
When the Answer to Your Prayer is No 8.18.19 
 
 
 
 
After seminary, I chose to go into the chaplaincy and I worked as a chaplain in a variety of 
settings, including a VA hospital where I worked in the substance abuse disorder and mental 
health wings. I also worked in the Western New York Catholic Health system where I served in 
hospice, the intensive care unit, and the emergency room.  
 
One of the basic expectations of a chaplain is that the chaplain will provide a prayer when 
requested. It’s considered one of the primary spiritual tools for a chaplain. Especially in the 
catholic hospitals, where a lot of the patients are catholic, they are really counting on that 
prayer. My sympathetic comments and witty insights were OK, but the visit wasn’t a real visit 
unless I dropped a prayer on them.  
 
This month our theme is prayer, and you’ve already heard plenty about how Unitarian 
Universalists are conflicted about it. That’s definitely true, but it was multiplied a dozen times 
when I had to offer prayers for other people. I was torn between saying what the patient 
seemed to expect from me and praying in a way that had integrity with my personal beliefs.  
 
This was complicated by the fact that my first unit of chaplain training came after I had finished 
only one year of seminary, and let me tell you, a UU seminary isn’t doing its job unless by the 
end of the first year, you’re questioning all of the beliefs that you brought into the place. So, 
when I started making those first patient visits, I was a theological hot mess.  
 
Now conventional prayer usually begins with naming the divinity that we are praying to. You 
can imagine how hard that is for a 1st year seminarian with a head full of liberal theology. From 
Paul Tillich’s ground of being, to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Over-soul, to Anthony Pinn’s African-
American Humanism. I had no idea what I believed. And I remember my first solo visit to a 
patient. The beginning conversation went pretty well, so I was trying to slink out the door 
without actually doing a prayer and I was almost out, when the patient asked “Hey, can you 
pray with me?”  Of course, I said yes, and then the panic spiral started. I took his hands, closed 
my eyes to cover my anxiety, and my mind began to race. How should I start? Father in heaven? 
Not my theology anymore. Spirit of life? Too UU for this Catholic patient. Finally, I just blurted 
out: “To whom it may concern!”  
 
Not really. I didn’t do that. But you get my point. It can be hard to pray as a UU and especially 
hard to pray as a group activity. That’s why it really heartens me to see the prayer circles that 
are happening after each service this month. We can see before our very eyes how UUs can 
pray with each other.  
 



Anyway, over time, with lots of practice and patient coaching from my spiritual advisors, I did 
become much more skillful about praying with patients, and I’ll talk more about those prayers 
later.  
 
But one of the hard parts about praying with folks in the hospital or any place for that matter, is 
that it’s plenty common for prayers to not be answered. Or rather, for the answer to the prayer 
to be no. Certainly, that was the case for some of the patients I was working with in hospice, 
although the vast majority of hospice patients understood and accepted their situations with 
profound grace. But there were a lot of other situations where people had to deal with no as 
the answer to their prayers, and that creates a powerful confusion in their faith.  
 
I’m thinking of a painful moment when I was working at St. Joseph’s hospital. St. Joe’s was in 
Cheektowaga, a white, working class suburb of Buffalo. Most of our patients were old-school 
Polish, and it was common for me to meet couples who had been married more than fifty 
years. One day I was called to the Intensive Care Unit to attend to a family whose father was 
about to be taken off of life support. As I entered the bay in the ICU, I saw his adult children 
watching their mother, who was hugging their father around the neck and weeping hard. Her 
cries could have been from a physical pain, but I could hear that this was actually worse than 
any bodily torment. The daughter said “Ma, the chaplain is here.” And this woman, who was 
about to lose her partner of decades, she turned to me and shrieked “You came here to talk to 
me about God?” 
 
The children were mortified but I understood what she meant. I told her that it was OK to be 
angry at God, and I then turned my attention to the children. That woman knew that my 
prayers would be in vain. Her prayers had been, I’m sure. And its unanswered prayers that can 
cause people to question their faith.  
 
Before I move on, I want to acknowledge that the story I just told may have brought up painful 
memories for folks. I myself was present when life support was removed from my mom. If you 
relate to this, I want to tell you that your grief is valid, no matter how long ago it happened. 
And if you are struggling with your grief, I invite you to reach out to me or another minister or 
to our care team. You don’t have to go it alone.  
 
So, as I said, it’s unanswered prayers that can cause people to question their faith. There’s a 
fancy seminary word that’s related to this idea: the word is theodicy. Theodicy is the attempt to 
resolve a fundamental conflict: if a person believes that God is all-knowing and all-powerful, 
how can that God allow suffering and evil in the world and still be a benevolent God? How does 
an all-powerful God that is good allow children to starve to death, or tidal waves to drown 
hundreds of people at a time? I thought about this when I was a big brother to a 7-year-old boy 
who was born with HIV. His mom was an IV drug user and I wondered about how innocents 
suffer.   
 
You’ve probably heard the saying that there are no atheists in foxholes. The idea is that when 
confronted with a terrifying experience, like what sometimes happens at war, even the most 



devoted atheist will suddenly believe in God. That is such sloppy reasoning and I think it’s also 
really disrespectful to people who do believe in God. I know lots of theists who believe in God, 
not because they are looking for protection in a crisis, not because they’re panicking but 
because they have had a personal experience of the divine and they find that they are happier 
and better people because of their faith.  
 
Conversely, as a person who has experienced war directly during my time in Afghanistan and 
also seen the aftermath as a chaplain at the VA, I met a lot of folks whose faith in God was 
utterly destroyed by what they saw and did at war. War, any war, is full of unintended 
consequences and enormous suffering by innocent people. I’d say the foxholes create a lot 
more atheists than theists. The experience of war is a practical exercise in theodicy.  
 
It’s really interesting to hear how other religions finesse this issue of theodicy. There’s a big 
school of folks who say that it’s free will that leads to suffering. That God is giving people a 
choice, and people’s choices are the cause of evil and suffering. I’ll just say that I never met 
anyone who chose cancer. And after the holocaust, some Jewish theologians actually argued 
that the idea of God can no longer be justified. The holocaust proved God doesn’t exist. And 
plenty of religions will just tell you that suffering is all part of God’s plan. Now that is a theology 
that I cannot abide.  
 
I think spiritual maturity, whether from a theist or non-theist perspective, requires that we 
acknowledge that suffering is an unavoidable part of life. The late Zen master Bernie Glassman 
wrote that “any spiritual path is more than a list of what we can get from it. It’s not just the 
pure or ‘spiritual’ part of life. It’s the whole thing. It’s flowers, mountains, rivers, streams, and 
it’s homeless children. It’s the empty sky and the cloudy sky and the smoggy sky. It’s the pigeon 
flying in the empty sky, the pigeon crapping in the empty sky, and walking through the pigeon 
droppings on the sidewalk.” End of quote. 
 
Bernie Glassman is my kind of spiritual teacher.  
 
One of the reasons that I love being a UU is because no one’s going to ask me to believe that a 
terrible event is God’s plan, or insist that I believe anything else about the divine for that 
matter. We are practicing an adult religion, where we are offered freedom to think for 
ourselves, with the responsibility to be accountable for what we think. We have permission to 
consider all kinds of ideas of god, and I know that we do. Some UUs have told me that they 
pray, but not to a god who intervenes in our lives. They pray to a God who is a loving 
companion, traveling with them through all of life’s trials.  
 
So, knowing that the answer to our prayers will sometimes be no, should we still pray, and if so, 
how should we pray? I’m an agnostic humanist who is always sniffing around for the holy, and 
I’m here to say that prayer is worth doing. And here’s why: A wise UU minister once said, 
“prayer doesn’t change things, prayer changes people, and people change things.” 
 



If I’m praying for my 88-year-old father back in Buffalo, I’ll be more likely to pick up the phone 
and check on him. Intention setting is a powerful thing. Saying out loud what we want, or wish 
for someone else, or fear, or regret, that’s a powerful thing. We may never be so clear with 
ourselves until we express these deepest wishes in prayer.  
 
There are a lot of ways to pray. You don’t have to get down on your knees and pray like an altar 
boy. But I gotta say, there’s something to be said for that kind of embodiment. We UUs don’t 
like to get down on our knees to anyone and that posture of humility can be helpful when used 
modestly. But you can say your prayers, write your prayers, sing your prayers, and paint your 
prayers. You’ll know what works best for you when you find it.  
 
And here’s an interesting thing: A regular prayer practice requires us to alter our prayers, and 
with that comes spiritual maturity. For example, I think many of us prayed, and still do pray, 
about climate change. We prayed for it not to happen and the answer was no. Whatever 
interventions we manage in the future, right now we as a species have changed the planet in 
ways that cannot be undone. So now we need to change our prayers. Now we need to pray for 
the courage and wisdom to help us adapt to the new normal in ways that protect the most 
vulnerable among us. The evolution of our prayers leads to the evolution of our spirits. Give it a 
try. What can it hurt? 
 
So back to my chaplain days. How did I resolve that tension between giving the patients I served 
the spiritual care that they needed and only saying things that I truly believed? I’d like to show 
you an example by praying for everyone here in this sanctuary. May I pray for you? 
 
God of many names. Love that surrounds us.  
May the people in this sanctuary be happy. May they be healthy. May they be safe. May they 
be peaceful.  
May they find learning and wisdom in the struggles they face. May they know that their worth 
transcends how much they earn, or what they look like, or their status in society.  
And may they all be held in the heart of love. 
 
Amen and blessed be.  
 


