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Pakistani-American Muslim Maimoona Harrington writes about how she 
began incorporating five prayers a day into her daily routine and some of the growing 
pains that came along with it. She writes:  

 
“I did not fulfill prayer obligation for a long time in my own life. I would pray 

maybe one prayer per day or even one a week.  I would make several excuses…to 
satisfy my guilt, blame it on work or on lack of time. However, now [that] I have made 
it a part of my life, I cannot leave it anymore. If I miss a prayer, I feel a vacuum inside 
me, and I cannot sleep peacefully knowing I missed a prayer. There are still times when 
I miss a prayer due to travel or sickness or I overslept, but I am grateful that I am able to 
make them up with the next prayer. The only way to fulfill our obligation toward our 
creator is to incorporate praying in your life just like drinking, eating and sleeping. 
Once you do that, it becomes a routine norm that you can’t live without. And that’s 
what most Muslims do, they embed prayer in their daily lives. 

Daily prayers are our connection with our Creator, The Almighty Allah (God). 
We prostrate to show our gratitude for our blessings whether small or big… 

Besides religious obligation, prayer is a break from the hustle and bustle of our 
daily routine. We have so much to be thankful for in our daily lives, and, in our busy 
schedule, prayer provides us those intermittent moments to be grateful, to look back, to 
appreciate, and to praise…One can relate to pray[er] as their spiritual exercise, 
purification of their body and soul, [or] stress relief for the brain and body. We pause, 
we think, we connect.”1 

** 

In college, I fell in quickly with the interfaith student group on campus. We 
would meet in the back corner of Opus Café, where multicolor, retro sheets were 
pinned up everywhere to make the concrete waffle ceilings feel less foreboding, and 
they served the gooiest cookies you’ve ever seen and these amazing things called 

 
1 Maimoona Harrington, “Ask a Muslim: Praying 5 Times a Day,” Spokane FaVS, November 4, 2020, 
https://spokanefavs.com/ask-a-muslim-praying-5-times-a-day/.  
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mango brie paninis. The lunch discussion group would inflate and constrict at various 
points in the semester, but the core of us was a Jewish woman studying neuroscience, a 
Muslim man studying anthropology, a Catholic woman studying archaeology, and me, 
a Unitarian Universalist. It was in this unlikely foursome that I felt that feeling that 
Euro-American Episcopal priest Barbara Brown Taylor calls “holy envy,” or finding 
God in the faith of others.2 I learned over the years that my Catholic friend saw her 
archeology and biology lab work as a ritual and a prayer, which changed the way I 
worked in lab in the years that followed. I learned from my Jewish friend that she felt 
compelled by her Jewish faith toward lifelong justice work; one of the central tenets of 
Judaism is tikkun olam as spiritual practice, or healing and repair of the world. And 
with Ishaq, the Muslim anthropology major, I experienced holy envy at times through 
what he said, but at other times through what he did.  

It was not uncommon that Ishaq would have to excuse himself from a gathering 
to get over to the chapel to do one of his five daily prayers, which would often leave me 
thinking, and wanting. When was the last time I slowed down to pause and reflect? Can I even 
remember the last time I savored a contemplative, prayerful moment? And, of course, his 
prayer practice (or Salat as it would be called) was not always easy and sometimes 
demanded big sacrifices, like we heard through Maimoona’s story, but it definitely 
charged me to think about the ways and places and times that I let God in, or the Spirit 
of Life if you prefer, or even just gratitude and sacramentality.  

 You see, I had sort of fallen out of prayer in college, as one does. I had then been 

UU for about five years and had a very narrow view of what prayer was. Prayer was, 

certainly, a Catholic thing where you opened up the dialogue by crossing yourself and 

then you started addressing God with gratitude and petitions, maybe said a few Hail 

Marys with rosary beads in hand, and then you closed up the whole event by crossing 

yourself again. And that just didn’t feel right to me anymore having had left the 

Catholicism of my upbringing, though I do know UUs who pray more or less in that 

way, and that is good and true and beautiful for them.  

 As we can infer even just from Maimoona’s story: of course, prayer doesn’t 

always involve crossing yourself and rosary beads. When Muslims pray, they start by 

performing ritual purification or ablution and then face the direction of the Kaaba in 

Mecca, the city where the Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings be upon him) was 

born. And as we heard in church last week, the Jewish tradition of Sabbath, taking a 

whole day of rest and contemplation each week, is its own distinct form of prayer. In 

that tradition, objects like Shabbat candles, the challah cover, the kiddush cup, and 

more help aid in rituals and prayers.  

 
2 See: Barbara Brown Taylor, Holy Envy: Finding God in the Faith of Others (HarperOne, 2019).  
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 So, this morning, I want us to journey together to the far-out hinterlands of what 

prayer could look like, and then maybe we’ll wind our way back to these more 

traditional forms as you reflect on prayer practices that have been nourishing to you or 

could be nourishing to you. 

 I always go back to Rev. Thomas John Carlisle’s poem, “Our Jeopardy.”  

It is good to use 

best china 

treasured dishes 

the most genuine goblets 

or the oldest lace tablecloth 

there is a risk of course 

every time we use anything 

or anyone shares an inmost 

mood or moment 

or a fragile cup of revelation 

but not to touch 

not to handle 

not to employ the available 

artifacts of being 

a human being 

that is the quiet crash 

the deadly catastrophe 

where nothing 

is enjoyed or broken 

or spoken or spilled 

or stained or mended 

where nothing is ever 

lived 

loved 

pored over 

laughed over 

wept over 

lost 

or found.3 

This poem to me is about prayer in an albeit highly disembodied, abstract way. Better 

put, it is about living sacramentally.  

 
3 Thomas John Carlisle, “Our Jeopardy,” Original publication source unknown.  
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It is good to use 

best china 

treasured dishes 

the most genuine goblets 

or the oldest lace tablecloth 

 Our ministry theme this month is worth and dignity. Living sacramentally, 

living, in other words, as if life was a prayer, is about worth. It’s about seeing the worth 

in the things in front of us and about saying that this moment in time is worth it. It is 

about taking down the best dishes we have in the house (china or not) even if it’s just 

the three of us at Christmas again. Sacrament is a Christian term that simply means “the 

outward sign of inward grace.” There are seven formal sacraments in the Catholic 

tradition, moments meant to summon and manifest the power and love of God in our 

lives: ceremonies like baptism, confirmation, and marriage. UUs have long wondered if 

sacrament (summoning the power and love of God or Spirit of Life) need only be 

restricted to particular rituals and ceremonies. What if we lived sacramentally, living, in 

other words, as if life was a prayer? 

 For another perspective on prayer for our beloved nontheistic UUs, black doula, 

activist, and writer adrienne maree brown writes:  

“i thought someone else 
had all the instructions 

and i, stumbling and following, 
praying to become worthy, 

must admit i have been grieving and grieving 
all i don’t know and don’t trust 

and grieving so deeply 
a world that is still breathing 

anticipating failure 
in spite of my visions 

 
but when i listen 

the universe is reminding me 
i cannot be taken from her 

i am never untethered from her roots 
never beyond the whole 

and nothing is lost, it is lived 
and we are not here to win 

but to experience love 
and those who do not know love 
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are missing life in spite of all other accumulation.”4 
 

but when i listen 
the universe is reminding me 

i cannot be taken from her 
i am never untethered from her roots 

never beyond the whole 
 

Maybe there are concrete ways to pray for the nontheistic among us. Maybe living 
sacramentally is about practices of seeing worth, listening, noticing, and gratitude—
practices that require no less discipline than prayer practices. 
 

** 
 In many ways, I grieve that time when my God changed from the personal, 
agential God of my Catholic upbringing to more of a Spirit of Life God, and I grieve 
some of the other accompanying losses. I have grief from that time because, in the 
interim, I lost prayer, and it wasn’t really until the pandemic that I realized how big of a 
loss that was. Nineteenth-century black teacher and activist Anna Julia Cooper once 
famously said, “Religion must be life made true; and life is action, growth, development 
– begun now and ending never.”5 Especially during times like these, we might not be 
able to count on gratitude and love to be our default modes of operating in the world; it 
is completely reasonable that confusion and messiness and even despair spring up from 
a time like this. And what a prayer practice, a discipline of praying something like five 
times a day, does is give us the necessary structure for gratitude, hope, and connection 
to intervene when our mind inevitably wanders to other things.  
 

“Religion must be life made true; and life is action, growth, development – begun 
now and ending never.” Gratitude must be cultivated and practiced regularly (and we 
might need some structure to get us there); acknowledging our interdependence with 
the web of life must be cultivated and practiced regularly…because the action, growth, 
heartache, development, confusion of life begins now and ends never. Sometimes, we 
have to breathe on purpose. Sometimes, we have to have some time set apart to let 
gratitude or the reminder of our deep interconnectedness intervene. What intervenes 
may be a different thing each time (there are days when even gratitude is hard to 
access), but, as Mary Oliver says, “this isn’t a contest but the doorway…and a silence in 
which another voice may speak.”6 
 
 And this is why I’m so interested in prayer today…whether it’s the traditional 
having a conversation with God; or a gratitude meditation whenever you wash dishes; 
or bullet journaling a few times a day, recording some intentions and some 

 
4 adrienne maree brown, “this is the only moment (species love poetry),” Blog, July 27, 2021.  
5 Anna Julia Cooper, A Voice from the South (OUP USA, 1990) (originally published in 1892).  
6 Mary Oliver, “Praying,” in Thirst, Mary Oliver (Boston: Beacon Press, 2006).  



© Jenna Crawford 2021 

observations; or sitting zazen and closing with a bow; or a spiritual friend (in the 
Buddhist tradition, this is called your kalyanamitra) who you call daily or weekly; or 
having your own dinner church in which every single night you take down the best 
china. “It doesn’t have to be the blue iris, it could be weeds in a vacant lot, or a few 
small stones,” Mary Oliver reminds us.7  
 
 So, I invite you for a minute to reflect with me. What have been your favorite 
prayer or meditation practices that you’ve cultivated over your lifetime?... What is their 
place in your life at this moment in time?... Is there something new that you’d like to 
try?... 
  
 May we remember as we move through the holiday season that gratitude must 
be cultivated and practiced regularly; acknowledging our interdependence with the 
web of life must be cultivated and practiced regularly…because the action, growth, and 
development of life begins now and ends never. Maybe your practice involves Shabbat 
candles or rosary beads and having a nice proper conversation with God; maybe it’s just 
dinner church in which every single night you take down the best dishes in the house as 
a reminder that this moment is worth it. 
 
 May it be so. Blessed Be. Amen.  

 
7 Oliver.  


