
In 1932 or 1933 the American Protestant theologian Reinhold 

Niebuhr wrote a prayer that has become well-known as “The Serenity 

Prayer.” It’s used by AA groups everywhere and appears in all sorts of 

places, including on a magnet on our rectory refrigerator (Fr. Steve 

loves it). It goes like this: “God, grant me the serenity to accept the 

things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the 

wisdom to know the difference.” 

Today I want to address racism in America once again in light of 

on-going events. But I want to put how we are to confront racism in a 

larger context in light of the parable of the wheat and weeds, using the 

Serenity Prayer as a useful companion to the parable.  

I think of racism as a sickness America suffers from. And when you 

want to treat an illness there are four realities, or truths, you must 

know if you’re to cure the patient. There’s the diagnosis, of course: 

what’s wrong with the patient. I think this is the greatest value of the 

current cultural push to address racism. The video of George Floyd 



being killed, and other incidents, present a stark view of our society’s 

sickness and the seriousness of our disease. 

But what to do about it? To cure a person who is sick, you first 

need to know the human anatomy. What is a healthy human person 

like? How is the person constructed? With racism we’re talking, not 

about a physical, but a philosophical or spiritual illness, and the various 

Secular and the Christian conceptions of the human person in that 

regard are very different. If we begin with a false understanding of the 

patient (which I believe many of those speaking today have), we won’t 

cure him or her. In fact, we could do a lot of harm. 

Similarly, even if we correctly identify who the Human Person is – 

and we correctly diagnose the disease of racism, we still must give the 

correct prescription to heal the illness. Again, I have doubts about some 

of the “treatments,” if you will, for racism being put forth in our society. 

At the very least, different ways forward are worth openly debating: 

How does one address racism in the most fruitful way as possible?  



And that brings me to the prognosis of the patient. Is it even 

possible to cure us Americans of racism? What chance does the patient 

have of recovering, or are we just trying to manage a disease that can’t 

be cured? So, what are we aiming for as our end-result for society? 

My point: While I certainly agree that we suffer from racism and 

it’s a grave issue (I agree with the diagnosis), I also think rest of the 

issues are debatable – and that means we have to discuss them with 

reason, humility, and charity. We can’t accuse those who disagree with 

us on the nature of the patient, the prescription, or the prognosis of 

ignorance, malice, or being racist, in the hope of shutting them down – 

or it will just end up as an issue resolved by intimidation, coercion, and 

violence. And this attempt to cure racism will be worse than the 

disease. 

 And here I want to come back to the gospel (finally!). “When the 

crop grew and bore fruit, the weeds appeared as well .  . . Master . . .do 

you want us to go and pull them up?’ He replied, ‘No, if you pull up the 



weeds you might uproot the wheat along with them. Let them grow 

together until the harvest.’” Jesus’ point here is that the world is a mix 

of good and bad, right and wrong – and always will be -- until the end of 

time. This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t fight injustices such as racism. 

Wheat is wheat and weeds are weeds. But it does mean that there will 

be no perfect society on earth this side of the Final Judgment.  

 Here let’s go back to The Serenity Prayer, which I see as a 

commentary on this parable. Looking at our history of racism, we 

should change what we can, rejecting any oppression due to skin color– 

and that will take a lot of courage. But we can’t change our fallen 

human nature. And we need serenity in accepting the imperfection of 

our lives and society. And the wisdom to know the limits of how fast we 

can change. This is not a call for inaction in the face of sin, but for 

humility. 

 In the tense times we find ourselves in I feel there’s an 

opportunity for movement towards racial justice – but it must pass 



through a charity that empathizes with people who see things 

differently from ourselves. And I’m afraid that we’ll blow this 

opportunity by attempting to punish people socially/economically until 

they’re sinless in our eyes. Racism is real. There are structural changes 

that can still be made, police contracts and accountability, voting access 

laws, etc. But truly, there’s little in the law that is formally racist (That 

was the low hanging fruit addressed by the Civil Rights movement in 

the 1950s and 60s). Most of the problem lies in our hearts and minds. 

And those hearts can’t be changed by ideology, threats, insults, or 

condescension, although they can be hardened by them.  

 The binary concepts of racist and anti-racist are too simplistic for 

the way real people think and act. There are multiple perspectives and 

gradations to our situation. And it will take time to change hearts and 

minds. And racism will continue to exist in people whom we will need 

to continue to love. And we must recognize that the farmer’s field 



yielding both wheat and weeds cannot be divided between 

demographic groups but exists in every soul.   

The Serenity Prayer speaks to addicts seeking new lives precisely 

because freedom from addiction comes slowly, with lots of falls, and 

with little judgement. We Americans are addicted to racism. We too 

need serenity, courage, wisdom.  

If we don’t push ourselves to talk frankly and charitably about 

racism, we’ll miss a chance for healing. So, this moment calls us to live 

out the biblical principle that we’re all equally made in the image of 

God, whatever the color of our skin.  

But if we try to punish people who don’t think, speak, and act in 

line with our ideology and righteousness, then, in trying to bring perfect 

justice to American society, we’ll, instead, destroy it. So, this moment 

of history also requires from us the biblical humility of Jesus’ Parable of 

the wheat and weeds, and letting God be the final Judge of our hearts. 


