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Life can be very hectic. Between careers, rela​tion​ships, families, friends, finances, politics, and the myriad other forces which impact our daily lives, we may at times find it difficult just to "chill out."  Many of us look for ways to help us cope with what life brings our way. We may meditate, prac​tice good stress management tech​niques, exer​cise, or pray. One way that many, in fact millions of us, have used is reciting a well-worn prayer called the serenity prayer: "God, grant me the se​reni​ty to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the dif​ference." As with many prayers or say​ings, we may often recite the prayer with​out paying much at​tention to what it is actually saying and the meanings behind the words. But, that is precisely where the power of the prayer lives. This article is de​signed to take a look at the power behind the words. I acknowl​edge that this view and inter​preta​tion of the prayer is my own and may not fit for others. However, it does fit for me and has been helpful for many others.

While the serenity prayer is basically in three sec​tions, it actually has four parts, with the first and second parts making up the first section. The first section of the prayer goes, "God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, ..."  For me, the first part is the phrase, "God, grant me ..." This little phrase implies many things. First, it acknowledges a higher power.  While your par​ticular tradition may not call that higher power God, it is likely to ac​knowledge some power larg​er than ourselves. The importance of this phrase for me is that it implies that we are never alone, since we are appealing to a power greater than our​selves.  Second, this phrase is a plea to that higher pow​er to grant us something. It is not an invitation to barter with God. We are asking our higher power to give us something that we do not now have.  Gifts are not earned - they are just given or not given. The importance of this point for me is that we do not have to earn this gift.  In some tradi​tions, this is akin to notions of grace. As I under​stand it, these traditions talk about a state of grace being a gift from God; that is, we don't have to do any​thing in particular to get this gift, we just have to be. (Maybe that's why they call us hu​man be​ings and not human doings.) Thus, we are appeal​ing to our higher power to give us a gift of some​thing (sereni​ty) that we did not have to earn, which we want to help us cope with a par​ticu​lar con​dition (to accept the things we cannot change).

The first section as a whole also has many impli​cations. "God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, ..." in itself suggests that we need this thing called serenity to merely accept the fact that there are things in our lives over which we have little or no influence. The first impli​cation of this section is that there are, in fact, things that we cannot control. While this may seem like a sim​plistic conclusion, consider the wide variety of things about which we may be​come dis​traught which we cannot change. Single-hand​edly, we cannot change the state of the econ​omy, al​though it does have a direct impact upon us. We cannot change our genetics and the gifts and limita​tions we were born with. We cannot control the weath​er, the flow of traf​fic, or even other people's feel​ings, though we may "strain our guts" about any or all of these things. The second implication from this section is that we can learn to accept the fact that we are not ultimately "in charge." In this fact alone there is comfort. It implies that we don't have to feel like we are responsible for everyone and everything around us. What a relief.

The second section of the prayer, "... the courage to change the things I can, ...," is again a plea to our higher power for the resources to make a dif​ference in our lives. In my view, it is more accu​rately a request for access to the resources which have already been invested in us by our higher power. The implication of this section is that there are, in fact, things in our lives upon which we can have an impact. That is, we are not merely blown around by the "winds of for​tune," but play an active role in our own lives. From my perspec​tive, the primary place where we can change things is within ourselves - our thoughts, feelings, and be​haviors. We are the experts on our thoughts and feelings; no one can know our thoughts and feel​ings better than we can and no one can know our thoughts and feelings unless we tell them. Since our thoughts and feelings "live" inside our bodies and since we are the experts on our thoughts and feelings, then we are in the best position possible to make a difference in our thoughts and feelings.  This is not to say that help and support from others are not valuable (and sometimes invaluable) in the change process; it does say, however, that we are the ones - the only ones - truly capable of chang​ing our thoughts and feelings. In addition, we can have varying degrees of influence over other things outside of ourselves. Generally, we have greater degrees of influence (but not total control) over things with which we have the most intimate con​tact. This includes rela​tionships, job choic​es, geo​graphic locations, etc. It does not include the thoughts and feelings of others. As things shift from more intimate to less intimate, our de​gree of influence decreases greatly. It is kind of like pre​dicting the weather: meteorol​ogists can do a great job predicting the weather for the next several hours, a good job predicting the weather over a few days, but a poor job predicting the weather over the next several weeks or months. In like man​ner, as indi​viduals, we have little influ​ence over the course of the local economy, local or national politics, or inter​national affairs.

The final section of the prayer is probably the most crucial: "... and the wisdom to know the differ​ence." This section implies that it requires wis​dom, not just judgment, to tell the difference be​tween those things with which we can have an influence and those with which we cannot. It also implies that the difference; that is, it is with​in each of our capabilities to know the dif​ference.  Some of this ability to discriminate a difference comes from experience. However, the prayer asks our higher power for access to our inner capabili​ties to help us build this experience base.

The dictionary defines serenity with words like "tranquility" and the state of being "unruffled."  The serenity prayer, in my opinion, is not a topo​graphical map to serenity or even a map for how to find it. For me, it is more like a re​quest for access to the tools so that we may be able to see the guide​posts along the journey. Since the terrain along this journey is always changing, maps may become outdated but the ability to access our tools and see can be our ever-useful compan​ions.
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“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.”








