GOD GRANT ME THE SERENITY

TO ACCEPT THE THINGS

I CANNOT CHANGE,

COURAGE TO CHANGE

THE THINGS I CAN,

AND THE WISDOM

TO KNOW THE DIFFERENCE.

When I first heard the Serenity Prayer, it was being recited by a group of people who appeared to be happy. At that time in my life, happiness was a distant memory. The level of anguish in me was immeasurable. I felt like a hopeless loser, convinced that life would never be any better for me.

As I watched the people recite the prayer, I could tell that the words were more than just words to them. Even in my misery, as I listened to the prayer, a feeling of calm and of hope came over me. I had been certain that I would never be either calm or hopeful again. My entire life was a mess, ravaged by the disease of addiction. Although I liked the sound of the Serenity Prayer, I did not understand what it meant.

Now, over eighteen sober years have passed - by the grace of God - and the Serenity Prayer has been a great part of those years for me. In this booklet, I'd like to offer some thoughts about the spiritual dynamics of the prayer. 

I'm convinced that many alcoholics/addicts are on a search for serenity and find in their chemical use a counterfeit serenity. After all, our chemical of choice did make many unpleasant feelings go away for a while. But our chemical gave us a false sense of serenity. In essence, we attempted to use our chemical as a higher power, believing that it would do for us what nothing else could do.

"GOD GRANT ME THE SERENITY"

The first word of the prayer recognizes that there is a God. Without God, why would we even say the prayer? Although I liked the sound of the prayer the first time I heard it, I was bothered by the word "GOD." At that time I thought that God-if there really was a God-was a vengeful God, just waiting for me to step out of line. Then, as punishment, God would cause a catastrophe in my life. Somehow, my understanding of God did not mix with the idea of serenity.

Through time in recovery, my understanding of God began to change, and I began to believe that God was loving, caring, forgiving, and on my side. I began to believe that it was God's will for me to have serenity.

The second word of the prayer, "GRANT," indicates that serenity is not a gift. The prayer does not say, "God, GIVE me the serenity." A gift is free, while a grant has conditions. For example, everyone cannot get an educational grant. Only those who meet certain conditions qualify for the grant.

I believe that there are also conditions for the "Grant of Serenity." If someone is full of resentments, wallowing in self-pity, or gloomy with guilt, will it be possible for that person to have serenity? I think not. To have serenity, a person will need to deal with those resentments, with the self-pity and guilt.

In addition to facing and coping with these negative feelings, we may need to consider other possible conditions. Many people believe that, in order to have serenity, things outside of themselves have to be the way they want them to to be. So they put all of their energy into trying to control external circumstances. They are sure that they need to control everything within their world. Unfortunately, many things can't be controlled, and the harder these people try, the more resistance they encounter. Life becomes very frustrating for them because everything and everybody can't "line up." Eventually they become convinced that all of life is against them.

I've learned through time that life cannot rob me of serenity, but my response to life can. If that is true, then we need to identify-through a personal inventory-the things within ourselves that are robbing us of serenity. Again, what are the conditions of the grant?

The next word to examine is the word "SERENITY" itself. I've asked many people what comes to mind when they hear the word serenity. Some of the responses are: "peace of mind," "tranquillity," "happiness," "hope," "calmness," "security," "faith." In other

words, there are many side benefits to serenity. Real serenity is not fragile. As a person grows spirtually, serenity becomes stronger. True serenity will enhance all aspects of our spiritual life. Besides simply making us feel good, serenity also has a purpose.

"SERENITY TO ACCEPT THE THINGS I CANNOT CHANGE"

Serenity allows us to accept the things we can't change. If we are to grow in acceptance, we must first have serenity. And, in order to have serenity, we must meet the conditions of the grant. As serenity grows, acceptance of things we cannot change will grow too.

What are some of the things we cannot change? How about the past? Is there anything that's happened to us up to this moment in our lives that can be changed? Obviously something that's already happened can't be changed, but how often do we put energy into reliving and fighting the past? People who are still fighting the past are in a war that can't be won. A man in jail shakes the bars and says, "You can't do this to me!" Although he may rail against the course of events that brought him to this point, he can't undo the past. The deed is done. The crime has been committed.

What will happen when someone who is still fighting the past accepts it instead? At the time of acceptance, that person will experience tremendous freedom. When we accept the past, we ore not saying that everything that happened back then was okay. We are declaring that there is nothing we can do about it, that it is time to move forward in freedom. What a declaration!

Nor can we change other people. Still, we often put enormous amounts of energy into trying to change someone else. That, too, is a battle that can't be won. As we grow in acceptance of others, we discover that it's not necessary to change them, even if we could. Acceptance of others will give us even more freedom. After all, we believe that God accepts us just the way we are.

When we refuse to accept things that cannot be changed, we give those things power over our lives. If we don't want those things to rule over us, then our only alternative is acceptance.

Many people go through their entire lives struggling against things that cannot be changed (what has happened or is happening in their external world) and do nothing about the things that CAN be changed (what goes on within themselves). Consequently, as they grow older, they become angry at life, and the only serenity they're aware of is what they see in other people.

As we begin to identify the things within ourselves that can be changed, we also discover that it takes courage.

"COURAGE TO CHANGE THE THINGS I CAN"
One of the difficulties about working on our character defects-those things within ourselves-is that, in a subtle way, they work for us. For example, George Smith had a real problem with out-of-control anger. As a husband and father, his anger gave him control over his family. His children walked around in fear of making him angry. He was convinced that he needed that kind of control, so he appeared angry most of the time. In recovery, he has discovered what he's doing to his family and decides to try to change. But change in this case requires a vast amount of COURAGE, because he will then give up control. As God gives him courage to change, he discovers that he doesn't need control. This realization liberates both George and his family.

Anger is only one of the "giants" that reside in us. As we take our Fourth Step inventory, we will discover others. It takes real courage to begin facing the giants within. Where does that kind of courage come from? Can we just decide, on our own, to have it? I don't think so. I believe that the courage we need comes from a loving God who wants to encourage us. "To encourage" means to fill with courage. Real, God-given courage can overcome our inner giants.

We are more familiar with the word "discourage." Discourage means lack of courage. When we find ourselves saying, "I'm so discouraged," what we're really

saying is, "I lack courage."

To have courage means to be spiritually vigilant, poised and ready to take action against whatever we must overcome. Courage is a forerunner to action. This kind of courage-to-takeaction becomes more a part of our lives day by day as we grow spiritually.

Early in recovery I discovered, as God gave me courage to change the things I could, that the results-what life offered me-began to change. Things didn't always go my way, but for some reason that wasn't important anymore. What a change! I no

longer had to control and manipulate the little world I lived in.

One definition of insanity is repeating the same mistake and expecting different results. As God gives us courage to change, we discover that our thinking, attitude, perceptions, and behavior change. As these change, the results change for us. And, as this process of change continues, our faith, hope, and courage get stronger.

After we begin to understand the first three lines of the Serenity Prayer, we discover a new wisdom.

"WISDOM TO KNOW THE DIFFERENCE"

We all have perceptions and opinions and some knowledge, but only "WISDOM" will help us understand the truth about life. Wisdom always reflects truth, whereas perceptions and opinions and knowledge (because it is limited) may not. When I was in the seventh grade, our science text, written by "experts," stated firmly that it would be impossible to send men to the moon. The authors of the book had some scientific knowledge, although, as we know now, it was limited. However, at the time, they were sure that they stated the truth.

Knowledge always is limited. Wisdom is not.

Here are some quotations about wisdom from the book of Proverbs:

"The beginning of wisdom is: Acquire wisdom; and with all your acquiring, get understanding. Prize her and she will exalt you; she will honor you if you embrace her. She will place on your head a garland of grace; she will present you with a crown of beauty."

"Acquire wisdom! Acquire understanding! Do not forget nor turn away from the words of her mouth. Do not forsake her, and she will guard you."

"How blessed is the person who finds wisdom, and the person who gains understanding;

for its profit is better  than the profit of silver, and its gain than fine gold. She is more precious than jewels; and nothing you desire compares with her."


To look again at the key words in the Serenity Prayer:

GRANT: We must fulfill the conditions of the grant in order to have serenity.

SERENITY: Real serenity will stand strong through the trials that life gives us. The purpose of serenity is to help us grow and accept.

ACCEPT: As we grow in acceptance of "things we cannot change," those things lose their power over us.

COURAGE: God gives us courage to face our giants within. We need to direct our energies to over-coming what's inside us, not what's outside of us.

WISDOM: Wisdom always relates to truth, and truth will always stand firm. As we acquire wisdom, it will guard us.

...and the final word-GOD. Without God, the prayer is just a collection of words that soothe and sound nice. Without God, there is no place to direct our prayer.

I, for one, have come to believe that it is God's will for us to have serenity, and that God will reveal to us the giants within us that hinder serenity. As God reveals those giants to us, God also gives us courage to begin working on them-the kind of courage that helps us take action to rid ourselves of our giants.

I believe we are in a partnership with God. God is the Senior Partner and will show us what to do. As Junior Partners, we do the footwork.

As we seek to do God's will, we discover that serenity has become

a part of our lives-and that life, at one time so overwhelming to us, begins to be exciting.

Our hopes soar. Our fears fade. We have truly been given a new chance at life.

God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change

the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference. Living one day at a time;

enjoying one moment at a time; accepting hardships as the pathway to peace;

taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is, not as I would have it; trusting that He will make

all things right if I surrender to His will; that I may be reasonably happy in this life and supremely happy with Him forever in the next.  Amen.

Reinhold Niebuhr
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