
 1 

Curses            Preached by the Rev. Angela Herrera 
 

First Unitarian Church       August 11, 2019 
 
 
First of all, I want to make clear that this sermon called “Curses” is not about curse 
words. It’s not about four-letter words. 
 
I have as big a crush on Megan Rapinoe as you do.  
 
It’s not about curse words, although—just as a side note—those can be… beneficial. 
Scientific studies have shown that saying curse words helps people withstand pain 
longer. And one thing we do not do in the Unitarian Universalist church is deny science.  
 
But this sermon is not about curse words. It’s about a certain kind of prayer.  
 
There are so many ways to pray.  We can pray with traditional words, inherited from our 
ancestors or in ancient scripture. Like, padre nuestro que estás en el cielo, santificado 
sea tu nombre. Our father who art in heaven… 
 
We can pray with new words, like the words of Starhawk: Earth mother, star mother, 
you who are called by a thousand names. May all remember we are cells in your body 
and dance together... That one’s in the back of the gray hymnals. 
 
We can pray with words we create ourselves, or just off the cuff. We can pray in song. 
And, we can also pray in non-verbal ways, especially if we understand prayer not just as 
expressing something but also as a kind of sacred listening. Time in the company of 
nature or the stars, in silence, can be time in prayer. 
 
Now, before I go any further, and because this is going to come up again in this sermon, 
let’s talk for a second about who or what we are listening to or praying to. What is 
sometimes called “God.” When I say that word, I mean it in a very Unitarian 
Universalist way, which is to say, not in a cliché, anthropomorphic, patriarchal way. I’m 
not talking about an old white man in the sky. The way I mean it is much more 
expansive and much less supernatural than that.  
 
One generalization we can make about most kinds of prayer is that it is on some level 
relational. When we pray, we are aware of ourselves in relationship with something. We 
might call it God, we might call it the universe, or nature, or the spirit of life. Wisdom. 
Love. The wholeness. Deep reality.  
 
The narratives of the world’s mystics—people like Teresa of Avila, Rumi, Hafiz and 
Julian of Norwich— across different ages and cultures, affirm this essential relationality. 
And mystics, too, tend to develop very expansive understandings of what the Goddess or 
God or Allah or the Mystery was like. Julian of Norwich, who was Catholic, called God a 
nursing mother suckling humankind at her breast.  
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This thing that we are in relationship with has more names and images than this whole 
sermon has words. Paul Tillich called it the ground of being. Rudolf Otto called it “the 
numinous,” from the latin numen which means awe inspiring. Awe-inspiringness. I like 
the numinous because it sounds like something innumerable and it reminds me of the 
feeling I get when I lie down outside and look up at the stars.  
 
The concept of being in relationship with something larger than our little selves 
transcends notions of theism or atheism. Atheism and theism have more to do with 
what you think that larger thing we are in relationship with can do. Like can it think or 
act. Can it answer our prayers? You don’t have to think so in order to pray.  
 
Are you with me? 
 
Okay, so for the rest of this sermon, whenever I use any of those names for ultimate 
reality, just know that that one name is a placeholder. It represents a very expansive 
idea. 
 
Among the kinds of prayer we might form into words, you could say there are four 
categories. This is a little bit of Prayer 101.  
 
There are prayers of gratitude—I give thanks for another day in which to love and serve.  
 
There are prayers of petition or intercession—give me the courage to make amends. Or 
help me to stop drinking. Or I pray for my children. Petition is asking for something. 
Intercession is God or the universe interceding. Getting involved in some way. Prayers 
of petition and intercession. 
 
There are prayers of contrition. Contrition means a feeling of remorse or regret.  I have 
fallen short. I have hurt myself and others. I am humbled. I am still learning.  
 
And finally, there are prayers of praise. There is a hymn in our hymnals that is a prayer 
of praise: “For the beauty of the earth, for the splendor of the skies, for the love which 
from our birth over and around us lies, source of all to thee we raise, this our hymn of 
grateful praise.” 
 
Gratitude and praise are closely connected. 
 
Gratitude, petition, contrition, and praise. Or what is commonly referred to as Thanks, 
Gimme, Oops, and Wow. 
 
Our focus today is on a kind of prayer that falls under the category of “gimme.” Of 
petition and intercession. It’s called imprecatory prayer. Imprecatory prayer is when we 
pray for something bad to happen to someone else.  
 
Smite. My. Enemies.   
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Imprecatory prayer is related to schadenfreude. You know schadenfreude? Delight in 
another’s misfortune? When something bad happens to someone and you’re like, ha. 
Which, you know, is really not very nice.  
 
Imprecatory prayer is praying for something bad to happen. If you go to the spiritual 
section in the bookstore, you will probably not find very much about it. But I’m pretty 
sure it’s one of the oldest forms of prayer. I’m not going to ask you to raise your hands. 
But if I did…. Well, I’ll bet many of us have tried it out. Even some atheists. So… is that 
wrong?  
 
Several of you have mentioned to me the short story by Mark Twain called The War 
Prayer. The story takes place on a Sunday morning, in a congregation in a nation on the 
brink of war. The troops will be deployed the next day. The minister is at the pulpit, 
praying for the nation’s own side to win. “Watch over our noble young soldiers,” the 
minister prays, “And aid, comfort, and encourage them in their patriotic work; bless 
them, shield them in the day of battle and the hour of peril… help them crush the foe, 
grant to them and to their flag and country imperishable honor and glory.”  
  
As the minister speaks this prayer with closed eyes, a stranger quietly walks up the aisle 
and stands right up there next him. The minister does not notice until he finishes the 
prayer and opens his eyes, at which point the stranger (whose own eyes bear an 
“uncanny light”) nudges the startled man aside and takes his place at the pulpit. The 
stranger then introduces himself to the congregation as, well, an angel. As a messenger 
from God. He is there to point out to the congregation that they are actually praying two 
prayers: one spoken and one unspoken. Their spoken prayer is to win the war. Their 
unspoken prayer is for the other side to lose it. Both prayers have reached God’s ears, 
and God is wondering if they mean it.  
 
The angel wants them to hear what their unspoken prayer sounds like, given the same 
kind of fervent language, as their spoken one, so that they may hear it as God does. 
 
“O Lord our God,” he demonstrates, 
 

help us tear their soldiers to shreds … help us to drown the thunder of the guns 
with the shrieks of their wounded… help us to lay waste their humble homes … 
help us to turn them out roofless with their little children to wander unfriended 
in the wastes of their desolated land in rags and hunger and thirst… 

 
He goes on at length. “Blast their hopes, blight their lives …” And at the end he 
concludes, “We ask it, in the spirit of love, of Him Who is the Source of Love, and Who is 
the ever-faithful refuge and friend of all that are sore beset and seek His aid with 
humble and contrite hearts. Amen.” 
 
Many think of Mark Twain as a pacifist. In fact, he was not consistently anti-war during 
his life.i The War Prayer describes the horror of war, but perhaps even more to the point 
it calls out the hypocrisy of religious and patriotic fervor.  
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It is a cautionary tale about imprecatory prayer. About how disturbing and wrong it is. 
How counter to the spirit of love and compassion that is at the center of the world’s 
religions.  
 
We intuitively grasp the truth of this. No matter how angry or horrified we might feel at 
what is happening in the world around us, if I were to get up here and pray for harm to 
befall a particular person or group… can you imagine? I won’t even give a hypothetical 
example because the idea is so awful. How horrifying that would be! We instantly, 
intuitively know that there is something profoundly wrong with that. Even if I were to 
say it about the worst villain you can think of. This church is about transforming the 
world with love—not merely rearranging the violence and suffering and who has power 
over whom. 
 
And yet, in our personal lives, we may occasionally still find ourselves feeling like Piet 
Hein in this morning’s reading 
 
I see 
   and I hear 
      and I speak no evil; 
I carry 
   no malice 
      within my breast; 
yet quite without 
   wishing 
      a man to the Devil 
one may be 
   permitted 
      to hope for the best. 
 
Sometimes, maybe it even feels like we cannot do otherwise. Maybe the prayer arises 
from righteous anger. Maybe it is tied to a desire for justice. Or the will to defend what 
we love. 
 
I know something about this. I experienced a kind of assault once. A long time ago now. 
In the 1990s. Something that was really hard to recover from. I’m not going to go into 
detail about it. It doesn’t really matter what it was anymore. So many of us have had 
traumatic or harmful experiences, that I think what happened next might resonate with 
a lot of you and that’s why I’m bringing it up. 
 
What happened next is that afterward, for five years, and I really mean this, I prayed for 
the opportunity to run the perpetrator over with my car.  
 
I’m telling you the truth right now, ok? I’m just bringing it right up here to the pulpit. 
Because I know I’m not the only one. And if we can’t talk about this kind of stuff that 
changes us, that challenges us spiritually, if we can’t talk about the stuff that scares us 
and that we keep in the shadows, then I don’t know what we’re doing here.  
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For years after that awful experience, I prayed for the chance to hurt the person who 
hurt me. I don’t mean I said, “Dear God, please send that person right in front of my 
car.” But I wouldn’t have prayed for anything that way. I was not a “dear god” kind of 
pray-er.  
 
Instead, I thought my prayer, a lot. Visualized it, wished for it, went to sleep thinking it, 
dreamed about it, woke up thinking about it. It was a powerful prayer. I mean that in the 
sense that it held a lot of energy in my life. It was the expression of some burning, 
burning rage. Fury. 
 
And it felt… horrible. Horrible in my body and in my soul. It did not feel like me. It felt 
like I was the one carrying around a curse; like I had been cursed with this anger that 
would not let me go. Like I had been handed something I could not put down.  
 
In paganism, it is taught that if you perform a ritual with the intent of cursing someone, 
you should be prepared for the negative energy of that to come back to you threefold or 
more.  
 
I felt the negative energy of my imprecatory prayer.  
 
What’s also true is that I don’t know that I could have done otherwise at that time. 
That’s where I was in my woundedness and in my need for healing and in my path as a 
spiritual person. I needed to be set free from negativity, in order to thrive and to do life-
affirming, constructive things. But it was a process.  
 
So, I’m not going to stand here and tell you that your private imprecatory prayer is 
always morally or spiritually wrong. A prayer like that might come from a place of self-
defense or a longing for justice. There is such a thing as a righteous anger. It’s not that 
it’s always wrong. But prayer like that comes at a cost. It costs the pray-er energy. It is 
not compatible with wellness and liberation. And most of the time it’s a manifestation of 
pain or helplessness that keeps us from our power. Those are important things to know. 
 
The other thing I want you to know—and this is why I say imprecatory prayer is not 
always wrong—is that we can bring our whole selves to our prayer lives. To meditation. 
To God. To our spiritual practices. To church. We can bring our whole imperfect selves. 
Angry prayers and all.  
 
In fact, I think that’s the only way to grow spiritually larger. That’s that phrase from 
Alice Walker. Spiritually larger. We grow spiritually by being honest with ourselves and 
authentic in our praying. By praying our rage or outrage. And, by praying for wisdom, 
healing, and liberation from the things that ultimately weigh us down and hold us back.   
 
The great writer and civil rights activist James Baldwin would have been 95 years old 
this week. He was born on August 2nd , 1924. In one of his essays he reflected on the 
religion of his upbringing and on his lived experiences of violence that deeply challenged 
his faith. He wrote:  
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Hatred, which could destroy so much, never failed to destroy the man who hated 
and this was an immutable law. It began to seem that one would have to hold in 
the mind forever two ideas which seemed to be in opposition. The first idea was 
acceptance, the acceptance, totally without rancor, of life as it is, and men as they 
are: in the light of this idea, it goes without saying that injustice is commonplace. 
But this did not mean that one could be complacent, for the second idea was of 
equal power: that one must never, in one’s own life, accept these injustices as 
commonplace, but must fight them with all one’s strength. This fight begins, 
however, in the heart and it now had been laid to my charge to keep my own 
heart free of hatred and despair.ii 

 
Last week, at the mass meeting in El Paso, where we gathered to protest the inhumane 
treatment of people and especially of little children seeking asylum, the Rev. Dr. William 
Barber guided the thousands who were there in person and listening online in staying 
committed to non-violence. He said, “I refuse in my fight against the things that I hate 
to become what I hate.”   
 
I refuse in my fight against the things that I hate to become what I hate. This is why we 
practice non-violence. That is why we often pray the metta, or lovingkindness prayer, for 
all beings in this church. It is why we name and examine those things that challenge us 
spiritually. We do not hide them in the shadows. 
 
We bring ourselves—our whole selves, all of it—to our spiritual life, to prayer. We do it 
knowing that—whether or not our prayers are answered, whether or not our prayer 
changes other things— prayer certainly changes us. Jane spoke of that last week in her 
wonderful sermon about the science of prayer. Prayer changes us. The question is, how 
do we want to be? Because that intention is part of our praying too. Even if we need to 
pray out some righteous anger first. That intention of how we want to be will play a 
powerful role in our praying. It will play a powerful role in the effect our prayer has on 
us.  
 
You can rage to or even at the gods. The gods can take it. The love that holds all can 
really hold it all. But if you have also set an intention in your life to become wise, to be 
compassionate and free from things that hold you back, if you have also set an intention 
in your life to be deeply grounded and unstoppably strong and courageous, and if your 
vision is of a world filled with a justice based on love rather than violence or vengeance, 
then in your praying you will be listening for that and you will guided back to that.  
 
How do you want to be? What kind of world do we want to live in?  
 
We belong to a faith tradition that did away with hell. “Go to hell”—that would be the 
ultimate imprecatory prayer, right? Go to a place of eternal suffering and death. 
 
The universalists didn’t see evidence in scripture for the existence of an actual place 
called hell. But more importantly, as with the war prayer in Mark Twain’s story, it 
doesn’t square with the spirit of love that is the center of our faith and which belongs at 
the center of all faiths that believe in the sacredness of life. 
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This is not a death dealing religion. Warriors of love do not deal in death. This is a life 
affirming, love-insisting, courageous faith we have.  
 
Because of that, it is a faith we can bring our whole selves to, and be empowered and 
transformed, as we use our lives to bless and heal the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i As Jerome Loving, the author of “Mark Twain: The Adventures of Samuel L. Clemens” and a professor of 

English at Texas A&M University, pointed out in his July 2010 letter to the Editors of the New York 
Times, “In a letter of June 17, 1898, to his friend Joe Twichell, he wrote: ‘I have never enjoyed a war — 
even in written history — as I am enjoying this one. ... It is a worthy thing to fight for one’s freedom; it is 
another sight finer to fight for another man’s. And I think this is the first time it has been done.’ ” 
<https://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/15/opinion/l15twain.html> 
 
ii From “Letter from a Region in My Mind,” published in The New Yorker, November 17, 1962. Available 
online at: https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1962/11/17/letter-from-a-region-in-my-mind 

 


