthy, let us read

just a small portion, but probably most famous part of the prayer together:

God grant me the serenity To accept the things I cannot change; Courage to
change the things I can; And wisdom to know the difference.



Lord’s Prayer
I was in college, working at church and a little news article in the paper caught my eye.  “Did
Jesus Every Say the Lord’s Prayer?”  Call me aghast!  What do you mean, did Jesus say the
Lord’s Prayer?  He was the Lord!  Of course he said this prayer.  It’s got his name on it!

The prayer can be found in two different sections of the Bible, Matthew and Luke have their
versions.  I say versions because they are different.  They’re close, but not word for word.  And
what they have is a little different than the one we say.  Should we say Forgive us our Trespass? 
Should we say Forgive us our Debts?  Depends on your translation.  And no where in there is For
thine is the Kingdom, power, glory, yadda yadda yadda.  In the 1600's, the Protestants added this
little Doxology at the end.  The congregation would say the original prayer, the priest would then
add petitions and a little pastoral prayer, then the congregation would end the prayer together
with “For thine is the Kingdom, and the power, and the glory...Foverer, or forever and ever., or in
some cases, "For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory: of the Father, and of the Son,
and of the Holy Spirit, now and ever, and unto ages of ages. Amen.”  Over the years, it has
changed some, it is a distilation of centuries of traditions and needs of congregations today.  The
Catholics added a small part at Vatican II back in 1969, and just last year, the Pope agreed that it
needs to change again, from Instead of saying, "Lead us not into temptation," Catholics will say,
"Do not let us fall into temptation," We’ll see if that takes off.  But it is a fluid prayer - taking
Jesus’ words and embelishing them to fit today.  What I appreciate about it is the very first word. 

“Our” Our Father. 

In the prayer, I end up tuning into something bigger.  My mind expands, my heart expands (like
that Grinch at Christmas) to include others.  Prayer is other-oriented. It’ll take you right out of
yourself.  “Not just the daily bread I need, but something for everyone else as well. Please.”  Give
me this day.  No, give us.  Forgive me.  No, Forgive us.  We’re all in this together.  No, what we
recite might not be verbatim of Jesus’ words.  But it is an authentic translation and in the spirit of
what he taught.  Let us recite this ancient, but also not too ancient prayer together:

The Lord's Prayer:
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 trespasses,

as we forgive those who trespass against us.
And lead us not into temptation;
but deliver us from evil.
For thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen. 



Prayer of St. Francis
It was the 13  century, and Francis was born to have everything.  His father was a wealthy Italianth

trader, Francis lived up life with the joys and temptations of the world.  In February of 1209, he
found himself at Mass.  It was in Latin, and he picked up most of it.  The the priest had read from
Matthew, chapter 10.  And something caught his attention.  After the service, he went up to the
priest and asked if he could read it again.  Remember, this is before the printing press - Holy
scripture wasn’t very prolific.  You went to church to hear the word of God.  Francis couldn’t go
home to check it out himself.  The Priest nodded, picked up the heavy bible and turned to the
day’s passage again.  And Francis knew that he had heard it correctly.  The call of Christ to go
into the world without gold, silver or copper for your money-belts, or a backpack for the road, or
an extra shirt or sandals or a walking stick.  He looked at the priest and said, “He is what I was
looking for.  This is what I will do.”  This is the spiritual birth of St. Francis of Assisi.  He
stripped himself of the fine linen of his family and donned the brown woolen robe worn by the

poorest of the poor in his country.  Barefoot, he walked the streets, singing and
serving.  He would go to the place of leapars and care for them.  He would get
donations of food for the poor.  He had no possessions, no property, no place to lay
his head at night and no desire to start a trend - this was his ministry.  Because of his

care and concern for the poor and destitute, others starting following Francis.  Foregoing the stuff
of the world for a higher calling.  It wasn’t an official club by any means, no home office or
headquarters.  Just a loosely knit brotherhood of like-minded believers, driven to share the Good
News of Jesus Christ without the concerns and confinements of home and business.  When there
was 12 of them, they went to Rome.  They wanted to see the Pope themselves, not to lobby for
reform, but to offer themselves as servants.  Use us.  Please.  And they were turned away as
oddballs.  Just a few years later, there were more than 5,000 of them.  Not because Francis was
championing a movement but just because people saw in him a walking witness of Christ’s
humility and love - a witness that inspired them to be more like Christ themselves.  When they
got that large, thousands across Europe, this national force of friars, the church took notice.  The
Pope tried to get them under his wing.  And the Friars refused.  Just leave us alone to let us be
who we are.  To top it off.  Francis was never ordained.  He wasn’t clergy.  Just a simple man
with a simple idea.  Let me be a representation of Christ to a hurting world.  Today, there are tens
of thousands of Franscican Monks across the globe, who follow that vision.  But here is a little
bit of a letdown:  There is a prayer out there, called the Prayer of St. Francis.  I thought he wrote
it.  Truth be told, it was written, in it’s present form, just a hundred years ago.  World War I was

in full swing.  Yes, another prayer, born out of war.  Millions were dying on the
battlefield, many more were dying through hunger, disease and hardships.  And a
prayer came from an unknown hand as a small devotional for a small parish in France. 
The priest liked it so much that he sent it to Rome as a prayer for peace for his

country.  The Pope sent it out across Europe.  It has St. Francis name on it as the
inspiration for the prayer. Let us read the Prayer of St. Francis together:    Lord, make me
an instrument of your peace; where there is hatred, let me sow love; where there is injury,
pardon; where there is doubt, faith; where there is despair, hope; where there is darkness,
light; and where there is sadness, joy.  O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek
to be consoled as to console; to be understood, as to understand; to be loved, as to love;
for it is in giving that we receive, it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, and it is in dying that
we are born to Eternal Life.



 
St. Patricks Breastplate

In May of 433 AD, It was on the day of the ancient Irish feast day of Beltane. The setting was
the ancient Irish heritage site, the Hill of Tara. It was known as the seat of all kings, where King
Leary was presiding over a great festival. People had flocked from miles around to witness great
horse racing and celebrations.  The festivities could not begin until the lighting of the bonfire,
which could only be done by the king himself.  Meanwhile, four miles away at the Hill of Slain,
St Patrick had been given a message by the Holy Spirit, that he must commemorate the 400 year
anniversary of Easter.  To mark this anniversary, St Patrick lit a fire with his small group of
followers.  This fire was spotted by King Leary and his followers at the Hill of Tara. They
couldn’t believe that anyone could be so bold.   King Leary sent his soldiers to put out the fire
and kill the person responsible for lighting it. St Patrick had nothing to protect him but a hymn.
He played his music and incredibly the king’s men were blocked in their path by a herd of
wild deer.  This gave St Patrick time to escape the king’s soldiers and begin his ministry
in Ireland.
The event won St Patrick many new followers in Ireland, and even a few of the soldiers.

A Hymn was written to commemorate this little miracle.   It was called, The Deer’s Cry - noting
a prominent part of the story, but it has since become known as St. Patrick’s Breastplate.  It is a
long poem and prayer, and we will recite just a few line of it today:

Christ with me, Christ before me,
Christ behind me, Christ within me,
Christ beneath me, Christ above me,
Christ at my right, Christ at my left,
Christ in the heart of everyone who thinks of me,
Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks to me,
Christ in every eye that sees me, Christ in every ear
that hears me.
I bind to myself today The strong virtue of an
invocation of the Trinity,
I believe the Trinity in the Unity The Creator of the Universe. 



Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep
Let me depress you for a minute.  As if these prayers about wars and rumors of wars wasn’t
depressing enough.  It was in the 1700's, and times were a little scary if you were a child.  I can’t
fathom these numbers.   A total of 12 or 13% of newborns would die within their first year. With
the hazards of infancy behind them, the death rate for children slowed but continued to occur. A
cumulative total of 36% of children died before the age of six, and another 24% between the ages
of seven and sixteen.  Half of kids were gone by puberty.  Since then the risk of death for
children has fallen around the world. The global average today is 10 times lower than the average
of the past. In countries with the best child health today an infant is 170 times more likely to
survive -although it still happens.

But it was best back then to set the expectations that this could be a hard a cruel world.  In Jolly
ol’ England, during it’s Catholic days, the Bible, King James was the only book to be used to
teach children.  In 1686, Benjamin Harris, a protestant and puritan, escaped religious persecution
in England, sailed to Boston, and became a printer and publisher.  He had the novel idea to write
a children’s book that, although used the Bible with Puritan themes, was also open to simple
sayings not expressly found in the Bible.  The New England Primer was THE book for children
during this century.  Here’s a take on how it taught the ABC’s.  Many do have biblical themes.

(ABC’s book) (3 different pages)
In Adam’s Fall, We sinned all.  Yikes.
C: The Cat doeth play, and after Flay.  In other words, it plays with the mouse before it
eats it.
F; The Idol Fool is whipped at school.
Next page:

G: As runs the glass (hour glass), our life doeth pass.
Skip to J: Job feels the rod, yet believes God.
Next page:
X: Xerses did die, and so must you and I.
Y: While Youth May Cheer, Death may be near.

Teaching this to 1  graders.st

But in this primer was also a prayer that had a similar modif., just a reminder that God controls it
all.  It has been softened over the years, but for today, I want the raw and painful reminder about
the sacredness of Life, and living in the shadow of God’s wings, because you never know.  Let’s
read together:

Now I lay me down to sleep,
I pray the Lord my soul to keep;
If I should die before I wake,
I pray the Lord my soul to take.
If I should live for other days,
I pray the Lord, to guide my ways.
Amen. 



Blessing:

Of course, to end a sermon on prayer, let’s end with one as well.  This is taken out of the Book of
Numbers, chapter 6; and it’s called the Priestly Blessing.  Many synagogues and churches end
their services with the reciting of the prayer.  The fancy word for this part of the service is called
the Benediction.  Sound familiar?  If you know Latin, or even Spanish, french, Italian, what does
Bene mean?  Good.  What does diction mean, speech, or words.  Benediction.  The Good word. 
Let us give each other the Good Word today by saying this ancient blessing:

May the Lord bless you and keep you. May the Lord make
his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you. May the
Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. 
Amen.


