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“It Begins with a Story” 

Text: John 1:1-9 

 

Nobel Peace Prize winner, Elie Wiesel tells the story about a community where when they 

needed a miracle the rabbi would go to a holy place in the woods, light the sacred candle and say 

the holy prayer.  Every time this happened, a miracle was granted.  Not wanting to overuse such 

a precious gift, the community didn’t ask often, only when it was truly important. 

 

After many years had passed, the community asked for a miracle.  The new rabbi went to the 

holy place in the woods, lit the sacred candle but he could no longer remember the words to the 

holy prayer.  He hoped that it was enough to light the candle in the sacred place.  It was and the 

miracle was granted. 

 

Again years passed and the community asked a new rabbi for the miracle.  He searched and 

searched for the sacred candle but could not find it.  He went to the holy place in the woods and 

hoped that it would be enough to stand on holy ground.  It was and the miracle was granted. 

 

Once again years passed and the community was in need.  By now, the words to the holy prayer 

had been forgotten.  The candle had been lost.  The rabbi wondered through the wilderness but 

could not find the holy place.  Discouraged he returned to the community and hoped that it 

would be enough to tell the story.  And it was, the miracle was granted. 

 

I believe in the power of stories.  I believe our stories are important.  Muriel Ruykeyser once said 

that the universe is made not of atoms but of stories.  Our stories have a way of revealing who 

we truly are, what is important to us, what we value.   

 

As you likely know, this has been an unexpectedly busy week with three funerals in four days.  

That happens some days and it is important to give one’s best to each grieving family.  One of 

the things that is very important to me is to make the funeral a very personal experience.  Even 

when I knew the deceased well, people have lots of wonderful stories to share.  

 

Once at a funeral for a college professor who could be highly competitive, his grandchildren 

shared with me that when he was playing hide and seek, he had taken the rack out of the 

dishwasher and hidden there.  The image of this prim and proper professor hiding inside a 

dishwasher was a wonderful memory. 

 

Or there was the man who had struggled throughout his life with alcoholism.  I knew Will well 

and had some very meaningful stories to share, but one of the most endearing were the number 

of people who said that they owed their sobriety, in part, to his support.  He struggled with his 



own sobriety, but he always helped others and they benefitted from his kindness.  When I told 

that story at his funeral, there were quite a few heads nodding in understanding. 

 

Our stories can make us laugh, they can make us cry.  They can bring shouts and they can silence 

a room.  They are subtle and they are incredibly powerful.   

 

This week I also had a young colleague who asked to meet.  She will be conducting her first 

wedding in the coming weeks and she wanted some pointers.  We talked about premarital 

counseling and I gave her the resources that I have used.  We talked about the ceremony itself 

and the details surrounding a good wedding.  The two things I stressed, however, was to be 

herself trusting her own gifts and to listen for the stories people tell. 

 

I have come to believe that one of the most important things I do in premarital counseling is 

asking people to tell their stories.  I ask them how they met, I asked them when they knew they 

were in love with this person, what it was like to meet their future in-laws for the first time, who 

proposed and how.  People love to tell their stories and when they do, you can see the love shine 

through. 

 

Rather than tell about the stories couples have told me, I can tell you the exact moment I fell in 

love with my wife.  We had just attended a Cubs baseball game.  How can you not love a woman 

who will go with you to a Cubs game!  But we were on the elevated train following the game.  In 

typical fashion, the train was packed tightly.  There was no room to move.   

 

With everyone crammed so closely, a woman nearby began to have a panic attack.  Diane didn’t 

know her, but she immediately went into action talking calmly and soothingly to this stranger.  I 

watched her kindness that put this woman at ease.  At every stop, a few more people would get 

off and the train became less crowded.  The panic subsided and eventually the woman herself got 

off.   

 

Watching this kindness in action confirmed all that I had come to know about this incredible 

woman.  I knew that I was in love and determined that I would do everything possible to marry 

her.  And I continue to witness such loving kindness repeatedly.   

 

Our stories are important and how we tell them are equally important.  We have just come 

through a season in which we have heard a very familiar story.  Typically we hear that story 

from the perspective of the gospels by Matthew and Luke.  They tell about angels and dreams, a 

journey by an expectant couple, a birth in a small town in a most unlikely of places.  They tell of 

visits from shepherds and angels and magi.  We know this story.  It is familiar and inspiring. 

 

We rely upon the accounts by Matthew and Luke because Mark has no birth story.  The author 

begins this gospel by telling us that Jesus came to the river to be baptized, a story we will discuss 

in more detail next week.  The details we have come to associate with the Christmas story are 

completely omitted. 

 



On the other hand, John’s gospel begins very cryptically.  John wants to go back to the very 

beginning, to the time of Creation.  He begins with, “In the beginning, there was the logos, or 

word.”   

 

This is how it begins for John.  It begins not with a dream or angels or shepherds or a manger.  It 

begins with a word.  “In the beginning there was the Word and the Word was with God and the 

Word was God….All things came into being through him and without him not one thing came 

into being.”  John begins his story of good news by saying that if you want to understand Jesus, 

you have to go back to the very beginning of time.  Look closely, or maybe more appropriately, 

listen closely, and you will find him. 

 

In the story of Creation, the cosmos is ordered by the voice of God.  God speaks and the stars are 

created.  God speaks and waters are separated from the dry land.  God speaks and all things come 

into being.  For six days this continues.   

 

And at the end of each of those days there is a word, perhaps the word that John is alluding to.  

After each day of creation, God steps back and looks at the result and says, “It is good.”  That 

word, “good” describes all that God created.  It is present in all around us.  The air which 

nourishes the trees, which is the playground for the birds, which gives life to our bodies…this is 

good.  The water which is the habitat for fish and whales and dolphins, which nourishes the 

crops through rains, which quenches our thirst…this is good.  Day after day this word good is on 

the lips of the Creator. 

 

And then God creates human beings, the final day of creation.  God steps back to look at all that 

has been created and says, “Not bad.”  “I suppose it could be worse.”  “It will have to do.”  No, 

God looks over everything that has been made and says with exclamation, “It is very good.”   

  

In the beginning was a word, a word which describes you and me and all that we see.  “Good.”  

That goodness is within us all.  We are made of bones and skin and organs and eyes and 

goodness.  God wanted us to look into the mirror and see goodness.  God wanted us to walk up 

to a new acquaintance and say, “I see good.”  Our bodies will slowly wear out, but that goodness 

will never disappear.  In the beginning was a word and that word was good. 

 

For John’s gospel, it all begins with a word.  And that word grows into a story.  A story that is 

recorded throughout the scriptures.  A story of God’s continued love for us all. That goodness is 

told through the unlikely characters like a young boy named David, a prostitute named Rahab, an 

unlikely leader named Moses, a foreign woman named Ruth.   

 

For John the story of Jesus’ birth is just one more way of telling the story of God’s love.  It is 

God’s love made visible among us.  That divine goodness became flesh and lived among us and 

shared its goodness for all to see.   

 

Unfortunately, we might overlook this poetic or philosophic beginning to get right to the stories 

of Jesus’ life.  But what John wants to emphasize is that Jesus is our link to all that is good in 

creation, all that is good within ourselves.  This is not just the story of his birth, it is the story of 

our births as well.  This is who we are. 



 

In the beginning was the word and that word was goodness.  And that word evolved into a story 

of unending love and goodness.  And then that story became flesh and lived among us.  And then 

that story became us, it became our story.   

 

Alasdair MacIntyre once said, “I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer 

the prior question ‘Of what story or stories do I find myself a part?’”   

 

What John’s gospel describes is not only the story of the birth of Jesus, but how it relates to us 

all.  At its core, this is a love story.  It is a continuation of God’s love for us all, the desire to 

speak a word of blessing over each of our lives. 

 

I apologize that it has taken this far into the sermon to get to the main point, but this is what I 

want you to ponder.  What are the stories that I tell?  How do they describe you and your life?  

Are there some stories that it is time to retire or retell?  If you are looking for a new story to tell 

in the new year, tell it this way: 

   

1. You were created in the image of a loving God and you are filled with goodness. 

2. Everyone you meet shares in that goodness and that impacts how we treat one another 

with love and respect and kindness. 

3. You are worthy of love and respect. 

 

John put it this way.  In the beginning was the word.  And that word became a sentence and that 

sentence became a story.  It is the story of God’s love for each of us and that is worth 

remembering and sharing each day.  May that story guide us and our congregation throughout 

this new year. 

 


