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Stories 
 

Stories frame our lives.  About two weeks ago Ukraine was invaded by Russian forces. 

We have watched the world-wide chess game being played out.  We have prayed for peace and 

for the safety of the threatened people.  I saw a headline during those first days that summarized 

Vladimir Putin's address to the UN.  His story about Ukraine was and continues to be 

considerably different than other versions, including those of perhaps most Ukrainians.  The 

story he told justified his actions—if you believe his story. 

 

In contrast, Dr. Robert Coles in his book, The Call of Stories,1 tells of a psychiatric patient of his 

who had been at the facility where he did an internship for two years.  She spent her days pacing 

the hallway, driven by something unspoken.  In her sessions with Dr. Coles they talked about her 

phobias and her problems, but she was brief and short and they didn't make any significant 

progress.  Finally, after urging by one of his supervisors, he just asked her to talk about her life.  

She was surprised and a little taken aback, but then things just poured out of her.  She 

overflowed with her story, how she had unknowingly married a man who was a member of a 

gang and had unwittingly read a death threat against him.  Finally, they were getting somewhere. 

 

Stephen Marcus, psychologist, wrote,  

Human life is, ideally, a connected and coherent story, with all the details in 

explanatory place, and with everything (or as close to everything as is 

practically possible,) in its proper causal or other sequence." and that "illness 

amounts at least in part to suffering from an incoherent story, or an 

inadequate narrative accounting of oneself. 2 

The stories we tell ourselves guide our actions.  An untrue story leads to bad action.  A true story 

leads to healing and health. 

 

The Bible is a collection of stories and reflections on what they mean.  In today's lessons we get 

two stories connected by one such reflection.  In the lesson from Sacred History, Eve finds 

herself on the horns of a dilemma.  They know the story:  God created them to care for the 

garden, and to follow the rules.  But then—and there is always a "but then,"—she runs into the 

Serpent who tells a different story.  God isn't really the All Powerful and Benevolent One you 

thought.  The real story is that God is holding out on you.  God is really a bully and a weakling 

and you can overcome that by making your own choice. 

 

Who to believe?  Whom to follow?  Is that not the ultimate human dilemma?  We have free will 

but not autonomous agency.  Our only free choice is between a true and a false purpose.  The 

false purpose is to choose ourselves as that purpose.  The serpent gives voice to the eternal 

temptation to self-centeredness, even though in the long run it never works.  The true one is to 
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choose someone or something greater than ourselves.  The command of God gives voice to this 

eternal invitation to love, even though it costs the ego so much.  Eve makes the choice we all 

make—we give ourselves a try. 

 

In the Gospel lesson we see the reverse of that story.  The same Tempter, who spins three 

different stories, but with one essential question driving them all:  Whom do you choose to 

follow?  All of them contain that false comparison all temptation depends on: 

• Body vs. soul, 

• Power vs. integrity, 

• Glory vs. truth. 

Like with Eve, the tempter whispers, Give yourself a try.  Jesus chooses to follow God, and 

God’s way of love.  Jesus does the opposite of Eve. 

 

The lesson from Apostolic Teaching compares the two.  The first humans (Adam and Eve) chose 

selfishness, and turned away from the heart of the God of love.  The second Human (Christ) 

chose to follow God, the true ground of being.  We put our faith in the second Adam to redeem 

us from the effects of following the path of the first.  This is the Christian story about the human 

condition and God's plan of redemption. 

 

The stories we tell ourselves create the life we live.  A woman who had been abused by her 

husband told me that he always told her she was worthless and that nobody but he would tolerate 

having her around.  It resonated with stories she had heard in her childhood.  Abused by an adult 

man in her family, she came to see herself as throw-away.  She married someone who confirmed 

her story.  But that story wasn't true.  She had some mental health issues, but she was not stupid, 

and in God's eyes, nobody is worthless, nobody is merely throw-away.  How she was telling her 

story almost killed her. 

 

In the church and in my office, she learned to tell herself a different story.  There she learned that 

she was loved, respected and valued.  She was overwhelmed with relief when she learned that 

God felt the same way!  She found her feet, and she learned to live in as much peace with the 

world as her mental challenges permitted her. 

 

The quality of our story determines the quality of our life. 

• Bad story, destructive life. 

• Untrue story, baseless life. 

• Incomplete story, incoherent life. 

• True story, healed and healing life. 

The theme for Lent this year is forgiveness. 

 

According to Archbishop Desmond Tutu and his daughter, Mpo, in the book we will begin 

studying this Wednesday evening, telling the story is the first step to forgiveness; telling the 

whole story, telling the true story, and telling it in a place that is safe and in the presence of 

someone you trust. 

 

Tell the whole story.  Sometimes this take time.  There was another woman in one of my 

parishes who had married and had a daughter.  One day evidence surfaced at school that 



someone was molesting the little girl.  The mother explained it away.  Nothing happened.  The 

second time evidence surfaced, the story changed somewhat.  The mother admitted something 

had happened, but it couldn't have been the father.  Finally, after another instance, the full story 

came out.  It had been the father, and the mother, distraught at not having broken the 

generational cycles of abuse of which she had been a victim, had done exactly what her mother 

had done and told an untrue story in order not to have to face the true story.  Only when she said 

that out loud over and over again could she approach the idea of forgiving herself. 

 

Give yourself time.  Give others who come to you time.  Give others seeking forgiveness time.  

It's probably going to take several tellings before all the pieces are on the table, but you won't 

move on until the truth is out.  You might try, but you won't.  You just can't fix the car without 

all the parts. 

 

Tell the true story.  Many years ago, when I was in High School, a man came by our house who 

needed a place to stay.  My mother and father were profoundly hospitable, and this man told 

compelling a story of escaping Castro’s Cuba on a raft, and making his way first to Colombia 

and then south. He even spoke like a Cuban—as far as we knew.   His story especially tugged at 

my mother's heart strings.  He was taken in, fed, housed and loved.  But then, my father began to 

notice little discrepancies in the story.  Little things just didn't quite add up.  At first, he 

dismissed them as misunderstandings, or miscommunication, but then his red flags began to fly.  

Subtly and indirectly, he began to question the young man.  We woke up one morning to find 

him gone, along with all our towels and a few other things.  It turned out he had escaped from the 

Tuberculosis ward at a prison on the coast!  And he was a known and wanted con man.  He had a 

lifestyle built around telling plausible and compelling, but untrue stories. 

 

When the whole story came out, Mom had to work on forgiveness.  She laughed a lot, and she 

told her own story of the experience, how she didn't believe it when Dad first voiced his 

misgivings to her, and how wronged she had felt.  Finally, she talked about forgiving herself.  

Her instinct to care for a needy child of God was beautiful, but she did so without a lot of 

discernment of wisdom regarding the human condition, so that her good intentions resulted in the 

wrong action. 

 

But none of that could happen until the true story came out.  We are our own best con men.  Our 

egos, ever intent on maintaining a sense of control of our environment, are masterful at spinning 

the actual story to serve its own ends.  Sometimes the ego is the noble voice of self-care.  

Sometimes the ego is the Tempter, justifying selfishness, but it will always ultimately be focused 

on one thing—oneself.  Tell the true story in all its messy mixture of beauty and tragedy. 

 

Tell it in a safe place in the presence of someone you trust.  You all were probably much more 

noble, but I confess to some smugness and self-righteous satisfaction when I read about the 

verdict for the three white men who murdered Ahmaud Arbery.  I had pre-judged them to be 

white, racist bigots who assumed they were above the law.  I was satisfied that the jury 

apparently agreed with me.  Benjamin Crump's words seem fitting, that Arbery had been 

murdered for the crime of jogging while Black. 

 

But there is and will be another story.  Some of it came up in the defense:  Arbery had a 



checkered past.  The men believed they had reason to suspect malintent.  They had challenged a 

white person for suspected wrong-doing as well, throwing doubt on the charge of racial 

motivation.  Some of it is most certainly circulating in some circles of society, replete with 

typical clarion calls: 

• What happened to citizen's arrest? 

• The verdict was racially motivated to reverse past wrongs. 

• This is the slippery slope of taking all our guns away. 

• Young white males are the persecuted minority now. 

 

There are circumstances in which telling your story will only elicit a counter-story.  When that 

happens, you haven't really been heard.  You and the other party are only dancing around the 

issues and not truly encountering one another.  This does not heal; it only deepens the wounds. 

Finding the circumstances in which you can tell your story is crucial.  Find a community that has 

proven its trustworthiness.  Find a person who will truly listen to your story as your story, and 

not try to change or coopt it.  Find a time when you have plenty of time, and pour out your heart. 

 

The full and accurate accounting of your story in a safe place lays the foundation for the healing 

power of forgiveness. 

 


