A New Story: Now & Then

1 John 3:1-7


During an interview with the author Robert Fulghum, a journalist asked if he believed in God.


“No,” Fulghum told her, “but I believe in Howard.”


“Howard?” she asked. “You believe in Howard?”


He explained that it all had to do with his mother’s maiden name, which was Howard. His mother came from a big Memphis clan that was close and referred to as the Howard family.


As a small child, Fulghum thought of himself as a member of the Howard family because it was often an item of conversation: “The Howard family is getting together” or “The Howard family thinks people should write letters to their grandmother.” And the matriarch of the family—Fulghum’s grandmother—was known as Mother Howard.


By this point in the interview, the journalist was completely confused. “And you thought . . . your grandmother . . . was . . . God?” she asked.


“No, no.” Fulghum said. “I just wanted you to first know how it was that Howard was a name that was important to me from early on in my life.


“What happened was that I got packed off to Sunday school at around age four, and the first thing I learned was the Lord’s Prayer, which begins ‘Our Father, which art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name.’ And what I heard was, ‘Our Father, who art in heaven, HOWARD be Thy name.’”


Since children often mutter their prayers, no one realized what the young Fulghum was saying. So he went right on believing that God’s name was Howard. He also went on believing that he was a member of God’s family—the Howards.


Because Fulghum was told that his grandfather had died and gone to heaven, God and his grandfather got mixed up in his young mind as one and the same. That resulted in Fulghum’s having “a pretty comfy notion about God.”


He recalled that when he knelt beside his bed each night and prayed, “Our Father, which art in heaven, Howard be Thy name,” he thought about his grandfather and what a big shot he was. And that, of course, was because the prayer ends with “For Thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory forever and ever. Amen.”


He added: “I went to bed feeling pretty well connected to the universe for a long, long time. It was a Howard Family Enterprise.”


By this time, the journalist was sure Fulghum was putting her on.


In trying to assure her that wasn’t the case at all, Fulghum explained that all human images of the ultimate ground of being are metaphors—and, as metaphors go, his was a pretty homey one.


“And,” he continued, “I thought it for so long that even when I passed through all those growing-up stages of skepticism, disbelief, revision, and confusion—somewhere in my mind I still believed in Howard. Because at the heart of that childhood image there is no alienation. I belonged to the whole big scheme of things. I lived and worked and had my being in the family store.”


When the journalist asked whether Fulghum still believed in Howard, he responded with a line from the thirteenth-century Christian mystic Meister Eckhart: “The eye with which I see God is the very same eye with which God sees me.” He added, “That’s what I believe.”


Realizing that the journalist was more confused than ever, Fulghum offered: “Consider it this way. It makes a big difference if you think of God as transcendent or immanent; as up there somewhere or present here.


“Howard is a transcendent image of God. The God of childhood. The man in the long white beard on the throne in heaven—up there, somewhere else, separate from us

. . . transcendent.


“On the other hand, if God is immanent, then there is no place God is not, and I am not separate from God. Hence, ‘The eye with which I see God is the very same eye with which God sees me.’ No boundaries between God and me.”


There was a long silence. The journalist smiled. Fulghum smiled. Then she changed the subject. None of the discussion about Howard appeared in her article.


Fulghum says he understands, because “some things are hard to write about . . . hard to think about . . . hard to sort out.” He adds that maybe when she first asked whether he believed in God, he should have just said, “Yes.”


“But the truth is,” he notes, “I haven’t finished thinking about God, and the God of my childhood and the God of my middle age are mixed in with the God of the wisdom that may yet come to me in my later years. Howard would understand.”


In Fulghum’s case, a story formed when he was a preschooler has managed to grow and develop in a way that continues to provide meaning for his life. Although more than a half-decade old, in many ways it’s a new story.


Through the story, Fulghum can tell how things were when he was a child. But he also can tell how things are becoming, what he’s learning, how he’s changing.


The author of the first epistle of John writes about the same type of story—one that’s able to hold the tension between the present and the future, between now and then.


The letter emphasizes our status as children of God. That’s who we are now as a result of God’s love—not because of something we’ve done or earned.


One scholar has noted that we—as modern readers—may miss the power of this imagery. He points out that “in a world organized around the patriarchal household, where the human father was the central organizing focus, to be termed a ‘child of God’ offered an alternative way of understanding oneself and one’s loyalties.”


And so the letter points to the relationship between being children of God and living as children of God. It was written to a Christian community that had been torn apart by a conflict over the relationship between faith and action. Apparently some had left the community to which 1 John is addressed because they believed that faith in itself secured salvation and how they lived really didn’t matter.


The author of this letter rejects that notion. For him our faith must have a story that is dynamic, one that continues to shape who were are and what we do—not only today, but also tomorrow and the next day and the next day.


The author also claims that we’re in the process of becoming something that’s not yet clear, not yet realized. And so our faith story must be able to hold the tension between the present and the future—between who we are now as children of God and who we’ll become and how we’ll change in the days ahead.

In her autobiography, Gertrude Stein described an exchange she had with Pablo Picasso. Even though Picasso had painted a portrait of Stein, he didn’t immediately recognize her when they bumped into one another. Stein wrote: “I murmured to Picasso that I liked his portrait of Gertrude Stein. Yes, he said, somebody said that she does not look like it, but that doesn’t make any difference, she will.” 

The author of 1 John seems to believe that we too are growing into how we will one day look—and that is the image of Jesus. The writer Carroll Simcox reflects on that belief by noting that in the end “you and I shall be our real, complete selves for the first time ever. We think of ourselves now as human beings. We really aren’t that—not yet. We are human becomings. . . . If you are living in Christ, believing in him and trying to follow and obey him as the master of your life, you are by his grace, becoming ever more and more like him.”

When I was a teenager, I worried about how I could be like Jesus. I worried that there was only one way to follow him—and if I missed that path, there’d be no correcting the course of my life. I worried about “what would Jesus do” long before that phrase emerged as a popular slogan.

Somewhere along the way, I began to believe that following Jesus involves becoming authentically who I’m created and called to be rather than trying to become an exact replica of Jesus of Nazareth. Seminary professor Don Wardlaw describes it as understanding that “to be yoked to Christ is to be a soul companion with the authentic self God intends for us to be.”

And so my story changed in a way that became life giving rather than life limiting. It allowed me to imagine myself as changing and becoming. It provided me with the freedom to step back and think in new ways about what it means to become more like Jesus—both now and in the future.

Recently I ran across a list of the beliefs or characteristics that Jesus had that might help shape or renew our faith stories. According to that list, Jesus had:

· A radical and liberating faith in God.

· A childlike trust in the grace of God.

· A trembling wonder before the mystery of life.

· A durable hope that—because we’re in God’s hands—death and sorrow and pain and tears are not the end, but joy and wholeness and laughter are.

· An astonishing confidence that we and the world are headed, not toward midnight, but toward sunrise.

· An undimmed awareness that the heart of all things is unconditional and compassionate love.

As I look back, I realized that I didn’t create a new story. Instead, I allowed God to transform my story. That realization also emerges in our reading from 1 John. As one writer notes: “Genuine transformation is not a self-help exercise or a do-it-yourself project. It is God’s work. Transformation happens as God convinces us that we are loved—that, like Jesus, we are God’s beloved children. . . . 

“That deep down assurance that we are loved empowers us to join Jesus in his compassion for our broken planet, his passion for peace, his hunger and thirst for justice, his welcoming embrace of the excluded, and his tender mercy toward sinners. Beloved children of God remember those whom the rest of the world forgets, keep company with the fallen and the downtrodden, work to turn strangers into friends, and labor for reconciliation among enemies.”


When he was a child, Robert Fulghum—who once believed that God’s name was Howard—was told that God was all-powerful and lived far, far away. When he grew older and asked why—if God was so powerful—there were children starving in Mexico, he was told it was the will of God and he shouldn’t worry about it. Instead, he should be concerned about making sure he didn’t attend the upcoming high school prom, because dancing was a sin and he should try not to sin.


Fulghum writes: “Now I am older. And I know that God is everywhere and in all things. There is nowhere that God is not, even in me. I also know that starving comes from not having enough food, and that is a human problem about which something can be done.


“I know now that dancing comes from having much joy. And when everyone has enough to eat, everyone will dance, especially Howard.”


May we also allow God to renew our faith story in such a way that we too can find new meaning—both now and in the future. Amen.
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