
This is our story  
 

If we receive human testimony, the testimony of God is greater; for this is the testimony of 

God that he has testified to his Son. Those who believe in the Son of God have the 

testimony in their hearts. Those who do not believe in God have made him a liar by not 

believing in the testimony that God has given concerning his Son. And this is the testimony: 

God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. Whoever has the Son has life; whoever 

does not have the Son of God does not have life.  I write these things to you who believe in 

the name of the Son of God, so that you may know that you have eternal life. 

        1 John 5: 9-13 

 

Over 30 years ago, Claudia and I got bitten by the genealogy bug.  My grandmother had 

sent us a copy of a family history that her cousins had compiled, which traced her mother’s side 

of our family back to an emigrant from England and a Quaker community.  I liked discovering 

that I have a bit of Quaker oats in my genes.   

My grandmother wanted us to help her with research on her father’s side of the family.  

But that was back before the internet, when access to public records was difficult and often 

meant traveling to where those records were housed.  It was a commitment we were not in a 

position to make at that time, so we didn’t get as far with that project as my grandmother had 

wished. 

But the bite was latent, and it has resurfaced in the age of ancestry.com and other online 

search engines.  Now we are tracing back our own family lineage.  And it seems that every 

month or so, some new tributary opens up and we discover some new facet of our story. 

Like many who get pulled into this vortex, we find unraveling these twisted strands of 

genealogical yarn irresistible, not only to solve the mystery and put the pieces of the puzzle in 

place, but even more because of what it tells us about our own story, about how we have come 

to be who and where we are. 

And once the pieces start falling into place and the gaps are filled in with new 

revelations, one of the things we discover is that our lives don’t just appear out of nothing or 

from a vacuum.  We do not begin as a blank slate but are the living extensions of all the stories 

that precede us.  We bring together a thousand stories from places as far apart as Texas and 

England, New Mexico and Italy, Pennsylvania and Prussia.  We may even be discovering the 

truth in what the writer Isaac Bashevis Singer says: 
 

The dead don’t go anywhere.  They’re all here.  Every (person) is a cemetery.   

An actual cemetery, in which lie all our grandmothers and grandfathers,  

the father and mother, the wife, the child.  Everyone is here all the time.  
 

In the reading from 1 John, the author begins by referring to what he calls “human 

testimony,” which could be an apt description of genealogical research.  It is the human story, 

told by countless witnesses.  And, as Isaac Bashevis Singer also points out, story is really all we 

have.  He says that when time passes, when a day is over, it is gone, and all that remains of that 

day is the story we tell about it.  He says that if we didn’t tell our stories or write them down 

in books, we would live like the beasts, only for each day.  Story is what connects our lives to 



those who have come before us, those who, even before we had a written language, felt this 

same urge to tell the story of their lives, by chipping away at stone to make pictographs or 

painting mysterious images in caves, to bear witness to their day before it was forgotten 

forever.   

Human testimony is what gives our lives meaning and what keeps our stories alive. 

But the author of 1 John doesn’t stop there, with human testimony, he also brings in what he 

calls the “testimony of God.”  It seems that God also has a story that demands to be told.  And 

like our own story, God’s testimony depends upon reliable witnesses.  And the author says that 

the most reliable witness of all is Christ.  God’s story is embodied in the life, the witness, and 

especially in the suffering love of Christ.  And then the author poses a rhetorical question.  He 

asks—if we have relied upon human testimony, the stories that we humans tell about our lives, 

can we not rely even more upon the story of God, the story of ultimate things?  He makes this 

comparison not to belittle human testimony, and not just to contrast the greatness of God with 

the smallness of the human story.  Rather, it is more about how, even with such a vast 

difference in scale between human and divine testimony, the stories are interwoven. 

He is saying that we can’t really know the whole truth about our own story apart from 

God’s larger story.  Or to look at it from the other side—he is saying that God has chosen not 

to tell God’s own story apart from the story of each one of us.  Your story, my story, the story 

of our Quaker ancestors, our Italian ancestors, our Korean ancestors, our African ancestors—

all our stories are spun into a thread and woven into the tapestry of this larger story of a 

gracious and loving God. 

So when John calls the church to remember the testimony of God, he is calling us to 

remember the fullness of our story.  And while our individual stories are certainly interwoven 

with the stories of our ancestors, we also have our own days to take stock of. 

It reminds me of a story by Paul Auster about a writer who frequents a corner shop in 

Brooklyn, where he buys the little Dutch cigars he enjoys.  One day, the owner of the store, 

Auggie Wren, invites him to take a look at his own art, his photographs.  More out of customer 

loyalty than enthusiasm, the writer agrees, and so finds himself in a small room in the back of 

the store, where Auggie is pulling out a box with twelve identical photo albums, his life’s work.  

“Every morning for the past twelve years, [Auggie Wren] had stood at the corner of Atlantic 

Avenue and Clinton Street at precisely seven o’clock and had taken a single color photograph 

of precisely the same view.  The project now ran to more than four thousand photographs of 

precisely the same view.”   

The writer says, “As I flipped through the albums and began to study Auggie’s work, I 

didn’t know what to think.  My first impression was that it was the oddest, most bewildering 

thing I had ever seen.  All the pictures were the same.  The whole project was a numbing 

onslaught of repetition, the same street and the same buildings over and over again, an 

unrelenting delirium of redundant images.  I couldn’t think of anything to say to Auggie, so I 

continued turning pages, nodding my head in feigned appreciation. . . .  But after I had been at it 

for several minutes, he suddenly interrupted me and said, ‘You’re going too fast.  You’ll never 

get it if you don’t slow down.’ 

“[So] I picked up another album and forced myself to go more deliberately.  I paid closer 

attention to details, took note of shifts in the weather, watched for the changing angles of light 



as the seasons advanced.  Eventually, I was able to detect subtle differences in the traffic flow, 

to anticipate the rhythm of different days (the commotion of workday mornings, the relative 

stillness of weekends, the contrast between Saturdays and Sundays).  And then, little by little, I 

began to recognize the faces of the people in the background, the passersby on their way to 

work, the same people in the same spot every morning, living an instant of their lives in the field 

of Auggie’s camera. 

“I picked up another album.  I was no longer bored, no longer puzzled as I had been at 

first.  Auggie was photographing time, I realized, both natural time and human time. . . .  As he 

watched me pore over his work, Auggie [smiled] with pleasure.  [And] I understood then that 

he knew exactly what he was doing.”   

When we look back at the pages that make up the stories of our lives, if we leaf through 

them slowly and deliberately, we may begin to see the face of Christ revealed even in the 

everyday, mundane details of our days.  We may begin to see how even the loose threads—the 

places where our lives have come unraveled through loss and grief and disappointment—even 

those loose threads are slowly pulled together, re-woven.  We may notice how we have been 

patched and mended, maybe showing signs of scarring and darning, but made whole again in 

Christ. 

Those kind of moments of clarity and revelation come to us not only as we look back, 

but also as we look forward.  Our stories not only tell us about where we have come from and 

how we got here, but may also help us see where we are going and how we can move on from 

here.  The way our stories are interwoven with God’s story may prompt us to ask ourselves 

“What are we looking for; what are we seeking?” It may set us on the way of looking for 

something that has deeper meaning than the shallow values of a celebrity-infatuated, consumer-

oriented, throw-away society; something that gives deeper satisfaction than the pursuit of 

success and wealth and power.  Something that the author of 1 John calls eternal life, but which 

may also be what is eternal, what is of ultimate meaning and purpose, in this life. 

This is our story; this is our song.  In this community we discover something our own 

story, we listen to each other’s stories, and we honor those whose stories has been neglected 

or remains to be told, those whose stories we need to hear.  All of our stories are interwoven 

with and caught up in God’s story as it is embodied in Christ.  And as we grow more and more 

into the body of Christ, we are called to embody that story and to bear witness to the life that 

it engenders. 

May it be so. 
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