
7700 North Meridian Street •  Indianapolis, Indiana 46260 • SecondChurch.org • 317-253-6461

“Belonging to God: Tell Me a Story”
 November 10, 2019

Isaiah 40:21-31

Among the many deep convictions that have led me into 
pastoral ministry and that continue to inspire me in this 
calling, none is more important than this: stories are sacred. 
Stories have the power to create and convey meaning; to 
comfort, challenge, wound, and heal us. I believe that 
our human stories can be power channels for divine truth 
because I have experienced it. The message of God’s grace 
is written, I believe, not just in the pages of sacred scripture 
but in the moments of transformation in each of our lives. 

People of faith, at our core and at our best, are story 
people. Before there was orthodox theology, before there 
were letters from Paul or controversies over purity laws; 
before the Apostle’s Creed or Constantine’s conversion or 
soaring cathedrals or church hierarchy, there was a story. In 
worship, we bring all our individual stories, and we gather 
around the story of God’s incredible love for us and for the 
world. 

Just before bedtime, the young child turns to her father, 
“Tell me a story.” “What kind of story would you like to 
hear?” he asks. “Tell one with me in it.” It helps, I think, to 
be regularly reminded that we belong to this story at least as 
much as the story belongs to us. 

One of my favorite theologians and preachers, Frederick 
Buechner, has written this moving words, “My story is 
important not because it is mine, God knows, but because 
if I tell it anything like right, the chances are you will 
recognize that in many ways it is also yours… it is precisely 
through these stories in all their particularity…that God 
makes himself known to each of us more powerfully and 
personally. If this is true, it means that to lose track of our 
stories is to be profoundly impoverished not only humanly 
but also spiritually.” 

I think we are at risk of losing track of these stories—
not just the great Biblical narratives but also our personal 
encounters with God. In an era of sound-byte brevity, who 
has time to listen to stories? Buechner says such a loss will 

impoverish us spiritually, and I think he is right. Stories 
enrich our lives and form our faith. 

When was the last time you paused long enough to hear 
someone else’s story…or to tell your own? Perhaps over the 
holidays when families gather, or over a cup of coffee, or on 
a long car trip? Those are sacred moments, even worshipful 
moments, that connect us to one another and to God. 

A couple of weeks ago, I had the chance to hear and 
tell stories with a colleague and new friend. Mike Mather is 
the pastor at Broadway United Methodist church on 29th 
Street in the Mapleton/Fall Creek neighborhood. I first 
encountered Mike through a powerful book he’s written 
about the mission of the church and finding abundant 
community in unexpected places. When I discovered that 
he lived and served in Indianapolis, I invited him to spend 
some time with our Lake Fellows and, after he did that, I 
decided I had even more to learn from him. So I asked if 
we could have lunch. His response was simple: “Come take 
a walk with me.” So, on a gorgeous fall day in October, I 
drove down to meet Mike. After a tour of the church, we 
began to walk to lunch. And as we walked, we talked. He 
asked me where I was from and about the members of 
my family. We shared our call stories and our hopes for 
the churches we serve. We laughed about the absurdity of 
ministry and shared tender accounts of sacred moments. 
For two hours, we told and heard stories. As I drove away, I 
thought to myself—this was the least productive and most 
important time of my week. It reconnected me with who 
I am and redirected me to those whose friendship give me 
energy and wisdom. To lose track of these stories is to be 
spiritually impoverished.

In this morning’s scripture Isaiah is writing to a people 
held captive in the land of Babylon. His powerful imagery 
of God’s supreme power flies in the face of the real-life 
experience of his listeners. Exiled, deported, displaced, 
forced to live as refugees in a foreign land. The familiar, 
haunting words of Psalm 137 paint the picture well: “By the 
rivers of Babylon—there we sat down and there we wept 
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when we remembered Zion. On the willows there we hung 
up our harps… how could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign 
land?” Into the silence of harps hung out of hopelessness, 
Isaiah’s prophetic words ring out with a call to tell the 
stories of God’s faithfulness. Exile is coming to an end. The 
people must begin to imagine their lives beyond Babylon, 
an act of courage that starts with story. Remembering God’s 
faithfulness in the past, they can step into future. But first 
they must remember and tell the stories of their faith.

A couple of years ago, a psychotherapist in Fort Worth 
published an essay titled “Getting Grief Right.” The piece 
begins with the story of Mary, a mother who came to see 
him six months after the death of her infant daughter 
and after having fired two other therapists. Mary was a 
successful, driven person who expected to be able to move 
quickly through the stages of grief (which she had studied 
and memorized) and get on with her life. From outward 
appearances, she had done just that. As the therapist writes, 
“The mask she wore for the world was carefully constructed 
and effective.” Just days after the death of her daughter, she 
was back at work, seeming to function largely as she had 
before. But this was not the truth of her life. She remained 
in deep despair, her grief compounded by the exhaustion of 
acting better than she felt. 

The therapist, Patrick O’Malley, describes how he 
would have responded to Mary ten years ago—zeroing 
in on her depression and its symptoms, exploring family 
history, reviewing the stages of grief. But O’Malley’s 
practice and life changed when he lost his firstborn child. 
When Mary came to see him, O’Malley asked her to tell 
him the story of her baby, of Stephanie. With great detail, 
she told of her daughter’s birth and first five months, 
then of the Saturday afternoon when she found her not 
breathing. She described the ambulance and hospital room 
where she held she baby for the last time. At this point, 
Mary began weeping intensely. She said she had never told 
the story of her daughter from conception to death in one 
sitting. As she cried, Mary chastised herself, “What’s wrong 
with me? It has been almost seven months.” O’Malley 
gently suggested that nothing was wrong with her—she 
was consumed by sorrow, a measure of the love she had for 
her daughter. O’Malley describes the transformation that 
occurred in that moment—months of neglected emotion 
poured out as she surrendered to sorrow. In that open grief, 
he says, her bond with her little girl was rekindled and her 
loss became part of her story. He closes with words we need 

to hear, “All sorrows can be borne if you (can) put them 
in a story….when loss is a story, there is no right or wrong 
way to grieve…Sadness, regret, confusion, yearning, and all 
experiences of grief become part of the narrative of love for 
the one who died.”  

I believe this is why we worship—to tell our stories of 
belonging to God and to hear these ancient and timeless 
accounts of God’s people. We share our faith with one 
another and with the world by telling stories that help us 
make sense of our lives—the pain and joy, the confusion 
and clarity. We follow the poet Mary Oliver’s simple advice: 
“Instructions for living a life. Pay attention. Be astonished. 
Tell about it.” The act of worship tells the story of our faith 
and puts us in that story. 

From the parables of Jesus to mission trip testimonies, 
from statements of faith to stories of struggle, we are called 
to be a community of storytellers and we are our most 
faithful when we lean not on abstract truth but on sacred 
stories.

As I’ve deepened my understanding of this church and 
found my way around this city, I’ve tried to listen hard 
for the stories that we are called to hear and tell. Those 
powerful narratives are still taking root in my heart, but this 
much I know for certain: the way forward for the church 
is all about learning to tell God’s story, not cast aspersions 
or set criteria. When we are tempted to exclude, judge, 
or dismiss, may we pray for the grace to first listen to the 
stories of others? As Marilynne Robinson reminds us in 
Gilead, “nothing true can be said about God from a posture 
of defense.” 

Have you not known? Have you not heard? Has it not 
been told to you from the beginning? If the answer is yes, 
then you must tell your story. You must remember these 
stories of comfort and passion and beauty that form the 
foundation of our faith. And as you speak, here is what I 
believe will happen: you will find your strength renewed as 
if you are being carried on the wings of eagles. You will run 
without fatigue and walk without exhaustion. You will be 
recreated by the creator of all new life. So clear your throats. 
Grab a box of Kleenex. And tell me a story. Amen.

You can read the whole essay here: http://opinionator.
blogs.nytimes.com/2015/01/10/getting-grief-right/?_r=0


