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I’ve been waiting a few weeks to say this, but Merry Christmas. Especially all y’all that came in from 
out of town. I’m glad you’re here. Merry Christmas!  

We’ve been talking a lot about story lately, and boy do I have some good ones. My family is a 
story-telling people, you see, and I think you could figure out all the ways we were expected to grow up by the 
stories we told most often. There’s a good ‘un about old Aunt Ola, who decided the area where she lived was 
devoid of that good old time religion and full of mostly useless men. So, she grabbed herself an axe with her 
already arthritic hands, picked out a relatively flat area of forest, and started cutting down trees to make space 
for and then build a little Baptist church. It took a good while before those useless men in the area started 
helping, but they came around, and that one-room churchhouse still stands today. She’s buried, along with a few 
more of my people -- useless men included -- in the graveyard ‘round back.  

There’s an awful one about a feud between some great-greats over who, exactly, the family land should 
go to after a matriarch died. I’m fuzzy on the details of the quarrel, but I know it resulted in the guy from the 
other side of the family spending a long convalescence in a hospital bed. His quiet days interrupted by my 
ancestor’s steady taunts from outside the hospital window. Whatever that feud was about, I think I was a traitor 
to some part of the family when, generations later, I unwittingly befriended a descendent of the hospital bed. 
This involved an earnest sit-down between our mothers and suspiciously fewer sleepovers in the years to come. 

There’s the author who’d get so sloppy drunk he couldn’t mash the typewriter’s keys anymore, so he’d 
stumble down the lane in front of his house, shedding articles of clothing along the way, and head for the 
sanctuary of the Southern magnolia at the end of his drive, only to be pelted once there with his own empty 
liquor bottles by orenery neighborhood kids.  

There’s the actor who loves to throw parties but doesn’t consider a party sufficiently thrown until 
someone’s couch catches on fire. His friends have learned to stop at thrift stores on the way, bringing a ratty old 
couch or two with them to ensure the host’s interior decorating remains intact.  

There’s the artist, the mother, the teacher, the lawyer, the doctor, the priest. We each have stories. We all 
tell stories. Sometimes we even tell stories about stories we’ve heard, but mostly we retell the stories we were 
raised on, sprinkling in our own embellishments or our own tales from which to learn. We learned who we were 
expected to be from these stories. And we measure ourselves as we’ve become against these stories, sometimes 
completely unaware that we’re doing it. I’m not a fan of burning my own couches, but I know I good party 
when I see one. There’s not a magnolia anywhere north of I-40 big enough to find sanctuary in. And family 
feuds these days are reduced to passive-aggressive exchanges of veiled niceties. But the spirit’s still there. 
Those stories taught me to be self-sufficient, to live fully into wherever I’ve landed, to honor women and their 
strength, and, especially if my Aunt Ola has anything to say from the woods of Boone County, to get off my 
keister and build up the Kingdom of God. But all that storytelling, it’s part of a bigger impulse. It’s family 
reminding you where you came from, who you came from, what you need to know before you go somewhere 
else and, at least in the moral of the stories I was told, God-forbid, what you need to know before you go 
somewhere else and become someone else. Story shapes who we are, and sometimes it shapes us without us 
even knowing. 

At the beginning of his story Coraline, Neil Gaiman starts things off with a quote. He says, “Fairy tales 
are more than true: not because they tell us that dragons exist, but because they tell us that dragons can be 
beaten.” It’s important for children, he’d argue, to hear these stories over and over, the same stories repeated to 
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the exhaustion of their parents, because kids don’t need to be convinced that there are dragons in the world. 
There’s far too much evidence for that. They need to know they can beat them. And they need to know this in 
their bones. Monsters and evil and insurmountable odds, well sometimes, that’s just life. But it doesn’t have to 
be. Monsters and evil and insurmountable odds can be overcome. So, we read ‘em fairy tales night after night. 
Replay VHS tapes until the film wears out. Tell the same stories of who we came from until they can recite 
them back to us. We shape who they are, remind them where they came from, get them ready for the world that 
waits out there.  

But maybe we aren’t just doing this to shape robust kids ready to take on the world. Sure, the kids need 
to learn that dragons can be defeated, but maybe we need the reminder, too. Maybe we need that ad nauseum 
repetition as adults. Just because we grew up and learned a thing or two about how the world works, doesn’t 
mean the world stopped having dragons in it. Learning a thing or two, I’m pretty sure I know of many more and 
worse dragons now than I ever did before. And I sure need to be reminded that those dragons can be defeated as 
much as any child does Now, I get those reminders when I read to my nieces and nephews, sure, but I get them 
in grown-up books and movies and shows, too. Even some music gives us the hero’s journey, and it’s such a 
relief, sometimes even just a subconscious one, to hear some good news. Dragons can be defeated, even 
children know this, but even children can be that hope. 

Our story, the Christian story -- I expect you’ve probably heard it before, but if you haven’t, or in case 
it’s been a while -- our story is just that. What’s wrong in this world can be defeated. The dragons of injustice, 
inequality, hatred, and sin can be defeated. Our story tells of a downtrodden people living under the thumb of 
empire after empire, and yet they hope. They demand better. They fight when they must, but mostly they keep 
the faith. They find themselves in hopeless situations but somehow find hope even there. They lose more than 
we can fathom, face dragons we’d quail to see, and still they hope. They hear the calls of God, get visits from 
angels, sing to the heavens, and they hope. And the good news comes to them tonight, a miracle child born to 
save the world from dragons, God made man, born to save us all. Dragons still exist, but with that story told and 
retold, every time another one shows its head, we know we can defeat it. Thanks be to God.  

See, story shapes who we are as a people, and this story tells us that the ways of this world are upside 
down from how they should be. And the ways of God are upside down from what we expect them to be. We 
expect wealth and crowns and strength to matter, but when God chimes in, they don’t mean a thing. What 
matters is the story, who gets to be the focus, who gets to hear it, and even now, who gets to live it. We do. We 
get to enter this story, we get to remind ourselves of the real greatness, the claim Christ has on us. And we get to 
be the ones to tell this story. Remind the world that a single child born in the forgotten backwoods of an empire 
changed everything. 

But, of course, this is more than just story. If it were just story, there’d be no reason to gather here 
tonight. You can stream stories of heroes and justice long-strived for in the comfort of your own home, piled up 
on a couch with pets and pajamas. You can read tales of sacrifice and glory found. You can write songs or paint 
scenes or stand in the woods and feel something bigger than yourself. And all of those things are great. But our 
story, this story, is big enough for all those things, too. There’s echoes of Christ in Star Wars. There’s the 
wonder of Creation blowing in the Adirondacks. There’s sacredness in your own creative impulses. But this 
story undergirds what it means to be human, all those things that make us who we are, good and bad, they’re 
part of this story. Warts and all, we’ve got it. Because warts and all, it’s true, it’s in our bones. It’s us. And 
when the Christ child is born in Bethlehem, when God honors Creation by becoming part of it in Jesus, that’s 
what God takes on. Us, warts and all.  
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Our story’s been going for a mighty long time, and tonight we enter it again. Tonight we become a part 
of it. And tonight we hear its truth. So that tomorrow, we’ll live it. The truth that warts and all and dragons 
looming, God is with us. Merry Christmas.  
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