
Introduction 

After announcing that I would be leaving Kalamazoo 
College in 1986, a number of people asked me to compile a 
collection of prayers I had prayed at various occasions during my 
twenty years as Dean of the Chapel. A number? Two, maybe, 
possibly even three. Enough to send me to my unkept files once 
I had settled in Claremont, California. What I found was the 
typical hodgepodge of items tossed haphazardly into manila 
folders over a long tenure. From what I found there, I selected 
the prayers that make up this slim folio. 

Who will read them? I have no idea. They won't sell 
welL Eleanor always hoped my prayers would go like hotcakes, 
like those of Peter Marshall, making enough to cover the cost of 
whatever nursing homes lie ahead for us. Doubtful. But if some 
one reads one, or two, or even a few, that's more than satisfying 
enough. There is a variety: prayers for students, faculty, those 
who died, those who achieved and those who did not; prayers for 
alumni, the trustees, for services of many sorts; there are prayers 
for advent, Christmas and for baccalaureate and commencement. 

Before coming to Kalamazoo College, even though I had 
served three parishes and as chaplain at Kodiakanal School in 
south India, I never thought of prayer as very interesting nor of 
praying as an important part of my ministry. I prayed, of course. 
One has to if one is what is called "a man of the cloth", but I 
prayed fitfully and only fervently in extremis. I read a great deal 
about prayer, as every young minister does. I worried about not 
preaching about it, sensing that one should. Since it was such a 
rare adventure for me, I wondered how I could urge it upon 
others. It smacked of mystery for me. But I had had reason to 
think it was central for the life of faith. 

An experience at an Episcopal monastery run by the 
Cowley fathers and located on the Hudson across from Hyde 
Park gave me my first glimpse of prayer as an activity of potential 
if intangible consequence. With three classmates and friends 
from Yale Divinity School, I spent four days on retreat at the 
Cowley father's digs. Each day, we participated in six offices of 
prayer beginning at 5 a.m.! Whether the continual prayers of the 
monks there (and of thousands of other "religious" around the 
globe) have an impact on anything at all, I can not say, but, ever 



since those four days, I am conscious that the "religious" of the 
earth are praying for me and for my world; that, in the words of 
an old hymn, "the voice of prayer is never silent." Although I 
don't know if it changes anything, I'm glad that's the way it is. 

A second experience involved the same Yale crew of 
friends. We were in our monastic period following our 
experience with the Cowley fathers. We decided to attempt a 
modest monastic effort of our own. Our leader was a Bostonian, 
and knew the mogul of the Congregational churches on Beacon 
Street. He arranged for us to take over an empty building in the 
north end of Boston as the locus of our summer experiment. 
There we launched our effort to redeem the north end of Boston. 
If you know Hanover Street (where our warehouse-like building 
was located) you know that it is 99% Italian, that place, as some 
put it, where, if you are an Italian immigrant, you wind up before 
you reached the U.S.A. As I look back at us then I can not 
imagine what we thought we were doing. But, no matter, there 
we were. Youth can not always be expected to know whereof 
they speak and act. 

We had little success in finding anyone to worship in our 
vast barn of the room, we tried desperately to make into a 
sanctuary. In fact, it would be fair to say that we had no success 
in anything at all that summer. I remember I learned the words to 
"La Vie en Rose" from one Francophile friend and fell in love, at 
some remove, with Edith Piaff. That's about it. But we did 
make a friend, A neighboring priest, curious about us and what 
we were doing there, wandered over one day to check us out. 
We fell all over him. Here was an authentic Roman Catholic 
priest come to visit! We explained that we tried to have a service 
each Sunday but with little result from the community. He asked 
to see our "sanctuary", We were very embarrassed to show it to 
him, having been in the parish church he served and having 
drooled over its ambiance and accouterments. "It's an awful 
room" said one of us, "without anything to commend it." 
"Barren and tasteless", said another, and I sealed our fate by 
saying "Who would want to worship here?" Such brash young 
men! We were about to receive a lesson in humility. I think the 
older man knew what he was doing when he looked at each of 
us, said quietly, "People pray here", and knelt down in our midst 
to do so. 



From these and other experiences of prayer during World 
War II, I had an inkling that prayer was not simply a waste of 
time. But during my years at the College it began to take on new 
significance for me. As the College's chief pray-er there were 
calls to pray for everything from services in chapel to the football 
team. At first I resented the role that fate had assigned me, but as 
the occasions came and went - prayers in chapel for regular and 
special services, at convocations, memorial services, 
baccalaureate and commencement - I began to see them as 
opportunities to try to capture the life and work of the College 
and its members and distill them into petitions which might 
illuminate who we were, what was really going on, what needs 
we had, why it all mattered and what overriding values mattered 
most. 

That meant working on prayers, and I did. Crafting them 
you might say. There were criticisms, naturally, mostly from 
those who thought prayer ought always to be totally 
spontaneous. Now and then, to respond, I'd "wing one", and I 
do regard that as one way to pray. But my intent was slightly 
different than some who only see prayer as spontaneous, 
especially if that means "Christian", in a narrow sense, 
inveighing the name of Jesus or the three-fold Trinitarian formula 
as a wind-up. I wanted to communicate with and for a pluralistic 
community - Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, agnostic and atheist -
one whose self-conscious vocation was academic but one which 
was also thoroughly - sometimes delightfully, sometimes 
disgustingly - human. That meant using language rather 
differently than some traditional pray-ers do (though there are 
some who took this path long before I did, and better, too). You 
will see that I sometimes string together a host of questions, 
using words and phrases that attempt to catch the language of 
students, of academics, of "worldlings" and that I occasionally 
challenge God in a one-sided verbal duel. That may seem 
irreverent to some, or irresponsible to others. I hope it isn't. I 
have precedents. Job battled with God, and so did others. Some 
of my prayers may appear to be mini-sermons. My wife calls 
them that. She's right. They are. You see, so often they came 
before the major speaker or speakers of that particular 
convocation that I had to get into a prayer what I would have said 
if I had been asked to discourse on the subject at hand. At other 



times, as I sat preparing a prayer, thinking about the occasion, 
the people who would be there, the college at that particular 
moment, the world, etc., Ijust got carried away. I like to think 
the carrier was the Holy Spirit but there was never any clear 
indication from him or her that he or she had intervened. 

I used to kid David Breneman about my authoritative 
position in the College, claiming to have more power than he did. 
What other person can say three words, "Let us pray", and count 
on everyone to shut up? Even the infidels! 

What really mattered to me - I know this is spooky but I 
will say it anyway - is that, in praying, I felt I was some sort of 
conduit between people (even the College) and what Paul Tillich 
called "being itself' (God, if you will). Abraham Lincoln once 
said, "Intoxicated by unbroken success, we have become too 
self-sufficient to feel the necessity of a redeeming and preserving 
grace, too proud to pray to the God that made us."· Kalamazoo 
College was a bit like that sometimes. When I prayed for it, I 
always felt I was doing something that needed to be done. 

I hope I was. 

'" Abraham Lincoln, Theologian of AmeriCan Angyish, Elton Trueblood 



ADVENT 
AND 

CHRISTMAS 



For Advent circa 1986 

How great is the darkness! How tiny the light. From 
Kalamazoo to Capetown, Managua to Tehran, from the newly 
lighted tree in D.C. to the waving palms of southern California, 
what remains, 0 God, that is true, of good repon, conducive to 
celebration? 

We are inured to new revelations of greed, outbursts of terror, 
power gone corrupt, voters gone apathetic; we count on wars and 
rumors of wars along with our daily bread; we look for the 
wicked to prosper and the poor to be crushed - all these are our 
accustomed expectations in this democracy and around the globe. 

The confidence and quiet of our lives has been disturbed, even 
for those of us who can afford high priced real estate, costly 
education, the comfon and leisure which wealth affords. But 
Brechtian images move ever closer to our rich havens. Emaciated 
frames of starving black children haunt our beef-eating dreams. 
All that we have built and seek to build is susceptible to the agony 
and suffering which lie just below the thin layer on which we 
build. 

We who intend such good from our intellectual, religious and 
cultural effons, look out upon a world going mad. Or is it a 
world gone mad? Not only can its center not hold; it seems to 
disintegrate before our eyes as we observe it. Ever wider screens 
happily repon the collapse of all we value even as they joyfully 
quote the wonh of some new trinket, toy or amusement. 

The Herods of our time tout and buttress and defend the shaky 
kingdoms of our time. From the public palaces where we have 
placed them they call heaven what is so blatantly a very hell. 
They rob our language of its meaning; they substitute image for 
substance; even in their invocations to Thee, 0 God, they show 
contempt for ereation and damn with faint applause Thy 
redemptive love, while we, exhausted, connive in shoring up 
these false kingdoms we have together built, leaders and 
followers, forefathers and foremothers. 



Tonight we come to Thee as suppliants, gracious Lord, seeking 
another whose power is of a different kind, not dedicated to 
building kingdoms of this world which perish, but a kingdom 
which was, and is, and is to be, one in which all Thy creatures 
can have a just share, a kingdom already present as a seed in the 
faith and love and hope of ordinary people from Trivandarum to 
Topeka, Soweto to South Bend, Oshtemo to Osaka. A kingdom 
on earth yet not of this world. 

We are here as ordinary people free to resist the tide. Neither the 
church, this college, or a community are mere components in a 
social contract gone rotten to which they must slavishly conform. 
They, like each of us individually, are members of a body broken 
and made whole; dying, we live in a kingdom against which not 
even the gates of hell can finally prevaiL 

This is the day to prepare, the time to make ready, to run to 
Bethlehem, to look for the star, to peer into a crib and discover 
what is true, of good report, conducive to celebration. How 
great is the light. How pitiful the darkness: Amen. 



A Prayer for Christmas in the Early 1980's 
Silent Night, etc. 

Silent Night, etc. 

The song feels good to sing but shouldn't it stick in our throats, 
o God of truth? 

Silent Night? Not many in a world that seldom sleeps, always 
beeps. 

Holy Night? Where? Maybe in Bethlehem long ago but not 
today. No way. 

Calm? I beg your pardon? Bright? Maybe in Las Vegas but 
otherwise dark. 

Virgin? Tee hee hee. 
Sleep? For me in chemistry? Are you kidding? 
In heavenly peace? And wake up nuked? Or, if not tonight, 

tomorrow, with larger deficits for newer nukes to do the job 
whenever. 

Enough: Surely, Lord, you hear me? 
There are two sides to this, as you can see. 

This plot I've got 
This world, my lot; 
Not made by me, as you'll agree 
I was shoved in here, as you can see. .. and, believe me, 

it's high cost, 
high risk 
high tech 
and a 
thousand other highs 
which turn out lows. 

Silent night? It's a nice idea, but really now! 

Not that I object to Christmas, God. Why should I? 

Ho, ho, ho time; sleigh bells ring time; food and gift time? 
And vacation time. Yow; "See ya next quarter, roomie, if I 
return, but for right now, I am off to ... celebrate? ... off 
to 



purses, curses, swill; to presents no one needs; all hail to 
the telly, I'm off to Vail; all hail to the pill, and a bit 
of playtime; all hail to our celebrations and all our deeds 
in this last, great, passing year, perhaps our last - who 
knows? 

Power to those who fight and win; to those who seek their own 
with all their might and main in this, our modern paradise, filled 
with players casting dice. Here it's plunder, cheat and steaL So, 
on to Christmas in a world that's real: people striving for the top, 
pudding rotting, turned to slop, whirling carousel that will not 
stop. 

o God, don't let it stop, or drop, or die, like tops run down or 
noise-makers which make no sound. This is our life. Okay? No 
blame we take. Everyone is on the make. 

Imperfect? Sure. But what the hell. 
As of right now, I'm doing well. 
Some days I even think it's swelL 
Not quite heaven, but not yet helL 

Turn up hard rock to drown the belL 
Stop telling me things aren't welL 
I've stopped my ears I can not hear. 
I've closed my eyes, I can not see. 

Ask the computer what to do, 
And whatsoever, let it be so. 
Christmas comes but once a year, 
Hoist the glass, let's give a cheer. 
Cancel heaven. This is my plot. 
A spoiled earth my happy lot. 

If there be news, don't tell it me. 
I can not bear that star to see. 
No sheep or wise men; not for me. 
Give me no God; let me be free. 
If love departs, that's no great loss. 
Just give the dice another toss. 



Silent night? 
God give us one. 

Holy Night? 
Thy will be done 

Sleep? 
Yes, and without fear. 

Peace? 
Yes, but you must want it more than we. 

Come, Lord Jesus, be our guest, in this real world which we 
inhabit. 

Give us the life which we inhibit. 
Give us the love which we resist. 
Nurture the souls we dimly recall having once received. 
Make us a people who can still believe. 

Amen. 



A Christmas Prayer 

"Let number and weight rejoice; 
Let even the great rejoice; 
Let even the small rejoice; 
Let even the old rejoice; 
Let even the young rejoice. 

There is a way, 
There is a voice. 
Run, run to Bethlehem." * 

Let wise academics locate their vocations once again; 
Let our reigning Caesars learn their limits; 
Let our shepherds see their star of hope; 
Let our children catch a glimpse of beauty and of love. 

Joy bursts through to us again this eve! 

But can this joy be for us, 0 God? We whose societies 
manipulate the toys of our time to serve ends we say we despise? 
We who play fast and loose with gifts gained only by suffering in 
centuries past? We who claim to be virtuous but look away when 
we see that some enjoy obscene abundance while others live in 
abject poverty; who see that justice is for those who can but not 
for those who need it most; we whose tribute annually paid to 
Caesar is spent on stockpiles of weapons which cry out for war? 

Can there be joy for us? 

"The pilgrim way has led to the abyss." * 

How can we rejoice in the darkling night? 

Hush. 

Be quiet. 

Listen. 



"Unto you a child is born 
Praising, proclaiming the ingression of love. 
Earth's darkness invents the blaze of heaven." * 

Sing glory to God in the highest. Good will to all, all, all. 

o come all ye faithful ... joyful ... triumphant. 

Run, run to Bethlehem. 

'" A Christmas Oratorio, "For the time being", W. H. Auden 



A Bidding Prayer for Christmas Eve, 1982 

I bid you pray this night for peace in the world -

challenge the numero uno mentality of the time, almighty God; 
assault the rigidity of the rich and powerful; tune the ears of 
leaders and people alike to the breathing Prince of Peace, no 
stranger to a frightened world; possessed by Him rather than 
the demons of the dogs of war, let the nations beat their swords 
into ploughshares, their spears into pruning hooks ... the 
hopes and fears of all our years are met in Him who is our 
peace. 

I bid you pray this night for justice and freedom in this land -

still, 0 God, the raging anxieties that inhibit our becoming fully 
human, take from us the stereotypes of others which stereotype 
us all and make us caricatures of what we are called to be; raise 
up the poor, deliver the oppressed, set at liberty those that are 
bound ... let justice roll down like waters and righteousness 
like a mighty stream. 

I bid you pray this night for this community and college -

grant, gracious God, that both may serve not themselves alone, 
but thy good purpose; enable them to sing back the song which 
now the angels sing, to shine like stars in a dark night; 
transform us so that we may become contemporary shepherds, 
wise men, visitors to the stable, who's gifts are placed before 
the child whose love shall thereafter lead us. 

I bid you pray this night for us all, for all God's creatures ... 

let this season bring a blessing to all, our Father, of whatever 
age or condition, however weary or wealthy or poor or anxious 
or simple or complicated or bright or dull or white or black or 
male or female or western or eastern; that in these days of 
rejoicing we may, each person, unstop our ears to hear, open 
our eyes to see, loosen our legs to dance and lose our lives, to 
find them in the Bethlehem Festival where none are refused 
admission except by their own decision. 

Amen. 



PRAYERS FOR A 
VARIETY OF CONVOCATIONS 



The President's Convocation, 1986, for new students 

To begin is to wonder. What will this place really be like now 
that I am here? What will these people be like; will they 
appreciate and like me? What will happen to me here? What will 
I learn here? Will I change? Do I want to change? What should 
I give to this adventure? What should I withold? How will these 
4 years go for me? 

To wonder is to begin: to ask a question, to seek an answer, to 
take risks, to confront new expectations, new people, a new 
community. It is to give curiosity and imagination free reign. It 
is to give what I have to give and be ready to receive what others 
offer me. It is to hang on these first few days and weeks and see 
what happens. 

We have wondered and begun before; from day one to this new 
day; from kindergarten through high school. Sometimes we have 
failed, sometimes we have succeeded, but we have survived. 
Survived by faith, because at the beginning we could see no end. 

Give us faith to begin and wonder, to wonder and begin, all of 
us, each of us, together, in this college, a place of continuous 
beginnings and filled with wonder. Amen. 



Honors Day, 1986 

Corne on, God! How much should we be expected to take in? 
To learn? To remember? To understand? 

There are limits. Please consider them when considering us. We 
are human, not divine. This test today, that paper tomorrow; this 
course this quarter, another next; this language here, then more 
over there! 

Enough already! 

Take away the pressure, please. One prize is all we ask for; just 
one thing done, finished, completed, forever and ever, amen. Is 
it too much to ask? 

What did you say? 

The prize is not the object? The work has value in itself? 
Nothing is ever done, finished, completed, forever and ever, 
amen. The curriculum is all things human and divine. Life is 
matriculation. 

Hmmm .... oh well, give us the weekend at the very least, okay? 
We'll think it over. Check with you Monday. Perhaps, if you 
don't mind, we'll address you next in French, or equations, or 
computerese. 

Amen. 



Honors Day, 1985 

We protest the inequities of your earthly dispensation, 0 God. 

Why? Why do a few build up while so many tear down? 

Why do the rude, the violent and the arrogant command the 
space, the attention, the publicity, while the gentle, honest and 
meek remain invisible? 

Why do some take from the common pot with no regard for 
others while others continue to contribute to the pot with little 
regard for themselves? 

Why do some use the gifts of intellect, imagination and talent to 
increase knowledge, seek understanding and reach for beauty, 
while others exploit their gifts to obstruct knowledge, subvert 
insight, and crush the beautiful? 

Answer us! 

Silence only? 

We wait. 

But while we wait, 0 God, today in this small college, we 
choose to honor those who build up, those who contribute with 
little thought for themselves, those who increase knowledge, 
seek understanding and reach for beauty. 

Amen. 



Honors Day, 1984 

For the variety of gifts which Thou hast given to those who make 
up this community, we give Thee thanks, Almighty God; gifts of 
the exceptional mind, of analytical and conceptual skills, of 
unusual insight; gifts of physical coordination, agility and 
courage; gifts of the spirit, of laughter, humor, concern, of caring 
for and empowering others. 

Increase in us the understanding that though there are varieties of 
gifts, there is one body. That we are members one of another. 
Grant that in the use of our particular gifts we shall not seek to 
possess them as our own but use them for the upbuilding of the 
community in love. As Thou hast honored us, each one, by the 
gifts of Thy grace, so let us honor one another in the body of 
which we are parts, whether head, or eye, or ear, or hand or 
heart. Amen. 

Honors Day, circa 1981 or 1982 

Eternal God, whose wisdom our intellectual searchlights have 
tried to penetrate in this academy for these four years; whose 
beauty we have now and again glimpsed in the studio, the 
laboratory, or in a friend's face; whose grace we have 
experienced without knowing what it was that touched us, 
renewed us, or gave us hope .... accept now those who have been 
blessed by being here, and who, having been here, have blessed 
us by their achievements. For their creativity, their perseverance, 
their curiosity, their imagination and their rich promise we give 
Thee thanks. Some have consistently excelled, earned honors, 
been regularly acclaimed for their achievements at every academic 
stage of their lives. Others have done even more; they have won 
through to maturity, self-confidence and understanding by 
dogged detennination and hard work. Still others have served 
the larger community in their contributions to various groups and 
enterprises. Each has reached new insights; every one has felt 
some pain, some stress, some doubt, some anxiety. All have 
grown. The miracle of growth has occurred again. Our faith 
was not in vain. Amen. 



Honors Day, circa 1980 or 1981 

We are honored by Thy gifts to us, 0 God, each one of us; the 
gifts of life, health, intellect, spirit; the gifts of imagination, 
athletic ability, scholarship. To some, the gifts of leadership, of 
caring, of unselfish service to others. We thank Thee for the 
gifted, some of whom we recognize today, many of whom we do 
not see or honor. We depend on Thy gifts to us and on the 
constant exercise of those gifts by all and for all. We depend on 
those who will not cheat, who do not seek recognition but seek 
truth, who use their gifts to give with an eye to need alone. 
Above all, give us that more excellent gift - the gift of love -
without which all our gifts become as nothing but through which, 
they serve the good and the honor of all, and thereby honor Thee, 
the giver. Amen. 



Scholars Day, 1981 

Almighty God, do not abandon the rumbling, tumbling, 
crumbling nations, though they abandon Thee. Do not remove 
the influence in our common life of the work of reason, the labor 
of scholars, the wisdom of the ages, however minuscule they 
seem to be in relation to the awesome perplexities of our 
technological age and our string appetite for sin. Restrain 
through Thy servants in government the nuclear tide; lift up, in 
Thy mercy, those who are trapped, stricken, beat down by power 
and might, exercised by the few to maintain their privilege; 
redeem in Thine own good time, our ravaged humankind. Guide 
the work of this community of scholars, and others like it, that 
from them may come men and women of purpose, able and 
willing to serve the good, committed not to self-interest alone but 
to the human community. Amen. 

Scholars Day, 1975 

A cloud of unknowing hangs over us. Everywhere their is 
confusion of face. Anxiety is universal. We wait. We can not 
wait. There is no time to wait. We must wait. We wait. While 
we wait for our uncertain vision of the future to clear, by Thy 
grace, let us act on those things we do know even as we seek to 
understand what we do not know. Let truth, justice and a desire 
for peace guide us. Let hatred, greed and lust for power fall 
away. Let intuition stimulate our reason and reason correct our 
intuition, so that we are not scholars merely, but scholars fit for 
the burden of our times. Amen. 



PRAYERS FOR 
SPECIAL SERVICES 

IN STETSON CHAPEL 



A Prayer of Reaffirmation Opening the 
Sesquicentennial Observance 

Almighty God, for 150 years Thy grace, wisdom and love have 
nurtured, guided and blessed the life and work of this college. 
Thou hast been giving and forgiving. Today we thank Thee for 
all Thy gifts to the churches which founded this community of 
learning; the community near and far which has given generously 
to its support and purpose; to all who have sustained and 
invigorated this beloved institution through the 15 decades of 
struggle and achievement. Renew, strengthen and bless the 
partnership of college, churches, and community, so that 
generations to come will know the values we have discovered 
here and sought to carry into the world around us. Forgive our 
lapses into timidity and fear. By ourselves, we are not strong 
enough to do what must be done. The nurture of the young in a 
complicated world is not a simple enterprise. Finding among the 
young men and women who attend this college, those who will 
seek and serve the pursuit of a more just and humane society is 
made ever more difficult by the evil men do. Wilt Thou regularly 
renew the faith by which we must live in these days and the 
vision towards which we must move. These our tasks lie beyond 
our capacities, our resources and our wisdom. They overwhelm 
us. Yet they fall to us. They belong to us by history and by 
choice. To give them short shrift, to abandon or ignore them 
would be to fail ourselves and Thee. Make us bold to affirm each 
new day our commitments to genuine learning and authentic faith 
in this new wilderness. 0 God, our help in ages past, our hope 
for years to come; be Thou our guide while troubles last, and our 
eternal home. Amen. 



A Prayer of Dedication for the Sculpture, "Prospect", 
1982 

Open our minds and hearts, 0 God, to the continuing prospect of 
a college which reaches always for excellence; for the good, the 
beautiful and the true, even as the undulating arches reach and 
change and flow from ground to sky. Accept our grateful thanks 
for the artist and her work; for the skill of fabricators; for the 
women, whose interest, vision and support made this lively 
symbol of excellence prompt in us a rebirth of wonder, of 
imagination, of creativity. Remembering our past with profound 
gratitude; conscious of our present strengths and needs; 
envisioning our future with hope and faith, we now dedicate this 
sculpture and re-dedicate ourselves to the works of Thy wisdom, 
mercy and love. Amen. 



A Prayer on the Occasion of an Armstrong Lecture by 
Johannes Metz 

We yearn to sing a new song, 0 Lord, to make a new start; to be 
a people empowered by Thy Holy Spirit, a servant church; to be 
joined to our brothers and sisters across the hurt world in whose 
bondage we are also bound. 

We pray for the poor churches and people of many lands and of 
this land as well. We pray for the oppressed, the rejected, the 
despised. We pray for the innocent victims of brutality and 
violence here and everywhere. We pray for ourselves, our 
churches, for grace to sing a new song, make a new start, to be a 
new people for Thee and for each other. We pray for the courage 
to choose between apathy and resistance; to be alive in faith, born 
anew to hope, and made able to love. Amen. 



A Prayer at the Inauguration of David W. Breneman 
as President of Kalamazoo College, 1984 

Almighty and Eternal God, who maketh all things new, now, in 
this place, for this people, in this college, we seek and pray for "a 
new beginning"; gathering and shaping the best in the past, 
celebrating the imperfect but dynamic present, seeking the insight 
to choose wisely for the uncertain but compelling future. 

We give thanks for Presidents, teachers, students, and good 
friends which this college has known through her 150 years, but 
especially, on this day, for our new President, David Breneman, 
for Judy, and their children, offering without inhibition our 
petitions for him, and for ourselves, for wisdom, strength and 
vision. And above all, for him and for ourselves, Thine own 
presence and guidance so that, with a good heart, keen clear 
minds, and joyous spirits, we with him may be faithful to our 
high calling, responding, in weal and woe, to the light that is and 
shines - yesterday, today and tomorrow. Amen. 



A Post-Renovation Prayer on Returning to Stetson 
Chapel, 1987 

Surely Thine eyes have been open to this house night and day 
and to the people of this place. For 55 years we have known Thy 
grace here, with us and for us. Words and music, petitions and 
prayers, laughter and weeping have come to Thine ears from the 
mouths, hearts and minds of this changing congregation, Thou 
hast not scorned us nor cast us aside but given Thine ear to us 
and acted mercifully toward us beyond our deserving. Accept 
our thanks for this place, the wonder and the beauty of it; for all 
whose gifts and labor have preserved and renewed it for us and 
for those to come. No building can contain Thee, but let us 
continually pray in this place and for Thy presence, so that we 
shall come to know Thee, and love Thee, and serve Thee 
wherever our lives take us. May we remember this place as one 
in which, by Thy grace, we gathered, learned, grew, 
worshipped, and found our way to a servanthood which honors 
Thee and serves others. Amen. 



A Prayer on Martin Luther King Day, 1987 

Help us to listen. Open our ears. 
Help us to see. Open our eyes. 
Help us to understand. Open our minds. 
Help us to feel and to care. Open our hearts. 

If we are black, give us a sense of the dignity and nobility of our 
heritage, of the courage and faith of Martin Luther King which 
made this day possible, and of the suffering which moves us ever 
closer to freedom. 

If we are white, give us an appreciation of the obstacles still 
present for our black brothers and sisters. Carry us beyond 
unproductive guilt to a productive commitment to work for justice 
and equality, for change. 

Whether black or white, let us by Thy love and grace, learn to 
stand together, to pray together, to work together, to go to jail 
together, in order that there may be an authentic human 
cOIl1Il).unity in America, until we are all of us, "free at last." 
Amen. 



A Prayer for a Service Known as Liturgy for 1,000 
Souls 

Indeed, we thank Thee now, for we are remembering; 
remembering growing up in families, going to school, attending 
churches and synagogues, giggling in hallways, kissing in dark 
comers, winning races and losing more than a few things for 
which we strove. Already we are beginning to remember this 
college even though we have not quite departed: remembering 
four, swift years, the peculiar off-beat character of liberal 
education here; remembering the friends, the teachers, the 
richness of our experiences here and abroad; remembering the 
pain, the struggle, the joy, the failures and the achievements, all 
of it truly earned and deserved, and all of it, still, a gift. We 
remember and we are grateful. We are especially remembering 
today Cas Smith, her vitality, her humor, her fierce loyalty to 
things she valued most -- love, justice and peace. We say of 
her, "she lived for something", and ask that we may do so too. 
Give us the grace to live for more than ourselves alone; to serve 
others; to contribute to the good, the beautiful and true. Deliver 
us from the tedium of self-absorbed lives, the idolatries of the 
passing parade, the trivial pursuit of short-term gain, the tyranny 
of self-indulgence, the "little deaths" along the way. Use us and 
the sensitivity which has come to us in these years through the 
privileges we never merited but generously received. Help us to 
discern the evil and the good, and obey the call of the latter. Help 
us to confront the high walls on injustice, to scale them; to face 
the nuclear predicament and say 'no'; above all, help us to love 
which in some small way agape, the love with which we are 
loved by Thee. So let us live, for something, knowing that the 
liberation for which this expensive, expansive kind of education 
exists has become our vocation, now and always. 

The Lord watch between me and thee, while we are absent from 
one another. Amen. 



TWO MEMORIAL PRAYERS 



A Prayer Remembering Stephanie Simpson 

We look to Thee, Almighty God, for courage, consolation, 
comfort, hope. The shock of our loss, the sharp pain, have 
moved us below the surface of our lives. Meet us where we are. 
Speak to us the word we need to hear. Increase our appreciation 
of life, and accept our gratitude for this beloved person whose 
life we celebrate and honor now. Lift us up from the hurt we feel 
to the assurance that we need not fear for Stephanie. Thy love, 
mercy and grace are abundantly hers, even as they are also ours. 
Encourage us to remember her by caring more deeply for one 
another. Amen. 

The Brief Meditation for Stephanie 

When a young person dies we want the world to stop. We do 
not want to speed ahead. We want to reflect on the meaning of 
life and death. We want the world to do so as well for this 
person mattered to us and the world is not the same in her 
absence. Suddenly, we are sharply aware of the brevity of our 
lives. In the pursuit of happiness we feel the deep stab of pain 
and loss. We can not push away our grief. We feel it too 
keenly. To say it will pass in time is not helpful. Our grief is 
rightfully felt and needs expression. Yet we gather not simply to 
grieve, but to celebrate the life we have known in Stephanie 
Simpson -- her bright, winsome, vital, caring ways. We are here 
to express our gratitude for having shared this life with her. We 
hope that her life will minister to our need to live more 
thoughtfully and fully than before. We need her life, and let her 
speak to us through this brief service of celebration. What she 
says is that she loved life, and loved us. What we say is that we 
loved her and the life in her. We sing together to remind 
ourselves that her life -- and our own -- are precious in the sight 
of God, not wasted things; that we can go on by faith, enriched 
by what she gave us. 



A Prayer Remembering Dick Ballantine 

We thank you, 0 God, for the life and work of Dick Ballantine, 
especially for the patience, wisdom, kindness and generosity of 
spirit we received from him, and for his faith, which ran deep 
and made his work on this campus a service to others, gladly 
given. Comfort and strengthen Mrs. Ballantine, Bill, Kathy and 
their children and all Dick's many friends; and all of us for whom 
he was like a shinning star in a dark night, a rock, a friend in 
need. Through his witness and faithfulness remind us all that our 
lives are brief, that our gifts are for the upbuilding of the 
community, for service to others, for obedient and joyous 
responses to Thy purpose and not our own. Guide and move in 
our lives so that we, like our friend, may make this a better world 
for others. Now to your great mercy and love, we commend our 
friend, colleague, counselor and helper, knowing that you loved 
him before we did and smile now on him as he smiled always on 
us. Amen. 



HOMECOMING PRAYERS 



When, once upon a time, we concentrated and cavorted in this 
place; when, in youth, we cavalierly or conscientiously pursued 
our dreams about ourselves and this college dreams for us, we 
little knew its worth nor our own. It was enough that it was here 
and so were we. It was a place, some people, certain principles, 
a time through which we passed and grew up and moved on. 

Now, together here, we sense meanings and purposes in liberal 
arts education which we can appreciate with a new understanding 
of what a college is and who we are. We wonder at the courage, 
vision, faith, and strength of its founders. We compare 
ourselves to them, for we are eager to leave for others what they 
left for us in our turn. 

Accept our thanks, 0 God, for all who have used this college in 
becoming who they are, and for all who continually contribute to 
the renewal of this place and people for those who walk where 
we once walked and the many who will come in days ahead, 
concentrating and cavorting even as our forebearers did in this 
same place. Amen. 

******************** 



The demands, the requests, the pitches are so many, 15 a day, 
now and then 20. Surely in your providence you know, 0 God, 
since 4th class mail is in your domain. We do not pray for its 
total elimination but for discretion. Sometimes the needs are real, 
sometimes mere frumpery. Lumped together they defeat and tire 
our sensibilities. Leave off, we say! But they will not, so we 
must debate the worth of this one or that and respond in our 
choosing with such largesses as we have to those we find 
persuaSIve. 

Now comes another from this college. What shall we do? What 
is the worth of a liberal education for young people? Were we so 
educated? What was the worth for us so living and learning in a 
college like this? What do its teachers, courses, its chapel, its 
playing fields, its international focus, its commitment to educate 
the whole person, mean in a world like ours? 

Make us able to hear the need; give us the wisdom to consider the 
need; give us grace enough to respond not with minimal gifts 
reluctantly given but out of generosity, confidently, hopefully 
and joyfully. For the pitch for this value is not simply another 
ruse to part us from our money. This one calls us to respond to 
the beat and throb of life itself in the young who came here to 
learn; calls us to respond to the development of leaders for a 
society in great need of leaders; calls us to offer for our children 
and their's the lasting benefits of that which we ourselves 
experienced at Kalamazoo College. Amen. 

******************** 

A golden day, the sound of bells, of singing, the sight of friends 
from far and near. Homecoming! A spirit in the air 154 years 
old but always new. The feeling of place, of belonging, a 
sudden sense of coming home. Vivid memories of people and 
experiences that changed, shaped and enriched our lives; a 
realization that this is our college, shared across decades and 
generations. Can we help but give thanks? Amen. 



A PRAYER FOR TRUSTEES 



Almighty and eternal Goo, from whom our lives come, our 
tasks, and such wisdom as we possess, we praise Thee for the 
150 years of our so fragile but precious heritage in this college. 
The gifts of our foremothers and fathers were so many we can 
not count them. Our debt is beyond repayment. How can we 
now respond unless we heap up that debt which others will one 
day owe us? Give us grace to encumber them as we are now 
encumbered, above all, by Thy grace which has always been 
with this college. 

Encourage in each of us and in this whole board a wise 
stewardship of this place and people. Direct our minds to those 
young who come to this place quivering to understand and eager 
to serve in a world where their excitement and idealism is daily 
challenged by pervasive utilitarianism, rigid ideologies and the 
mentality that short-tenn gain is more to be desired than a better 
world. Let what they discover here be a liberating education in 
which our tradition of excellence is available to them in full 
measure. 

In Thy grace which is greater than our sin, keep in Thy grace the 
seniors who graduate this day, those from whom we expect so 
much and in whom we place such high hopes. Let Thy Holy 
Spirit intrude upon the deliberations of this board, infonn and 
invigorate the faculty of this college, and stir up renewed life in 
the continuing life and work of this free enterprise. Amen. 



BACCALAUREATE 
THROUGH THE YEARS 



1987 

We give Thee thanks, 0 God, for wondrous things; for what we 
have learned here, not always easily and well; for the love and 
encouragement of our families and friends, not always richly 
deserved; for the expectations we have for the future, and the 
decisions we have made about our lives, not knowing exactly 
where they will lead; for the hope that is in us, a blend of what 
we have received from others and fashioned after ourselves. 

What small, pinched people we would be if we felt no gratitude 
for all this and for the mystery of Thy grace in all we have 
received. 

In days and years ahead, do not abandon us though often we may 
abandon Thee; guide us when we are perplexed, as surely we 
will be. Free us from all ills, in this world and next .... but, 
before that other world comes, enable us to use the rich gift of 
liberal education to seek the good of others as well as our own. 

Let us not be simply noisy gongs and clanging cymbals until 
death, when it inevitably comes, carries us off. Let us in our 
time in life and work, serve the cause of justice, honor, truth, and 
serve the cause of peace. Enable us to be contributors to the 
good, not murderers of it. Amen. 



1982 

In the beginning there were questions, boy or girl? Weight? 
Name? They were in the middle too, which college? What is 
your SAT score? What CD, FS, SIP? What career? Underneath 
there where deeper questions still- who am I? who are all these 
other people? how shall I live with them, or him, or her? what is 
my worth? what shall I do with my life? what is valuable? what is 
trivial? to whom am I responsible? what is going on in this 
world? 

Now it is allover but the shouting. Where are the answers? 

They have come, some of them, and slipped away. They 
appeared and briefly served and were set aside for other 
questions. They seemed bright and right. They were skin deep 
and faulty. Some illuminated a bit or piece of this or that. Some 
gave a quick glimpse of the whole. All the answers raised new 
questions. 

Is it through questions that you speak to us, 0 God? Push, prod, 
pull us along toward insight and commitment? Is our fuller life to 
be the continuing pursuit of clearer questions, more authentic 
answers? 

If it be so, we pray that this place and people have framed the 
questions that matter most; have nurtured a lasting hunger for 
wiser, more generous, and more faithful answers. For us who 
teach and administer and serve students, we pray we have 
inflicted on these young an un-removable burden of asking the 
boldest questions and seeking the most humane and helpful 
answers. Amen. 



1979 

In this place where thanks are given and petitions made, we 
gather to give Thee thanks for these particular people, for this 
particular college, and these particular years. They have not been 
everything we dreamed they might be, they have been filled with 
risks taken and risks avoided. But they have made us grow. 
They have been plentiful in the discovery of self, world, and 
value, to which the liberal arts persistently aspires. Over, in, 
above, and through all, the grace of God has nurtured, 
chastened, surprised and sustained us. We are thankful. Now, 
will there be fruit from all this planting, watering and pruning? 
Will we think, and thinking, act and in acting serve? Will we be 
Samaritans in deed as well as in word in the face of poverty we 
see, the nuclear proliferation we observe, the various other 
wounds which our fast-traveling world inflicts, usually on the 
innocent? To heal or merely to deal will be the question we face 
at every turn, in every decision, in every vocation and pursuit. 
Accept the petition we make for those who move away now from 
this theoretical academic hot house into the dealing, suffering, 
beraggled world; for meaning in their lives, for joy in their 
undertakings, for enough to live on but not too much, for that 
obedience to Thy will and purpose in which alone lies perfect 
freedom. Grant that the liberal arts have commenced in their 
lives so that the liberation of the spirit whose service is freedom 
may make them able to serve justice, peace,and human 
fulfillment, which is the true end of learning. Amen. 



1977 

What then shall we say of our time together in this community? 

The mundane, the routine, the daily grind, necessary as they are, 
have conspired against us these past four years. We are weary; 
the mind exhausted, the bones aching, the spirit depleted. We 
have had enough, more than enough. Thank God it is time to 
leave. 

Still, now and then, Phoenix-like, the goal and object of the 
liberal arts have risen above the rubble of our ceaseless cerebral 
enterprise, our inhabited pursuit of truth, our equivocal spiritual 
adventure, our wandering abroad, our games, our friendships. 
In balance, it appears you have been very generous with us, 
God. 

We have begun to learn, prodded by course and discipline and 
teacher; we have conversed in different languages with people for 
whom they are natural; we have been teased into new dimensions 
of feeling and awareness by play, poem, sonata, painting, project 
or laboratory research. Now and then the wish to create has 
assailed us and we have come alive to beauty. Here and there we 
have met a stranger and made a friend for life. Once in awhile we 
have failed and through the failure come to a new awareness of 
what it means to succeed. 

Whatever comes of this experience, this brief exposure, let not 
our vision cease, nor hinder our gratitude for the realization that it 
has, after all, added up to a larger benefit than the dollars and the 
sweat and the tears and the laughter promised us. Amen. 



1973 

Very briefly we are here together in this place- a unique 
community, one which will not meet again. Suddenly, in prayer, 
it is strangely quiet. We are conscious of an ultimate reality 
which is not of our making but upon which we depend as 
flowers depend on soil and rain and sun. 

Inevitably, our Father, we wonder about these years we have 
shared, now so swiftly fled; our life in the college is a blink in the 
eye now, one inhalation of breath, one small ping of noise. With 
a new and altogether appropriate humility, we are tempted to 
wonder who we really are and what these swift years have 
meant. 

By Thy mercy, we have lived through the agony of our time. It 
has never been far away. Beginning together in the year of 
Kent/Cambodia, the four years end with Watergate. Personally, 
we have moved from every kind of action on every front to an 
ominous quiet. Whether this is fearful resignation or budding 
maturity, we can not say. 

Reflecting on the external form of our years here, we see the 100 
things we have done, things bizarre and beautiful, things 
constructive and things destructive, things of the night and 
things of the day, things of darkness, things of light; and the 
1000 things we have left undone. We are altogether human so 
that there is both sadness and relief at this accounting. 

Beneath the surface of our common life-our words and deeds, 
our constant comings and goings-lie those things which matter 
most; the moments of genuine meeting; person with person; the 
tentative glimpse of what is really important to us; the reality of 
our deep need of each other as human beings; the potential of a 
human community yet to come; the struggle of a soul yet to be 
born- all those things which cannot be reduced to category or 
analysis but which are, and will remain, more real and more 
important than the passing parade. 



Nor can such a prayer reach them. But that Thou, 0 God, have 
been with us seems sure as we ponder with wonder what has 
come of this sweet and bitter time. So, without reluctance or 
regret, we say "Thanks"- for books read, conversations held, 
games played, demonstrations started and stopped, unexpected 
discoveries, patterns of meaning merging, disappointments 
overcome, dreams dreamed, nightmares survived, hands held, 
lips kissed, questions asked, despairs lived through, joys that 
surprised us and this last celebration of our life together in this 
place. 

In Thy providence and love add to what has only begun; stay 
with us those who stay and go with us those who go. Amen. 



AND, FINALLY, 
COMMENCEMENT 



June 13, 1987 

We do well to pray for these young men and women, before they 
commence in a new way to take on the troubles of their world. 

Weaned, politically, in years of repetitive assassinations and 
escalating terrorism; schooled in the ethical vacuum inaugurated 
by Watergate; maturing when America, standing tall, resembles a 
moral midget -- we can not be sanguine about the prospects for 
the society they enter nor the preparation of this generation of 
Americans to live in, cope with, lead or improve her. We do 
have hopes for them -- more than successful careers, high 
incomes, adequate health insurance and substantial pensions at 
the end. We look from them for what must come in this land-
an increase of justice to the oppressed, a scale more fitted to 
human beings, a balance between the rich and the poor, a genuine 
peace and a renewed vision of a world not held hostage to nuclear 
terror. 

In Thy mercy, grant that there are in these liberal arts graduates, 
no Boesky-clones, North-like cowboys, Jimmy-Tammy 
evangelists; caricatures of what it means to be human beings. 
They may not be avoidable in these image-driven, hype-hipped, 
bite-bugged times, but let us not contribute any from this 
academy on the hill in Kalamazoo. Perhaps for saints we should 
not pray; Thou dost give us saints as Thou wilt in Thine own 
good time. But by Thy grace, let the learning of these years in 
this college, enable these so-privileged young to live and work 
beyond the demands of mere self-interest, greed, indifference and 
calloused disregard for others, upon which the cancer of the body 
politic has been force fed for far too long. Let them be, at the 
very least, men and women who recognize what honor is; who 
see the public good in its relation to their own interest, and serve 
the public good. Let them not chip away at freedom by abusing 
that fragile thing, by confusing her with license, by taking from 
her and giving nothing to her. 

They know the world, these precious few. Let them then be 
people who see this nation as one of many in a community of 
nations. Let them find ways to see the freedom treasured in this 
society made available to those so long denied liberty, justice, 
dignity and peace, which Thou hast declared should be not for a 
few but for all. Amen. 



An Epilogue 

At commencement exercises, I prayed what I called a "long 
prayer" and a "short prayer". Once, following commencement, a 
senior found me and thanked me for my prayers. "I really liked 
your prayer", he said. "Thanks", I replied, "which did you like 
best, the short prayer or the long prayer?" He thought that over 
for a few seconds, "The short prayer, I think", said he. 

After reading however many of the preceding rather long prayers 
you could manage, I think you will like short my prayer, so I 
offer it to you ..... 

"Go in peace and God go with you. Amen." 
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