“Do You Pray?”

A UU minister and friend of mine tells a story about his youth in Boston in the 1980’s and early
90’s living, as he calls it, the slackers life. He worked as a bike messenger sometimes, other times a
painter, or in other short-term menial jobs. His life was more about going to punk rock shows than
worrying about the future or a career or anything of that sort. He had been raised as a UU but like many
early 20-somethings he had drifted away from the church in search of his own path.

And these were good times for him and entailed a lot of loitering in Kenmore Square and
hanging out with musicians, from my understanding of things. But one day after he finished a delivery as
a bike messenger in Davis Square something curious happened, he found a coin on the sidewalk and
picked it up and made a wish. And who among us has not indulged in that great childhood tradition of
finding a coin and making a wish?

Well my friend did just the same; he scooped it up and while walking along with the coin began
to wish on it. The wishes started simple, some more spending money, maybe a new bike, tickets to a
sold out show, that sort of thing. Then as he kept walking the wishes started to grow. Maybe a better
job, more purpose in life, someone to love and share life with, stability, peace... and so on. The wishes
grew and grew until he realized something. He was praying.

It might have just been a wishing game at first but it soon became a quiet reflection on his own
life, his needs and wants, the potential of life, and the hunt for meaningful things. The word god was
never spoken, the word prayer was never uttered, and the whole thing didn’t end in a solemn amen.
Still, he felt better having put all his concerns, hopes, and dreams out there even if he wasn’t sure if
anyone was listening. He had accidently prayed and now, in what is likely a shock to his early 20s self, he
is a capable minister with an active prayer life. Something he figured would surely never be the case.

In the process of becoming a UU minister you have to do many things, internships like what | am
doing now, and a program called a career assessment which is more or less a series of personality tests
and a short psychological exam. But both parts involve interviewing with people who ask you questions
about your background, your education, and because it is a religious vocation your spiritual life. And
time and time again | got asked a question | had come to dread: Do you pray?

Now | confess that in my case | originally tried to dodge the question. Well that depends on
what you mean by prayer, I'd say. While | think that is a good question it is a terrible faux paus to
answer a question with a question. But what do we mean when we say prayer? | suspect that for many
of us the first thing to jump into mind are very traditional understandings and examples of prayer from
our personal past or just the culture in which we live. “Hail Mary”s and “Our Father”s are part of New
England, Catholic culture and well recognized prayers. The same is true for most Protestant Christian
denominations, prayers that begin with “Dear Lord” or “Our Heavenly Father” are some of the first



things that come to my mind. For some the first thought might be the Jewish prayer to open Shabbat or
the traditional words accompanying Passover. For others the word prayer might bring to mind Buddhist
or Hindu chants and mantras, pagan rituals, or even just the simple power of sacred silence. And for
some prayer may bring nothing to mind as prayer has never held any significant role in their lives.

In my professional life | have been called on to pray many times, despite my ambiguous answer
to the question of "do you pray?". For several years | have lead prayers at a memorial service for
workers who die in the line of work in MA, several times | have prayed at vigils for labor disputes, in or
picket lines, and over the summer | worked in a hospital and prayed at the bedside of the ill and the
dying with some regularity. | have learned that all these prayers are not something to be taken lightly,
even if | was initially uncomfortable.

One woman in the hospital, who was quite ill but not life-threateningly so, confessed to me
tearfully that she felt guilty when she prayed because her thoughts only turned to god in times of crisis.
She feared she was abusing her relationship with god and god would ignore her pleas. In the same
hospital another man confessed to a life of prayer that he was never sure mattered. Another man,
homeless and deeply troubled, confided in me that he was so overwhelmed by anxiety, that he could
not even pray and when he did it never seemed to work. He assumed this was because he did
something wrong. And finally, once after a labor rally a man thanked me for saying kind, pretty words
even though, as told me rather bluntly, they would accomplish nothing.

All of these people expressed the same thoughts and fears that | have had about prayer at one
time or another. That my motives behind praying were wrong. That prayer itself would accomplish
nothing. Or that | would simply do it wrong. All fears that | had and that precipitated my discomfort with
that question, "do you pray?", so | could sympathize with their worries quite intimately. After all, | do
not believe in a god that listens in on me when | pray nor one that intervenes in our daily lives so what
benefit is there in prayer?

In each of these cases we took time together to pray despite the fear and ambiguity or perhaps
because of it. For the ill woman we prayed for health but we also prayed for forgiveness not because
some great sin had been committed but because she felt guilty. For the hopeless man we prayed for
hope and direction. For the anxious man we prayed for calmness and strength as well luck in an
upcoming job interview. And at the labor rally we had prayed for justice even if they were just pretty
words, they had helped the victims of injustice feel validated and loved and that is no small thing.

Each of these prayers was a prayer uttered in a moment and for that moment. They were, much
like wishing on a coin, expressing our hopes and dreams as well as our fears and sorrows. They were
little moments in time set aside specifically to say "this is where | am, this is how | feel" and though it
may sound trite that act alone is powerful for so rarely do we look into ourselves and ask "how am |
doing?". So rarely do we stop to take care of our spirits which need to be nurtured as readily as our body
and our mind. So rarely do we open ourselves up to the universe and say "this is where | am".

Some years ago | started making a habit of setting aside a little bit of time to do this every day.
Just a little bit of time to rest myself, set aside the worries of the day, and see how | was doing. You



would be surprised how often | was sad and did not notice or angry and never knew. How much weight |
would carry without realizing it until | stopped and looked. | find this practice especially satisfying alone
deep in the woods but even just sitting on my sofa, | find the time where | stop and pray greatly
satisfying. It might not seem like much but these moments where | look into myself help me let go of
pains and celebrate joys. When | am at my best and at my worst | have the reassurance of knowing that
what | am feeling is genuine and if it is unhelpful, | now know what to let go.

"Do you pray?" | would get asked. Yes, yes | do. Do | have specific words? No. Do | have a
specific time or place? No. Do | expect anything from it? No, | can't say | do. But | do pray. And this
practice works for me and | have found it deeply enriching, so much so that | would dare to stand behind
a pulpit today and say that no matter what your theology or past, | would urge you too to pray. Perhaps
not like me, perhaps not like anyone else, but | would urge you to pray in some way.

A 5th century writer and Christian mystic named Psuedo-Dionysius the Aeropagite wrote a text
entitled "Mystical Theology" where he discusses five ways to pray. He lists them as: spoken words,
thought words, silence, action, and mystical unity or wonder. For Psuedo-Dionysius, or Psuedo-D as it is
abbreviated, each of these prayers was better than the last with spoken word the lowest and unity and
wonder the highest. | am not so keen on his ranking system but | think he does do a good job of making
quick categories.

Like our weekly prayer in our services, prayers shared by at a hospital bed or at a family dinner,
spoken prayers are wonderful ways to share our spiritual lives with others. Thought prayers are much
the same as spoken but in your mind and thus between only you and the universe. These two forms of
prayer are likely to be the most recognizable to us so | won't belabor them.

Silence as prayer is a more interesting one, one that | am sympathetic too as you can imagine,
and the first thing that comes to my mind from the name is various types of meditation. While Psuedo-D
was writing in a time and place where ideas such as Buddhist meditation did not even exist the concept
is very similar to what he purposes and much along the lines of what | have mentioned. Silent prayer
was, for Psuedo-D, time set aside where one did nothing and said nothing but instead sat and basked in
god's glory.

Even that might strike us as a bit strange so let me share from the work of the former Episcopal
Bishop John Shelby Spong's and his book entitled Why Christianity Must Change or Die. In this book he
discusses how for much of his life he would start his days with a few hours of prayer and contemplation.

However as his theology changed he began to question the value in praying to a god he no longer
believed listened, so he abandoned the practice. Instead he set the time aside to just be alone and be
quiet in his office. Sometimes he would do a little paperwork or other small things but for the most part
he simply rested in silence with his thoughts and emotions. While Bishop Spong never specifically calls
this new act prayer he does ascribe to it many of the same benefits that he found from his previous
practice. He felt at greater peace, more focused, and simply happier if he had time to reflect in silence.



Prayer by action is, according to Psuedo-D, the idea that everything you do is a reflection of you
and your relationship with the divine and that when we become aware of that we are more thoughtful
about what we do. As modern UUs we might call this an awareness of our place in the interconnected
web of the world and being mindful of how our actions affect others but either way that awareness is a
prayer. And even more pointedly Psuedo-D holds up that any action done to help the poor and the weak
with good intent is a prayer of action.

And finally Psuedo-Dionysius spoke of mystic unity and wonder. When you find yourself moved
by something, great joy or beauty, pain or sorrow, those too are moments of prayer. If you have ever
stood atop a hill or on the beach to watch a sunrise or sunset and been moved by the sight, that is
prayer. If you have ever been overwhelmed by a sense of love for this world, the people in it, and the
mystery that is life, that too is prayer.

Prayer can be as complex or as simple as we desire. It can start with wishing on a coin, ringing a
bell, lighting a candle, or going on a hike. Prayer can be called prayer or meditation or ritual or wishing.
Prayer has as many faces as people on this Earth. But all people need to find time to commune with
what is holy and to put their spirit at ease. And regardless if you believe that comes from god, human
nature, biology, or something else that does not negate its importance.

At the end of the day | hope you have something that is prayerful in your life. Be it words,
thoughts, silence, action, wonder, or something else. And if you are thinking to yourself that you can
find no time to fit prayer in then | offer you this saying from Meister Eckhart, the German mystic. "If you
only ever say one prayer in your life, say 'thank you' and it shall be enough."

| pray that you might find some time everyday to say thank you, to find peace, and to spend
some time with yourself. And | hope that should some ask you "Do you pray?" you will be able to say
with confidence. Yes. Yes, | do.

Amen and Blessed Be.



