“Audience Or Actor”

Finding purpose within God’s story

“Here it the punch line,” I whisper to my wife.  “Jesus would make more, dad!!”  I say at the precise moment the speaker yells it from the stage.  The crowd of 13-18 year olds roar in laughter.  My wife elbows me in the ribs.  For many years the speaker that evening has been one of the most dynamic in our brotherhood.  He is powerful, challenging, engaging, and booked for the next 5 years.  And I remember every word of his stories; I know each one of his illustrations by heart.  I can recall the exact place I first heard them when I was a teen.


Why is it that we will forget what the sermon was about last week but notice if the preacher repeats a story from last year?  Why can’t we remember the seven points of whatever, but use the seven illustrations in our own talks?  Why does my mentor remind me so often of the children’s story that changed his life?  There is something profoundly touching about a narrative story.  Something inherently life-changing goes on in the depths of our souls when we become a part of someone’s journey.  A story sparks some type of memory lock in our brain that says “I can relate to that; I’d better put it somewhere safe!”  Is it any wonder that Jesus used them on such a regular basis?  Or that God commanded a prophet like Hosea to be a living illustrations of his love?  God saw stories so essential to his self revelation that he inspired forty percent of the Old Testament to be written in narrative form.  God is a storyteller by nature.  He created us to relate to his stories.


I believe that we relate to stories because we all yearn to be part of one.  I go to movies and envision myself as the main character.  A little boy ran into my office yesterday dressed as superman, cape and all.  My wife and I called in to vote on American Idol to try to impact the outcome!  When I hear a story I make myself a character in it.  In fact our whole culture is caught up in this vicarious way of life.  Children are encouraged to play the part of the athletic superstar making the game winning shot.  First person video games allow people to be snowboarders, marines, or movie characters.  From birth to death we take in countless stories in books, on TV, in movies, and from other people.  However, it’s not just our culture; throughout time stories have been a playground for our imagination.  They have the ability to inspire us to become part of the experience.  Many people have climbed mountains, sailed seas, and blazed trails to achieve the experience described by another.  Something deep within us longs to be part of a story.  We desire to make those stories our own. Yet when it comes to the greatest story ever told, too often we look at the Bible as “a story” not “our story”.

Think about the story of your life.  How would you tell it?  Would you start with the details of your birth?  Then would you tell about your childhood?  Maybe you would describe in detail the day you first experienced God’s saving grace.  Perhaps after that you would describe how you met the person you fell in love with.  It would be your life, your journey, your story.  Now think about the story of the Bible.  How would you tell it?  Would you start with “In the beginning God created…”?  Would you then go on to explain how God spent centuries revealing himself to the Israelites?  Perhaps after that you would describe how Jesus came to earth to ultimately save the people from their sins.  Then maybe you would explain how he still works in people’s lives today.  It would be his purpose, his actions, his story.  But what would happen if God took the story of your life, and the story of the Bible, and told them both as his story?  


“In the beginning I created… and one day I created you and you were


born….before you were ever born I spent centuries revealing myself  to


the Isrealites…so that as a child you could learn all of those stories and 

began to understand my character… ultimately my son, Jesus, came to 

earth to save the people from their sins…And one day you realized the 

power and truth of  what  Jesus did, embraced my love, and were forgiven 


of your sins… I am still at work in peoples lives today…I worked in your 


life when I answered your prayers for a godly spouse.” 


The biblical text is not some dusty, ancient book of cute stories written long ago in a far off land.  The Bible is the very story of God at work in our lives.  It is the very essence of what God is doing in our lives today.  “In the beginning” was the first line of the story of his work in this world, and the story has not yet reached “The End.”  God desires each person to become part of this story.  We have to teach teens that in a world that values the superstar, the leading man, and the hero, God invites us to become one member of the cast of the greatest story ever told.  He tells us to forsake the glory of our own story and become part of the glory of his.  He asks a teenager whose world revolves around himself to become a character that will be immortalized not for who he was, but for the role he played.  He asks a postmodern, who believes there are many paths, to travel down his path.  He asks the lonely soul to join a band of characters millions wide and centuries deep.   He asks each member of the cast to share billing with such great names as Moses, Elijah, Peter, Paul, and Jesus.  I believe he created us to connect with stories for the sole purpose of drawing us into his own.        


Why am I constantly surprised at a God who chooses to make me part of the story?  How can I communicate this truth to my students?  One of my college professors told me, “Help the students to see the BIG PICTURE of the Bible story, and then let them know that they are part of it.”  That responsibility falls directly on my shoulders.  I would love some parents to step up and teach their kids that, but honestly most parents do not believe they are part of the story themselves.  Most of them have been raised to view the Bible as an impossible ideal, a book full of nice stories they can never live up to.  And at the rate that Biblical illiteracy is rising many of the younger parents do not even know the basics of the Bible story themselves.  In fact, one Gallup survey showed that fewer than half of all Americans can name the first book of the Bible and that only fifteen percent of Christians participate in Bible studies1.  Most teens do not even need one hand to count the number of people in their lives who understand the big picture of the Bible story.  If the parents of my students are not able or willing to shoulder the burden of drawing students into the story then I may be the only hope they have.  If I treat the Bible as an antiquated text about other people then what reason would I give the students to want to be part of the story.  I must help them to see that Bible is about you and me.  We are the spiritual seed of Abraham, we are the church, we are the ones Jesus prays for in the garden, and we are part of the story.

In ancient times authors and poets would often describe perilous journeys and quests as the subject of their works.  In similar fashion adventurers would often publish the account of their travels as a guide to those who might come after.  These stories could be very helpful to a traveler who followed the same road.  When we teach our students to see themselves as part of the story they begin to see the Bible as a guide to help them on their way.  They begin to parallel their own lives to the lives of those in scripture as they seek direction.  Increasingly they become able to ask the author to journey with them as he did with those who came before.  The works of these ancient authors also had a second effect; it inspired people to follow in their footsteps.  If students view themselves as part of the journey then the Biblical narrative will begin to challenge and inspire them.  Just as men followed after Marco Polo or Christopher Columbus to try to explore an unknown world our students will seek to explore how God will use them in unknown ways as he did Paul, Peter, Moses, and Abraham.  The stories of how God worked in the lives of these men help our students to connect their past with their future as they learn how to live in the present.     

It is an amazing sight to behold when a student discovers the excitement of being part of the story.   There are few things more rewarding than to get to see the passion in their eyes when they realize God has worked throughout all history to passionately pursue them.  Students who realize that God is now working through them to impact a life which will impact another and another for generations to come are students who are empowered by the Bible story.  They are empowered by the story of Esther who God prepared to preserve, in one moment, the lives of the race which would bring forth the messiah.  They are empowered by the story of David whose moral failure was forgotten but whose repentant heart God loved.  They are empowered by the story of Paul whose deliverance from sin became his testimony and was proclaimed to the nations.  They are empowered because they begin to believe that God can do these things in their lives because the story of his work is not over.  


If we want to lead students to life changing places along the road then we have to invite them to follow as we become part of the journey together.  Students need to know that they are not just an audience watching and learning about the journey, they to are travelors on the journey.  Each student is a character in this great cosmic story of what God is doing.  It is bigger than them, bigger than you, and bigger than me.  God has taught us by the very way he created us that stories work.  Jesus taught with them. Nathan rebuked with one.  Hosea lived one.   If you and I as youth workers don’t believe and express in our lives that we are part of the story, then we are just feeding our students lifeless facts.  The challenge we face begins with us.  We can take all of the funny tales, crazy illustrations, and Bible verses and lock them into their memories, but if we look at the big picture of the Bible and forget that we are the spiritual seed of Abraham, that we are part of the story, then we will never be able to let our students know that they are part of it too.
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