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 “Lord, 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.” 
These words, now known as “The Serenity Prayer,” were penned by Reinhold 
Neibuhr in the late 1930s. By early 1941, this prayer was adopted as one of the 
official prayers for Alcoholics Anonymous, and it has helped millions of recovering 
addicts ever since.  
 But this amazing prayer is not only the property of those fighting substance 
abuse. The Serenity Prayer is used by all kinds of groups across religious and 
secular spectrums. As its title suggests, the prayer is designed to bring the 
petitioner serenity – peace, comfort, a deep sense of calm. The theology and 
philosophy behind this prayer is quite simple really. If we can come to an 
understanding of what we can and cannot change, of what we can and cannot 
control, we will then be better able to let go of all those worrisome and 
burdensome concerns that we can’t really do anything about AND concentrate 
our energy on those things that we can change.  
 But let’s be honest: it’s a lot easier to say the Serenity Prayer than it is to 
live it, right? So much of my life has been wasted churning about many things that 
I can’t do anything about. I am a worrier, and there is no question that the vast 
majority of the things I worry about are things I can’t do a darn thing about 
anyway: how somebody else feels about me, how my retirement accounts are 
faring in the stock market, whether the weather will be good on the one day I’ve 
set aside to go skiing, whether or not I’ll be able to take my daughter on vacation 
this Spring Break with Covid still flourishing. Now all of my examples are pretty 
lame and minimal, which probably says something about how good my life is right 
now. But for some other worriers in the audience this morning, the list might be a 
lot more serious. Will my biopsy come back benign or malignant? Will my son be 
able to stay sober? Will the cutbacks happening at work cost me my job and my 
health insurance? 
 But the thing about The Serenity Prayer is that its power is not affected by 
the severity of the issues with which we are dealing. The efficacy and power of 
this prayer lies in our ability to discern which struggles in our lives are worth 
working on, fighting against, and overcoming – and then applying our best, most 



tenacious energy to those battles, rather than the ones that lie outside our 
control. Thus the last phrase of the prayer – “the wisdom to know the difference.” 
 That’s where our Beatles song for the morning comes in. “Let it be, let it be, 
let it be, let it be…Whisper words of wisdom, let it be.” Now, last week, as we 
examined George Harrison’s “While My Guitar Gently Weeps,” we discovered that 
George wrote this song and recorded it when the four Beatles were no longer 
talking to each other and were refusing even to record in the same room 
together. Interestingly, “Let It Be” – written by Paul - was the very last song the 
Fab 4 would record before Paul announced he was leaving the band. According to 
one interview with McCartney, the song’s title and thematic content came from a 
dream he had. His mother - named Mary - had died when Paul was only 14, and 
when he was 28, she came to him in a dream, assuring him that things would be 
OK as the band disintegrated, and that he should just “let it be.”  
 Now some folks bristle at the message of “Let It Be,” seeing it as passive 
and fatalistic. Why not fight, some might say. Rise up and resist! We mustn’t just 
give in and let crappy things happen, right? But this is where the Serenity Prayer is 
helpful in interpreting McCartney’s song. The Serenity Prayer is not a call to 
passivity and resignation. Rather it is a call to action – but informed action about 
the right things – those things over which we do have a measure of control. “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.”  
 Paul McCartney was one of four people in The Beatles. The band’s rifts 
were deep and wide, involving all four members of the band. The issues John 
Lennon brought to the band are well documented, particularly his struggle with 
drugs, not to mention his allowing Yoko to horn in on studio time and even 
encouraging her to sing on various tracks. None of these were things Paul was 
able to change or control. Paul was beginning to discern that The Beatles had had 
their season, their day in the sun, their great run at the top of the charts. He was 
sensing that it was time to move on, that the death of this band might not be such 
a bad thing. As John Lennon would so famously say in one of the first press 
conferences after their break-up, “We’re just a bloody band!” 
 Deaths are always hard. I’ve had to preside over a great many funerals in 
the last 35 years. And there is one passage of scripture I turn to again and again in 
those memorial services. I think of it as the Bible’s version of “Let It Be.” 
Ecclesiastes 3: “For everything there is a season and a time for every purpose 
under heaven. There’s a time to be born and a time to die, a time to plant and a 
time to pluck up what is planted, a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to tear 



down and a time to build up, a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn 
and a time to dance, a time to scatter stones and a time to gather stones 
together, a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing, a time to 
search and a time to give up searching, a time to keep and a time to throw away.” 
I turn to Ecclesiastes when I’m burying someone because there is no escaping 
death. It is the ultimate thing that we cannot control, the great equalizer. It gets 
us all – rich and poor, white and black, Christian and Muslim, gay and straight, 
Democrat and Republican, educated and uneducated. When it’s one’s time to die, 
it’s one’s time to die. So when I read these wise words from Ecclesiastes at the 
funerals I do, “For everything there is a season and a time for every purpose 
under heaven. There’s a time to be born and a time to die,” I’m whispering words 
of wisdom to the loved ones who have lost someone dear: “let it be.” 
 There are a great many events and situations in our lives that fall into the 
“let it be” category, the “things we can’t control” column. Heck, I had one fall in 
my lap just this past Wednesday, when I took Eloise in for a Covid test. She had 
missed 3 days of school and we were both getting a bit worried, wondering if she 
might have Covid-19. So we woke up early Wednesday and got to the Urgent Care 
center in Petoskey before they opened so we could be first in line. There I am 
trying to be the calming father, explaining to her how the test worked. I even said 
that I’d get tested first just to show her how it’s done, so she wouldn’t need to be 
afraid. We took the quick tests and then waited together in the waiting room for 
15 minutes. The results were out of our hands, in that category of the things we 
cannot change. Neither of us was prepared for the news that Eloise was Covid 
free, but my test came back positive. With that news came a truckload of new 
things we would not be able to control – how long I’d have to isolate; how long 
she’d have to quarantine. Would I develop serious symptoms? Would she 
ultimately contract the virus? Where did I get this virus? Who might I have 
infected? What about worship? How would we do the services now? How would 
Eloise get and keep up with her school work? You get the idea. The bottom line is, 
I suddenly found myself in the perfect position to lean on the serenity prayer. 
God, which of these things can I not control?” And then what are the practical 
steps I can and should take with my daughter moving forward? Once we’ve made 
that discernment, received that discriminating wisdom from God, about what is 
and isn’t within our control, we are freed up to use and direct our energy, our 
effort, and our creativity toward the things we can control, change, and improve.  
 I’ve often wondered if the Apostle Paul was laying the groundwork for the 
Serenity Prayer when he wrote this in Philippians 4 verse 6: “Do not be anxious 



about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition with thanksgiving, 
make your requests known to God. And the peace of God,” Paul promises, “which 
transcends all understanding, will keep your hearts and minds safe in Christ 
Jesus.” Part of what brings us peace is knowing that we are accepting the things 
we cannot change and working to change those things we can. When we properly 
make that discernment,we will have far greater peace, even in the storms of life. 
Conversely, what gets in the way of our peace and ramps up our anxiety is when 
we scurry around worrying and working on things we cannot change. That is a 
sure-fire way to compromise the peace God is trying to give us.  
 Here’s a little assignment I want you to try for the next few days. I want you 
to keep a worry journal, taking careful note of everything you worry about. As 
soon as a worry enters your mind, grab your journal and write it down. Keep a 
running list. Then, at the end of each day, look at your list and ask yourself, 
“Which of these things do I have some measure of control over? Which of these 
things do I actually have the power to change?” Put an asterisk by those 
changeable items. We’ll come back to them. But as for the others, I want you to 
work on releasing them. Just read each item you can’t do anything about out loud 
and say, “Let it be.” Or you can say, “God, I’m handing this one over to you. It’s 
yours.” Just try this practice for a couple of days and see what you learn. And, 
along with it, try praying The Serenity Prayer 3 or 4 times throughout the day.  
 My guess is that Paul McCartney had done some work like this in his own 
mind and heart as things were really starting to implode with The Beatles. I don’t 
think Paul was being passive or resigned at all when he wrote “Let It Be.” I don’t 
think “Let It Be” was some sort of slackers’ anthem. I think that, instead, Paul had 
figured out what he could control and what he couldn’t control where The Beatles 
were concerned, and he made the right choice. Consider that the Beatles officially 
broke up in April of 1970, and since then, Sir Paul has released 26 more albums, 
won several Grammy awards, and, of course, was inducted into the Rock and Roll 
Hall of Fame as a solo artist in 1999. Doesn’t sound to me like Paul was being 
passive or resigned by letting the Beatles be. Instead, by the time 1970 rolled 
around, he had discerned what he couldn’t control, let that go, and focused his 
talents and energies on what he could control. “Whisper words of wisdom…Let it 
be. By doing that, Paul McCartney has continued to make a positive difference in 
the world in the best way he knows how. 
 So, may God grant each of us the serenity to accept the things we cannot 
change, the courage to change those things we can, and the wisdom to know the 
difference. Amen. 
  


