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What shapes how we see the world? What shapes our perception? 

It was several years ago, and the camera manufacturer, Canon, did a small social 
experiment. They invited six accomplished photographers who specialized in shooting 
portraits to come to an old barn that had been set up for a shoot.  

And when they arrived they were introduced to their subject, Michael. You see, each 
one was shooting the exact same man in the exact same clothes in the same exact 
environment. Which meant it was up to each photographer to determine how to capture 
the essence of their shared subject. At the end, they were told, all the portraits would be 
hung side-by-side to see how similar or different they turned out.  

Same subject. Same clothes. Same environment. How different could each portrait 
possibly turn out? 

There was a catch. 

While they all knew that they were shooting the same subject, they knew nothing about 
that subject until each was taken back for their individual shoot with Michael. And as 
each one was taken back, they were given a completely different description of who 
Michael was.  

One was told that Michael was a self-made millionaire, another that Michael was a hero 
who had saved somebody’s life. Another was told that Michael was an ex-inmate, 
another that he was a psychic, another that he was a commercial fisherman, another 
that he was a recovering alcoholic. And the differences in the final products were 
astounding. 

Here’s Michael as a self-made millionaire. Note how the photographer captured just the 
man himself, with no surroundings. (See last page.) 

As a life-saving hero. The photographer chose to capture a happy, bubbly personality. 

As an ex-con. Pursed lips, shadow across his face conveying a rough past and tough 
persona. Also note how much dark space is behind him — an apt metaphor for an ex-
con. 

As a psychic. The photographer chose to keep two chairs in the shot, one for the  
“visible” subject and one for the invisible one. 

As a commercial fisherman. A man who likes to kick back after a hard day’s work. 
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As a recovering alcoholic. Notice how the photographer left the water bottle behind his 
legs, insinuating a problem with alcohol that’s behind him. 

The same man. The same clothes. The same environment. Six different stories. Six 
completely different photographs.  

What shapes how we see the world? 

Maybe the most important thing that shapes how we see the world are the narratives 
we choose to hear about it. Maybe what shapes our perception most strongly are the 
stories to which we choose to listen. 

Is there a better story than the story of Jesus?  

By the time we get to the point where Jesus climbs up a mountain and delivers his 
famous sermon on the mount, crowds and crowds of every day people have already 
started thronging to him — some who were probably self-made millionaires and 
commercial fishermen and ex-convicts and recovering alcoholics. 

If you were to go back to the end of Matthew, chapter 4, you would read how Jesus was 
gathering crowds from all over Syria because of how he was healing them and 
demonstrating how his being among them could transform their lives.  

The late-great Christian philosopher, Dallas Willard, liked to point out that all the words 
in chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8 — the sermon on the mount — come after the actions of Jesus. 
In other words, he had already demonstrated what the kingdom of heaven ought to 
look like before he ever said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven.” His message wasn’t just spoken. It was lived. 

Today is a different kind of day, because it is All Saints’ Sunday. Today, I don’t want to 
preach so much as I want to remind you that we remember those saints who have gone 
before us, because they have given us living models of what it means to let Jesus’ story 
be the one that shapes our lives — maybe not perfectly, but faithfully. 

The Catholic Priest, Terrence Klein, points to an email he received from a childhood 
friend regarding a story about his own father that he never knew before. The email 
read:  

“I must say how much I liked your Dad! Do you know that when he ran Mammel’s 
(grocery), he would buy vegetables from me from our garden, paying me cash, and then 
put them in the store to sell! I just thought the world of him for doing that. Here’s a 
dumb kid asking a grown up to do something out of the ordinary and he gladly did it 
and I’ll always cherish those memories!” 

It’s the simple story of an everyday saint. But it points to a big truth. Klein goes on to 
say:  

2



“The Church acknowledges sanctity for two reasons. The wholeness and loving energy 
of the saints reveal the very nature of God, but they also display a truth about ourselves, 
about the nature of the Church. The Church is a garden. It exists ‘to harvest’ men and 
women of holiness. If the Church produced no saints, if she couldn’t point to lives made 
whole through her existence among us, what purpose, ultimately, would she serve?” 

It’s a fair question — and it’s why we pause one day a year to call out the names of 
those everyday saints who have gone before us. 

Think for about that for a minute: who was it that made a profound impact on your 
faith and on your life? Who’s life was so shaped by the story of Jesus that their life left 
its  handprint on you? 

Chloe Longfellow’s father died when she was just three years old. In order to support 
the family, Chloe’s mother was forced to work an endless combination of part-time jobs, 
often having to work through the night. 

While her mom was at work, Chloe would spend most of her time at her grandparents’ 
house and grew especially close to her grandmother, Doris. Despite living in the 
Arizona desert, Doris maintained a lush garden of herbs and vegetables, which Chloe 
would help harvest to make dishes from one of her grandmother’s treasured 
cookbooks. 

Chloe remembers her grandmother as her very best friend. She says: 

“It’s really surprising how many life lessons you can learn in a kitchen if you have the 
right teacher. She used to try to tell me about acceptance and how to be a good human 
being. She’d get all the ingredients for soup and she’d look at it and she’d go, ‘Now see 
honey, this is how the world works: some people are onions, some people are potatoes. 
It would be a really boring soup if you just put potatoes in there, wouldn’t it? But if you 
add leeks, if you add some bacon, then you make this wonderful thing called our 
world.’” 

It almost sounds biblical, doesn’t it?  

Chloe went on: 

“One time she had grown some beets. We brought ‘em in, cleaned ‘em off. And I got to 
move the page in the cookbook. And I had beet juice all over my hands and I left a little 
tiny handprint on her cookbook. And I started to cry because I thought I had ruined it. 
It was grandma’s favorite cookbook.  

But she took a piece of beet and she covered her hand and she put her handprint on the 
other side and made our thumbs touch in the print. And [she] said, ‘It’s perfect now.’ 
If I really miss her I can just open the book and go back to that page.” (StoryCorps, Dec. 
11, 2015). 
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You see, we’re surrounded by everyday saints whose handprints can still be found all 
over our lives.  

Some of them have gone before us, some of them are sitting in this room with us. Some 
are old and some are very young. Some are black and some are brown and some are 
white. Some are men and some are women. Some are baptist and some are not. Some 
are voting red in two days and some are voting blue. And some are still too young to 
vote. Some have glasses and some do not. Some have hair and some do not. Some have 
dogs and — most shocking to me — some have cats! 

The saints surround us — both those living and the handprints of those who have gone 
ahead of us. Like Jesus surrounded by the gathered throngs on that hillside, saints 
surround us. 

Like Jesus, they tell us their stories with their lives. 

Like Jesus, they give us hope because of their love. 

Like Jesus, they give us a glimpse of God, if we will but look.  

Is there a better story on which to build your life? 

 Amen. 
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Canon experiment: (L to R) Michael as millionaire, hero, 
ex-con, commercial fisherman, psychic, recovering 
alcoholic. (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F-
TyPfYMDK8)

Left: Chloe’s grandmother’s cookbook (https://
storycorps.org/stories/from-beets-to-brilliance-a-
grandmothers-wisdom-lives-on/)
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