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The Stories We Choose to Tell Matter 

- a sermon reflection compiled and presented by Dawn Daniels, UUFCM Minister 

Sunday, August 27, 2017 

Story for All Ages 

“Map of the World”  

– I found this story on this website exploring Torah: 

http://www.shemayisrael.co.il/parsha/leff/archives/korach.htm, though the website itself does not 

source the story, which is why I have assumed it is a “traditional” Jewish story – Gretchen Haley 

There is this man who loves to read the Sunday newspaper, cover-to-cover.  There is just one 

problem.  This man has a five-year-old daughter who for as much as her dad loves to read the paper, 

loves to interrupt him while he tries to do so.  The man tries everything to keep her occupied, but to 

no avail. 

Finally, one day, as he’s trying to read, he comes across the travel section, and has an idea. There, 

across the whole front page, there’s a map of the world.  He rips the page off, and then tears it into 

little pieces.  He calls his daughter over to him, and shows her all the little pieces.  He says, honey, 

here’s a game for you.  It’s a puzzle.  Go grab some tape, and then see what you can do to put these 

pieces back together the way they are supposed to go.  She cheerfully agreed, and ran off. 

Five minutes later, however, his daughter came back, with the page all taped together.  The man 

shook his head, amazed.  Though he wondered if she had just put the pieces back haphazardly, a 

careful inspection revealed the map was perfectly reconstructed.  He looked at his daughter in 

disbelief – she must surely be a genius.  How did you figure it out so quickly?! She shrugged, and 

said, It was easy Daddy, on the other side of the paper, there was a picture of a person.  I know what 

a person looks like.  I just put the person together, and the whole world fell into place. 

 

Reading 

“Rising Water” 

- by the Rev. Rebecca Parker 

https://revgretchenhaley.wordpress.com/2012/03/12/top-ten-stories-for-all-uus-stories-4-6/ 

In 1976, I began a cross-country road trip, on my way to seminary. I traveled with a friend. We had 

time, so we decided to take back roads. One afternoon the road passed through rural western 

Pennsylvania. Late in the day, we came down through hill country into a valley. It had been raining 

hard, and as we neared a small town, we noticed blinking yellow lights warning of danger. We saw 

fields covered in standing water and passed several side roads blocked off with signs saying: Road 

Closed. 

“Looks like they’ve had a flood here,” we said. 

http://www.shemayisrael.co.il/parsha/leff/archives/korach.htm
https://revgretchenhaley.wordpress.com/2012/03/12/top-ten-stories-for-all-uus-stories-4-6/
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Coming into town, we crossed a bridge over a wide river. The water was high, muddy, flowing fast. 

Sandbags lined the roadway. 

“Gosh,” we said, “They must have had quite a bit of high water to contend with here. Looks like it was 

a major flood!” 

We headed out of town, following a winding country road, captivated by the evidence all around us 

that there had been a dramatic flood. Then we rounded a bend, and in front of us, a sheet of water 

covered the roadway. The water was rising fast, like a huge silver balloon being inflated before our 

eyes. 

We stopped and started to turn the car around. The water was rising behind us as well. Suddenly we 

realized the flood hadn’t happened yesterday or last week. It was happening here and now. Dry 

ground was disappearing fast. We hurriedly clambered out of the car and scrambled to higher ground. 

Soaked to the bone, we huddled under a fir tree. No longer were we lodged in our familiar vehicle; the 

cold water of the storm poured down on us, baptizing us into the present—a present from which we 

had been insulated by both our car and our misjudgments about the country we were traveling 

through. 

 

Sermon Reflection 

I have spent a lot of time this past week with the work of the Rev. Gretchen Haley, who currently 

serves as the senior minister to the Foothills Unitarian Church in Fort Collins, Colorado. She first 

caught my attention with a series of blog posts where she proposed that UU’s are in desperate need 

of our own collection of shared stories and then proceeded to post her recommendations for what the 

top ten stories should be – the story I shared with the children earlier – The Map of the World – is #2 

on her list. Our reading by Rebecca Parker is #5. 

But it was a sermon she wrote back in 2014 when she was serving as the interim minister to another 

congregation that wouldn’t let me go. She based her message on a TED talk by Nigerian author, 

Chimamanda Adichie, about the danger of a single story. While the underlying purpose of her 

message was to address the difficult tasks that face a congregation in transition, I couldn’t help but 

feel much resonance in her words that apply to us today, as individual spiritual beings struggling to 

grow our own souls, as citizens facing into the storm of national crisis, and as a community of faith 

leaning into a vision for our future.     

She begins with this short story: 

The commander of a vessel that was engaged in maneuvers in heavy weather was on the bridge late 

one night when the watch noted that there was another vessel visible directly ahead of them some 

distance away. 
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The commander ordered the appropriate person to contact the vessel and order them to turn so that 

they would pass to starboard. There was an immediate response saying, “We suggest you turn 

immediately to port.” 

The commander knew the formation of the group of ships with him, even though he couldn’t see 

them, and responded with a sharp command for the vessel ahead of him (now closer) to pass to 

starboard. 

The vessel responded, “We suggest you turn immediately to port.” 

The commander knowing he couldn’t turn to port because there was another ship out there, pulled 

rank and informed the rogue vessel that this was Commander Jones on the USS Tweedledum on 

maneuvers and he expected the ship to get out of his way NOW. 

The reply came back, “This is the North Ipswich Lighthouse, Sir. I suggest you turn immediately to 

port.” 

  

“The Danger of a Single Story” (excerpted) 

Posted on November 16, 2014 by Rev. Gretchen Haley 

Based on the TED Talk by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

https://revgretchenhaley.wordpress.com/2014/11/16/the-danger-of-a-single-story/ 

[…] 

Author Chimamanda Adichie tells the story of growing up in Nigeria as an avid and early reader, 

mostly of British and American children’s books. 

By the time she was seven, this early reading turned into early writing as she began to craft her first 

stories in pencil with crayon illustrations. As she tells it in her TED Talk, all of her early “characters 

were white and blue-eyed, they played in the snow, they ate apples, and they talked about the 

weather, how lovely it was that the sun had come out.” 

This, she says, “despite the fact that she lived in Nigeria, where it never snowed, they ate mangoes, 

and never talked about the weather because there was no need to.” 

Adichie says her limited reading exposure created in her this limited idea about what literature meant, 

making her believe that a “real story” had nothing to do with her every day experience. Only once 

she learned about and started reading African writers did she have that big “a-ha moment” that 

inspired her to weave together the fantasy fun of her early reading with her real-life experiences. 

[…]  

Adichie calls this the “Danger of the Single Story.” Growing up, her “single story” was the literal 

stories of British and American children’s literature. Later, when she came to the US for college, she 

experienced the “single story” that many Americans have about Africa. 

For example, her roommate asked Adichie if she could to listen to some of her tribal music, and was 

“consequently very disappointed when she produced her tape of Mariah Carey.” 

https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en?utm_source=tedcomshare&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=tedspread
https://revgretchenhaley.wordpress.com/2014/11/16/the-danger-of-a-single-story/
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She says, “my roommate had a single story of Africa: a single story of catastrophe [where] there 

was no possibility of Africans being similar to her in any way, no possibility of feelings more complex 

than pity, no possibility of a connection as human equals.” 

Whether or not they arise as or out of single stories, each of us walks around with a number of stories 

we use, consciously or subconsciously to help us understand and navigate the world and our place in 

it. These arrive out of our earliest years, and our family systems, our accumulated life experiences. 

In our communities, we hold shared stories, narratives about how things work - origin stories, 

recovery stories, stories of being broken apart, and lost, sometimes forever. 

Stories of love and commitment and discovery. Families have stories – stories we tell and retell about 

each other, and congregations have stories. 

We have stories that help us know who we are, how we relate to each other, and what we mean to 

each other and why.  Of all the ways we might think of as to what binds people in relationship, we 

don’t name it too often, but shared stories may be one of the most important. 

Stories can keep us stuck in a perpetual cycle of struggle, or liberate us into a previously unimagined 

potential. When we are open to the presence of more than one story, we can choose which of 

these stories we want to live our lives out of and in response to. 

Adichie doesn’t say whether their encounter expanded her roommate’s understanding of Africa. If she 

was as deeply committed to her single story as the naval commander in [our] story, for example, even 

if she was receiving alternative information, she may have been unwilling or unable to hear it. 

Stories are one of the main factors in what psychologists call our “perceptual set.” 

As Unitarian spiritual director Andrea Anastos describes it, “perceptual set” is the way “we ‘select’ 

what we see or hear based on our preconceptions or expectations, and we ‘interpret’ what we see or 

hear based on formative past experiences,” those stories we’ve been told and that we tell about 

ourselves and the world around us. 

Like the ship’s commander who was so sure of the story he was in, so sure of what was 

happening and what part he was playing, that he saw only evidence to support his theory. 

He interpreted everything around him based on the story he thought he was in. His “perceptual set” 

prevented him from seeing what was really happening. 

Some forms of “perceptual set” Anastos says, are “totally benign (tailors who notice the cut of a suit 

before they notice the person wearing it; gardeners who notice the garden before they notice the 

house.) But we have also seen tragic examples of perceptual set.” 

The conversation around the death of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, for example, is filled with 

the impact of people’s perceptual set, the impact of the story any of us has internalized about white 

people, and about black people, about race at all, about black teenagers, or any teenagers, about 

police officers, or guns, about Missouri, about America – any and all of these will change how we see 

and interpret the situation in Ferguson, how we understand it as relating to us and our lives, if and 

how we care or respond. 
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Any and all of these will impact how we understand the story that played out that night in early 

August, the story the police officer was playing out, the story Michael Brown thought he was in, the 

story we still see unfolding in response. 

How committed we are to a single story as we encounter Ferguson and other complex situations like 

Ferguson, how willing we are to open ourselves up to multiple stories will determine just how possible 

reconciliation, liberation, and a deeper humanity will be – for all of us. The consequences of a 

deeply held “perceptual set” play out all the time at a global, societal, and also completely 

personal level. 

My paternal grandmother walked through most of her later life believing the story that her children 

had left her behind and their spouses kept them from her and her friends neglected her – after all she 

felt she had done for them, it stung bitterly. My grandmother was very committed to this single story, 

one that narrative therapists would call a “problem-saturated story.” 

In response to this commitment, my grandma’s adult children – who were living full lives raising their 

own children – were stung by her coldness towards them, and to their spouses; her friends were 

confused at her sharp criticisms and eventually, whether or not my grandmother’s single story was 

originally true, its consequences were often fulfilled. 

She was lonely and isolated and her children and their spouses and her friends, all pulled away in 

response to her withdrawn defensiveness. 

Problem-saturated stories are often self-fulfilling: believing the problem story, you act out of its truth; 

others respond to you in kind, which in turn provides evidence that you were right all along. And so 

you double down, and repeat the cycle. 

The more people who interact with a problem-saturated story, the harder it is to escape its grip, 

especially in times of [challenge] like our [nation, our culture] is experiencing now. 

 

[…] Fear is a powerful fuel for the single story, especially the problem-saturated one. 

Church consultant and Unitarian Universalist minister Larry Peers notes that “You can recognize the 

problem-saturated story when you’re in a group where someone offers an example of how difficult or 

awful something is and before you know it the rest of us can’t help but chime in with more evidence 

for how truly bad and impossible the situation is. 

We can almost hear ourselves saying, even if the words aren’t verbalized, ‘You think that’s bad, let 

me tell you how it is even worse than that!’” 

When we hear ourselves stuck in such moments – whether in our church, or in our lives – we can 

help each other remember that although there are many things true about the story we’re sharing, the 

way we are telling it has been created as Peers says, “by a particular sifting of facts.” 

There are other ways to tell the story, indeed entirely other stories available for us to live out of and 

create. 

We can ask how others would tell the story, what outside observers might say, or even, what would 

someone who disagrees with our version of events say about this situation? 
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All of these and similar questions, allow us to shake loose from the grip of the problem-

saturated single story, and instead release ourselves into alternative, equally true stories that 

are present all the time, the stories that allow us to live into our potential and our goodness 

rather than our problems. 

Unitarian Universalist congregations intentionally seek to cultivate multiple stories. […] Our faith 

values multiple ways of understanding and naming truth and meaning, and we value the struggle to 

name anything for sure, the posture of humility such questioning entails. We respect and rejoice in all 

the ways we each encounter and claim Life in its most ultimate sense. 

We are also a place that holds many different stories about our congregation. 

Often, we tend to believe that whatever experience or understanding we have of our church is the 

same for every other church member. But in truth, our various arrival times and friendship means 

there are many different threads, different stories present here, all the time. 

[…] 

Sometimes we get confused, and assert that this intentionally multi-vocal storytelling translates to 

“anything goes.” But this is not the case. In order to do anything of meaning, we must ultimately 

bring together our many stories into a shared larger story, the story of the Unitarian Universalist 

Fellowship of Central MI as well as the broader story of Unitarian Universalism.  

[…] 

This greater story refuses to perpetuate the problem-saturated stories and instead feeds the larger 

story of hope, the story of people who are kind to one another, who assume the best in each other, 

who listen and love each other across our differences, who make room for the variety of stories that 

are present in the human family and welcome all who welcome all; people who are open and willing 

and curious, the story of refusing to imagine one another as an enemy, people who listen, and learn 

together, who speak the truth in love, who mess up and forgive each other and it’s ok, people who 

laugh and risk showing up for each other even when it’s hard, and people who want to make a real 

difference in the world. 

Our faith is the story of what Victoria Safford describes as “the beautiful and proud history of work for 

human rights and freedom, for social change and peace and protection of this earth…the story of 

those who lived their lives and gave their lives for love, for a difficult and truly patriotic ideal of liberty 

and justice for all.” 

May it ever be so. 


