
A Fairy Tale Ending, May 26, 2019, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Acts 16:9-15; Ps 67; Rev 21:10, 22-22:5; John 14:23-29 

Prayer 

The pulpit is not really the place for spoilers—so I will try not to ruin the most-talked about television 
show of the past few years for you. But I think the reaction of fans to the last season of Game of Thrones 
can tell us something. 

Even if you’re not a big fan of the show, you have probably heard by now that there is a general sense of 
disappointment with how the show ended its 8-season run. I have read some of the theories for why it is 
that people are unhappy, but I think I have come up with the most satisfactory answer for me: they 
changed the way the story was told. 

Let me explain what I’m talking about. When you hear a fairy tale, you have some sense of how it’s 
going to end, even before you hear too much of it. Likewise, if you hear the story of an individual, you 
think of them as the hero of that story—the plot is designed to emphasize the excitement around that 
hero and the story ends when the hero “wins” something—defeats an enemy or overcomes an obstacle. 
It is rare for a story to tell you information that is not relevant to the “arc” of the hero—that information 
would be redundant and slow things down. After all, in most stories, we are only interested in the hero, 
and perhaps their opponent, the villain. 

For most of its existence, Game of Thrones did something very different from that. There were 
numerous storylines following multiple characters. If you had to guess, you would still have a hard time 
narrowing down the choices to decide which character was “the hero”. That meant that you followed all 
the storylines with interest because you could never be sure which information would turn out to be 
important for the hero, whoever he or she turned out to be.  

And in that way, the story felt like our lives. Yes, there were interesting characters for us to pay 
attention to, but they were all part of something much larger than themselves. That was part of the 
mystery—how would their individual stories fit into the larger picture? How would all these different 
storylines connect with each other? 

And while we pondered these questions, we were able to consider the development of each of the 
characters in their own context. We were able to identify with these characters because we too have to 
make sense of the world we find ourselves in. Like the characters we watched on the screen, we too are 
motivated by many competing interests as well as our environment.  

And that is the first connection I want to make to our lives today. When we watch well-drawn characters 
on TV or in movies or read about them in books we get to know what motivates them. We can see it so 
clearly. Someone is motivated by revenge. Someone else is driven by their unrequited love. A villain is 
greedy for money or power. We watch people who obey because of fear and others who desperately 
seek recognition or approval. 

While it is clear to us when we see it in others, how often do we pause to consider what motivates us? 
Do we know what drives us? Why do we behave the way that we do? 

And since I am a preacher and not a social scientist, I can’t tell you by simply observing you—but I also 
can’t tell you which motivation is best, if there even is such a thing.  

We can be quite used to thinking about rules and laws within the church—and whether we count the 
ten commandments, or the two simplified commandments, or the one “new commandment” we heard 



from Jesus last week, or the 613 rules that our Jewish brethren observe from the Hebrew bible, there 
are many different reasons for why we do (or do not) obey those rules. It can be telling to ask ourselves 
why we behave as we do.  

Do we simply obey because we are obedient people? We were taught to obey? Do we do as we’re told 
because we are expecting (or anticipating) a reward? Are we afraid of the consequences if we disobey? 
That we might disappoint someone (and maybe God)? Do we worry that we will be deserted if we don’t 
behave in the “right” way? Perhaps we are truly motivated by love—the love that we have received 
motivates us to love others and behave in the way that best communicates this love. 

Let’s look again at our gospel reading. How many of those different motivations do you hear in this 
passage0? “Jesus answered, ‘Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and 
we will come to them and make our home with them. Whoever does not love me does not keep my 
words; and the word that you hear is not mine, but is from the Father who sent me… Do not let your 
hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.’” 

I hope we see that that there can be many sources of motivation. 

And those different motivations and influences can be lost sometimes, when a story is told only of a 
hero. The apostle Paul, for example, rarely seems to be conflicted—he seems so single-minded. And that 
is perhaps one of the reasons why the story of Paul, though compelling, doesn’t resonate with us as 
some others do. Like the last few seasons of Game of Thrones, the author of Paul’s story (commonly 
understood to be Luke the physician) is telling the story with the end in mind. Paul was a legend at the 
time “The Acts of the Apostles” was written. I spoke last week of the breadth of his influence. Without 
Paul, Christianity as we know would never have happened. He was a larger-than-life figure, even to Luke 
who places himself in the story alongside Paul as we saw in the first reading. But for Paul, the events in 
his life unfolded as though they were leading him somewhere—just as the recent events in Game of 
Thrones seemed to have been orchestrated with a particular outcome in mind. While an author can be 
forgiven for seeing all of the events of a character, fictional or not, as a part of that character’s “arc”, we 
all know that real life isn’t really like that. When people use the awful expression “everything happens 
for a reason”, they usually use it in moments when things don’t make sense! That there doesn’t seem to 
be any reason. Something has happened which doesn’t seem to point to the conclusion that we had in 
mind—an accident or a tragedy or a disappointment—and to explain that event we think that it must 
somehow be connected to a part of our story that we just don’t understand yet. “One day, it will all 
make sense.” (another unhelpful cliché). 

The reason why this is so difficult is that it is only natural to think of ourselves as the “hero” of our own 
story. The only character that is consistent in our lives the whole way through is us. How could my story 
be about anybody other than me? It just wouldn’t make sense, otherwise.   

And so, we often go through our lives experiencing events as they relate to us—to our story. And when 
they don’t relate to us and our story, we can easily disregard them. A hurricane somewhere far away? 
Our hero is not affected! A tragic accident on the other side of the world? Do I know anyone from that 
country? No? Our story continues! The plot continues to develop toward the pre-determined 
conclusion. We know how it will end—the hero will be victorious, all their friends will end up as 
powerful sidekicks in their kingdom, and everyone will live happily every after. 

But we’re not living in a fairy tale. As a society, we don’t buy into those kinds of utopian stories for our 
own lives—they don’t seem realistic (as the youth and I learned at movie night last week).  



But what is even harder to hear (and harder still to realize), is that we are not the central characters. (I 
feel I have to offer a disclaimer here that I might just be preaching this sermon to myself—that happens 
sometimes, where I’m the last one to figure something out.) This story of which we are all a part 
includes us, but as supporting characters. The story is not about us! This can be a humbling realization. 
Everyone wants to be the lead role—nobody wants to be an “extra”.  

But the story that we’re part of is so much bigger than ourselves. And we are a part of it. But this is 
God’s story. Jesus’ story. This is the story of the redemption of all people. The story of how all people are 
being saved. And the story is still being written today! Paul was a hero of a section of the story—he 
played an important role. And Titus and Timothy and Luke and Lydia all had a role to play. And Jesus 
played a central role—even though his character got killed off fairly early. But Jesus’ role wasn’t finished 
yet—and it’s still not finished. 

We are not in the midst of a story of multiple heroes where each person has a plot-driven character arc 
that leads toward a pre-determined ending that satisfies everyone. We are in the midst of life, and in 
this life we are driven and guided and affected by many different things. And people make choices and 
decisions and mistakes. And people hurt each other. And people can do wonderful things to help each 
other and share with each other.  

And we get to play a role in this incredible story. We have some agency in determining our role.  

But it’s not our story. We don’t get to sit on the throne in the story (iron or otherwise). And if it’s not 
God sitting on the throne at the conclusion of our story, then we risk playing the villain—or at least a 
dispensable henchman. 

And since the story isn’t about us, we also don’t get to see how the story ends—and especially not how 
our role ends. Instead, we have to deal with each circumstance as it arises. Celebrating our joys and 
lamenting our losses. Planning for the future but reacting to the surprises. Trying our best without ever 
really knowing what will happen next.  

But we have been given a spoiler about some of the content of our story. Jesus is going to return—and 
bring us to where he is, with the father. That will be the culmination of our story. Where there will be no 
more tears and no more mourning. And where the dwelling of the Lord will be with the people. 

I know I said that our life isn’t a fairy tale—but that’s starting to sound like a fairy-tale ending after all. 


