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We are storytellers and storytold.  We are storied and storying. 
All humans search for meaning.  We want to feel that there is a meaning in life 

and to our own lives.  We crave a meaningful existence.  And the main way that we 
find, serve, and create meaning is through stories.  We find stories, we create stories, we 
serve stories.  We are made of stories.  In a poem called “The Speed of Darkness,” the 
poet Muriel Rukeyser says “The universe is made of stories, / not of atoms.”   1

We come into the world in the midst of stories.  We come into the world and the 
world lobs hopes and hurts at us, and lots of them stick.  We get stuck in re-telling and 
reliving some stories told over and over.  We are told stories about ourselves, and we 
live stories we learn.  The Buddhist writer David Loy notes that 

We no longer obtain most of our stories from each other.  We watch them on 
screens or listen with earphones.  The celebrities we follow are more interesting 
than we are.  Their conversation is more entertaining.2

Think for a moment about the stories that you watch and listen to.  Think about 
the stories you learned when you were growing up.  I remember watching a Saturday 
morning show called “Run, Joe, Run” that was essentially a re-make of the 1960’s TV 
show “The Fugitive.”  In the fugitive, a doctor is falsely accused of a crime and in every 
episode he has started a new identity in a new town.  And then, because he tries to help 
out, word gets out about him and the police looking for him sniff him out and the 
doctor is on the run again.  In the “Run, Joe, Run” version, instead of a doctor, it is a 
falsely accused german shepherd who is running from town to town, befriending and 
helping folks who come to love him to pieces, but then the price on his head catches up 
with him, and Joe is on the run again.

It could be that I learned from watching that show that even a celebrity dog is 
more interesting than I could be, but I maybe what I learned is that if you’re named 
“Joe” you should try to help people even if that gets you in trouble.  

I wonder if Twitter was around back then if people would have tweeted out that 
all the good roles are going to the dogs instead of humans who need the work and kids 
would obviously find it easier to relate to a human than to a dog.  
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I am a fan of the BBC show Doctor Who and there was something of a kerfuffle 
three or four years ago when the BBC revealed that for the first time a woman—Jodie 
Whittaker—had been cast as the new Doctor.  (For those who aren’t Whovians, the 
Doctor is a human-looking alien who, instead of dying, regenerates into a new body 
and a new personality.)  There had been twelve men who had played the Doctor, and 
now it would be played by a woman.  The idea that the Doctor could shift gender from 
one regeneration to the next has been around for a long time.  The Fourth Doctor, Tom 
Baker, back in the seventies and eighties was saying that there should be a woman 
Doctor.  When Jodie Whittaker was cast, the man who played the Fifth Doctor, Peter 
Davidson, said he thought Whittaker would do a “wonderful job,” but he lamented, 
“the loss of a role model for boys, who I think Doctor Who is vitally important for.”   3

People were tweeting like mad about this, some angry and some thrilled.  One parent 
tweeted a video of their daughter watching the announcement of Whittaker being cast 
— his daughter jumping up and down, beside herself with excitement, shouting, “The 
Doctor is a girl!”   4

Who we see makes such a difference.  One clear sign of the significance of things 
like this is the strength of the pushback and vitriol when things like this happen.  Eve 
Ewing is a sociologist of education as well as a poet who has been outspoken on issues 
of racism and policing and education and the media.  She also wrote a series of stories  
about a Black teenaged girl who is a Marvel comics superhero called Ironheart.  In a 
piece for The New York Times a couple weeks ago, Ewing writes, 

As a Black woman with an established internet presence, I was used to 
harassment. […]  But there was something fundamental that I didn’t 
understand, and it bugged me.  Of all the things I had said and done in public, 
of all my commentary about policing and politics and education and media, 
nothing had attracted a firestorm like the one prompted by the mere rumor that 
I might be writing Ironheart.

Why this?  Pretend stories about a girl who flies around the city and shoots 
energy beams out of her armored super suit — this was the thing that made 
them so angry?5

It isn’t just that patriarchy and white supremacy culture are so strong.  Clearly, stories 
are important.  And we get stuck in stories.  We can cling to identities and roles so 
fiercely—I am the main character in the story—that when we are presented with stories 
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that give us a different role than the one we are clinging to—Now I am the side-kick, a 
minor character in the story—we get frightened and we resist and we lash out.  Even 
the characters in our stories know this.  In the new Marvel series The Falcon and the 
Winter Soldier, when a Black man considers taking on the role of Captain America, when 
he thinks about picking up the red, white, and blue shield given to him by the first 
Captain America, he says, “Every time I pick this thing up, I know there are millions of 
people who are going to hate me for it. […] But still, I’m here.”   

The obvious thing I’m saying here is that representation is so important.  Who 
gets cast as the hero, who plays the President, makes a difference.  Do any of you 
remember the story when Barak Obama was in the White House and a Black boy was 
visiting him in the Oval Office, and Obama bends his head down to the boy so that the 
boy can feel his hair, and know that Obama’s hair is just like his?  That image of Obama 
bending down and the little boy’s hand on his head—what a story that is!  Who is 
beautiful?  Who is powerful?  We get stuck personally and as a culture in some stories 
that limit those roles.  Ysaye Barnwell’s song and story No Mirrors in My Nana’s House 
tugs at our heart, because it so keenly addresses this issue: Where you learn the story of 
who you are matters.  The girl in the Barnwell’s book looks into the eyes of someone 
who loves her and finds her stories there, rather than gazing in the mirror and being 
subject to the stories that reinforce stereotypes about beauty and worth.  

Every story has a point of view.  And it matters what points of view we have 
access to.  It matters what points of view we open ourselves to.  Since there is no 
“neutral” or unperspectived story, David Loy points out that, 

“There is no way to escape perspectives except by multiplying them.  A good 
history of America will include the viewpoints of Native Americans, African-
Americans, Asian-Americans, and Hispanics.  And the beaver, the buffalo, the 
passenger pigeon?”6

We need to open to more than one perspective, more than one story.  And in a culture 
that has long celebrated the white and the male, this means we all need more stories 
about women and trans and gender fluid people.  More stories with main characters 
who are Black and Brown, Asian and Indigenous.  We need them even when, and 
especially when, those stories are met with resistance.  As much as we are storied, we 
must be storying.

We are stories in a web of stories.  David Loy says, “There is no such thing as not 
storying.  Everybody stories.  The only choice we get is how to story.”  The therapist 
and holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl believed that anyone can, “even under such 
circumstances, decide what shall become of [them]—mentally and spiritually.  [One] 
may retain [their] human dignity even in a concentration camp.”   Frankl could tell a 7

 David R. Loy.6

 Viktor Frankl.  From Death-camp to Existentialism: A Psychiatrist's Path to a New Therapy (ed. 1959) 7



Page  of 4 4

story of himself and his suffering that maintained his hope and his sense of worth.  
Those who around him in the camps who could not manage this lost hope, Frankl 
observed.  

To shift your story, you need to be able to achieve some sort of critical distance.  
You also need to be able to let go of an identity, and that means letting go of the fear that 
you won’t know who you are.  You won’t—you’re letting go of identity, at least for a 
moment.  This isn’t just throwing yourself into the void.  From a Buddhist perspective, 
David Loy teaches that the goal in Buddhist practice or meditation isn’t to think nothing 
— it is to recognize that the ground we seek is beyond the either/or of all the 
somethings of the world and nothing.  Loy calls it a no-thing-ness which is not a 
nothingness.  He says, “Our no-thing-ness is not really nothingness, for in that 
groundlessness is the ground we seek.”  Who we are is both storied and storying.  
Thinking of the self as a narrative, a story, Loy says, 

implies a distinction between two aspects.  One’s character is composed of 
dispositions solidified out of roles that have become habitual.  This is my 
identity, from the Latin identidem, which means “over and over.”

The other aspect of self preserves the possibility of novelty, of doing and 
becoming something different.  This is my no-thing-ness.  Identity is relatively 
fixed.  No-thing-ness is that which cannot be fixed. 

It is from that place of no-thing-ness that, because it is not fixed, not bound by narrative, 
that a new storying is possible.  It is in connecting to the rest that is beyond the “over 
and over” that we can let go of the “over and over” and story our way to a self that is 
more whole and less fearful of how it is woven in the web of stories and selves.  Less 
fearful and more free. 

Loy teaches:
The heart of the Buddha story is searching for insight into our true nature.  His 
quest reminds me not to repress awareness of the suffering and death that haunt 
my life, but to let that awareness motivate my search for the meaning of life and 
death.  The understanding needed is not conceptual but part of a holistic 
transformation that emphasizes letting go of the sense-of-self that feels separate 
from the world.  The fruit of the Buddhist path is a freedom serene and 
empowered because not preoccupied with securing a self that cannot be secured.

Here’s what I am hearing:  My beloved people: Don’t be preoccupied with securing a 
self that cannot be secured.  You are part of the web of stories and selves.  If you’re the 
president, bend to the hand of a child.  If you’re the child, don’t look in the mirror a 
consumerist, racist, sexist — ist, ist, ist—holds up to you.  Look in the eyes of love, reach 
for the love that is holding you.  That’s where you’re free to tell the new story you need.  
That’s where you’ll find the story you need to live through you.

So may it be.  May it be so.


