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Tell Me My Story  

August 18, 2013 

 

 I had been visiting Bill for months. In fact, he was the first patient I met 

during my orientation as a hospice chaplain. Bill was a tall man in his late 70’s 

with thoughtful brown eyes and strong hands. Bill was in the last stages of 

Parkinson’s disease when we met. His movements were slow and imprecise. 

Tremors sometimes shook his hands. His voice had been reduced to a halting 

whisper. Because speaking took so much energy, Bill rarely spoke.  

It would have been easy for a caregiver to assume that Bill’s mental faculties 

had become as debilitated as his body but then he would ask a question or make a 

statement that showed that his mind was very active indeed. Questions such as, 

“Do you think Jesus knew any atheists?” and statements like “If Mitt Romney 

wins, you need to push my wheelchair to Canada.” 

When I first started seeing him, Bill and I spent many hours looking through 

his photo albums and high school yearbooks. He would point to a picture and then 

indicate that I was to read the note or caption attached to it out loud. 
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 Through images, newspaper clippings, and sentence fragments, Bill was 

able to tell me his life story in a way he was unable to do through conversation. He 

was his high school’s quarterback. He served in the navy. He survived a small 

plane crash in the 1980’s but his wife had not.  

Again and again, he would indicate he wanted to look at these mementos, 

tracing his shaking fingers over the images and words as I affirmed what I saw. 

As his disease progressed, Bill became more withdrawn, speaking less and 

asking for little. Sometimes I would bring out the yearbook, but his eyes were 

unable to focus and he seemed uninterested. Our visits took on a different cadence. 

He would reach for my hand and I would hold it. Sometimes I would tell him what 

was happening outside with the weather and with the world. Sometimes I would 

play music. Sometimes we would just sit in silence. Bill rarely spoke now and I 

tried to resist that common urge to fill the space between us with words. 

One day, Bill surprised me by saying softly, “You’re a preacher?”  

The question impressed me. Bill had been having difficulty recognizing 

people lately and while I would remind Bill of my name, I hadn’t mentioned my 

profession in weeks.  
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“Yes,” I said. “Sometimes I am.” 

A long pause. 

“What do you preach?” 

I thought about this for a moment. What do I preach?  

Finally I said, “Mostly I tell stories about what it means to be human.” 

Another pause. This time it was so long I thought that Bill must have fallen 

asleep. Then he said, “Tell my story.” 

“Of course, Bill,” I said. “I would be honored to tell other people your 

story.” 

Bill shook his head slightly. No. I had misunderstood.  

He gathered his energy once more and said, “Tell me my story.” 

There are moments in our lives when something cracks open inside you, 

letting in a bit more light while at the same time restructuring your own internal 

make-up so that you are slightly different. Your perspective is altered. The world 

just got bigger. Martin Buber, one of my favorite theologians, said, “All real living 

is meeting.” 

This was one of those moments for me. 
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 I had long believed and preached that our stories are important and vital to 

our life together in community. By sharing our personal experiences, the quilt of 

our collective lives becomes more vivid, more complex, and more beautiful. I have 

spent my life seeking out stories and urging people to tell them. 

In all this, I had somehow given very little thought to the importance of 

others telling us our own stories.  

But, when you think about it, hearing our story from others is the very first 

way we begin to piece together our identity. Our origin stories often come from 

parents or caregivers who tell us about things we did or experienced before we 

ourselves can remember them.  

Our first word. How we reacted to the first dog we ever saw. That time 

managed to crawl onto the kitchen table and eat an entire stick of butter. What we 

said when meeting our newborn sibling. These tales become family legend and 

they are given to us. We wouldn’t have them otherwise. We need to be told our 

own story.  

So what happens when we are older? Do we still need others to tell us our 

story? We live in a culture of interesting contradictions in this area. We lift up 

independence, we celebrate rebellion (within limits). We are our own person. We 
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refuse to be confined by our heritage, our social location, or even our past. We are 

the authors of our own stories and no one will tell us otherwise! 

Right, yes. I love that about us. Except there’s this shadow side of our own 

stories operating at the same time. We are the authors of our own stories but so 

many of us are hesitant to write anything much for fear others won’t like it. Or we 

present ourselves to the world in a way we hope will please as many people as 

possible. We craft ourselves with an audience in mind. 

There are times when I want to shout, “We are not our resumes! We are not 

our Facebook pages or our LinkedIn profiles! We are not our job interviews or our 

first dates!” These things are not our stories. These are our advertisements. And 

some people are confusing them with the real deal. 

Telling another person your story, even just a small piece, is an act of trust. 

It is the oldest form of community bonding. We tell our own stories and we hold 

the stories of others. We hold our big stories and our little stories together. We hold 

the myths and legends from generations past. We hold the fables passed down to us 

that, while not factual, still carry truth.  

 G.K. Chesterton wrote, “Our fairy tales are more than true; not because they 

tell us dragons exist but because they tell us that dragons can be beaten.” 
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We tell our stories because it is the most primal means we have to encounter 

another person.  

Now, telling the stories of others can be abused. Since humankind began 

there have been certain people who tell the stories of others with little regard for 

truth. These imposed histories have been used to oppress and abuse. They are 

given the veneer of absolute fact to serve the wishes of the powerful. This is the 

antithesis of encountering another person. This is the opposite of giving someone 

back their story.  

As Barbara Brown Taylor says, a life-changing encounter occurs when you 

meet the other person just as they are and “not as someone you can use, change, 

fix, help, save, enroll, convince or control.”  

This sounds obvious but it is not as easy as it may seem. How often have we 

been listening to the story of a family member or friend and what is happening in 

your head?  

Are you keeping a list of points you are going to make when it is your turn 

to speak? Are you thinking of the advice or solutions you can offer? After all, you 

went through something similar last summer and that juice cleanse changed your 

life! Or maybe you are planning your next statement like a chess move. A little 

verbal nudging in the right direction is the core of diplomacy, right?  
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All of this stands in the way of our really hearing what the other person is 

saying. When we share something important of ourselves with another person, we 

hope they are fully present. When someone is offering us their story, we need to 

accept it as the gift it is, with our whole selves as much as we can muster.  

We won’t do this perfectly every time or even most of the time. It is hard to 

shake free of our own agendas.  

It can be challenging to have genuine encounters with people because it 

can’t be forced but it also takes practice. It takes practice to be a good listener, a 

good storyholder, a good storyteller.  

While my experience with Bill has all the trappings of the climactic scene in 

a Lifetime movie, chances for encountering our neighbors happen constantly in our 

most mundane interactions. They happen with our spouse, with our child, with our 

parent, with our classmate, with our literal neighbor, with our customer, with our 

cashier, with the person sitting beside you right now. They happen when you least 

expect them. They happen when you need them most. 

Each and every one of us holds a universe worth of stories within us. These 

are stories eager to be told and a privilege to receive because someday we may be 

asked, “Tell me my story.” 
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When Bill asked me to tell him his story, he wasn’t asking me to recite the 

autobiographical details I had come to learn from our time together. He was 

looking for new meaning within those details. He was asking to hear his story as 

only another person could tell it. He was asking to hear his story presented in a 

way he had never quite heard before. As Rumi might say, Bill wanted “a new myth 

unfolding.” His myth. 

So I told Bill his story as I had come to know it. I told of a young man who 

was a popular and funny and an athlete and a good friend. I told him about the 

young sailor who missed home furiously but still knew how to make the best of 

bad situations.  

I told him about the young father who loved his family more than anything.  

I told him about the young widower who honors the love he shared with his 

wife every time he tells another person about their first date or the time he 

surprised her with a romantic weekend on Cape Cod.  

I told him about an older man, one who had survived lost and heartbreak but 

who found the courage to love again, having learned that love is never divided but 

always multiplied. I told him about a man who kept his sense of humor and 

curiosity in the face of illness and the unknown.  
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Bill nodded as I told him his story, squeezing my hand tighter at times. 

When I had finished telling him his story, he opened his eyes and said, “That’s a 

good one. You should tell it again.”  

And I have. I gave Bill’s son the story at the wake. I gave Bill’s girlfriend 

the story after the funeral. I’m giving you the story now. In part, because it is good 

to remember Bill, but also because it is good to remember why we seek out the 

company of others in the first place. Why we want to be in relationship. It is more 

than a matter of mere survival. We come together to share our stories, hear our 

stories, and give our stories back. We sometimes need others to remind us who we 

are. We need others to tell us our stories.  

 

 

 


