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 The other day I was watching a TV talk show and the two stars were 

discussing a list of “The Top 10 Books of All Time.”  They talked about the list and 

then they talked about their own personal favorite books of all time – and as they 

did, my mind immediately went to the book that is the focus of today’s sermon, A 

Prayer for Owen Meany by John Irving.  I’m not sure when I first read it, but I know 

I was told to read it by my colleague and mentor Tom Short – who told me I would 

never forget it.  So I did, and indeed, I have never forgotten it – it is quite some 
book. 

 This week I came across something another pastor named Jonathan Martin 

wrote soon after he read it as well.  Here’s what he said:  “I just finished reading 

John Irving’s masterpiece A Prayer for Owen Meany, and I have no intentions of 

getting over it anytime soon.”  He went on to say that he ranked it among the most 

powerful books he had ever read, and then he wrote, “These books have convinced 

me, while I am not a fiction writer, that it is  impossible to capture the beauty and 

force of the gospel in non-fiction as powerfully as in fiction.  There is a reason (he 

says) that the gospels devote such considerable attention to Jesus’ own practice of 

storytelling.  There are so many things about the Father Jesus came to reveal that 

simply could not be told or lectured about – the only medium that would work for 

God’s heart to be revealed to humans was ‘let me tell you a story.’”  (On-line, “A 
Thanksgiving Meditation from A Prayer for Owen Meany,” Jonathan Martin) 

 He conveys, in a nutshell, why I put together this sermon series about great 

books – because they are able to convey deep truths – just as Jesus conveyed deep 

truths about God Himself through stories.  And A Prayer for Owen Meany does that 
in a profound way. 

 I don’t know how many of you have read the book, but I suspect some of you 
have seen the film adaptation of the book, which was a movie called “Simon Birch.” 

 At any rate, what I’d like to do this morning is to tell you the general story of 

Owen Meany without spoiling it for any of you who might decide to read it later, 

and then I’ll turn the focus on to several themes and Biblical truths that rise out of 

it. 
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 First, the story.  The story is about two boys who grew up together in a New 

Hampshire town called Gravesend.  The boys were Johnny Wheelwright, who voice 

tells the story in the book, and Owen Meany.  Johnny was one of the Wheelwrights 

who founded the town, and were very rich and very influential.  He was the son of a 

single mother, being raised in a home with other extended family members, namely 
his formidable grandmother. 

 Owen Meany was from the other side of the tracks, if you will.  He was a part 

of the Meany family, who owned a granite quarry.  While Johnny’s family was 

loving and supportive of him, the same could not be said of Owen’s relationship with 

the Meanys.  Owen found more love and support, and spent more time with the 
Wheelwright family than his own. 

 What you need to know about Owen was that he was different, in more ways 

than one.  Owen was very different physically from the kids his age.  He was very 

small – even as an adult he didn’t reach five feet; he had a sharp nose and big ears 

that stuck out.  His skin was pale and translucent, and he looked more like an old 

man than a child.  On top of all that, his voice was very unusual.  Because of a 
damaged larynx his voice was very high-pitched. 

 Put all of those things together, and you can pretty much figure out that he 

was picked on mightily as he was growing up.  One of the first stories in the book is 

Johnny telling how when the Sunday School teacher’s back was turned the kids 

would pick Owen up and pass him over their heads, just for sport, and to make him 
mad.  He was like their little troll doll, and they picked on him mercilessly. 

 But rather than damage him, it seems to make Owen stronger somehow. He 
handles the harassment forcefully, and holds his own quite well. 

 Well, to make a long story short, Johnny and Owen become best friends – an 

unlikely duo - Johnny, the good looking, rich kid who seems to have it all together, 
and Owen, the unique little individual, for whom life seems to have it in. 

 Listen to the very first line in the book, spoken by Johnny, as you recall:  “I 

am doomed to remember a boy with a wrecked voice – not because of his voice, or 

because he was the smallest person I ever knew, or even because he was the 

instrument of my mother’s death, but because he is the reason I believe in God; I 

am a Christian because of Owen Meany.”  (John Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany, 

p. 1)  And the rest of the book goes on to tell why. 

 The book tells of their adventures growing up – from Sunday School, through 

their days in elementary school, to junior high, high school, and college, and even 

after.  It tells about their adventures, yes, but it also tells about their challenges, 

which were many.  One of their early challenges was alluded to in the first sentence 

in the novel – the death of Johnny’s mother Tabitha.  She was walking toward the 

stands at a baseball game, turned to wave at someone in the stands, and was struck 

in the head by a foul ball, and died.  The person at the plate who hit that foul ball 
was Owen Meany 
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 One of the most moving parts of this book is how Johnny and Owen made 

peace over that.  And then, the story goes on, into their growing up years, and as 

you read, you are made aware that Owen is a person of deep faith who firmly 

believes that God has a special purpose for his life – a very special, very specific 

purpose.  His faith is unwavering, and he talks about it a lot, even in the face of 
skepticism by others, including Johnny. 

 In the end, Owen turns out to be right.  God did have a very special calling on 

his life which he fulfilled, by giving all of himself.   He lost his life saving some 

children. 

Through all his days, it seems that Owen believed and lived by the scripture 

passage that says, “All things work together for good for those who love God,” which 

was amazing to those around him given the challenges that he had to face, and the 

tragedies through which he lived and the one in which he died.  He believed that 

God had a reason for everything, even if he could not understand it – still he 

trusted. 

That gives you a little taste of what the book is all about.  It is not my 

intention to tell you the whole story, because I hope some of you will want to read it 

– or at least watch the movie.  What I want to do this morning is to, like last week 

with Love You Forever, look at some Biblical truths that are revealed through A 

Prayer for Owen Meany. 

The first I want to lift up is this:  that like Owen Meany, each of us is a 

unique creation of God.  Owen may have looked different than most kids his age, 

but thanks be to God, he was okay with it, and was comfortable in his own skin.  In 

some ways, he was even stronger because of it.  He didn’t let his difference wear 

down his self-esteem, somehow, his uniqueness and difference made him bolder – 

more who he was meant to be.  He was strong, and articulate, and never shy about 

stating his opinion on any subject.  It seems he fully embraced the person God 
created him to be.   

He reminds me a little bit of the Apostle Paul, who throughout his writings 

talks about his shortcomings, how he has an affliction, a thorn in the flesh – but it 

doesn’t stop him from being the person Christ called him to be, or doing what Christ 

called him to do. 

He also reminds me of that little girl who, one night, was in her bedroom 

during a serious thunderstorm.  The lightning was flashing and the thunder was 

rumbling mightily.  Her father was concerned that she might be frightened, so he 

went up the stairs and opened her bedroom door, only to find her standing on the 

window sill, looking out, with her arms opened wide.  “What are you doing?” her 

father asked breathlessly.  “I think God is trying to take my picture!” she replied.  

Now there’s a child who knows she’s special in the eyes of God, a unique creation 

loved by God Himself.  It’s something that Owen Meany knew as well, and I hope 
it’s something that you know too 
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You are who you are, just as you are, because that’s who God created you to 

be, and He loves you more than you can possibly understand, and He wants you to 

be all that you can be, just as you are.  Owen Meany knew that, and I think that’s 

one of the things that was so compelling to Johnny, that drew him to a life of faith 
in God himself. 

The second Biblical truth that is so evident in A Prayer for Owen Meany is 

that God calls all of us for some special purpose in life.  Now, admittedly, Owen 

knew that in a huge way.  He felt throughout the entire book that there was 

something extraordinary that God wanted him to do, and it would cost him his life. 

Of course, that’s not the case with everyone, but it is the case with everyone 

that God does call each of us in some way, and He equips us to answer that call.  

Each of us is gifted differently, gifted in just such a way that we can answer that 

call in our lives.  And the call is, as one person put it so well, to live as God’s 

instruments – to be, as the Gospel lesson reminded us, “the salt of the earth, the 

light of the world, to let our lights so shine that God will be glorified.”   

Jesus didn’t say, “You could be the salt of the earth, you could be the light 

of the world.”  No, he said, “you are the salt of the earth, the light of the world.”  So 

how is your saltiness these days, your light? Is God being glorified through your 

life?  That’s not only the challenge for all of us, it also can be the driving force in our 

lives, our purpose when we get up every day – to answer the call to live as God’s 

instruments and make the world a better place. 

The world we live in desperately needs to know the love of God, to see it in 

action, in us.  So when the world says get revenge, we are called to forgive.  And 

when the world says “look out for number one,” we are called to look out for others 

as well.  And when the world says, “take, take, take,” we are called “to give out of 

our abundance.”  And when this hyper-stimulated, hyper-active world leaves so 

many people out in the darkness of loneliness, we are called to reach out and 
embrace them.   

We are the salt of the earth, the light of the world.  We are called to be 

different by the God who created us.  That is the challenge that Owen Meany 
answered so well, and that is our challenge and purpose as well. 

Finally, the third Biblical truth that I want to lift up from this wonderful 

book is this:  each person has his or her own experience of faith – it’s not one way 

and one way only.  Owen Meany had strong faith from the beginning of life until the 

end.  It didn’t waver no matter what happened – good or bad.  Oh, he was by no 

means a saint, but he had strong faith from the beginning to the end.  Johnny 

Wheelwright, on the other hand, really struggled to have faith at times – the things 

that life threw his way really threw him, and there were times of incredible doubt 
for him. 
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As I said earlier, Owen seemed to live secure in the knowledge that “all 

things work together for good for those who love God,” and perhaps it was seeing 

Owen go through everything he did still trusting in God that made Johnny become 

a believer himself.   

Who helped you become a believer?  Who made your faith stronger because of 

the witness of their life or words?  Or let me ask you an even more personal 

question – has anyone become a believer because of your witness?  Has anyone’s 
faith grown stronger because you have been salt and light for them? 

God works in mysterious ways, my friends.  You never know what will 

happen when you answer the call on your life to live as an instrument of God.  You 

never know how other lives might be touched and changed. 

I want to close with something that really touched me a number of years ago.  

It came about through something that Rick Ceresini shared with us when he 

returned from his trip to the Congo.  He talked about the worship services he 

experienced there, and how wonderfully exuberant they were – that the people were 

passionate, and happy, and celebrating God and God’s love for them!  He said he 
had never experienced anything like that before. 

And as I listened to him I thought about everything those people in the Congo 

don’t have, and how they struggle every single day to simply survive – and yet they 

worship with such joy and excitement!  And how we, surrounded by everything we 

could ever possibly need and more, sometimes can’t even be bothered to get dressed 

and come to church at all, let alone worship with joy. 

The story of those worshiping people in the Congo stirred me up.  If they can 

be thankful and so wonderfully praise God when they have virtually nothing, how 

much more should we and can we praise Him, we who want for nothing.  Their 

faith, their salt, their light, touched me and compelled me to be more fully a joyful, 
grateful, excited Christian, no matter what. 

My dear friends, like Owen Meany and those Congolese angels, may you and 

I rest in God’s love, live as God’s instruments, and trust Him and praise Him all the 

days of our lives, so that one day, God willing, someone else, like Johnny 

Wheelwright, might say, “I believe in God, I became a Christian” because of you.  
May it be so. 

       Amen. 

 

 

  

  

 


