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What kinds of stories do we like?  This topic was explored in an NPR podcast last week, based 
on the “Shape of Stories” theory of Kurt Vonnegut.  Vonnegut looked at stories as a curve, 
going up or down based on whether good or bad things happened to the character.  He said, in 
Western white culture, we like “Man in Hole” stories, where a person gets into trouble, then 
gets out again and is better for the experience.  We also like “Boy Meets Girl” (or Girl Meets 
Boy or Boy meets Boy) stories, where the character gets some unexpected joy, then loses it, 
then gets it back.  But we really, really like the “Cinderella Story,” where someone starts in a 
terrible situation, gets gradual improvements and greater happiness, then loses it all in a 
moment, and then the whole situation turns around for “happily ever after.”   
 
But the podcast suggested that we don’t like the pandemic story:  things get bad (start of 
pandemic), things get better (summer 2020), things get worse (fall and winter), things get 
better (vaccines), things get worse (delta and omicron), things get better (March 2022), things 
get worse. . . . you get the idea.  Sprinkled in there is also George Floyd and racism protests, 
climate destruction, war in Russia, etc.  The movie “COVID” would flop. We hate this story. 
 
Vonnegut saw parallels between the Cinderella story shape and the New Testament story 
shape.  Jesus comes, giving the people good gifts—healing, forgiveness, guidance about how to 
live a meaningful, God-centered life—the crowds respond, following him—and then the story 
plunges down in a terrible reversal—betrayal, arrest, beatings, death.  The disciples are 
scattered, except for a few women.  The body of Jesus is laid in a tomb, everyone goes home to 
Sabbath observance.  It’s all over. 
 
Of course, we know the next part of the story.  The women, the two Marys, Joanna and other 
women, go to the tomb early on Sunday to finish preparing the body for burial, what they 
didn’t get to do on Friday.  They notice the stone rolled away, rush into the tomb to find the 
body gone.  Before they can fully comprehend what that means, bright messengers of God 
stand near them, dazzling them in their shininess.  “Why are you looking for the living among 
the dead?  He has risen; he is not here.  It is just as he told you—he must be handed over, 
crucified, and on the third day will rise again.”  And the whole story changes.  Terrible grief 
turns to incredulity and then to joy.  Jesus is alive!  We will see him again!  Let us go tell the 
others!  And then go, only to be met with the disbelief of the men disciples.  Until they are 
visited by Jesus, and it turns out the women were telling the truth! 
 
So is this just a wonderful fairy tale like Cinderella, with happily ever after?  Apparently, that’s 
what Vonnegut made of the Gospels.  When discussing “Hamlet,” Vonnegut noted that good 
and bad, fortune and misfortune are all mixed together in the play.  Almost everyone dies by 
the end.  His comment:  “. . . there’s a reason we recognize Hamlet as a masterpiece: it’s that 
Shakespeare told us the truth, and people so rarely tell us the truth in this rise and fall here [the 



shape of the stories]. The truth is, we know so little about life, we don’t really know what the 
good news is and what the bad news is . . . And if I die — God forbid — I would like to go to 
heaven to ask somebody in charge up there, ‘Hey, what was the good news and what was the 
bad news?’" 
 
I have news for you, Kurt.  The Easter story, the Gospel story, IS the GOOD NEWS.  Because it’s 
not just fairy-tale happy ending.  It’s the truth.  It’s how God is, and how God shows up in the 
world.  And it’s not just a one-time thing.  We love this story BECAUSE it is true.  Because it is 
the one thing we can hold onto in life.  Because we see it and live it, over and over again. 
 
This story captures the reality of life—God gives us gifts, we misunderstand or waste them, we 
are empowered to do wonderful things; we terribly betray people and ignore God, disasters 
occur that we cause and don’t cause; life seems only darkness; God shows up and transform 
disaster into something new and completely unexpected; we are changed and formed in the 
process, made into a new community, healed and forgiven, until we forget again. 
 
And while we hate to Story of Pandemic—how circular and ever-changing it is—the deep truth 
of Easter is that it too is a circular, changing story.  God is ever-present, but we go through 
periods of highs and lows, of faith and less faith or even despair.  Terrible things still happen 
that we cause and don’t cause.  And still, resurrection shows up in large and small ways.  This is 
the way God structured the Earth, death and life mixed together, and life bursting forth where 
we least expect it and completely beyond our control. 
 
Do we believe it?  Can we hang on to this truth and allow it to be embodied within us?  Even in 
Pandemic Story and Climate Change and Ukraine invasion story grace and mercy show up.  At 
the beginning of the Russian war on Ukraine, a German musician packed up his piano and took 
it a Poland border town, and he played music and took requests for weary Ukrainian refugees 
as they came to safety.  A colleague, Isaac Everett, is collaborating with New Roots Methodist 
Church to create an interracial Christian intentional community in Dorchester that will model 
sustainable living and support a food forest.  God still shows up with healing, forgiveness, hope 
in and after awful events and times. 
 
What is the story that fuels your life?  Where is Easter needed for you, for us, for our planet?  
Let us pray to the Lord of life for that story to be made manifest.  Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  


