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Praise for Prayer in America


“Prayer in America will become the most talked about book of the year. Given that nothing like it has ever been written, it surely will become an overnight sensation. Readers will find it hard to put down, as I did. No one should miss it.”

—Father Benedict Groeschel, C.F.R., author and television personality




“Prayer in America may well outsell Gone With the Wind and with a superior message. This book is a great idea, beautifully written and executed.”

—Hugh Sidey, former Time columnist




“My husband [General Omar N. Bradley] would have loved this book and in particular its treatment of prayer during wartime. Prayer in America is nothing less than a national treasure for all Americans to appreciate now and in the future.”

—Mrs. Omar “Kitty” Bradley (1922–2004)




“Prayer in America is a fascinating pageant of conscience, urgency, pious pleading, and faithful prayer. Jim Moore has done a truly extraordinary job in telling this nation's history through prayer, reminding us not only of the turbulent events of our history, but of our dreams and our sacred hopes.”

—Rabbi David Wolpe, author and Chief Rabbi, Temple Sinai,
Los Angeles, California




“Jim Moore has been prodigious in composing an exceptional, all-encompassing look into the prayer life of the country that is destined to become a national best-seller.”

—Reza Aslan, author of No God But God




“This is a staggeringly important book from an important person. It should be read by all who hope and pray for the best in America. I am happy to recommend it highly.”

—Father Theodore M. Hesburgh, C.S.C.,
President Emeritus, Notre Dame University
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This book is dedicated to my mother and father

Dr. and Mrs. James P. Moore

Who first taught my brothers and me how to pray
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Exactly how Prayer in America was conceived and developed over time remains a mystery to me. I do remember, however, when I first thought about the project, during the fall of 1997.

It was early in the morning on Columbus Day that my brother called to tell me that our father had died unexpectedly in the middle of the night. It was a heart attack, and he had gone peacefully. As anyone who has ever experienced the news of that kind of sudden death can attest, the initial shock and the hours that followed became vivid memories frozen in time.

In the coming weeks and months, which would quickly turn into years, I traveled between Washington, D.C., and Ford City Pennsylvania, to provide support to my mother, a strong and fiercely independent woman, who within weeks of my father's death was diagnosed with Parkinson's disease. During those first few car trips, as I drove along the ridges and over the crests of the spectacular Allegheny Mountains, I began to think about prayer and the part it played in my life and in the life of the country. I thought about America's earliest settlers, their heirs, and the role that prayer had played in their lives. I remembered some of the country's most prominent figures and the crucial moments in history when prayer had provided meaning and given strength when comfort and hope were hard to come by. It also struck me that if prayer represents the most private, innermost thoughts of an individual or of a people, then it must convey something rather special about us as Americans and the times in which we have lived. It was then that I began to search for some kind of book that captured the significance of prayer in American history.

I was soon spending my evenings at the Bishop Payne Library at the Virginia Theological Seminary, the largest and oldest Episcopal seminary in the United States, located a few miles from my home. Night after night and during weekends I tried to find a book that spoke comprehensively to the importance of prayer throughout American history. To my amazement, none existed. Intrigued by the possibilities, I started to put the pieces of the puzzle together myself.

Being neither a professional historian nor a clergyman, I realized that I was at a bit of a disadvantage. Nonetheless, I had a lifelong interest for everything American—history, religion, politics, literature, music, culture, sports, and so much more. Given that my initial research only fired my passions further, I thought that I could bring a fresh perspective to the subject matter. By the time I had completed the manuscript, after more than seven years, I knew I had unearthed a marvelous, hidden treasure chest. Although I knew that religious historians and even the general public were familiar with many of these riches, I also realized that the trove never before had been viewed so comprehensively. Rather excitedly, I now find myself in the position of lifting the chest's lid for others to see, hoping they will share the fascination I have felt during this incredible odyssey

In many ways, what I refer to as “American prayer” has been a difficult subject to tackle. Most people consider prayer so private that they shy away from discussing it. After dogged probing, however, I have managed to find fascinating anecdotes, long-forgotten diary entries, and other archived material related to the importance of prayer in people's lives. Reading the prayers left behind by a fallen soldier on the battlefield or by a person long gone, whose attic treasures hold intimate details of a spiritual life never fully known by others, seems to be terribly intrusive at times. And yet the legacy discovered after piecing together their lives and peering through their special lenses to understand more fully what they encountered and how they endured can offer precious, intimate insights. The intensely private world of one individual in prayer can unlock critical portals that would otherwise remain closed to another.

Having literally combed through thousands of books, periodicals, manuscripts, letters, and documents spanning several hundred years, I have been extremely careful to verify the accuracy of the material contained in this book. Since the beginning of the republic, several writers have attempted to embellish facts surrounding the spiritual nature or public religious acts of our most beloved figures, from Washington to Lincoln and beyond. In some instances they have recorded events that never happened. In their drive to create a pious aura around a particular individual or event in U.S. history, they have let their imagination get in the way of what truly happened. Consequently their absorbing but inaccurate accounts have been accepted as authentic by others and have ended up as gospel in subsequent writings, some two centuries later.

Quite frankly the story of American prayer is so powerful that it does not need to rely on anything but historic fact and reasonable interpretation. To create or perpetuate myths can only take away from that compelling story. I have tried at every turn to make sure that Prayer in America does not fall into that trap.

AFTER SO MUCH RESEARCH and considerable reflection, I find it sadly odd that so many extensive biographies have been written about famous Americans in which the author barely, if at all, has touched upon the spiritual life of the subject. Far from being merely sentimental, prayer is an integral, vibrant influence, particularly for Americans and within the context of the American experience. If someone has devoted even a limited amount of time to things spiritual—whether as a child in Sunday school, or even in confronting the death of a parent or spouse, or even in listening respectfully to the heartfelt prayers of others—prayer can affect that individual significantly. A person's spiritual life becomes part of his or her human composite, and by its very nature should be examined. At times the search is difficult given its private nature or the biographer's preoccupation with material more titillating. Not to try to probe the character of an individual to the fullest, unlocking in some way that person's spiritual dimensions, however, forfeits a more complete and often critical story from being told.

By examining the past and present of America's prayer life, the book also provides insight into how the country and its leaders are approaching the future in an increasingly volatile and independent world, a tin-derbox far different from the one our forefathers faced.

While Prayer in America attempts to be comprehensive, it can only touch upon a few of the figures and events in American history in which prayer has played an important role. Furthermore, it does not pretend to delve fully into such richly evocative perspectives on prayer as congregational rituals, varieties of personal expression, or theological debates on its efficacy. Rather, Prayer in America was written as a sweeping commentary describing how prayer has affected the country and its people over several centuries.

⋆ ⋆ ⋆

THIS BOOK WOULD NEVER have materialized without the unqualified support of a steadfast and loving family and helpful friends, including my brothers Terry and Gregory Moore, Father Benedict Groeschel, the late Diane Sherwood, Carlos Rosales-Coronado Jr., Christopher Brueningsen, Michael and Karen Yukevich, Russ and Ellen Swank, Louise and Bob Parsley, Eva and Alma Saloum, Peter Allen, Suzette Perkins, Patty Ostermick, Bob Huck, Zachary Vlahos, Alfred and Jacqueline Kingon, Wendy Smith, Jesse A. Meman, Terence and Laurence Flannery Chip Duncan and the Duncan Group, the John Stiners, Jeffery Wieser, Vinoda Basnayake, and Holly Peppe. I also must give particular thanks to James L. Bayless, who provided unflinching support and spent countless hours reviewing the manuscript, serving as a confidant, along with Elizabeth Bayless, throughout much of the project.

I also benefited from the fine team at Doubleday that shared my vision for the book and worked with me over a long period of time, superb individuals who have included Stephen Rubin, Eric Major, Michelle Rapkin, and Kendra Harpster as well as Sean Mills, Ingrid Sterner, Frances Jones, and Frances O'Connor. My thanks also go to my literary agent, Peter Rubie, who helped me launch this effort.

I want to express my gratitude to individuals who offered invaluable support, insights, or critiques of the manuscript while it was being written. They include the late Stephen Ambrose, Martin Marty, the late Mrs. Omar Bradley, Elie Wiesel, Father William Byron, James McPherson, Father John McCloskey and James Hutson. I am also enormously appreciative for the support of the librarians and staffs at the Library of Congress, the Landauer Library of Georgetown University, the New York Public Library, the Woodstock Theological Center, the Martin Luther King, Jr., Library of Washington, D.C., the Southern Baptist Seminary, the library of the National Museum of the American Indian, and the Washington Theological Union. The bulk of the research, however, could not have been conducted without the generous assistance of Mitzi Budde and her associates at the Bishop Payne Library at the Virginia Theological Seminary in Alexandria.

Given the intensity of the project and the need to concentrate on the manuscript, I had to find a way to escape from distractions on more than a dozen occasions and turned to several retreat centers on the East Coast. Consequently, I would like to extend my sincere thanks to Abbot Benedict McDermott and the Benedictine priests and brothers of Mary Mother of the Church Abbey in Richmond, Virginia; the Community of Franciscan Friars of the Renewal Trinity Retreat in Larchmont, New York; the Dominican Sisters at the Dominican Retreat House in McLean, Virginia; the Sisters of Bon Secours at the Bon Secours Spiritual Center in Marriottsville, Maryland; and the Jesuit priests of the Loyola Retreat House in Faulkner, Maryland.

IN THE END Prayer in America has become a love story. It stands as an extraordinarily intimate portrait of our people, our relationship with God, and our entire way of life. These are the prayers of Quakers and Shakers, Sikhs and Muslims, the prayers of saints and sinners, the victorious and the downcast, the newly arrived and the born and bred. Take away the very real, palpable presence of prayer throughout the American experience, and we would be nothing more than a shadow of ourselves today. These pages stand as proof of that fact and, more important, attest to the promise of what we still may become.

—James P. Moore, Jr.

Washington, D.C.

October 1, 2005
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Nothing in human experience compares to prayer. By any objective measure it has remained one of the most critical and indisputable influences on the course of American history and on the lives of individual Americans. Without prayer, the political, cultural, religious, social, and even economic and military annals of the nation would have been far different from what they are today. Furthermore, given the influence that the United States has wielded around the world for so many generations, even global history would have taken a far different path in the absence of American prayer.

In its purest form, prayer is the elevated communication of human beings with their God. Whether in praise, contrition, petition, or thanksgiving, prayer can be expressed in rich, elaborate rituals or in the hushed tones of complete solitude. It can also provide individuals with a vital means to cultivate a deeper understanding of themselves and those around them. Like grains of sand, however, no two individuals pray or perceive God exactly alike. Even men and women who have joined one another in religious communities over many years, worshipping at the same hours of the day, in the same manner, and under the same doctrines and traditions, recognize that there exist different understandings brought about by individual experience. In short, the act of prayer is a personal, transcendent force in the lives of men and women.

The United States, of course, does not hold a monopoly on prayer but has developed its own prayer culture, in part born from the faith traditions of other lands but also nurtured by its unique historical experience. Never having been reduced to a sentimental anachronism, as it has for other developed countries, prayer is as palpable an influence on the country today as it was on early America. Not unlike the observation of Alexis de Tocqueville made more than a hundred years earlier, British writer and critic G. K. Chesterton also was struck by the vibrant spirituality and prayer life of the country when he wrote, “America is a nation with the soul of a church.”1

For the razor-thin minority of Americans who do not believe in prayer or who regard it with suspicion, it must be understood that prayer is not inconsequential. Rather, it is a very real presence in the lives of most Americans, individuals who are affecting the welfare of others and appreciably influencing the interests of the country every minute of every day.

Unlike many other peoples, Americans have embraced prayer individually and collectively from the beginning of the country's history. While it is true that the United States has developed a strong secular culture, it has not done so to the exclusion of its deeply rooted spirituality. Some element of prayer winds its way through almost every aspect of American life, and has forevermore become a part of the country's DNA. It may be in the simple recitation of grace at the family table or in the invocation of God in opening sessions of the U.S. House, Senate, Supreme Court, or presidential Cabinet meetings. It may be in the incorporation of prayer in the creative arts or in the millions of “prayer hits” made by Americans every day on the Internet.

THE STORY OF AMERICAN PRAYER, of course, began long before the age of European discovery and even before the earliest settlements of Native Americans. To be sure, the prayer tradition in America, much like that in the rest of the world, is part of a continuum that has existed for as long as time itself. Modern geneticists have even gone so far as to claim that the human brain has been “hardwired” for prayer, arguing that although religion has given prayer its context over the millennia, prayer has far predated organized religion. While one can hardly imagine structured religion in today's world without prayer, prayer can exist, and has done so, without the benefit of established churches.

As important, as ennobling, and as divisive as religion has been in human history, prayer stands as the great common denominator among human beings. Long before Moses parted the Red Sea, before Buddha described the path toward nirvana, before Christ died on the cross, and before Muhammad revealed the message of the Koran, there was prayer. The earliest recorded prayers and hymns were among the first writings ever discovered by archaeologists, found on stone tablets from the middle of the third millennium B.C.2 It was prayer that became the significant element shared by all of America's original, diverse settlers—Native Americans, European Americans, and African-Americans.

While dogma, ritual, and religious history have divided individuals, prayer has always had the power to unify. In the public discourse over prayer and religion, it must be remembered that it is religion that needs to be learned. To quote an old Arab proverb, prayer provides the pillow to religion. For many, it is a critical support throughout life's complicated and arduous course.

That is why an interfaith service at Washington National Cathedral or at Yankee Stadium in the aftermath of September 11 could even have been held in the first place. While tragedy, grief, and disbelief brought diverse people together during those difficult days, prayer, combined with patriotism, raised the country's nobler sights and allowed Americans to acknowledge yet again their relationship to God and to one another in what has become a part of the country's powerful, living heritage.

It is striking to realize how established religions have borrowed from other faith traditions. Many indigenous peoples, separated by time and space, have very similar prayer traditions—from the use of instruments to the visual effects of shamans who act as intermediaries between the real world and the spiritual world. Cast from the same human family and instilled with a common desire to reach out to God, the followers of different faith traditions have burned incense, rung bells, donned vestments, and prostrated themselves, all in the name of prayer.

Even the prayer clock serves as a common component to spiritual practices among diverse faiths, extending from tracking the religious seasons of the year to observing devotions during certain hours of the day. Practiced by Christopher Columbus and other explorers on their way to the New World, prayer was recited at specific times throughout a twenty-four-hour period, a tradition that had existed long before Europe's Renaissance and that continues among many Christian clergy and laity to this day. Before Christianity, however, devout orthodox Jews observed prayer rituals several times a day. With the advent of Islam, religious Muslims came to offer invocations five times a day, one of the hallmarks of the religion. So, too, did the faith traditions of Native Americans and those of the Far East require that prayer be integrated into the discipline of daily living.

The forms of prayer have taken on enormous variety over the ages. While spontaneous prayer will always have enormous appeal, there is something to be said for reciting age-old invocations. Although using the word “trespasses” today may be anachronistic, it conjures up an important meaning and spiritual imagery that is locked in time, space, and petition with those men and women who have recited the Lord's Prayer over the centuries. There is something both meaningful and comforting in realizing that people can be joined together spiritually—past, present, and well into the future.

For most people, prayer provides a spiritual oasis in their daily lives. When Mozart was asked to name his favorite musical note, he said that the “rests” mattered most to him because without the “rests” none of the notes would make sense. So it is with prayer. Without the chance to reflect and to connect with God, individuals might be overwhelmed by the white noise of daily living and never appreciate the true potential of their own abilities or endurance. Through honest prayer they are able to move forward in the face of the unknown. Prayer supports them in a faith that does not require immediate evidence in all things, reminding them that instant gratification is not always possible, or even desirable. By setting aside momentary retreats, prayer helps a person to place life in critical perspective.

IN THE HISTORY of American prayer, established faiths have often borrowed invocations from one another. Some Jewish Passover suppers, for example, are celebrated by singing the spirituals of enslaved African-Americans, who so movingly captured the flight of the Israelites in the desert. Catholics today sing the beautifully robust hymns of Martin Luther, who at one time was excoriated as a great heretic by the Church in Rome. Christians of all denominations have turned to Buddhist meditative practices to clear their minds as they begin to invoke God's name. American prayer at the outset of the twenty-first century has become a blend of different faiths, cultures, and traditions, all of which contribute to the everyday pulse of the country. Rather than dilute belief, the richness of American prayer has only helped to dilate the faith of most Americans.

For the Native Americans who first settled the expanse of the continent, prayer was interwoven into respect for the land, water, and air. As Luther Standing Bear explained in the early twentieth century:


We did not think of the great open plains, the beautiful rolling hills, and the winding streams with tangled growth, as “wild.” Only to the white man was nature “wilderness,” and only to him was the land “infested” with “wild” animals and “savage” people. To us it was tame. Earth was bountiful, and we were surrounded with the blessings of the Great Mystery3



To the first European settlers, America represented divine intervention, God's giving humanity a second chance to fulfill a sacred destiny. Not unlike the people in Exodus, early settlers saw the Almighty's hand guiding them to a land that promised new life. Through prayer they hoped to lead an inspired existence of disciplined spirituality and personal rigor that would in turn cement their relationship with God, who had granted them such blessings.

Prayer gave enslaved African-Americans, who would be denied the true promise of America for generations, the faith, hope, and love to prevail under the most horrific circumstances. For other immigrants arriving on the country's shores, America represented a refuge from harm of every kind, and for most of them the practice of prayer only became more engrained into their lives once they arrived.

AMERICAN PRAYER has been behind a number of firsts in the cultural realm. The first book printed in America, for example, was a prayer book, and the first songbook published was a hymnal. The first poems and symphonies; the first authentically American opera, Porgy and Bess; and the first talking movie, The Jazz Singer, the story about a Jewish cantor, all were steeped in prayer. The great African-American spirituals, infused with prayer and the rhythms of another continent, spawned such American musical idioms as jazz, the blues, and gospel. The first successful self-help program, Alcoholics Anonymous, was principally founded on the notion that prayer could transfer human weakness away from the power of addiction. Every one of the country's major anthems, including “The Star-Spangled Banner,” “America,” and “My Country 'Tis of Thee,” speaks in some way of prayer.

Everyday life also holds continuous reminders of the institution of prayer and the country's spiritual heritage, from a skyline of church steeples to makeshift altars along highways and city streets memorializing those who have died. Even government has done its part to personalize the importance of God and prayer to the country. The national mottoes “In God We Trust” and “Annuit Coeptis,” translated as “Providence has favored our undertakings,” a clause incorporated into the Great Seal of the United States by the Founding Fathers, have been imprinted on the nation's currency. The officially recognized National Day of Prayer, and the inclusion of the words “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance, more recent developments, have become part of the national cadence. Even individual states have developed their own defining mottoes like Arizona's “God Enriches,” South Dakota's “Under God the People Rule,” Ohio's “With God All Things Are Possible,” and Colorado's “Nothing Without Providence.”

The continuum of God and prayer in the nation's heritage can be found in the monuments the United States has built to remind future generations of their legacy. Standing in the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol, that central axis where the House of Representatives and the Senate come together structurally and symbolically, a person can view several massive paintings that attest to America's spiritual past—Columbus and his men kneeling in prayer after landing in the New World, Pocahontas in prayer as she is about to be baptized, Pilgrim families praying with wonder and trepidation as their ship the Speedwell embarks for America. The belted mural that surrounds the great dome, with George Washington looking down from above, depicts the prayerful solemnity of the first settlers in New England and the somber burial of the Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto along the Mississippi River.

Other reminders of American prayer lie beyond Capitol Hill. Visiting the Washington Monument, few tourists realize that engraved on the brass cap of the obelisk 555 feet above the ground are the words “Praise be to God.” Other visitors miss the quotation chiseled into the rotunda of the Jefferson Memorial, taken from a letter Thomas Jefferson wrote to John Adams, which begins with the words “The God who gave us life gave us liberty at the same time.” Not far away, carved into the granite of the Lincoln Memorial, is the entire text of Lincoln's second inaugural address, a prayer unto itself and the greatest speech of its kind in American history. If a person looks for it, evidence of American prayer can be found everywhere in the nation's capital.

Ever since the first oath of office was administered to George Washington in 1789, every President of the United States has invoked the name of God and prayer, either directly or indirectly in his inaugural address. Even presidents whose religious piety was questionable at best felt compelled to set the tone for their administrations and agendas for the nation by acknowledging the hand of God in the business of the country. Indeed, most remarks delivered by presidents from the Oval Office end with the signature “and may God bless America.” The line is so expected that without it, most individuals would notice consciously or subconsciously and question why it had been omitted.

Although Americans may recoil at public displays of religious devotion that seem either affected or to exceed undefined boundaries of taste, they still want their national politicians to show the pious humility that comes with prayer and the recognition of a higher power. That is why presidents, joined by justices of the Supreme Court and members of Congress, have welcomed the chance to attend annual prayer breakfasts on the National Day of Prayer, an observance instituted over fifty years ago, and why elected officials publicly bristle when judges try to eliminate words like “under God” from the Pledge of Allegiance.

While national memorials and customs tell one story, the lives of individual Americans who have been deeply influenced by prayer and have made a difference in the life of the country reveal another. Without prayer, the “kitchen conversion” of Martin Luther King, Jr., at a critical point in his ministry, might not have carried on his leadership of the modern civil rights movement; Woody Guthrie, Elvis Presley, and Johnny Cash might not have continued to compose songs or perform onstage after confronting personal setbacks; Abraham Lincoln might not have endured the enormous pressures of war and family tragedy; Anne Bradstreet and Harriet Beecher Stowe might not have written their seminal works at pivotal moments; and such very different men as Woodrow Wilson, Jimmy Carter, and George W Bush might not have entered public life, let alone become President.

While prayer has remained such a decisive, uplifting force for individual Americans and for the country as a whole, it has become the subject of divisive legal battles. In the twists of modern-day life, the country's courts have interpreted the U.S. Constitution, and the motives of the Founding Fathers, as largely confining prayer to the narrower context of established religion. Decisions handed down over the past several decades have only guaranteed that the subject of prayer, particularly in public places, will be debated for generations.

At the same time, it would be remiss to ignore the fact that prayer has been abused throughout American history. The Civil War, for example, not only tested the superiority of one military force over another but also became a contest in the minds of many as to which petitioner could summon God's favor more. Most egregiously prayer has been conjured up to condone evil acts of all kinds. From recitations by members of the Ku Klux Klan before a lynching to the spiritual entreaties of suicide bombers before an attack, prayer has been used in heinously corrupt ways. Its powerful symbolism and ages-long practice are so entrenched in the human psyche that it has become a vehicle for justifications of every kind.

Wherever the spiritual compass lies for each individual, certain aspects of modern American life intrude on the practice of prayer, at times denying individuals the solitude of those spiritual “rests.” In his autobiography J. C. Penney the founder of the retail chain, recalled a letter he had read from an unnamed Trappist monk in the 1950s, most probably Thomas Merton, who succinctly captured the quandary of many Americans in praying in the modern world and his prescription for dealing with it:


We Americans want everything in a hurry. Yet an interior life, dedicated to the practice of prayer, is not the work of a year, or even ten. We of the high-strung western world seek the natural outlet of nervous energy in action. It takes us a long time to discover the fact that mental activity can become the best and most satisfying kind of action, that is interaction, which takes place between God and the Praying Soul… There are two main pitfalls on the road to mastery of the art of prayer. If a person gets what he asks for, his humility is in danger. If he fails to get what he asks for, he is apt to lose confidence. Indeed no matter whether prayer seems to be succeeding or failing, humility and confidence are two virtues, which are absolutely essential.4



And yet prayer has remained a critical anchor in the lives of most Americans, and even for those with the most profound faith its practice is the very act of passionate uncertainty.

DESPITE THE ROLE of prayer in American life, historians, even religious historians, have neglected this important part of the country's past, as well as the spirituality and even patriotism to which it is so often joined.

There have been moments when, together as a people, the nation has been seriously shaken by catastrophic events and has turned to prayer as a bulwark, uniting Americans against serious division and chaos. Prayer has even become a critical refuge, the place to turn to in the face of human failure or the fallibility of human institutions.

In a word, then, prayer is dynamic. It is not simply a static force in a person's life or in the life of the nation. If a person utters the same prayer as a child and then again as an adult, its meaning intrinsically changes. Growth and endurance make it so, altering its meaning and even its tonal inflection. For someone saying the Prayer of Saint Francis or singing “God Bless America” on the day before September 11, 2001, and then again forty-eight hours later, the entire meaning changed. Certain phrases take on a nuance that did not exist earlier. In a short time, those same invocations will take on a different connotation yet again. Prayer does not sit still.

If American history can be likened to a great musical composition, prayer must be seen as an integral and powerful theme throughout the piece. At times it is softer; louder at others. It has its own rhythm, its own pulse. It is always there, fundamentally contributing to whatever melody may be playing. Most important, it is an integral component to the arrangement. To remove it is to take away the depth, the breadth, and the richness of what gives the work, at least in part, its special character.

To dismiss prayer in the life of America is to embark on a fool's errand. Prayer has been and always will be an integral part of the national character. It is clearly a subject that must be explored in far greater depth if anyone is to understand the people who have made the United States what it is today and what it will be tomorrow.
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God created this Indian country and it was like He spread out a big blanket. He put the Indians on it. They were created here in this country, and that was the time this river started to run. Then God created fish in this river and put deer in these mountains and made laws through which has come the increase of game and fish … Whenever the seasons open I raise my heart in thanks to the Creator for his bounty that this food has come.

—Meninock, Yakima chief, 1915



[image: ]HE HISTORY OF PRAYER in America began unfolding long before the golden age of exploration, a fact often missed by modern Americans. Nonetheless, when European settlers arrived in the New World, they did not at first recognize the unique spiritual heritage of Native Americans. Religious, cultural, and language barriers too often obfuscated the fact that these various tribes and nations had developed their own prayers and devotional rituals over generations. While Native Americans' conception of a higher power had been formed in isolation of revelations experienced by other civilizations, their desire to express themselves spiritually was every bit as intense and as devout. In time both groups would come to recognize their common spirituality

On the eve of Christopher Columbus's arrival in the New World, more than 250 languages, largely unintelligible to one another, were spoken throughout the territory that now makes up the United States.1 From the Inuits of the Arctic, whom the English voyager Martin Frobisher first encountered, to the Seminoles of Florida, who greeted the Spanish explorer Ponce de León in his quest for the fountain of youth, entire Indian nations had developed independent cultures. For Native Americans, prayer stood as a channel to some guiding force that they did not clearly understand but that, they believed, contributed in some important way to their existence. Central to all of them was a profound sense of a higher power, who had a critical impact on their welfare.

AMERICAN INDIANS THRIVED in a daily rhythm in which the word “religion” did not exist, simply because no distinct creed of faith could be separated from existence itself. No churches were built; no weekdays were set aside for worship. Life and prayer were practically seamless. In effect, God cast no shadow because Native Americans integrated the divine into all things. An etched panel at the Jemez State Monument in New Mexico, written by an anonymous member of the Jemez tribe, captures the basic Indian approach to spirituality: “We have no word that translates what is meant by ‘religion.’ We have a spiritual life that is part of us twenty-four hours a day. It determines our relationship with the natural world of our fellow man. Our religious practices are the same as in the time of our ancestors.”2

Through the power, wisdom, and genuine love of the Great Creator, all living things by extension were sacred. Indeed the word “sacred” was interwoven into the languages and pervaded the thoughts of all Native Americans. Its very notion sustained a reverence that reminded them always of their obligations as inheritors of the earth and vanguards of their people—past, present, and future. In many ways Native Americans were more attuned to prayer than most newly arrived Europeans and Africans. They often built doors to their tepees and huts to the East, allowing them to wake up in the morning, face the sun, and pray as their first act of the day. “Each soul must meet the morning sun, the new sweet earth, and the Great Silence alone,” was how Ohiyesa put it.3 One Indian chief, in what today is Oklahoma, put it another way more than a century ago: “When you arise in the morning, give thanks for the morning light. Give thanks for your life and strength. Give thanks for your food and give thanks for the joy of living. And if per chance you see no reason for giving thanks, rest assured the fault is in yourself”4

Few early Native Americans took their lives for granted. In prayer they thanked all living things. Only in practice did prayer differ from nation to nation, defined by geography climate, harvests, hunting, and other circumstances. The Hupas of northwestern California held an annual acorn feast, normally celebrated in November, to express their gratitude for the latest acorn harvest. After the elaborate sacred invocations were finished, the tribe would eat the first acorns that had fallen from the tan oak trees nearby, jubilant that for another season the Creator had blessed them. “All plants are our brothers and sisters,” they believed. “They talk to us and if we listen, we can hear them.” A Choctaw hunter in modern Louisiana would always whisper before killing his prey, “Deer, I am sorry to hurt you. But the people are hungry”5 America's flora and fauna were sacred, integral members of the Indian life cycle.

The environment played an important part in the life of Native Americans, contributing to a peaceful spiritual existence for the Navajos of the southwest deserts or the more ambitious Algonquins in the woodlands of the Northeast. The Inuits of the Arctic, better known as Eskimos, were a case in point. Never numbering more than 100,000 and spread over a territory that extended from Alaska to Greenland, they were greatly influenced by climate and their immediate surroundings. The water and the sky were the focus of their needs for survival and, in turn, of their prayers. The aurora borealis, those great northern lights, constantly reminded them of the wonders of the universe.

In the midst of the long, dark winter and the seemingly endless daylight of summer, the Inuits conjured up fascinating tales that gave rise to their prayers. Some stories told of the old woman who lived under the sea and interacted with the waters and the great spirits of the earth where the Inuits gathered most of their food. Prayer was such a potent force for the Inuit people that it was used as an independent, powerful commodity to be traded. These prayers, known as serrdts, originated from the visions of blessed people and were thought to have the power to either heal or impart good fortune. Seen as independent forces in their own right, serrdts would be bartered, allowing the owner to receive something of great value in return.6

While each person would commune with the spirit world throughout the day, their prayers as second nature to them as breathing, they would also join one another in offering special invocations. Within a group, prayer could be spoken, chanted, whispered, or sung, almost always through one individual on behalf of everyone else. The words, rhythms, and melodies were carefully chosen to convey the images and the proper setting of a particular petition. Special ceremonial dances were performed to provide meaning to a prayer, each step and bodily movement holding special significance. Together penitents worked toward achieving “one thought,” a collective mindfulness in reaching out to a higher power.

At critical moments in their lives, Native Americans relied on the skills of the shaman. The shaman, either a man or a woman, could possess various levels of spiritual potency and perform certain rituals that varied widely from tribe to tribe. Despite the differences, however, shamans shared one vital purpose: they served as a medium to the spiritual world.

A tribe would determine whether a person was destined to become a shaman during his or her childhood and adolescence. At a tender age, a future shaman would undergo some spiritual experience, not always comprehensible to others but confirmed and blessed by the elders. From that transforming moment, the tribe would formally recognize the chosen one's calling and ability to help effect change in the future life of the tribe.

The novice shaman would then face an initiation rite in which he or she would attest to out-of-body experiences. Whether soaring to the heavens or plunging to the depths of the underworld, a shaman would meet the spirits with whom a lifetime relationship would be formed. These gods and other supernatural forces would provide the shaman with the wherewithal to perform everything from curing sickness to ensuring that the fall harvest or the upcoming buffalo hunt would yield enough food for the tribe.

In their vision quests and supplications to the supernatural, Native Americans used objects and natural substances to enhance their rituals. Prayer sticks, prayer bowls, and prayer feathers were integral to their ceremonies, as were animal skulls and bones. Colorful attire was worn to project a particular mood and carry special petitions to the Creator. Special drums, bells, and wind instruments were played only in sacred settings. Tobacco, corn husks, and even hallucinatory peyote from western cactus were used to heighten the human senses in spiritual encounters.

One of the more endearing prayer ceremonies involved the use of the sacred pipe, a tradition among tribes in the West and Midwest. Finding a special, holy spot, a shaman or elder would pack a long ornamental pipe with some natural substance and turn the bowl of the pipe in the direction of the heavens, as if to offer the Almighty a smoke from his pipe.

Like the practitioners of many world religions, Native Americans showed their reverence by both fasting and praying, cleansing their bodies and souls in the process. Not unlike Muslims who wash their feet and hands before entering a mosque, many Indians built sweat lodges, the equivalent of saunas, to cleanse themselves before praying on important occasions. The Iroquois nation in today's upstate New York even conducted “thanksgiving addresses” every time a tribal ceremony was held to show gratitude to their Creator. More regularly, they would chant a series of spiritual “gratitudes” similar to the litanies of Catholics or the mantras of Asian religions. To lend their prayer of thanks the greatest piety possible, they would add some eighteen different expressions of gratitude.

Indians also took pilgrimages to sacred sites that reinforced their ties to ancient traditions. These holy places could be the edge of a village boundary or some destination several days away. Each year, for example, the men of the Papago tribe in modern-day Arizona would travel by foot for several days to the Gulf of California, where they would gather salt for their village. Taking a carefully charted route, the pilgrims, the youngest being no more than sixteen years old, would pray at designated stops along the way. During one leg of the journey and for a twenty-four-hour period, the men would neither eat nor drink, each receiving a personal vision from the spiritual world. Once they reached the salt deposits along the shore, they would pray far more intensely, offering cornmeal and prayer sticks, which they had prayed over before leaving their village, to show their devotion. When they returned home with their sacks of salt, intended to be used for everything from food preparation to ceremonial rituals, they would pray again in gratitude for the gifts they had been given and for having been able to endure the journey.

MOST NATIVE AMERICANS lacked a written language, so their prayers were passed down verbally from one generation to the next. Fascinated by the lore and richness of Indian culture, Europeans and their early American descendants recorded many of the prayers and spiritual practices of the tribes and nations on the continent.

One prayer, documented by John Heckewelder, a prominent Moravian missionary from eastern Pennsylvania, was titled “The Song of the Lenape Warriors Going against the Enemy.” As the Lenape invocation shows, a warrior preparing for battle experienced much of the same anxieties and emotions that any modern American GI would face. In the end prayer provided a spiritual shield to what might lie ahead:


O poor me!

Who am going out to fight the enemy

And know not whether I shall return again,

To enjoy the embraces of my children

And my wife.

O poor creature!

Whose life is not in his own hands,

Who has no power over his own body,

But tries to do his duty

For the welfare of his nation.

O! thou Great Spirit above!

Take pity on my children

And on my wife!

Prevent their mourning on my account!

Grant that I may be successful in this attempt—

That I may slay my enemy,

And bring home the trophies of war

To my dear family and friends,

That we may rejoice together.

O! Take pity on me!

Give me strength and courage to meet my enemy,

Suffer me to return again to my children,

To my wife

And to my relations!

Take pity on me and preserve my life

And I will make to thee a sacrifice.7



There were less stressful prayer rites, invocations joyously offered at seminal moments in a person's life. The Zunis of the Southwest developed some of the most elaborate prayer rituals of any of the ancient American civilizations, the sun being the focus of their attention.

In one of the most important Zuni rites, each infant, eight days after birth, was made ready for presentation to the sun, the equivalent of a Christian baptism. His “aunts,” the women of his father's clan, would wash his head and begin a strict, time-honored rite. Cornmeal was then fixed to the baby's hand as he was taken outside at sunrise and gently cradled. In facing the sun to the east, the paternal grandmother would sprinkle cornmeal around the baby's body while invoking the prayer:


Now this is the day,

Our child,

Into the daylight

You will go out standing …

Our child,

It is your day.

This day,

The flesh of white corn,

Prayer meal,

To our sun father

This prayer meal we offer.

May your road be fulfilled

Reaching to the road of your sun father,

When your road is fulfilled

In your thoughts (may we live).

May we be the ones whom your thoughts will embrace,

For this, on this day

To our sun father.

We offer prayer meal.

To this end:

May you help us all to finish our roads8



Later events in the child's life, from the first laugh to the advent of adolescence, would be commemorated with special prayer rituals as well. Every Indian mother, Zuni or otherwise, considered her first duty to teach her child about the sacredness of life and death, and the importance of prayer.

MODERN AMERICANS may have difficulty differentiating between the great Native American nations and identifying their leaders, but the distinctions are enormous. There was the Shawnee prophet Tenskwatawa, from modern-day Ohio, who underwent an extraordinary mystical experience through his prayers. In his visions, he spoke of how he saw the heaven and the hell that awaited his kinsmen after earthly life. He also summoned in his mind the distant past and the future, mesmerizing the Shawnees with his riveting tales. There were the prophets Wodziwob and Wovoka of the northern Paiutes in the area of today's Nevada, who initiated two different movements to promote the Ghost Dance, a prayer ritual that rapidly spread across American tribes in the late nineteenth century, to implore the Creator to help them confront the realities of living alongside the white man.

No single figure, however, provided as many insights into the spirituality of Native America as Black Elk, a member of the Oglala Sioux. Black Elk's history came fully to light when Nebraska's poet laureate John G. Neihardt first recorded his story in 1931. Born during the Civil War, Black Elk had a dramatic vision on his eighteenth birthday, when his prayers sparked a new awareness of his universe. Grandfathers, representing north, south, east, and west, told him that he had been given special powers to become “the center of the nation's hoop,” intended to “make it live.” He spent the rest of his life trying to discover exactly what the vision meant. Joining Buffalo Bill's circus and ultimately traveling to New York and Europe to learn the ways of non-Indians, he came to understand more than most the spiritual ties that bind individuals to their God.

Although he converted to Catholicism after a near-death experience in 1904 and never again practiced his Indian rituals, Black Elk continued to return to his roots, both in prayer and in thought, providing invaluable accounts of the prayer life of his tribe. He also recorded for posterity a series of prayers that he had learned during childhood and others that he had composed. One of his more endearing prayers he wrote spoke to God, as so many Indian prayers did, as the great Creator, the first among all ancestors:


I am sending a voice, Great Spirit, my Grandfather, forgetting nothing you have made, the stars of the universe and the grasses of the earth. You have said to me, when I was still young and could hope, that in difficulty I should send a voice four times, once for each quarter of the earth, and you would hear me. Today I send a voice for people in despair … Hear me, not for myself but for my people; I am old. Hear me that they once more go back into the sacred hoop and find the good red road, the shielding tree!9



Black Elk's legacy allowed people of all faiths to understand that when it came to the practice of prayer, they had far more in common with one another than not. For most Europeans, Native American spirituality was far too exotic and impenetrable to comprehend. More important, there was an overriding desire to convert them to the tenets of Christianity.

Ministers like John Eliot spent their entire adult lives trying to convert Indians to Christianity, translating the Bible and prayer books into native languages, preaching and praying in their newly learned exotic tongues. They even created “praying towns,” villages constructed solely for the purpose of containing and immersing Native Americans in Scripture, prayer, and the ways of Europeans. By 1674, fourteen praying towns in the Massachusetts Bay Colony would be formed through the effort of Eliot and others with 2,200 Indians confined to the mainland and as many as 2,600 moved to the island of Martha's Vineyard. It was an experiment doomed to failure given such an ill-conceived notion, not to mention the logistics, and within a few years they would cease to exist.

Nevertheless, the praying towns would become one of the many early indicators of problems to come. Eventually the strife between Native Americans and the European settlers and their descendants would evolve into peaceful coexistence and support, but the years ahead would be tumultuous ones.

FOR THE ELITE OF EUROPE, restless and consumed by conquests of all kinds, the notion of reaching, exploring, and finally settling new lands to the west proved irresistible. Gaining new fortunes, extending territorial empires, and converting fresh souls to Christianity provided the high stakes. With each new voyage across the Atlantic followed by tales and evidence of extraordinary discoveries, the draw of the New World became more seductive.

Sailing across the ocean in the late fifteenth and the sixteenth century was as daunting for these European explorers as it had been for the Vikings five hundred years earlier. Royal investment in men, ships, and provisions, not to mention the soaring and unpredictable costs associated with extended voyages, was a chancy proposition at best. Even the notion that the world was round was far too theoretical for most people, a fact that would not be conclusively proven until the explorer Ferdinand Magellan and his men circled the globe almost twenty years later.

For sailors and their captains it was critical that Divine Providence be on their side to help them surmount overwhelming odds on the high seas. Consequently prayer was structured to become part of their daily lives. From the time they were woken by the call to prayer before morning watch to the moment they fell back to sleep, they were continually reminded of their relationship to the “Master of the Universe.” For some of these sailors prayer was a short-term life-insurance policy. For others it was an inextricable part of their being, a lifetime link with God.

Often christened with a variation on the name of God, the Virgin Mary, or a saint, ships became another means for solidifying a spiritual bond with the Almighty Although the construction of ships vastly improved over time, ocean vessels needed constant attending, particularly from seawater seeping or pouring into ship bilges. Vigilance and a quick response to the fickle temperament of both sea and weather were required at all times.

Thanks to his meticulous diary, letters, and notes, Christopher Columbus left behind rich details of his voyages. In his historic first letter to his sponsors King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain, announcing his discovery, he wrote, “I went into the ocean where many islands inhabited by innumerable people I found.”10 With this opening line scripted in Latin, the written history of the Americas had begun.

For all of his virtues and failings, Columbus was a devout and religious man. Like his patrons King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, he belonged to the Secular Franciscan Order, a lay group of Catholics committed to an intense daily prayer life, among other things. “I am a most unworthy sinner, but I have cried out to the Lord for grace and mercy, and they have covered me completely,” he confessed.11 Ironically, Colum-bus's deeply held faith made him a bold visionary for fifteenth-century Europe, combining science with religious belief. While many Europeans continued to doubt the theory of a round earth, Columbus put himself at great personal risk to prove reality by reaching the trading routes of the East. After all, it would be more than a hundred years before Galileo refined the work of Copernicus on the dynamics of a revolving earth, ultimately incurring the wrath of the Holy See.

Ready to embark on his journey with a crew of 120 men aboard his flagship, the Santa María, and the smaller caravels, the Niña and Pinta, Columbus did not order the ships to set sail until he had pleaded before his men in Latin, “Jesus through Mary, Be with us on our way.”12 Columbus and his men took off from Palos, Spain, with provisions to last them a year, their white sails painted with red crosses, the sign of their Christian faith.

During the voyage, whether in his private cabin or with his men on deck, Columbus prayed three times a day—sometime between 8 and 9 a.m. (terce), between noon and sunset (vespers), and between 6 and 9 p.m. (compline)—the same discipline followed by religious orders throughout Europe. Although many of his men had long strayed from their religious roots, Columbus expected them to be as diligent in their prayers as they were in their onboard duties. There were no exceptions. Despite slight variances from one ship to another, all the crews shared the same daily routine, often hearing one another's prayers across the lapping of the waves.

Consequently, the custom on these long and arduous voyages called for one of the youngest mates aboard to awaken the men each morning by chanting:


Blessed be the light of day

And the Holy Cross, we say;

And the Lord of the Verite

And the Holy Trinity

Blessed be th' immortal soul

And the Lord who keeps it whole,

Blessed be the light of day

And He who sends the night away13



Roused from their sleep, the sailors would then gather on deck in loose formation, reciting the Our Father, the Hail Mary, and their signature prayer:


God give us good days, good voyage, good passage to the ship,

sir captain and master and good company,

so let there be a good voyage;

many good days may God grant your graces, gentlemen of the afterguard and gentlemen forward.14



At sunset all hands would assemble while the ship's mate lit a lamp and led the men once again in reciting the same set of prayers. As the ship sailed into the darkness, fixed firmly on the stars above to stay its course, the boy on duty would pierce the silence and the steady beat of the waves, chanting each half hour:


One glass is gone

and now the second floweth;

more shall run down

if my God willeth.

To my God let's pray

to give us a good voyage.



While prayer served to secure divine protection, it also created discipline. What the men needed more than physical sustenance was the psychological wherewithal to confront the unknown. False landfall sightings, real and imagined fears, and sheer boredom had taken their toll by October 10, when the sailors on the Santa María openly revolted.15 The next day, however, circumstances changed dramatically. Although they still could not see land, there was no mistaking the signs of life everywhere, from floating branches to circling birds. That evening after vespers, Columbus stood on the sterncastle of the Santa María and addressed his crew. First he delivered a prayer of thanksgiving, and then reminded them how their lack of faith only twenty-four hours earlier had almost led to their defeat.16 Their prayers, after all, had been answered.

A few hours later, under the light of a past-full moon, the lookout on the Pinta finally sighted the eastern coastline of one of the Bahamas. By midday, Columbus and his men had shipped ashore, and in a scene that would be repeated from site to site, they dropped to their knees to offer thanks and invoke God's continued favor:


O Lord, Almighty and everlasting God,

by Thy holy Word Thou hast created the heaven,

and the earth, and the sea;

blessed and glorified be Thy name, and praised be Thy Majesty,

which hath deigned to use us, Thy humble servants,

that Thy holy Name may be proclaimed in this second part of the earth.17



At his first landing on the island of San Salvador (Holy Savior), and at every landing thereafter, Columbus erected a wooden cross and recited a brief prayer on his knees, thanking God and taking “possession” of the new lands on behalf of the Christian faith and the King and Queen of Spain.18

Although Columbus had not yet found the direct trade route to the East Indies, he was vindicated in the eyes of his patrons by his astonishing discoveries and by the enormous potential to convert so many Indians to Christianity, buying time and more investment for future voyages. Once his exploits became known, the major European powers tripped over one another to finance expeditions to the New World. To varying degrees, the prayer regimen that had been such a fixture during Colum-bus's voyages remained an integral part of the age of discovery. For the sailors of Renaissance Europe on their way across the Atlantic, prayer was so much a part of daily life that it even entered many of the sea chanteys they sang as they went about their duties. Even in play, pleas for fair weather and calm seas were not far from their minds.

WHILE A SECULAR CREW held religious observances on these early trips, it was not long before priests and ministers accompanied the voyages, supporting their captains on board while bringing Christianity to the natives of the Western Hemisphere. Sebastian Cabot, the son of the famous explorer John Cabot, who had discovered and claimed the North American continent for England, followed in his father's footsteps as a captain. Forever haunted by the inexplicable disappearance of his father and a crew of four ships, Cabot, who sailed at different times under the flags of England, Spain, and the emperor Charles V, was particularly conscientious in seeking the support of Divine Providence. He insisted “that morning and evening prayer, with the common services appointed by the king's Majestie be read dayly by the chaplain or some other person learned,” and that “the Bible or paraphrases be read devoutly and Christianly to God's honour, and for His grace to be obtained.”19 He would allow nothing to be taken for granted.

Jacques Cartier, the French explorer who discovered the St. Lawrence Seaway and laid claim to other Canadian territories for the French, also was devoutly committed to seeking God's protection, convinced that the true and absolute mark of “a good and perfect navigator” was to make sure that the men under his command were “careful to have prayers said morning and evening.”20 Martin Frobisher, who surveyed the northern shores of North America and was a favorite courtier of Queen Elizabeth I, was an even more intense spiritual taskmaster, requiring his men to participate in longer and more elaborate prayer services twice a day according to “the standards of the Church of England.” On one occasion, when a delegation of Eskimos visited his ship, he “chased” them away, later writing in his diary that he did so “since we were going to prayer.”21

Promoting prayer and other religious practices as well as banning all blasphemy aboard ship became so important to captains and to their investors back in Europe that sailors were required to sign contracts stating that they would abide by the spiritual dictates of their captain. In later years Captain John Smith, who led the British expedition that settled Virginia, went so far as to prescribe standard prayers and religious practices aboard transatlantic voyages, putting pen to paper in his widely read and accepted Sea Grammar of 1627.22 The indefatigable Smith stipulated not only what psalms and prayers should be recited but also where and when they should be invoked: “They may first goe to prayer, then to supper, and at six a-clocke sing a Psalme, say a Prayer, and the master with his side begins the watch, then all the rest may doe what they will till midnight; and then his Mate with his Larboord men with a Psalme and a prayer releeves them until foure in the morning.”23

Some mariners took these acts of devotion a step further by composing their own prayers to befit their circumstances. The formidable Sir Francis Drake, who had helped lead England's victory over the Spanish Armada in 1588, was one of them. Nearly eighty years after Columbus's final voyage to the Americas, Drake became the first Englishman to circumnavigate the globe. Exploring the northwest coast from San Francisco to Vancouver and vanquishing the Spaniards at Florida's St. Augustine, he emerged as one of the most celebrated navigators in British history and may even have sailed as far as Alaska.24

It was under the Queen's commission in 1587 that Drake helped lead the British fleet to the Spanish harbor of Cádiz, destroying or capturing twenty-four ships of King Philip's Armada as well as significant supplies and armaments. On his way to Cádiz, realizing that the upcoming battle would be the opening salvo to England's long and excruciating quest for supremacy on the high seas, Drake showed a piety that belied his image, even in England. The prayer, recited by many in the Episcopalian community today shored up his tenacity:


O Lord God, when Thou givest to Thy servants any great matter,

grant us to know that it is not the beginning,

but the continuing of the same unto the end,

until it be thoroughly finished, which yieldeth the true glory:

through Him who for the finishing of Thy work laid down His life,

our Redeemer Jesus Christ. Amen.25



Drake's contemporary the flamboyant Sir Walter Raleigh was equally devout and as fiercely Protestant. Although he sailed to Trinidad, Raleigh never set foot on the North American mainland. Nevertheless, he was the driving force in the colonization of America's east coast once he had received the Queen's patent to proceed. His considerable influence and contributions in helping to introduce Europe to the potato and to Virginia tobacco became the stuff of legends. And yet the rest of his life was one of intense personal trial, leading to trumped-up charges against him by the court of James I. Sentenced to be executed in the Tower of London, Raleigh spent his remaining days writing entries in his diary and finding solace in composing prayers. None was more beloved than his “Rise, O My Soul,” which later became a standard invocation in the Book of Common Prayer of America's Episcopal Church:


Rise, O my soul, with thy desires to heaven …

To thee, O Jesu, I direct my eyes;

To thee my hands, to thee my humble knees;

To thee my heart shall offer sacrifice;

To thee my thoughts, who my thoughts only sees;

To thee my self—my self and all I give;

To thee I die; to thee I only live.26



As settlements began to spring up, prayer remained as essential to colonial life as it had been to the voyages that carried Europeans across the Atlantic. In Jamestown, Virginia, for example, the colonial leadership instituted laws in 1610 that required all residents to attend morning and evening prayers. Any colonist's absence from prayer services incurred punishment. Those guilty of one absence would lose a day's provisions, while another would lead to a whipping. Miss prayer services a third time and a colonist would be condemned to the oceangoing alleys for no less than six months.27 Everyone was obliged to follow the same rules.

For the military platoons of the Virginia Colony captains of the guard were required twice a day to lead their men in a prayer that historian Perry Miller would describe as “in length and substance the equal of any Puritan supplication.”28 It laid bare their failings to God by acknowledging their “blindness of mind, profanity of spirit, hardness of heart, self-love, carnal lusts, hypocrisy, pride, vanity, unthankfulness, infidelity, and other native corruptions.”29 It was a hard prayer that reminded the soldiers of every possible transgression known to man.

In America's northern wilderness, prayer became a major focus for a small Protestant sect of immigrants known to history simply as the Pilgrims. After escaping religious persecution in England by traveling to Holland, this largely poor and underprivileged group of spiritual wayfarers decided to take their chances and resettle in the New World, becoming “pilgrims” in their search for God's perfection and eternal life. Confirmed Calvinists, with their belief in predetermination, they took enormous pride in being labeled “unrepentant rebels” as they challenged the rituals and doctrines of the traditional churches of the day30

Before making a decision of any consequence, the Pilgrims would pray both privately and as a group, reflecting on how God might be directing them to proceed. As William Bradford, effectively the first governor of the Pilgrim colony, explained, “Prayer is the Christian's vital breath, the Christian's native air.”31 And so it was only natural that en route to the New World in 1620, the Pilgrims signed a compact while on board the Mayflower, pledging themselves and their mission “for the glory of God, and the advancement of the Christian faith.”32

Throughout their journey and in the years that followed, the Pilgrims prayed incessantly. Although they left no detailed account of their thanksgiving celebration during their first fall of 1621, historians have recorded that they invited their neighbors and allies, the Wampanoag tribe, to their three-day feast. In commemorating this rite of passage through prayer and celebration, they set the stage for the later American observance of Thanksgiving.

The Pilgrims were keen to do away with written prayer texts. Instead, they turned to spontaneous prayer, which they believed to be a purer way of conversing with the Almighty because it flowed naturally from the mind, heart, and soul. They even believed that the Lord's Prayer was merely a guideline passed down from Christ and did not need to be recited in exact iteration. The one exception to their rule was their use of the Ainsworth Psalter, a devotional of psalms set to verse that they brought with them from Europe. The Psalter, named after Henry Ainsworth, a renowned clergyman who had fled England for the Netherlands with his fellow Puritans, was a very strict translation of the Psalms and was seen as an acceptable extension of the Bible.

In their public worship, the men wore tall, buckled hats and, like the rest of the congregation, stood throughout the service, never kneeling. The only time they would remove their hats was when prayers were being recited.33 The Pilgrims saw their devotional rites as an important way to distinguish themselves from the Catholic and Anglican churches, both of which they viewed as the antithesis of their political, cultural, and religious beliefs.

ENGLAND AND THE REST OF EUROPE were soon galvanized over the unlimited potential of the Americas, both temporally and spiritually. Creating new beginnings, tackling the unknown, and devoting one's life totally to God in a structured, isolated environment captured the imagination. No one articulated the vision more compellingly than the wealthy and erudite John Winthrop. Gathering four hundred settlers in eleven ships, he embarked from Southampton, England, for the newly formed Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630, just ten years after the Pilgrims had arrived at Plymouth Rock. Launching what later became known as “the Great Migration,” Winthrop, already in his forties and having survived the deaths of two wives, was elected the colony's first governor. By the time he relinquished his position, after being reelected twelve times, the Puritan population had reached more than twenty thousand “souls.”34

On board the ship Arbella with his family and fellow Puritans, Winthrop began to compose a remarkable diary, later renamed The History of New England. Infused throughout with prayer, it spanned the early beginnings of the new settlement to his last days in 1649. Winthrop quite literally saw the founding of a permanent settlement in the New World as 
































































































	My Dios y mi Redentor en quien espero y confío por tu pasión, Dios mío, abrázame en vuestro amor.
	My God and my Redeemer in whom I hope and confide, through your passion, my God, Embrace me in your love.



	Escuchan con atención lo que padeció Jesús, desde el huerto hasta la cruz en su sagrada pasión, lágrimas de devoción nos dé a todos el Señor. Por tu pasión, Dios mío, abrázame en vuestro amor.
	Listen with attention what Jesus suffered from the garden to the cross in his sacred passion, tears of devotion The Lord gave us all. Through your passion, my God, Embrace me in your love.55







	En este nuevo día, gracias te tributamos, oh, Dios omnipotente, Señor de todo lo creado …
	On this new day, thanks we pay in tribute, oh, omnipotent God, Lord of all creation …






	Por ti nacen las flores y reverdece el campo, los árboles dan fruta y el sol nos da sus rayos …
	For you the flowers grow and the countryside turns green, and trees give fruit and the sun gives us your rays …



	Dirige Dios immenso y guía nuestros pasos para que eternamente tu santa ley sigamos.
	Immense God, direct and guide our steps so that eternally We follow your holy law.56
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