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 As war ravages his city, Montag the Fireman escapes the fierce flames of destruction and 

devastation.   While floating down dark river waters, he recalls other flames – intense infernos of 

his own making, rising to a temperature of 451 degrees, the heat at which paper ignites and 

burns.  Smoldering fragments of life floating up into the cold night air. At the shoreline, an arm 

of flame reaches out to him. He stops and stares for this is a different fire. Not a blaze of fear and 

violence, but a conflagration of hope.  For it is just beyond this campfire where books “talk,” 

drifting downward in a delightful dance of ash and spark.  He listens. He understands. They had 

failed.  Yes, the books they had violently propelled into those all-consuming flames had, indeed, 

been destroyed, but the stories within them would rise.1  

 Ray Bradbury, in his prophetic 1953 novel Fahrenheit 451, depicted a future world 

engaged in physical and psychological warfare.  Violence permeated the cities and fear 

controlled the masses.  Firemen incinerated all books and all those that owned them. The 

spreading fires of violence were certainly not new to Bradbury or his readers.  The horrors of 

Nazi Germany were fresh in the minds and memories of a weary world.  Our world had become 

a neutralized planet devoid of empathy.  A world which carelessly tossed knowledge into barrels 

of fire.  A world in which individuality no longer mattered.  Hitler’s success depended on the 

world hearing only the stories the Nazi’s wanted the world to know.  Hitler’s violent regime 

thrived by controlling all narratives.   Did Bradbury see what we could not?  Or did he see what 

could be?  Is it possible that stories could also open global floodgates of universal understanding 

and empathic actions of love?  

 Homo sapiens physically consist of organs, blood, flesh, and bone, but our memories,  

our personalities, our emotions, our hopes, our fears, and our aspirations emerge out  
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of the stories of our lives.  British novelist A. S. Byatt states that “Narration is as much a part of 

human nature as breath and the circulation of the blood.”2 Hearing another’s story connects us.  

We discover both common ground and those qualities that make us special. When we share our 

stories, we can no longer see each other only as bits of demographic data dropped conveniently 

into a narrow category and stamped with a permanent identification label.  Stories allow us to see 

unique, distinctive, and exceptional individuals to be protected, celebrated, and loved. 

 For thousands of years, we have gathered around campfires and dinner tables, in churches 

and schools, on baseball fields and mountaintops to hear and share our tales of the human 

experience.  Stories of courage, strength, faith, and rebirth.  Stories of greed, lust, and desire.  

Stories of naked humanity.  In her book, The Story Factor, Annette Simmons states, “Story lets 

you be congruent in a metaphorical way when the “facts” seem diametrically opposed.  With 

story you can address both sides of an unresolvable conflict...”3  

 Stories diffuse assumptions and foster intimate, internal connections.  The universal 

truths within stories empower us to look beyond labels and categories.  Stories enable us to see a 

face, hear a voice, and touch a hand.  “Stories,” Jonathan Gottschall says, “make us 

human...People can be made to think differently about sex, race, class, gender, violence, ethics  

and just about anything else based on a single short story or television episode...stories are 

working on us all the time, reshaping us in the way that flowing water gradually reshapes a 

rock.”4   

 We crave human stories. Each year publishing houses contract with thousands of 

biographers.  Documentaries flood our screens.  Talk show hosts invite numerous guests to share 

their tales with audience members.  The words of Malala Yousafzai, Martin Luther King, and  
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Barack Obama inspire us equally as much as the speeches of Adolf Hitler or Joseph McCarthy 

horrify us. But we are most moved relationally by the personal life stories which underscore the 

speeches they make. 

 Whether the stories are metaphorical, fictional, historical, biographical, or based on fact, 

all call us to participate in the universal human existence from points of view different than our 

own.  Stories foster open, non-threatening discussions among people with diverse backgrounds, 

opinions, or beliefs. Lists, data, demographics, and charts provide facts which define and 

delineate a conflict or an issue.  But stories uncover why those conflicts or issues arise.  Too 

often an invisible barrier exists between what we assume to know about people, and the actual 

lives being lived.  Stories rise above those barriers. 

 Stories rise in Charles Dickens’ workhouse novels in the mid-1800s.  In the cycle plays 

of August Wilson’s black experience dramas.  Stories rise in Toni Morrison’s compelling novel 

Beloved.  In following a little girl in a red dress in Steven Spielberg’s black and white film 

Schindler’s List and in watching Mark Herman’s Boy in the Striped Pajamas.  The ravages of 

war rise in Dalton Trumbo’s Johnny Got His Gun.  In the lyrics of Bruce Springsteen or Joni 

Mitchell.  History rises in the hip hop dialogue, blind-eye casting of Lin-Manuel Miranda’s 

Hamilton.  They rise in the first-person accounts found in We Bear It in Tears: Stories of 

Nigeria.  

 Stories can strike as impactfully as fists or clubs.  They may rise so powerfully that we 

must ensure that the stories we share speak truths utilizing compelling words that create visual 

images and empathetic memories.  Words that tug at our souls and lead us to positive action and  
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not more conflict. Stories cannot end all violence. But enlightened stories can lead us toward 

reflection and response, and away from rage and regret.   

 If the recent worldwide pandemic has proven anything to us it is that the virtual world 

consists of more than just space for vitriolic comments of 140 characters, fear-mongering, and 

vicious personal attacks.  This present-day virtual world also provides unique opportunities to 

share with one another as never before.  A place where we can welcome back storytelling as a 

communal experience. Viewers of movies and plays watch and discuss together from separate 

living rooms in other countries.  Book club members chat about their novels on video sharing 

formats such as Zoom or Google Hang Outs.  Multiple media outlets provide instant access to 

music, podcasts, and TedTalks.  Stories may be shared on radio, in interactive blogs, or social 

media sites.  Electronic books, articles, and entire libraries are accessible by a click or a tap.  

Universities and colleges offer online attendance options and Master Classes provide access to 

professionals in their fields.  Millions of stories just waiting to be heard and it is our 

responsibility to reach down and pull those stories up out of the fire so that they may rise. 

 Fahrenheit 451 surprisingly ends in violence. An atomic bomb destroys what is left of 

the city.  Montag realizes that violence has not been eradicated.  But it is Montag, the former 

fireman who once burned books, that now leads the human stories back into the city.  He 

realizes, as must we, that if humankind is to survive, it must look to the stories itself created, then 

destroyed, and now resurrects.  Stories can save us. Ray Bradbury’s novel of books and fire, 

written over 65 years ago, continues to light the way for us all.  Let the stories rise. 
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