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  Foreword



Are you excited to write a novel full of fun and depth and meaning? Do you dream of writing novels, but no one in your life seems to understand where you’re coming from?


	Are people telling you you’re wasting time not ‘converting’ people with soul-numbing altar calls?

	Are they turned off from your stories because they think your beliefs shouldn’t influence your fiction?

	Do you feel like you’re stuck standing on a six-lane freeway of opinions, fired up with a passion for writing fiction (that you didn’t exactly ask for and can’t ignore)?




Hi, I’m Dominic, and you’re not alone. Chances are, people shaking fingers at you probably haven’t read as many books as you have. They have no idea what you’re trying to do. More importantly… they’re not storytellers.

Would you ask a mechanic to explain why mythology matters? No. You go to a mythologist. Same thing for storytellers. Stop asking permission from people because you want to write science fiction or fantasy.

You don’t need their permission. And I can say that, because my heroes have been the world-rending Silmarillions of Tolkien, the dream-like delving and scrying of George Macdonald, the urgent, haunted wolf-myths of Martin Shaw, and the gritty grace and buckshot of Flannery o’Connor, and more.

They didn’t ask. They knew their fiction mattered. So they found their freedom.

You can too.
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The Hobbit: The LOTR world defined a generation of moviemaking and storytellers




* * *

Who is Dominic de Souza?

I’m a cradle-Catholic who’s been writing scifi and fantasy novels since I was 13, graduated from the Writer’s Institute for Children’s Literature, and found out I was living in a Catholic doomsday cult. This led to a decade of deconstruction, and a careful rebuilding of what it means to be religious at all. I was a complete book nerd as a kid (and a grownup), who played games, built insanely dangerous treehouses, and accidentally travelled the world.

Today, I’m a dad, work fulltime in marketing, and building LegendFiction to bring together the coolest storytellers in the world.

And many of these storytellers show up saying the same thing:


	I have a deep message I want to share, but I don’t want to be preachy.

	I’m inspired by my faith, but I really want readers to love my writing.

	My Catholic faith brings me life and joy, and I want to share that, without losing friends




Does that sound like you too?

Most fiction authors already have a hard enough time just trying to write cool stuff that can sell.

* * *

Faith-inspired fiction authors carry an extra challenge.

Some of the stuff you write has to mean something. You want your characters to get real about reality. Maybe that actually scares you.

My approach is to double down on being a great human, because that’s got to come first before anything else. In fact, the better author you are, the better human being you should be.

After this course,


	You won’t feel like you’re shoe-horning your faith in afterward, because you had too much fun.

	You won’t feel you have to explain your ‘lack of evangelism’ to your parish or your Sunday School group.

	Your ‘imagined guilt’ will evaporate… because it was fake anyway.




You’ll just relax and find a freedom to just write because you love it. Not because you have to score points and earn praise from someone who doesn’t see what you see.

You be free to explore any topic and genre with honesty and imagination.
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Silence: An epic example of a story that challenges what tradition and faith means




Fiction is messy. Because humans are messy. Fiction blends psyche with story, myth with mysticism, faith with word-smithing.

If you know anything about the authors I quoted, we live in a Perilous Realm of bright and shade. I believe in an ‘enchanted creation’ bristling with beings who are conscious and active in God’s evolving plan to redeem all things.

Humans (the point of all fiction) are anything but simple, with anything but a simple linear journey. We’re immersed in a ocean of mythic gods, actual archetypes, psychic impulses, intangible energies, quantum biology…

And magic too, probably.
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The Secret of Kells: A dark and delightful animation about Christian druidry







Most importantly, you’ll find that I’m not afraid of anything. And neither should your fiction.

We will circle a core idea: God (Ultimate Reality) is not in competition with his creation. In fact, he reveals himself through it, across lives, and millennia of time. As an author, you’re a sub-creator. You’re doing the same thing when you create.

Writing is a vocation: a commitment to something deeply good that’s meant to change you, and level you up. It’s fun, definitely. Hard to practice. But real.

This ebook covers three themes:


	Discover the role of an author

	Understand how to respect your audience

	See your call in a new and greater light




As you finish each lesson, please leave a comment with your key takeaway or question. Or you can grab a pen and paper to journal offline.
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Harry Potter & the Sorcerer’s Stone: this fandom defined a generation of us to restore beauty and enchantment in our lives







  Vivid & Untamed Worlds: From Marketing to Middle Earth. Ish. This is My Story.



Ever feel like your inner 13-year-old is still somewhere out there, swinging a stick like a sword, dreaming up battles between Jedi and dinosaurs? What if that spark never died — even after you built a business, raised a family, and fought through real-life dragons like burnout, bills, and grief?

Dominic de Souza’s story is part Stranger Things, part Stargate Season 9, and croissants. From a yellow bike in New Zealand to the smoky cookfires of Fiji, to launching LegendFiction as a rebel act of joy, he’s chasing that same magic that lit up his childhood: the thrill of story. So what happens when you mix a love for Catholic mysticism with comic books, and a calling to write with a calling to heal? Can fiction be a vocation, a way back to wonder, a weapon against despair?

Grab a cuppa, or maybe a mead horn, and welcome to this journey. It ain’t over yet.
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Hi, I’m Dominic. I graduated from the Writer’s Institute for Children’s Literature, wrote my first novel at 13, again at 16, and broke the 120,000 word mark last year on a YA novel. I work full time in marketing and graphic design, because all the worlds without end that I want to write about need me to pay the bills.

Oh, and I left a Catholic doomsday cult, and it’s my life mission to help others find their freedom, and build a future we believe in.

What’s your origin story?

I was born on the north Island in New Zealand, with a mountain at the end of the road and a clear memory of causing havoc with a yellow bike and dog named Barney.

My background comes from the ochre and sky-blue thrumming of Bahia, Brazil on my dad’s side, and my mom’s ancestors comes from the hearthsmoke and whiskey of Ireland, the heavy bread and lullabine wolves of Germany. Wherever we lived round the world, the concrete spiritwalk of North America call to me, past the sprawl of strip malls and snowdrifts, the flare of frontier faith and new foundings in a welcome wilderness.

I blinked, and was 9 years old in a country school in Fiji, thick with fascinating, faithful Indians and thin, active Fijian children. Everything was beaches and late night dinners, mango trees and mosquitos, and massive frogs that edged the smoky pit-fire cooking.

Till that point, I’d been homeschooled, so this was a deep-end dive into squealing busses and grim bus drivers and the crush of curry-scented sweat as we kids rattled shoulders on rough dirt roads.

And then Australia, where our large family added the 8th kid. I was the eldest, a total ’80s family from ‘Stranger Things’. We didn’t have much money, so we kids grew up semi-feral, scrambling around on the roof, making our own treehouses with split wood and bashed thumbs.

We told stories, hiked and biked the local woods, explored every pipe and fallen tree, and ate like wild hogs. Every stick a sword, every karate class a proving ground, every school day a clock-watching waiting game till the explosion of break time and more games.

During all this, I discovered a love of books, and a love of writing. I read the local library dry, ordered in huge lists of things, started drawing my own comics, and writing my own novels. The satisfaction of building and sharing my own worlds was incredible, and I couldn’t stop. What if a crashed pilot had to fend off T-Rexes with a lightsaber? What if Star Wars and Jurassic Park mashed up? What if two children got sucked into fantasy world on the brink of war? What if… What if…

And after three months, I found that I’d written my first novel, and those magical words, ‘The End’, were a prophecy. I was going to do it again, someday. Sure, it was only 50-pages typed up. To a tousled, 13-year old kid with big teeth and aviator glasses, it was a magic that smelled like fresh copybook paper, blue Bic ink, and any dark weird corner where a cramping hand could craft letters and lines into worlds and weirdness.

Let’s fast forward, with a whole host of very-bad, no-good, awesome-stories: a year lived in a French boarding school, and a final move to the USA. I dropped out of college and high school to work for the family business, and discovered that all my love for creativity was really, really helpful for marketing. I became the back-of-house problem solver. The IT guy, the database and emails guy, and customer support contact. That’s when I discovered graphic design, and copywriting.

25 years later, I’ve been hard at work trying to skill up. I have a small, young family of my own, and fight every day to create peace and space for them to thrive. And at the same time, to dig down through the layers of silt and guilt from being born in a Catholic doomsday cult that covered up the wild, feral energy of that young kid I once was.

Early in Covid, I launched LegendFiction, an online community for fiction writers, partly because I wanted friends. Mostly because I wanted to have a lot more fun.

Today, this community has grown, and my inner creator started to surface again. I burned through writing my first YA novel, which feels like pure fire in the belly. Seeing it grow and take shape, breach the 100,000 word limit, and see the lights go on in people’s eyes when I start to talk about it… it’s sheer magic.

Just the other day, a friend described my worlds as vivid and untamed, and I’ve never heard anything so perfect. That urge for adventure, for self-discovering, for cracking the mysteries and diving deep into the wonder and danger of this thing we call life, to get back to an enchanted world thriving with meaning and purpose, and to capture a glint of this weird wildness in a story… maybe that’s why I’m here. I plan to keep finding out.

What are the biggest challenges so far?

From early on, the myths of Robin Hood, the Arthuriad, the Olympiad and Maharabahata and the Dreaming, have been my friends. And they always come back to two themes; real heroes are merry and brave. So I want to be like that too. And I fail twice a day.

In my case, where I work and where I have to be in life, I’m remote from all the friends and family I’ve ever known. My wife has been struggling with a debilitating medical condition for a decade. It’s a perfect recipe for shutting down your creativity and taking a hard left into left-brain survival thinking, because bills and breakfast must happen every day.

My problem is that my wild, feral, inner creative rebel will not take no for an answer.

So whether it means losing sleep, sanity, or cycling through routines of Netflix, philosophy, creative insanity, and then burnout, it must happen. Now obviously, I know that’s not a healthy routine. And it’s taken me several years to get it together. Now I know I can quit any time.

Kidding. I quit already… Ish. It’s been 2 days.

Looking back at the last few years, I tell myself that my limits were self-imposed… but they were actually the rules of the game I had at the time. No budget, no time, and no credibility.

So how do you change the world, or make a dent in it, when you’re a nobody, and no one knows you? I don’t have all the answers. But I do have a rebel edge to throw spaghetti at a wall longer, faster, and with more grit than anyone I know. And if it doesn’t stick, then I’m gonna start throwing the brownies.

But after building LegendFiction for years now, it’s becoming an incredible thing.

Why does LegendFiction matter so much?

In the last century, Christian contributions to fiction have steered into a literary and evangelistic mode, and I’m not satisfied with that.

Most of us are secret nerds, and have our hardcore fandoms. And I think there’s a massive truth in there, and a massive need for more of it.

We don’t need more Christian fiction, but more fiction created by Christians. Less of the preachy soapboxes, and more of the blockbusters, the cosy adventures, the introspection and myth and antiheroes and epic worldbuilding.

Today, we’re on a quest to have fun, share that fun, and inspire more fun, with our faith and our fiction. All this, because we believe that the deep, human truths and the mythology that saturates our lives is healthy and helpful for human thriving.

Most importantly, it is born from a love of life, an excitement to engage with the world and its peoples, and a call to lock arms with friends and build a better world right here, right now.

Some of my favorite novels, movies, and sources include Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter, Chronicles of Narnia, Game of Thrones, The Witcher, Star Wars, Marvel Cinematic Universe, and a ton more. The length of my Netflix watchlist and my Kindle TBR terrifies me.

How do you mentor LegendFiction?

I’m usually present in the community every day, responding to messages and sharing feedback on ideas and stories. I’m not as intensely involved as I was in the early days, because we have a team of mentors now who care for everyone.

I host several shows on the YouTube channel, to talk with authors and readers.

Here’s some feedback from when I edited novels:


“Working with Dominic opened up whole new dimensions to my story that I had never even considered before.” Eric Harrah, ‘The Sartonian Knight’

“Dominic de Souza has a great gift of editing that pours out into his skills, helping me go deeper into my thoughts and prose so that the words on pages spring to life.” Dr Jean Lee, ‘A Modern Day Mary Magdalene’




How does faith inspire your life?

David Bentley Hart recently said: “I am a thoroughly secular man who happens to believe that Jesus of Nazareth rose from the dead.” That’s me too. Being a disciple of Christ means everything to me. It also means that his commitment to becoming thoroughly human (so that we might learn how to become thoroughly divine), puts him in communion with every human person. Therefore I am too.

In terms of labels, I am in the Catholic communion, but practically, I like Hart’s approach of being fully secular. My read on this is not that ‘secular’ means an empty box, but that everything in creation is sacred. It’s just more helpful to see myself as perfectly normal human at home in a broken, blessed, and beautiful world, instead of advance troops colonizing the world for the Kingdom.

Many moments impacted my faith, but here’s three.


	I spent three days over Easter in Lourdes with friends, rapt by the rushing grey waters and bulging, white-grey shoulders of stone around the small, white statue of Mary, people from across the earth gathering at this grotto to ask for miracles. I remember a moment when prayer came as easy as breathing, in a dark purple night studded with lines of twinkling rosy candles and long, swaying processions of people singing Ave, Ave Maria.

	In the same year, I marching for three days through mud churned by rain and ten thousand boots, in the Paris-Chartres pilgrimage. Three days of blisters, grit, and grace, trekking at high-noon down unending roads and dusty, golden wheat fields. We all looked forward the great Mass bristling with banners and breathless blessings. The second night, I lay on my back on a hillside for hours, staring at the stars, surrounded by the forever hum of humans being alive, and a quarter mile away, a tent sparkled with lights and thurifers as pilgrims huddled near Perpetual Adoration, Christ walked with us in the monstrance.

	I’m now a dad, and that changed everything. My wife has struggled with chronic illness from the day we married, and we have one child here, one who passed on in a miscarriage. But raising this curly-haired freedom fighter, and holding down a job, and keeping my family safe and cared for, has taught me more about everything than all the book-learnin’. I believe marriage is a mystery school, and the daily discipline helped me glimpse how unconditionally loving God is to all persons.




Final thoughts for fiction authors?

I think writing fiction can be a vocation. That means its more than fun, more than a job. It’s something you do so that you are changed by the process, changed into something better. A vocation is part of your spiritual ascent into God.

So every story is probably me clambering into a little coracle, setting out through deep unlit seas of my inner psyche to find a backdoor into Aslan’s country. We all have one, that little door there, at the end of all things, when we think ourselves most alone. Every author is a key that unlocks something in this world. That’s why we’re here.

Every generation needs more than yesterday’s teachers. We must renew our minds constantly, translate timeless truths into the lived witness and presence of daily live. That means being sort-of fluent with the tropes, themes, and trending tales of each generation. 

This is not always an easy or happy road. But “there’s some good in this world, Mr. Frodo, and it’s worth fighting for.”

More than some good. An incarnated god is here. And “there are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations - these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub and exploit - immortal horrors or everlasting splendors.” That’s C.S. Lewis.

This is my favorite song:

Use well the days…

Round the corner there may wait

A new road or a secret gate

And though I have passed them by

A day will come

I will take the hidden paths that run west of the moon and east of the sun

I’m glad that you were here with me

Here at the end of all things

Night too shall be beautiful and blessed and it’s fear will pass

I must leave

Must cross the sea

The love you gave is all I take with me

Use well the days…
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  You’re a Storyteller First. No Apologies: You’re here to Write Stories, not Sell Faith.

  
  




Still wondering if your writing should come from Faith or Craft? Here’s the real Truth that most Sunday Schools don’t know what to do with.

Still wondering if your writing should come from Faith or Craft? Here’s the real Truth that most Sunday Schools don’t know what to do with.

Let’s get right to it. First and foremost, we are storytellers.

We tell stories. That’s our calling. It’s what fascinates us in early dawn writing sessions, our hands crabbed around a cup of something warm. It’s why we steal time at the end of the day away from yelling family to add a couple of paragraphs to a blank page.

We dream of sharing a tale that captivates and spellbinds a sick child in hospital to forget their fears for an hour. Perhaps longer than that.
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The Chronicles of Narnia: We experience the wonder and discovery of new worlds with the Pevensies, and the restoration of wonder







Why? Because we ourselves are captivated and spellbound by the ideas in our mind.

Our calling is to learn how to do something amazing: to learn how to tell a story.

We’re wrestling with something in the dark, wrestling against raw animal power and flapping wings, gasping for a blessing, demanding that our vision condense into a flutter of letters on paper. We hope the sacrifice we make won’t hurt too much, but even then… we don’t much care any more.
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Jacob Wrestling with the Angel - Gustav Dore




We’re seeking to pull someone into a whole new world, like a hand reaching through a wardrobe and hauling us through heavy fur cloaks into a landscape of snow, witches, and talking lions.

Most authors are changed by the process. Afterward, we walk through the world gimp-legged, worlds without end inside us. Half in this world, have on this. Perhaps we’re now half-blind from one eye turned outward, one turned inward. We’ve been blessed by the elves with a storytellers’ second sight, and it makes us a strange thing.

And we would never be unspeared of this sight.

Yes, I’m mashing up Narnia, Odin, and Jacob. Writing is a deeply mythic thing.

The writing pros call it the ‘fictive dream,’ or the ‘suspension of disbelief’.’ I’m with Martin Shaw, who talks about stories being living things. Not all of them are equal. Not all do the same thing.

So if your job is to tell a story that captivates, then how do we get it wrong? When our craft is so poor that someone ‘wakes up’ and doesn’t want to keep reading.

Catholics, Christians, Orthodox, and faith-inspired authors get stuck here asking: Where is the line between fiction and evangelization?
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Coco: A story to explore and share the Mexican experience of afterlife, but more importantly, the living presence of ancestors among us







My answer: there isn’t a line. They’re not the same thing.

The way most people understand evangelization, it’s a soapbox for megaphoning a checklist that doesn’t respect your conscience (proselytism or preachiness).

Fiction is a golden ticket to the Polar Express. An invite to an experience.







“No matter how much his character may be improved by the Church, if he is a novelist, he has to remain true to his nature as one. The Church should make the novelist a better novelist.”

Flannery O’Connor, ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’



If you’re like me, writing fantasy and fiction feels like breathing.

As a kid, it filled my free time and intruded on my thoughts during school. I filled notebooks with my own bestiaries, plotted adventures, and outlined endless series I’d never write of talking mice, storm troopers facing dinosaurs, secret agents on death-defying missions.

The point was to learn how to create. The point was to sidle up to the vocation that called to me from the Perilous Realm.

But then…

My cult upbringing would rear with a rash of regret. All this time, I had created it all without a single nod to God, or Catholic doctrine, or the Faith. I hadn’t made a plan to evangelize anyone in to saving their soul.

All the fun I’d been imagining with Tyrannosaurs and lightsabers wasn’t going to do anyone any good.

I now know that I was wrong.
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Les Miserables (2012): The best fiction makes the people real, and reveals the meaning through their living and failing







Novelists aren’t evangelists. Some authors do write ‘evangelistic fiction.’ But unless that’s you… that’s not you.


	Some evangelize through hospitality and medical care.

	Some evangelize through dance and social events.

	Some evangelize through food and caretaking.




We are storytellers.

Our job is to understand why humans tell stories at all. And it’s for much deeper reasons than cavemen’s cautionary tales, or escapist ‘wish fulfillment’ because someone can’t ‘handle’ real life. Or to convert people to a faith tradition.










“The tensions of being a Catholic novelist are probably never balanced for the writer until the Church becomes so much a part of his personality that he can forget about her—in the same sense that when he writes, he forgets about himself.”

Flannery O’Connor, ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’










A lot of authors feel conflict. We’re torn between the worlds we want to explore, and the sermons we hear on Sundays. We feel something is true and good about these imaginal continents filled with Silmarillions of elves and orcs. But there’s most Sunday Pastors are up to their eyeballs in administration and confessions, and your questions about dragons as an expression of Christ is more than they can handle.

So don’t ask them. They never wanted to be storytellers anyway.

Light, or the Revelation of Light?

Imagine an attic, or a cave, filled with dimly lit things. You can barely see anything in the musty gloom.

Imagine a leaf twists away from an empty gap in the rafters, and a yellow spear of sunlight picks out the silent waltz of dust motes, tracking a path across the floor.

[image: Image]

Blinking from decades in the dark, pale eyed and cautious, some authors will stare at the shaft of light, wondering how they’ve been deprived for so long. They enter into it, stare up into it, eyes gasping, until black spots blur their sight. It is an obvious and brilliant truth. We will want to write about why this light is the illuminator of the world.

But the light dweller is used to light, knows that human eyes can’t meet the gaze of the sun. We admire the prismed radiance, stare at everything that exists. Light picks out the silk in early morning corn, turns the grey world green through the bending leaves. It presses apart the clouds and casts shadow between the mountains, trues the night under the river pebbles. It floods an enthralled concert hall with the presence of a thousand other people sitting in the dark. Shadow is part of light. All things are seen by light.

It’s pretty normal to learn something new, fall in love with it, and turn it into a story to try and convince a reader. The more mature thing is to marinate in it. Understand why it moves you, and what it means. Then tell a story about why a character was convinced, and maybe the reader will believe that.

Some writers can only write about the light itself. These are those with a preachy message, inside and outside of a faith tradition.

We need more who write about what the light reveals. These are those in touch with the world, who get that each person is on their own journey, their own spiritual ascent into God.

Belief is like light.

We are human. We are persons. We don’t seek the Father of Lights the way we seek the sunshine in a dark attic. We see the AllFather in all gifts, in all the shades of light and dark. And our very ability to see and understand anything is a gift of his power.










“We need to be tellers of dark stories, for we live in a dark and sorrowful world. Now I’m certainly not arguing against the place of light and happiness. After all, we proclaim a great story where redemption is the ultimate reality. Yet if we neglect the place of darkness, sin, and evil in our stories, the weight of human moral action, the tragedy of the Fall, if any of these things are missing from our stories, we are failing in our art.”

John Carswell, ‘Tolkien and the Evangelical Power of Beauty’






We’re like fishes suddenly realizing we’re surrounded by water.

We’re fishes being told to slow down and realize we’re in an ocean. We’re already ‘in’ God, because ‘in him we live and move and have our being.’
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You don’t need a cast of nuns and priests in clerical clothes in your novel. You don’t need your character to have a ‘come to Jesus’ moment. Not the way you think.

A character making a 1% turn toward doing something better, living better, making a change for the better, is their ‘come to Jesus’ moment.

Not because they became card-carrying Christians. That was never the point of your story. It’s because the urgency and energy of your story was to confront a character with something that changed them. Really changed them.







“The religious elements aren’t obnoxiously grafted onto the narrative but emerge intrinsically from the circumstances of the characters.”

William Giraldi, ‘Confessions of a Catholic Novelist’



Be a good storyteller

Imagine Da Vinci had a vision early in life, and hastily grabbed his paintbrushes to smear out his interpretation of the Incarnation. He hasn’t yet spent a decade of ten thousand hours, hasn’t mastered his skills, hasn’t become the great Da Vinci we know and love. 
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His theme is sublime, but his lack of talent stops us from seeing the message. The hasty sweeps of the colors, the imbalance of tone and shade, and the clunky proportion makes us critique the painting, and we miss his point.

Your first job is to be a good author. This means: if you want to be good at something you have to train in it. You have to learn the discipline. You have to know when the rules apply, and when you can skirt them.

You have to practice writing stories, and trying to finish novels, and sketching characters, and stumbling through life like the rest of us, one day at a time. And you can’t stop.

Some authors spend a hundred hours trying to make a perfect story.

Some authors spend a hundred hours writing a hundred short stories.

Who will learn better and faster?

The one who gets the experience.





“The artist has his hands full and does his duty if he attends to his art. He can safely leave evangelizing to the evangelists.”

Flannery O’Connor, ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’







Without enough time and attention spent simply writing, you won’t have a sense of your style, your interests, your message. You will have a vague idea. But you will need clarity. Stunning, simple, visceral, bone-gripping clarity.

It doesn’t matter how amazing your message is. We’re artists. We don’t demand mercy-watching, or mercy-reading. We want our art to be good on its own. If it isn’t, we get better.

We want our reader to get sucked into the first few pages, to be so swallowed into the story and the ideas and the promises of this adventure that they cancel their weekend plans to keep reading.

Our first responsibility: be a good author.
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  Why Storytellers Must Dig Deep—And What Happens When They Do

  
  




Stories are a way we share human experience with each other.

We help readers feel and live through something that would never happen in ordinary life, such as orcs and dragons and Celestials. Through imagination, we share an experience of what it means to be human.

Our novels can fill with passion and hope, change the way we look at the world, perhaps challenge someone to change the way they live.







“I have found that people outside the Church like to suppose that the Church acts as a restraint on the creativity of the Catholic writer and that she keeps him from reaching his full development.”

Flannery O’Connor, ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’





As a storyteller, your faith must be part of the inspiration we’re using to create.

Perhaps it already is, but you’re unconscious of it.

We are either awake to what we think, conscious of our own convictions. Or we’re unaware of what’s in our mind, and carrying out someone else’s convictions.

It is critical to reflect and dig deep. Find out why we are moved by things.

You see, we don’t sit down and generate ideas. Not the big ones, the true ones.

We create and combine the little ideas, the half-baked ones that come to us in dreams and reveries and moments. These ideas bubble up and fade in our imaginations.

But the real ideas, the big ones, things that relate to humanity across ages, these are much bigger than us. They come to us from the outside.
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Arrival: A story of aliens (angels?) that enter our world, and change our whole relationship to time through a change in language







Humans are not airtight little water balloons, and we control what comes in or out.

We’re a branch on a vine, held in communion with roots and sap and the great greening identity of a tree. We’re a star in a supercluster, seamed with energy causeways and shared tension and superpositional quantum fields.

We’re in constant communion with spirit and biology and divinity. And it doesn’t end at the edge of your skin, it runs right through you into everyone.

Israel means the ‘God-wrestler’, loosely speaking. Throughout her history, Israel has grappled with Heaven and the mysteries. Not blindly accepted everything from on high. In fact, every figure usually argues with God before he wins them over.

Storytellers are like seances for angels. Storytellers can also be mediums for things left unsaid too. Obviously, that can get dark pretty fast. But it’s not unusual. Public speakers, priests, parents… are all in the same boat.

Storytellers do it on a whole different level. Have we explored the basements of our minds, pried up the slats under the carpets, seeking the strange chink of light that calls us deeper? Where everyone else is afraid to go deeper, that is where we begin.

Ideas have us.







“The novelist is required to create the illusion of a whole world with believable people in it, and the chief difference between the novelist who is an orthodox Christian and the novelist who is merely a naturalist is that the Christian novelist lives in a larger universe. He believes that the natural world contains the supernatural. And this doesn’t mean that his obligation to portray the natural is less; it means it is greater.”

Flannery O’Connor, ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’







We turn a corner one day and are struck with inspiration. The ‘muse’ has hit.

I like to think of it as a spiritual bubble gun blowing in our face. Each bubble is an idea. If we’re not careful, all kinds of ideas bubble up and expect attention. That’s the mind’s job, to filter through a constant stream of ideas.
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Agora (2009): A story about the heroism of taking a stand for truth in a world of ready to kill you for stepping out of line







But you are not your mind. It serves you. It is an organ in the constellation of psychic and biological organs that make up your body. And ideas come from all sorts of places: other people, cultures, angel… even parasitic psychic phenomena.

Some of it feels comfortable. Some makes us uneasy.

The mature, discerning adult in faith doesn’t automatically accept ‘good feels’ equals good ideas, and ‘bad feels’ equal bad ideas. That’s kryptonite to any spiritual growth.

Great truths and ideas are like multi-sided icebergs, with only a shard pressing through into our dimension. At a later time, a new, resonant truth will emerge to enrich the last.

We must challenge everything, and hold fast to what is good.

Martin Shaw took 100 days to sit in the wilds and tell stories to the trees and river edge and undergrowth, to find out what it’s like to be an ancient storyteller. By the end of his retreat, the rain and relentless sunlight and scores of spirits broke through his armor, broke into him. He was finally ready to meet the Wild and Mossy Face of Christ in the wilderness. And Christ came.

Martin has never been the same. Today, he seeks communion with the Orthodox church.







“When the Catholic novelist closes his own eyes and tries to see with the eyes of the Church, the result is another addition to that large body of pious trash for which we have so long been famous.” Flannery O’Connor, ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’




Fiction is more than a new stained-glass window to look at the same things.

Fiction is a Narnian door, a golden ticket, a stumbling over a dragon egg. It is a delving into our own personalities, interests, and hard-won insights, like swimming in a sunless sea for the glint of treasure.

We are like pioneers for our people, wrestling with ourselves to understand our own contribution to the world hoard.

We digest deep, dangerous, and delightful ideas for others into a story.
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Stranger Things: a story about what happens when your idea of reality isn’t big enough for all the dangers and realities in it




When culture crashes, storytellers are first-responders. Almost like time travelers, because we imagine a future we believe in, and travel to it in our imagination, and publish our ideas to help others get there too.

Our ideas of a thriving human world can be wrapped in cosy fiction, in thrillers, in anti-hero grimdark, epic fantasy, murder mysteries… All of it.

Ideas crash into the gravel, wind-blown beaches of our mind, like elves making landfall, pulling themselves hand over hand out of the grim, grey salty surf, exhausted, needing care. This beach is the edge of us, where we end, and where everything else begins. We gather up these elves in our arms, some small and huddle them in our hut with a little soup and soft bread. Coax them back to life.

Maybe they stay, maybe they move on.







“Stories will show up powerful, disoriented, and needing shelter, that we desperately need to know about, need to welcome. Amid the garbage washing up in our world, things will arrive on our shore that we need to know about. Not usually mythologies, but fragments of a myth. No idea if they will flourish, or fade. We must see what it has to say.”

Martin Shaw, Courting the Wild Twin







Storytellers do that work for everyone else, because we love it. And it matters. Stories are how our souls survive.
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  What happens when the old stories don’t work any more - we need new ones

  
  




Tolkien and the Inklings faced a horrible, dawning realization.

Squinting through smears of mud, marching in lines under leaden skies, staring through scopes at their German brothers across the bullet-blasted wastes of the first World War…

Whatever liturgies and books built in that world, it didn’t stop armies from killing twenty million people.

If stories give us identity and direction, and help us share experience… maybe we’re telling the wrong stories. I think that’s why they created new ones. And their tales are still trending.
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Most of the stories from that world doubled down on us vs them, my family is better than your family, my people has a greater right to life than your people.

I’m convinced this is one of the reasons why the Catholics got together and convened a new council during the trigger-happy, nuclear-pressure of the Cold War. We needed to update our theology to match reality. To tell a better story. Whether we liked it or not, the world had changed. Become more connected.

Humans now face a whole new set of challenges: learning to thrive together as a global human family, without losing our local identity. Culture feels like a complete free-for-all.

This is where storytellers are first-responders. Because stories are about people. And we need new stories. We might need your stories.

You know you need your stories.

If you’re trying to write the coolest fiction in the world, I don’t think storytellers want to be sidelined on a Christian shelf, far from people who just give up everything to vibe with your desperate hunger to figure out life, to share your visceral joy of being alive, and to feel that every person matters, no matter how small, and no matter what they believe, or what they regret.
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Life is Beautiful: What lengths will a father go to, to protect an innocent child from the realities of war on all sides?













“The great mistake that the unthinking Catholic reader usually makes is to suppose that the Catholic writer is writing for him. Occasionally this may happen, but generally it is not happening today. Catholics brought up in sheltered Catholic communities with little or no intellectual contact with the modern world are apt to suppose that truth as Catholics know it is the order of the day except among the naturally perverse.”

Flannery O’Connor, ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’







For half a century, Catholics became known for writing a certain kind of fiction.

The stories were evangelistic, catechetical, didactic. Fairy-tale like in their simplicity. They sought to inspire young readers like saints stories. But these saints’ stories had been carefully pruned of any lurid details of personal failure. Kids needed models.

Perhaps the idea was well-meant. But then and now, adults felt the lack of any real fairy tale grit. Any actual reality. Saints were surreally detached while being lightly fried in oil, legally tried in courts, or locked inside towers and marriages.

Daily life is as dark as old fairy tales.

It is still full of the same gods and giants and angels and demons. Maybe they show up differently now. Maybe they continue to show up in exactly the same way as they ever did. The unwashed lives of the saints are just as raw and real as yours and mine. And modern readers and adults need these stories.

Today, many Christians are proud to have their own shelf in the bookstores, separated from all the rest of the stories. They’re very proud about being spice-free, squeaky clean, and faith affirming, with nifty little rating charts.

To be clear, some readers love clean fiction. Some need this. Highly sensitive people, for example, definitely need calm stories and Hallmark endings to remind them that life can be cheery, calm, and friendly.

The mistake is saying that’s the high-water mark for religious fiction.







“In today’s secular culture, any reference to a divine intervention in human affairs is problematic. Readers do not want a homily, let alone a work of Catholic apologetics.”

Piers Paul Read, ‘Dangers to the Soul’







The Catholics that I grew up with felt that the ideal is more of this fiction, replete with religious figures, carefully ordered families and idealistic characters.

I think this is why readers return to the myths. Over and over. As weird and messy and pagan as they are. They’re as weird, and messy, and pagan as our souls.
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Spirited Away: A girl rediscovers the ancient pacts of ancestors and fairies, and learns how to honor the ways of the spirits







Pagan in the best sense: rustic, rural, with dirt under the nails and berries in the mouth and twigs in your hair because you hunted grouse and grapes in the dawn, thanked the local gods for their food-gifts, skirted the local fairies, honored the ancestors, kept salt and bells to ward off spiritual parasites, trained in war to protect your children, trained in lovemaking to bloom your people, trained in religion to focus your life.

God doesn’t struggle for your attention, with his nose pressed up against the glass, one more paparazzi outside your home yelling for your attention.

He doesn’t compete with that. He has nothing to compete with.

How can he? He is the attention in your mind, the reason why you’ve shut your door, the inhale-exhale of your thought and breath in prayer and in storytelling.

He is present with every pain and agony and difficulty. Think about yourself as an author. Imagine your characters praying and yelling to you to make the pain go away.

What is your answer?

To make them go on the adventure. To experience every single thing, every moment of darkness, every dull, grinding swathe of boredom.

The answer to their prayers is to lead them in spiritual ascent. To level up out of the darkness of their life into a little more light. Because you know that even a little sunshine to a light-starved eye in the dark is an anchor for a whole being.







[image: Image]

Hacksaw Ridge: A story of a man who stuck to his guts and no guns, and saved the lives of men left for dead.







You can’t show up in your story and solve all their problems, because you’re the narrator. The whole point of the story is that your characters become more fully and more freely themselves.

Sounds like real life, doesn’t it?







“Many of the great writers of Catholic fiction neither used Catholic characters nor told of overtly Catholic events—they “simply” wrote about life in all its reality.”

Michelle Tholen ‘What’s Wrong with Contemporary Catholic Fiction?’, ‘Dangers to the Soul’







And real life is really messy. Especially for canonized saints. They were a tangled tumble of emotion and trauma and cultural baggage. And that’s ok. They struggled to see a way through it all, pointing themselves toward the highest, best good thing they could imagine.

For many, being a religious author has meant writing from a sanitized, pious worldview, one where the characters smile from the winner’s stand, wisely promote hope, and enjoy their happy endings. These heroes are noble, their relationships ideal, their environment an envied fantasy.

Also known as spiritual wish fulfillment. And let’s call it for what it is: childishness.

Maybe our stories will become more authentic and real when we pull out all the overtly Catholic and Christian stuff.
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KPOP Demon Hunters: A riveting story on the power of friendship and mission, to discover the truth of self and sacrifice







What happens when you get real about what you think, and create something needed and new? What might happen to the future? We have no idea.

But 20 years ago, no one expected that the world would be so vibrantly unified across fandoms like Lord of the Rings, Star Wars, Harry Potter, K-Pop Demon Hunters, etc.

The world now has new language in our cultural imagination.










“[Dante] said that the literal meaning of the Divine Comedy is the way in which human beings by their own free acts earn eternal punishment or reward. That is the vision of human action that makes fiction Catholic. It is not a matter of having priests and nuns on the set, not a matter of explicit reference to Catholic things, but rather the Dantesque vision. There are priests and nuns in stories that lack this vision; this vision is present where there is nothing peculiarly Catholic in view.”

Ralph McInerny, ‘On Being a Catholic Writer’
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Dante Alighieri tasked himself to imagine the heights and depths of the Christian experience, inspired by the mythologies and theology of his time. Like what Thomas Aquinas did for theology, Dante foraged and fused so many mythic, psychic, and spiritual themes across myth and culture, that he defined the popular imagination of Hell, Purgatory and Heaven for centuries.

His writings defined our imagination of spiritual things for centuries. He gave us a new mythology for things unseen and (as yet) unlived.

New myths for a new world

It’s been said that myth is lies breathed through silver. It’s been written off as explanations for thunder and lightning. It’s been dismissed as the bawdy bar tales of high pagans.

Whoever thinks this has not read enough myths, and not understood what they read. Myths break down into fairy tales, fables, cautionary tales, explanations, ritual ideas, tribal origins, and more.

But the greatest myths are often the oldest. They’re retold the most often.

Jordan Petersen calls them ‘Maps of Meaning.’ That’s the best definition. They are incredibly smart maps of what’s going on inside our souls and psyches.

And if most of it doesn’t make sense, that’s ok. That’s because before, you would have been raised in a single culture, a single cinematic universe of sigils, symbols, and ideas.

But the last 500 years changed everything. Humans rediscovered international travel. And suddenly our libraries exploded, our theologians pulled out their hair, our storytellers rejoiced, and the human conversation created the internet.
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Avatar: A story about reconnection with nature and the world of natural religion, to resist the strip-mining reach of a culture of death







Our western mind had been isolated from the rest of the world, maybe through no fault of our own. We reopened the Pandora’s boxes in our basements, and tumbled into bioluminescent alien worlds like Pandora. We rediscovered tens of thousands of years of psychological and spiritual wrestling with the gods.

It takes a lot of fresh stories to challenge everything and hold fast to the good that stands the test of time.

Be a good storyteller first. Tell a good story.

Look at Tolkien, Lewis, Rowling, Martin, and their impact on this century of readers.

They’ve added to the world hoard. They’ve created new languages to unite peoples. We call them fandoms. Fandoms are how we make friends, and fellowships against the encroaching dark.
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The Children of Hurin: Tolkien’s anti-hero tale




In the Children of Hurin, Tolkien wrote the terrible tale of Turin Turambar. It is meant as a mirror-opposite of Aragorn, the Aragorn who failed on all fronts. He wanted to explore an epic character who constantly made the wrong decision to his karma, his fate. He abandons his duty, abandons his identity, abandons his promises. Around him, family, friendships, futures collapse. Sobbing and grasping in grey desperation, he continues to fail all the way through the grisly, gut-wrenching end.

It’s not a story for popcorn and family time. It’s dark, on purpose. Knowing this story lends heft to Aragorn’s success as a man, friend, and king. In the back of his mind, he knew he shared the same weakness as Turin. But with fellowship, he overcame the weakness.

Tolkien intended Turin’s story to continue beyond the grave. Turin’s failure in life meant nothing unless it was repented and resolved in the next life. Death here is not the end, a theme to which he returned with an elvish joy.










“Fantasy is a natural human activity. It certainly does not destroy or even insult Reason; and it does not either blunt the appetite for, nor obscure the perception of, scientific verity.”

On Fairy Stories, J. R. R. Tolkien
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  How far is too far? What to do about anti-heroes and grimdark games of doldrums

  
  




In a grey city that stretches in unending skylines, and continues to grow because every person there has a magical ability to create new neighborhoods at a whim (all to get away from each other), a set of bone-bored tourists line up take a bus trip to the rim of Heaven.

This is ‘The Great Divorce,’ a novel by C.S. Lewis. It’s like stumbling into a Narnian landscape. These tourists discover something awful. The grass is sharp and solid as spear blades. Apples from the trees fall and crush them like meteors. They realize they are thin and weightless, like ghosts.

A group of bright, friendly angels are waiting for them, encouraging them to do something simple. Drink a glass of water from the river. A single glass of that water will bring them heft and weight, the weight of glory, the weight to stand on the grass, eat the fruit, and ride the wild glorious animals of the plains.

But nearly everyone backs off. They’re afraid. This novel is a series of short stories, like conversations, why different kinds of people prefer to return to the doldrums below rather than take a sip of salving water.

As storytellers, as human beings, we should be aware that the same blood flows in our veins. The same weakness.










“If I had to say what a “Catholic novel” is, I could only say that it is one that represents reality adequately as we see it manifested in this world of things and human relationships.”

Flannery O’Connor, ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’










Most humans are like this. You and me too. We have blindspots.

So we turn to stories to dial up the drama of grace and judgement and sin and consequence.




[image: Image]

Breaking Bad: maybe the best catharsis for middle class America.




Sometimes we need to follow our characters down the sewers and skyscrapers of their journey. Perhaps we leave them there at the end of the story, rooting around with the pigs and secretly wishing they could return home, that all manner of things could be well. Sometime we can tell anti-hero cautionary tales, because know that not even death is the end.

But when it comes to showing evil in stories, we shouldn’t shy away.







“Imaginary evil is romantic and varied; real evil is gloomy, monotonous, barren, boring. Imaginary good is boring; real good is always new, marvelous, intoxicating.”

Simone Weil







I really think that’s the weird thing about being an author. When we sub-create a person in our storytelling, we mimic God’s divine omniscience. We love our character through every terrible moment, because we know that ultimately, they can change.

We know this from the inside of who that character is.

Perhaps we know that it will take unbelievable agony and pressure. It will take many deaths, and many adventures. The strongest wills hold out the longest, I suspect. But their conversion and freefall into grace make for the a glory stories we line up to watch.

I’ve heard personally from authors who want to create uplifting fiction, and fear going into dark, compulsive, sin-laden places, because they’re afraid of damaging the faith or virtue of their reader.










“This is no superficial problem for the conscientious novelist, and those who have felt it have felt it with agony. But I think that to force this kind of total responsibility on the novelist is to burden him with the business that belongs only to God.”

Flannery O’Connor, ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’










I don’t think you can carry that load.

That fear that you carry comes from two places: 1) you’re not convinced your character needs it in their story, and 2) you’re not confident who your reader is.

If you were convinced that a character’s crippling, life-damaging addiction was central to your story, shying away from facing it head on cuts off your story at the knees. And an audience familiar with this lifestyle will know.

Maybe you were never called to stare down the darkness in the human soul, and without blinking, journal how someone slowly turned around and found a way out. It’s not for everyone.

Your audience may only need the briefest touch, the lightest description. Or it may need gory details. Then we have to ask: how far is too far? At what point have we lost decency?

I can’t answer that.

Partly because I’m not sure there’s a universal answer. I do think there are universal goods that apply in all places and time, and I think that the human family is slowly awaking to these.

But a lot of us haven’t. It’s not obvious to me that all morals go out the window when dealing with an anti-hero, for example. I think that as a religious storyteller, the pressure is higher to be more authentic and less cavalier about the cost of sin on a human life.

Evil is never a comfortable life. It spins up a world of fear, deceit, disloyalty, greed, and most of all, the leprotic lack of any real peace.

Stories like House of Cards, Power, or Game of Thrones highlight the riveting power of evil living. That septic siren call to act free of consequences. There’s always a price, and the characters always pay it.
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Game of Thrones: An epic story of mediocre anti-heroes trying to ignore the complexity of reality marching toward them







Once we can get past the glossy drama of Darth Vader, we build a deeper love for him because we know he is only a phase in Anakin’s journey.

In fact, we can be more honest and real about Anakin, and our characters, when we know they’re not finished yet. We can actually sit with every step and sin and stumble in their journey, because it is theirs. We don’t fear the future. We can be more patient and present.










“[The Catholic faith] … gives a writer that dramatic itch for sin, for judgment and damnation, for the rottenness of the world and the holy in us all.”

William Giraldi, ‘Confessions of a Catholic Novelist’







Some stories are going to be cautionary tales, peopled by antiheroes who help us see the consequences of our actions, and give us a chance to feel through the effects of evil. 

For example, Midsommar is a ‘daylight;’ horror movie about a girl who gets sucked into a cult. Through carefully orchestrated psychological tactics, her sense of freedom, identity, and purpose is eroded away. She loses herself in the darkness and the fire of this pseudo-pagan hideaway, and we leave her wondering if she’s just made the worst decision in the world, even if she doesn’t understand what it is.
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Midsommar







More often than not, stories are about how someone deals with the bad situation they are dealt. In the east, they talk about how dharma meets karma. How our duty meets with the hand we’re dealt.

These can be conversion experiences for some of us.










“Catholic life as seen by a Catholic doesn’t always make comfortable reading for Catholics…”

Flannery O’Connor, ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’







Often, the good choice we definitely need doesn’t feel like a warm and fuzzy Christ. Sometimes, true and real good feels as awful and terrifying as Cthulhu.

Notice how the standard reaction across Scripture and human anecdotes to a ‘mere’ angel is to flatline with terror and awe.

We’re so thin and ghostly right now that the greatest mystics called the trek into Heaven a silent and ‘dark night of the soul,’ with only the memory of a hope. That’s when you grow up, or go back. I think it’s ok. I think that if you go back, you might fall harder.
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The Dark Knight: The best trilogy of a man falling into a well of his own darkness, battling the evil in the world as he claws his way back to the surface







But that’s where the Desert Fathers would say you’ll build back better. Because a house that has collapsed is easier to rebuild than a house that doesn’t exist. A journey you’ve failed means you’ve walked part of it, and you know that part.

Christ promised that the yoke is easy, and the burden light, as long as we’re not defensive and desperate to hold onto this life. It depends on us. Antiheroes convert the wide-armed, welcoming love of the Cross into hell itself.

Chesterton once said that a genius in Christianity is the Confessional. The ‘magical’ ability to separate sin from sinner.

The genius of storytelling is the imagination. The ‘magical’ arena where we field-test our dreams instead of in daily life. 

Being a faith-inspired storyteller doesn’t mean that we have less freedom to be as honest with our subject matter as we’d like. It means that we have more.

Our faith isn’t a straitjacket for our creativity. It’s a lifeline that allows us to go anywhere and explore anything, without fear of losing ourselves.
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The Rite: What do you do when the evil you ignore won’t let you go?







Sometimes we can bring an insane good to someone by bringing up a question, and making it feel real. Maybe the reader will be filled with the same desire to go on their own journey, find their own answer. Maybe your story is a bus trip out of the doldrums, and your character doesn’t sip that angelic water. And your reader aches with you for that person to do the right thing.

When someone is stuck in an inhumane life, grey with boredom and a hateful future, storytelling can remind us that “the grey rain curtain of this world rolls back, and all turns to silver glass…And then you see it. White shores, and beyond, a far green country under a swift sunrise.”










“Catholics already have the truth, whereas novelists write novels in part because they don’t. The Church has all the righteous answers; a novel is after the right questions. “We Catholics,” wrote O’Connor, “are very much given to the Instant Answer. Fiction doesn’t have any.”

Flannery O’Connor ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’










Some of us portal that world into our lives right here and now. There’s good in this world, and it’s worth fighting for. When we’re honest about evil in storytelling, we’re only pulling back the string on the bow, adding tension and pain to the creaking wood, building up the promise and weight of sending that soul-arrow flying toward home.
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NOAH: A story about what happens when your understanding of God is less humane than you are, and the agony of obedience vs conscience







Maybe it doesn’t hit the mark. Maybe it just gets close. But an arrow in the air flying in any direction is hot or cold, whereas an arrow on the ground doing nothing isn’t helpful to anyone, even to itself.

I can’t lie. I haven’t figured it all out. But I have noticed that the stories I love best are R-rated, and sometimes horror movies. This is usually because it’s the only rating and genre where storytellers pull off the gloves and get as real as humanly possible.

The depths of addiction, compulsion, sin, and the very edge of existence, are a ferment of constant storytelling.

It’s from that edge of darkness that conversions spark. Those are the edges knuckling the yawning abyss where Christ climbs down, hooks his hands around my back legs, and hauls me back up toward a bowl of soup and soft bread.

That’s a parable, obviously. The actual lived experience of it is more like this: the character wakes up in a warehouse, surrounded by sick, sleeping addicts, needles and garbage like the River Slidr, a river of glaciers and swords keeping you from leaving Hel. And in that moment, something clicks, and they know they need help. They accept the impulse.

Or perhaps it’s even more dramatic, and no less real: the character is a psychopath who craves connection as much as he delights in execution, and finally decides that jumping from a bridge is the only way to find peace from the demons rattling inside him. Perhaps the brush with death, or a friendly hand, pulls him back from the brink.
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YOU: The series about a psychopath who believes he’s ok, just passionate, and everyone has it out for him







In all of this, you and I as storytellers are doing shadow work.

We’re climbing down the side of the abyss with Christ, looking for those lost sheep. Don’t flinch. Don’t look away. Maybe your story is an honest look at the reality of the human condition that can save a life, because you were real.

Karen Ullo’s novel ‘Jennifer the Damned’ is about a young vampire raised in a convent, who’s coming of age runs alongside her awakening. It’s dark, real, and gritty. As it turns out, a Catholic priest flagged her down, and thanked her for it. He told her that the teens in his addiction-recovery group loved the book, because it so honestly expressed their own lives.

She never expected to hear that.
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The Wonder: A detective explores a seeming Catholic ‘miracle,’ to find it is an inversion of Communion wrapped in cultic tradition













“Why should a man be scorned if, finding himself in prison, he tries to get out and go home? Or if, when he cannot do so, he thinks and talks about other topics than jailers and prison-walls? The world outside has not become less real because the prisoner cannot see it. In using escape in this way the critics …are confusing, not always by sincere error, the Escape of the Prisoner with the Flight of the Deserter.”

On Fairy Stories, J. R. R. Tolkien







The sum of the law on this topic is: all things are allowed in stories, except that evil is made to be good, and good evil. A character’s perception of good and evil is not the same thing.

Usually, a story is about a perception (or a wrong idea) shipwrecking against reality. The character realizes that if they change, the pain and problems will go away, or at the very least, they will learn the lesson and gain meaning for their suffering.
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  Do you write stories for yourself, for money, or for the market?

  
  




This is the forever debate among creators: Do we create for the market, or for meaning?

Not every story has to be a Degas of spiritual meaning and depth. Sometimes stories are fun. Loads of fun. And sometimes you can make a bunch of money doing it, maybe even as a full time job.

But if storytelling matters to you, then let’s look at three kinds of storytellers:

1) Some writers write for themselves.

They are moved with an idea, and in love with telling the story. It’s not about publicity or publishing deals, even though it might be nice. They know the world is a better place because these stories exist. They may or may not share them with others.

These authors may create the most enduring art. Because they are dedicated to the craft, they are freer to take the stories where they need to go. But, they don’t make much income, because that’s not their priority.
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Little Women: A story of many things, but about an author struggling to balance family and creativity and her sense of self




A possible downside is that they can self-isolate. While they benefited from the experience, they don’t share for feedback and communion with others. It’s like very dramatic journaling, spending months and years to figure out what you think. Some authors are that, and it may be good for them.

But this course is for authors who want to be the coolest storytellers in the world. So I think its an important part of the storytelling process to share your stories.

2) Some writers write to market.

These authors figure out a readership and double down on the stories they’ll buy and enjoy. Writing to market builds a community with your readers, a way to share and learn together. The feedback can be quick: if they don’t like it, it doesn’t sell. You probably don’t write that any more, and do something else.

This can be smart, because you’re watching trends, keeping a finger on the pulse, you’ll create something that’s popular. But you feel you’re still in charge. Unless your publishing house is asking you to pull back on your bias or your messaging (or you’re handcuffed to their bias and messaging), you’re free to write what works for you.
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The Book Thief: Exploring a world of war and violence through a child’s gaze




The possible downside is that you stop doing what’s meaningful, and do what sells. But I don’t think that’s always bad. I think the point of learning to be a storyteller is you, not the stories. The stories are the byproduct of your journey. Every story is a training ground in your ascent, and you levelled up. Not every story carries the same weight. Some are fun, and maybe it’s important for you to have a lot of fun for a long time.

But the coolest storytellers in the world are cool because they know stories matter. Stories are how our souls survive. And sometimes we have to deal with deeper things.

3) Some writers write for the money.

It’s all about the book deal. The royalty checks. The fame. These authors will do whatever it takes to get the word count. They will tell any story, even if it doesn’t improve the world. They know what sells, but and that’s what matters.

90% of nonfiction is people trying to convince the world that they’re a good person, and they’re all saying the same thing.
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The Social Network: What’s the cost of winning the world, and losing your friends (and soul) on the way?




When you’re a reader looking for storytelling to heal your soul, to build you up, to challenge you to grip reality more seriously, to thrill you with fun and games, a money-focused storyteller won’t have the good stuff. We end up with the Shrek-ification of story, where cynicism rules, and it it sells, who cares about hamfisted messaging and clumsy story mechanics.

The storytelling industry is a breeding ground of writers doing anything to sell a story.

Where does this leave a beginning storyteller who wants to write cool stories?

I wish I could tell you that storytellers with real promise could make it. That scholarships and grants for excellence could grease the wheels of success for those who deserve it.

But the reality is that very few make it in conventional, traditional ways.


	The publishing industry is apparently broken, reluctant to take risks and biased toward bestsellers, so I’ve heard.

	Self-publishing is a madhouse of conflicting advice as algorithms update daily, apparently.

	Social publishing is an emerging phenomenon where authors can partner with popular social accounts and reach readers directly, but that comes with its own challenges, like crowd-funded kickstarters and collab marketing campaigns.
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Kubo and the Two Strings: An incredible artistic stop-motion adventure







When I was 15, I was convinced that I was going to be a successful storyteller forever. I read voraciously, printed off two children’s novels, catalogued a myriad of stories and poetry I’m embarrassed to share, and brainstormed enough epics to retire on.

But the more I learned, the more I understood how hard it is to make a living off of storytelling. Unless you’re a runaway New York Times bestseller, or you’re self-publishing a new novel every three months. (*cough… which I want to do.)










“It is the authors of what publishers call “middle-market fiction” who struggle to make a living. With so many means of distraction and entertainment today—film, television, social media, etc.—the young writer of good novels is unlikely to make a living from his craft.”

Piers Paul Read, “Dangers to the Soul”










My answer is this:

Write because you love it. Write because it matters to you.

Maybe have a dream of being successful. Then sit down and get busy with the journey of one stepping-stone at a time. One story, one chapter, one new reader review at a time.
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Saving Mr Banks: The battle between Disney and the Author of Mary Poppins, ending with the best line: “We restore order with imagination. We instill hope again and again and again.”







The most successful authors I know go through the long process of conventional publication through a Catholic publisher. But they won’t reach the general public, because a Catholic publisher is a niche that most have never heard of.

New options are opening up though, like never before.

Storytellers are discovering and creating new options we’ve never had. New tools allow us to create our own print-on-demand resources. We can become our own publishing house. And with some schooling, we can learn to run our own ads. We can apply to get on podcasts and interviews, and reach new audiences.

We live in a new world of access to readers.

The problem is that it takes a lot of effort. Effort that probably pulls you away from storytelling.




That’s why LegendFiction is one community I’m building. I’m working to bring together the coolest storytellers in the world, so that we can talk about the best stories in the world.
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Together, we can inspire each other with feedback and support. And we can teach each other what works and what doesn’t in real time.

And as we keep getting better and smarter, we can help launch new indie authors.

Readers out there want all kinds of new stories, all the time.

Storytelling is not slowing down, it is speeding up. And with options like AI or ghostwriting, it’s possible to keep creating an infinity of stories.

The real question is if readers will actually want that. I suspect that over time, AI-generated stories will become the bottom-shelf stuff for bottom-feeders, like the mountains of unbought dime-novels in bargain bins.

BookTok has revived a whole new generation of readers, because they’re helping us rediscover what’s hidden between the pages of these books. Turning them from books into worlds, into experiences.

That’s going to be the future: authors building worlds, not just writing books. Storytellers finding their own way to welcome people into the worlds without end.

I hope LegendFiction will be a path to help authors find success faster, because we’re sharing the journey.







“One of the most disheartening circumstances that the Catholic novelist has to contend with is that he has no large audience he can count on to understand his work. The general intelligent reader today is not a believer. He likes to read novels about priests and nuns because these persons are a curiosity to him, but he does not really understand the character motivated by faith. The Catholic reader, on the other hand, is so busy looking for something that fits his needs, and shows him in the best possible light, that he will find suspect anything that doesn’t serve such purposes.”

Flannery O’Connor ‘Confessions of a Catholic Novelist”





Tell the story you want to read, and write the story that inspires you. 

Those are the stories that matter – because you’re free to tell them.
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Miss Potter: A children’s author who stuck to her goals and guns, and changed the world for children. And fiction writers too.




So be honest with yourself. You might change your mind, or your goals, about what to do with all the stories you create.

Don’t lose sight of why storytelling matters to you in the first place. The coolest storytellers understand the market and love their readers. But they don’t lose sight of why they create art in the first place.

Because they have a calling. And it’s not finished yet.










“The arts can come to our rescue, if they are true and beautiful and faithful to the moral order of the universe. In presenting human dramas in all their variety, a novelist, for example, can help reveal the actions of divine providence (very present but usually mysterious and hidden from our eyes). In this way a reader or a person listening to a symphony or gazing at a good painting can come to know that he is more than he thinks he is, more than the definitions of man given by ideologues and theorists. A true work of art helps him apprehend, by some interior sense, that while Man is damaged he is not destroyed; he is beautiful and beloved by his Father Creator.”

Michael O’Brien, “Catholic Writing Today”
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  There are readers who desperately want your story out there—write for them

  
  




The best way to help yourself and your storytelling is to decide who you’re creating it for.

Who you dream of enjoying it best.

Who you think will understand what you’re trying to do. Sometimes, to accept that your intended reader needs to be someone specific.

Early on in your creative process, pick an age group, a life experience, a specific kind of person. Perhaps pick a film rating and a genre. Now you’ll know what most readers expect of a story. You’ll also know what the formulas are that you need to work with, or work around, to bridge your readers to your story.

This suddenly gives you the freedom to let bad feedback be just that. Bad. Not good. Not helpful, when it comes from people who aren’t your intended audience. The feedback that should matter most to you is your reader. You can happily ignore someone else’s idea of what you should do.

We find ourselves in stories

In the Silmarillion, Eru Illuvatar sends the Flame Imperishable into the dark, there to carry the music and vision of the angelic symphonies. That dark emptiness is like a womb, receiving a godly gift. Stories are like that gift.

We find ourselves in stories. Sometimes we need a constellation of stories to meet ourselves, to see ourselves for the first time.

It’s already so hard to meet ourselves in this life, with everything caterwauling and clamoring for attention. We’re overwhelmed with a rainstorm of apps and notifications, battered by deadlines and doldrums of everyday life, unable to dig ourselves out of the mudslides of things like inflation and debt… Fewer of us have time to do the most important thing.

Like sit and watch a river burble by, slit by dragonflies in sunlight, and just breathe. To restore the sense of an enchanted world. It’s in those moments of stillness that we can ask ourselves who we are, who we want to be, and what we hope to do with our one, wonderful life.

Sadly, for a lot of us, life isn’t wonderful. It’s colored in monochrome grey, it’s an unending cringe comedy of errors, its jack-knifed with traumatic intrusions, and you can’t stop running because nothing will catch you.

For some, it’s like a horror-comedy fest highlight reel.

That’s why the less free we feel, the more we turn to stories.

And we often want to look right and left, to those of us alive today, so that we can ask “Have you figured anything out?” We need to know that someone in the human family around us can help. Not only the parliament of ancestors who guide through laws and monuments and mythology. Living people who can meet us eye-to-eye and talk.

We’re human, and that means called to communion.

I think it’s hilarious that the materialist-industrial complex of scientists and philosophers worked so hard in the last few centuries to eliminate all religious language from the scientific pursuit, and found themselves up a galaxy without a purpose. The more they doubled down on the idea that matter is all, and matter is dead, and might makes right… the average person rebelled.

And in the realm of storytelling, it’s been a full-blown revolution against the machine.

With all the apparent ‘data’ that humans are a meaningless mycelium on a space rock… we’ve yelled for Hogwarts, Jedi, Hobbiton, Hoth, and Harrenhal. DnD groups are on the rise.

Movies and stories are the fastest growing entertainment. These things can change lives and start fandoms almost overnight. And it’s not slowing down. Why? Because The meaning crisis is happening now.







We are in the midst of a mental health crisis. There are increases in anxiety disorders, depression, despair, suicide rates are going up in North America, parts of Europe, other parts of the world… enmeshed within a deeper cultural historical crisis. I called the meaning crisis… There is an increase of people feeling very disconnected from themselves, from each other, from the world, from a viable and foreseeable future.

Jon Vervaeke



People are desperate for new stories about almost every part of human living.

We are desperate for the simple things, away from the rat race, where mice serve meals in chintz burrows, and the only thing to fear is if the souffle will be done by the time Mrs Couplewallow shows up for tea.

We are desperate for heroic action where teams of tactical warriors can actually believe that airdropping behind enemy lines is still doing something good, and not a footnote for a meaningless meat-grinder.

We are desperate for our inspiration and imagination to have a chance at the sunlight, where we can dream of better worlds, and build the apps and apartments and attitudes that create the future.

And it goes on.

Each reader, each audience, needs something different from stories.

Stories prove that there’s more than the pain, the bleakness, the suffering around us. Stories hum along like programs that we can install in ourselves. Run that program in the game of life, and maybe you make different decisions, become a different person, create a whole new ending.

Stories call for audiences. A story is a shared thing, born in the mead-hall of the mouth and borne through air and light into the hidden worlds of other persons. Sometimes a cry of recognition bursts from the dark, and the person can reach out to another for the first time.

Stories serve a million different purposes.

Every year you’re alive has it’s own stack of stories to help you navigate it. Every phase of life, kind of person, personality type, astrological sign, citizenship… each comes with a bushel of stories.

Hamlet is not a good reading choice for a classroom of manic depressives. Young adolescents aren’t ready for the Song of Songs.

Not everyone needs Macbeth in their life. Not everyone appreciates the panorama of the Sistine Chapel. Plenty are perfectly happy without Brambly Hedge (I’m sorry to say).

We’re always sorting through the stories that will help fill a hole or help a need in our life.

Here’s why this is the best news for you: we all constantly need new, different, and better stories. And we love it when storytellers make stories specifically for us in mind.

Create with the right person is key to knowing that to say, how far to go, where to pull short, what to leave in, what to double down on. The better that you know your audience, the better you can make something they will love.

The wrong people will always pick up your book and comment their concern.


	“It’s not religious enough.”

	“Not enough trigger warnings.”

	“You didn’t include this topic.”




This isn’t always a flaw in your story. It could be a flaw in the reader.

You are an artist. An actual artist doesn’t paint what someone else wants. An actual artist is open to impulses and suggestions from the world, and they try to capture infuriatingly complex ideas into experiences or journeys for other people.

An artist that works on commission is creating art. But it’s not the same thing.


	Actual art requires the right audience to see it and understand it. Mass-produced stuff is produced for the masses. It doesn’t expect the audience to know anything special.

	Actual art isn’t made for money, but meaning. It’s true that a bunch of actual art can’t be made at all until money flows more freely. But that’s not the same thing.

	Actual art isn’t trying to teach someone, to dumb things down to help them climb higher. Art is a challenge, a concept, that usually calls someone to spend time and effort to get it. And that time spent changes you.







“There are those who maintain that you can’t demand anything of the reader. They say the reader knows nothing about art, and that if you are going to reach him, you have to be humble enough to descend to his level. This supposes either that the aim of art is to teach, which it is not, or that to create anything which is simply a good-in-itself is a waste of time. Art never responds to the wish to make it democratic; it is not for everybody; it is only for those who are willing to undergo the effort needed to understand it.”

Flannery O’Connor ‘Catholic Novelists and Their Readers’










A lot of beginning storytellers will take their fiction to friends and family, hoping for warm support and encouragement to keep going.

It can be a rude awakening to watch their eyes glaze over, to see them point out all the errors, or worse, to wish you’d never do anything like this again.

Not every film or book will have broad market appeal. Even Marvel knows what stories to tell and not tell. They know their audience, and they tell the humorous, epic and riveting romps that they know folk will pay for.

With this in mind, approach your writing and your promotion of your book to target it to the audience you know will appreciate it.
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  2025 Keynote: Heal the Storytellers, Heal the World

  
  




Imagine this: I was a tousle-haired 13-yr old with aviator glasses, and I lived in Australia. I was inspired by another 13 year author I saw on the back of a book in a bargain bin. “If he could do it, I can.”

So I grabbed a ballpoint pen with blue ink, and handwrote my first novel. The faintly sweet smell of that ink is still an exciting memory.

By the end of each day, my fingers were stained and aching, a small red dent pressed into the side of my middle finger like a badge of courage. And after 50 typed pages, I wrote ‘The End.’ It was incredible. I had discovered a magical, imaginal power: I could step through a door in my mind anytime I wanted and not come back until I’d met every flying horse, bargained with dwarves, or crossed blades with sorcerers scheming in secret mountains.

I could taste the hope in it all, and it was intoxicating. No matter how bad things got for my character, or frankly, no matter how many battles and accidents and monsters I threw at them, I wasn’t worried. Because I loved them. Because I wanted them to get through. And maybe, deep down, I was trying to prove that if I could get them through the dark, maybe I could get myself through too.

You see, the ‘real’ world I lived in was not a happy, hopeful place. In this world, we were like hobbits holed up on the inside of Mordor, waiting for fire from the heavens to finally come crashing down on a sinful world, break open the earth and summon the last days. Maybe we’d survive, maybe not.

I was stuck in deadzone in a war, a war between competing stories.

If you feel stuck and helpless, you’re probably there too. Just like our culture, and our world. A lot of us feel like there’s nothing we can do.

Now, I don’t think that’s true. I think that anyone can have a dream of a better world, a better way, and if they can find the right fellowship, they can do something epic about it.

So here’s my bold idea: heal the storyteller, heal the imagination, heal the culture.

Why?

Because when culture crashes, storytellers are the first-responders.

Stories always come before anything.

Stories come before everything. They come before you start cutting the shape of a sword from carboard as a kid. They come before you slather a brick with mortar to build a family home. They come before you can form a philosophical thought.

Stories are frameworks that make sense of the world, because stories are about people. Always. We might present the characters as cute kittens, blue aliens, or gummy bears. That’s window dressing. Under the glamor, we are storytellers inventing stories for each other.

And right now, we need stories more than ever.

As an author with several published books and novels (and several more unpublished novels that I will to share one day) this is not an academic, arm-chair topic. This absolutely matters to me, every single day of my life.

You see, it’s because stories are how our souls survive. Data and ideas are for your mind, stories for your soul.

And today, our cultures around the world are crackling and breaking apart into smaller and smaller groups. We don’t know how to be kind together, how to welcome and care for strangers, how to build a future we believe in. The best many of us can do is burn down all the parts we hate.

And as anyone who suffers from scrupulosity knows, that’s a mental habit that ends with the whole world on fire.

That’s not a future I want to build. I believe in the kind of radical hospitality the Good Samaritan shows an abandoned stranger. Stories like that parable tell us how to be by showing us how we can act.

When everything feels bleak and broken, like daily life is about keeping your head down and staying in neat lines, taking what you’re given and not breaking the rules, and definitely keeping away from the mazes of barbed wire of public opinion, because self-appointed watchdogs love cancelling people and virtue signaling with flame throwers…

I refuse to live in a world like that.

Life is too great and beautiful, and too full of good and bad dragons, to roll over and let a few bad eggs ruin it for the rest of us. We’re here to do the greatest good we can with the time and skills we have.

So what can we do about this mess? We can band together with friends and start telling a new story.

My story is why I launched the LegendFiction community, the LegendHaven con, and all the programs that I can’t wait to share with you.

My story is that I was born into a special kind of cult, not the kind that wears funny clothes, or lives in special gated communities or farms, although some of us did all that. This was the kind that lives alongside everyone, pretends to be normal, but talks out of both sides of their mouths. I was taught to believe that I was a remnant of a secretive society of saviors. Now, I will always be grateful for the heroic efforts my parents and family put into our lives, striving to give us a better life than what they had, in spite of the awful ideas we all had to live with.

Every year, we were afraid the world was going to end in an apocalypse of demons and tanks rolling across county lines and nerfing the power grid into three days of darkness. We literally stored cans of food, beeswax candles, and spammed St Michael prayers like air freshener. All the doomsday media we watched reminded us that in a few months, or next year, it was all over.

My brothers and sisters regularly asked me what the point was? What was the point of school, or getting a job, or doing anything?

I didn’t have an answer. No one did, and there was no one to go to for help.

But then I lost my apocalypse.

12 years ago, in 2012, I like to joke that Our Lady of Guadalupe saved us from the Mayan Apocalypse, because her feast day was on the same day as the deadline. 12.12.2012.

What actually did happen is that I left the cult. I had too many questions, no one had answers, and honestly… I wanted to love life too much.


	I’d met too many people who were genuinely amazing.

	I loved too many cool stories like Stargate and Star Wars and Batman Begins, and Inception and Last Samurai, and the list goes on.

	I’d read too many myths, and read too much about history, and spent a year in college meeting thoroughly amazing students from across the country.




I realized that I was living a story I no longer believed. My story was a bad one. It kept me isolated in a cell in my own mind, terrified of God, of myself, of my own interests, of the world, of other people.

When I left the cult, I decided I needed a new story.

I felt like a parasite had dropped off my brainstem, something black and squirming on the ground. I decided to trust that life was good, that God was good, and that all the exciting things I wanted to do in life might also be good.

And the biggest one… I wanted to tell epic stories. I wanted to help heal people.

But the first thing I realized is that I was not the Good Samaritan. Not yet.

I was the banged up, bruised, and broken soul on the side of the road who needed help. You know who came to save me?

Stories.

The voices and spirits of past authors with their thrilling, stirring, troubling stories came to heal me like Good Samaritans. People like JRR Tolkien, CS Lewis, Michael Crichton, George Macdonald, and tons and tons of movies. They showed up for me when I felt most abandoned, and they brought cakes of lembas bread and wine and Narnian air. That started healing me.

I didn’t have enough ideas and stories to handle the world.

I needed to hide away in a hobbit hole in my soul and heal for a decade, and fill myself up with a thousand stories.


GK Chesterton once said: “Ideas are dangerous, but the man to whom they are least dangerous is the man of ideas. He is acquainted with ideas, and moves among them like a lion-tamer. Ideas are dangerous, but the man to whom they are most dangerous is the man of no ideas.”




We can say the same for stories.

Some of us have one story in our minds, only one way of seeking the world and solving its problems. That risks turning us into moral terrorists.

A healthy human diet has a variety of all kinds of good food. That’s your best chance of a healthy immune system, so that you can get out into the world, roll up your sleeves, and get digging and exploring and building and climbing.

Our souls need all kinds of stories too. Stories for every year of your life, for every kind of job you take, for every relationship you’re in, for every sorrow and trouble you can’t escape, for every joy and success you discover.

And more importantly, stories share things deeply true about reality, because they take root in the soul. Our soul exists half-in, half-out of time and space. CS Lewis calls us amphibious, one foot in matter, and one in spirit.

That means we have daily access to the Perilous Realm, the realm of angels and spirits and mythic things.

Storytellers have a special set of skills to forage food and ideas from that realm.

That’s why a world today that tells you and me a story that you don’t matter, that human life is an embarrassing smear of bacteria on a rock in a gazillion miles of empty space, is an awful story.

And… it’s not true. A story like that fills us with terror. Deep down, when you believe that story, you feel like you’re Rose, clinging desperately to plank of wood, floating in a black Arctic ocean under a black sky. Letting go means oblivion. Making the wrong decision, even if you didn’t know any better, means your eternity is a hellhole.

Our soul rejects that idea like a fever. It causes your imagination to curl up and hide in a corner, because it can’t do anything in a world like that. It’s not made for that kind of world.

But we have do other stories.

Christians have a story that every human is wanted, loved, and on a journey of infinite adventure. That we are born in a garden of good possibilities, and sure, there’s snakes in the grass, and we have to learn how to deal with them. But the point is that life is an adventure, and the soonest you can learn to ride the bike without falling off, the sooner you’ll get out of the playground and into the glorious eternity of the wilds of God, filled with a billion billion people who can’t wait to adventure with you.

In that kind of world, the imagination can stretch its wings and grow, because your imagination is the part of you that bridges you into the luminous realm of angels, these continents and countries of meaning that hum in our souls, but are hidden from our eyes.

Every generation needs a million storytellers to take these deep stories and translate them into the words and worlds of their time. Immersing yourself in the classics is not enough. Inspiration and imagination haven’t died

Our world today suffers from an erosion of morals, erasure of artists, and an elision of wonder.


	Erosion of morals means we can’t agree on ways to live together and get along together, ways that are practical about building a future we believe in. Morals aren’t optional. Every parent trying to keep their family together knows that all persons are welcome, but not all behavior is welcome. The morals you live out depend on the story you live by. We need good stories to get along.

	Erasure of artists is an ongoing problem, not just because of predatory practices in markets, or from tools like AI, but from artists themselves. A creator has a calling like a prophet, where their imagination is a community garden where angels can plant inspiration in. We need artists to stop commodifying their talents for only money and success, and hiding themselves in the bestsellers bins or the dollar deals sections. We creators are training people to ignore us by erasing our own contributions to the human story, the human family. We must reclaim the call to inspire and imagine a better world through a million new stories.

	We suffer from an elision of wonder. Elision means a forgetting. If storytellers gag themselves and their inspiration, and join the baggage train behind the goose-stepping squadrons of a culture, we frogmarch each other into knots. We train ourselves and our children to see a dead world, a dead universe, a fearful future, and our smartphones become Sauron’s palantirs. But these same tools can awaken a fascination, a curiosity, a hopeful awe and excitement that good things are possible too. We can remember how to hope, and use tools to create new freedom.




We can fix this.

We’re already seeing changes happen. Not because politics changed and pop topics changed. I believe that many of us are exhausted of preachy stories duct-taped badly around pushy agendas that we agree with, or disagree with.

I’m just so tired of watching myself and everyone twist ourselves into knots trying to make something true in a world that keeps moving the goalposts.

Thousands of authors are born every day with a dream of a novel or a story they want to tell. Most don’t plan to be bestsellers. But they do have something to share.

We just need to find them, heal them, train them, and then get out of their way, to let them do incredible things and share their worlds without end with the rest of us.

Remember we said storytellers are first-responders?

A first-responder is the first on the scene of an emergency, providing immediate assistance, provide crucial aid, and ensure safety while specialized help is on the way. A first-responder doesn’t judge what you’ve been through, only that right now, help is needed.

Storytellers act like this. We create fantastic, fictional care packages that can brim and bristle with life. Real life, not just imaginary life. Sometimes, these packs can show up right when someone needs it, and walk them off the edge for an extra day, or create an extra year of hope in their life.

Storytellers are field-medics for the imagination, with all the fun and epics and cautionary tales we tell.

LegendFiction is a place where we’re on this adventure together.

We anchor ourselves in meaning, morality, myths, and magic.


	Meaning is essential to being human, and it reveals our life mission. When meaning collapses, just like the meaning crisis we’re in right now, cynicism, apathy, and worse, take over. You need to discover it, probably by trying and testing a hundred different things, until it becomes clear to. Everyone suffers in some way, and needs a friend. We need to can figure out what to do with the time that is given to us. Our stories need to reclaim the grit of having a purpose.

	Morality is the way we live together to create human thriving. If life has meaning and purpose, then freedom matters again. It has meaning. We can’t do whatever we want, and we can certainly do more than we think. We have to work together to build up ourselves and each other, and build a future we believe in.

	Myths are the timeless truths across cultures that we revere and wrestle with. Beyond the Bible and ancient texts, mythic realities are the scaffolding of our pschye, the shared shape of how we are human. They don’t leave us alone, these ancient, deep stories that want to be retold over and over again, that thrill us and leave us breathless, and we can’t say why, and we can’t stop them. They return like rain, because they feed our imagination, and form our identities.

	Magic stands for our return to an enchanted universe full of beauty and wonder. I don’t just mean cool quantum stuff, but the fact that every garden, every back alley, and every wilderness has something good in it that can change you. You are a person, and you carry worlds within you. Every person does, and life is the adventure of discovering each other’s inner Narnias. As the world becomes more Blade Runner, we’re all lining up to go to Hogwarts, because we know its more human, and more true.




If we can heal storytellers, give them space to breathe and grow, then their imagination will knit back together.

The broken, bruised parts will grow back healthier and stronger, and fresh stories will come flooding through.

Healthy imaginations will create stories for all the billions of the rest of us who want to create a culture and a world we believe in.

We can heal this world, and it’s not enough to buy care packages and build more dams and create more schools.

We need more stories and a million more storytellers to give us fresh reasons to heal this world, and gather in fellowships to plant a village in Mordor. We’re a part of this world, not just walking about on it.

So here’s my call to adventure for us:

Study the stories at work in your own life. Talk about them, try to understand them. See if you still agree with them. A lot of times we are handed checklists that we don’t even agree with, stories we don’t believe in any more. Find your freedom.

And if you’re a story teller, start paying attention to the stories in your mind, in your soul. Start writing them down. Don’t share them yet, store them. Gather them. Let them green inside you, and start to grow.

And for everyone, pay attention to the storytellers in our midst, especially the new ones. It might be a grandmother, or a high schooler, or someone with scraps of time between laundry. Encourage them. Maybe you don’t understand what they’re trying to do. Maybe you don’t agree with everything. Maybe you don’t have to agree with everything.

Quote Treebeard: “That doesn’t make sense to me. But, then again, you are very small. Perhaps you’re right.”

Let’s wrap with my favorite prayer, that I learned from the movie First Knight:


May God grant us the wisdom to discover the right, the will to choose it, and the strength to make it endure.
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  What Happens To A Culture That Forgets Its Legends

  
  





From the ‘Making Every Class Catholic’ Podcast with Brett Salkeld




When Brett asks me to introduce myself, I  tell you how my life has been shaped by a weird number of places. Cradle Catholic. Born in New Zealand. School in Fiji. Then France. Now in the United States. Most of my life in Australia. That means a stack of cultural influences, plus a lot of exposure to different Christian rites: Byzantine, Ruthenian, Ukrainian, Latin, ordinary form, all of it. A lot of beauty. A lot of texture.

And yet, as a kid, Sunday school often felt like a chore. I wanted stories. I wanted novels. I wanted to draw superheroes. I wanted to write my own. I got obsessed enough that my dad actually had to put a lid on it for a while, because the superhero thing was taking over our brains.

But being Catholic became deeply meaningful to me anyway, in that way where you realize the faith isn’t a hobby or a label, it’s a real structure for living.

Which is why, when Brett reached out a while back and said, hey, I’ve got this book project and we’re building a site and a community and a course, I was thrilled to help. If you’re going to build something that serves the Church and helps teachers, I want in.

From Catholic Author to a Clearer Definition

I also run a fiction writing community, because I love writing novels, and because the pandemic made it painfully obvious how many writers were isolated. I wanted a community I couldn’t find, specifically a place that understood why people love fiction. So I started a community called Catholic Author. And ran into a problem.

There are plenty of people outside the Catholic label who believe in what we’d call healthy, human values. And there are also people inside the Catholic label who may have the badge, and still don’t share those values in any meaningful way. Plus, some Catholics weren’t very happy that we weren’t ‘Catholic enough.’ Others thought we were too religious. And others asked if we’d edit their college papers.

So the label alone wasn’t doing the work we needed it to do.

So we hunkered down and tried to name what we mean, what we actually mean, when we talk about healthy-minded fiction and the kind of storytelling that builds human beings instead of hollowing them out.

We landed on four ideas that, to me, feel like bedrock. They aren’t marketing words. They’re orientation words. They’re the kind of words you build a psyche around, a soul around, a spiritual life around. And yes, they shape what stories you end up telling.

Meaning. Mythmaking. Magic. Morality.

Meaning matters because we’re in a meaning crisis. Stories that believe meaning exists, or authors who believe meaning exists, are doing something healing for people, especially young people.

Mythmaking, for me, means eternal truths keep returning to us. You see them dimly at times, you misread them at times, but they keep reappearing, because humanity keeps needing to re-engage them. It’s bigger than “ancient myths.” It’s what’s behind the myths, the timeless realities that keep wanting to be understood.

Enchantment is the conviction that creation is alive, charged with the glory of God, filled with angelic activity, beloved, good, maybe very good. We’ve been trained into a dead-cosmos story where you don’t matter, where life is random and empty. When you recover the sense of enchantment, the way you live changes. And yes, there’s also a real conversation to be had about magic as a good thing, the Aslan kind of magic, the Narnia kind of reality-tinged wonder.

Moral good is the insistence that we must act, and therefore we need constraints and guidelines and goals for how we act so that human thriving is possible. If we act with no moral frame, we decay. If we act with a healthy moral frame, we build.

Those four ideas together feel like a sturdy definition of what it means to live in a Christified cosmos, and if we rally storytellers around those ideas, I want to see what kind of stories show up.

Because the culture is hungry for them, even when people can’t name the hunger.

And Tolkien is the easiest example. Lord of the Rings hits every one of those hallmarks. There are modern stories too, even the ones people argue about, where you dig a little and realize the hunger is being fed, even if the audience can’t explain why.

A lot of the time the grown-up work is discernment: pull the dross away, keep the gold.

God Shows Up as a Storyteller

When God becomes one of us, he comes as a storyteller. He doesn’t show up as a scientist, or an army general, or any other high-impact role you can imagine.

He shows up telling stories.

We’re meaning-making creatures. We’re meaning-needing creatures. We have people today who have physical comfort at a level most of history never touched, and yet despair is rising. People with full bellies and full closets and full screens, and their insides are collapsing. That’s the crisis of meaning showing up in real time.

Stories help us make sense of who we are and where we stand in the world.

And I bring up a line from The Last Samurai that I love. On the eve of the final battle, the general asks Nathan Algren, Do you believe in destiny? And Algren says, I believe a man does what he can until his destiny is revealed to him.

That’s how meaning feels in real life. Meaning is an orientation point, a lighthouse at the far end that keeps you moving. And most of the time, you don’t get lightning-bolt clarity. Conversion and growth usually come in degrees. One step. One turn. One recalibration. Friendship grows like that too. Stories can grow like that too.

Stories are how our souls survive.

Martin Shaw is a wilderness guide and storyteller, someone who’s lived inside the older ways of telling tales. He has this line I keep paraphrasing because it’s so true: data and ideas feed the mind, but the soul runs on stories. Ideas can stay abstract. Stories become personal.

A story is an experience of a person in motion toward a goal. Someone wants something badly enough to do something about it. They hit obstacles. They face their own limits. They grow. They break. They change. Reality barges in, bangs on your door, and suddenly you realize you are under-equipped for the full world, so you go on an adventure to adapt to reality.

That’s why stories are so potent. They operate where the soul lives: in persons, in motion, under pressure, reaching for meaning.

So when stories collapse, people collapse.

If young people grow up with no living narrative structure for how to face hardship, how to sacrifice, how to band together, how to aim at a good future, they become unmoored. They look at a moral-less, meaning-less chaos, and panic. They don’t have patterns. They don’t have a legendarium. They don’t have internal maps for courage, cheerfulness, endurance, friendship, or hope.

Deconstruction Fatigue and the Hunger for Any Story That Works

In this kind of world, professional educators can get morally and spiritually exhausted because everything is called “problematic.” Everything gets dismantled, and then… there’s no replacement.

No new story. No coherent alternative. Sometimes the only “replacement” is: there is no story, or you have to invent one with no relationship to reality, which turns into a game you can’t win.

And when young people hear that for years, it hollows them out.

Political extremism becomes attractive partly because it hands you a story. It hands you a role. It tells you you’re participating in something that matters. When mainstream education dismantles meaning and refuses to rebuild, people will run toward anything that gives them a mission.

I ask Brett what he tells young people who feel that lost.

He says he’s found in Catholicism a coherent worldview, one that can take legitimate criticisms seriously without burning down the house. A worldview that integrates knowledge across disciplines, and gives you a way to face all the chaos without despair.

And he mentions the uptick in converts among young people, and why it makes sense: in a cultural desert where either no stories are true, or the only “true” story is political rage, Catholicism can show up as an oasis, a story big enough to hold the whole human experience. Science. Literature. Sex and gender drama. AI and questions about knowing. War. Ecological panic. All of it.

Truth Anywhere Is a Meeting With Christ

When Christ says, I am the way, the truth, and the life, then any truth statement that’s genuinely true, said by anyone, found anywhere, is a meeting with Christ. It can come from a person you disagree with. It can come from a tradition you aren’t part of. If it’s true, it’s a contact point with the Logos.

Yes, discernment matters. People can say things that sound true and still be misleading. But Catholics ought to have zero fear of exploring reality. Faith is supposed to be a lifeline, not a straitjacket.

I grew up in a version of Catholic life that felt cult-like and constraining, and it took me years to work my way out of that and into something healthier. But one of the central realizations for me was this: if the faith is true, then it is a thread you can hold onto while you go anywhere.

It’s like Ariadne’s thread. Theseus goes into the labyrinth to face the monster, and the thread is what gets him out. The thread is what lets him go in.

That’s the posture I hope Catholics can have: adventure with anchors. Exploration with a lifeline. Confidence without arrogance. Humility that can say, I don’t have the answer yet, that’s a good question.

And I keep coming back to that line from Peter: be ready to give a reason for the hope that is in you. Brett points out what people forget: that line assumes someone is asking. And that assumes they can see hope in you in the first place.

So yes, apologetics matters. Reasons matter. But the witness matters too. If nobody sees hope in you, the argument won’t land.

I mention a line attributed to Lewis that I love as a personal target: after a hard argument with an atheist, can we still go out for coffee or beer after? I want to be that kind of person. Disagree hard, stay human, stay friends, want the good of the other person, and leave room for the question to rise naturally.

Brett ties that to Chesterton: vigorous disagreement paired with friendship rooted in fearlessness. People raised in fearful Catholic environments often walk away because it looks like the Church is afraid. Afraid of complexity. Afraid of modern science. Afraid of books that are compelling and clearly aren’t satanic, yet get treated that way. That posture of fear doesn’t protect kids. 

It sets them up for a later crisis when they finally leave the bubble and collide with reality.

Stories as a Diet for the Soul

Stories are like diet.

If you grow up on a hyper-restricted diet, your body tends toward fragility. The resilient body is formed by a varied, grounded diet. The immune system grows strong through healthy exposure and nourishment.

Stories form the soul the same way.

If you grow up on five stories, you don’t have enough flexibility and resilience in your inner world. Humans need a million stories to handle life. Getting a job. Getting married. Handling playground politics. Learning a skill. Surviving grief. Facing failure. All of it is nested inside story patterns you’re carrying around.

We need myths. We need fairy tales. We need classics. We need present-day stories that have real ingredients. We need variety.

There’s a difference between what you put in your mouth and what you put in your mind. It gets more nuanced as you mature. Kids need milk. Adults can handle meat, bones, gristle, and they learn to chew and spit out what doesn’t serve.

That’s part of growing into adulthood.

That’s central to how I see storytellers: some of us are cultural first-responders. When people lose the ability to imagine a future, storytellers help dream it first. They take something living and charged and turn it into an experience that can live inside someone else. Then that person borrows that pattern and starts acting with fresh courage.

That’s how a story becomes culture-level healing.

Scripture, Fairy Tales, and Kids Who Think in Story

Brett shares that his kids have been raised on a massive diet of stories. Mythology. Scripture. Children’s Bibles. Read-alouds. And because of that, they see patterns everywhere.

They watch the news and suddenly one kid says, that’s like David and Absalom. Brett asks them to explain that? And the kid can explain, because the story is alive inside them. They have an internal network of analogies and meaning.

That’s what story does. It gives you discernment in interpreting reality.

We process reality through story. 

Bruno Bettelheim’s wrote The Uses of Enchantment, because one of the core points stuck with me. He worked with traumatized kids, and he found fairy tales were essential. He would read them story after story, and then a child would latch onto one and want it repeated again and again.

And he learned: that little soul is working something through. It’s chewing. It’s metabolizing.

And one of his key instincts was: resist giving “the answer.” If you hand a child the interpretation, you steal their chance to arrive at understanding from within. You’ll see the moment they’ve integrated what they needed because they’ll move on to a different story.

That also gives you a fascinating lens as a parent or teacher: the stories people return to are often a window into what they need.

Tolkien, War, and Cultural Trauma

Brett is reading The Siege of Gondor to his kids. It’s not pleasant stuff. Trenches. Siege engines. Decapitated heads launched over walls. Gruesome intensity. He tells them Tolkien fought in World War I, lived in trenches, struggled with fever.

The experience of the story changes from “a professor with imagination.” It’s a war veteran writing through trauma, and writing into a traumatized culture.

Look at our last century. World War I. Then World War II. Whole societies have gone into shock. This book becomes a landmark for the imagination.

That’s a storyteller doing healing work. Healing the self, and also offering a way for a culture to metabolize what it has survived.

Healing the Author, Healing the Culture

An ancient command was carved on the lintels at Delphi (apparently): know thyself.

It sounds simple, but it’s one of the hardest things in the world. Find out who you are. What you actually think. Why you’re here. What your gifts are for. What you’re supposed to do with the time you’ve been given.

It gets harder when people are raised with messages that deny something central: your dignity, your goodness, your belonging, your being wanted.

If someone is taught they’re a parasitic accident on a meaningless rock, and the planet would be better without humans, that’s poisonous. People don’t live well under that story. We break. We self-medicate. We numb out. We collapse into compulsive consumption.

And yes, the pandemic era proved something: people will sacrifice human community if they feel starved and story is the nearest substitute. Streaming platforms became juggernauts because people are hungry. The tragedy is that a lot of modern media feeds junk. You keep consuming because you’re still starving.

Sister Nancy Usselmann wrote a book called Becoming Media Mystics, and I love the concept. 

A mystic is someone with direct contact with the divine, someone who sees God behind everything, even when it’s hard and painful. A media mystic is someone who learns to look at stories and culture with that vision: where might God be present here? Where is the bridge, where is the point of contact, where is the opening for conversation?

That’s why I care about stories and fandoms. A fandom is people saying, we love this thing together, it belongs to our identity. That’s friendship fuel. Yes, fandoms can become toxic, and there’s a whole problem there, but the core idea is beautiful: shared love creates community.

And because we live in a world where the gospel is constantly being translated into the present, storytellers are part of that translation work. We need to continually express it in the language, themes, and forms that connect with where people actually are.

Propaganda Stories and the Problem of Fear

Brett brings up “forced” stories, the kind that feel like propaganda, the kind where you’re told to go support a movie so it stays in theaters, and you feel embarrassed because you’re being asked to campaign for something that doesn’t stand on its own merit.

Also known as mercy watching.

The reason that kind of story repels people is because it feels coercive. It feels driven by fear. It feels like it doesn’t trust goodness to land unless it’s pushed and pressured.

Tolkien has a different posture. No coercion. He builds a world that understands the human condition, and the audience feels seen, not preached at.

Great art becomes evangelistic by being excellent, by being human, by giving people tools to understand themselves. Even when it doesn’t look religious on the surface.

Christ’s Ministry as a Model for Cultural Engagement

What does it mean to engage the wider culture when people are antagonistic to Christian language, or have never heard the actual message, or have been misinformed about it?

I go back to Christ’s life.

Thirty years of hidden life. Only three years of public ministry. Those thirty years, we can assume, were thirty years of being an astonishing human being. And that raises the real question: what does it mean to be a good human being?

It means being fully alive. Joyful. Self-possessed. Rooted in healthy relationships. Able to endure hardship. Able to recover. Able to protect the innocent. Able to stand against evil. Able to lift others up. That kind of life becomes a form of preaching long before you use words. If necessary.

Then in public ministry, Christ heals. He feeds. He delivers. He tells parables. He meets people where they are. He doesn’t hand out grad degrees in theology to the crowds. He gives story-food. Then he pulls the disciples aside and explains the deeper theology.

Then Pentecost comes and everything unlocks for everyone. They have to learn to translate the depths into food that people can receive.

So when we talk about story and evangelization, I see that story belongs to the way God engages humanity. It respects freedom. It invites. It draws. It refuses coercion.

That’s the kind of cultural engagement I encourage from storytellers.

Growing Older Means Re-Reading With New Eyes

We re-read stories as we age, including Scripture cycling every three years, and the same story becomes new because you are new. Your life experience becomes a new lens.

That’s why fairy tales endure across cultures and centuries. They’re fractal. A child reads one layer. An adult reads a deeper layer. Then you read it as a parent and it goes deeper again.

Beauty and the Beast is a good example. On the surface, it’s a romance with libraries and danger and tenderness. At another layer, it’s about how a woman relates to what’s powerful and wild, and how relationship can civilize power. At another layer, it’s about integrating the beast and the beauty within a single soul, the masculine and the feminine, the shadow and the light.

Same story. Deeper lens.

A story is larger than a summary. You can summarize Lord of the Rings, and nobody’s life changes. But you experience it for nine hours (Extended Edition, of course…), and you will want popcorn so you can start over.

Practical Advice for Helping Young Writers

Creativity isn’t merely smashing ideas together for a grade. Creativity is a form of spiritual play. There’s levity in it. Joy. Sub-creation, as Tolkien describes it, because we’re made in the image and likeness of God. We can take what we’ve received and reconstitute it into something new and share it.

And if a young person is taking it seriously, discipline enters. Habits matter. You master craft, and you also master yourself. Writing becomes like learning an instrument: you’re shaping your capacity to show up, to endure, to build something over time.

Writing is a form of active contemplation. You sit down with an idea you don’t fully understand, and you write tens of thousands of words to figure out what you’re trying to say. It’s like journaling, and journaling can be one of the healthiest tools a young writer can learn, because it teaches attention to your inner life.

I also mention dream journaling, because dreams can reveal patterns your daylight mind misses.

But there’s something happening here beyond “skills.” Skills matter. Structure matters. Character work matters. Worldbuilding matters. But there’s also the experience of being a person called to see, to feel, to translate, to reimagine, to offer meaning back to the human family.

The writing isn’t the point. You’re the point.

A potter makes a thousand pots. The pots aren’t the point. The potter becoming a master is the point.

Same with writers. The drafts are practice. The stories are fun byproducts. The person becoming a certain kind of human being is the goal.

Writing as Discovering What You Love and Why

When you write, you also practice loving the good.

That doesn’t mean every story is squeaky clean or sentimental. It means you’re learning to see what’s worth loving, what’s worth sacrificing for, what’s worth aiming at, what’s worth defending.

Karen Ullo, wrote a book called Jennifer the Damned, a darkly funny story about a vampire girl raised by nuns, hitting adolescence and wrestling with what’s awakening in her.

A priest called her and said the teens in his groups who were wrestling with dark realities loved the book, because it felt honest, and it helped them process.  Turns out it was perfect for them. So in the same sense that not all content and not all stories are for everybody. For example, you don’t read the Song of Songs to a room of pre-prepubescent boys. You don’t read Hamlet to a room full of manic depressives. They’re the wrong audiences for the actual genius that’s in these stories. 

So this creates a space of freedom for the creator. You are not creating for the entire human family. You’re creating for you. You’re creating for your neighbors, the people who are in affinity or alignment with what it is that you’re trying to do. 

Now it may take you a minute to find them and that gets into conversation about marketing and branding and promotion, whatever, but that’s a different conversation.

You are creating for your audience because you’re trying to heal them. And I think here’s my last thought. In the same sense of healing, we talked about loving sub-creation, and that we create because we love this thing. Especially if you’re doing it out of a view of vocation. 

I think being a good storyteller, being a good author, will also call you to be a better human being. You can’t be a good saint unless you’re an amazing human being.

Ask any author who’s got a novel in their mind or in their heart. We love our characters from the inside out. We don’t love them from the outside in. 

When you meet people on the street, you start to know them from the outside. Very gradually do we get to know who they are on the inside. Maybe slowly do we get to know their soul. Maybe that takes… years. 

When it comes to your family, or the moment when you decide you want to marry your wife, you do that because you’ve had an intuitive flash of the core of the person. You’ve decided, I love that person. I don’t care what happens in life. I’m prepared to sacrifice everything for that person.

And it’s the same thing that we do with our characters. Our characters almost arrive fully formed. We intuit the core of that person and we will never abandon them. No matter what happens in that story, we will see them through to the end because we love them and we understand them. 

We know that no matter how dark things get, all they need is one extra chapter to get through being a pigheaded idiot, to finally reach a point of conversion. 

Why this matters is this: it’s how God looks at every single one of us. He loves us from the inside out. 

It’s a little bit like therapy or psychology. An author works on a novel, and you’re writing all these characters who figure out and wrestle with their goals. You’re doing it because you love them from the inside out. You have hope and faith that they can make the right decisions. And you know that because you know the whole story from the inside out. 

The whole story does not exist without the character who lives it. 

Same thing with your life. 

God already knows this. Your whole life does not exist without you living it. And the things that you do with that life, he’ll never give up on you. 

This is why storytellers can be uniquely helpful to the human family, among many other vocations. 

If I sit every single day and practice loving something from the inside out, trying to intuit the core of a person and never give up on them, that has got to affect you. Then you turn around and go and engage with the rest of the human family. That’s good practice for being a good human being. For cultivating a mystic vision and for practicing how to be a saint. 

Every time that we meet saints, what do people always say? 

I felt so seen. 

There was like an energy charge being in that person’s presence. They saw me, they understood me. There was no judgment. There was only a gaze of loving kindness and of understanding. And if there was correction, I would still want to hang out with them afterwards. 

That is the distinctly beautiful vocation to encourage in storytellers.
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  Storytellers as Mystics? Everything, everywhere, at the same time

  
  




‘Smith of Wooton Major’ is a story of a nobody who lives nowhere (as far as I can tell).

And yet, where he lives is the frontier to elvish realms. As a child, he is gifted a little glowing star, fixed to his forehead like a third eye. An eye full of light.

It is a passport to a life of discovery and adventure, because he can cross over into the Perilous Realm of faery, wander for days without answers, stumble into discoveries and sights most humans have never seen. By the end, Smith has trekked perhaps hundreds of miles, met the Fae queen, and even learned to dance. He returns, trumping home across the British fields like a disciple on the way back from Emmaus, heart afire.

He realizes he is a different person, but can’t say why. What he has seen and touched has deepened and broadened his soul. His soul is formed by more than the systems of this little street, but the regions of elvish realms now live in him.
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LOTR: The Phial of Galadriel







At the end, he agrees that the point of it all is to learn deep of the land of Fae, and then pass on the gift to a new child.




Storytellers have the same calling.

If we take seriously our vocation as storytellers, then we realize we have been gifted a similar star-brow.

Not everyone has happy adventures. It is a Perilous Realm. But storytellers are the first-responders to the edges of things. Where things break down, like worlds and cultures and peoples, storytellers are the first to the brink to filter, forage, and fuse things back together.

We are more than inventors of stories, we receive them too. We can make up plenty of wish-fulfillment stuff that makes us feel better and pushes our agenda. It happens all the time.

But real storytellers are committed to the human experience, and to reality. And if my tradition and my ideas don’t match up to reality, then they have to change. Because reality is God’s first gospel.




I think storytellers toe a mystic line.

Mystic means ‘direct contact with Divine.’ It doesn’t pass through someone else. It isn’t mediated. We aren’t convinced of it by arguments. It is direct contact.
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Interstellar: An astronaut slips through space-time to influence the past







It is our hand reaching out and touching something reaching back out to us.

Storytellers are here to write, and write them well. To enjoy the journey, to practice getting better. Leave evangelization to the evangelizers. They should leave storytelling to the storytellers.

As fiction authors, we are training ourselves to think more deeply. To pay attention to what it means to be human. To understand what spirit is, what psyche means, what personality can become.

We love our characters from the inside out. We’ve intuited who they are, who they can become. We build storylines to save them, take them through hell and back, because we know that’s the only way they will ever ascend and become fully themselves.

Maybe then we realize that the same experience is happening to us, and to every person.
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Everything, Everywhere, All at Once: A mind-bending multiversal story where love is the only anchor across worlds




The better author you become, the better human being you should be.

We dig deeper than most people skimming around on the surface of life, so that we can help them become more themselves.

We learn to study ourselves with the same compassion we turn to our characters. It’s probably the same compassion Christ turns to us from the Cross, where he murmurs, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”

And let’s not get warm and fuzzy about it all. Left alone, our characters would stay comfortably huddled away in hobbit holes, or stuck in a rut that keeps a constant cycle of pain. Just like you and me.

Your characters have no idea what happens in the next chapter. You do. And so you can be honest and present with every step of their resistance, with their reluctance. You know them from the inside out, and you know what it will take to change their mind.

We need a ton of new stories to help us find ourselves. More stories than you could write in a lifetime.
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The Good Place: a hellishly good comedy about the hereafter… and mostly where we’re wrong.







This is sub-creation.

You’re working with the same cooking materials that God is. Is it any surprise that he’s not worried about your journey, and that he’s going to work with you every step of the way? How the endless abyss of his mercy is beyond human comprehension, and even death doesn’t have the final word?

You so loved your world that you sent your own creativity into it, so that your characters could break out of their living death and rise into life. Sound familiar? I hope so. It’s almost the same thing. Creation and Sub-Creation.

Like the backside of a tapestry, we often see life as glimpses of tangled, twisted threads. Life right now is full of mistakes and grim, gaunt evil things. And we can’t gloss over that. We musn’t. Someone might need your unflinching attention on every step of the human experience, through hell and back, and that might help them live life.

Only Heaven sees the panoramic view from the tapestry front, a cosmic version of the Shroud of Turin, only smiling and alive.










“Embarrassment about the notion of the Catholic writer is like embarrassment at the notion of Catholic universities. The faith is seen as an embarrassment and an impediment. Both attitudes founder on the same fact. Universities were born out of the heart of the Church, and so was our literature. Being a Catholic writer is not a falling away from an ideal; it is the way to fulfill the ideal completely—to see human acts in terms of the ultimate stakes of life. And to engage and amuse the reader in doing so.”

Ralph Mcinerny







Being Catholic is a commitment to all of reality, as it is.

The Catholic storyteller doesn’t seek to create a version of creation that fits our ideas. It’s in the name. Catholic means Universal. The whole universe. All creation. All the galaxies and gods. All the religions and peoples. All the time-travelling mind-bending quantum-connected stuff. And aliens. Somehow it all fits.
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EVIL: A horror comedy about Catholicism and faith pushing back badly on the apocalyptic antics of evil in modern New York. Possibly one of the best shows.







Catholicism is possibly the only religion with a name committed to embracing all of reality, on its own terms, oriented toward the ultimate revelation of God himself. We keep getting stuck in politics and nostalgia and addictions, a very normal human thing.

That’s why we turn to storyteller. To step out of it all. To think different. Challenge everything. Write because it matters to you. Write for your audience, your readers. Write with them. Include them on the journey, if you can.




Not everyone wants to be known publicly as a Catholic writer.

I think a bunch of us want our work to stand on its own merits, to be seen as a story and not a Trojan Horse. I think that’s probably smart, especially if you want to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with trending topics.

But however you choose, taking your faith seriously will influence your fiction. You can become a faith-inspired fiction storyteller, where faith and ideals aren’t shoe-horned in afterward, because you have an agenda, but where the story naturally emerges from the experience of wrestling with reality.

And I believe that the practice of being a better storyteller will influence your faith. Exactly as it should. No one is born with a perfect faith. It evolves and grows with experience. And sometimes, like in Silence, we might realize that what we thought was our faith was not. It was our comfort level mixed with the traditions of our time. That’s a hard lesson to learn.







[image: Image]

Lockwood & Co: Ghosts and ghost hunters are real, and only a few are tasked to deal with them.




Real faith begins where the stepping stones in the dark end.

Maybe storytellers can get past our delusions a little faster, gain a little of that ‘weight of glory.’ Maybe we can ground ourselves in reality a little more deeply, sip some of that water from the edge of Heaven, and become lighthouses.

We’re in for a ludicrously epic time.

Further up, and further in.
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  Stories are Survival. The War for Meaning is On: Authors, Grab Your Novels.

  
  




You feel it too, right? That ache for meaning in a world gone hollow. That sense that writing stories isn’t just something we do for fun—it’s something we need to survive. This video is a rallying cry for every author who’s ever felt too much, not enough, or like their creativity didn’t fit the mold.

If you’re tired of communities that cage your creativity or trash your dreams, you’re not broken—you might be the kind of dangerous the world needs.

At LegendFiction, we’re building a wayfarer’s inn for the misfits, the mythmakers, and the meaning-hunters. A haven for storytellers who know life isn’t a game of vibes and virtue-signaling—it’s a quest for truth, grit, beauty, and the adventure of getting it almost right.

We’re here to lift you up, hand you a cup of coffee, and tell you that the raw, luminous, messy thing you’re writing matters. If you believe meaning isn’t dead, that stories can save lives, and that your fire was given to you for a reason—then pull up a chair.

You might be a legend too.

We’re going to explore three major themes:


	The Crisis of Meaning — a hunger for deeper purpose in a world that feels hollow.

	Moral Imagination — how stories shape life, not just entertain, and why creativity aligns with the pursuit of good.

	A Mythic Sense of Reality — understanding life through ancient, universal stories and symbols.




Hi, I’m Dominic, founder of a writing community called LegendFiction, a haven for authors to get more writing done, and have more fun.

LegendFiction exists to rebuild meaning through myth, story, and community. In a world that numbs and isolates, we believe storytelling is how souls stay alive. Here, writers don’t just craft fiction — we forge worlds where imagination, hope, and friendship still matter.

Let’s get into it.




For The Authors Who See More

There’s a certain kind of writer who lives in the margins—the ones who are too gritty for the glitterati, too comical for the cynics. too deep to stay distracted. You’re not trying to be edgy just because its cool. You’re trying to be honest. You’re not here to be perfect—you’re here to explore, to experiment, to figure things out.

You have this itch deep down that meaning matters, that virtue-flexing isn’t the same as the adventure of seeking a good life, that great stories and human connection calls us to get deeper and level up.

A lot of life feels like a sandbox without rules. But you and me, we can’t accept that ‘nothing matters, anything goes, create any truth that feels good for a Tuesday.’ No. Life is too hard to not take an honest look at ourselves, get help to become better humans, build real lasting friendships, and find ways as author to share and dig into the raw, strange, luminous things you love.

Maybe you’re using tools people don’t understand. Maybe your process is messy. Maybe your stories don’t fit into clean boxes. And every time you try to connect, it feels like you’re too much—or not enough.

So I been building something different.

A haven with a group of friends. It’s like a wayfarers inn, where you can show up with your epic story ideas, and we’ll pass you a bowl of soup and a blanket. A place to catch your breath. To rest. To meet a few fellow travelers. And to never fear that the group will turn on you like wolves and savage your suggestions.

Let’s get back to why you started writing in the first place—because it meant something. Because you mean something.




When Getting It Right Becomes a Cage

Online communities love rules. At first, things seem helpful—boundaries, guidance, shared values. But too often, they calcify. “Helpful” becomes hostile. Advice becomes attack. And the pressure to be pure, consistent, or correct becomes a purity spiral that suffocates creativity.

Storytelling doesn’t thrive in cages. Life is a mix of clarity and chaos. Some things are obviously right or wrong. Most things… are not.

And creative people live in those shadowlands, where nuance and exploration are not just welcome, but necessary.

Some communities out there have no boundaries at all. They’re like the ‘everything goes’ crowd, and the only thing they can’t tolerate is intolerance. Well, I see it differently. Tolerance and accompaniment are different things. Tolerance means I put up with you, because I have to, and we’ll never truly connect. Accompaniment shares the journey and shares the load, and if anything I’ve learned can be helpful to you, we can talk about that—because we’re trying to connect as friends.

So if you’ve ever been punished for challenging the status quo, or cast out for not being clean-cut enough, this haven is for you. We’re not here to demand dogma. We don’t punch people into party lines. And we also don’t let anyone do that either.

We’re here to learn the craft of storytelling, and to share our stories.

To more deeply get into the grit, grace, grimdark, and glory of the human condition.




1: The Meaning Crisis Matters

The modern world is starving for meaning.

We were taught the universe is empty, that dead matter is all there is, and that ‘purpose’ is an irrelevant illusion. But that just rankles wrong deep in us. You don’t even have to be religious to think that. Most of us out here just don’t buy it anymore. We feel that it’s false.

There’s a quiet rebellion rising: a return to meaning. A re-enchantment of reality. More accurately: a return to realizing reality was always enchanted, and we lost that.

Purpose can be discerned and discovered. We have to live lives that mean something, that has meaning in it. If you can’t discover it, you can make it until it becomes obvious to you. Meaning gives purpose and direction and focus to your life, and to your sacrifices. Just like your characters.

Life isn’t random. Sacrifice is worth something. That there’s a point to the struggle. And if you can’t see the meaning yet? That’s okay. Sometimes, you have to write it into existence. Sometimes, you create meaning in the very act of searching for it.

Maybe we’re not surrounded by an infinite desert of dead stuff, in an empty lonely universe. Maybe there’s more here than we think. Maybe we’re not as alone as we think we are and if things mean something, maybe we just don’t know enough yet.

And in the end, meaning is what makes your stories matter. When we fix what’s between our ears and in our hearts, then we can start to do something.

And that’s why we have a moral imagination.




2: Moral Imagination

If meaning is real, then our imagination isn’t just indulgent—it can be significant. It’s moral. Because what we imagine shapes what we do, what we become. What’s in our heart has to be lived out in habits, in the ways that we do things.

We have to have a moral imagination, meaning that what we dream of doing and how we plan to do it has to align with the meaning that orients are lives (to the best we can).

There’s good ways and there’s wrong ways to do things. There’s easy ways and there’s better ways. Nobody can sit and judge your intentions like an all-knowing God. We let him handle that.

We can accompany each other. We can help each other to think different or make better choices. And sometimes, we can just be a holding hand to help somebody get through a tough time and maybe share the meaning that moves our lives. Share an insight we’ve earned. Sometimes, that’s all someone needs to take the next right step in their writing—and in life.

Imagination is how we field-test our ideas. It’s how we walk into the unknown. It’s how we break old habits, confront our biases, and imagine better futures. And it can be fun. Storytelling is an essential way humans grow, and share experiences.

Because we believe in a world of meaning, our imagination and takes its life and it’s inspiration from things that have meaning that we discover. We can find new and better ways to do things and through our fiction.

We field test characters who reject the pull in their hearts to find a right way to do things versus an easy way. And that’s why we can sit with and celebrate the angst and struggle of anti-heroes, and the grimdark cautionary tales.

We understand that morality changes from time and place. But underneath shifting morals is something solid, almost scientific and spiritual. We seek a real relationship and openness to truth.

Also called, myth.




3: A Mythic Sense of Reality

Myth isn’t just metaphor. It woven into the fabric of who we are. We’re not just telling tales for funsies. We’re participating in something ancient. Archetypes. Symbols. Patterns of transformation. They’re not made up. They’re the deep language of the soul.

Carl Jung called it the collective unconscious, and archetypes. Jordan Peterson mapped it to stories and Scriptures. Myth is how we discover that we are not the first to fall and rise again.

You don’t need to worship gods or slay dragons to live mythically. You just need to wake up to the truth that stories have shaped you before you ever knew how to write one. You are already inside a myth. Your job is to learn to understand it.

We are immersed in an ocean of meaning and of imagination, that came before us, that informs us. We exist within tribes and countries, the identity of our people acts in us and inform us like mythic beings.

Mythology is not merely an account of our origins. It’s also a daily charting of your everyday reality. The reality of your soul and your spirit, your psyche, your internal life, your instincts.

These are things that we share across time and across millions of lives.

Universal truths are mythic realities. They’re bigger than us. They drive us. And they are very, very real even though we don’t pay attention to them.

They are revealed to us through stories. All the meaning in the universe is expressed through our moral imagination. And it’s lived out through the great stories that return again and again into our psyche and into our culture that we want to tell and hear and love again and again.




4: You Are Not Alone

It’s these stories that make sense of everything. They are what give rise to demigods and dragons, hobbits and wizards, spacecraft and epic wars, cozy getaways, and the deep, playful joy of crafting and wielding imagination.

If you’ve ever felt this inside you—whole worlds without end wrapped up in a human person—that’s actually incredible.

It’s probable that nobody around you fully understands. And yet, maybe we do. Maybe, if we gather together in this haven, we can keep crafting our legends side by side.

Even if we come from different religious backgrounds—or no religion at all—if this message resonates with you, then maybe you belong here.

I want to encourage you. I’d love to meet you in the comments, hear about what you’re going through, or invite you to hang out in my online community called LegendFiction.

We’re standing at a hinge point in history, a time when creators are finally reclaiming the ability to honor and own their own voices. We are realizing something powerful: we are smarter and better together.

Finally, we are finding each other—and discovering that we’re all hungry for the same thing. We’re all burning and bursting with the same creative fire. Sometimes, what we need most is a few friends who remind us that it’s not crazy to care so deeply. That it’s good to keep creating even when it feels like nobody understands.

This community was founded mostly by Catholics and Christians, but it’s not about preaching or pushing an agenda. We won’t ask you to make decisions or take sides. We simply want to hear your story—because we genuinely, deeply love stories.

We don’t believe fiction should be used to push buttons, sell agendas, or manipulate emotions. We believe that fiction stands complete and powerful on its own, because storytelling is an essential part of being human.




Stories are how we survive

Meaning matters. In a world that has convinced itself it is dead and purposeless, we see the skyrocketing rates of self-harm and despair that prove human thriving cannot survive without meaning.

We must return to a sense of meaning if we hope to have a future at all—and if we want to know how to properly use the tools we create.

Any tool that removes or numbs our ability to experience real life is probably not a good tool. You—and your creativity—are a central part of why it is good for you to be here, now, in this time. I don’t know who you are yet. But I know we need you. We need every single person who dares to believe that storytelling still matters.

You are absolutely needed. You are absolutely wanted.

I can’t promise that I’ll have all the answers. But I can promise that I’ll do my best to simply listen, to sit with you, and to encourage you. Maybe together, we can find the next good step—or the next right step—for how to keep bringing your characters to life. How to keep midwifing the muse inside you. How to keep creating the best possible good that you can offer to the world.

How can we rewild the magic of writing and have fun doing it? We’re not trying to write classics. We’re not trying to write bestsellers. Those could be fun and good, but that’s not the goal. We’re not writing for the choir or just for our local tribe.

No, we’re writing because we love something. We’re writing because it lights a fire inside us and we want to have a bunch of fun doing it.

And maybe—just maybe—we’re being pulled toward something meaningful, something bigger than we understand yet. Maybe all our creativity is a warm-up act to figure out what that is.

Master your writing output. Meet other people from all kinds of different backgrounds who love the same wild, meaningful things you do.

Because meaning matters.

There are billions of people who need fresh stories to make sense of everything—to make sense of the world, their lives, their struggles, and their hopes. Maybe your story will be absolutely vital for one person out there. And maybe your story is absolutely vital for you.

Even if nobody else reads it, you matter. Your creativity matters. Creativity is an essentially healing thing. It’s a vital part of being human. That’s why you, yes you, have it.

That’s why you should pursue it.
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  Seeing the Sacred in Pop Culture? How Avengers, Star Wars, and K-Pop Demon Hunters are seriously awesome soul-food

  
  




I’ve always been a bit of a geek. Who am I kidding. I actively tried to be the biggest I knew. Didn’t always work.

Anywho… Fantasy and sci-fi have been my go-to genres for as long as I can remember. That’s why I started LegendFiction. There’s something about these imaginative worlds that speaks to me on a deep level.

But for years, I’ve felt a disconnect between my love for these stories and this thing we call a ‘spiritual life.’

The religious world I was born into didn’t quite know what to do with pop culture, especially when it came to genres like fantasy and sci-fi. See, I came from a doomsday cult, and bottomed out of them in 2012. The Mayans ‘predicted’ the end of the world… but they didn’t specify which world. Turns out my world ended. Not that mad about it.

Around that time, I’ve learned an idea that changed everything. So I wrote it down as a free ebook (now my Storyteller mini-course). But then I learned from a nun this idea of cultivating the sacred look’ in popular culture.

At first, it sounded a bit strange. Sacred look? In movies and TV shows? But as I dug deeper, I realized this concept was exactly what I’d been searching for.

Here’s how it works:

Instead of fighting against popular culture or condemning it outright, we can learn to look at it with love and patience. Why? Because stories are about humans. About people. A story is about someone who wants something so much that they do something about it.

This matters because Christ incarnated as a human person.

[image: Image]

This means that everything that affects humans has a deeper meaning than we can hope for - food, fun, festivals, family, faith… fiction? Yes. Definitely fiction.

Setting aside pushy, preachy stories made to evangelize an agenda, we can seek out the deep underlying desires, longings, needs, and struggles present in stories. The sacred look means we can constantly find a way to connect with humans anywhere.

This approach has completely transformed how I engage with media.

Some examples: Avengers, Star Wars, K-Pop Demon Hunters (of course)

Now, when I binge a Netflix series, it’s not all passively bingeing. I’m also looking for any deeper themes or things that speak to our shared human experience. Sometimes even glimpses of divine truth.
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Take The Avengers. Most of us just see a bunch of superheroes fighting bad guys. But there’s more there. When Iron Man takes on the Infinity Stones from Thanos, he’s not just saving the day; he’s embodying the ultimate sacrifice: ‘Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.’ It’s straight out of the Gospels, in a 4K blockbuster. And the world loves these stories, because they tug on something true inside us.
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In ‘Star Wars,’ The Force is more than a cool plot device. It’s a way to explore how we are immersed in communion, connected to things greater than the edge of our skin, or bonds of fellowship. We’re connected to balance, to good and evil, to special abilities that require mastery. I can’t help but see here a myth about everyone’s spiritual ascent toward God.
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K-Pop Demon Hunters has blown the world away, and it’s deserved it. Not just because the music is hands down awesome, but because the story is universally human. The heroines face an impossible task, made harder because one of them is convinced she is the flaw, a daywalking demon. And when the whole world turns on her, even her closest, she faces a truth she can’t get around: she still matters. And for her, Christ promised to abandon the 99 to save her. Every human person deep down wants, and believes, this is truth.

Sure, not every piece of pop culture has hidden religious meaning. There’s plenty problematic or plain mindless stuff.

But I’ve think there’s often more going on than meets the eye. The Holy Spirit is at work in our culture in ways we might not expect, inspiring creators to explore deep truths through their art. (Whether they do it well is a different story.)

The Sacred Look

This ‘sacred look’ isn’t about forcing religious meanings onto secular stories. It’s about developing a ‘sacramental imagination’ — learning to see how the divine can be present in the everyday. ‘Sacrament’ means hidden things shown in physical ways. Spiritual physics acting on quantum physics. And our imagination lives half-in, half-out of the realms of heaven.
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This approach to media has three key elements:


	Sacramentality: We can see grace at work in the world around us, especially in our stories, because stories are how our souls survive. Anything dealing with psyche (Greek for soul) is automatically spiritual stuff, meaning it touches more directly on universal truths. Stories turn those ‘wibbly wobbly, timey wimey stuff’ into moments and things we can touch and feel.

	Mediation: Big, abstract ideas are translated into story moments. We begin to see how God is mediated through creation. We begin to reframe how we think God acts: instead of waiting for Zeus to walk in stage left with a magic wand, we see him Aslan-like inside other people, events, and even the pull in our own hearts to get up and do good.

	Communion: We’re all in this together, and stories reflect our shared human experience. Christ came to redeem all of humanity, as well as individuals. That’s why the prayer he left us says ‘Our Father,’ and not ‘My Father.’ We’re not getting out of here alone. The best stories remind us that we’re part of a human family, and your unique part matters.




How I write fiction is now better… I think
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This view has changed not just how I consume media, but how I think about creating it too. I’m no longer trying to write “Christian fiction” that hits people over the head with a message.

Instead, I’m aiming to create stories that are deeply human. Because Christ spent 30 years being a human person before he started his mission. That silent pilgrimage of his, trekking in the dust and festivals and daily work and fireside storytelling with his Nazareth community… that means something. God immersed himself in the human experience on our terms.

Learning to be a good human is essential to begin any spiritual ascent, and stories are all about being human: the good, the bad, the ugly, and the dappled turn toward the God as the best goodness you can see.

This isn’t about shoe-horning good ideas into dumpster-fire movies to give your pastor a believable excuse. I actually don’t believe in explaining myself to anyone, especially if they don’t care to find out.

It’s about recognizing the deeper themes and human longing already present in stories. They don’t have to be religious. It’s not about that. Stories are about being human, or how humans begin spiritual ascent. Every story. Guaranteed… I think. At least the ones that really hit home, and we care about.

(Watership Down isn’t actually about rabbits… just saying.)

Sometimes, filmmakers and writers might be tapping into these themes unconsciously, drawing on a shared human yearning for meaning, purpose, and transcendence.

I now have a new appreciation for all kinds of stories, even ones that don’t have neat, happy endings.

Life is messy, after all. Sin makes life messy. We are all on a journey toward God, some of us spending way too much time on harmful side quests. Sometimes, the story that leaves us unsettled can be more valuable than the one that ties it all up with a bow.

This approach matters for us right now.

In a world that often feels divided and disconnected, we need more storytellers who get that everything humans get up to is story-material, because everything is about trying to find the best good you can do, even in the darkest places. Stories are about humans wanting and doing stuff to make life better.

That’s a profoundly simple axiom. Because ‘better’ means a goal, and as Christians, we know that God is the ultimate goal and purpose of life, and nothing but unmediated union with him will ever satisfy us. But it takes a million billion baby steps to get to that point, and every step of that journey matters. Even the side quests, because that’s where Christ goes to work leaving the 99 in daycare.

This kind of view restores hope. That it’s good to human. A lot of stories don’t have that, don’t know what do with it. They just keep moving around on a chess board, making lateral moves, because deep down, they want to, but don’t believe persons matter.

This video with Sr Nancy about her book, ‘Becoming a Cultural Mystic’ is what I’m talking about.




The next time you sit down to watch a movie or crack open a novel, try looking at it with a sacred look.

Ask yourself: What is this story really saying about the human person? What deep desires or struggles does it show? What truths about being human or being God are present in its images and plot?

You might be surprised at what you find. You might start seeing glimpses of God in unexpected places. You might be waylaid by new appreciation for offbeat stories you didn’t expect, and they can enrich your spiritual journey.

[image: Image]










Who knows? It might just change the way you see the world. It has for me.

This journey has taught me that the sacred never was confined to church buildings or holy texts.

Everything is sacred. It’s a matter of how much. It’s all around, even in our favorite movies and TV shows. And as humans, everything we do can matter, because the normal things humans do involved food, fun, friendships, family, festivals… and fiction.

We just need a sacred sight.
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  The Call to Author: how the insight within your creativity is your key

  
  




Do you know what your core story is? It’s possible that most authors have one. Deep down, it’s a refrain, or an echo, of what you yearn for. Sometimes we need to write a whole lot, or exercise our creativity for a decade, to discern it.
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Once you do, you begin to understand how to be a better author. Perhaps, you also understand yourself on a deeper level.

You might get a sense of your mission in this time and place.

Every person is a mission from God to a time, a place, and a people. The whole of our lives is an effort to stress test us, to see how honest and real we get with ourselves.

I believe that authors can get a leg up on this mission. Because we’re constantly wrestling with internal dialogues, becoming multiple characters and exploring different ideas, we cultivate the ability to use our imagination.

And our imagination is how we discover and discern reality.

Your core story

When I was a kid, I remember an article about an author, someone who wrote introspective, noir thrillers, maybe. I don’t know the name. But the article described something fascinating.

It said that the author was always writing the same story. It was a kernel at the core of every tale he told, wrapped in different narratives and characters. It said something like “He walked the streets of his private ocean, and he was drowning.”

That fascinated me. I began to wonder what my ‘core story’ was. So I began to pay attention to myself. To pay attention to the stories I loved best, to the stories that I wanted to tell. The stories I would sit with and replay over and over again.

It took a long time for me. But I think I found it. And the more I circle it, like an obelisk standing in a twilight field, I begin to realize that it’s a part of my core. I’ve discovered something new about myself.

And I suspect it’s the same for every author. That’s why I’m calling it the ‘call to author.’

The gift of our interests

There are so many things about us that we can’t control. Things that we’re gifted. Like our looks, our interests, the moment we were born in, the hand of cards life dealt us.

And at some point, some of us realized that we absolutely love authoring. We love writing.

That’s the funny thing about our interests. If you aren’t interested in something, no amount of effort and ice cream will make you love it. It just won’t.

But once you’ve understood something that ignites you at a deep level, something that you realize you have energy to do, and want to sacrifice and spend time doing, we fight for it.

That’s the funny thing though.

We didn’t choose it. Our interests seem to choose us. We just discover them.

It makes me wonder what else is hiding inside us, waiting for the right moment for us to turn a corner and realize that we love it too. Love it with a passion and a preparation to sell a fortune to buy the field with this hidden pearl.

For each of us, life is partly a journey of discovery. And it’s a journey that goes both ways at once.

It goes out into the world of matter and meaning and humanity, and it goes inward into your insights, individuality, and inspiration.

You are a key that unlocks something in this world.

An inner map of meaning

The associations you generate make your outlook. Nature, nurture, and your own choices are the trinity that make up your personality. And personality changes as you learn new things. As you do new things.

You discover your interests.

In a way, understanding that is a step toward humility. The things we love and move toward existed before us. They are woven into us, and like turning up a speaker, come into focus and sound in time.

And one day, you might discover the inner call that rivets you to certain stories. It’s like an inner map. A map that has special meaning for you.

Maybe simply knowing about this will help you start to see the threads that bind you to myths and fairy tales. Maybe you already know what it is. And you’ll find it’s like a diamond you discovered. You’ll keep turning it in the sunlight, to see it from different angles. You’ll hold it up in different places in the world and in time, to see how it bends the light and patterns different walls.

I think that when we discover our call, it’s a piece of music we can’t let go of. We hum it over and over. Like a musician, they will take a single piece of music and refract it into a variety of versions, use different instruments, transpose it into a different scale or tempo. But once you know the theme, you’ll recognize it.

Does it actually matter?

I think so. If you never discover it, does it mean you’re somehow less? No. But it might mean that you’ll spend a lot of time creating stories that don’t really resonate. They’ll interest you for a while, but not on a deep level.

You might waste a lot of time. You might be moved by messages you don’t believe in, because you’re not anchored.

It’s the stories with that tang of the deep that you’re happiest with. Because you understand them from the inside out, not the outside in.

Once you have a hand on this Ariadne thread, you’ll more easily wend your way through the labyrinth. You’ll know what to leave out and what to fill in. It’s like an inner template that’s distinctly you.

It took me a long time to unlock mine, and I’m pretty sure I’m still figuring it out. But it’s why I love things like the Chronicles of Narnia, and Stargate SG1, the Secret Garden.

It goes something like this: ‘And then they turned the corner, or opened a door, and Heaven was there.’

For me, it’s that sense of unexpected surprise and discovery. And Heaven not as a passive, inactive haven of contemplation, but as a reality of deep action and effort and climbing further up, and further in. No more scales on our eyes, but we can see clearly, and we can go to work with even greater excitement.

Once I found that little thread, I realized that it’s the background music to all of the stories I’m storing up and brainstorming. My characters are almost always bent on a certain life, and then an igniting moment changes everything, and they’re impelled into deeper contact with true reality, God, or a fuller experience of life.
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So this is a call to you. An invite to start thinking about your own call. No one else can tell you what it is, just like no on else can involve themselves in your relationship with God. It’s something you have to do on your own.

And it’s something he has planted within you for you to find.

You’ll only find it by doing things. Lots of things. Or reading and watching lots of things. Being involved, trying out new experiences, meeting people, listening, filling yourself up with the fire of a thousand suns.

It’s only in doing all of that that you’ll start to see the pattern within yourself, the pattern of boredom and interest. Some will stop too soon, and mistake boredom for disinterest, when it might be inexperience.

And some of us will be passionate about certain messages because of a phase of life we’re in. That’s also true too, especially if you are dealing with trauma, or poor parenting, or the difficulties of being repressed and manipulated by narcissists. Many of us will lash out blindly against this treatment, and we’re not always wrong.

We will hunger for lifestyles and stories that answer a call to validate our value and dignity, and give us space to find out who we are.

That’s a whole different topic right there. But it’s an invite to be patient with yourself. And if you find yourself changing your call as you understand it, do that.

Your mystic call to author

You are gifted to yourself and the world to articulate something about the depths of God. A single facet of his infinite creativity. You’re a single, stunning note in the symphony of his music.

The goal of life is to understand that, and enjoy it, and detach from all the things that hold us back from being the best versions of ourselves. As Catholics, we know that it takes the life of the Trinity to do that; God holding in existence, Christ initiating the call and journey and end, and the Holy Spirit breathing in each moment within us to fire the life.

It might take you a lifetime to discover the right key and the right lock that unlocks the garden, and that’s ok. It’s not something you can do apart from God. But it is something you have to respond to and work with on your own. That’s what mysticism is.

It is a mystic path that every human must take, will take, and few choose to start in this life.

You are a key that unlocks something in this world.
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  Why fiction is about rejecting reality, until you can’t any more

  
  




The kinds of stories we tell today come from extremely ancient rituals. That’s right. Telling a story, and writing fan fiction, first started as deeply religious acts.

And in fact, it still is. We just don’t think about it that way any more.

That could be for one of two reasons: either nothing is sacred any more. Or we have made everything sacred.

Looking around ourselves in the first world west, some old philosophers a few hundred years ago decided nothing was sacred, and we all rolled over and agreed.

Is it true though?

And why does it even matter?

Well here’s one reason. 

The function of fiction

Imagine the ladder that Jacob saw in his dream at Bethel. The heavens and all creation were connected by a ladder, or a pyramid, or a tree, and angels went ‘up and down’ it all the time. Ferrying information and commands, changing their roles, cascading and bubbling up in a cycle of constant activity.

Imagine you put two human activities on that ladder line: fiction and mysticism. (Simplistic, but bear with me.)

Imagine the bottom of the line begins in darkness, and the end of the line ends in God. That darkness is the emptiness of not-existing. It’s not bad, or evil. It’s just nothing. That line slowly weaves together out of a pale mist, called the Waters of the Deep in Genesis.

That line then picks up speed and strength and density and light and fire as it runs up through the hierarchies and into the very hand of God. Not even his hand. His heart. His own life.

That line is a metaphor for human existence, human living.

On that line are stages of human existing. One of those stages is being human - as in an animal-human hybrid that germinates, gestates, develops consciousness, learns what ‘self’ and ‘community’ is and how they work together, begins to understand the greater story of our spiritual trek, and learns how to ‘die and resurrect’ in life over and over again before the body gives out, and the human moves on in spiritual ascent.

That’s our stage right now. Christ became a human at this stage, and finished the act of creation, becoming a human so that we could become God like him. That’s called divinization, or theosis.

Why am I saying all this?

Because fiction is a part of this line, like mysticism. It’s a matter of viewpoint.

Fiction is a viewpoint

Fiction is a dramatization of light emerging from darkness, through a person.

Look at most novels you’ve read and enjoyed. When did you ever fall in love with a ‘Mary Sue’ - a ‘saint’ at the beginning of the story who makes all the right choices, refuses to ever do the wrong thing, and ends up in happily every after?

That’s not fiction. That’s boring.

Good stories is usually about a character’s initial, immediate, and intractable ‘no’ to a call to adventure. It’s about wrestling with balrogs and dragons, and realizing we are our own dragon.

Then, the point of a story is to pound, pelt, and pummel that character with the consequences of their actions until they ‘get’ it.

‘Getting’ it means they understand something has to change, namely themselves. That is when they grow. That’s when they let more of the light in.

But it has to be their choice.

Mysticism is the looking up along the line into the light, toward God. Mystics are those in all the traditions of the world who are given glimpses of where it’s all going. They don’t always understand it, they don’t always share it properly, and they usually interpret their vision according to who they are, and how they see the world. How they see is what they see.

But once they have seen this numinous reality, they can never be the same, and they are hauling on that ladderline for the rest of their lives. Further up, and further in.

And here’s where the meta of all this is important.

The only fiction writer who can really craft good fiction is the mystic who works to clear their eyes and see the numinous. If you’re looking ‘down’ at the drama of human development, and don’t known what you see, or make the wrong assumptions, your fiction won’t be that helpful. Or could be harmful.

That’s why our own receptivity to the presence of the holy mystery of God, our own effort to understand the wild enchantment of numinous reality, our ability to enter the lives and shoes of others and see with their hearts, and our own ability to get behind all the laws and habits we blindly follow in life and liturgy, is the mark of a mature faith.

Every Christian is called toward mysticism. That’s nothing special, in the big scheme of things. It’s someone who has opened their inner sight to be filled with light. Because if the eye is dark, the interior is filled with darkness.

Fiction is a drama, and like the ancient religious mystery plays and medieval miracle stories, they can awaken insights and outlooks and wisdom.

Fiction is mysticism looking ‘down.’

And in case anyone things its all got to be uniform spiritual boredom, no. Its not.

There are many different personality types - think of Myers Briggs or the Enneagram. I like the division of 9 for the 9 hierarchies of angels. 9 ‘kinds’ of people, each with their own contribution and needs from reality. And each of them in a different stage of life, and at a different point on their own stage of growth.

Some benefit from humor, some horror, some the epic, some the intimate, some the contraction into an inner desert, some the wild interbeing of deep forests, some the flow and flux of oceanic time and change, and some the panoramas and vistas of great concepts that humble and break us.

“There are many mansions in my fathers house.” That’s a landscape of homes and castles and fortresses and hotels and gazebos. To each their own.

Fiction is a drama for a part of our journey. And don’t let anyone say otherwise.

Why all this matters?

The problem with many faith-inspired fiction writers is that they are oriented like mystics, while crafting like fiction writers. And that’s a problem.

Because fiction is all about ‘no’.

Mysticism is the acceptance of ‘yes’.

Fiction will eventually get to a yes, but not yet. Like St Augustine said, “Please God, make me a saint, but not just yet.”

Characters in stories are wrestling and working out that slim silver line between good and evil that runs through every human heart. Our job as authors, flying at that 10,000 foot level, is to understand that our job is very literally to chase our characters up trees and throw stones at them. That’s the only way they change.

Because heck, that’s the only way we change.

We are pretty consistent about life and life’s calls to adventure too. We usually say no - when it looks like it’s more than we can handle. We rightly assume that it will call for a kind of death. Something will have to give. That’s the only way that we grow. Resurrection is a fact of creation.

Coming full circle to the beginning, everything is sacred and a kind of ritual.

It can be loads of fun. Or it can be a dark and serious. Or an exploration of imagination. Or a creative way to re-ground grace as brutal and brilliant.

Because here’s the key thing with every story - whether your main characters are aliens, mice, or rock trolls, it doesn’t matter.

Every story is about a human consciousness. It’s about a human heart or spirit. Every story is about sharing an reality that humans can understand.

The question we have to ask is: are we helping our readers move further up, off, or back down the line?

Are we even able to answer that question for ourselves? If we don’t even know the messages hidden within our stories, we’re blindly passing on ideas from other authors, like a séance.

The stories that hope to have fun, and contribute something good to the world, know that the you, the author, are as important a part of your story as your story is, and your reader is.

Not everyone is ready to look up at into the brightness of the sun of God. You have to develop that spiritual resilience to not blink. That’s why the Egyptians venerated eagle and hawks, since they stared into the symbol of divinity daily without flinching.

Fiction allows us to build up ‘spiritual muscles’ (or receptivity and openness to change and truth) by looking down, and nurturing appreciation for the beauty of the light shimmering in the darkness.

So, key takeaway: you’re a fiction writer. You create experiences, and make magic leap off the page into a human heart. You’re not a mystic, who might write mystical, apocalyptic, or spiritual literature.

You’re a fiction writer, and that means grit, fun, drama, and a call to adventure.
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  Tolkien’s dream of a world beyond war, the evolution of virtue, & our call as storytellers

  
  




Summary: The World Wars seemed to birth an unlikely legend, the saga of Middle Earth. Tolkien wove a new mythology for humanity, to help us move beyond a nostalgia for violence. Our world needs new stories, rooted in the goodness of the world, in the merriment of home. War begets war, and as a survivor, Tolkien penned a dream to move us beyond violence as a crutch for identity. His answer is to ground our roots in truth, beauty, and goodness.
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Tolkein said that he set out to craft a mythos for his beloved England, a past rich in the land of faery, pregnant with a Thomistic Christianity. A work of historical reconstruction. My limited reading on this says that he wanted England to have her own origins, and not borrowed legends from other nations.

England was long a frontier nation, regularly invaded and carved up and redrawn. Certain legends rose to the surface that anchored the soul of the British people, like Arthur, and Robin Hood.

And yet, this was a man who survived the Somme, a brutal snapshot of a world at war with itself, where a million men died in the ruts, mud, and wasted blood.

I think those World Wars changed many people. And I think it brought home to Tolkien the sheer horror of war and violence. Until then, much of warfare was bannered and gilt with noble stories and ritualized idealism. The actual PTSD and trauma was repressed, papered over, ignored.

Europe must have been shattered by this crisis of identity; multiple sides claiming that they were God’s faithful ones, blasting their brothers mere miles away with the harshest weapons possible.

The child is the father of the man. And I wonder if Tolkien began to see the inkling of a truth: The stories on which we raise ourselves are self-fulfilling prophecies.

If your mythology tells you that the gods wrestled order out of an unwilling, devouring chaos, and constant battle is the only way to preserve peace, then human society is boned through with these laws and stars.

I think Tolkien did more than set out to just craft the greatest story of his being. He did more than birth for Britain her own myth. He charted a dream for a world beyond war.

Now I know that seems like a strange, disingenuous idea. Middle Earth is regularly overrun by orc and fell being. It is a constant battle ground.

Millions have been poured into the drama and delight of all this warfare, from the movies to the games to the fan fiction of devoted Tolkienisti, like myself.

But Tolkien fed himself on the lembas of Heaven. Communion, and Eucharistic adoration. We know he thought deeply. And we know that he ‘honored his mother and father,’ – honoring the dirt, duty, and ideals, the homeland and heritage inbreathed by history into a person.

Excalibur and mutually assured destruction

In the heart of the Arthurian saga lies a gem that long fascinated me. It seemed a throwaway moment, when Merlin presents Arthur with Excalibur. Unlike later retellings, Excalibur seems more of a symbol than an enchanted weapon. It is rarely used, almost never drawn. Merlin chides Arthur to the magic of the scabbard, such that the scabbard would safeguard the wearer from bleeding in battle. The scabbard was just as important.

As a child, I wondered over that. Now, I begin to see that the legendarist was indicating perhaps a difficult and cryptic point. Perhaps a point that many lords and knights couldn’t see for centuries. Keeping sword and scabbard united meant the wearer would not lose blood.

Merlin laid a seed in the hearts of the greatest British saga. Yes, the sword should be scabbarded. The king stands as a symbol for his people. He is the embodiment of his nation before the gods. And when he draws his sword, he spills more than his enemy’s blood. He spills his own.

Merlin is prophecying a message that would be echoed by the popes of the 20th century about violence and torture. In torture there are two victims – the oppressed, and the oppressor. Both are wounded by violence, and the ground cries out for justice.

The sword should exist, yes. There is a need and place for violence. For war. It is often a necessary evil. But we rarely think of the scabbard. Violence is like mutually assured destruction. Excalibur is a weapon of mass destruction. There are no winners in war. Only the dead, and the phyrric victors.

War is a fact of the human condition. Of human history. It’s how borders were maintained. Treaties upheld. Good done, and evil avoided. It was a necessary evil to preserve a greater good.

But the two World Wars changed our awareness. Changed our sense of identity. The seams had been sewn together on our world. We faced ourselves for the first time, as a human family.

The human family vs a nostalgia for battle

We could no longer identify ourselves and our success purely on our own terms. Trade and economies sifts and settles all peoples together. Travel and religion and discourse shows us a common humanity.

It’s not just political correctness why Hollywood can no longer ‘demonize’ other nations. Our great enemies in movies are now archetypal – aliens, demons, orcs.

Human nature still hungers for the older values of life, where war and death and violence unified a people, gave meaning to manhood, and purpose to pain.

We haven’t realized something Tolkein did. That hunger, that need, is born from the trauma of the past. War breaks the human psyche in all ages and times. Love of war binds old wounds badly, creates generational sins and curses, and rebreaks new bones to fit dead molds.

Tolkein wove a world beyond the lines of nations, where men fight men for hearth and home. He pointed us at an evil that never slept, that twisted and tortured the good in things. An evil that must be fought back and killed at every turn.

The orc is not the evil man of another nation. The orc is a pre-human beast, outside the laws of nature, wallowing in meta-physical evil. It’s a preternatural being.

It’s perfect for a story with guilt-free war, like fighting aliens or viruses.

But everyone who celebrates all that war misses the point.

The whole point of Middle Earth is that war is a sad, sucking waste of beauty and truth and goodness.

The center of the saga: a merrier world

Like a chiasm, right in the ‘center’ of the two movie trilogies, lies the death of Thorin Oakenshield. As he dies, he looks at the Hobbit, the symbol, the stand-in for the simple, home-rooted happiness that is central to all human life.

Thorin’s last words are;


“If more of us valued food and cheer and song above hoarded gold, it would be a merrier world.”




The ‘Song of Roland’ is valued as a glorious tale of great violence and heroism against the enemies of a past Christian world. It’s a world we can never live in again.

It is the kind of story that recently-baptised warriors would tell. The kind of story where myth shoulders for a place in our hearts with the challenging notes of religion.

Virtue evolves with our capacity to see it. In the past, violence was the ‘evil’ we were comfortable with. ‘Blessed are the peacemakers’ was never truly taken seriously.

Will Sipling sketched out this development of virtue through Christian culture, from the ‘Song of Roland’, to ‘Perceval’, to ‘Laudato Si’. Our world has changed. We can never truly revel in the pages of the ‘Song of Roland’ and delight in the drama and gore, the way our forbears did only a few hundred years ago.

We read the ‘Iliad’ with an archaeologist’s appreciation. Perhaps with an anthropologists’ awareness. We should value it as a step in the path of human development.

There was a time when humanity needed this tool to define and safeguard itself. But now it must only be used with regret. We can’t ignore the scabbard.

And that is what Tolkien built for us with Middle Earth.

It’s worth fighting for

At every point we see the wonderful words of Sam ‘there’s some good in this world, and its worth fighting for.’ Everything beautiful and good must be preserved from the ravages of evil.

But when the battle is done, we then must ask, what next?

And that is when we beat the swords into ploughshares. When we bend all our genius and energy to peace and home and binding wounds and good things.

But we can only do that if our founding myth tells us that.

If you live in a Viking world defined by battle and war and a warrior’s heaven, then you will never build anything different.

Tolkien dug deeper. He unearthed a deeper myth, and put it center stage. All this horrific and horrible war serves a purpose – to be ended. It exists to die. It exists like a flash in a pan, so that we can return to what is truly important.

And that is family, home, raising children, delighting in the goods of the world, helping our brothers, healing our trauma.

What would a world be like where our battle-scarred, emotionally-gutted men and women could find inner rest, inner self-worth, and joy in the abundance of the Sermon on the Mount?

Tolkien lived in that world. The Somme, and the succeeding wars, showed him that this horror is the rank outbreath of Sauron’s Mouth. Not any ‘ism or political thing. It’s a human thing.

The ring is sin, is violence, is war. It is every attempt to wield the tools of the enemy to do good. It is not a gift. Excalibur is the Ring. Nuclear weapons are the Ring. It breeds victims and victors who never learn the lesson.

Middle Earth sits under a pall of sadness, of regret, that all this waste and war is needed to push back against evil. But we must. We absolutely must unsheathe that sword to take back our home from the orc.

But our human brothers are not the orc.

Beneath the glamor and polished armor and heroism of all the great heroes, beats a human heart.

And beneath that, beats the divine heart from which all human hearts take our dignity and purpose and prophecy.

A new myth for humanity

Middle Earth is more than Britain’s mythology. It’s the mythology humanity needs. A myth that recognizes the need for war. But it is already beyond war. Happy to drop it as soon as it’s unneeded.

The more our world weaves itself together into a common family with a common home, the less we can enter all out war with ourselves.

And our stories need to reflect that. The novels and games and legend-makers have a new challenge. How to get beyond finding identity in the lipless, lidless hunger for violence.

It’s said that a great story is as great as its villain.

I say that a truly great story is as great as it can help you joy in overcoming your own villainy.

As long as we externalize evil in someone else, as long as we can scapegoat anything else as the reason for all things wrong in the world, and as long as we can tell ourselves that fighting it to the death is the definition of ‘good’, then we are still in an animal past. We still worship a god of war.

The Christ-impulse within the human family is a binding one, a Hobbit-like one. Hobbits ever yearn for one thing, no matter how many calls to adventure or war.

They value food and cheer and song. Just as Christ did on his earthly ministry, and just as he continues to do through God’s ‘faithful people’ in all ages and times.
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  Dominic’s 3 Laws of Using Religion in your Fiction Novel (+ Bonus Law)

  
  




Any fantasy author creating magic systems for their world should explore swiftly and deeply of Brandon Sandersons Laws of Magic.

I’m suggesting similar laws when it comes to using religion and religious systems with our characters.

Here’s what I mean.

We treat magic and religion in fantasy in two different ways. We like to be as free of magical law and restraint as Merlin is, or Cinderella’s fairy godmother, or Gandalf. But religions are as clear and mythic and obvious as Aslan parading around.

First advice: do whatever you want with your audience. Or the story you want to tell.

For those who want to dive deeper into their creativity, take this as your gold ticket on the Polar Express.

When it comes to magic, some may like to retain a sense of whimsy and freedom. Sanderson deftly points out that this usually feels very deus ex machina. Meaning the magic does whatever we want it to do for the story - rather than the magic pushing and bending the story to become more interesting and more complex, prodding the characters to grow and mature with their use of it.

I suggest the very same treatment with religion.

The three laws are simple. They affect your characters - but more importantly, they affect you and me too.


	The first law of religion is don’t assume you are sharing the actual true thing with your reader.

	The second law assumes that your character won’t totally understand it, perhaps will only be able to understand it according to who and how they are.

	The third law forces you to stick the landing, and not to add more or new until you’ve explored the impact this has on the character.

	The bonus law, or the Zeroth Law, is: do whatever coolness and epicness demands.




First, we have to take a moment to talk about what religion actually is in fiction, and probably in reality.

The problem with religion in fiction

Christian and faith-inspired authors like to think that our faith is simple and obvious, that our liturgy and catechism bring everything together in a simple enough way to enchant children and stun theologians.

But that’s not always true. And even if it might be, that doesn’t ways make for good fiction.

Religion is not a closed system, a walled garden. This is a recent idea in time, and not a very good one. To the ancient and medieval mind, religion is a virtus, a living out in time and community of beliefs - as they are understood at that moment.

Religion is frontier, a living tradition that is constantly exploding old wineskins and needing to be recast, rethought, relived.

Religion is made up of religious believers, who are all imperfect. It is codified by more intelligent and equally imperfect believers. It is held together by networks and hierarchies of more broken and befuddled human beings. And if you have a High Sparrow, or high council, or confederation of fathers, or coven of mothers, they’re all humans too.

Even oracles and prophets have bad days. Just like real life.

What am I driving at? There are innumerable ‘points of failure’ and weakness and chances to get things wrong. How do humans respond to that? In a pretty desperate and uniform way.

We make idols.

We idolize people as truth-makers. We canonize processes or written accounts as irrefutable. We gild and hallow who we are and when we are, and assure everyone that everything that led us to this point was divinely ordained. Or we abandon systems and search entrails and murmurations and weather patterns for the caprice of the hidden gods.

All of this is a ravening for certainty, because our minds crave it, like a fox craves a cave to rest in.

Nothing wrong with that. That’s human nature.

Actually… that’s not true. That’s pre-Christ human nature.

What Christ brought into our physical world was an irruption from within, a blood transfusion that finally ended the first stage of Creation. Now human living can actually begin. We had been partitioned off from Divine Life for a hundred thousand years or longer.

Christ entered into more than a human body. He entered into every single human body, across space and time. He created a new center of gravity in the cosmos. Just as all humans participate in the reality of ‘human,’ now we all participate in the reality of ‘God-Man.’ That’s called theosis, or divinization. And it’s mind blowing stuff.

There is only one true place to find peace, and that is in Christ. Christ in the moment, Christ in your family and friend. Christ in your coffee, and bedroom, and on the highway, and in the book you enjoy. He is the weight we feel in our bodies as Earth grounds us. But we aren’t yet seeing that. Or feeling it. Or living it.

Christ blooms in us as the Holy Spirit wills, blowing where it wants through the walled gardens of the world systems and religions, calling them to share their fruits and resonance, coming together to see how they hunger and hunt for the Lord of the Dance.

Christians are heir to a certain gift, a set of dogmas and catechesis, a series of rituals that brings Christ back into embodiment for the healing of others. But it’s like an essential oil. That is so dense and powerful an idea that it has to be diffused or diluted through a culture. It has to be lived out to be understood. That’s when faith comes out of the cathedrals and must live in the festivals and fiction of a people.

Our faith does not have words for itself outside of its resonance with other stories and systems. It’s like the sound of bell. That sound already exists, but we cannot hear it until we craft a bell of metal and embers and steam and hold it high in the air. Suddenly the unstruck bell starts ringing, humming in tune with a magical music from the dawn of time, from the last apocalypse.

But we can always craft a better bell. Our first bell was largely Greek philosophies. And then we added medieval worldviews. We now are frontiered with new systems rich with their own glory and sin and resonance, and we have much to give and be enriched by. We are in the process of making infinite bells forever to keep exploring all the music possible in the silent standing waves of the heavenly symphonies. The music is silent until we can attune our ears and beings with the tools of time and human living.

So all that being said, religion is not obvious. Not even the word itself.

Christians often model the genius of Lewis with our fiction, especially when we seek to include a Christ-figure and a supreme Aslan-like sacrifice.

Dominic’s First Law of Religion: an author’s use of religion is directly proportional to how well the reader understands the religion.


Summary:  Many writers infodump about their fictive religion-making, assuming that their characters understand it all, which can be tedious for readers. The solution is to bring in the smallest part of the religion that matters most to the story or character and have them misunderstand it. Medieval and ancient minds had a worldview of the great chain of being, where everything lived within greater things, and the smallest thing was subject to all the laws imposed by higher things. Modern minds have lost this magic, leading to a thin tale of a God of the dead, not the living. By bringing in the smallest part of religion, writers can avoid info-dumping and deepen their stories.




Here’s how Sanderson’s First Law of Magic goes: An author’s ability to solve conflict with magic is DIRECTLY PROPORTIONAL to how well the reader understands said magic.

Basically: your religion may be deep and wide and wild. Don’t assume your character understands how it all truly works. Most of us don’t.

Info-dumping is the bane of every author and readers’ existence. We sometimes get creative about it. I enjoy how ‘Game of Thrones’ never really gets into the theology of the five gods, but only references them as they impact a specific moment or character or prayer. Usually, the gods are brought up when they can reinforce the choice a character makes.

Why does a faith-inspired fiction author bring up religion in their story? Usually to be an imaginative reflection or deepening of Christic faith. Perhaps to even foreshadow, or echo, the heroics of their world’s Christ-figure. That’s a pretty common among us. We love Christ, so naturally we want to include him at some point, however dramatically or ethereally.

But that creates a problem. We usually want to ‘show off’ how imaginative we are with our fictive religion-making. So we infodump. And the problem is that its often quite skippable - the same way we skip our own catechism or patristic pronouncements.

So we need to step away from the dogmas and the theologies we’re comfortable with. One of the problems with modern Christianity is that we’ve lost the magic of the ‘great chain of being,’ a worldview that medieval and ancient minds enjoyed.

Theirs was like the Ladder of Jacob, where all things lived within greater things, and those within even higher things. Reality was like a great Russian doll, layers within layers within layers. The smallest thing was subject to a compounding of all the laws imposed by the higher things. The higher things had less laws and more freedom the higher up you went.

As an example for modern minds, I am a human being. But I take my existence and my identity from my body, my family, my state, my world, my planet, my cosmic neighborhood. The problem with half of these is that they partly exist. The idea of a ‘state’ exists because humans say it does. When we stop believe it, it fades away.

It was the other way around for ancient minds. First God exists, then he fractals into creation through the first mode of being, the highest of the hierarchies. They fractal their being into a more expressive hierarchy below them, who do the same thing, fragmenting and prismating the creative light and being of God into more and more division. Each hierarchy of angels is ecstatically and frantically trying to express and explore a new aspect of God. The later medieval minds classed them into 9 choirs, depending on the role they echoed within the Trinity, each other, and us.

Furthest from the simplest, most-free realms, some angels continue to fractal into less and less personality and freedom, stilling themselves into a new kind of simplicity and self-emptying-ness. They became matter, allowing their bodies to be drawn into patterns and fields and physical music. Humans live within this phase of being, surrounded by fairies and elves and demons and angels and powers and energies.

Set aside whether is ‘true’ or not. This is what they saw, what was normal. This is why the gods trample willy-nilly through battlefields in the Illiad, or Arthurian knights turn left into haunted fairyland and Lakebound Ladies. Why mystics alive today continue seeing angels and conversing with them like the saints did.

The modern mind silenced the world of all angels. We lost that as we kept trying to understand how God is supremely distinct from his Creation. We wanted to preserve his dignity and our freedom. Like a teen, we needed to leave home and get away from everything to find out if we’re as free as God says we are.

Today, we grow up with a view like what’s in Darren Arronofky’s NOAH. Of the ‘Emptiness Greater than God,’ God made realms of dead matter, and then carved us out of it. Angels hover around looking down. We must follow his rules to be welcomed into Heaven, otherwise we find ourselves in the fires of the outer darkness. And He became one of us to unlock the Big Doors and turn back our rebellion.

That story makes him a God of the dead. Not of the living.

It’s a very thin tale. And a lot of that is not even true. But it is certainly part of how we see the world. When we turn back in history, or look laterally at other theologies or stories, we see angels and demons converting and falling, needing us and our help to grow. We all play a part together in the vast story of Creation where Christ is making all things new.

So when you introduce religion into your story, don’t bring in the full thing. Bring in the smallest possible part you can, particularly the part that matters most to the story, or the character.

And this leads to the second law: make the character misunderstand it.

Dominic’s Second Law of Religion: what you misunderstand or are able to understand is more valuable to fiction than the truth.


Summary: Sanderson’s Second Law states that limitations are more valuable than powers in storytelling. Characters with limitless power can make for a stale story, but when faced with limitations, they must become more creative to overcome them. When writing about characters’ religious beliefs, it is important to recognize that beliefs are often influenced by culture and ego, and characters may not fully understand their religion. Constraints on a character’s creativity allow for growth, discovery, and change in the story. The point of fiction is to step into someone else’s shoes, see beyond our own limitations, and soften our perspective with the inner practice of mystics to commune with humanity.




Sanderson’s Second Law can be written very simply. It goes like this: Limitations are more valuable than Powers.

This means that having a power to be Superman is not as interesting as what holds him back. Having limitless and infinite godlike power makes for stale storytelling. The story actually begins when kryptonite or super villains appear that actually forces him to make an effort.

The more limitations, or the more laws you can’t get around that stop you from moving, the more creative you have to get to move - because move you must.

Most of us don’t fully understand all our religion and its traditions and mysticism. We are usually part of a well-meaning tribe with an idol. So the first thing to figure out for your characters: what do they believe, and are they even correct?

Remember that we all embody religious ideas according to who and when we are. “How we see is what we see…” So you can be a pagan Christian, or a Viking Christian, or a Middle-Class American Christian, or a Fillipino Christian, or a Retro-European Christian, or Anarchist Christian, etc.

Each of these kinds of Christians prefers their culture over others. This is always the problem - we are usually and always start with our embodied reality, our culture, and read that into our religion.

I actually don’t think it’s possible to do it any differently. It’s like being a telescope. The reality of ‘telescope’ is a plastic dollar-store lens, or a gilded museum piece, or the Hubble marvel. Each sees according to it’s mode of being. Each probably thinks it is the perfect form, because it cannot imagine another mode of being.

It is the mystics who experience direct contact with the reality behind embodiment. As if a telescope were alive and able to magically telescoping itself.

Mystics in every time and place speak this gospel. They call us to try and see beyond the edge of our vision, to see who we are within how and what we are.

So with your characters, don’t assume that they fully ‘get’ the whole meaning of the religion. Plant them within the limits of their personality, or their place, or their ego. Because our own egos will fixate us on certain ideas and truths, always looking for an idol that makes us like ourselves better.

Why is this great for fiction? Because it allows growth. It allows discovery. It allows for reveals and surprises and change.

All these constraints on your character’s creativity means that a point can come in the story where they realize their limit. And suddenly a whole new panoply of choices appear when they realize they were unintentionally wrong. Or, they are faced with the usual moral dilemmas of a seeming ‘ethical’ choice, and the human demands of the moment.


	Maybe they don’t make the perfect choice.

	Maybe they make the choice that seems blindingly wrong at the time, and their guilt or unease propels them to keep running away or excusing themselves or challenge them to make change.

	Maybe they grow later on, and realize that their choice then was actually comically true, and they had been functioning under a poor system and unnecessary pressure.




But that’s the whole point of fiction. To weld someone else’s shoes to our feet, and stand outside ourselves for a half hour. And in so doing, begin to see where are the sunspots in our own vision from our ego, tribe, or moment in time. To soften us with the inner practice of the mystics, and commune with humanity as a reality over its concrete differences.

So what they know will be interpreted or colored by their experiences, or how they live.

Which takes us to the third point:

Dominic’s Third Law of Religion: Explore the edges and impact of what you know before adding anything new or true.


Summary: Sanderson’s third law emphasizes expanding what you already have before adding something new to your story. This means narrowing your focus, exploring every angle, and testing your character’s beliefs. Religion in storytelling should not assume that the reader or character understands everything, and the character must test their beliefs through challenges and clashes with other theologies. The focus should be on the immediate numinous around the character and their local god, rather than assuming an understanding of the entire hierarchy. Keeping the mystery and focus can lead to a fresh perspective on the mystery of Christ.




Sanderson’s third law is: Expand what you already have before you add something new.

Another way to say that is: narrow your focus. Just as you don’t instantly understand calculus when you start high school, your character won’t be ready for the depths of religion after one meeting with a guru.

For Sanderson, this is where he prods you to take seriously what you’ve introduced. Explore it from every possible angle. Like someone discovering a hammer for the first time - without a context. What are all the things you can do with a hammer? How creative can you get? How much fun or danger can you have? What purpose can you build around it, and then suddenly learn what it was truly meant to do?

The first law of religion is don’t assume you are sharing the actual true thing with your reader. And then the second law assumes that your character won’t totally understand it, perhaps will only be able to understand it according to who and how they are.

The third law forces you to stick the landing, and not to add more or new until you’ve explored the impact this has on the character.

Take that belief and test it. Decide how seriously the character ‘believes’ something. Giving lip-service when things are going well is extremely different to standing before a firing squad. Or deciding whether to let something terrible happen to someone else because they’re probably doomed anyway.

Since you’re not automatically giving your characters the true view of the world, it’s necessary then to test those views. To see why they don’t, can’t, and shouldn’t hold up to reality.

And if they do have a true view, make them misunderstand it, or apply it wrong. Allow reality to push back and show them that they are wrong.

Learning a lesson is always painful, because we always fasten our ego and identity with the things we know and love. Which means when that is challenged, our ego must die so that we can resurrect into a new kind of life, a new kind of person. Some people are frankly unable to accept that. They’re stiff, like petrified stumps.

Taking this tack with your character allows you to explore a theology and a world through more than your character’s eyes. It is through your characters living. That’s what belief is. How seriously you love and understand and live an idea.

A character can believe something completely different and alien to you, and be an amazing character for the strength of their convictions. That’s another source of tension within your story.

Allow theologies to clash, like Egyptian gods battling over the pyramids in Disney’s ‘Moon Knight.’ Allow them to question each other, to inform and challenge and grow.

Some people may not like this, but never have your characters be in direct relationship with the One True God.

If you have gods in your world, pantheons and a Great Chain of Being, then imagine storytelling like the ancient Hebrews and Egyptians. The best they could do was devote themselves to their local god, the next tier in the hierarchy. Each person is responsible to that god, they are owned by that god, and that god is the facet of the Unreachable Divinity that humans incarnate.

In narrowing your focus, you pay attention to the immediate numinous around the character. This means their attendant angels, their local god, and the immediate hierarchies around them. Don’t assume that the understanding of how the world works is actually true. Like a ground floor banker not knowing how every tier of management works. Keep the mystery. Keep your focus.

This is how we can turn with fresh eyes at the mystery of Christ, where the supremely ‘distant’ God is suddenly revealed to be the very ground of being, present in every particle and angel of Creation, and pulled into a shard of focus that our human eyes and hearts can see - the human nature of Christ.

Why these laws matter in reality

These laws can help you avoid religious Mary Sue’s, ‘perfect’ characters who ‘get’ their religion and apply it with the simplicity of a saint. Or info-dumping, or just moralizing.

Even in the we don’t trust saint stories told that simply.

Neither will your readers.

I hope that these laws also do something just as important. They can help you craft more compelling stories and characters.

But they can also help you begin to see where you are on your own faith journey, and where you have yet to grow. Because grow we must.

Understanding these laws can help you and me be a better Christian, and walk with greater openness and firmness with ourselves, and with our friends.

PS: The bonus law is the Zeroth Law: After everything that’s been said here… do whatever is cool and will make for a great story.
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There is a country that runs alongside our own, touching it, like a dimension that is everywhere, but we can’t access it.

At least, not in the daylight way of things.


	Tolkien named it Faërie, the Perilous Realm.

	Henry Corbin called it the imaginal ream: the mundus imaginalis, a stratum of reality “neither purely spiritual nor purely material,” encountered through a disciplined imagination.

	C.S. Lewis gave us an amazing image, a wood between the worlds, where still pools serve as doors.




The names differ. The idea is the same. And for storytellers, it matters… because you are probably tapping into this world with your imagination.

Plus, when we sleep, we brink its borders, and sometimes break through. But only one who is summoned can find the way there and back again.

This Realm is more important than we realize as authors, so let’s look at three amazing quotes from Tolkien, Henri Corbin, and Cardinal Henry Newman.

And then we’ll look at why this matters for you every day of your life, as a storyteller.

Because when you dream in your sleep, you walk up the edges of this world, press on the gateway. Sometimes you get through, and sometimes it breaks out through you.

Dreaming is not an accident. In fact, it might be the reason why you sleep at all. And your Guardian Angel/Spirit Guide is your untapped resource.




3: Tolkien: The Air of Faërie

Let’s start with the master;


“Most good ‘fairy-stories’ are about the adventures of men in the Perilous Realm or upon its shadowy marches… The definition of a fairy-story … does not, then, depend on any definition … but upon the nature of Faërie: the Perilous Realm itself, and the air that blows in that country. I will not attempt to define that, nor to describe it directly. It cannot be done… Faërie cannot be caught in a net of words; … it is indescribable, though not imperceptible.”




Faërie is not a genre; it is a geography of spirit. Martin Shaw calls it Wolferland. Its climate is enchantment; its weather swings from joy as sharp as swords to sorrows clean as knives. It is not safe, nor tame.

And that is why some stories matter, the really deep ones: they can be rooted in the very air of this country, and branch out to flower in our imagination.




2: Corbin: The Mundus Imaginalis

Henry Corbin, drawing from Sufi mysticism, described a realm between pure spirit and our senses, where mystics can travel regularly:


There is our physical sensory world, which includes both our earthly world (governed by human souls) and the sidereal universe [of the stars]… this is the sensory world. There is the suprasensory world of the Soul or Angel-Souls… in which there are the mystical cities… [Then] there is the universe of pure archangelic Intelligences.




The imaginal is a spectrum of unseen continents and realms that connects Deep Heaven all the way ‘down’ to our human realm. The Imaginal is the stomping grounds for angels of many hierarchies, daimonic presences, where archetypes and instincts are great universities of being.

Tolkien and Corbin converge here. Tolkien’s “air that blows in that country” is Corbin’s “order of reality.” Both reject the reduction of imagination to idle daydreaming. Both insist it can be a truth-bearing faculty.




1: Cardinal Henry Newman: On the Two Worlds


“THERE are two worlds, “the visible, and the invisible,” as the Creed speaks,—the world we see, and the world we do not see; and the world we do not see as really exists as the world we do see. It really exists, though we see it not.

“The world we see we know to exist, because we see it. We have but to lift up our eyes and look around us, and we have proof of it: our eyes tell us. We see the sun, moon and stars, earth and sky, hills and valleys, woods and plains, seas and rivers.

And again, we see men, and the works of men. We see cities, and stately buildings, and their inhabitants… All that meets our eyes forms one world. It is an immense world; it reaches to the stars. Thousands on thousands of years might we speed up the sky, and though we were swifter than the light itself, we should not reach them all.

“And yet in spite of this universal world which we see, there is another world, quite as far-spreading, quite as close to us, and more wonderful; another world all around us… All around us are numberless objects, coming and going, watching, working or waiting, which we see not…

“When [the dead] depart hence, do not cease to exist, but they retire from this visible scene of things; or, in other words, they cease to act towards us and before us through our senses. They live as they lived before; but that outward frame, through which they were able to hold communion with other men, is in some way, we know not how, separated from them, and dries away and shrivels up as leaves may drop off a tree.

“They remain, but without the usual means of approach towards us, and correspondence with us. As when a man loses his voice or hand, he still exists as before, but cannot any longer talk or write, or otherwise hold intercourse with us; so when he loses not voice and hand only, but his whole frame, or is said to die, there is nothing to show that he is gone, but we have lost our means of apprehending him.” Cardinal Newman, Sermon 13
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Many of the gods of mythologies emerge from this country, especially the good ones.

The Perilous Realm is their common address, and some of them make their homes in the literal mountains or seas where a culture meets them.

Sometimes, what differs are the masks and languages they wear when they cross into our side, borrowing the mental furniture of an age to be legible to its people. It’s important to know that the mystics of each culture clearly claimed to travel there and back, to meet figures who lived for thousands of years. Greeks saw Olympus, the Norse to Asgard, and so on.

The multiplicity of myth is not proof of falsehood. It’s more likely that human cultures strained to interpret similar encounters with different words.

No, I don’t think all mythologies are all exactly, equally real, but something deep inside them is. Their followers were pretty adamant they’d been there, in meditation, in dreaming, in visions, in mystic contact.

These are different entrypoints into the same massive, imaginal reality that surrounds us on all sides. We’re immersed in it.

I suspect that NDEs (near death experiences) brink that same realm, and some hallucinogens do the same. This means it is more than a nice literary idea, more than a mythical Broceliande from the Arthuriad, that only exists in fiction. It is tangible and real to the imagination, and it matters.

Some level of reality, a real location that we can access in the Dreaming, is probable.

But it gets wyrder, and more interesting.

Because if the imagination is the part of us that bridges these realms, like an ‘amphibious’ organ reaching through fog to find a new land, then it can go both ways.

Things can come back and share intuitions, imaginations, and inspirations into our mind. And because we don’t pay attention, we assume it’s our own ideas. In fact, as storytellers will tell you… it happens quite a lot.

Yes, it’s true, some of the stuff we imagine we invent. But not all. Some of it we receive. I think the Really Big Ideas are the ones that are gifted to us. And you can tell when it’s a really big idea when your heart is on fire, the same way you love a story or a character or a person, in a way you can’t describe.

I suspect (really strongly) that the Dreaming is the borderland of the Perilous Realm.

And that’s where you in your Imagination goes there, almost every night.
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The Perilous Realm: So what?

I believe it’s vital for storytellers to understand the depth and dignity of their craft. If we imagine ourselves as astronauts, wearing helmets to be able to breathe in space, imagine what happens when someone is able to take off the helmet, and discover what Lewis describes in ‘Out of the Silent Planet:’


He had read of “Space”: at the back of his thinking for years had lurked the dismal fancy of the black, cold vacuity, the utter deadness, which was supposed to separate the worlds. He had not known how much it affected him till now—now that the very name “Space” seemed a blasphemous libel for this empyrean ocean of radiance in which they swam…. He had thought it barren: he saw now that it was the womb of worlds, whose blazing and innumerable offspring looked down nightly even upon the earth with so many eyes—and here, with how many more!




Ideas crash into the gravel, wind-blown beaches of our mind, like elves making landfall, pulling themselves hand over hand out of the grim, grey salty surf, exhausted, needing care. This beach is the edge of us, where we end, and where everything else begins. We gather up these elves in our arms, some small and huddle them in our hut with a little soup and soft bread. Coax them back to life.

Maybe they stay, maybe they move on.

You yourself are a wardrobe into a Narnia, and from the safety of your desk and your home, perhaps surrounded by blessed items and an ordered life, you can venture into the corridors and hints of laughter that come from behind those ancient doors.

The alternative: as long as we see imagination as mere psychic fluff, where the world is a blank slate and we are forced to create our own meaning out of nothing, and all of us must grin and make the best of a bad deal between two infinite blacknesses (granted, with croissants and Netflix and KPoP Demon Hunters), you will stay stuck and starved in your soul.

You’re welcome to disagree.

But if this ‘wager’ is true that we are immersed in a realm, and half of what it means to be human lives in constant contact with that realm, then training our attention on it can only be a good thing.

Some will lose their heads and their common sense, trying to shove their sanity through keyholes and cram mushrooms down their craw to see what lies beyond. That’s probably not smart.

If there’s anything we know from those who travel there and back again, we must train in reverence, love, and patience.

Life is a classroom, and an infinity of adventures (the kinds that work best for you), lie ahead.
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Most of us treat sleep like a necessary blackout .Thirty percent of life, wasted. But what if that “wasted time” is the doorway into the a vital work of being human?

Dreaming isn’t random static. It’s the hidden half of storytelling, the workshop of the soul, where angels, memories, and archetypes gather to teach, heal, and warn.

Two years of deliberate dream practice turned my nights from a waste into learning, and it convinced me: if you write, if you create, if you live with meaning, you cannot afford to ignore the Perilous Realm.

At the end, I share the tips and prayers that I practice every night.







I stumbled into the topic of dreaming, perhaps by accident.

Within a week, it become so huge for me, that I had to deliberately shut up for two years, and practice it myself. Sure, not always perfectly. Doing it badly is better than doing nothing. After hundreds of dream notes, I can see a change in myself, and my soul.

And I think this is something every human should know.

And if you’re a storyteller, I think it is essential, right up there with a good brand of coffee and building a daily writing habit.

You see, I used to (almost) hate sleep.

I regretted those ‘slices of death’ that felt like a loss of time and energy. I regretted ‘wasting’ 30% of my life, being catatonic in a bed.

Life is already so short, and I never had enough time in a day. I would stay up late with ‘revenge bedtime procrastination,’ spending hours watching movies, reading, or scrolling social media, because it was the only time I felt completely free.

It probably didn’t help that I was inhaling black mold spores.

I would wake in the night with curdling death-frights, or be unable to fall asleep because I was convinced I would not wake, and I was minutes away from meeting God.

I know now that it was my body doing the best it could. It was trying to keep me alive. Bad sleep was affecting my day constantly. And the migraines would show up like clockwork every afternoon.

I thought the answer was to get to sleep earlier. And as it happened, it sort of was. Some of the rest of the answer was to get control of my waking self, to build a daily habit that was healthy for me. To build my day around the block of time when I have my best energy.

And then I stumbled into the world of dream study. Specifically, a talk on ‘dream yoga.’ Naturally, I thought this had to do with somehow achieving lucid dreaming, and then practicing meditation and weird stretches in my dreamscapes.

So I researched, and what I found completely changed my outlook. Completely revived my sense of hope and joy.

Actually, I felt cheated too. Almost enraged.

I learned that very simply: dreams are a vital, purposeful, and beautiful part of what it means to be human. You don’t dream when you sleep. I think you sleep so that you can dream.

Why does this matter? Because dreaming is not psychic static.

Dreaming is a form of story-building, story-learning, play, deep messages, spiritual organizing, and many more. Every ancient culture that I study has had deep reverence for the reality of dreaming.

But, if you’re like me and most people, you’ve been raised with an idea that You end at the edge of your skin. Therefore, dreaming can only be your own private hallucinations, because your brain is bored.

That science is way outdated. Things like quantum entanglement, field theory, the collective unconscious, and more, continue to show that consciousness is somethign else. It doesn’t emerge from matter. Consciousness is the field inside which physics and matter exist. It forms matter.

Christians won’t be that surprised, since we already accept that the heavens and all its beings, all humans, and every aspect of Creation, exists within God, moves in God, breathes and takes its being from God. And our consciousness, a power of our soul, is made of that same eternal stuff.

And it used to be normal for cultures to practice a healthy view of dreaming and sleep. I struggle to understand how fast we lost it in the first world west, with our obsession for scrabbling and scrounging stuff in the sunlight.
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Here’s my take: dreaming is the point of going to sleep—for your soul.

Sure, you don’t remember every dream, and you can’t always control it. Some mystics I’ve studied say that you dream every night, but you don’t have the ability to remember. You do speak with the angels and the Holy Spirit constantly, but perhaps it’s like a baby. Faces blurring into colorful focus, but you forget as soon as you fade back and cross into the shape of your skin.

Either way, an attentive dream ‘life’ means you can be more balanced and centered during your day. Dreaming, done intentionally, or when you are open to it intentionally, is a way you can step away from your daylight idea of your self, and meet with other parts of you that you’ve been ignoring.

So I started to change my sleep habits.

Now, most nights, I look forward to going to sleep.

And for two years now, my dreams are more consistent, more vivid. The nightmares of massive dragons, dinosaurs, and trolls have mostly faded, now that I am actively paying attention. It’s almost like they were trying to get me to take them seriously.

Now, I meet more figures who I love, people who inspire me, and see things that challenge what I think. Things I have to think and weigh in my daylight life.

Your attention is the point. Literally.

Every night, your daylight-self lies down. You use your waking consciousness constantly throughout the day. It is like a highly-focused laser pointer. Your mind and your body-senses work hard to filter out all the information you think you don’t need.

But when your body goes sleep, your consciousness doesn’t need sleep. Not the same way. It doesn’t need body-rest.

Your consciousness replenishes itself by paying attention to different things. Sometimes by paying attention to no-thing. Sleep is a little bit like a nightly Dark Retreat, where people enter sensory deprivation tanks for 7 to 49 days.

When you sleep, your conscious awareness returns to the realms of your soul.

The realm where stories come from.

In my chat with David Bentley Hart on dreaming, he pointed out that ancient cultures, East and West, treated dreams as journeys: the spirit departing at night into real places, sometimes revealing, sometimes deceiving. Hart insists imagination and dreams belong to the same continuum as vision and revelation.

He shares some prophetic dreams of his youth—some foretelling events with uncanny precision—and recalls his father’s equally vivid foresight. Dreams can be communications and messages.
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Dreams are not only psychic static.

Yes, some of them are.

Some of them are the fears and pressures of the waking mind that we ignore during the day, and they come rushing in to be processed and loved-through, once we are relaxed.

But we’re dealing with the realm of the soul. This Perilous Realm is a universe of Woods Between Worlds, worlds within worlds without end. The Imagination is the amphibious overlap between these sides of you.

Dreams can be even created or curated for you, where angels and spirit guides borrow the “mental furniture” of pictures and ideas in your mind so they can communicate with you.

Your guardian angel is regularly doing this. Beloved family members who are passed can too. Your patrons and the saints (who have adopted you) are also engaged in your life.

This is why messages and ideas remain consistent across cultures, even thousands of years, but the giftwrapping changes. The textures, shapes, and names of things change.

Some people train themselves to pay closer attention to synchronicities that happen during your waking day. Like Cardinal Newman said, paraphysical beings/angelic persons can’t communicate the same way we do, so they use everything else.

Think about Cooper in Interstellar travelling through time to communicate with his daughter.
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Training your imagination

I’ve got a mental image that when we sleep, we enter something like a bubble, a holding zone, a spiritual kindergarten, probably governed by our spirit guardian (guardian angel). Our imagination is a door to our own Narnia, and sometimes our angel can whisk us into a bigger, wilder world, or a more piercing, poignant scene to teach us something.

Imaginal worlds nested within imaginal worlds, each person a door. These cannot be forced open. You must become spiritually weighty to cross these thresholds, and learn to cultivate the skills like the saints to open them.

That is why Númenor is out of reach, and Valinor withdrawn from the reach of men. We must be invited. That’s why sometimes we can receive Great Dreams, serious messages with great meaning for you.

Sometimes a dream can spark a whole novel series. Sometimes one dream can completely change your life. And many of us wake up in the morning, and completely forget it all within a second. We’re only left with the ringing echo of a feeling we can’t trace.

But with a little practice, and a little sleep hygiene, you can start to heal yourself from the awful, horrible ideas we have about being human.

When I learned this view of dreaming, I felt a massive surge of joy.

But make no mistake. This is not a safe place. It is a glorious place, and the world we know and love is the classroom that prepares us for it. It needs mature adults with discerning minds to take up the tale, and take up the gauntlet.

Who Lives in the Perilous Realm?

Fairies, angels, monsters, daimons… yes, evil things too, maybe. The beings remain, busy and active, with jobs and pacts and work to do. The furniture changes, the costumes they borrow change.


“Faërie contains many things besides elves and fays, and besides dwarfs, witches, trolls, giants, or dragons; it holds the seas, the sun, the moon, the sky; and the earth, and all things that are in it: tree and bird, water and stone, wine and bread, and ourselves, mortal men, when we are enchanted.” - Tolkein




In other words: Faërie is the wide and perilous totality of imaginal life. Perilous Realm is a better name, to my mind.

Martin Shaw says that stories are the language of the soul, like a pulse of energy that has a beginning and a reason and an end, and you can organize your life around it. A story is an idea that we can feel and see because a person’s life gave shape to it.

Sometimes we invent stories, the same way sometimes we create our own dreams. But stories ca arrive from outside, like elves making landfall from a crashed galleon, a Green Knight rides into the hall of your soul and demands your attention.

Not all stories are mere fantasies. They are sometimes gifts—sometimes burdens—from Faërie itself. I think we can tell the difference between little stories and Great Stories by how much we are prepared to sacrifice for them, and how much we can’t let them go.
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My own tips for building a healthy dreaming life

Naturally, the spiritual parasites (demons, psychic programs, addictive patterns) in our world try to slip in fist. They usually offer power without price, intimacy without responsibility, learning without humility. They keep us isolated and chained among the haunts of dead stories inside our own souls.

We can safeguard ourselves as we field-test the edge of this Realm:


	Practice constant openness and humility to the truth

	Seek the increase of love, courage, and sobriety over fireworks

	Ask your guardian angel to light, guard, rule, and guide your learning




I believe it’s vital to not practice fear.

The more fear is the foundation of your soul, everything will become fearful. You will feel you are a drowning rat, clinking to driftwood in a vast, thundering, unfeeling ocean, under a blank, basalt sky. A slip of the grip, and you are lost to dark drowning.

This is a horrible core idea. But deep down, a lot of us suffer with it, and feel like we can only try to make the best of things.

Instead, the Christian message is to let you know you’re born into a garden, full of good and incredible things, and also some bad and inedible things. But you’re wanted, and everything wants you, and this is only the first step in an infinity of adventures, some cosy, some dramatic, some at the gates of hell, some on the shores of Heaven.

When you pay closer attention to your Dreaming, your imagination will become healthier.


	You will start to notice more.

	Beautiful things will leap out at you more.

	People will come to your mind that you need to attend to.

	Slight twitches in the universe around you can be warnings to pay more attention.

	You will become healthier. Calmer. Probably more centered.




It’s like a leader ignoring their power players forever, and wondering why things are happening in their team, and constantly berating the happy, clueless jock who wants to play in the sunshine and eat good things. When that leader starts paying attention to everyone on the team, treating them all with respect, and everyone starts pulling in the same direction? That’s called wholeness.

And that will make you a better storyteller.

What about lucid dreaming?

There’s a lot of advice online on lucid dreaming, which is not something I’m talking about. Lucid dreaming is the experience of bringing your full, waking consciousness into the Dreaming, like Inception.
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I’ve experienced it only briefly, but I admit, so far, I don’t know enough to chase it down. I am concerned that you can get ‘stuck’ in a soul rut, because you will only seek out the things you want and like in your dreams, when you’re in control. Which might mean you don’t learn anything, or can get hijacked.

Until I know more, I prefer to trust that my spirit guide will coach me as I need it. So here’s what I do:


	Build a Healthy Sleep Routine: Find out when the best time is for you to sleep, build that habit, and guard it as best you can.

	Look forward to Dreaming: Sleep is not the residue of the day, a waste of time and collapse into an exhausted numbness. Sleep is the essential returning of your body to the healing powers of the world. It is an essential time for you to enter into your own mind and soul, to play, and see what you have to learn.

	Set your Intention to Dream: Before sleep, grab your journal, or open a note app in your phone, and date it for tonight. This is how you prime yourself to pay attention.

	Journal your Dreams: As soon as you wake up, journal everything you can remember. Or voice note it. If you can do it during the night, try. By morning, early dreams fade fast. I usually write down my dreams, especially the vivid ones, first thing in the morning. Add a label and date the note.

	Ask your Guardian Angel: The prayer to the Guardian Angel is constant to me throughout my day, and what I murmur as I drift off: Angel of God, my dear guardian, whom God’s love gives to me, be at my side throughout this night, to light, guard, rule, and guide me. This spirit guide is your firewall from the rest of the Perilous Realm, your best friend, and constant teacher. For this reason, I choose to let my guide show me, or teach me, what is best for me.







Morning dream journaling

When you dream journal in the mornings, I follow the advice (that I can remember) from Carl Jung:


	Write in the present tense, as if it is happening right now

	Try to remember the direction in which things happen, such as turning right or left

	Try to capture what you felt as you experienced the dream, and perhaps what you feel as you revisit it

	Try to write down any meaning that seems obvious. Don’t create one, don’t force it.




I’ve seen some dream practitioners recommend Dream Thesauruses, to look up the association of specific things in dreams, such as water, or flying, or crabbed feet. These might can be helpful to know. I mostly avoid them, unless a symbol is incredibly strong, and I don’t understand it.

But it is more helpful for you to understand what these things mean for you, in particular. You will have your own associations and your feelings of a symbol, or a person, or a thing. These are not right or wrong. They are presented to you, or your subconscious presents them to you, for sorting. I find that after countless dream stories, it’s like I’m tuned in, like learning a language. I can quickly gather what I’m supposed to learn from a dream.

Obviously, most of them mean nothing, or they’re the overlap of things that happened during the day, or troubles on my mind. But it’s like showing up for a dear friend, and practicing the patience to listen and learn what they have to say.

Invariably, being kind to yourself is the only psychically and spiritually healthy thing to do. Judgement and a harsh outlook never works.
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Mindset & Theory

Don’t grasp and demand what you want. It’s not how prayer works. It’s not how growth works. The space of soul-related things is handled with reverence and attention.

Your angel has been around for a million years, and knows what’s best. You can’t bully them into anything. They may not want to reveal anything for months, to test your resolve, to help you build resilience. Sometimes, they even speak in whole sentences and complete ideas, as if a friend leaned over and muttered something, even during the day.

That’s happened to me.

Journaling is vital for several reasons: it helps with noticing patterns of ideas or messages. Recurring patterns may be your own subconscious, which is important to pay attention to. It can also be your guide, trying to get you to pay attention to something important.

Journaling is training you to remember. Our imagination can be weak and anemic from lack of use, especially today, with the amount of media use we absorb. When it pulses with something serious, we should pay attention. Like Pavlov’s dogs, if we train ourselves to ignore and forget things, we will not even know when something important arrives. But we can train ourselves to remember, like a muscle. What you pay attention to gets stronger and clearer.

As authors, dream journaling is a way to practice psychic wholeness, where you are seeking to pay attention to your whole self, and not just your physical body. I’m 99% Psyche in the Greek means your soul, which is why psychology is the study of soul.

Your physical body, with all its energy and genetics, is a root, like a seed, planted in the fertile soil of physical creation. Your consciousness, which is in your soul, your mind, your spirit, and runs throughout your atoms, is pushing up shoots and little branches, and growing and greening in the Perilous Realm.

At some point, the seed husk will crack and die, and you will grab the hand of your guide, and your adventures will continue further up and further in. Like C. S. Lewis said in Mere Christianity: “We are like eggs at present. And you cannot go on indefinitely being just an ordinary, decent egg. We must be hatched or go bad.”

Dreaming into the Perilous Realm

So imagine what this means about all the stories, myths, apparitions, insights, and life-changing moments from the rich literature of the human family. We chronicle a million things that don’t show up to our daylight eyes.

That’s because there is more to this world than the stuff to right and left. There is depth, and your imagination is the Bifrost that touches it. If I didn’t know better, I’d think that modern culture is deliberately constructed to keep us sleep deprived, so that we can’t dream. And it is intentionally built to help you gaslight yourself, and convince you that everything means nothing.

Maybe I do know better.

Arthur and Avalon are of this realm. That’s why we can’t stop talking about them. Dragons are probably the greatest landmarks of this realm, because it is here we meet them: sometimes to slay, sometimes to befriend, sometimes to endure. This realm is the underlying reality to the world.

You are a threshold set in a real door, in a real house, among real people who need you to return with something worth bringing. Walk the marches with reverence. Keep your feet. Open your attention.

Test everything. Be patient with the weeds, be careful of uprooting everything too fast in seeking the good, but hold hard and fast to the good.

Stories are how our souls survive.

Stories are perilous things, becuase that’s where they originate. And so do you.
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  How ‘Legends of the Fall’ inspired LegendFiction

  
  




A few years ago, I skimmed the film “Legends of the Fall,” and promptly forgot it. But the name continued to haunt me.

I could imagine was a great, leatherbound tome, perhaps a greyed grimoire of sagas. An epic book of great mythic tales from ancient worlds, the heroics of Adam’s sons and Eve’s daughters in a new world, the building and razing of Atlantis, the great games of thrones and weddings and mapmaking that defines our pre-history.

I wanted legends.

This post looks deep into my love for legendmaking and legendmakers. Here’s how I explain what a ‘legend’ is, a way that I think about the Fall, and why putting those two words together makes for amazing and important taletelling.

What’s a legend?

Legends are defined as ‘popular, traditional accounts of unauthenticated people or events.’ At least when you ask Google.

That definition captures none of the magic of a legend. Most of the important things in life have the reality of a gem, but pulse with the magic of meaning, the spirit of archetype, the intention of angels, and the glacial time-pressure of eternity fractaling in place.

Legends, like King Arthur, are meant to feel and be more real than Horus. Robin Hood is meant to be more approachable than Thor.

That’s because the gods (meaning angels and the hierarchies of non-material beings) exist outside of time. They are the mountains of meaning that embody into the matter and galaxies we know and love. We live within these gods, the way we live in gravity and city states and sunlight. We are made up of archetypes and truth and habits and hope and love and longing, the same way we are made up of energy and bacteria and cells and morphic resonance.

Why you’re a myth in matter - an incarnate icon

I position legends between myths and ‘historical stories.’ Not ‘real life’.

Most of us use the words ‘real life’ and ‘reality’ to mean the bowl of cereal before us, and our taxes, the problems of the economy, and the crick in our neck on the way to the office. All of that is an aspect of reality. Some of it is certainly a form of liturgy, and it is all definitely a form of lived-out mythology.

The mythical stories of the gods are those parts of us outside of time and space that we live out with reverence or blindness. That’s why myths matter. Because we are myths in matter.

We can all be Horus and Isis and Thor and Aphrodite. Some of us are, at different times in our lives. And when I use the word ‘icon,’ I mean it in the Eastern sense of a making-present of a spiritual being, not a representation of them. Icons become a body-form for who is painted.


	Legends are distinct places and people. They are icons of a specific time and people. They unrepeatable, unique. We honor and celebrate and incarnate them in our own lives.

	Legends are a distinct pattern and plan of beautiful and heroic response to a call to adventure, or a stilling into presence. We love them because they are so completely themselves.

	Some legends become myths, especially as a people pass into time and fade into memory, like the Egyptians and Canaanites. Their legends and myths are sifted by time. The hardest parts that cannot be ignored withstand the billows of change, and come back to life again and again in human attention.




If we are all living out mythology every day, the challenge of our lifetime is to find out which myth we’re living. If we’re unaware, we might not like (or want!) the ending. Not all are safe and happy. Some are downright destructive. When we practice reverence and attention, we can align ourselves with a meaningful myth.

Legends are those people and places who breathed deeply of their moment in time, inhaling presence, exhaling habit, modeling how we can love and live. That’s why they’re usually heroic and larger than life.

Legends are also a series of icons on a map, that makes sense of what’s painted on that map. A perfect metaphor for what I mean.

We’ve been so starved of the call to adventure for so long we forgot that’s why humans are here at all.

To eat, dream, create, and push back on all the horror and weakness in ourselves, to celebrate the fae and the fertility of nature, to worship the gods and through it all to scratch at the surface of the holy mystery of God. To re-enter the Garden of Eden by way of the Eastern Gate, through the fiery path of the flaming Cherubim.

And this is the second half of the phrase. The Fall.

From ground zero to sanctity

Every human starts at that beginning place, the same threshold trod by Adam and by Eve. We all start at ground zero, because we are exactly the same human reality.

The Fall is not just a historical event. The inspired authors of the ancient Hebrews did not preserve it because it was a past, historical event.

They recorded this legend because it is an accurate, mystical account that explains daily, living reality. “The same blood flows in our veins, the same weakness.” It has many levels of truth.

If we imagine the sacred pilgrimage of our lives as points on a ladder, then the Fall is where we find ourselves on the ladder. Imagine the ladder of Jacob at Bethel, seeing the angels mount up and fly down between the Heavens and the ‘Earth.’

We keep trying to muscle ourselves into a better spiritual position on the ladder. That’s about as effective as pulling yourself up by your own belt loops, or pulling on the hair of your head to make yourself fly. You can’t pick yourself up. And you certainly can’t arm-wrestle yourself and win.

We’re like an angel that fell from Heaven like lightning, hardened into a crusty comet of ego. The point of being alive is to soften all our hard edges and become a sea of glass before the lifelight of God.

When we are receptive and reflective, like Mary Theotokos, we then have returned to our true role in Creation.

The saints, for all their flaws and bugbears, discovered that very truth, and lived it. They were the most alive and the most free, because weakness and sin couldn’t attract and stiffen and sicken them anymore.

The saints are our Christic legends.

The fall was not just an event. It is you and me and every human. We are the fall.

With Christ, we realize that we’re in the Upside Down, and are beginning to fall upwards.

The brightest boldest stories

For me, ‘Legends of the Fall’ is a name for all the drama of being human, and celebrating the heroic living of human beings. Not the gods and the elves, or the dwarves or dragons. Although really, those are only fae masks and aspects of human personhood.

Legends of the Fall are the brightest and boldest stories, some deceptively simple and homely, some terribly epic and wild, some utterly bleak and bone-chilling.

All of them are about a single thing: the human response to waking in a world broken by generations of weak and hard-hearted humans, grasping the deck of cards dealt by the hand of fate, and throwing themselves with fury and fascination into the best exercise of freedom possible.

Not all stories are safe and saintly. Not all end in success and glory. Not all can be cheered and laughed at. Some will be grim and gloomy with hellfire.

But that’s the point. There is no way we can re-enter the Garden of Eden, or relationship with God, without being cauterized of all our weakness. That is the point of life, over and over again, with every choice and stage, to let go and cast off into the fire every ring, every sin, every thin husk and veneer we died to love.

That cherubim with the burning sword guards that gate, and it is the legends who make it through. Everything is burned away, leaving them pink and raw and shorn, finally fully alive and free, welcoming the white cloaks and white tablet with our secret name. Our real identity.

And then begins the real adventures into the Heavens and more fully into the worlds.

Life is a proving ground to flex our hope and love of freedom. And our legends are the best we can imagine who push against the gravity of the Fall, the weight of weakness, to haul on that mystical ladder until a new gravity starts to pull on them, and they turn on their heads and start falling into Heaven, pulled up and out of our tiny, beautiful, blackened bubble into the cosmos of Heaven.

And then finding ourselves suddenly home again, in our bedroom, and everything is Heaven.

Because all the way to heaven is heaven.







  40 Amazing Quotes from Catholic Authors on Being a Catholic Author



In researching for early versions of this free ebook back in 2012, I scraped together a riveting roundup of articles, and scoured them for quotes.

I think that every Catholic author should know about these articles, be familiar with them, and bolster their visions for creativity on this bedrock of vision and opinions on the relationship between Faith and fiction.

I’ve gathered here all the quotes that inspired me. As you’ll see with the Flannery o’Connor sections, I almost just re-pasted the entire article, because every line is worth remembering.




On Fairy Stories

J. R. R. Tolkien

Fantasy, a Natural Human Activity



“Fantasy is a natural human activity. It certainly does not destroy or even insult Reason; and it does not either blunt the appetite for, nor obscure the perception of, scientific verity.”

The Escape of the Prisoner



“Why should a man be scorned if, finding himself in prison, he tries to get out and go home? Or if, when he cannot do so, he thinks and talks about other topics than jailers and prison-walls? The world outside has not become less real because the prisoner cannot see it. In using escape in this way the critics …are confusing, not always by sincere error, the Escape of the Prisoner with the Flight of the Deserter.”

Hallowed Legends



“The Evangelium has not abrogated legends; it has hallowed them, especially the “happy ending.””

Dangers to the Soul



A conversation with Piers Paul Read

On the difficulty in finding work as a novelist:

Hard to Make a Living



“It is the authors of what publishers call “middle-market fiction” who struggle to make a living. With so many means of distraction and entertainment today—film, television, social media, etc.—the young writer of good novels is unlikely to make a living from his craft.”

No more Homilies



“In today’s secular culture, any reference to a divine intervention in human affairs is problematic. Readers do not want a homily, let alone a work of Catholic apologetics.”




What’s Wrong with Contemporary Catholic Fiction?



Michelle Tholen, November 18, 2014

Daring to Challenge



“With few exceptions, not since Catholic fiction’s heyday in the mid-20th century have there been works of prose that would pique the interest of the critical and discerning Catholic reader. With fondness and longing are the likes of Walker Percy, Flannery O’Connor, Georges Bernanos, and G. K. Chesterton remembered. They entertained their readers, while at the same time daring to challenge them and stir within them a desire for something beyond themselves. They and their contemporaries imparted into their writing that element which, I believe, is missing in Catholic fiction today—a sense of the sacred.”

Our ‘Sense’ of the Mystical



“The “sense” has a sacramental quality to it. It makes God present to us in an almost mystical way. In literature it presents itself as an understanding that ordinary words on a page hold some more relevant and deeper meaning than they typically do, something that calls the mind to contemplation of higher things—to God. Through setting, character, theme, and other elements of a story, we encounter the Creator and experience some form of union with him.”

Life in All Its Reality



“Many of the great writers of Catholic fiction neither used Catholic characters nor told of overtly Catholic events—they “simply” wrote about life in all its reality.”

‘Catholic’ Fiction



Comment: “The problem with contemporary fiction from Catholic writers is that they are writing “Catholic” fiction. Writers, artists, and the like need to stop trying to insert Catholic themes into their work, and focus first on writing good stories, and making good art.”




Catholic Writing Today



Michael O’Brien

True Works of Art



“The arts can come to our rescue, if they are true and beautiful and faithful to the moral order of the universe. In presenting human dramas in all their variety, a novelist, for example, can help reveal the actions of divine providence (very present but usually mysterious and hidden from our eyes). In this way a reader or a person listening to a symphony or gazing at a good painting can come to know that he is more than he thinks he is, more than the definitions of man given by ideologues and theorists. A true work of art helps him apprehend, by some interior sense, that while Man is damaged he is not destroyed; he is beautiful and beloved by his Father Creator.”

Good & Excellence



“Creators and critics need to remind themselves that the crucial question is the good or excellence of the work of art. And we must be very good in these times, if we hope to speak to the modern imagination and evoke awareness of the inexhaustible beauty of mankind and the universe, and of the metaphysical.”




Tolkien and the Evangelical Power of Beauty



John Carswell, October 17, 2014

Dark Stories



“…we need to be tellers of dark stories, for we live in a dark and sorrowful world. Now I’m certainly not arguing against the place of light and happiness. After all, we proclaim a great story where redemption is the ultimate reality. Yet if we neglect the place of darkness, sin, and evil in our stories, the weight of human moral action, the tragedy of the Fall, if any of these things are missing from our stories, we are failing in our art.”




Confessions of a Catholic Novelist



William Giraldi, June 21, 2015

An Empyreal Genius



“O’Connor remains the ideal illustration of how a Catholic who tells stories does not ipso facto become a Catholic storyteller. Again and again one is staggered by her alien abilities, her empyreal genius couched in that local strut through dirt and blood, her faith always hidden, even when she’s most vociferously expressing it. The fiction writer wears no vestments, and in her best stories and two novels, this is how O’Connor excels, as a kind of anti-preacher of her quaking faith. Not only does her writer’s hand never partake of piety and homily, but it is outright raking in its criticism of indoctrination, of inherited formulations and blind believing, of ovine and backwoods behavior. Catholics and Pentecostals, agnostics and atheists, the sacred and the profane alike scamper through her devil’s world, and she reserves her harshest reproof for those like the preacher and the babysitter in her story “The River”: the pharisaical and sanctimonious, those polluting proselytizers and vile converters.”

An Intrinsic Emergence



“The religious elements aren’t obnoxiously grafted onto the narrative but emerge intrinsically from the circumstances of the characters.”

Fiction & Answers



“Catholics already have the truth, whereas novelists write novels in part because they don’t. The Church has all the righteous answers; a novel is after the right questions. “We Catholics,” wrote O’Connor, “are very much given to the Instant Answer. Fiction doesn’t have any.” "

A Catholic Agenda



“A novel should not be a tract, an apologia, dogmatism attached like strings to the limbs of characters; it should not seek to convert or persuade or indoctrinate. And when we tag a writer “a Catholic novelist,” we attribute to him the agenda of the Catholic, and not the aim of the novelist.”

A Dramatic Itch for Sin



“In his essay “The Holiness of the Ordinary,” Percy contends that “whatever else the benefits of the Catholic faith, it is of a particularly felicitous use to the novelist,” and I’d like to second that, too. It gives a writer that dramatic itch for sin, for judgment and damnation, for the rottenness of the world and the holy in us all.”




Catholic Novelists and Their Readers



Flannery O’Connor

True to His Nature



“No matter how much his character may be improved by the Church, if he is a novelist, he has to remain true to his nature as one. The Church should make the novelist a better novelist.”

Entranced with Christianity



“The Catholic novelist frequently becomes so entranced with his Christian state that he forgets his nature as a fiction writer. This is all right, this is fine, if he stops writing fiction, but most of the time he doesn’t stop writing it…”

A Talent for a Particular Thing



“A novelist is, first of all, a person who has been given a talent to do a particular thing.”

Leave Evangelizing



“The artist has his hands full and does his duty if he attends to his art. He can safely leave evangelizing to the evangelists.”

Be A Novelist



“The Catholic novelist doesn’t have to be a saint; he doesn’t even have to be a Catholic; he does, unfortunately, have to be a novelist.”

What a ‘Catholic Novel’ is



“If I had to say what a “Catholic novel” is, I could only say that it is one that represents reality adequately as we see it manifested in this world of things and human relationships.”

Comfortable Reading?



“Catholic life as seen by a Catholic doesn’t always make comfortable reading for Catholics…”

Poorly Written Novels



“Poorly written novels—no matter how pious and edifying the behavior of the characters—are not good in themselves and are therefore not really edifying.”

A Larger Universe



“The novelist is required to create the illusion of a whole world with believable people in it, and the chief difference between the novelist who is an orthodox Christian and the novelist who is merely a naturalist is that the Christian novelist lives in a larger universe. He believes that the natural world contains the supernatural. And this doesn’t mean that his obligation to portray the natural is less; it means it is greater.”

A Restraint on Creativity



“I have found that people outside the Church like to suppose that the Church acts as a restraint on the creativity of the Catholic writer and that she keeps him from reaching his full development.”

Pious Trash



“When the Catholic novelist closes his own eyes and tries to see with the eyes of the Church, the result is another addition to that large body of pious trash for which we have so long been famous.”

Forget about the Church



“The tensions of being a Catholic novelist are probably never balanced for the writer until the Church becomes so much a part of his personality that he can forget about her—in the same sense that when he writes, he forgets about himself.”

Catholic vs Modern Readers



“One of the most disheartening circumstances that the Catholic novelist has to contend with is that he has no large audience he can count on to understand his work. The general intelligent reader today is not a believer. He likes to read novels about priests and nuns because these persons are a curiosity to him, but he does not really understand the character motivated by faith. The Catholic reader, on the other hand, is so busy looking for something that fits his needs, and shows him in the best possible light, that he will find suspect anything that doesn’t serve such purposes.”

The Unthinking Catholic Reader



“The great mistake that the unthinking Catholic reader usually makes is to suppose that the Catholic writer is writing for him. Occasionally this may happen, but generally it is not happening today. Catholics brought up in sheltered Catholic communities with little or no intellectual contact with the modern world are apt to suppose that truth as Catholics know it is the order of the day except among the naturally perverse.”

Vision and Vice



“It is very possible that what is vision and truth to the writer is temptation and sin to the reader.”

Total Responsibility?



“This is no superficial problem for the conscientious novelist, and those who have felt it have felt it with agony. But I think that to force this kind of total responsibility on the novelist is to burden him with the business that belongs only to God.”

‘Positive Literature’



“The demand for positive literature, which we hear so frequently from Catholics, comes about possibly from weak faith and possibly also from this general inability to read; but I think it also comes about from the assumption that the devil plays the major role in the production of fiction.”

The Effort to Understand It



“There are those who maintain that you can’t demand anything of the reader. They say the reader knows nothing about art, and that if you are going to reach him, you have to be humble enough to descend to his level. This supposes either that the aim of art is to teach, which it is not, or that to create anything which is simply a good-in-itself is a waste of time. Art never responds to the wish to make it democratic; it is not for everybody; it is only for those who are willing to undergo the effort needed to understand it.”




The Church and the Fiction Writer



Flannery O’Connor, Mar 30 1957

Using Fiction to Prove the Faith



“It is generally supposed, and not least by Catholics, that the Catholic who writes fiction is out to use fiction to prove the truth of his faith or, at the least, to prove the existence of the supernatural.”

A Hostile Audience



“The Catholic who does not write for a limited circle of fellow Catholics will in all probability consider that since this is his vision, he is writing for a hostile audience, and he will be more than ever concerned to have his work stand on its own feet and be complete and self-sufficient and impregnable in its own right. When people have told me that because I am a Catholic, I cannot be an artist, I have had to reply, ruefully, that because I am a Catholic I cannot afford to be less than an artist.”

The Church vs the Novelist?



“The business of protecting souls from dangerous literature belongs properly to the church. All fiction, even when it satisfies the requirements of art, will not turn out to be suitable for everyone’s consumption, and if in some instance, the church sees fit to forbid the faithful to read a work without permission, the author, if he is a Catholic, will be thankful that the church is willing to perform this service for him. It means that he can limit himself to the demands of art.”




On Being a Catholic Writer



Ralph Mcinerny

Serious Writers & Technique



“The transition from consumer of fiction to producer is a wrenching one. It is necessary to become quite analytical about what it is in the stories one enjoys that engages one’s interest and holds it. What is it that makes a story linger in the imagination after we have finished it? There are techniques to be learned. The difference between a serious writer and a dilettante lies in their contrasting attitudes toward technique. The dilettante writes to amuse himself, an easy task, but the serious writer seeks to interest a reader. Over my typewriter I pinned the legend: No one owes you a reading. It has to be earned. The old-fashioned way—with plot.”

Dante’s Vision of Human Action



“When Dante dedicated the Paradiso to Can Grande della Scala, he said that the literal meaning of the Divine Comedy is the way in which human beings by their own free acts earn eternal punishment or reward. That is the vision of human action that makes fiction Catholic. It is not a matter of having priests and nuns on the set, not a matter of explicit reference to Catholic things, but rather the Dantesque vision. There are priests and nuns in stories that lack this vision; this vision is present where there is nothing peculiarly Catholic in view.”

The Ultimate Stakes



“Embarrassment about the notion of the Catholic writer is like embarrassment at the notion of Catholic universities. The faith is seen as an embarrassment and an impediment. Both attitudes founder on the same fact. Universities were born ex corde ecclesiae, out of the heart of the Church, and so was our literature. Being a Catholic writer is not a falling away from an ideal; it is the way to fulfill the ideal completely—to see human acts in terms of the ultimate stakes of life. And to engage and amuse the reader in doing so.”







  Short Story | Once Upon an End: How the Seeker found a new name
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The End.

He had reached the end of the world… and even come back. There, he had expected to find monsters with twisted tentacles splayed on cliffs, or bleak beasts of shadow that fill the horizon with occult mist. Perhaps a spiraling hole into emptiness.

But he didn’t find that.

His name was Seeker. He was born in a small home carved from the side of a cliff, a home packed with memories and flowers, the warm years rolling one after the other, like a millwheel. They called themselves the Dwellers.

The village was settled between ranks of fields and stacked granaries, the ins and outs of the people’s lives as regular as a millwheel. Around them, the walls of their canyon curved up overhead like an upturned bowl. These were the limits of their world; bent, stone walls marking a narrow strip of brilliant blue sky.

Year after year, sunlight and starlight split the comforting shadows, tracing patterns and symbols and shapes on the rock.

Few climbed the canyon walls. Even fewer wondered what might lie beyond. One thing the Dwellers all shared in common; they worked hard to stay grounded. They’d tasted disappointment, and drunk deeply of failed hopes. They chewed on the gristle of a stoic resolve, rolling from their beds each morning with the grey grit that another sunrise would not find them on their backs.

They all disliked dreamers.

Seeker wasn’t like the rest. He stole away to climb up high. To poke into the clefts and crevices. To dream about other clusters of villages beyond the bricked up colonnades in the earth. Somehow, he knew the world had to be more than walls of stone and sky.

His grandmother sometimes said it takes a young one with an old heart to open a door. Maybe an old one with a young heart.

Seeker determined to climb out and find the real edge of the world, that one place where he could go no further, the final, firmest place in which he could stick his tent-peg and declare ‘I can go no further.’

He would ask his way to the edge of eternity.

Seeker set out on his ridiculous and terrifying task, and scaled the cliffs to leave everything behind. The village first gathered to laugh, then still with silence, and then rage as his shape slipped out over the rim of their stone bubble.

Seeker struck out across giant fields of sand, under exploding moons. He crossed rivers that seemed to flow from the heart of the world, a blood as white and pure as the stars.

There he met the Nomads. Their lives were spent following their herds across these sand fields. They laughed that the world could be edge-marked. They drew back their sleeves and showed him their tattoos and twisted cords. They explained that these showed that all was wind, rain and sand, fields to infinity.

Seeker felt that these markings were like an old fear, a memory. It was if they had once felt fire, and refused to speak of it, and hid the marks of the burns in their sleeves.

Seeker ate and drank and shared their stories, but knew he couldn’t stay with them. These people loved their lives and their families with a deep and wild love. But they didn’t love the world enough to embrace it too.

He pressed on through petrified forests, and stumbled into ruins and relics of elder kingdoms, toppled terebinths, and addled altars.

The peoples resting heavily in their marble homes were the Elders. Their food and incense was sharp and bright, their minds like careful and observant moths flitting between flames. Their homes, resting on the ruins of old libraries, were roofed with grottos and graves. They packed their museums with rituals, herbs and books. Life and birth and death was all woven together like a great mask against the sky.

He pressed an Elder with his questions to find the edge of the world, the cliff-like edge that would allow him to see who pushed the stars and sun into pattern-weaving wonders. He was told to leave his ambition, to sit and feast with them, to learn the mysteries. They explained that they lived on the back of an old god, awaiting the quakes and rains of other gods.

Seeker bowed and thanked them, ate some of their fragrant feasts, and left the long banners behind. Somewhere, somehow, there had to be an end to it all. The more he saw, the more he needed to know. He resumed his journey.

The skies darkened now, and he began to leave the stars behind. The waters turned black and still in the streams, and the oceans were soundless. He found peoples singing in cities along white beaches, all wrapped in red and saffron robes. They hummed deep and patient hymns. Some even floated like torches among the terraced pavilions. Their flames were brilliant, like none he’d ever seen.

The sands lined a dark ocean that lapped a dark horizon. They called themselves the Reflections, their opal eyes slow and wide, wide from staring into the night. They incensed the horizon, inhaling deeply and resonating with the soundless spaces. They smiled patiently at his questions. They told him that the edge was already everywhere. He himself was the edge.

Having come so far, and with nowhere left to go, Seeker asked about crossing the horizon. They spoke to him of their great traditions, and that at the end of life, each Reflection pushed off the coast in a coracle, to pass into the great abyss, to enter the great beingness of life.

So he asked for and was gifted a fisherman’s coracle, and a satchel of food. He thrust hard with his paddles, but the oceans made no noise. When the food ran out, he felt rather than saw, the great coiling movement below of elder beings, cycling in the great patterns of the stars. The water shivered and smoked up into a mist, scintillating showers of water dust that split light into silvered colors.

And then, a morning breeze swelled his lungs and he breathed deeply, inhaling air laden with the scents of home, wild spices and greening forests.

The coracle took a life of its own, racing through the mist. It faded into giant granite walls and onyx columns that pressed up and pushed away the darkness. He turned around to see a net of stars and suns and clouds of glowing light, a tapestry embracing the mist in one place. Before him, he heard the sunny shadows of an ancient city, busy with life and clustered with the spires of churches and universities, laced with markets and banners and singing and candlelight.

This was a world not made for men, but for giants. These were the Resonants, and they glowed with such a fierce, fragrant light that he shaded his eyes with his hands. When they spoke, they shivered his being with music so deep and strange that he froze, his ears blinking blindly like bats in noonday, trying to catch the harmonies. They danced around him with a weight like the hills, and terrified him that he would be crushed, a grape in a press the size of the world.

How long his journey took through this city, he didn’t know. This City of Ages, built of white marble and starred with silver suns, slowly broke apart in the center like a mosaic, fragmenting out into a void. He collapsed when he could go no farther, watching the Resonants fly into the whirling mosaic of air and stone. Everything was giving way into a new horizon of darkness.

The more he sat, allowing the music to murmur through his blood and bones, he realized that the city wasn’t flowing into a horizon. The horizon was birthing this city, and this city was birthing the world. A man with world-life could go no further in this journey. This darkness wasn’t dark. It was a light so blinding that his eyes had not the strength to comprehend it. And in and out, up and down, came legions of Resonants, foraging and forming new things that his mind knew not.

Seeker turned to explore the temples and tabernacles, the sanctuaries and sanctums of literature and liturgy. Finally, his heart could rest; he found the memorials of past mystics who had pressed through the dark abyss like him. He knelt at the tombs of the deathless dead.

Seeker had found the edge of the world, and found it a thriving frontier to a new and older world. He could rest that his question was not answered, but that it was answered in part. And that he could spend forever asking new questions, and never reach the end.

Thrilled and exhausted and shaken, Seeker took on a new name. Storyteller. He turned to leave, and a Resonant took his hands, pushed them into the earth of a garden, and helped him gather a few, small seeds of light. He stored them in a pocket close to his heart, and promised to plant them before his home.

Storyteller journeyed home, back into the abyss, back across the world, back across the unnamed sand fields. Finally, he stood at the crest of the canyon, bearing the seeds and music of the Resonants, the fire and incense of the Reflections, the colored banners and liturgy books of the Elders, the painted tattoos and twisted cords of the Nomads. His heart burst to share the good news with his family, friends, and fellows.

But the Dwellers shrank away. They were terrified. They couldn’t recognize him, for he knew strange foods, smelled of strange incense, used strange fire, and made strange music.

They told him to shake off his otherness, work his toes into the dirt and strap on the old farming leathers across his shoulders. He withdrew from them into his home, scouring his mind, music, and manuals for a way to help them see.

When his beard flowed from his cheeks like a white shroud, he learned to sit and celebrate the silence. He learned to sift truths from all peoples. Truth does not belong to the realms of men. Truth is foraged like fruits from trees, and not all trees grow in all places. It is worked into the weave of a people, and slowly, gently, becomes a part of their world.

He set aside his hunger to reveal. Instead, he wrapped himself in the blue, star-strewn robes of the storyteller, and called them to join him in his garden.

He held up the tiny, glowing seeds from the gardens beyond the edge of the world. As he guided their hands to plant them in the earth, he delved into the sprouting gardens of their minds, picturing and painting and pressing in with a simple line…

“Once upon a time…”







  Short Story | Aeg: A Crack at the Light



“It’s time. I’m getting out of here.” Aeg stood up, pushed away the fluff from around him, and turned to the window.

Shelli stared at him in shock, frozen in place. “Why now? Its about to begin!”

“Its the perfect time. They’ll never see me going.”

Outside, the hollow trumpets were starting, and the colony of eggs rustled to their feet. The procession was minutes away from starting. Shelli glanced at the woven fluff in her translucent fingers. “You didn’t even finish your eyre-band for the new Sulfurite.”

Aeg glanced through the window up to the rafters over the street, peering up through the dimness to the blurred heights above.

“No one will miss me,” he grunted. “They’ll all be focused on the ceremony.”

In a few minutes, the eggs would all gather together to celebrate a new member of the Sulfur Circle. Small, white, and delicate, the eggs lived in village flats nestled in crannies of their strange world. Every few weeks, a new egg would start to smell, and grow weaker. They were wrapped in the gentlest fluff, fibers teased from the residue of vast, sky blankets that dripped fluff from the great beyond. At least, that’s what they thought. The fibers were braided with the faintly glowing, feathery down that sifted from the skyline.

“You can’t talk me out of this, Shelli.”

“I’ll never see you again,” She stammered. “I know you’ll slip and crack somewhere. We’ll never find your fragments. Why can’t you be a decent, ordinary egg, like all of us?”

Aeg pushed open the windows. “I’ll be careful.” He patted the fracture near his thigh, a web of cracks on his ovoid shell. He managed a short smile. “I learned my lesson last time.”

Shelli stood, tying off the end of the braid, and turned for the door. “You better. I always hoped to lay the last braid for your sulfuration.”

He hopped up on the window sill. Below, the pale bobbing, streams of eggs gathered together like bubbles, streaming to the town center nestled within sheer, shadowy canyon walls. “Maybe you’re more grown up than me,” he said, “But I’m not going to my nest without knowing what’s up there.”

Shelli didn’t look back. She trundled down the stairs, bent her little candle to light it, and quietly joined the procession.

Aeg sucked a quick breath into his gut, and then hauled himself out and up onto the wall. Eggs didn’t usually look up, especially when the skyforges were silent. The timing was perfect.

The eggs parted into lines to allow a palanquin through. Propped up on the shoulders of larger eggs, the latest elder was being carried to his final nest. He was wrapped in colorful eyre-bands, designed to protect from every bump and jostle as his shell weakened. The rancid, sharp scent of sulfur wafted up, ripe with age and ready for the Ovumsleep.

Aeg shook his head, which shook his whole body. He hauled himself up, his shell clinking against the wall, fingers pressing into cracks and rifts. He’d picked that eyrie for that reason, the nearness to this crack.

One comment from his friend a few cycles ago had twisted his yolk into a new shape. What if there’s something up there? What if a good egg did more than weave eyre-braids? What if they climbed up into the lights to see what the skysounds were?

A day later, his friend’s shell fragments and albumen were found smeared across the floor of a canyon. He’d always been better at asking questions.

Aeg was better at climbing.

The wind was starting to pick up. His thin fingers were starting to ache. He twisted his body to look up. The dark sky was a little nearer. He shoved with his legs, inch by inch.

Down below, the eggs looked like eiderdown crammed into cracks, tiny twinkling torches lining the village lanes, guiding the latest Sulfurite to his resting place.

Aeg didn’t know what to think about that. A life spent down in such shadows, only a few weeks, and then tucked into a deep crevice among hundreds of other Sleeping Ones. Perhaps thousands. He didn’t know. They never spoke, just sat there, slowing shriveling and drying out. Some stared into the darkness. Soundless. And they all stank.

He grunted, finding a ledge, and hauling himself onto it for a rest.

Shelli never understood him and his urge to climb. She was a good little egg, smooth and shiny from daily polishing. Crack free, too. That wasn’t totally unusual. Cracked eggs usually leaked albumen, and drained before they could turn. Having a crack was living on a timer, and meant you found your own crevice somewhere to enter the Ovumrest.

He grimaced, forced himself up. Not Aeg. If he was going to sleep, he wanted to know what the forge fires were made of.

Eggs were terrified of fire. Their tiny torches were mere sparks, cool light twisted out of the glowy down that sifted softly from the sky.

Aeg wanted to know where that down came from. He pressed his fingers against the wall, knuckled around dents and edges, and kept climbing.

Heat did weird things to eggs. They seemed to slow, their speech blurred. Their eyes misted over, and they struggled to move. Aeg had seen one once. Some outlier guards on a perimeter check said a flaming downy ‘spear’ had fallen on them and blocked a canyon path, and only a few made it back.

They were shell shocked, slow to speak. They didn’t have the healthy inner jiggle of a normal egg. One of them had gone solid, and they even rolled him back into town. It was incredibly weird. He went sour after a while, but lasted a long time. Weeks.

Aeg had wanted to see that spear. But the guards forbade it. He did anyway. It took a while, but he found it, and kept a safe distance. It was incredible. It wasn’t a spear. It was a feather. A gigantic feather, each shaft, barb, and slender vane a brilliant fiery bronze, giving off light and heat like a thousand downy twists.

He knew it was a feather, somehow. Like a memory. Memories were also weird. Everyone only had vague memories of walking out of the darkness. Nothing really before then.

He checked his crack. A bead of albumen had leaked out, and hardened into a sticky, clear glue. That was better than leaking. Trying to stay calm and take deep breaths, he kept climbing.

Could an egg pull themselves apart from the pressure of climbing? He didn’t really want to find out. Some younger eggs liked to test shell strength by pulling on each other. One had actually sheared in half, a crown of cracks around its middle. They called him Crackling. He didn’t move for the rest of his days. Crackling made good jokes though. Like “Why should you be careful about what you say around egg whites? Everyone knows they can’t take a yolk.”

His hands were throbbing from exhaustion when he finally reached an edge, that proved to be a ledge, and then finally the top. The top of something. He didn’t care.

He hauled up onto it, gasping and trembling, rolling onto his back so that his limbs flopped around him. This was the highest an egg had ever been. He was positively up in the sky now.

His shell trembled near his crack. He glanced down, and the lines were longer. His gut lurched. His yolk was definitely off center now, and he felt slightly light headed.

He rolled over to glance down. The village was a line of light in the distant dark. And he’d left a smear of his albumen on the canyon wall.

He pushed up to his feet. Getting down would be hard. But, with some rest, maybe not. He’d had a stupidly simple plan. Find out how new eggs appeared in the Rifts, and wend their way through the canyons to the villages. That would be his way down again.

He glanced around. Everyone always said the sky was a forge, because light and fire often flared far above. ‘The most dangerous place to be for an egg,’ the Sulfurites muttered. That was where you got scrambled where you stood. Only bad eggs ended up there, shattered and mixed into a hard yellow froth. Good eggs prepared for a safe Ovumrest.

His heart hammering, Aeg blinked and stared around. He realised the ground up here was smooth, and littered with cool, glowy feather down. But there was a lot more up here. Huge drifts of it. He parted trails behind him as he pushed through.

Ahead he saw a distant series of mounds, and far glowing lights. He tried to make out details in the darkness, but couldn’t. They had strange edges, not smooth and flat like the canyon walls. These looked like gigantic braided textures, so big it baffled his mind.

Higher up, he could begin to see tiers, rows, layers of things. More of those mounds. And some of them seemed to move.

He froze. Move?

He knew that surviving these firelands risked a Hardening. The chances of keeping his yolk inside were slim. But he had to know.

On his left, a mound lurched and stretched, and rustled. He dropped down to the ground, hoping to be invisible.

The mound broke apart for a moment, like a torn braid, and something rolled out. An egg.

Aeg stared in shock. The egg was rolling helplessly away, flailing limbs. One turn and its wild eyes caught his. It shouted for help for a second, and and then suddenly disappeared into the ground.

Aeg held his breath, glancing back up at the mound. Warm light was breaking through the cracks. He frowned, trying to understand what he saw. He couldn’t. He stared through the fractures, piercing the glow. He thought he saw a clutch of eggs, ovoid globes huddled together in light.

He almost choked. The Sulfurites were right. This was hellfire up here. This was… an ovumrest where everything hardened. No silent darkness with peaceful sleeping.

Aeg felt sick. He crawled to the place where the egg had disappeared. It was a canyon edge.

Far down below, he could see it blinking, dazed. It crawled off a pad of dense, downy feathers that had broken the fall.

Aeg yelled and waved to the egg. But it was too far down. The egg probed its shell in wonder, shivered, and stared around at the walls. Then, with trembling, baby steps, tottered up and stumbled away into the darkness.

Aeg felt a sudden rush of hot wind on his back and he rolled over in terror.

The mound had exploded with light, a terrible, gorgeous light like morning dawnrise. Only now it was blazing… right above him.

He realised what the mound was. An eyrie. A giant eyrie made of feathers and down, braided together into a giant ring. And a behemoth beast was swelling above it, pressing the crack back together into a neat wall.

It was bigger than his mind could gather.

This beast was covered in the glowing feathers. It had massive fingers like huge, braided, downy quilts, splitting off into spears of red, orange, and golden light. And it had big, brilliant eyes. It held a shiny, coppery shard of canyon wall on its face, splitting it into two shards to grip and snip at bits of the mound.

It caught sight of him.

He froze so still that he could feel his yolk settling against his backside.

The gorgeous, terrible beast pulled itself up to its height, and tilted its head on one side.

How did it do that? It’s head was separate from the rest of its shell?

Aeg had never seen something so gorgeous in his life. Feathers streamed light and cool fire like glowing rain. Was it… an angel? A sulfurite with rheumy eyes once spoke of such things, like a beautiful dream.

This angel had the kindest eyes.

Would something with eyes that kind flash scramble him?

“There you are, little one,” the beast split open its face shards and spoke. The voice was vast and thrilling, warm and welcoming. Aeg’s whole shell vibrated instantly with its words. He even felt his yolk tremble and rise off the back of his shell.

“What are you?” He asked.

“Come back to the nest, and stay warm.” The angel extended a massive feather wall toward him and scooped him up.

Aeg almost screamed with terror, if he hadn’t also been thrilling with joy. The tone of her words made him feel bright and airy, like he was expanding into light too.

He knew it was a her. He didn’t know how. Something about her voice reminded him of Shelli. That same… somethingness, a her-ness…

The beast angel lady brought him up before her face, and the eyes were like giant pools of stars and fire and red gold sparks.

“You’re a bright one already, aren’t you?” She murmured.

“What are you?” he asked.

The giant head tilted to one side, and she turned her face to watch him with the brilliant, dark depths of her other eye. “A firebird, my child. And you are too. Perhaps an Alerion, or a Pheonix. Time will tell.”

“What will you do to me?” Aeg shivered, delighted, terrified, unable to look away.

“Why, warm you and help you hatch, sweetling.”

“Hatch?” He knew he was light headed, but he knew he’d never heard that word.

“So that you can fly, like me.”

“I’m a perfectly ordinary, decent egg. I’d like to stay one, please.”

The laughter rippled through the angel’s vast body, and light shivered and shimmered off the red feathers. “You cannot go on indefinitely being just an ordinary, decent egg. We must all be hatched.”

“Or what?”

“Or else, we’ll go bad.”







  
    
      [image: photo of the author]
    

  

  
    About the Author
  


  
    Dominic likes to tackle things most won’t, and collaborate his way to success. He’s a world-builder, brand tinkerer, and serial over-thinker with a soft spot for myth, design, and impossible ideas.

Half marketing brain, half dream-mechanic, he’s spent years turning creativity into living worlds—anthologies, panels, podcasts, quests. 

What drives him is simple: stories in life and business can heal imagination, and strengthen the people brave enough to tell them. Every project’s an experiment. The goal is to build a world worth living in.

He seeks to be someone who can have coffee and convos with anyone. 




LegendFiction is the coolest community of storytellers in the world. Write epic stories with people who share your faith and your love of fiction. Get support, finish your drafts, and grow as an author together. You don’t write alone anymore. Finish your dream novel.

Visit us at: https://legendfiction.com


  


  
    
      
        You can connect with me on:
      


      
        
          
    
    globe
    Created with sketchtool.
    
    
        
            
                
            
        
    


          
            https://dominicdesouza.com
          
        

      

      

      

      
    

  

  





  
    Also by Dominic de Souza
  


  
    
  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: A Guide to On Fairy Stories: Tolkien, Storycraft, & the Deep Purpose of Fantasy Fiction]
          

        

        
        
          A Guide to On Fairy Stories: Tolkien, Storycraft, & the Deep Purpose of Fantasy Fiction
        

        

        

        
          
            A century ago, a war-ravaged veteran returned from the trenches to write a manifesto for fairy tales and fantasy storytelling.
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- How writers echo divine creation through imagination
- The myth-shattering concept of a sudden grace that changes everything
- Why escapism isn’t cowardly, but the soul’s way of remembering freedom
- How fairy tales mirror the Gospel and reveal deeper reality
- Why writers are translators, not just inventors, offering readers glimpses of hidden truths
- PLUS: Practical habits for writing stories that rediscover meaning, moral imagination, mythic truth, and the magic of reality




This down-to-earth guide is a creative revival for fantasy fiction, offering new language, clarity, and encouragement for those who write stories with wonder, truth, and beauty. Perfect for authors, storytellers, and fantasy lovers who want to understand why Tolkien believed fantasy was the highest and most human form of storytelling.

If you’ve ever doubted whether fantasy fiction can really matter… If you’re a novelist, a storyteller, or a daydreamer with a tale humming in your heart… this book will challenge how you see your work—and maybe even how you see the world. Stories and storytelling doesn’t take you away from reality. They can bring you home.


          

        
      

    

  



OEBPS/images/e527ea8172e6e14df6e67a0c31ebb0bf_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/115f2da020fd5c73a4c4a8b15a19425b_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/f97972875ecdfed4c6466c12641e651b_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/b387ebcc3b00dbbf25192a225bb9658c_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/44a76082c9d8662913b0df6b49639e82_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/ee354841dec7df90ce2143a360ee6ef3_smallRaw.jpg
Jy






OEBPS/images/92f50ea0b502d3eec7562b10de6c0842_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/b17b54cd432b49b9e5f03741226d3f3a_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/fd727e919b84f0dc658231437e34fdbb_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/505511f3ed9627ee4721cf8511f186cd_smallRaw.jpg
0O STRINGS |
0 \\

il W















OEBPS/images/a5d29c35f7d894cc781fb68eaefed907_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/0f2bb4ddc954cde598263b333a7d6e22_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/284f017e9cc6ebed7932536298c1f1b4_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/ef02c6dd14471a26ea036896e8f73fbb_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/d94691e774bb6f2de23db58221395b8b_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/97abc5b279cba171ffa142562d85bf6a_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/f755b5c16c0316404c023c67e439e8fd_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/db353f8784d366bb72a16a7c404c073f_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/b5431ed03fa822a78ede9bbee93fa1ce_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/182702117a4bd0cfba568c3bf6986177_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/ee65d04996f8b039819ab6726725685f_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/33cc6317e1ecfb50fd70af9013efe2b4_smallRaw.jpg
A 2 <<111.‘<

= 2«
7]
—






OEBPS/images/5ecee3d17b48dcc3ff04c8ded87df79b_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/450c5c4a6a615ef287ba3df39f7293bc_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/99ca387b4847ec17af1c9facb64f9296_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/852dd1f270288fa9390e12fb02fb3ff1_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/e4664fbcfa6c18a1db81c2f1b692d1ca_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/39f90dc78e8d54c9befbcf638521bd36_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/2f85e096301de21912f757c44271d387_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/f35cfd88217e6c82b646480ad9488f40_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/52798536937ec7762947d16cc51574be_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/acd0122507fcdb86d44d6512dc2743ce_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/7279d9c757fcbfe5e99eec7944cbcdf5_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/5637e31e7b177318e89b2f8b49bae50b_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/60c3139dc2cf02bf65c64f6b17fd9afe_smallRaw.jpg
=
S

=

5

A

77






OEBPS/images/4b43e0b785ba5847dd9c5f00c09ba9db_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/30d6e9086632b5b3e2d01d71844b60ae_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/90b552e887db093c4ff4181a6e2b0dd0_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/80597eca4dfadeeeae49414b96470a8a_smallRaw.jpg
AL Ll AN






OEBPS/images/3fd6ceb7427505bf23c1858e73e11d3b_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/a61d3001635ccf85ba516f57c2351d2f_smallRaw.jpg
=C e

it

.
S/ e p—
A - EEE S

Y -





OEBPS/images/6bbf700d11e4ce1c2c0849945eb4d11d_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/eda51a89718795d9a9eba1bb497a85df_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/05b8e4f3d8721a896fa5c59784801ddf_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/74608f60f37031ea7c694a64a99bf9ea_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/5f1157a5cf2199ffdb4d868e08076408_smallRaw.png





OEBPS/images/e2f4824c4897a8872a345fe201f59d8e_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/93e72d4015936415e9a01fe98deb218e_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/94b8e08cffaab0152398638648b717cdf7fae61a_smallRaw.jpg
. - -' = &

HOW FAITH-INSPIRED STORYTELLERS
FIND THE FREEDOM TO CREATE THE
- COOLEST FICTION IN FTHE WORLD .

] . & .
ol - o
; .






OEBPS/images/2cb3f1da8814c7cdb9d86a69198105ff_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/e76ade088713c2b7328e512dc8931e98_smallRaw.jpg
S \ :“
¥ A GUIDE T@%

v

THE DEEP PURPOSE OF
FANTASY FICTION

DOMINIC DE SOUZA






OEBPS/images/683a0f68c3f7be1df213da4271e9f199_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/90aaac8e9df1759381633ae6690db9d9_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/f2e6058007c141f51b16205c97e58c63_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/e6673c0cfcd0c97c8ce53f6595875725_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/3c1d5d1f2d19d4ba367efbddfd17538f_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/9b6f14bd36a924ac3a9bc16bea8e8798_smallRaw.png





OEBPS/images/87efc8f9efbb145004f7bfb6d26014b4_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/d8400f03ad9727601fe4448438442e5d_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/62468ec51a0e0223f84ee5e6239e624b_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/0f43fd5df472e0364fd38ed99266bf4a_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/9b5445d12c9d1d1e7f565e5263660d40_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/30a12a3a6701db65be1c22af49c0716e_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/94b8e08cffaab0152398638648b717cdf7fae61a_smallRaw.jpg
. - -' = &

HOW FAITH-INSPIRED STORYTELLERS
FIND THE FREEDOM TO CREATE THE
- COOLEST FICTION IN FTHE WORLD .

] . & .
ol - o
; .






OEBPS/images/d68049971245e05504cfe903431e8bcf_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/6fb36f85b57b413e5c268fcc45c9b221_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/1c7e1fc030e7345d4573a72b47fb755b_smallRaw.jpg
 DREAMS S
_DRAGSNS

R, o)






OEBPS/images/2499f2ae9751fa77025ad626b547cf99_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/dc5a4b0d596b6aed180cf94eaf5d68d5_smallRaw.jpg





