A New Story: Truth & Action
1 John 3:16-24

When the author Julia Glass’ son was five, he loved the Olivia stories. His favorite was Olivia Saves the Circus. In that story Olivia tells her class about what she did on vacation.


She recounts how she went to the circus. And—because all the performers were sidelined with ear infections—she conducted the entire show herself. She filled in as the lion tamer, tightrope walker, tattooed lady, and so forth. “And now I am famous,” she concludes.

Her teacher, who doesn’t appear pleased, asks if the story is true.

“Pretty true,” says Olivia.

“All true?” demands the teacher.

Olivia stands firm: “Pretty all true.”

Glass acknowledges that everyone roots for Olivia because she’s a child. Well, actually, she’s a talking piglet. And she’s a character in books that are written to captivate preschoolers, who are encouraged to mingle fact with fiction.


But Glass argues that a story doesn’t have to be factual to be true. She uses her own work as a fiction writer to illustrate.

“Fiction writers,” she explains, “work tremendously hard to make things that are patently untrue seem as true as possible. ‘Let me tell you a story that isn’t true,’ beckons the fiction writer, ‘and I will show you some of the truest things you’ll ever know.’ A good novel is an out-of-self experience. It lifts you off the ground so that you have the sensation of flying. It says, Look at the world around you; learn from the people in these pages, neither quite me nor quite you, how life is lived in so many different ways. A memoir says, Look at me; learn from me how one life has been lived. That solipsistic focus has its place; it, too, can move and inspire, but only fiction can give us faith that we all have the imaginative capability to understand any number of stories not our own, especially the stories of people who never would or could write a memoir.”

At the time I heard Glass speak, four books sat on her bedside table. A collection of poetry, a nonfiction narrative about the fall of the World Trade Center towers, and two novels. One of those novels was what we might call historic. The other was the story of a mother whose grown daughter had gone on a political hunger strike.

Glass describes both stories as “riveting”—the first as a “psychological immersion in a particular culture at a particular turning point” and the second as an “emotional and ethical immersion in one mother’s dark night of the soul.”

She asks, “Would the mother’s story be more ‘real,’ more ‘redemptive,’ had she and her suffering been drawn from ‘life’?” Her response is “no.”


She explains, “When I give myself over to a good novel, I surrender to the truths fashioned from one writer’s heart, mind, and soul. I do not waste a nanosecond wondering whether what I’m reading ‘really happened.’ I know that it might happen; in tandem with the author, I contemplate the consequences of the question ‘What if?’” 


I often think of Glass’ words when I hear someone say, “Oh, it’s just a story.” Behind that comment seems to be the sense that unless something can be proved to be absolutely factual, it can’t be trusted, it can’t contain meaning or truth.


But I believe that stories can do what facts can’t. Most of us have enough information—what we often need is context, new perspective, imagination, something to sustain our faith. And that’s where stories have power and value.


Think about what stories offer us:

· They can help make sense of a situation or setting. They can simplify a complex situation or setting into something that seems understandable. They can help make sense of chaos and provide us with a plot. They can help reframe a situation in ways that linear analysis can’t.
· Stories can provide context. They can help us understand the context of our lives or community or organization and the changes we’re experiencing.
· Stories can help us understand a different point of view. To listen to a story is to share that perspective for a little while. Stories can help us look at a situation in a new way and reflect on our choices in light of that perspective.

· Stories can pass along values. They can help us learn about kindness, forgiveness, humor, humility, determination, and love. And they can do so in a way that helps us remember those values because our feelings are touched and we become personally involved in the story.

· Stories can communicate collaboratively and interactively. Facts can feel like missiles being fired at us. Stories invite us to join and participate. They have the power to communicate with people on both sides of a real-life paradox or conflict. Stories invite us to become co-creators and encourage us to engage in collective dreaming.

I also believe that good stories have an element of truth in them. As one writer has explained, good stories always describe a certain something we recognize as true—whether or not the details are factual. Good stories have a timeless quality to them. They act like a tuning fork—allowing listeners to resonate with the truth, to remember their own experiences, and to tune into the story in a deeper way.


In the Jewish teaching tradition, this connection between truth and story sometimes is described this way:
Truth, naked and cold, had been turned away from every door in the village. Her nakedness frightened the people. When Parable found Truth she was huddled in a corner, shivering and hungry. Taking pity on her, Parable gathered her up and took her home. There, she dressed Truth in story, warmed her, and sent her our again. Now clothed in story, Truth knocked again at the villagers’ doors and was readily welcomed into the people’s houses. They invited her to eat at their table and warm herself by their fire.

Story allows us to let truth come close enough that we can embrace it and be changed by it. In today’s reading from 1 John, it’s the story of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection that the author believes can change the lives of the members of the faith community to whom he writes.

And for this author, it’s not enough for the people simply to hear or even tell this story. Rather, they are to so allow this story to invade their hearts and minds so deeply that it will transform how they live—especially in relationship to each other. And, according to the letter’s author, the core of this transformative story is love. A love that’s sacrificial. A love that’s divine in origin. A love that emboldens people to move beyond their own needs and interests. A love that proves itself in action that embodies the truth.


Stan Wilson is pastor of a congregation that has an unwritten rule that they will never ignore a member’s basic need. Whenever members know of a need in the congregation, they call Wilson. “Is there any money in the benevolence fund? You know Johnny got cut back on his hours, and his kids need help with school supplies.” The answer is always yes. The congregation has yet to encounter a need they couldn’t fill.

So even though the rule is unwritten, Wilson believes it to be ironclad. He notes, “We will not let another member go without food or medical treatment. If a young person needs help going to school, we’ll find a way. If someone’s house is unlivable, we’ll find them a new one or invite them into a spare room.”

One Wednesday night during a Bible study, Wilson asked why members of the congregation had never thought to make explicit what they all knew to be true.


He asked: “Why not say it out loud? It seems like great news to me in an anxious age, when we live in fear of economic collapse or terrorist attack, and are just waiting for the housing bubble to pop or for oil production to peak. Why not make it official? Why not state out loud that no matter how bad it gets, we will be there for one another?”

Wilson points to another congregation that’s made such a statement. That congregation has a rule that no one in its membership will be in need. The members claim the rule has freed them in surprising ways. They work fewer hours so they can spend more time with one another. They’re able to afford to work less because they know they can count on each other.

Wilson contrasts that congregation’s common life with how many of us today live. He writes: “The rest of us are busy working two jobs to a family. Our kids skip recess because they have to study for national tests. I wonder if a simple pledge never to let one another starve would loosen us up. If we knew that it’s not finally up to us to secure our future, wouldn’t that free us so we could begin to spend a little more unhurried time together and with our families?”

Could the author of 1 John be right? Could embracing the story of Jesus’ love allow us to tell a new story about ourselves? And could that new story transform the way  we live? And could that transformation empower us to reflect the truth of God’s love to the world through our actions?

As someone who believes in the power of story, I hope so. Amen.
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