
1 
 

The Grace Within 

Delivered to the First Unitarian Church of Wilmington Delaware 

May 4, 2014 

By Rev. Dr. Joshua Snyder 

 

 The first time I saw Star Wars, I didn’t make it all the way 

through.  I fell asleep.  I was about seven or eight at the time.  

You see back in the olden days we didn’t have Netflix or DVD or 

even VHS tapes that would allow you to watch a movie any time 

you wanted.  My kids cannot fathom a day when you had to wait 

for entertainment.  If you missed a movie when it came out in 

theaters, that was it.  If you wanted to see it again you had to go 

to a second run movie theater or hope it was rereleased.  Which 

by the way, they used to do quite often with some of the classics.  

We all hear about how Gone with the Wind would have been the 

highest grossing movie of all time when adjusted for inflation.  

What most people either don’t know or fail to mention is that in 

order to sell that many tickets, Gone with the Wind has been 

rereleased a total of eight times since it premiered in 1939.  

Fortunately for me, Star Wars has also been rereleased a number 

of times since its premiere. 
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 And so it was that my aunt, and her boyfriend at the time, 

now my uncle Ed, took me to one of the rereleases of the original 

Star Wars movies.  Now those of you who have heard me talk 

about Star Wars and how much I love it, you might expect this to 

be a spiritual epiphany for the young Josh.  But it was a long 

movie and the theater was dark a lot, and as little kids do; I 

nodded off.  As you might guess, I was pretty upset about missing 

the ending.  So I asked my not-quite-yet an uncle, “What 

happened?  What did I miss?”  Now my uncle Ed is a funny guy, 

or at least he thinks of himself that way.  So he was trying to be 

funny when he told me, “You missed it.  Luke Skywalker dies at 

the end of the movie!  Darth Vader kills him.”  Funny joke right?!  I 

immediately burst into tears and ran from the room.  My mother 

was not amused, nor was her sister or my grandmother.  In fact, 

despite my aunt eventually marrying him, it took Ed a good while 

to live down this little practical joke.  He tried to sell me the same 

story when Empire Strikes Back came out, but I was too smart to 

believe him by then. 

 Even back then for me, and for many of my generation, Star 

Wars was more than just another movie or another story in space.  

Today has become unofficially the official Star Wars day because 

of the date: “May the fourth be with you.”  Lame yes, but no lamer 

than eating pie on March 14th.  My brother, an amateur tattoo 
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artist, literally has Star Wars imprinted all over his body.  One of 

the ways that I knew my wife was the one for me, was when she 

confessed her love for Star Wars too.  Soul mates right? 

 What is the broad appeal, some of you may be asking.  I 

think it is because Star Wars touches on deep human issues such 

as our place in the universe, our relationship to the Holy, our 

familiarity with technology, and the struggle between good and 

evil both between armies and within the soul.  All while telling a 

big story with interesting characters.  The idea of the Force as an 

ever-pervasive field of sacred energy was one of the first tastes of 

Eastern philosophy and mysticism in mainstream Western culture.  

Indeed, no less of an authority than the renowned historian of 

religion Joseph Campbell proclaimed Star Wars a modern day 

myth, and Luke Skywalker an example of the Hero with a 

Thousand faces such as Gilgamesh, Odysseus, and Prometheus.  

George Lucas even admitted to being influenced by Campbell’s 

work in comparative world mythology when writing Star Wars. 

 Myth.  That is a tall claim to make.  This morning I want to 

talk about sacred narrative and what separates a regular story 

from a sacred narrative or myth if you will.  Why do people go on 

and on about Star Wars, Harry Potter, Lord of the Rings or the 

Hunger Games but not about last week’s episode of Mike and 

Molly?  Nothing wrong with Mike and Molly per se, but somehow 
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we don’t think of it as a sacred narrative.  A myth is any story in 

which we recognize part of ourselves in it.  It participates in what 

Jung called the collective unconscious.  A myth is a story that 

speaks to me, that teaches me something about myself that I 

either didn’t know or I had forgotten or hadn’t fully comprehended.  

Somehow through stories we learn about our common humanity.  

Perhaps it is because it is a more compelling way of teaching 

people. Perhaps it engages our emotions more fully.  But telling 

stories, from the days of the cavemen and women on, have been 

a fundamental aspect of what it means to be human. 

 Speaking of stories, let me tell you one I know I have told 

before, but it makes the point so well.  When the great 

psychologist Sigmund Freud was a young man he attended the 

theater one evening to see a production of Oedipus Rex.  At one 

point in the midst of the play, he turned around to see his fellow 

audience members.  Their faces were wrapped in attention.  They 

couldn’t get enough of this play about a King who tries to avoid 

killing his father and marrying his mother, but winds up doing it 

anyway.  And it dawned on Freud; everyone was so in to this play 

because they had been there before.  Somehow, at some level, 

this story had played itself out to their subconscious minds, and 

seeing it finally before their awaken consciousness spoke to them 

very deeply.  I am not much of a believer in the Oedipus complex 
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that Freud would later derive, but I think his insight that night at 

the theater was a valid one.  Some stories, not all to be sure, tap 

into that collective soul that is shared by all humanity. 

 I think you know you are in the presence of a myth, a sacred 

narrative, when you feel compelled to relate it to your everyday 

life.  Although it is not politically correct to call it a myth, but I think 

the Bible would qualify here.  Why else would teenage holy rollers 

make “What would Jesus do?” bracelets and wear them around 

all the time?  The story of Jesus’ life and ministry is important to 

them, and the bracelet is a reminder of that story.  It is good 

spiritual practice I think, because it encourages the believer to 

make an intentional connection between their life and the life of 

their spiritual hero.  Jesus feels closer to them in some way, if 

they are always trying to relate their everyday mundane 

experiences to his life, death, and teaching.   

I suppose you could make a similar case for other religions, 

and Islam would be particularly interesting, but Christianity and 

Judaism are very story driven religions.  They are all about 

remembering events and anecdotes.  But as we heard from our 

reading today; Buddhism can tell a compelling story too.  There is 

much implied in that story of Mrs. Smith and her trip to see her 

son the guru.  Why did he choose that life?  Why did he need to 

travel so far away?  How else would Sheldon the guru want to 
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spend his days and years in silent retreat away from the world 

unless he had had some experience, some connection to that 

sacred story of the Buddha.  It is a story that has inspired people 

to follow the example of Siddhartha Gautama and try meditating 

themselves in hope of enlightenment. 

While we might naturally turn to religious stories for 

examples of sacred narrative, the Star Wars example 

demonstrates that pop culture can occasionally produce them as 

well.  I recently heard an extraordinarily powerful story from a 

comic book writer and artist named Dean Trippe.  Trippe created 

an independent online comic book entitled “Something Terrible.”  

It is largely autobiographical, and deals directly but not 

graphically, with his experience of being sexually abused as a 

child.  While the abuse is part of the story, the comic book is more 

about his struggle over the course of two decades to deal with the 

psychological after effects of that abuse.  As a child he saw a 

psychologist, but she was not very helpful.  What got him through 

this terrible ordeal, and helped a young child make some sense of 

what had happened to him, was Batman. 

Yeah, it sounds a little silly.  But remember we are talking 

about a young kid here.  Elizabeth Kubler-Ross was a bit above 

what he was capable of understanding back then.  Batman comic 

books were more his speed.  Why Batman?  According to Dean 
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Trippe, Batman was compelling to him because of the origin story.  

Batman is 75 years old this year, so I am sure it is a story you 

know, but consider it through the eyes of a boy who has gone 

through the worst kind of abuse.  Bruce Wayne is nine years old 

coming out of a movie theater with his parents.  While they cut 

through an alley, a mugger jumps out of the shadows with a gun 

demanding money and woman’s pearls.  Bruce’s father goes to 

hand over the money, the mugger gets nervous shoots and kills 

Bruce Wayne’s parents right in front of him. 

A child’s nightmare is to lose their parents at such a 

vulnerable age.  Bruce Wayne feels unbelievable anger and pain 

at this terrible tragedy.  But rather than lashing out at the world, 

instead young Bruce makes a vow to himself – to never let 

anyone experience what he has experienced.  He vows that he 

will become the thing he most needed the night his parents died: 

a protector of the night, that hides in the shadows where the 

criminals hide, and fights for justice.  And so his pain, and anger, 

and resentment at the unfairness of losing his beloved parents 

becomes Bruce Wayne’s laser-like focus.  It makes him resilient.  

It leads him to train with masters from all over the world.  To 

create innovative technology.  To become a detective.  To master 

his own body and mind.  He becomes Batman. 
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To you and me this is just a story.  A story told in the comic 

books and read by children for the past 75 years.  A version of 

this story even appeared in Tim Burton’s movie Batman in 1989.  

But to Dean Trippe, that wasn’t just any old story.  For him, that 

was the first time he had ever heard or seen of a boy who had 

experienced a similar level of trauma and pain as he had.  And in 

this story, that boy not only survives but goes on to become one 

of the greatest superheroes ever.  He read those Batman comics 

as if they were the path salvation.  They were his hope that life 

could be better, and he could overcome his feelings of shame and 

guilt and fear. 

In the comic book “Something Terrible” Batman travels 

through time and space through a tardus, of all things, and meets 

a young Dean Trippe.  In the book’s most memorable scene he 

leads Dean into a room and says, “You’ll be safe here.”  And in 

this room is every hero an eight year old boy could imagine: 

Superman, Hulk, Spider-Man, Green Lantern, the Avengers, the 

X-Men, the Fantastic Four, the Justice League, Luke Skywalker, 

Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Power Ranger, Transformers, the 

Iron Giant, Jean-Luc Picard, GI Joe, a whole cacophony of heroes 

with a thousand faces.  How Trippe has not gotten sued for that 

page I don’t know.  But that line, “You’ll be safe here.”  Is the key 

one.  That is the moment of grace that shines through the whole 
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story.  Eventually Trippe does overcome his demons.  The last 

panel of his comic book shows him reading to his own son in bed, 

and as his little boy shines the flashlight on their book, the 

shadow cast on the wall is of Batman’s cowl. 

I think that a myth is any story that reveals something about 

who we are to us.  It may have been there the whole time like 

Dorothy’s ruby slippers.  It may be a new story to us that surprises 

us by knowing us so well; just as Buddhism no doubt did for 

Sheldon whose mother came running after him in the Himalayan 

mountains.  The myth might be Jesus healing lepers – a radical 

act of courage and love.  The myth might be Batman whose 

resilience and empathy inspires us to be heroes.  Or it might be 

Star Wars.  In any case, the myth, the sacred narrative reveals 

something to us.   

Our theme this month is Grace.  Grace comes from within 

us, and myths are the vehicles by which it is known.  So often we 

think of grace as in such high flatulent theological terms.  

Particularly in the Protestant tradition out of which we emerge, 

grace is a kind of theological lynchpin that holds the whole system 

together.  Or grace is thought to be some finite boon that a stingy 

jealous god doles out along with judgment and scorn.  I don’t 

believe that.  I think grace is life giving.  It is so much closer to us 

that those traditional theological models.  These stories I have 
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been talking about, myths, they are us.  They are stories about 

who we are, what we have been, what we could become.  Our 

experience of connecting to those stories, of being transformed by 

those stories, that is what grace is.  It is not to be found out past 

the furthest galaxy.  Grace is right here; all the time. 

Which stories have been your touchstones throughout your 

life?  If you were to make a bracelet, wear it around, and proudly 

show it off to people, “What would blank do?”  Whose yours?  The 

next time you are in a theater, a movie, or even just watching 

something on TV with the family, take a look at the faces 

enthralled in the entertainment.  Ask yourself, “Have we been 

before?” 

May we be open to the movement of grace in whatever story 

or myth has us in our grip.  In that experience may we allow 

ourselves to be transformed by its power.  For in being 

transformed by grace we may become the vessel through which it 

transforms others. May it be so.  Blessed Be. 


