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“I Would Like to Write a Beautiful Prayer” 

Readings 

From Flannery O’Connor’s A Prayer Journal 

 

I do not mean to deny the traditional prayers I have said all my life; but I have been 

saying them and not feeling them.  My attention is always very fugitive.  This way I have it every 

instant.  I can feel a warmth of love heating me when I think & write this to You. 

* 

I would like to write a beautiful prayer but I have nothing to do it from.  There is a whole 

sensible world around me that I should be able to turn to Your praise; but I cannot do it.  Yet at 

some insipid moment when I may possibly be thinking of floor wax or pigeon eggs, the opening 

of a beautiful prayer may come up from my subconscious and lead me to write something 

exalted. 

 

From Emily Dickinson’s The Gorgeous Nothings 

 

Clogged  

only with  

Music, like 

the Wheels of 

Birds 

Their high 

Appointment 

Afternoon and  

the West and  

the gorgeous  

nothings 

which  

compose 

the  

sunset  

keep. 

* 

 

Sermon 

 

This past week, 

I came across an extraordinary story. 

Almost twenty years ago, 

A Minnesota woman named Dorothy Ann Holm was dying of brain cancer. 
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She was unable to speak and seemingly unable to communicate. 

But in the last weeks of her life, 

She covered twenty index cards with mysterious strings of letters. 

From edge to edge,  

Each of the cards was filled with inscrutable block capitals. 

Certain strings of letters were repeated more than once. 

OFWAIHHBTN,  

For example. 

Or 

TYAGFEA. 

Dorothy Ann’s family had no idea what the cards meant. 

They weren’t sure if the letters were some kind of a code  

Or merely a symptom of her degenerating brain. 

After she passed away, 

Her family held onto the cards without knowing what exactly to do with them. 

The cards were distributed among her children and grandchildren as keepsakes, 

But until this week their meaning was a mystery. 

 

Then last Monday, 

Dorothy Ann’s grand-daughter Janna  

decided to post a couple of the cards on a website 

To see if anyone online had any idea what they meant. 

Within thirteen minutes, 

Strangers on the internet had cracked the code. 

It turns out that the OFWAIH sequence 

Was the first letters of the words of the Lord’s Prayer: 

Our Father who Art in Heaven. 

And once the code-crackers realized the letters were prayers, 

They started to decode other patterns. 

For example,  

It turned out that TYAGFEA 

Was  

To you all glory forever, Amen. 

As we sit here this morning, 

people around the world are continuing to decipher the phrases. 

Some of the strings of letters seem clear: 

Please keep us all safe and sound in mind and body, for example. 

Or, Thank you Almighty God for listening to my prayers and answering them. 

But some of the letters are still a mystery. 
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The story of Dorothy Ann’s index cards has touched a chord. 

It’s been posted by thousands of people on facebook and twitter 

And it’s been covered by Slate and NPR  

and the New Yorker and the Guardian newspaper in England. 

Part of this interest is doubtless because the story touches on so many things  

that so many of us care about: 

the legacies of family, 

the consolations of faith,  

the mysteries of the human brain, 

the fragility and resilience of the body, 

the specter of death, 

and the power of the internet. 

 

But Dorothy Ann’s story is also fascinating 

Because it prompts us to think about the mysterious relationship  

between writing and prayer. 

Was Dorothy Ann writing the letters to herself, as a key to memory? 

Was she trying to remind herself of the familiar words she was worried she’d forget? 

Or was she writing the prayers directly to God,  

In the only language she had left? 

Were the cards meant to be delayed messages to her children, 

A cryptic reminder of the prayers she wanted them to say? 

Or were they a private act of faith and love: 

The only thing she could do as she lay dying, 

A secret last expression of her hopes and desires? 

 

The story of Dorothy Ann and her index cards 

prompted me to reflect on the spiritual power of our writing. 

This is something that’s very easy for us to forget. 

Most of us write all the time in prosaic, practical ways. 

We send texts,  

we draft emails,  

We scribble on post-its and submit reports. 

When we write in these ways, 

We’re trying to be clear and efficient, 

And stay on top of our inbox, 

and get our message across. 

 

In the constant flow of written words that fills our screens, 

It’s easy to forget that writing isn’t always about function or communication. 
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The act of writing itself can also be a spiritual practice, 

A private way to focus and sustain our attention 

And express our soul even in the most unpromising circumstances. 

Writing has a miraculous ability to reconnect our bodies and our spirits— 

To channel our stream of consciousness into the motion of our fingers. 

Writing can help us to say what we cannot say. 

It can be a transformational form of meditation and prayer. 

 

This morning I want to share with you some practical thoughts on writing and prayer 

inspired by two wonderful new books that came out this fall: 

Flannery O’Connor’s A Prayer Journal 

and Emily Dickinson’s The Gorgeous Nothings. 

 

In some ways these books are very different. 

They were written a hundred years and a thousand miles apart, 

By women with very different beliefs and experiences. 

One book is a small, simple volume  

that you can slip into your bag and read in an hour, 

While the other is an oversized full-color tome that dominates a coffee table. 

One book is a written as series of letters to God, 

While the other is a collection of fragmentary poems. 

But the books also have a lot in common. 

They are both editions of exciting and previously unpublished work  

Written by American writers of genius who have been dead for many decades. 

And they are both facsimile editions of deeply spiritual writing,  

writing that was originally written privately, for its own sake. 

 

Flannery O’Connor wrote her Prayer Journal in a battered composition book  

when she was a twenty-year-old student. 

She was a Catholic all her life, 

But at the time she started the journal she felt frustrated with her faith practice 

And uninspired by the standard prayers she had learned. 

She was worried that simply going to services  

and participating in familiar rituals 

Was not enough to keep her emotionally and spiritually engaged. 

And so she began to write a series of prayers in her own words, 

Full of private thoughts about her professional ambitions, 

Her seasons of self-doubt and confusion, 

And her moments of excitement and gratitude. 

She wrote to re-engage with her own feelings 
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And wake herself up.  

 

Flannery was already on the way to being a professional writer 

And she was working on her first novel, 

But the writing she did in her prayer journal was very different than her fiction. 

In her journal she wrote quickly and fervently,  

unconcerned with spelling and penmanship and punctuation. 

On one page she puzzled over deep questions about love and eternity, 

And on another she confessed her regrets about eating too many oatmeal cookies. 

She seems to have written in her journal at night, 

As a way to reflect on the day that was ending. 

She wrote to God about things that had happened in her classes, 

About books she checked out from the library, 

About tensions with her mother, 

About the way she actually felt and the way she wanted to feel. 

On good days,  

writing in her prayer journal  

would help her to achieve the emotional state she desired. 

As she said:  “I can feel a warmth of love heating me when I think & write this to You.” 

Throughout her journal, Flannery is writing in order to appreciate her life, 

To cultivate gratitude and love, 

To renew her sense of direction in her work, 

To live as fully as possible. 

She wants to live a life of grace and adoration. 

 

Flannery’s prayer journal served many purposes for her, 

And it hints at some of the purposes that spiritual writing can serve for us. 

Writing our own prayers or meditations can be a way to confess the small struggles  

that seem too trivial to mention to another person. 

It can be a way to stay connected to ambitions or deep desires  

that seem too bold to declare out loud. 

It can be a way to focus our scattered attention  

as we simply sit with our thoughts at the end of the day. 

But above all, writing can also be a practice of wonder and praise. 

In the midst of the random details of our lives, 

what Flannery called “floorwax and pigeon’s eggs,” 

writing can help us attend to the flashes of insight and glory  

that shine out suddenly in daily life: 

something we heard or saw or tasted that filled us with love, 

a memory that overtook us  
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or a moment of mercy we witnessed. 

 

If you’ve read Emily Dickinson’s poetry, 

You know that no one is better than she is  

at finding momentous meaning in the everyday: 

The prophetic possibilities in an insect or a clock,  

The deep desire in a peapod, 

And the miracle in a bureau drawer. 

Her poetry suffuses the world with meaning 

and makes truth tangible. 

And though not all of us can be great poets, 

There are some aspects of Dickinson’s writing practice 

That we may be able to adapt to our own lives. 

I think this is especially true  

Of her work in The Gorgeous Nothings, 

Which is a collection of what are called Dickinson’s “Envelope Writings.” 

Essentially, the book is a collection of scribbles on scrap paper: 

Brief phrases or poems Dickinson scribbled in pencil 

on the backs of used envelopes or telegrams or bills. 

In the new edition, 

Each scrap and envelope Dickinson wrote on 

is photographed full-size and in color, 

So as we turn the pages  

we can see the discolorations and grain of the paper, 

The sticky stain of the envelope glue, 

The blots and splotches and creases, 

The traces of other people’s writing. 

 

As she writes, Dickinson pays attention to the shapes of the torn or cut paper:   

The way the pointed flap of the envelope looks like the gabled roof of a house, 

Or the way a symmetrical scrap seems like birds’ wings. 

She fits her words to the paper, 

Often writing only a few words or lines. 

But the words or lines are rich and heavy with meaning: 

Meditations on hope, bliss, resurrection, ruin, pain, silence, and miracles.  

It’s a striking contrast: 

The torn used paper many of us would sweep right into the recycling bin, 

Decorated with the deepest words that Dickinson could write. 

 

Some writers talk about the terror of the blank page or the blank screen. 
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And when people think about spiritual writing  

They might be thinking about the stress of the blank page: 

The pressure to fill a blank prayer journal like Flannery, 

Or produce a certain number of paragraphs at a certain time every day. 

What Dickinson gives us is a completely different model of daily writing. 

For Dickinson, 

Writing is pithy words and phrases scrawled in the margins and fragments of life, 

On scraps of paper the size of her palm. 

In just a few words, 

She writes her sensory impressions and their meanings, 

The music of the birds at sunset, 

The sound of sleighbells,  

Secrets, 

Pangs, 

Vibrations. 

Through writing, 

She turns scraps of time and scraps of paper  

Into fragments of focused attention. 

 

Prayer and meditation can be daunting, 

And not all of us can commit to journals 

Or silent retreats, 

Or turn our paper scraps into the fiercest poetry. 

But all of us can let Dickinson transform the way we see the stray minutes of our lives: 

The gorgeous nothing of the minutes spent in a waiting room  

Or on the train 

Or sifting through the mail 

Or staring out the window above the sink.  

 

Like Dorothy Ann’s index cards, 

Dickinson’s envelope writings help us to see 

That writing and prayer and meditation 

Are not just official events done in pristine blocks of time 

When we are sitting down with health and peace and quiet 

And a beautiful notebook. 

They are transformative practices we can pursue 

On the backs of grocery lists and bills,  

In the margins of church bulletins, 

Or on a piece of cardboard 3 by 5 inches wide. 

We can scribble words and phrases that express our warmest feelings 
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And deepest desires, 

A question that haunts us, 

A note to someone we’ve lost. 

We can pick up a pencil and write about the bird clinging to the snowy branch outside our 

window, 

And even though we have seen the view a thousand times 

Our words will make it new. 

Whether we have the brain of a poet at the height of her powers 

Or a brain almost incapacitated by a deadly disease 

Or something in between, 

We can seize the moment and materials before us 

And create our own gorgeous nothings. 

 

 

 


