STORYTELLING

Megan McKenna

Our God is a WORD.

The first story begins: In the beginning was the Word

And the Word was with God

And the Word was God

And the Word was made Flesh

And dwells among us (pitched his tent among us)

Earlier in Genesis we read: 
In the beginning, when God began to create the heavens and the earth, the earth had no form and was empty; darkness was over the deep and the Spirit of God hovered over the waters. And God said: "LET THERE BE LIGHT" and there was light. Creation begins with one word! 

IMAGES OF THE WORD

There are many images of what this Word is and how it works, and what it does to us. 
Here are some of the stronger images.

Hebrews 4:12 the Word is a double-edged sword that cuts through bone

Jeremiah 20:7-9 the Word is fire in your heart that eats at your guts

Jeremiah 17:3 the Word is a fountain of living water

Jeremiah 23:25-29 the word is a hammer shattering rocks (our hearts)

Isaiah 55:6-11 the word is like rain or snow falling from heaven and bringing forth crops-food from the earth and it does not return to the heavens until it has done what it has been commanded to do.

Isaiah 49:1-2 the word is a sharpened sword (also an image of John the Baptist and all prophets.

Revelation 10:8-10 eat the scroll! This is also the image in Jeremiah and Ezechiel chapter 3--when they are called to be prophets…you eat the words and become the words that you speak to others. You become the message. 

Revelation 19:11-16 the mouth of God, as a sword

RULES FOR STORYTELLING AND THINGS TO REMEMBER

1.
All stories are true, some of them actually happened. Truth is universal, crossing all boundaries and borders. Truth is recognized across ages, languages, cultures, nations, religions, geographies. Truth is about the huge issues that you really cannot have easy answers for…

2. 
Stories ask questions like: you are alive! Yet you will die. How do you live knowing that you will die?


There is suffering in the world. Why do some people suffer so much and others seem to have an easy life? Why does suffering make some people bitter and angry and make others compassionate and aware of others?


There is good and evil in the world. Why does evil seem stronger than good? Will goodness reign at last and will justice be done? Which side are you on?


Everyone hungers for food. Why does 85% of the world go to bed hungry every night? Everyone hungers for justice and peace. Are you someone who does justice and is a peacemaker or do you use evil, violence, war and hate to keep your place in the world?


You live in many places on the earth. Where do you dwell? Where´s home?


For you, what is your ultimate authority? Who do you obey? And how do you use power? Where do you get it? How do you keep it? What do you use it for?


Who do you love best? Who have you loved the longest? Who loves you? 


These are the most important questions of our lives, yet we can´t really answer them. But stories seek to point us in the right direction and say: live through the stories to the answers (Rilke).

3.
Stories, of their very nature make community. They reveal and help people to remember their values, their history, pasts and hopes, their weaknesses and dreams. They give the structures and foundations of peoples´existence. You are known by the stories you tell. That is why whenever we gather together as Church we tell our stories: from the Old and New Testament, of Jesus, the Trinity, those who have gone before us in faith. And if we make those stories come true in our lives, then one day our stories, our lives will be a part of the larger story of the Good News to the Poor.

4. 
We are known by the stories we tell—the company we keep. So as those in the company of the Risen Lord, do we tell stories of hope, of freedom, of life everlasting, of love unto death, of non-violent resistance to evil where we harm no one, of forgiveness and mercy and justice and peace?


We are known by who we eat with: food at the table of the Lord and who we invite into our houses to eat with us and who we won´t eat with. We are known by what we do with our money…the word BREAD means food, sustenance and coin of the land. 

5. 
Stories are told, written, sung and danced, drummed all for one reason: to convert us, to question and confront us, to change and transform us. There are really only two responses to any story. 

i) 
I love this story. This is good news. I want to make this story come true. I´ll follow you.

or  

ii) 
I don´t like this story. This story bothers me. I don´t know what it is but I don´t like you either and I´m going to make sure you don´t tell this story and that this story dies, here and now. 

A story makes you decide. 

THERE ARE SACRED STORIES
—these are stories that peoples have made holy by their faith in them, their telling of them and their rituals and ethics that make them come true in the world. 

A MYTH is a story that is so long-large that no one can tell it. A myth is lived throughout a life. Our myth as Christians is the Paschal Mystery and we live it out ritually through the Church year and liturgical cycle and in our lives individually and as communities and the universal church. We are always being born, living and dying and being raised again. This story begins on ever-deeper levels in our baptisms.

A PARABLE is a story that tricks you into visiting another reality. As the parable is told you are suddenly in the world that story describes. So when Jesus begins to tell a story with the words: "The kingdom of heaven is like...” you are for a moment actually in the kingdom of God!

And when the story is over you have to decide if—you want to live in that reality all the time or if you only want to visit on occasion or if you don´t want anyone else to live in that reality and so you will try to stop the story from coming true. 

The GOSPELS are 4 stories about the same reality from 4 different writers, four different time periods and 4 different communities in geographical locations. You can´t mix and match them up. Each is meant to be read and understood and lived all the way through as one entire story.

And each says something that is crucial for us coming true as believers and followers of Jesus. The gospels are about us (not just about what happened back there).

Stories tell us what we look like from God´s point of view or from our children’s point of view, or our enemies point of view [Gandhi said that our enemies are God’s greatest gift to us. They see us like God does.] or what our lives look like 100 years from now, in a larger perspective. And then, they say: do you like what you see? What are you going to do—make this story come true? Choose! 

IN THE HEARING OF THE STORY IS THE MEANING!
You can hear things in a story, you cannot read or understand with your eyes. 
When a story is written for your eye there is a different pattern than if it is written for your ear (orally). Your eyes are connected to your ears! What goes in through your eyes goes straight to your head and what goes in through your ears go straight to your heart! 
LISTEN (the word in Latin, means to OBEY) 
ANATOMY and STORY
At the time of Jesus and even today in the world of central Asia which includes Palestine-Israel it is important to know anatomy. Stories world wide and Jesus talks about hearts, minds, bodies, etc. Here are a few specific anatomy areas that are crucial. 
Where do you keep all these things: feelings, memories, soul, fears, etc?
· Guts are where you keep all your feelings, fears, angers, and memories.
· Mind or head is where you keep questions, doubts, information
· Heart is where you keep your will
· Throat is where your soul is
· Breath, music, sighing, whispering cries, etc. are your spirit.
NOTE: everything in the gospel that Jesus says is in the PLURAL, no matter who he is talking to… we are always related to within a group, the people who lay claim to us, who we belong to… for instance, when Jesus calls Peter, Satan, (meaning the Hinderer), he eyes all the disciples and says to Peter, in the plural, "Get behind me Satan, you are not thinking like God, but like other people." (Mk.8) or in John´s gospel he says "I have come that you might have life and have it ever more abundantly!"… it´s in the plural. Also: "The kingdom of heaven is with you"… in all of you-us together, not individually.

All stories in the gospel where individual disciples are singled out are stories you would not want to be remembered for---Judas, Peter, Thomas, James and John sons of thunder. All stories are about community and who knows you, demands of you, encourages you and tells you who you are and what the community needs from you. (like the vision quest stories of the indigenous peoples of the Americas—you go off to find out your true name and your gift that has been given to you by the Spirit and then you come back and tell your story and the elders interpret it for you, because its truth is only learned, understood and experienced in the community that you have been born into, given to and belong to heart and soul and body.) Like the gifts of the Spirit that have been given to us…they are given for the building up of the community, not for our personal power or development. These gifts save us, but only in the community. St. Paul says: "If you have a gift that the community does not need, pray for another one." Everything serves the community. Everything.

PART II: THE SCRIPTURES

There are 3 traditions of Storytelling: 

Oral tradition


Written tradition


Living tradition

The oral tradition is more important than the written tradition (that is more specific) and the living tradition of the teacher, the one who incarnates and lives the oral and written tradition over-rides the other two. 
To understand the differences: 
· the written tradition is like reading the text of a famous play. 
· the oral tradition is like going to the play and participating in the audience or responses with the actors afterward.
· and the living tradition is as though you were an actor in the play.

Stories, especially the Scriptures of our Tradition: the Old and New Testament (and those of other religions) are first lived and known in the community. They live in people’s ´mouths and experiences. Then they are put down on paper. What we seek to do today is take the word-story off the page and put it back in our mouths in a community so that it lives again.

The word TORAH means a fence (a fence both keeps animals-people out and protects what is inside so that it can grow and mature). The first and last letters of the Torah (the first five books of Moses and prophets) spell the word HEART. For the Jewish community, the Torah uplifts and glorifies and makes holy the one who studies it, reads it and prays and teaches it. The tradition is that God gave the law by day to Moses and told stories at night about how it was to be interpreted and used pastorally. And when the law was given, everyone heard it…in fact, the sounds of the voice of God reverberate in the whole world and anyone who is open to the voice of God can hear it in the wind, the desert, the Torah and the community, anywhere in the world. 
The Torah or the Scriptures are called BLACK FIRE ON WHITE FIRE…the text, the words, the ink is black and there is meaning in that, but the paper itself, the spaces in between the words and letters also speaks to those who believe. This "unwritten" meaning is called MIDRASH, stories and text hidden in and under the text itself. The meanings of the Torah, the wisdom of God are limitless. A good Torah-Scripture scholar can derive at least 49 meanings from the text with study.

The 3 religions of the Book are Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 
These religions say that the Word of the Lord is sweet in your mouth. The Jews and Muslims when they teach their children, smear the text-the page with honey…then they take their child´s finger and trace the words as they teach them…when the finger is filled with honey, then the child sucks on his finger and knows that the Word of God is sweet in your mouth. 

For Christians we believe that just as the human body has 2 feet, 2 legs, 2 hands, 2 ears, 2 eyes ,etc. our tradition has 2 feet, hands, eyes, ears, etc. THE WORD and THE EUCHARIST. We believe that the presence of the Risen Lord in the Word and the Eucharist is equally as powerful and transformative. Both are essential to making Christians and becoming true believers who practice and live their faith in community. 

The text of the Scriptures both reveals and conceals…it reveals the word of the Lord, it reveals our sin and goodness and it reveals alternatives to what happens in history, our reality. And at the same time it mysteriously conceals more wisdom, the truth of God, of our own lives and what history could be with grace. It is written for conversion first and the more one is converted the more one, or a community uncovers and discovers what is concealed in the text.

Once the story is told and the scriptures told or read we must remember that "THE STORY BEGINS WHEN THE TELLER STOPS TALKING!" afterwards it is helpful to use these questions to enable people to speak of what they heard and know in relation to the story.

1.
What does the story make you feel? What kind of memories does it stir up inside you?

2.
What does the story say that is true? (from you knowledge, experience etc.)

3.
What disturbs or bothers you in the story?

4. 
What are you going to do to make this story come true in your life?

5. 
We are called to be prophets by our baptisms and confirmations, what does this story or text say we should be preaching-saying as prophets to the world?

6. 
What are we going to do, prophetically and with justice to make this story come true in our lives and communities, countries, etc.?

7. 
What in the story-text gives us hope and courage to do this?

8. 
What does this text or story say that we believe—make a statement of belief, using the words of the text—to pass onto to others who believe?

THE PARABLE-STORY

The Parable is the story form that Jesus uses most in the gospels. It is a story that has a beginning, a middle and no end!... the end is left up to the people hearing the story. It can be described as a very hot potato that someone throws to you, you grab it, yell and throw it to someone else… too hot to handle. 
Any parable is based on these questions:

· What if everything you´re sure of isn´t really true or only a tiny portion of the truth? 
· What if you´re the problem in the world, and your life?

· What if your view of reality, this moment isn´t God´s view of reality?

· What if your perception of good and evil is wrong?

· What if what you see in others says more about you than it does about them?

For a moment, the parable-story not only changes or alters your perception of reality, it throws you into ANOTHER REALITY, the KINGDOM OF HEAVEN . Then you must decide: do you want to live here? Do you want to visit? Or are you afraid of this reality and want to destroy it or keep others from knowing it? Once you have experienced it you must decide. The parable form of story is the most confrontational and conversional of all story forms. 

There are sayings in every religious tradition among storytellers, preachers, shamans, etc.

GOD IS WATCHING! WHAT IS HE SEEING?

GOD IS LISTENING! WHAT IS HE HEARING?

GOD IS THAT PERSON THERE—WHAT ARE YOU DOING TO GOD?

CHARACTERISTICS OF PARABLES
Parables are always about violence, politics, economics, social groups, mores, laws and culture.

Parables always reflect DIVINE wisdom that seems stupid or foolish to us who are unfamiliar with glimpses of truth—as God sees.

Parables are stories that HEAL the world, and heal all wounds.
Parables say that what is mysterious and incomprehensible, hard to understand is unwordable, but you can still know it—experience it in a story!

Parables make people experience 3,4,5, feelings or reality, even conflicting ones, at the same time.

Parables are only half a story—you, individually and collectively are the other half. You must react and respond.

Parables are found embedded in a situation (like a jewel in a ring) and meant to be applied to that community and moment, problem, etc.

Parables always aim at conversion, decision-making and radical altering of your thoughts, feelings, attitudes, behaviour, in public.

Parables are like a backpack, that you carry your past, your history and your peoples’ history in so that you always have access to it. They have the necessities of life. They bring biblical associations into here and now. They bring the past into the immediate present—tradition—and you have to make it contemporary.

Parables make you BECOME the story, the parable so that there is no separation between word and life.

Hearing a parable is a process of grappling with, struggling with the truth. It is training, a discipline that brings holiness or enlightenment.

Parables stir up lazy minds…Makes you look at everything sideways, out of the corner of your eye. They are trying to express what can´t be expressed directly.

Parables are WEAPONS (non-violent ones) to challenge the hardness of heart and to invite action. They are REVERSALS, turning upside down of reality. They provoke REVOLUTION.

Parables are double-edged swords, subtle and penetrating, rapiers to the soul and heart. God wields them and goes after us, trying to get to our hearts.

Parables are called the secret presence of God, the kingdom of God on earth. They are doorways into the kingdom. Want to come?

Most parables talk about brutal realities: death, persecution, politics, unjust leaders, taxes, crops, weather, economics, greed, slavery. They do not mince words and they always take sides—they are on the side of the poor, the indigenous, the migrant, the victim, the outcast. God is against injustice and violence and evil and God is for the truth, non-violence, justice and peace. Either God is with you or against you. This is the GOSPEL IMPERATIVE of ATTENDING TO THE POOR FIRST! 

Parables expand your horizons and subverts the dominant view of those in power. They are judgments rendered on the world, history and us by God and reveals who is RESISTING THE JUSTICE AND TRUTH OF GOD. They reject the idea that the powerful should rule and that things should stay the way they are now…this is NOT what God had in mind for creation and human beings. Those who refuse to change cannot SEE what is in the story that gives such hope and courage to those who CAN hear and see because this is conversion that leads to life. 

Parables are about conversion. CHOOSE NOW OR ELSE! Parables are desperate stories for desperate measures in desperate times. They are last ditch attempts to get us—people to hear, to see, to take to heart the gospel, the truth and be converted. 
Parables assume an openness to confession and change. The story always hits you broadside and takes the wind out of your sails. They are always trying to erode the dominant position of those in the world.

JESUS IS THE PARABLE OF GOD…nothing like what we expect God to be! 
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