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            The Serenity Prayer is very popular.       On the internet this week, you can find the shorter 
version of the prayer printed on posters and wall plaques, on bracelets and necklaces, on key chains 
and coffee mugs, and even printed on Frisbees.  

            After the Lord’s Prayer, the Serenity Prayer is probably the second most popular prayer in the 
world.  Here’s the shorter version of the prayer:  “God give us grace to accept with serenity the things 
that cannot be changed, the courage to change what should be changed, and the wisdom to 
distinguish the one from the other.” 

 

            Whenever I think of the Serenity Prayer I think of Presbyterian Elder T.V.Sparrow.   His real 
name was Theodore Victor Sparrow, everyone called him by his initials, T.V.  He was a Presbyterian 
elder at Clemmons Presbyterian Church, a suburb of Winston Salem, NC, where Dusty and I served 
as co- pastors for nine years. 

T.V was a smart guy: 2 degrees from M.I.T. in electrical engineering. He was striking in his 
appearance:   tall and slender, this retired engineer had white hair and a black patch over his left eye.  
He was humble, gentle, and outgoing.  He was the leader of the Alcoholics Anonymous group that 
met at our church every Friday night.    T.V. Sparrow would invite me to attend an open meeting of 
AA once or twice a year.    He was grateful that church opened its doors to that group. 

When the AA group was forming they looked for a place to meet.  They approached the Baptist 
church in town.  The Baptist Church said that every member of their church had signed a covenant of 
membership including a pledge to abstain from all alcoholic beverages, so the church did not see 
alcoholism as a problem.   Next, they approached the United Methodist Church.    There was a room 
they could use.   But it was a very small room, very damp, next to the furnace room in the basement.   
Then, they approached the Presbyterian Church.  The Session said, “Yes, on Friday night, from 7 pm 
-10 pm, your group may use our building for your meetings, no charge; fellowship hall, kitchen, 
classrooms.” So every Friday 35-40 people attended AA meetings, and another 20 people attended 
Al Anon meetings for family members of alcoholics.   

I think that one reason that the AA and Al Anon meetings were so well attended was the influence of 
TV Sparrow.  He was so open and concerned about others, and he had a spiritual depth about him.  
I’ve heard him welcome newcomers to AA by saying:  “I’m an old, broken down drunk trying to stay 
sober for another day, and AA helps me do that.”    He was real, he was candid and realistic about 
life, but always hopeful.   The meetings of AA which I attended always opened with the Serenity 
Prayer and closed with the Serenity Prayer. 

 

          I think that I know why the prayer is so popular, not just with AA or other 12 step groups, but 
popular with many people.  It asks for God’s help in finding serenity, inward peace.   Today, when our 
lives are complicated and hectic, and we run into so many factors that are beyond our control, this 
prayer offers a clear focus to deal with the complexities of living and a way to draw upon a power 
beyond ourselves for help.    It is a powerful prayer for daily living. 

 

            So today I want us to look at the prayer in its original form.  Here is a prayer that can be 
prayed again and again.   Try it and see how it applies to your situation.   The prayer in its original 
form echoes some of the rich biblical themes of Psalm 46 and Romans 8, and helps us go deeper in 
establishing trust in God. 



 

            The prayer begins with God and looks to God for help. “God grant us grace to accept with 
serenity what cannot be changed.”   The Serenity Prayer assumes that life is not easy. It assumes 
that we have days when we feel overwhelmed by trouble or challenges.  The prayer begins with a 
common sense notion that we should stop trying to change what can’t be changed. Sometimes we 
must accept what cannot be changed.  Don’t knock your head against a brick wall.   Sometimes 
things won’t be changed.  For example, you can’t change the past.   And some health conditions can’t 
be changed.   Or some family dynamics can’t be changed.  Or in a very simple example, you are 
driving in the car on South Main Street in Blacksburg and reach a traffic jam because of construction 
or pot hole repairs.  And you are in a hurry and you are sitting in traffic, and now you are late.  Well, 
you can be upset about the delay which you did not need, or you can ask God to give you grace to 
accept what cannot be changed.  To let go and accept the gift of serenity is to let go of our attempts 
to be in complete control of our lives all the time.    It is the beginning step to trusting God who is in 
control, a God who is really in control. 

 

          Just as soon as we pray the first line, we have a line in the prayer which asks God to give us 
“Courage to change what should be changed…”  God is not finished with you and with me.   God 
is not finished with God’s world.   God does not want us to be passive and accept everything in life.  
The prayer acknowledges that there are changes that should be made starting with ourselves.   TV 
Sparrow knew that in praying this prayer every day, there were changes in his attitude, and how he 
respond to situations that need to be changed.      

 

There are situations that need to be challenged and changed in the world.  For example, I have heard 
about this congregation’s involvement in Malawi mission work and the Malawi network.  The 
Presbyterian Church in Malawi continues with lifesaving ministries in hospitals and clinics, in schools, 
in social justice and worship outreach.  In the midst of great challenges from famine, and floods, and 
epidemics the faithful church in Malawi shows us what it means to have “courage to change what 
should be changed.”  

    I’ve become a new fan of Ariana Grande, the 23 year old pop singer from Boca Rotan, Florida.  I 
knew nothing about her until 3 weeks ago when 22 people were killed and more than 60 injured in a 
terrorist attack after her concert in Manchester, England.  So, the 23 year old singer organized a 
benefit concert in Manchester two weeks after the attack, and raised millions of dollars for the victims.   
She rejected fear and bitterness, and when 50,000 gathered for the benefit concert for victims of 
bombing, tears flowed and so did joy.  50,000 young people gathered to sing and dance and support 
one another.  What happens when terrorists see that the people of Manchester refuse to be 
terrorized?  Whatever terrorists had hoped to produce in Manchester, it certainly wasn’t a party.  The 
Serenity Prayer seeks wisdom from God to know what situations cannot be changed and must be 
accepted, and what situations must be changed. 

 

     The prayer continues:   “Living one day at a time, enjoying one moment at a time.”   Yes, such 
mindfulness is a way to peace of mind and serenity. But then here comes the surprise: “Accepting 
hardship as a pathway to peace.”   Accepting hardship as a pathway to peace? This sounds 
counter intuitive, not something that many would quickly embrace.   Accepting hardship? We wish to 
avoid hardship, so how can accepting hardship be a pathway to peace? 

 

     When things in our life are reasonable calm, we can easily live on the surface, we can live rather 
casually, going about our busy lives. But when hardship surfaces, then we are more teachable, and 



more open to find God’s strength and promise.  Thus, the time of hardship can be the pathway to 
peace.  Psalm 46 declares this truth.  “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in times of 
trouble, therefore we will not fear though the earth should change, though the mountains should 
shake in the heart of the sea.”   It is “times of trouble” that we find that God is our refuge and strength.   
Without the hardship, the time of trouble, we tend not to learn how relying upon the Lord is the path to 
God’s peace.     

 

     The Serenity Prayer continues:  “Trusting that you will make all things right if I surrender to 
your will.”  This is not easy to do.  But it echoes the passage from Romans 8:  “We know that in 
everything God works for good with those who love him who are called according to his purpose.”   
The prayer does not say that everything that happens is good.  But it affirms that God can work, and 
will work through all that happens to create good, to make all things right if we surrender to God’s will.  
God is working for good in all situations, and our surrendering to the will of God, and seeking the 
purposes of God, is part of the good which can occur. 

 

      And the conclusion of the prayer is “that we may be reasonably happy in this life and 
supremely happy with God forever in the next life.”  When we pray this prayer it brings to my mind 
the question: what is it that I assume that I need to be reasonably happy in this life?  That temporary 
happiness is tempered with the greater happiness and fulfillment of eternity with God. 

      This prayer was written by the American theologian Reinhold Niebuhr.  He prayed the prayer in a 
small New England church in the 1930’s while on vacation from his teaching responsibilities at Union 
Seminary in New York.  Niebuhr was the most famous Christian theologian of his day.  He was known 
for Christian realism.  On one hand humans are the pinnacle of God’s creation, with our minds we 
can imagine unlimited ideas, and enjoy great creativity.  On the other hand, human beings are limited, 
finite creatures.  We are limited in our understanding.  We are not good enough or wise enough to 
achieve our ideals or live up to them on our own.  It is by God’s grace we have the ability to transcend 
our limitations, to be forgiven and empowered to live each day with dedication to God’s purpose.  The 
cross of Jesus Christ is the example of suffering love and sacrificial power which displays God’s love 
and embodies it.  This is the biblical theology behind the serenity prayer.  It is centered on God’s 
grace and God’s gift of serenity. 

 

         That is why in the end, the serenity prayer, the second most popular prayer, is such a hopeful 
prayer.  It leads us to trust God more fully.  It does not assume that life is easy or free of complexities 
and ambiguities.  But it guides us to seek God’s power so that we might grow and develop in the 
midst of complexities and ambiguities.  So, try it this week.  It can make a significant change in your 
perspective on your life and your attitude. 

It makes sense:  to give up trying to control what is beyond our control? 

It makes sense:  to ask God for courage to change what should be changed in our lives and in the 
world. 

It makes sense:  to seek the wisdom that helps us discern what should be accepted and what should 
be changed. 

It makes sense:  to seek God’s serenity by really living and appreciating our life today, as we trust 
God now and forever. 

 

Pray this prayer this week and find out how God is leading you to become a deeper person who is 
trusting God more fully.  


