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Introduction 

“GOD,
    GRANT ME
 THE SERENITY . . . ”

The lines of the Serenity Prayer are probably among the best-known lines in the history of prayers, next to “Our Father, who art in heaven.”

Though some of the sentiments of the prayer have been traced to works dating as far back as A.D. 500, the Serenity Prayer as we know it today was written and introduced in the early 1940s by American theologian ReinholdNeibuhr as a “tag line” to a sermon he delivered on practical Christianity.

The Federal Council of Churches used the prayer, and it was printed on small cards that were given to soldiers during World War II.

In 1942, the prayer first came to the attention of a New York Alcoholics Anonymous member named Jack, when he read the first stanza in an obituary. He showed it to pals at AA, and another member, a printer, immediately printed the prayer on 500 wallet-sized cards to be distributed at no cost. Eventually, the Serenity Prayer became AA’s official prayer.

Through the years, millions of copies of this prayer—either in its entirety or the especially popular first section—have graced the homes, wallets, and desks of people from all strata of society. Whether it’s engraved on a deluxe plaque, embossed on artwork, or penciled on a scrap of paper, something about those words draws its readers—us—into the intimacy of God’s arms and the hope he brings to all humanity.

This prayer is not just another inspirational verse that gives a momentary lift.

The timeless words invite pondering, which turns into application. After meeting the Serenity Prayer, readers often memorize it and recite it daily. They cling to it in troubled times and in moments of decision.

And for many, the Serenity Prayer becomes a catalyst for a new, more fulfilling life; many learn how to live the Serenity Prayer.

In these pages, you’ll meet readers like you who have found the power of this permeating prayer in their lives. Let their experiences bring courage, change, and peace into your life. Let them draw you closer to the God who gives all that we need—including wisdom, acceptance, and serenity.


   THE
 SERENITY
        PRAYER

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; 
courage to change the things I can; and 
the wisdom to know the difference.



Living one day at a time; 
enjoying one moment at a time; 
accepting hardship as the pathway to peace.



Taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is, not as I would have it.

Trusting that He will make all things right, if I surrender to His will.

That I may be reasonably happy in this life, 
and supremely happy with Him forever in the next.


THE OTHER FIELD TRIP 

The students in the second-grade class sat cross-legged on the floor at the butterfly museum. My son Matthew pulled on my hand. “Go home!” he shouted. His classmates glanced over and turned back to listen to their guide.

Matthew has autism.

I kept including Matthew in these field trips, hoping each time that he would show an interest. I sighed. God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change. . . . This prayer so often went through my mind at times like this.

Matthew’s educational assistant, Diane, and I looked at each other. Obviously this presentation did not interest our boy. We sneaked past the group and headed into the hall, where we met a museum employee.

“We’ll just look around, if that’s okay,” Diane explained. The three of us headed upstairs where, to Matthew’s delight, a train set dominated an entire room. We watched the trains whip  around the track. His eyes lit up as he followed the locomotives’ progress.

Twenty minutes later, pounding footsteps announced the class’s presence as they climbed the stairs. Matthew covered his ears and announced, “Go home!”

While the group gathered upstairs, we headed downstairs. As we passed, many kids said, “Bye, Matt.”

“Bye, Matt,” he repeated. Some of them offered him a high five. With a hand over one ear, he returned a few of the high fives and edged past the others.

On the lower level, we walked around rooms filled with butterfly cases. Matthew likes butterflies, and I thought maybe he’d be more comfortable in the quiet rooms. Within minutes, he pulled on my hand, then Diane’s.

“Go home!” he insisted.

“Is it that time?” she asked. I nodded. We traipsed to the van. Matthew has not yet been on a field trip by bus. Instead I drive him and Diane, happy to have the school’s blessing and the freedom to leave with him if he experiences sensory overload.

The field trip was still in progress inside the museum, but our field trip, the other field trip, was over.

“Well, he lasted a little while,” Diane commented. Try, try, and try again has become our motto.

The three of us piled into my van. “This one, this one,” Matthew said, pointing to the radio. I turned up the volume and  he rocked to the beat. As I drove, the music drowned out any chance of conversation and my mind wandered. I thought about the many field trips we’d taken together. While they often ended prematurely, I got to see things with Matthew that others don’t get to see. I get the backstage pass, so to speak. I usually see people at their best, most compassionate, most tolerant when they see that my son likes to investigate behind the scenes, away from the group, and they are happy to accommodate us.

Together, we’ve seen the inside of the potting sheds at our local nursery. We’ve enjoyed the play equipment outside while Matthew’s class listened to a presentation inside. We’ve trudged through mud and water and enjoyed the flora and fauna while his classmates completed indoor activities. When the dinosaur exhibit was too noisy inside the building, we got to see what lay on the outskirts of the property.

As I drove, I remembered walking down a path on another day, heading the opposite direction of Matthew’s classmates who were intent on their scavenger hunt.

“Good to be Matthew,” I had said to him, touching his face. He glanced at me with those gorgeous blue eyes, a disarming smile, and a tilt to his chin that told me he was quite all right being on the “other” field trip. Then he skipped down the path, turning to see that I was following his lead.

I realized that day I could force the issue and make him stay with the group. But as he headed down the empty trail a blue jay  streaked past us, squawking loudly. Matthew laughed so hard he almost doubled over. It was impossible not to laugh along with him, the sunlight embracing us, the two of us “enjoying one moment at a time.”

Will he always be this happy? I wondered that day as he raced down the path in search of the jay. I pushed aside this worry and watched Matthew. He was squinting at the sky, still looking for that bird. As if on cue, the blue jay screeched his way to another tree. Matthew’s laugh seemed to come from his toes.

Ten minutes later, it was time to go. Matthew started farther down the path then stopped, turned, and looked at me with those piercing blue eyes. He wanted me to chase him. He didn’t want to leave. I saw that this could easily turn from a joyful, shared moment into a power struggle. God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference. . . .

Instead, I had held out my hand and motioned for him to join me. When he didn’t, I turned and start walking back, hoping he would follow. Soon his hand was in mine. I smiled and took a deep breath.

Matthew and I returned to the parking lot, where his classmates were getting ready to leave. We joined Diane as our little field trip merged with the larger one. Diane prompted Matthew to wave to his friends. They waved back and filed into the bus as Matthew skipped ahead of Diane and me to the van. Just  like today, we’d left in different vehicles on our way to the same place—back to school.

Now, as I looked in the rearview mirror at my son enjoying his music, I saw the same gorgeous blue eyes and disarming smile . . . the same boy who’s still happy with enjoying “other” field trips with his class . . . the boy who’s taught me the meaning of serenity.

Lisa Finch 


VISITING MARGARET 

Shifting my feet with uncertainty, I rang the doorbell at the home of a “shut-in” from our church—a woman who could not get out much because of her health. Margaret was expecting me because I had phoned the day before.

As I waited for her to answer the door, my pastor’s words whirled through my head: “Margaret has a serious heart condition and lupus disease. You’ll find her a sweet woman, in her early sixties. Problem is she’s discouraged and has become reclusive.”

I prayed silently as I rang again.

Margaret greeted me with a soft smile. She wore rayon slacks, a print-over blouse, and tennis shoes. I followed her as she shuffled across the room and pointed me to a chair.

As we chatted, Margaret’s warmth and kindness came through. I asked her about her family and pictures around the room.

“For years I worked at an important job,” she told me. “But now I’m so weak, I can hardly do everyday things. When Tom comes home, he cooks our meals and cleans the house and helps me with everything.”

“What keeps you going?” I asked.

“My faith in God. I read the Bible and I pray,” she said.

Then Margaret told me more about her exhausting medical trek with heart disease and lupus. I felt waves of compassion. She’s so confined. Not much of a life . . . will I be able to help her? I wondered. Before I left, I prayed with her and promised to return in a week.

I kept my promise, and Margaret lit up with gladness to see me. When we went into her kitchen, I noticed a framed cross-stitch on the wall. It was the Serenity Prayer.

“A friend made that for me,” she said. “I pray those words often.”

“What speaks to you the most?” I asked.

“To accept the things I cannot change . . . like my health,” she said gazing at the framed prayer.

While listening, my eyes clung to “courage to change the things I can.” That would be my goal: to help Margaret take steps into the flow of life again. She needed God’s grace to fill her with the courage to change. I silently prayed for her to claim that power.

I visited Margaret regularly, and our friendship grew. One time she said, “I was depressed when I first met you. But now  I feel like I have a true friend, and I’m doing better.” Her words touched me.

Sometimes we would look at our church newsletter together and pray for those who were ill or hospitalized. Margaret especially prayed for Mary Lou, a woman who had been in a coma for weeks and whom Margaret had known years before. One day we learned Mary Lou had regained consciousness! We rejoiced.

I learned that Mary Lou was still in the hospital, where she was making slow progress. She would need to learn to walk again. Our church encouraged visitors to go see her regularly. I planned to see her the next week, I told Margaret.

“May I go with you?” Margaret asked. Surprised, I quickly said, “Of course.”

When the day to visit Mary Lou arrived, I was apprehensive about taking Margaret. I wondered if she would have the stamina to get dressed and walk the hospital halls. Yet this could be an answer to my prayer that Margaret would act on “the courage to change the things I can.”

When Margaret answered the door, I was stunned! She was all dressed up in a brown suit and low heels. Her hair was styled, she wore makeup, and her face glowed.

“I’m ready,” she said.

“You look lovely,” I said as I hugged her, shaking with surprise. As we drove to the hospital, I silently thanked God for how he had helped my friend. I asked him to keep up her strength.

Margaret continued to amaze me as she took slow deliberate steps along the winding hospital halls. Mary Lou, still bedridden, smiled and welcomed us with a wave of her hand. Her neurological condition affected her speech, but I was able to understand her. “Nice of you to come see me,” she said.

Margaret introduced herself as an acquaintance from years earlier. “I’ve prayed for you every day,” she added, clasping Mary Lou’s hand.

“Oh, thank you,” Mary Lou said. “Prayers like yours made a difference. God gave me a big miracle. Now please pray that I can learn to walk again.”

“I will,” Margaret said, as she pulled a chair close to the bed.

I watched through tear-filled eyes. I saw new courage in Margaret’s face—surely, it was God’s courage along with her own choice to change. It was beautiful!

Charlotte Adelsperger 


THE TEACHER WHO TAUGHT ME TO PRAY

My first encounter with the Serenity Prayer came during my senior year in high school. The year was 1992, and I was eighteen. That fall I had everything going for me— I led the varsity boys’ soccer team to another conference final, I was elected runner-up for homecoming king, and I voted in my first presidential election in November.

Like most of my peers, I took “blow-off” classes like consumer automotive technology, team sports, and study hall, and I sailed through the semester. With this schedule, I knew I would hardly break a sweat learning about engine wear and tear, changing oil, and changing flat tires in the morning, bowling and horseshoes in the afternoon, with socializing to end the day. All things considered, fall was a breeze, and I assumed spring would be simple, too.

Boy, was I in for a surprise!

After Christmas, I signed up for a mass media class with my  friends. Everyone said it would be another blow-off class, and my senioritis ears loved hearing those magic words.

Besides new classes that winter, I decided to play intramural basketball with a handful of friends—some were competitive athletes and some merely played for fun. I thought this would be a good way to stay in shape while I waited on the “right” soccer scholarship to come along.

Not until February arrived did mass media make me work and make me think. My teacher required outside reading, outside studying, and worse, outside memorization. He forced us to memorize diagrams for class, memorize theories for class, and memorize a prayer, the Serenity Prayer.

Even though I didn’t believe in outside reading, studying, and memorization, I accepted it. After all, our teacher was Mr. Dunn, one of the coolest teachers in school.

So, we read, we studied, and we memorized this new prayer:



God grant me the serenity 

to accept the things I cannot change, 

courage to change the things I can, 

and the wisdom to know the difference.



A month after meeting the prayer for the first time I experienced its meaning firsthand. It was on the basketball court, of all places. Our intramural basketball season was winding down. And as our squad of athletes and entertainers drifted back in the standings, I decided if we couldn’t win, I might as well learn to dunk a basketball.

Yep, all five foot eight inches of me decided in our second-to-last game to dunk a regulation-size ball into a regulation-size hoop, just like Spud Webb of the Atlanta Hawks. After all, if he could do it at only five foot seven, I could surely match his feat. And, man, was I getting air during warm-ups or what?

That morning I tried a few alley-oops, and each time I got closer and closer. Finally, during the game, I started a fast break, passed the ball to a teammate, and headed to the basket for an alley-oop. But the alley-oop didn’t come. The ball was stolen and dribbled to the opposite end for a bucket.

Disgusted, I went up for the goal anyway and slammed my hand against the rim, hung from the rim, and let go. Coming down, I was pumped, esctatic, and somewhat off-balance. When I landed I heard and felt something horrible.

A pop. Followed by hot and cold flashes. Dizziness. Sweat.

Somehow, I knew my soccer career was history. Somehow I knew my intramural season should have ended sooner. And somehow, I knew that the popping sound and flashes and dizziness and sweat meant that I would need to do more than hobble around the rest of the day. I would also need to pray.

After all, a guy can only say, “I’ll be fine—it’s just a sprain” about ten times before the brain screams otherwise.

For me, praying was the only answer. First, it was the Lord’s Prayer, then it was a “Dear-God, help-me” prayer. Then it was a prayer from the heart.

I prayed to God for strength and courage and comfort and wisdom. Sound familiar?

Here I was, eighteen years old, broken, hobbling, praying, and in need of repair. I had reconstructive knee surgery at the same hospital where I’d taken my first breaths, and now took my first steps with my new knee. But with that surgery came the withdrawal of several soccer scholarships and the introduction of homework in bed. Every day, my twin brother brought me schoolwork, including mass media.

And even though I still suffered a mild case of senioritis, I seemed to recover more quickly than my doctor had predicted because of prayer. Prayers from my peers, prayers from my family, and prayers from my teachers.
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