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Rev. Jesse Garner Exodus 16:2-15; Philippians 1:21-30; Matthew 20:1-16 

Shaping the Story of Our Lives 

Does anyone here keep a journal, if so, have you found it helpful?  It’s always been something 
that I wish I had done, and there was one brief period in my life when I actually did do it.  I had 
gone to Australia as part of an exchange team sponsored by a local Rotary Club in the town where 
I was then living, and we spent six weeks in New South Wales in and around Sydney, a 
spectacular experience.  One of the things we were asked to do was to keep a journal, which I did, 
writing about my experiences every day for those six weeks, and I found it so helpful that I was 
bound and determined to keep it up, once I returned home.  Unfortunately, once I got back to my 
usual routine, there was no more journal. 

But whether we actually write down our reflections on each day in a journal or not, there is 
one sense in which we all do keep a journal, although we don’t call it a journal, we call it our 
memory.  Our memories are a kind of journal we use to organize the events of our lives into some 
kind of coherent whole, a running tally of our lives up to that point, all fit into an overarching 
narrative with some overall sense of purpose and direction.  Think for just a moment about what 
you did yesterday.  Of course, you did all kinds of things yesterday, many of which you’ve 
already forgotten.  But the things you remember doing yesterday, your memories of yesterday, 
have become the latest chapter in the ongoing story of your life, as will your memories of today. 

Doing that is important to us, because none of us wants to think of our lives as merely a 
pinball machine with each day just a series of random motions that in the end amount to nothing.  
No, we all want there to be some bigger story, some ultimate purpose to our lives, some overall 
direction, and so we organize our memories along that axis as a shaping the story of our lives, as 
a way of making sense of our lives, as opposed to just wandering aimlessly through life. 

One of the most critical parts of that effort to make sense of our lives is how we view those 
experiences that are personally very painful, and therefore how we incorporate those memories, 
those painful memories, into our ongoing narrative.  It can be any kind of painful experience, 
whether it’s a health problem that seriously affects us or a loved one, or the loss of a job, or the 
failure of a marriage or some other long term relationship, anything.  How we do that, how we 
“make sense” of those experiences, how we shape our story to include those experiences, can 
make a big difference in the course of our lives, in terms of whether we ever get over those 
experiences and move on with life, or not.  I’m sure you’ve all seen what happens when someone 
never gets over something painful that’s happened to them, when they just get stuck there and 
can never move on, replaying that experience over and over again. 

The key to making sense of such experiences is whether we can view them, no matter how 
painful they may be at the time, as nonetheless contributing to some ultimate goal.  For example, 
we may see them teaching us some important lesson, even if only the importance in life of 
patience and endurance.  If we can do that, if we can transform that painful experience into 
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something positive, that can not only help us get over that one experience and move on, but also 
help teach us to do so in the future as well.  The fact is we can all learn far more from our failures 
than we ever do from our successes.  Successes too often just go to our heads and make us think 
we already know everything; it’s our failures that teach us that we don’t know everything, that 
sometimes we need to try something else. 

But sadly, all too many of us don’t learn from our failures, don’t ever get over the painful 
experiences that are inevitably a part of our lives.  If we’ve got our mind set on a particular goal, 
and something happens to keep us from reaching that goal, forcing us instead to go in another 
direction, and for whatever reason we can’t accept that, or we refuse to accept it, then we may 
well respond with a great deal of bitterness and anger which is likely to be directed at other 
people, or what can be worse, at ourselves.  With the result that we go through life thinking we 
could have been a contender but someone else made us a bum, to borrow the famous line from 
the movie On the Waterfront. 

The important thing to keep in mind in all this is that whether you see a particular experience 
as a positive, which though painful can help you on toward a higher goal, or a negative which 
keeps you from the goal you’re set on, really has less to do with the experience itself than it does 
with you, whether you choose to look on the positive, or dwell on the negative.  Now obviously, 
sometimes it’s easier to look on the positive than it is at others.  Sometimes whatever positives 
that may accrue to a situation may ultimately benefit others and not you yourself.  Sometimes 
you may have no idea what positive can possibly come from a particular situation, and can’t even 
imagine what that might be.  But if you are determined, you can believe that something positive 
can come out of any situation.  That’s called faith. 

We have two classic examples of finding the positive in painful experiences in our scripture 
lessons this morning.  In fact, there may be no better example of what I’m talking about today 
than the Biblical story of the Israelites’ years of wandering in the wilderness.  Now by any 
objective standards, the whole experience was a complete disaster.  A journey that should have 
taken no more than a couple of weeks at the very most ended up taking some forty years, and 
ultimately costing the lives of every single person who had escaped their oppression in Egypt, 
not a single one of which ever made it to the Promised Land.  Not one!  It was quite literally true—
just as they accused Moses—that he had led them out into the wilderness to die. 

There they faced all kinds of problems, even at one point having to contend with poisonous 
snakes, and they managed to survive as long as they did only by eating this flaky stuff called 
manna which they gathered off the ground every morning.  Pretty slim rations.  They were very 
often at the mercy of the other peoples through whose territory they had to pass.  Almost nothing 
ever went right.  Yet for all the problems, and despite their very real suffering, in the years to 
come the Israelites would look back on this time as one absolutely critical to their coming to an 
understanding of themselves as God’s people.  They came to see the years in the wilderness as a 
sort of crucible out of which emerged their faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  Indeed, 
just as for many Americans of a certain era, the Depression—for all the suffering it brought—was 
nonetheless a positive experience, one that taught those who endured it what was really 
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important in life, so too, when the Israelites composed the sacred history we know as the Bible, 
they portrayed the years in the wilderness as the time when Israel was closest to its God. 

In much the same way, it would have been very easy for the apostle Paul to view his life as a 
failure.  Certainly, he accomplished a great deal along the way, successfully establishing the 
gospel in many new places and leading the early church to embrace the Gentile world, both of 
which in retrospect would be key to the church’s long term future, but both of which were also 
bitterly opposed at the time by many in the immediate circle of Jesus’ disciples.  Over the years, 
Paul suffered repeated beatings and imprisonment at the hands of the authorities, both Jewish 
and Roman, and in the end, was put to death by Rome.  Even his fellow Christians were of two 
minds about Paul.  Several of the original apostles seem never to have accepted him, unable to 
forgive him for his early persecution of the church, and his later turn toward the Gentile world. 

Several even of the churches Paul had founded personally ended up on the outs with Paul, 
resentful of his thinking he had the right to continue to meddle in their affairs.  Even some of his 
closest followers, for example, John Mark, fell out with Paul along the way for some reason.  He 
obviously wasn’t the easiest person in the world to deal with, and in the end, this greatest of the 
apostles died pretty much all alone.  It would have been very easy for Paul, sitting there in his 
cell awaiting death, seemingly abandoned by his friends, to have felt sorry for himself, to have 
been more than a little bitter over his treatment at the hands of the other apostles, to have been 
resentful for the ingratitude of churches he had founded at no small cost to his own person.  In 
short, to be bitter at the way things had turned out in his life.  But he wasn’t.  Not at all, because 
in everything that happened—no matter how painful to him personally--Paul saw the hand of 
God guiding events toward some ultimate resolution that would be in the best interests of all.  As 
he had said in his letter to the Romans some years before, “all things work together for good for 
those who love God…” 

Of course, that’s easy to believe when everything is going well for us, when everything we 
do seems to succeed.  It’s much harder to believe when things are not going so well, when our 
efforts—for whatever reason—seem to have failed, when nothing we try appears to be working.  
At such times, it’s very hard to see what good can come out of what sure looks to us like a failure.  
Which is why we call it faith.  The conviction that no matter what may happen along the way, no 
matter how long or tortured the journey, no matter how many reversals we may suffer, no matter 
whether we ever see the light at the end of the tunnel or not, still, that journey is leading us to the 
Promised Land. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


