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Sometimes wisdom can seemingly come from the most unlikely of places.  Consider a box of Jolly Rancher Kisses, for example.  Nowadays, if you know what these candies are at all, you probably find them most often marketed in a pretty nondescript plastic bag rather than a box; but back in the day, little individually wrapped hard candies like those on the left below used to come in bulk form (as far as I know) exclusively in a display box similar to the one in the photo on the right.
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I had my introduction to the candies (and a source of the particular example of wisdom I want to highlight) thanks to Gillespie’s Grocery – the neighborhood store my grandfather owned, and which I had the privilege of enjoying as a service learning environment when I was growing up.
On a day when I was responsible for displaying the latest treats delivered or retrieved from a wholesaler, I opened a Jolly Rancher box and discovered (as I expected at the time) a little three by five card inscribed with a quote ... sort of like this one:[image: ]






I was used to finding these cards in the boxes because the company made a practice of including them in the package as a bonus at that time.  But the particular card I found that day set me back for a moment.  It was neither familiar, easily understood, nor humorous (as I had found most of them to be).  Instead the inscription was initially puzzling:
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.


Being about eleven years old at the time, despite my growing love for the language arts, there was a word embedded in the quote that was not yet in my working vocabulary.  Something told me, however, to try the “context trick” I had learned from some teacher along the way.  This was the idea that if you carefully deciphered the meaning of all of the words surrounding the unfamiliar one, you might then understand the new term.  I applied this strategy, and after a few moments, the meaning of the word “serenity” emerged from the framework of the entire statement.  I didn’t know at the time that what I was reading was a generic paraphrased excerpt from a larger expression that many people now know as The Serenity Prayer.  That knowledge would come much later.  
What I DID understand ... and almost immediately ... was that once I grasped the message, a quite significant portion of my childhood stress disappeared instantly, falling neatly into the category of accepting the things I could not change.  I somehow recognized that I might as well be peaceful and calm in the face of such challenges – whether they were parental dictates, peer difficulties, or whatever.  And yet, I found myself newly encouraged by the idea that I might be able to change some things by being brave enough to try, and that I could also be smart enough – wise enough – to figure out the difference between the two.  
That moment of epiphany changed my life.  
I gathered all the cards that showed up that day and delivered them to my grandmother (who was an inveterate saver) and I am sure she tucked them away somewhere for safe-keeping and reference.  For me, however, discovering that particular wisdom on that day has served me well to this very moment.
In her book The Serenity Prayer: Faith and Politics in Time of Peace and War, Elisabeth Sifton, Reinhold Niebuhr’s daughter, quotes the most famous excerpt from her father’s prayer this way:  “God, give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, the courage to change the things that should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.”
	Regardless of the particular wording, I still wonder, what exactly it is about this excerpt from Niebuhr’s famous meditation that has made it a staple for thousands of Twelve Step groups like Alcoholics Anonymous worldwide, and an inspiration for countless others.  How can something so simple also be so comforting, challenging, and powerful at the same time?
	The answer to this question is multifaceted; but part of the answer, I think, is that it invites learning the practice of acceptance.
The Greek Stoic Philosopher, Epictetus, observed that “Men are disturbed not by things, but by the views which they take of them.”  Though this statement may be short and simple, the philosophy behind it is profound.  At the very least, it is a useful theoretical approach to the idea of acceptance and perhaps even more pointedly – unconditional acceptance.  How is that for shaping a view of the “things” of life?
	This same idea is at the root of “The Work” of Byron Katie, which is minimally a reflection of what she does, but also the name she gives the significant process that has meant so much to her and all the people with whom she has shared it.  Her first book, after all, is entitled Loving What Is.  What could be a better echo of the idea of unconditional acceptance than “loving what is?”
	And yet, Dennis Merritt Jones, in an article in Science of Mind magazine (March 2015 Vol 88 No. 3) says acceptance does not have to mean that we even like what is.  Instead, he says, “It means being willing to see the ‘what is’ as an apparent fact while at the same time mindfully sensing the presence of a sacred, larger truth behind the fact.  ... Through mindfulness and contemplative practices such as meditation and affirmative, unifying prayer, we can witness [the Power that is greater than us] wrapping itself around us in spite of ‘discordant facts.’”  He goes on to say, “Divine surrender, when done with mindfulness, opens the portal to a deep sense of inner peace, which allows us to begin to see the world through new eyes.” 
	Perhaps we should not be surprised, here, to discover that the famous Niehbur supplication ties into mindfulness.  More and more, people worldwide are embracing this centering concept that, significantly, has been part of Buddhist philosophy for ages.  And what else is mindfulness if not the grace and serenity that Niehbur invokes in his prayer?
Viktor Frankl’s words tell us that, “When we are no longer able to change a situation - we are challenged to change ourselves. ... Everything can be taken from a [person] but one thing: the last of human freedoms - to choose one's attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one's own way.”
And if we come back to where we started – to look at the idea behind the word that temporarily hung up my eleven-year-old mind, Sifton opines, “... acceptance must come serenely or not at all, since anger or resentment hardens the heart and makes acceptance impossible.”  And this is not at all out of line with William James saying, “Acceptance of what has happened is the first step to overcoming the consequences of any misfortune,” or the well-known framework of Elizabeth Kubler-Ross and the five stages of grief she identifies denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and (wait for it) acceptance – which she says helps us learn to live with not only what we lose, but gives us tools to help us frame and identify what we may be feeling. 
When we speak of the “courage to change the things we can,” we can also examine Stephen Covey’s teaching about “circles of influence.”  He has expressed that a circle of influence is comprised of those concerns about which we can do something. They are the concerns over which we have some control.
We even find acceptance and mindfulness in psychoanalysis.  Acceptance and commitment therapy (also called ACT) is a form of clinical behavior analysis used in psychological treatment. It is an evidence-based approach that uses strategies of acceptance and mindfulness along with other behavior altering strategies, to offer clients more mental processing options.  Originally called comprehensive distancing, this therapeutic approach is very reminiscent of what we sense at the roots of the Serenity Prayer.  It seeks to help clients “be present with what life brings” and “move toward valued behavior.”
	One other facet of the intertwined philosophical roots of the Serenity Prayer helps us to avoid cognitive dissonance.
“In psychology, cognitive dissonance is the mental stress or discomfort experienced by an individual who holds two or more contradictory beliefs, ideas, or values at the same time, or is confronted by new information that conflicts with existing beliefs, ideas, or values.”
When we meet the sometimes intricate circumstances of life, we may (at least temporarily) simultaneously hold conflicting ideas about them – namely “This circumstance is something I can change” and “This circumstance is something I cannot change.”  
On the one hand, we could be a victim of wishful thinking, and on the other we could be set back by lack of confidence.  Or it could be poor diagnosis versus recognition of skill or opportunity deficits.  Or it could be confusing the desire to change another individual (difficult to impossible) with the possibility of changing yourself (perhaps equally difficult, but likely more achievable).  Either way, the brain will not know what to do with the diametrically opposed viewpoints.
Enter The Serenity Prayer ... the “pause that refreshes” (to borrow from a Coca-Cola commercial message) by inviting examination of the circumstances as either within one’s circle of influence or not.  It invites an examination of the benefits of acceptance versus the benefits of assertiveness.  It also asks for objectivity over subjectivity, and for big-picture or bird’s-eye-view assessments – the forest, not just the trees.  And finally, it asks for higher order if not Higher Power thinking.
And yet, all of this investigation of the foundations of this famous prayer is meant to explain what may ultimately be to some degree inexplicable.  Perhaps it suffices to say that when we invoke the wisdom that would allow us to separate the changes that are within our power from those that truly are not, and then further request of our best selves the courage or tranquility required to meet those circumstances in a way that delivers the best possible outcomes, we end up optimizing our circumstances and our character, reducing our experience of stress, and repositioning ourselves for greater efficacy.  And that is worth celebrating even if we have no idea how it works.

Exercises
About “the Serenity Prayer”...
About “worry”... “9 Steps to End Chronic Worrying” and 9 Scientific Ways to Stop Worrying”
About “acceptance”...
About “mindfulness”...
About “circles of influence”...

End Notes
The Serenity Prayer: Faith and Politics in Time of Peace and War, Elisabeth Sifton
Loving What Is, Byron Katie
... Dennis Merritt Jones, Science of Mind (March 2015 Vol 88 No. 3)
 (Acceptance and commitment therapy: An experiential approach to behavior change.
Hayes, Steven C.; Strosahl, Kirk D.; Wilson, Kelly G. New York, NY, US: Guilford Press. (1999). xvi 304 pp.)
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