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Introduction  

 
 

This book is a revised and updated version from the 2009 publication of the same title and (its 

on-line version)
1
  I have designed the book for those who wish to understand and teach the 

details of storytelling, including telling and retelling Bible stories.  Each chapter includes a 

section that outlines materials that trainers and facilitators can use for further study and research. 

 

A storyteller links a story inextricably to his or her imagination.  C.S. Lewis described the 

process he utilized as follows:  

 

One thing I am sure of. All my seven Narnian books, and my three science-fiction books, began 

with seeing pictures in my head. At first they were not a story, just pictures. (Hooper, ed. 

1982:53) 

 

For Lewis some of the pictures had ña common flavour, almost a common smell,ò that grouped 

them together.  His advice to the storyteller is to be patient so that the images can begin to join.   

Lewis says that if we are fortunate (ñI have never been so lucky,ò he says), we may find a whole 

set joined consistently to form a complete story.  Usually, however, there are gaps in the story 

and the storyteller has ñto do some deliberate inventing.ò  This includes deciding why certain 

characters appear in the story with certain actions.  Lewis concludes by saying, ñI have no idea if 

this is the usual way of writing stories, still less whether it is the best.ò However, in the 

experience of Lewis, images always came first (1984:68). 

 

Some of the information in this book discusses how to construct stories, and may therefore seem 

to leave less to the imagination of the storyteller.  However, because such detail is important for 

teaching and learning the craft of storytelling, we include a chapter on story construction as well.   

 

I estimate that it will take at least two hours of class interaction and participation to work through 

each chapter, including the mentoring exercises. I have benefited from conducting two pilot 

workshops in Papua New Guinea, teaching a course at EQUIP (SIL Australia), as well as four 

graduate courses at the Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics (GIAL). I have also 

incorporated materials from previous versions that I wrote on storytelling.  The section called 

ñFacilitator Notesò at the end of each chapter includes materials and advice from many experts in 

storytelling and related fields. 

 

                                                 
1
 See: http://www.gial.edu/specpubs/loosen-your-tongue.pdf.  This present edition (2010) updates my research, 

conflates sources from the prior annotated bibliography into the references, revises all the chapters and appendices, 

and provides a beginning glossary on storytelling. 

http://www.gial.edu/specpubs/loosen-your-tongue.pdf
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Course Objectives 

 
Although I had storytelling facilitators, teachers, students and field workshop participants in 

mind in earlier editions of this book, I now believe the principles can be helpful to anyone who is 

interested in the general art of storytelling.  By consulting and reading the background materials 

(the ñFacilitator Notesò), the serious reader will have sufficient information to work with a more 

experienced storyteller in a course or workshop devoted to storytelling.  However, note that 

many of the exercises require at least one partner for adequate practice. 

 

By the end of a course or workshop, participants should be able to discuss a wide range of 

concepts related to storytelling in general.  They should also be able to relate them specifically to 

the kinds of stories that would be beneficial in various situations.  They will have had practice in 

telling and retelling stories, recording stories, and should be able to evaluate differences between 

oral and written story styles. 

 

Orientation  
 

The outline of the book is as follows: 

1. After the title of each chapter, there are Goals or Objectives given, sometimes with 

several sub-goals as well. 
2. Following the objectives are some ideas on Preparation to help the facilitator prior to 

introducing the topic. 
3. The next section is Practice, suggesting exercises that can help fulfill the objectives of 

the chapter and give some indication of the competencies of the teacher. 
4. Facilitator Notes provide additional background and research materials for teachers, 

workshop leaders, and facilitators.  The information there has contributed to the 

formation of each chapter, but goes beyond it as well.  Facilitators can add their own 

materials to this section. 

5. A Skill -Check concludes the chapter, outlining exercises to help the students (or teacher) 

fulfill the objectives of the chapter. 

 

The Criterion Referenced Instruction (CRI) approach, as outlined by Robert F. Mager, is one of 

many adult education models on learning and instruction available.
2
 The main principles in the 

approach are: 

Ç Derive your instructional objectives from job performance and be sure they reflect 

the competencies that are needed; 

Ç Study and practice only those skills that you have not yet mastered to the level 

required by the objectives; 

Ç Practice each objective and obtain feedback about the quality of your performance 

Ç Repeat practice in skills that are used often or are difficult to learn; 

Ç Sequence each chapter according to the pre-requisites and the progress noted by 

judging your own competence (mastery of objectives). 

                                                 
2
 See, for example, http://cepworldwide.com/discover/about_mager.html (last accessed January 2010).   
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CHAPTER 1 
 

Stories Are Everywhere 
 

 

It is not surprising that stories are the primary way that people pass on or seek informationð

according to some literacy experts, up to seventy percent of the worldôs population depend upon 

oral communication as their primary source.  In such cases, stories inform the society, even if the 

people do not have them in written form and, of course, thousands of language groups do not 

have any written materials. In such cases, people often tell their stories in some other dominant 

language.  Our goal is to encourage people to tell stories in their mother tongues.  

 

We want to consider storytelling as contributing to Saville-Troikeôs question (1982), ñWhat is 

being communicated in the social system?ò  The functions of storytelling communication include 

categories that are expressive (feelings), directive (requests or demands), poetic (aesthetic), 

phatic (empathy and solidarity), and metalinguistic (references to language itself). The function 

(rather than form) of language provides the primary dimension for organizing communication 

processes. 

 

The art and practice of storytelling is probably as old as humankind is and is best represented in 

folklore.  Classical stories are sometimes called folklore (Pickering 1999), encompassing a wide 

range of materials from the oral tradition.  This includes not only stories, but customs, dances, 

games, rituals, songs, legends, myths, proverbs, etc., as well.  See, also McKinney (2000) on the 

use and classification of oral genres. Richard Bauman (1992) has edited a handbook that focuses 

on the performing arts and their cultural and expressive genres. See also Spaeth (1996) on ñThe 

timelessness of storytelling.ò and White (1982) on ñSpeaking in stories.ò 

 

Folk stories have abounded since people first started talking to each other, recounting their 

experiences.  For the teller of the story this represented an oral history, an account of the ñfactsò 

as the person could best remember and tell them.  However, in order for something to be 

accepted as a ñfactual storyò it was (and still is) necessary for someone to corroborate it.  It was 

usually not enough to believe someone if they alone told the story; other witnesses were needed. 

 

This first chapter of this book outlines some of the rationale for using stories and focuses upon 

their retold versions, rather than upon translations of stories. 

  

 

Objectives 

ü To enable participants to understand the importance of stories in their own culture and 

language.   

ü To encourage participants to use stories in their own (and other) language and culture 
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Preparation 

It is important for you (as student or facilitator) to know several stories from your own culture 

and to tell them in your language.  In many courses and workshops, participants may tell the 

stories in English, although in other countries, a trade language is often used. Practice telling the 

stories in your own language first. 

 

Try to remember a storyteller that you have heard and think about why you consider the person a 

good storyteller (or perhaps not a good storyteller). What are the characteristics of good and bad 

storytellers in your culture? 

 

Practice 

You should have a partner(s) so that you can tell and listen to each otherôs stories.  You should 

discuss your story, noting in particular: 

Ç Why the story was told 

Ç Why the particular characters and events were introduced 

Ç What parts of the story seemed to be important and for what reason(s) 

Ç What parts of the story were not well understood (or liked) 

Ç How the story might be changed  

 

 

 

Facilitator Notes 

Stories embody a culture, for ñMen do not long continue to think what they have forgotten how 

to sayò (Lewis 1982:107).  We remember wars because of war stories, romance because of love 

stories and morality or ethics because of stories that teach morals.  In short, stories are certain 

threads interwoven within our memories.  

 

Schank (1990) says that when we explain the world (at least to ourselves) it is a critical aspect of 

intelligence.  He further claims, ñComprehending events around you depends upon having a 

memory of prior events available for helping in the interpretation of new eventsò (1990:1).  

Schank and others have demonstrated that we understand the world around us and interpret it in 

terms of scripts.  Scripts make clear what is supposed to happen and make mental processing 

easier by allowing us to think less about routine things.  You do not have to figure out what is 

going to happen once you know the cultural script.  ñPeople have thousands of highly personal 

scripts used on a daily basis that others do not shareò (1990:8). Sometimes of course, people only 

partially share scripts; for example, my wife and I both brush our teeth, but we follow slightly 

different scripts.   

 

We may have difficulty remembering abstractions, but we can remember stories.  We tell our 

stories to illustrate our beliefs, even when they are highly abstract.  To do this well, we have to 

know what story to tell and the right time to tell it.  According to Schank, without memorable 

stories and despite our best intentions, our listeners will not hear us.  A good teacher or trainer 

couches explanations in an interesting format demonstrating knowledge by means of experiences 



  Loosen Your Tongue 9 

 

in stories.  We hear stories and correlate them with what we already know because ñStories are 

everywhere, but not all stories look like storiesò (1990:26). 

 

Haven (2007) claims that studies from cognitive scientists and developmental psychologists 

confirm that ñhuman minds do rely on stories and on story architecture as the primary roadmap 

for understandingéò and that ñLives are like stories because we think in story terms, make sense 

out of experiences in story terms, and plan our lives in story termsò (p. vii).  The thesis of 

Havenôs book is that ñstories are more effective and powerful than any other narrative structureò 

such that they ñbelong as the bedrock of management, leadership, education, outreach, and 

general communication effortsò (p. viii). 

 

Steffen (1996) gives a number of reasons that support telling Bible stories and ends with a plea 

for the more widespread use of stories because: 
¶ They are a universal form of communication 

¶ Half of the worldôs population prefer that mode for learning 

¶ They connect imagination and emotions 

¶ Major religions socialize the young and indoctrinate with them 

¶ Seventy-five percent of the Bible (Steffenôs main interest) is narrative 

¶ They create instant evangelists 

¶ Jesus taught theology through stories 

 

Steffen claims that in order to tell stories effectively we need to get rid of certain beliefs, 

including comments that stories are only for entertainment, best told by professionals, unrelated 

to theology, separated from reality, or that they are only for children. On the latter point, Lewis 

(1982: 33) notes, ñthat a childrenôs story which is enjoyed only by children is a bad childrenôs 

story.ò He compares it to enjoying a waltzðif you can only enjoy it ñonly when you are waltzing 

it is a bad waltz.ò 

SCIENTISTS TELL STORI ES 

The ñscientific methodò is an elaborate and widely acclaimed method of telling a story. 

Scientists observe something and then make statements to account for the nature of it or, more 

precisely, how they can measure it.  Other scientists agree or disagree with the measurements or 

observations and hypothesis by testing it by means of experimentation and argumentation.  The 

examining community agrees to accept certain established criteria arising from their experience.  

Non-scientific comments, such as folk descriptions (like the ñrisingò and ñsettingò of the sun) 

may be ñacceptedò by the scientific community, but require explanation using scientific 

vocabulary and jargon.  In addition, the scientistsô observations or measurements need 

replication for validation.  For example, the scientific community has terminology for various 

parts of the sun and its ñactions,ò so a person or community that wishes to be scientific must use 

those names in their discussions.  Scientists prize their language because they claim it ñexplainsò 

or ñdescribesò the phenomena better than folk language, like the ñrisingò and the ñsettingò of the 

sun, which cannot be taken literally.  When folk language is used, everyone in the scientific 

community considers the language imprecise or metaphorical. 

 

However, in the so-called ñpost-modernò world, people now question even the sacredness of 

scientific terminology.  The very notions of reality, truth and objectivity, are up for grabs.  What 
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is your truth is my semi-truth or my untruth.  This is not very helpful to ñscienceò because 

although they may discuss their discoveries in different ways, most still believe (based upon 

examining and measuring objects) that something really does ñexist.ò  There is matter and there 

are ñlawsò that regulate how the matter ñbehaves.ò  Gravity is a law and so is weightlessness, 

which seem at first to contradict each other.  However, the results of both are observable, 

although cultural observers may dispute the causes.  One culture may see an apple falling from a 

tree as an act of a supreme being, not something ñhappeningò in response to a natural law. 

 

The point is that we need stories to describe the world around us, even when we believe that 

certain things do not exist.  We may not believe that animals talk, but we are willing to hear or 

read a story in which they do.  In addition, when they do, we expect them to make sense and that 

their talk is relevant to the theme of the story.  Likewise, we expect tellers to construct a story 

around some main idea or argument with other supporting ideas and arguments.  Scientists tell us 

stories about gravity, and cultural storytellers tell us stories about their universe.  One set of 

stories may be simply to ñentertainò us, and another to ñeducateò us.  In either case, to be a 

creditable story there must be some central idea or themeðthe story has to be ñgoing 

somewhere.ò 

STORIES BELONG TO SOM EONE 

We are drawn to stories that in some way relate to our cultural experiences. For example,  I find 

the stories by Ray Hicks of Appalachia (Pavesic 2005) entertaining and related to my tradition. 

Our tradition allows us to become very personal when we tell our stories.  This is because we all 

have a story to tell, and the story of our lives is the macro-story, made up of as many stories as 

we can remember and recount.  Memory and imagination enter into the storytellerôs version, not 

necessarily facts built from empirical evidence.  If I tell you an autobiographical story about 

hunting squirrels, I build it upon of the images in my mind I can remember about such events: 

primarily these will be from my own experience, but the story will draw upon the experiences of 

others as well.  A ñgoodò story includes some of the experiences of the hearer, who also forms 

mental images as he or she hears the story.  If parts of my story do not connect very well, the 

story can easily be misunderstood or, worse still, ignored.  When I tell my story, I introduce 

scenery, I assume background, with people and animals a part of it.  If you do not know what a 

squirrel is, then my story about hunting squirrels will not make the same sense to you that it does 

to me.  If you are used to only hunting rabbits, your rabbit hunting imagery may interfere with 

my squirrel-hunting scene.  The scenes and scripting for the two will have some parallels, but 

there will be important and contrastive differences.  The insider has the advantage of knowing 

what is central or pivotal in describing hunting for either a squirrel or a rabbit.  However, the 

insider may not be able to give you a very good plan or script for the activity.  The insider may 

assume too much: he (and women who hunt) will think you know what kind of gun is used, or 

dogs, when and where the activity takes place, and so on.  Outsiders who not know these things 

may require a more elaborate script, based on what they want to ask or research.  The script 

needs the outsiderôs elaboration because they have not yet been an insider and experienced such 

a hunting venture. 

 

In addition to what is ñrealò about the activityˈthe need for a gun, dogs, and a place to hunt, and 

when the hunt takes placeˈthere may be ñsymbolicò dimensions.  Each rabbit hunter may carry 
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a rabbitôs foot in his or her pocket for luck, or all squirrel hunters may wear certain kinds of 

jackets or boots and carry nuts in their pockets.  The cultural participants work out the details, 

but if you want to look the part of an accepted rabbit hunter, you need to dress and act in a 

prescribed manner.  Scientists and farmers also have their own codes (or noncodes) of dress and 

speech, often conventionalized to particular ñdialects.ò 

JESUS THE MASTER STORYTELL ER 

Let us switch now to examples that might concern us in trying to make the Bible understood to 

nonexperts.  (We can simply assume that there is a greater degree of understanding by the expert 

exegetes, although it is seldom that simple.)  The Bible is full of stories and Jesus turns out to be 

the best storyteller of all.  The Gospel authors record his stories more than anyone else does 

because he tells more stories than anyone else.  Further, his stories have aroused such interest 

that people continue to debate them right up to this very day.  Every weekend preachers, priests, 

and rabbis may elaborate upon his stories to make all kinds of points, even those that are very 

obscure from the text itself.  They do this in a number of ways.  First, they assume that some of 

what Jesus says is ñsymbolic,ò that is, it is not literal in the sense that Jesus is relating factual 

instances.  Although each of the stories may be built on actual first-century life (peasants and 

Palestine), the teaching point of the story extends far beyond the literal life and times of 

Palestine.  If it did not, we would have little motivation to believe or tell the stories today. 

 

Jesus also used real objects to represent principles and themes: grain, seed, weeds, fields, nets, 

vine and vineyards, sheep and shepherd.  All of these were actual objects in the culture.  Other 

things were not: the kingdom of God, Abrahamôs bosom, eating flesh and drinking blood, were 

not the everyday experience of the Jews.  Jesus was trying to get across a particular principle and 

the most effective way to do so was by telling a story using culturally relevant objects and 

stationing them in metaphors.  Alternatively, he took culturally difficult events and objects and 

recast them in terms of metaphors.  For example, in the concept to teach entire dependence upon 

God, he illustrated how the branches of a vine depended upon the vine and the vinedresser, or 

that a child depended upon sustenance from the father.  The Jews had mental images of vines, 

vinedressers, and wine gardens firmly fixed in their minds, so the metaphors made immediate 

sense. 

 

Bailey refers to Jesus as a ñmetaphorical theologianò because his primary method was using 

metaphors, similes, parables and dramatic actions rather than logic and reasoning. ñHe created 

meaning like a dramatist and poet rather than like a philosopherò (2008:279). 

MAIN POINTS IN STORIE S 

Think again about some of the necessary ingredients for a story: a main point, imagination, 

motivation, style, all involving plots with characters, events and a space-time orientation.  In the 

case of Jesusô stories, he always had a point to make, often centering on the kingdom of God and 

its importance to individuals.  He used his imagination and the cultural artifacts at his disposal to 

tell the stories and make them challenging and convincing.  His style was persuasive; it was a 

story of utmost importance and people listened to it.  In fact, he claimed that it was to the peril of 

the listeners if they did not heed the story and change their ways. 
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In retelling a story, the minute details and literal form of the source text are not as important as 

the main point or points of the story.  We want to ensure that such points are culturally explicit 

and persuasive, but this does not mean that the meaning will be immediately transparentðfor 

instance, note parables.  Parables are simply a kind of story in which certain objects symbolically 

represent actual or potential situations.  In the parable of the sower, the seed represents ñthe word 

of God.ò  Capon (1985:61) calls the sower ñthe watershed of the parablesò and Wierzbicka 

(2001:246) sees the sower as the key to Jesusô other parables and the theme as the Kingdom of 

God. 

 

ñSeedò can be used to represent it because some of the family of expressions about seed can 

apply equally well to the word of God.  It can be ñplanted,ò ñwatered,ò ñcultivated,ò and 

ñharvested,ò and it can ñgrowò and ñmature.ò  We can even ñeatò or feed upon its fruit.  

However, there are things we do with the word of God that we do not do with seed.  We cannot 

memorize or even hear the seed (although some environmentalists might disagree), we cannot 

husk it, and we should not cook it.  In the same way, there are some things we do with seed that 

we do not do, even symbolically, with the word of God: for example, fertilize or grind it. 

 

When we tell a story, we need to be conscious about how the mapping of images and metaphors 

takes place between languages.  The background of agriculture enters into a discussion and 

description of sowing seed and its maturation.  However, we do not need to transfer the complete 

Palestinian agricultural scene into parables in order to learn from them.  In addition, it does not 

follow that the more we can map, the more we can learn and the better our application.  Many 

things about agriculture in Jesusô day are not relevant to his parables, and especially to their 

meanings.  Nevertheless, to know what was salient and crucial to the story we need to make sure 

the points are relevant and clear in the language.  Any story is ñbad newsò if poorly and 

improperly told, using words, metaphors and comparisons that are culturally misunderstood. 

 

Storytelling is an oral technique and strategy to communicate a message.  Recording a message 

came much later and, even when people heard the message read, they relied on their own 

memories to retell the story.  Most people could not read the Scriptures even if they were 

available.  Millard (2000), however, contends that written reports about Jesus were probably 

done during his lifetime and refers to a wide range of written sources that were available from 

the first century in Palestine. 

SMALL LANGUAGE S AND STORYTELLING  

The oral nature of societies is apparent in many areas of the world.  Despite near universal 

primary education, literateness as a skill needs regular nourishment.  As we know, children do 

not begin their eating habits by chewing on steak; rather they initially drink milk.  So it is with 

the translated message: new literates should not have to begin their reading habits with Scripture.  

Instead, they should have stories.  In addition, the stories should sound natural.  A text imported 

from a religious setting for an hour (or more) a week and then rarely heard the same way again 

the rest of the week, will probably have little effect. 
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Small languages in the Pacific represent people whose communication is primarily oral, not by 

means of newspapers and books (Franklin 2005a, 2005b). The viability of a language depends 

upon its use in common situations, representing the most efficient and effective way to 

communicate.  When translated, Scripture contains a metavocabulary that religious practitioners 

use regularly, often with the same revered sense that scientists have with their jargon.  

Nevertheless, can storytellers retell a Bible story without recourse to religious vocabulary or 

jargon?  When teachers introduce some unknown religious vocabulary, they often must give a 

folk explanation, much like a pastor ñexplainingò that ñjustificationò means, ñJust as if I had 

never sinned.ò  We can verify ñkey termsò when the audience can represent them by mental 

images and interpret them by retelling them in a story. 

THE PRACTICE OF STORYTELLING  

Another advantage that listeners have when hearing stories is that they can leap ahead in their 

understanding of the story and become involved in the storytelling process (Denning 2001:137, 

139).  This demonstrates that the force of a story is in the telling, where there is interaction 

between the storyteller and the listeners.  People can discuss the story, complain about it, praise 

it, but in each case, they are embodying their concepts and ideas at a deeper level of 

understanding. 

 

Given the problems of translation and explication that exist in all cultures, it seems imperative 

that we understand the stories that we hear.  For example, people everywhere can understand the 

implications of stories like the Good Samaritan or the Prodigal Son for their culture.  What is the 

point of a translation if the main idea of the story is lost and not considered for application? 

 

Authors have documented how folktales and stories in cultures and societies around the world 

represent values.  McDonald (1993) reminds us that there is no correct version of a folktale and, 

we would add, the same is true in retelling a story.  Rather, there is a myriad of retellings and 

because of this every person is a potential storyteller.  In our courses and workshops (see 

Appendix B), we facilitate telling stories by talking through an entire story, retelling the story in 

groups, then evaluating the story.  In the process, we can also listen to personal stories, literary 

stories (usually heard in school or in church), myths and historical accounts.  In the process, the 

stories have impact and people remember them.   

 

Stories should also make us more aware of other groups and cultures and therefore help us think 

differently, giving us new content to apply to our lives.  In the socialization process and, as 

Rodari (1973) has explained, stories can mold groups of children into cooperative and 

imaginative learning communities where the teachers and children explore reality through their 

imaginations.  

 

This is because storytelling involves creating imagination that evokes emotional and spiritual 

conviction.  Therefore, the careful selection of stories and the approach used in telling them is 

important.  In telling stories, the trainer should be his or her own critic, developing, as Sawyer 

(1942:35) puts it, ña love and propensity for the art.ò  We learn best about people by hearing 

their stories and ñowe it to each other to respect and learn from our storiesò (Coles 1989:24).   

 



14 An Introduction to Storytelling  

 

The roots of spiritual and moral also lie in stories, even folk stories or fairy tales, as Murphy 

(2000) has illustrated from several of the Grimm brothersô fairy tales
3
.  Taylor expressed it this 

way: ñMany a story is sent out into the world as an act of faithò (2002:409).  In his view, the 

moral dimension permeates every aspect of a story. 
 

To summarize, when we tell stories, we generally want to: 
¶ Illustrate some point 

¶ Stimulate listeners to react (to feel something) 

¶ Provide some piece of information 

¶ Summarize significant events 

STORIES AND MEMORY  

Creating a story is a memory process, so if we do not tell the story soon enough, ñthe experience 

cannot be coalesced into a gist since its component pieces begin to mix with new information 

that continues to come inò (Schank 1990:115).  We tell stories to remember them and telling a 

story makes it happen again.  Schank distinguishes between a story based on memory and one 

passed on as a generalized event.  The use of scripts is essential because we have a general 

storehouse of information in our memory but need to break up our daily experiences into 

component parts.  Story-based memory contains memory encapsulating general world 

knowledge.
4
  Our memory expresses our worldview, but this depends upon telling and retelling 

our stories over a lifetime.  Telling dreams, for example, is a way of remembering them.   

 

Zerubavel (2003) discusses the communal orientation to memory, by which new members of the 

community are oriented to its collective history.  History is not only a product of the social 

nature of our memory and recollections, but it also reflects the way that our memory is packaged. 

We remember some things rather than others because of our mnemonic traditions. For example, 

the Zionist tradition relates the Jewish history in terms of persecution (2003:5). Similarly, the 

way we organize and pattern our memories provides the basic ñhistoryò for the stories we tell. 

 

Schank believes that our memory contains a database of partial stories rather than whole ones 

and that from these partial stories we formulate a single unit in our memory.  It follows that the 

more stories that we have available from our cultural databank, the more inventive we can be.  

People define themselves through their stories, as well as through the stories of others.  Many 

people who are good storytellers know how to take advantage of this feature.  The stories we live 

by and take for granted are primarily the ones we have learned from within our culture or 

subculture. 

 

Haven (2007:68) contends that when we link content information into stories the listener lodges 

it in his mind and memory.  ñHuman memory circuits donôt seem to distinguish between real and 

false memories. That job is left to the reasoning power of the conscious mind.ò  According to 

                                                 
3
 Grimmôs Fairy Tales by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm was first published in German in 1869. A Barnes and Noble 

Classics edition was published in 2003. 
4
 Bradley McCallum, for example, points out how our culture preserves memory with monuments and memorials. 

See ñPreserving memory: A study of monuments and memorialsò at 

www.yale.edu/ynhti/curriculum/units/1993/1/93.01.06.x.html (last accessed January 2010). 

 

http://www.yale.edu/ynhti/curriculum/units/1993/1/93.01.06.x.html
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Haven, vivid memories have four characteristics: 1) they break a script expectation; (2) they are 

consequential, i.e. have impact; (3) they involve emotional charge; and (4) they have value or 

meaning. 

 

So what do we remember? We remember the gist of something and our interpretation of it. 

ñExperiences not framed into story suffer loss in memoryò because story structure enhances and 

improves memory of content (Haven 2007:69).  People never capture anything literally, because 

it is filtered through their experiences.  Further, according to Haven, ñMemory champions 

remember by creating a story that provides context and relevance for meaningless informationò 

(2007: 71).  The greater the emotion associated with an event, the better the person remembers it. 

In all instances, using stories will enhance the memory and facilitate recall. However, ñthere are 

many instances where it is either not feasible or not appropriate to create and present stories. Not 

everything either can be or should be delivered in story form. However, it is always worth 

checking. When you can, the benefits are staggeringò (2007:73). 

 

Jenkins (2006:28) reminds us that although memory is a critical skill, it usually deteriorates with 

literacy.  Many nonwestern cultures embrace story and song because of their contributions to 

memorization.  We will return to this aspect later. 

 

According to Kelber (2004:15), ñIn medieval culture, memory became integrated into prayer, 

meditation and moral philosophy, until early modernism proceeded to absorb it into dialectic and 

logic.ò  Once this happened biblical criticism resorted to historical criticism and disregarded, for 

the most part, memory.  It follows that memories are not always historically reliableðin 

particular ñfalse memoriesò about abuse and so on. See also Olick (2004:5) on this point.   

STORIES AND INTELLIGE NCE 

If it is true that people think in terms of stories and understand the world in terms of stories 

(Schank 1990:219), they can reveal various dimensions of intelligence. They provide 

comprehension by connecting new stories to old ones and coherency by explaining our 

expectations and discovering predictive rules based on past failures.  This involves planning, 

executing plans, and creating plans to generalize, crystallize and elaborate our stories.  We also 

learn to integrate imaginary scenarios in stories through conceptual blending (see Fauconnier and 

Turner 2002). 

 

Skill -Check 

The purpose and design of this first chapter has been to help you understand why stories are 

important so that you can discuss: 

Ç How and why stories are used in other cultures, as well as your own 

Ç How some particular stories have influenced you  

Ç How cognition works through stories 

Ç How stories are generally used in your culture, specifically in religious or political 

contexts  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

Kinds of Stories 
 

 

There are many ways that scholars categorize stories.  For example, ñorigin storiesò tell how 

something first appeared, often based on resemblance.  Peopleôs heads are round like a coconut, 

so there may be a story that tells how the first person originated by means of a coconut.  In the 

account in Genesis, the author tells how God created man from the ground, as well as how the 

world began, so these too are origin stories.  Christians believe the story in Genesis is factual and 

the story about coconuts and peopleôs heads fictional, but not all stories are simple to classify as 

purely fictional or factual, and each encompasses varying degrees of perspective. 

 

Scholars are generally interested in written literature.  Oring (1986:18), however, examines 

verbal art and unwritten traditions to arrive at an ñorientationò (not definition) of folklore.  

Bauman, ed. (1992) discusses expressive genres such as folktale, oral poetry, proverb, riddle, 

speech play, insult, gossip, song, dance, gesture, and others. Fieldworkers should note the folk 

classifications of stories within a particular society. A good summary occurs in Foley (1998), 

where authors outline various critical approaches to oral literature.  

 

The concept of etic and emic (Pike 1957, 1967) is helpful in examining and discussing an overall 

view of stories. Within that framework, we see that the classifications Western scholars use 

follow their disciplinary tradition and are from their cultural perspective.  To demonstrate the 

creativity of stories in another culture, I later provide some data from the Kewa language of 

Papua New Guinea (Franklin 1970a, 1970b, 1975a, 1977).  It is obvious that words, expressions, 

and aspects of grammar provide the mental images that underlie and support the recognition and 

definition of any kind of story. 

 

Objectives 

 
ü To outline the framework of etic and emic  

ü To discuss the names and classification of stories 

ü To become aware of the type of stories that occur in various languages  

ü To illustrate some Kewa terms used in stories 

 

 

Preparation 
 

Listen to several traditional stories and decide the main point they illustrate (their Big Idea, 

which we will discuss in the next chapter) and how you would initially classify them.  Stories 
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often focus on animals, ghosts, battles and family heroes.  For PNG, McElhanon, ed. (1974, 

1982) documents a number of Papua New Guinea traditional origin stories. In addition, the two 

volumes edited by Slone (2001) represent over 1000 traditional PNG tales. When you listen to 

such stories, try to categorize them, for example, as ghost stories, old peopleôs stories, spirit 

stories, war stories, genealogies, and so on.  Note how such stories contrast with one another and 

the variations within a particular kind.   

 

As a further goal, listen to three different kinds of stories, perhaps origin stories, conflict stories, 

and genealogy stories.  If the teller does not give the story a title or name, try to supply one that 

highlights its main idea.  Think about its purpose, as well as the manner in which the storyteller 

relates it.  Can you find stories told mainly for amusement and entertainment?  What about 

stories to teach children the way they should behave?  Do some stories suggest certain 

relationships with dead relatives, with the spirits, or with God? What makes such stories 

effective?  What specific words or expressions in the stories provide impact and hold interest?   

Practice 
 

Read and research the names of different story types (genres) then combine and conflate them 

into a list.
5
  After you have done this, pick a particular kind of story and, with a partner, discuss: 

Ç Other possible categories of stories 

Ç Name(s) that scholars use to classify various kinds of stories 

Ç Techniques that make a particular kind of story interesting or important 

Ç The kinds of stories that are generally told to children  

Ç The kinds of information most often included in childrenôs stories 

 

 

Facilitator Notes 

ETIC AND EMIC  

In Pikeôs linguistic theory (1967, 1982, 1993), there are two viewpoints, the óemicô and óeticô, 

two dimensions from which to view the same story, resulting in two ways to describe it, and 

providing, as Pike said, ñA stereoscopic window on the world.ò  The detached observer has one 

view, the native participant has another, but both are necessary. The outside observer is 

attempting to understand the inside viewpoint and as he does so, moves back and forth from the 

objective etic categories that he has been trained to utilize to a subjective understanding of what 

the categories meanðtheir emic nature.  The etic view is alien, cross-cultural, and prepared in 

advance as a typological grid.  It is also somewhat absolute, often measurable, created by the 

analyst, while the emic view is domestic, mono-cultural, structurally derived, relative and 

contrastive in reference to a system, and discovered by the analyst (Pike 1967b:37-40 and 

1990:85-86 for further discussion).  Another way to think of the differences is that an analyst 

may use various discovery procedures (e.g., Longacre 1964 on grammar and 1996 on discourse) 

                                                 
5
 Wikipedia, at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literary_genre (last accessed January 2010) has a list of literary genres. 

For definitions within general mythology and folklore, see http://www.ability.org.uk/mytholog.html (last accessed 

January 2010). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literary_genre
http://www.ability.org.uk/mytholog.html
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to outline the etic structure of cultural units, but he would need to write an ethnography or 

grammar to provide a derived emic understanding of them. 

Etics, like sounds, are similar across cultures, while emics, like phonemes, are particular to a 

language.  We impose etic grids on a language or culture as our starting points from which we 

attempt to derive emic conclusions.  We then base our conclusions on the interpretation of the 

particular theory that underlies the etic grid, which is then subject to the recognition of emic 

differences that cultural insiders propose or acknowledge. 

By applying these criteria to stories, we suggest that we need to view them simultaneously in 

terms of their etic and emic features.  Pilch (2002:111), like Pike, notes that a Western researcher 

has to impose an etic interpretation on his information, but actually goes back and forth between 

imposed etic and emic perspectives until an understanding is reached. We can view stories as 

contrastive units; for example, parables have different forms and features than a poem.  Each has 

a range of variation and are told or read from a particular context.  The shared background and 

context of the teller and listener interpret the meanings, which they understand from that mutual 

perspective. 

A story genre can be etic or emic, depending on how it is viewed. An emic set of stories will 

share enough features that cultural insiders will understand and interpret them in much the same 

way.  We have to say ñmuch the sameò to allow for the range of variation that happensðno two 

speakers will tell or hear the story exactly the same, although for a unit to be emic they will need 

to negotiate and eventually understand the same general meaning for the story. Those kinds of 

stories that outside research óexpertsô agree have the same characteristics will constitute a 

derived etic set of stories, e.g. those they classify as ólegendsô, ófablesô and so on. 

GOSSIP AND PROGANDA 

According to Fulford (1999:1), gossip ñremains a folk-art version of literature.ò  It is the back-

fence discussion of experiences and events where the story has shape; it outlines and limits, 

while an experience can be expanded so that merges it with other related experiences (Fulford 

1999:4). Television uses stories where the narrator has the power to be selective, even untrue, to 

produce the feeling of events that are actually happening. 

 

Stories can be quite complex. While gossip is experiential and created on the spot, stories can 

become massive in scope.  Note Arnold Toynbee, who set out to explain the meaning of human 

history and wrote his ñmaster narrative,ò a work of history that draws upon thousands of facts to 

give ñlessonsò about human beings.  A master narrative speaks with confidence yet it 

paradoxically is always being altered (Fulford 1999:35).
6
  Fulford claims that every society 

builds a master narrative as its source of moral certainty, although recently the master narrative 

has come under deep suspicion.  Education depends on narrative, even if universities want them 

to be neutral.  This is because in telling a story it is difficult to avoid judgments, which create 

difficulties in the university setting (Fulford 1999:39). 

 

                                                 
6
 Another example of a world meta-narrative is Daimond (1999), who attempts to outline the evolution of mankind 

in one volume, including New Guinea, where he did field work. 
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Another kind of story is propaganda, where the teller uses certain rhetorical and other techniques 

in a manipulative way to convince hearers of a particular point of view.  Closely related are 

telemarketing techniques and persuasive discourse.  Linguists sometimes call the latter type 

ñhoratoryò discourse and contrast it with other more general types, such as narrative, procedural, 

explanatory, argumentative and conversational (for examples, see Longacre 1983). 

NAMES FOR STORIES 

Regardless of genre, stories have different applications.  For example, Simmons (2001:4) 

maintains that authors use six basic types of stories to influence others: 
¶ Who I Amˈso the audience will know more about you 

¶ Why I Am Hereˈso the audience can discern your intentions 

¶ What your vision isˈhelping the audience ñseeò your dream 

¶ What you can use in teachingˈmaking sense of your new skills  

¶ Values-in-Action: ñA good test for yourself is to see how many stories you can come up with to 

demonstrate the values you profess to holdò (Simmons 2001:23). 

¶ I Know What You Are Thinking: ñIf you name their objections first, you are that much closer to disarming 

themò (Simmons 2001:23).  Such stories can neutralize concerns without engaging in direct confrontation. 

 

Fulford claims that the genre of ñurban legendò exemplifies the popular living form of folk 

narrative. In fact, in recent time it has replaced the tall tale and is widespread on the Internet, 

depicting a form of ñself-generated journalism, a way of wrapping in a narrative package certain 

observations and anxietieséò (1999:68). Narrative journalism has no fixed rules except the 

danger of libel laws and is therefore often close to fiction.  In such cases, storytelling is no longer 

an ambiguous art form, but has changed to a philosophical and personalized semantic maze. 

 

Nevertheless, and despite such a postmodern semantic maze, we still recognize and classify 

stories by various names.  In the Bible, for example, we read the ñparablesò of Jesus, which are 

short stories, somewhat symbolic, and often convey some particular truth or moral.  In many 

cases we cannot be sure that a particular detail or series of events outlined in the parable actually 

happened.  Such stories form what Lakoff (1987) has called idealized cognitive models (ICMs).  

In parables, listeners form their own mental images, which some linguists analyze in terms of 

their metaphors or families of metaphors (for example, Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Johnson 1987; 

and Sontag 1990.  We can find an example of an ICM in part of Luke Chapter 15, which we can 

frame or interpret as SOMETHING VALUABLE IS LOST. 

 

Osborne (1997) noted the diverse narrative forms that Jesus used, including: 
¶ Proverb: Lk 4.32: Physician heal yourself 

¶ Metaphor: Mt. 15.13: not every plant planted by the Fatheré 

¶ Similes: Mt. 10.16: Sheep among wolves 

¶ Figurative: Lk. 5:36-38: New wine in old wineskins 

¶ Similitudes (developed similes): Mk 4.30-32: Comparing the Kingdom to a grain of mustard seed 

¶ Story Parable: Lk. 10:29-37: Ten virgins 

¶ Allegory Parable: Mk 4.1-9; 13-20: Sower and seed 

  



  Loosen Your Tongue 21 

 

SOME RECOGNIZED STORY  GENRES 

OôFlaherty (1988:25) says, ñIt is impossible to define a myth, but it is cowardly not to try.ò  She 

points out that they are not lies, false statements or accounts that contrast with reality or truth.  

The origin of the myth or story is not in focus, but rather the cultural tradition that promotes it. 

The truth of a myth does not lie in its literal meanings, but rather in the interpretive process that 

arises from it.  The myth is the echo of the past, a reminder to us of how things once were, as 

well as their implications for the future. Therefore, in a general sense, a myth is a narration (a 

story) of events and experiences that, as indicated, may be true or fictitious.   

 

Haven (2007:79-80) defines a story as ñA detailed, character-based narration of a characterôs 

struggles to overcome obstacles and reach an important goal.ò  If the fictitious aspect is in focus, 

we may refer to the narration as a myth, legend or even a tale.  Such stories may have a 

traditional point to them and, in the case of a yarn, an incredible (almost unbelievable) aspect as 

well.  Legends are nonhistorical and unverifiable and handed down through generations, so that 

eventually they become apocryphal or even pseudo-historical.  As already mentioned, myths do 

not necessarily refer to false stories.  They may be abbreviated or detailed written and spoken 

records, passed down from generation to generation and based upon fact. 

 

In a more general and literary sense, stories which are ñtrueò (nonfiction) are contrasted with 

fiction.  The former has an historical or factual basis.  On the other hand, although the fiction 

author imagines the story, he or she often bases it upon one that is true.  Scholars often refer to 

fictional writing by names such as fairytale, legend, myth, folktale, fable, parable, allegory, 

novel, science-fiction, ghost story, Western, romance, and so on.  
  

Henry (1995) provides a collection of literary terms dealing with fiction.  Nancy Lamb (2008, 

chapter 3), outlines various categories such as general fiction, historical fiction, romance, 

mysteries and thrillers, science fiction, fantasy, autobiography and memoir, and literary fiction 

that writers commonly use.   

A ñpidginò language, such as  Tok Pisin (PNG) also has a taxonomy of story categories that can 

be named, such as: stori bilong tumbuna (ancestral stories), stori bilong bipo (ancient stories), 

stori bilong pikinini (childrenôs stories), stori bilong meri (womenôs stories), stori bilong wokim 

ol kain samting (stories on how to make things), stori bilong singsing (stories that are sung), stori 

bilong wokabaut (travel stories), stori bilong graun (common stories), stori nating (stories with 

no point), and Baibel stori (Bible stories). 

 

Scholars such as Oring (1986) consider stories as folklore if they employ dimensions from 

sources such as verbal art, unwritten tradition, and folklife. In such cases, a definition is not 

necessary, rather we can see that story is an orientation including what is communal, common, 

informal, marginal, personal, traditional, aesthetic, and ideological.  According to Larry 

Danielson (in Oring 1986:52), conventional genres for folklore include narrative, music, ritual, 

medicine, dress, cookery, art and demeanor. 

 

Some storytellers transmit their stories by means of songs (Lord 1974) and poems (Finnegan 

1977), while others by means of movies, videos, dramas, the epic poem, or other modes, where 

visual and auditory impact is the key factors. 
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Additional terms commonly used to categorize written stories are novel (such as a historical 

novel), biography, memoir, record, narrative, history, account, autobiography, record, 

discourse, allegory, folktale, yarn, and version.  Rubin (1995) outlines memory in the genres of 

epic, ballads, and counting-out rhymes (Abrahams and Rankin, eds. 1980). 

KEWA SPEECH AND BEHAVIOR CATEGORIES  

Every language will have names for some of the varieties of speech types that we have noted. 

Kewa, for example (Franklin 1977), exhibits a rich taxonomy of speech types that are used in 

various kinds of stories.  This includes a repertoire of speech and behavior categories used 

extensively to describe certain aspects of the stories and their storytellers.  In the following table, 

In the table that follows, I have outlined some of the speech categories the Kewa use. 

 

Some Speech and Behavior Categories in Kewa
7
 

  
SOME SPEECH CATEGORIES SOME BEHAVIOR CATEGORIES  

lorae agaa ódiscontinued talkô [cut-off talk] ratu yawe kone óanger [cooked behaviour] 

agaa mana óinstructionsô ona maaulape kone óhomosexualityô [woman changed 

into behavior] 

agaa mana mana óminute instructionsô adawe kone óhopeô 

agaa mea óquestionsô [talk fetched] kudiri kone ósecretivenessô 

agaa mimamo ófeverish talkô ona paake rume kone óadulteryô [woman stealing 

behaviour] 

agaa yola ólengthy talkô [pulled talk] epe pawa pirape kone ópatienceô [good, slowly, sitting 

behavior] 

arere pi agaa óargumentsô oro yaalo pirape kone óliving foreverô [always 

sitting=living behavior] 

asubaa agaa óleaderôs talkô wae puku pi kone óevil/ stinking waysô 

balina agaa óEuropean or white-man talkô udipaa kone ójealousyô 

betene agaa óprayersô makuae kone óunderstanding/ wisdomô 

eke tole ótongue tiedô epe kone ógoodnessô 

epe agaa ógood, acceptable talkô wae abulape kone óvengeanceô 

epe garulae agaa ópromisesô odo omape kone ópityô 

epe yaina pi agaa óblessingsô [good spell saying talk] abana kone óold waysô 

ero agaa óinsultsô rope pi kone ópride, rudenessô 

Gotena agaa óGodôs talkô lotu kone óreligiousô 

imaa niti ótaboo talkô rulae kone óbelief, faithô 

koso lape agaa ócourt talkô kone mareka óexcitementô 

kudiripu agaa ósecretsô rawa pi kone ócompetition, boastfulô 

kurakura agaa óquestioning talkô oyae epame ome kone ócovertnessô 

lapedepe agaa óconfessionô kone rasa ódisobeyô 

makirae agaa ódeliberate deceitô ona rasini meape kone ódivorceô 

misini agaa ómission talkô puri mapalape kone óencouragementô 

mogo ne agaa óunclear talkô (distant) epe raba meape kone ógrace, helpfulnessô 

mumu ne agaa ówhisperingô yala polape kone óindecencyô 

ora agaa ótrue talkô omape kone ómortalityô 

                                                 
7
 The Kewa language is spoken by people from three dialect areas (East, also called Kewapi, West, and South, also 

called Pole) all in the Southern Highlands of Papua New Guinea. The author and his wife did fieldwork in East 

Kewa for 8 years and in West Kewa for over 20 years. 
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pa agaa óidle conversationô [just talk] kone pogati óproudô 

pedo pi agaa óflatteryô ropa pi kone óproudô 

rado rado ne agaa ócontradictionsô bipa kone surubea óself-controlô 

redepo ne agaa óstraight or honest talkô pupitagi nape kone ósinfulnessô 

reka agaa óinitiated talkô robaapara i kone óconscienceô 

rekena agaa óten commandmentsô orope ne kone óprocrastinationô 

remani agaa ócourting languageô mudu pirawe kone óaspirationsô 

ribu raguna agaa óribu ceremonial languageô[archaic] ora lana kone ódependabilityô 

rome agaa ótrade talkô sukilima kone óstubbornô 

rugula agaa óinterrupted talkô kone laapo ódoubtô [two behaviors] 

rumula agaa óritual pandanus languageô maraae kone óignoranceô 

saa pi agaa óhidden speech/ parablesô kone mayolo ruba óconfusedô 

tisaana agaa óteacherôs talkô kone rugula óforgetô 

tutu agaa óimperfect talkô kone sa óthinkô [put (oneôs) behavior] 

wae agaa óbad or indecent speechô kone rolo rumua pea óreluctantô 

wae rero pi agaa ócurseô or 

wae yaina pi agaa 

pedopu rana omape kone ólove, happinessô 

[throat happiness dying behavior] 

ya(pi) agaa ódeceitful talkô kone mea óask what one is thinkingô 

yada maluae agaa óchallengesô yola mi kone óreluctantô 

yaria agaa óagreed-upon talkô [planted talk]  

Yudaana agaa óHebrew languageô [any language name 

could be substituted] 

 

maeyae agaa ócrazy/ disturbed talkô  

puri pane agaa óinstructionsô  

tata ne agaa óincoherent/ baby talkô  

peto ti agaa óhoarse/ sorrowful talkô  

aana oraae agaa ópromiseô Lit: stone touching talk  

TWO KINDS OF KEWA STORIES 

The above table lists words and phrases that demonstrate how the Kewa people think and talk in 

their stories, which are an integral part of their.  We can illustrate this further with two well-

known kinds of stories, named the remaa and the iti .  The former are any kind of tale or story, 

but generally personal and historical, while the latter are particular tales passed on from others, 

especially involving older events and myths.  The following summaries of Kewa stories are 

based on my reviews and understanding of LeRoy (1985a, 1985b). 

 

LeRoyôs Kewa Tales (KT) contains the English unabridged texts that are translations of the 

Kewa (or Tok Pisin), as well as the notation he uses in the analysis of the eleven sequences (i.e., 

sets of similar texts) found in the stories and the various functions (i.e., ordered events) found in 

the sequences.  In a complementary volume he provides an in-depth analysis of the tales is 

Fabricated World (subtitled an interpretation of Kewa tales, IKT). 

 

LeRoy classifies his collection as tales (called iti , but also lidi in East Kewa) but not myths, 

because the Kewa see them as a fictitious type of literature. His theoretical position is that the 

tales reflect ña close connection to the cultural circumstances of their origin, but they cannot be 

reduced to themò (KT, xix). They are models for interpreting and clarifying other parts of the 

culture. By following the ñstructuralist methodò LeRoy is able to screen out considerations that 

do not suit his purpose and identify their metaphorical nature. 
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According to LeRoy, Kewa tales (the lidi ) can be distinguished from legends (remani or remaa) 

because the former are fictitious, but the latter are true.  Part of his argument rests on the fact that 

his recordings of Kewa tales are all in the simple past tense and never in the remote past, which 

is largely reserved for legends.  LeRoy claims ñTales are set in an indefinite pastò but says, ñthis 

is made evident only at the tale's closeò (IKT, 248). 

 

KT gives examples of the kind of themes that occur in Kewa stories: good and bad brothers, 

improper brothers and sisters, jealous spouses and siblings, marriages to ghosts, tricksters, little 

men and old men, skin changing and other transformations, and broken promises and angry 

ghosts. These are common themes in PNG storiesðsee Slone and McElhanon. 
 

LeRoyôs appendixes provide an overview of the overall contents of the book by listing the 

sequences and functions in stories, including any chaining, embedding, or equivalence features 

and the frames for each of the sequences.  He follows the structuralist approach in analyzing folk 

tales (most closely that of Propp 1968). 

 

The second anthropologist who studied Kewa stories is Mary MacDonald. MacDonald worked 

as a Catholic missionary among the Mararoko (the name is after a village in the South Kewa 

area). Mararoko is the result of her PhD studies at the University of Chicago, representing her 

analysis and interpretation of 188 Kewa stories.  

  

MacDonald's concern is with both the Kewa insiders' interpretations of the stories (the emic 

view) and her own as the scholar or analyst (the etic view).  According to her, insiders tend to 

interpret through analogies and metaphors, but outsiders use the categories of their disciplines.  

She tries to move between the two styles of language and analysis, between the traditional and 

the Christian (mainly Catholic) forms of Kewa religion.  Her methodology is one of participant 

observation, not so much of Kewa traditional ritual, but of indigenous storytelling. 

 

The stories suggest that the ñall-embracing metaphor pervading and uniting the cultureò (p. 9) is 

exchange, mainly involving affines, ghosts, shells and pigs.  The Kewa word kaba (p. 15) is what 

MacDonald says describes give and take, buying and selling, and it is therefore the 

communicative symbol of reciprocity. 

 

MacDonald relies upon interpretation because Kewa people talk in a hidden manner.  So do 

birds, insects and musical instruments.  Often the metaphorical nature of communication comes 

out not only in songs and dances, but also in mourning, courting and trade negotiations.  The text 

is therefore ñsituated in a social, cultural, linguistic, historical and psychological environmentò 

(121).  MacDonald comments upon the plausibility of psychological interpretations of the 

symbols recounted as themes in the stories.  This internal structure of the text and its external 

references are the ñidiom of exchange and changeò (128). 

 

MacDonald notes that in stories words and work combine in magic, taboos, spirit cults, healing 

and sorcery.  In some cases, Christians have readily transferred aspects of spirit cults and healers 

into their social setting.  Sorcery is another matter: it ñbelongs to a worldview in which those 

outside one's own group are not credited with the same rights,ò (161) acting as a social sanction 

and a process of justice. 
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She notes that the people are preoccupied with pigs.  They form the main ñcarrier of meaningsò 

(p. 179), both male and female, as exchange objects.  In ritual, marriage, and in competitive 

festivals they form the main attraction in storytelling.  One of the stories relates how pigs lost 

their power of speech. Narrators in Menakiri (297) and Kagopoiya (307) repeat stories that refer 

to Puramenalasu, the big pig that can talk.  Pigs carry meaning because they are the principal 

mediators in exchange and negotiation, both with people and with spirits  

 

Additional stories of Part 2 of her book include traditional stories and historical or personal 

accounts, sometimes mixed.  MacDonald attempts to clarify the two genres by examining the 

Kewa words used to describe certain speech events.  She agrees with LeRoy in calling the 

traditional stories or tales tida (iti  in the West and lidi  in the East Kewa),  with the components of 

common interpretations and imaginative creations.  The ramani (remaa in West Kewa) are 

accounts of true or real events and are historical or cultural in content. 

 

The 188 stories generally include (1) the interaction of people with ghosts; (2) the ritual 

participation of people (usually men) with cult spirits; (3) the interaction of brothers, enemies, 

spouses and their affines; (4) hunters and their encounters with snakes, possums, cassowaries and 

flying foxes; (5) comments on the origin of people, animals and clans. 

 

Her work complements that of LeRoy and further demonstrates the importance of stories and 

their values in the Kewa culture.  They pose a question for storytelling in generalðhow are the 

certain cultural values encoded in Bible story themes? 

 

For a summary of story themes and the number of times each occurs, note her index: 

 
Ancestors = 37 Flying fox = 6 Marsupials = 30 Birds = 27 Blood = 19 

Body = 70 Bones = 5 Cassowaries = 24 Children = 65 Clans  = 35 

Cooking = 35 Dance = 28 Death = 35 Eating = 50 Enemies = 31 

Exchange = 6 Fish = 15 Food and food crops = 89 Forest = 97 Funerals = 7 

Gardens = 68 Houses = 154 Hunting = 27 Killing = 35 Land = 28 

Life/life cycle = 15 Light/heat = 18 Marriage = 20 Missions = 11 Money = 17 

Moon and sun = 20 Net bags = 61 Person = 14 Pig kills = 28 Pigs/pork = 105 

Plants =140 Power = 7 Rituals = 7 Shells = 40 Siblings = 71 

Singing = 49 Smell = 16 Snakes = 48 Sorcery = 12 Spirits = 72 

Stones = 27 Storytelling = 22 Talk = 32 Time = 115 Tok Pisin = 79 

Trees = 89 Warfare = 11 Water = 59 Wealth = 12 Women = 83 

Work = 45     

 

I have outlined Kewa stories in some detail to demonstrate how important it is to study the 

language and culture of a group for insight into their worldview.  For other examples, see a 

number of my studies on related topics: Franklin 1967, 1970a, 1970b, 1975. 

 

Although the notion of worldview is not always accepted, it is a powerful concept to study. Note 

Hiebertôs (2008) definitive study on the subject, outlining their concepts, characteristics, 

contexts, and some methods for analyzing them. He divides worldviews into small-scale oral 

societies, peasant societies, modern and post-modern ones and concludes with suggestions on 

transforming worldviews to fit the Biblical pattern.  Hiebert says, ñIt is arrogant to claim we fully 

understand the biblical worldviewò (p.267). 
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Nussbaum (2005) demonstrates how Americans express their cultural values in terms of their 

common sayings. He lists 235 of them, claiming that the top one revolves around ñsuccessò. 

 

Skill -Check   
 

To train others in storytelling, we should be able to talk about and classify different kinds of 

stories.  For example, are there differences between a legend, a myth and a historical story?  Are 

there differences in how the storyteller introduces each type of story?  Are particular words or 

grammatical constructions unique to a certain type of story?  Think about how you would go 

about constructing a folk story.  Check your efforts with others. 

 

What are the particular techniques and methodologies that you could use to differentiate: 
¶ legends 

¶ myths 

¶ parables 

¶ proverbs 

¶ epics 

¶ ballads 

¶ allegories 

¶ cult languages 

¶ folktales 

¶ riddles 

¶ puzzles 

¶ songs 

¶ poems 

¶ counting-out rhymes 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

The ñBig Ideaò in a Story 
 

 

People tell stories for a purpose. Although it is often for entertainment, storytellers also want to 

get a particular point across.  It is common for the storyteller to express a central point at the 

conclusion of a story, often its moral, i.e. the teaching lesson it contains.  In the case of parables, 

the meaning or main lesson of the story is hidden, or left to be deduced.  Sometimes analysts can 

determine the figures of speech and metaphors in a story in terms of their basic components.  

Wierzbicka (2001), for example, explicates and reduces the basic concepts inherent in the 

parables of Jesus to universal semantic primitives.  By following her analysis, we can have a 

clearer idea of what Jesus really meant by the parable.  Although such a detailed type of analysis 

is not in focus here, the storyteller does need to be aware of how the main theme can be 

determined and expressed using basic lexicon and structure. 

 

It is common for stories to have a lesson in them, often more than one.  The listener needs to be 

aware that they may be part of a larger narrative as well.  In the case of folk stories or legends, 

the inherent or emic meaning may be difficult for an outsider to grasp, although an insider may 

see the point of the story quickly.  If the main idea is clear to insiders, but outsiders do not grasp 

it, it will help if the insider recasts the story for the outsider.  Lack of clarity suggests that the 

language and culture need more study. 

 

In examining the main idea in a story, we should think first of the hearers, those who may have 

some compelling reason for retelling the story.  They need to understand the main ideas of the 

story and decide, in turn, if their audience can restate them.  If not, the storyteller will need to 

make some adjustments or elaborate the main idea. 

 

In examining and retelling Bible stories, it is important to recognize that the given name or title 

of a story may be quite different from the theme or main point of the story.  For example, the 

name of the story in Luke 10:25-37 is commonly called ñThe Good Samaritan,ò but the point of 

the story is to illustrate who really should be considered a ñneighbor.ò 

 

 

Objectives 

ü To help students determine what the Big or Main Idea(s) is in a number of stories. 

ü To provide students practice in making clear what the Big Idea is in a story.  

 

Preparation 

Listen to or read several different kinds of stories to try to understand how an author goes about 

presenting the Big Idea most effectively.  Examine several traditional stories to determine their 

main idea. Such stories often reveal important cultural viewpoints.   
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Practice 

Consider three different kinds of stories, perhaps: a Bible story, a legend or myth (for PNG, 

consult McElhanon 1974, 1982 and Slone 2001), and someoneôs personal story.  Following this, 

decide: 

Ç The big or main idea for each story (if there is only one) 

Ç Clues that inform you of the main theme or point 

Ç How and when the author introduces the main idea 

Ç Any minor or smaller ideas in the story 

 

 

Facilitator Notes 

ñThere are just three essentials to a good story: humanity, a point, and the storytellerò (J. Frank 

Dobie, quoted in Maguire 1998:137).  The storyteller constructs scenes but must be sure to 

connect them every time.  Maguire states that it takes twenty-three minutes to communicate a 

scene in sufficient detail for the hearer to understand it well.  He uses an activity called ñstepping 

stonesò (commonly called storyboarding), where sketches or notes are outlined that depict 

systematic progressions in the development of a story.  We can focus a particular technique as 

we tell our story by: 
¶ Adding dialogue 

¶ Appealing to all five senses  

¶ Adding interesting facts or allusions 

¶ Building in repetitions  

¶ Planning appropriate pacing and inflection 

 

Jeremias (1972) notes that in the original context of the parables we see that Jesus compels his 

hearers to come to a decision about himself and his mission.  The parables are full of ñthe secret 

of the Kingdom of Godò (Mark 4.22), in other words, the Big Idea is to depict what he calls ñan 

eschatology that is in the process of realizationò (1972:230).  He contends that when we attempt 

to recover the original significance of the parables, it is evident that all the parables of Jesus 

compel his hearers to come to a decision about his person and mission 

 

Jeremias also comments on the translation of the parables into Greek by noting the 

representational changes and embellishments that took place.  The degree to which translators do 

this depended upon the churches influence in such things as OT folk story themes, audiences, 

and the horatory use of parables.  Jeremias gives additional comments on allegorization in 

stories, noting how these have influenced the interpretation of the Big Idea in parables, such as: 
¶ Now is the day of salvation 

¶ Godôs mercy for sinners 

¶ The great assurance 

¶ The imminence of catastrophe 

¶ The challenge of the hour 

¶ Realized in discipleship 

¶ Exaltation of the Son of Man 

¶ The consummation 

¶ Parabolic actions 
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FOUR GREAT STORIES  

Griffith-Jones writes that we must hear the concerns of the Gospel writers.  He claims they 

ñdiscovered possibilities of which we, their later readers, have almost completely lost sightò 

(2001:11).  He bases his observations on a comment of Jesus when he asks, ñWho do you say 

that I am?ò  In his concise summary, Griffith-Jones sees the Big Idea in each of the Gospels as 

follows: 
¶ Mark  is written in a simple Greek style that was abrupt and unadorned. ñIn Markôs stern, stark story we 

hear a rebel speakò (5). Just as immigrants to the US have needed to master English, it was important for 

missionaries like Mark to master and write in Greek. Markôs work has traces of an Aramaic accent because 

his stories were first told in that language, then later translated into Greek.   

¶ Matthew finished his account ten years after Mark. ñMatthew builds his gospel in careful sections of 

miracles and teachingò (6). He highlights prophecies and their fulfillment. Tradition says Matthew wrote 

the manuscript in Aramaic; however, much of the story is drawn from Mark. 

¶ Luke writes for Gentile followers in two books. The Gospel opens in the Jerusalem temple with Jesus not 

yet born and ends decades after his death with Paul as a missionary in Rome. Luke ñhas the historianôs eye 

for the great sweep of history and for its most telling detailò (7). 

¶ John casts his narrative differently, building long and riddling conversations between Jesus and others. 

ñJohn is a mystic, a poet. He has an insight to convey that is almost too deep, too bewildering to speak ofò 

(7) 

 

In each case, the author presents the actions of Jesus according to his own perceptions of what 

happened.  It follow that there are variations in the stories, but not in the main theme or idea. 

THE BIBLE  AS NOVEL 

We should be able to tell from the contents page of a book the Big Idea that an author has in 

mind.  For example, Wangerinôs (1996) lengthy book treats the Bible as a novel where he 

suggests a number of Big Ideas, as well as the principle characters who voice them.  He divides 

the Bible as novel into eight parts, each with supporting cast and important place or character 

markers, such as: the ancestors; the covenant; the wars of the Lord; kings; Prophets; letters from 

exile; the ñyearningò; and the Messiah. 

 

Bailey (1976: 55-56) summarizes the Big Idea of the Prodigal Son story as ñ[we] must become a 

neighbor to anyone in need, even enemies,ò because self-justification is doomed to failure.  The 

story provides a dynamic concept of neighbor and further demonstrates that Godôs sovereignty is 

not bound.  In a more recent publication (2003), Bailey equates the story of the prodigal son with 

Jacob and finds 51 points of comparison and contrast.  As Steven C. Barton (in Longnecker, ed., 

2000:211) states, ñThe fundamental moral-theological point é is compassion for the losté.ò  

This makes repentance and restoration possible. 

THE ñBIG IDEAò IN TRADITIONAL STORI ES 

Examining the traditional stories of any country is helpful and necessary to build our knowledge 

of the vernacular language and culture.  For example, by examining the two-volume set of 

legends edited by McElhanon and the motif index given in Slone (2001), we have a general 

outline of what is central in the cultures.  Sloneôs stories are from folktales in Wantok Newspaper 

and are representative of the traditional values and Big Ideas found in PNG. 
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THE ñBIG IDEAò IN AN ORGANIZATION  

Stories that represent an organizationôs values are critical, especially to passing those values on 

from generation to generation.  Stephen Denning (2005) shows how administrators can do this 

effectively.  Furthermore, telling and using stories will not only transmit knowledge, but also 

build trust and promote vision. 

 

Even the name of an organization can convey its purpose and Big Idea. Ramzy and Korten 

(2006:171) observe, ñFor many organizations, the drive to use story in branding emerges at a 

critical momentða time of endings and beginnings. A time of renewal.ò Further, ñDeveloping a 

brand story can be a powerful experience. It is like alchemyðpart science and part art, part logic 

and part intuition, part reason and part emotion.ò  Most organizations have particular brandsð

ways they are recognizedðby insiders and outsiders.  For example, the SIL International web 

site (www.sil.org) summaries its brand story as ñBy facilitating language-based development, 

SIL International serves the peoples of the world through research, translation, and literacy.ò 

 

We need to know how to connect our legacy with our audience by looking for patterns and 

themes in the stories we collect and then find creative ways to deliver the stories.  In other words, 

administrators must live the story. 

 

Silverman (2006:193) reminds us that executives who tell stories are the most effective and that 

storytelling falls under the umbrella of leadership. She gives a harsh suggestion: ñPeople want to 

understand who you are. Put away the PowerPoint!ò There are a number of things that 

administrators can do to improve their presentations: 
¶ Link stories to the organizationôs strategic plan with its big ideas 

¶ Know the corporationôs vision and strategies 

¶ Integrate visionary stories with training 

¶ Take the initiative and model the stories 

¶ Be creative in communicating the stories, with books and articles on Big Idea topics 

¶ Coach people how to communicate stories 

¶ Elicit stories that focus on strengths and successes throughout the organization 

¶ Be patient and make sure hearers understand the Big Idea 

 

In the Bible, one Big Idea states, ñwithout a vision the people perish.ò In other words, someone 

must have a conviction to help others in need and then do something about it. In most 

organizations, the leaders most often provide the vision and they can do it best with stories.  

Denning (2005:19) catalogs a number of mistakes to avoid in organizational storytelling:  
¶ A negative tone 

¶ Telling personal stories in a ñtraditional fashionò 

¶ Using success stories without knowledge to back them up 

¶ Not confronting untrue rumors 

¶ Using detailed scenarios to create a belief in a different future 

 

Skill -Check 

Ask someone to tell or read you the parable of ñThe Laborers in the Vineyardò (Matthew 

20:1ˈ16).  Bailey (2008) calls this ñThe parable of the compassionate employerò to bring focus 

on the employer rather than, as has been traditional, upon the employees.  Notice also Micheal P. 

http://www.sil.org/
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Knowles (in Longnecker, ed., 2000:303), who claims, ñThe identity of the laborers is less 

important than the character of the landowner, and what it implies about the character of God.ò 

Scholars have interpreted he laborers variously as the Pharisees and outcasts in general, the 

disciples, or the disciples that followed Jesus for longer or shorter periods. 

In the light of these comments: 

Ç Explain the Big Idea of the parable  

Ç Explain why you decided it was the Big Idea 

Ç Discuss how to ensure that the Big Idea is presented when the story is retold  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

Story Audiences 
 

 

Storytellers tell their stories to a variety of audiences, each representing a wide range of 

backgrounds and ages.  Some stories benefit from visual dramatization and may appeal more to 

children.  Other stories may interest married couples, singles, farmers, city workers, and so on, 

but any audience will benefit if the storyteller adopts appropriate metaphors and styles.  When 

there is a mixed audience, it may be necessary to tell the story with variations that take into 

account the backgrounds of several sub-groups.  In fact, Schank claims (1990:195) that ñEach 

subculture has its own official storiesò and a person who knows them has the means of getting 

what he wants from the subculture. 

 

For example, note the wide range of Bible translations, each appealing to diverse audiences. 

Some critics have derided free translations like The Cotton Patch versions (Jordan 1968, 1969, 

1970, 1997). However, Jordanôs intent was  ñto cross the time-space barrier and talk to us not 

only in modern English but about modern problems, feelings, frustrations, hopes and assurances; 

to work beside us in our cotton patch or on our assembly line, so that the word becomes modern 

fleshò (168:7). Eugene H. Peterson has translated the Bible ñin contemporary languageò a 

version called The Message.  In his original introduction to the New Testament (1995:10), 

Peterson outlines his style: ñThis version of the New Testament in a contemporary idiom keeps 

the language of the Message current and fresh and understandable in the same language in which 

we do our shopping, talk with our friends, worry about world affairs, and teach our children their 

table manners.  The goal is not to render a word-for-word conversion of Greek into English, but 

rather to convert the tone, the rhythm, and the events, the ideas, into the way we actually think 

and speak.ò Both Jordan and Peterson were clear about their intended audiences. 

 

 

Objectives 
 

This chapter will examine issues of story audiences and give ideas on how best to assess their 

needs by: 

ü Examining the nature and viewpoints of an audience 

ü Discussing how the audience impacts and relates to the story 

ü Determining appropriate stories for the audience  

ü Examining how stories and language can hold the audienceôs  interest and imagination. 

 

Preparation 
 

Choose two or three short parables or stories and imagine two different audiences that will hear 

the stories (e.g., children and university students).  What vocabulary or settings can you 

ST 



34 An Introduction to Storytelling  

 

emphasize or modify for each audience?  How can you be sure that the audience understands the 

main theme and purpose of the story?  For example, how would you change the vocabulary and 

introduction of characters in women or childrenôs stories so that they would be different from a 

menôs group?  What adjustments and cultural illustrations would you change if the audience 

consisted mainly of older people or only of children? 

 

Practice 
 

Telling stories to different kinds of audiences is one way to improve your storytelling technique.  

Thinking about the particular audience will help you decide on appropriate metaphors and 

illustrations that contribute to the mental pictures the audience forms of the story.  For practice: 

Ç Choose two stories (one a Bible story and the other a traditional tale)  

Ç Tell the stories to two different audiences 

Ç What adjustments can you make to the ñoriginalò story? 

 

Now take a story that is common in at least two of the Gospels and recast it for different 

audiences.  Imagine that in your own culture you are telling the story of the feeding of the 5000 

(Mat 14:13-21; Mark 6:30-44; Luke 9:10-17; John 6:1-14) to these groups of people: 

Ç People in a rest home 

Ç A teenage Sunday School class 

Ç A group of children in a nursery 

Ç A group of university students 

Ç A professional group, e.g., teachers, doctors, lawyers, etc. 

 

How have you adjusted and adapted the story, taking into account the background, 

understanding, and application for the audiences?  Have you used cultural analogies? For 

example, the kind of food offered, where people sit, the items they bring, and so on, could 

change for each group.  Does one Gospel account seem more fitting than another in respect to 

your audiences?  How can you put this skill into practice when teaching people of other cultures 

about audiences? For helpful hints and discussions on telling stories well see, in particular, Truby 

(2007) and Wacker and Silverman (2003). 

 

 

Facilitator Notes 
 

Although storytelling by using animation is interesting to children as well as adults, it is not a 

simple skill. Wellins (2005) outlines what is necessary to use this mode for storytelling. Adults 

and children also are attracted to ñghost storiesò and similar tales (see Yashinsky 2004). One of 

the most helpful books on techniques for telling stories to children is by Greene (1996). She 

outlines the kinds of stories best suited for special needs children, young children and young 

adults and provides techniques on presentations and communication. 

 

Steffen (1996:34) uses the analogy of a four-legged stool to remind storytellers of several points 

to consider when using stories in other cultures.  On the stool, one leg is the ñanthropological 

leg,ò which ñrespects the marinerôs [other cultures] worldview, values, and social environments.ò  
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This leg aids the storytelling facilitator to know what kind of background information is 

necessary and most helpful for the audience. The other ñlegsò are the pedagogical, theological, 

and curricular. 

 

We have already mentioned Denning, who comments on how storytelling contributes to 

organizational change when directed towards a particular audience.  He notes that ñTime after 

time, when faced with the task of persuading a group of managers or front-line staff in a large 

organization to get enthusiastic about a major change, I found that storytelling was the only thing 

that workedò (2001:xiii).  He believes that the standard management manual has too much theory 

and relies almost entirely on analytic thinking.  It tells us to fix the systems, re-engineer the 

processes, enhance the quality, streamline the procedures, reform and flatten the organizational 

structure, and analyze things in terms of grids and charts.  We develop plans to program 

individuals to operate like so many obedient computers. Instead, Denning challenges us to hone 

our interpersonal mechanics and build skill inventories.  

 

David Armstrong, of Armstrong International, also believes that the power of stories underlies 

successful management and leadership.  His book (1992) includes stories about self-

management, core values, policy, heroic people, troublemakers, service, partnerships, creativity, 

leadership, innovation, as well as other topics. 

 

Stories can only be adapted for audiences if the teller of the story knows something of their 

background, interest and needs.  The audience can aid any adaption and revision by retelling the 

stories. 

 

Sawyer (1942) also emphasizes that the storyteller must learn to discriminate by evaluating the 

selection of stories and knowing the audiences.  In doing so, the introduction and climax are the 

most important parts of a story and intricate stories involving many characters and digression are 

difficult to tell.  Stories can stir courage, love and beauty, invoke reverence, mercy and loyalty 

but, ñthe form [must be] simple, complete; the subject matter universal; the language forceful, 

pictorialò (1942:157).  Retelling the best stories contribute to ña feeling of at hominess with 

words, [and] provides that final weight that swings the balance in favor of the storytellerò 

(1942:160). 

 

Stories can be cross-cultural.  Amaladoss, for example, gives examples of how to best refer to 

Jesus in a Hindu society and claims ñThe choice of a particular image depends on how a person 

or group relates to Jesus, their attitudes and perspectivesò (2006:9).  To Buddhists meditation or 

mindfulness and karuna (compassion towards suffering) are important, so Jesus is represented as 

a bodhisattvaða liberated soul, one that depicts liberation.  The concept of Jesus the ñguruò is 

particularly relevant in Indian cultures and languages. Not only is the guru the teacher, but he 

instructs and trains his disciples spiritually and demonstrates his teachings personally by the way 

he lives.  People in other cultures and societies will form their own images of Jesus and refer to 

him with vernacular terms. 

 

Song (1984) uses a number of folk stories and fairy tales to illustrate how stories can represent 

aspects of Asian theology.  He outlines seven stages for what he calls dialogical conversion: 
¶ The room on the other side (evaluating other worlds and other persons) 

¶ Search for the familiar in the unfamiliar (going beyond external things to reach the internals) 
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¶ The room is different (rejecting boredom and engaging new things) 

¶ Writing our own story in strange lands (exhibiting patience with interfaith dialogue) 

¶ Blessed ignorance (looking at things from different perspectives) 

¶ Bilateral agreement (ñWords of the heartðthis is what faith is aboutò p. 137) 

¶ Dialogical conversation (reevaluating concepts, interrelationships with God, humanity, nature) 

THE PATIENTôS STORY 

Robert Coles, a psychiatrist who taught at Harvard, recounts that hearing stories contributed to 

his understanding of how the physician should relate to the patient (his audience).  He recalls 

how his familyôs habit of reading played a dominant role in his life.  For those interested, 

outcomes of his work on ñpsychiatric anthropologyò are in his Children of Crisis series. 

 

For Coles the importance of a patientôs story is crucial in understanding how the person feels in 

relation to their illness.  Patients want doctors to hear their stories so that the doctor can 

understand them better.  Coleôs supervisor wanted the patientsô stories repeated, so Coles put 

aside simply formulating the medical problem and listened to the events in the patientsô lives.  

He held off on his interpretation of the illness and concentrated on the variations of the stories.  

The things the patients expressed helped him to get to know them.  Coles relates that his 

supervisor wanted him to worry about omitting details in the messages and not brush them aside.  

This could happen if the doctor rushed to a conclusion about the patientôs illness (1989:21). 

 

A person can hide the treasure of his or her life in their childhood.  However, often physiciansô 

minds are made up from the start of a consultation and they simply go along with their 

ñdiagnostic and therapeutic regimenò (1989:24).  Physicians, in Coleôs view, owe it to each other 

to respect and learn from each otherôs stories. 

 

In order to have meaningful interaction with our audience and provide them with some degree of 

help, we need to know what they think.  We do not know the particular help that a story might be 

to someone.  As Coles notes, ñWhen Jane Austen wrote Pride and Prejudice she could not have 

known its possible value for Americans caught up in racial conflictò (1989:40).  The reader must 

enter into the story with his imagination for it to become ñhisò story. 

 

Coles discusses the books that began to give him directions. He mentions Tolstoy and 

Dostoevsky in particular as authors who did not have any reluctance in raising religious and 

philosophical questions.  Although college students are forever trying to find a direction for their 

lives in the political currents and crosscurrents, they must negotiate in secular educational 

institutions.  This is different for a doctor, for as Coles observes, ñSomeone approaching death 

can help the doctor to a reconciliation with the inevitable, as opposed to that fury of distracted 

busy-work that can mask an attending a physicianôs despair as he or she sees the losing battle to 

be nearing its endò (1989:94). Coles claims that if doctors took the time to read poems they could 

find a better picture of what happened in a patientôs life than if they spend their time trying to 

find the right words for a headache or chest pain.  He believes there are correlations between 

what doctors believe and how they act (marriage, morals, etc.) and practice medicine. 
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Examples of other challenging books that readily come to mind are the novel on Jesus by 

Wangerin (2005), the collection of stories by Colson (2005), and the anthologies by Yancey 

(2001, 2004) and Muggeridge (1983). 

 

FAIRY STORIES? 

Some audiences may be surprised to find the roots of spiritual stories in fables and myths. 

Murphy (2000:3) reports that the Grimm brothers thought of fairy tales as remnants of ancient 

faith expressed in poetry.  One of the brothers, Wilhelm, was a gleaner.  He collected and re-

expressed the religious faith found in poetic tales from three ancient traditions: Classical Greco-

Roman, Norse-Germanic, and Biblical.  He was also a fluent reader, student, and storyteller in 

three languages.  The brothers were professors and librarians who studied literature, philosophy, 

the history of words, stories, and languages.  William wrote that his reason for telling fairy 

stories was to awaken the thoughts and feelings of the heart.  Murphy provides additional 

evidence of the spiritual interest and motivation the Grimm brothers had for the stories. 

 

While it is true that some childrenôs stories may be difficult to tell, Niemi and Ellis (2001:11) 

point out that the path to understanding is often ñnot a straight line, but a journey into 

imagination.ò When storytellers incorporate values into behavior in the context of parables, 

fables, and so on, children learn what is important in life. Families ñsuffer prejudice, economic 

hardship, illness, accident, and untimely death,ò so stories provide a means of understanding and 

coming to grips with these (24). 

ORGANIZATIONAL STORIE S (AGAIN ) 

Springboard stories (Denning 2001, 2005) are stories to promote changes in an organization and 

have certain characteristics
8
: 

¶ They are told from the point of view of a protagonist that is in a predicament 

¶ The change proposal in the story is aimed at solving the predicament 

¶ The story should be plausible, even familiar, and be told as simply and briefly as possible 

¶ The story should spark new stories in the minds of the listeners, but not details 

¶ The listenerôs minds should be encouraged to race ahead, to imagine further implications 

¶ The story is only as good as the underlying idea being conveyed 

¶ If the idea in the story is bad, telling the story may reveal its weaknesses 

¶ Intuition will help reveal if you are giving the wrong information in the story 

¶ Conversations will debate the feasibility of the change idea 

¶ Every teller or listener may be an ñexpertò who has a different idea of what is best 

BIBLE STORIES FOR CHI LDREN  

Books in this genre are numerous, but here are a few examples: 

 

                                                 
8
 SIL has numerous ñspringboard storiesò. Note, for example, Kenneth Pikeôs story on how Townsend prompted him 

to write his Phonetics textbook. There was a predicament (Townsend needed the book to train missionaries), a 

change proposal to solve the predicament (Townsend thought that Pike could do it), and the story is plausible, even 

familiar (He didnôt want to do it): It also sparks new stories (of how others benefited), and so on. 
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The Jesus Encyclopedia (2005) is an example of a resource that provides background for 

childrenôs Bible stories.  It has a comprehensive introduction into every aspect of Jesusô life: the 

historical background into which he was born; the stories of his birth; his ministry as a teacher, 

preacher and healer; his death on the cross and the stories of his resurrection that inspired his 

followers to spread their message of faith, hope, and love all over the world.  The text, consisting 

of fifty -eight chapters, is simple to read, with a wealth of carefully researched illustrations, maps, 

diagrams, and photographs. 

 

A cartoon format also often appeals to children and some publishers use this format to depict the 

everyday life of the people in Bible times.  Information may include the people, their food, 

eating, family, teaching, houses, towns, villages and travel.  Such books outline the faith and 

religious life of the people, illustrating places, climate, flora, fauna, time, slavery, Jerusalem, 

war, neighbors, Romans, Palestine, and many other facts. 

 

Mihalic (1973), an expert in Tok Pisin of PNG, used the comic format for translating a number 

of OT Bible stories. 

 

The Illustrated Bible for Children is a basic set of fifty-seven Old and thirty-nine New 

Testament stories accompanied by reproductions of paintings. It includes an index and 

references, followed by a Palestine map at the time of the Lord, as well as the missionary 

journeys of Paul.  Like many such books, it is useful for compiling and illustrating a set of stories 

for children. 

 

Rembrandt: The Old Testament (1996) has sixty eight-reproductions of Rembrandtôs 

[Rembrandt van Rijn] works, including color oils, drawings, and black and white etchings.  The 

paintings introduce audiences to some of the classical paintings representing scenes from the 

Bible.  There are hundreds of Bible story resources intended for children that are on-line, many 

containing helpful materials. 

 

We can also turn the situation around and ask, ñWhat are the stories that children tell?ò in an 

attempt to understand them better. Children tell stories to make emotional sense of the world, to 

become part of the culture, to make friends, and to understand who they are (Engel 1995). By 

allowing them to retell Bible (and other) stories we learn that they are often like the stories they 

tell. 

FAMILY STORIES AND TH EIR AUDIENCES  

Pratt and Fieseôs book (2004) focuses on the family in the context of interpreting the wider 

world, so that stories often support, guide, or even stifle the process. They refer to the 

ñecological context of the familyò with its paradigms, myths, stories, and rituals.  One such 

example is the ñrags to richesò motif. 

 

ñStories are always for someoneò (p. 7, quoting McAdams 1999ðPersonal narratives and the 

life story), but the cultural context will determine the conceptions of what the child is likely to 

learn from the story.  During the first two years, the childôs symbolic capacities develop allowing 

him to identify self and have a capacity for a personal autobiography.  The coherence of the life 
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story develops on into adulthood and cultures will use stories for different purposes. For 

example, the Chinese use stories to teach moral lessons while North Americas give emphasis to 

creativity and autonomy. 

 

Between adulthood and maturity, the three distinct stages are intimacy, generativity and ego 

integrity (Pratt and Fiese 2004:15). Narratives vary according to method, medium and meaning 

making. The way that families tell their stories, (the medium) reflects a kind of practicing, as 

well as denoting variations of style in family life and relationships. The reflection of the self (its 

meaning) varies in different cultures. 

PERSONAL STORIES AND AUDIENCES 

Maguire (1998) suggests applications and hints for personal storytelling that are applicable to 

vernacular story telling.  He encourages readers to think of storytelling as a painting instead of a 

photograph and suggests exercises to help.  Personal storytelling, for example, engages us by: 
¶ Investing our lives with more meaning. (Exercise: Think of a person who is a mystery to you: Why are you curious 

about him or her?) 

¶ Connecting us vitally with others. (Exercise: Identify two groups to share with and describe some significant event in 

your life.) 

¶ Developing creativity. (Exercise: Identify a meaningful period from your past family; what information do you lack? 

How can you supply or imagine what is missing?) 

¶ Strengthening humor. (Exercise: Think of a particular story and tell what happened and how if affected you.) 

¶ Increasing courage and confidence. (Exercise: Keep a journal and reflect on how the story began, and the significant 

moments or milestones in the story. Who are the major and minor characters and what are their points of view? What 

are the possible endings or sequences?) 

¶ Rendering our lives more memorable. (Exercise: Recall an event and tell why it was difficult and what you learned 

from it.  Include some specific details.) 

 

 

SkillïCheck 
 

Have two people listen to stories that you have prepared for two different kinds of audiences.  

Check the stories by: 

Ç Asking them about the main point of the story 

Ç Asking them what scenes are remembered best  

Ç Asking them if there are words, expressions, illustrations, or other parts of the story that 

might be changed  

Ç Discussing the kind of audiences that participants expect to encounter in telling stories 

Ç Apply any of Maguireôs exercises (see above) that you can
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CHAPTER 5 
 

Telling Stories 
 

 

We enjoy hearing stories told by a good storyteller, but what makes a storyteller ñgood,ò and 

how does this judgment vary from one culture to another?  It is possible to take a story that is of 

average interest and tell it so that it ñcomes alive,ò capturing the attention of the audience 

throughout the telling.  This can even happen when teachers retell textbook materials to students 

in ways that help them remember the important principles of the lesson.  A pastor has the same 

principle in mind when he or she takes a difficult passage from the Bible and illustrates it with 

various kinds of stories. 

 

This chapter will examine some of the techniques and principles used by recognized storytellers 

and help studentsô solicit examples of stories told by ñgood storytellers.ò
9
 

 

 

Objectives 

ü To learn how to tell a story effectively, so that the audience retains the story accurately 

and can retell it well   

ü To encourage participants to outline those features of a story those are the most 

important, and then illustrate the points by telling stories 

 

Preparation 

Examine a number of stories from Luke, the storyteller-historian, and determine what makes his 

stories effective.  Note in particular how his stories presuppose certain cultural knowledge and 

experienceðif you are to understand the story well.  Remember that a story should not sidetrack 

the listener or reader from the main point of the story.  Rhoads (2004) reminds us that 

storytelling, as reflected in the Bible, was a performance. 

 

A number of years ago, Victor Turner (1987:21) noticed a shift in ñtheoretical emphasisò in 

anthropology from competence to performance, an emphasis on the insights gained from 

studying symbolic systems such as myth, ritual and other forms of interpersonal community 

behavior. We can also note this shift in linguistics where, although theoretical linguistics is still a 

dominant theme, sociolinguistic insights have helped us see the functions of language in many 

domains. 

 

                                                 
9
 Volume 10 (2000) of the Journal of Biblical Storytelling includes valuable articles about storytelling.  Tony 

McCaffrey outlines a practical method of teaching storytelling that captures both the visual and verbal imagination, 

including gap tales, animation dubbing and imagination resources. These are discussed further in his book 

(McCaffrey 1996).  See also Donald Davis (1993) for a helpful and practical collection of hints on telling stories.  
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In a linguistic organization like SIL, we learn how to logically arrange data in a system, then 

analyze and manipulate them.  We do not so much reflect and contemplate, but rather we prize 

intellectual activity to theorize, speculate, illuminate, demonstrate, explicate, and so on.  We 

think of intellectual activity by means of analogy and vision, exemplified with our digital 

imaging technology.  We believe, to some extent, that we are outside of the world of objects and 

can observe them impersonally (although Pike taught us that we must move back and forth from 

the outside view (etics) to the inside view (emics).  We are arriving at the state where we may 

soon believe that we can manage language programs technologically, making it difficult to ask 

and answer questions about ourselves.  To quote Gay (2008:71), ñwe still tend to think of 

education as a process of arranging, cataloguing, and transmitting information.ò  In short, it is 

difficult for us to think in terms of story. 

 

There are many ñnonverbalsò used in storytelling: gestures, pauses, the loudness and softness of 

the voice, and so.  We cannot always recover these features from the ñoriginalò stories, so we 

must try to determine the intention of the speaker.  The writers of the parables demonstrate 

intention in a number of ways, but primarily by speech acts (using warnings, commands, 

exhortations, etc.)  Consider how to best use gestures, pauses, and so on in telling your story. 

 

You will best interest the audience in your story by carefully preparing the opening.  Note their 

response as you begin the story.  Are you using pauses in your delivery and do your voice and 

body gestures tell the tale with you?  Note how various storytellers perform and how they are 

relaxed and have obvious enjoyment when telling their story. 

 

Practice 

Choose a partner and tell him (or her) a story that you know well.  Add background and other 

information that is not in the original story but would seem to fit well without distorting its 

central theme (its Big Idea).  Be sure to: 

Ç Use your voice to show surprise, anger, or other emotions 

Ç Use your body (if this is culturally appropriate) to emphasize points 

Ç Try to tell both shorter and longer versions of the story 

Ç Have your partner do the same with you 

Ç Discuss what would help you (or others) to tell your stories better 

Ç Use some speech act verbs to add force to common verbs, such as say, ask and tell 

(Franklin 1992) 

 

 

Facilitator Notes 

Danoff (2006), who uses stories for educational purposes, provides observations on the teacher 

as storyteller, storytelling and classroom culture and other matters. Barton (1986) also includes a 

chapter on storytelling in the classroom. For examples of how storytelling in the Bible added to 

the enjoyment and emotions of the hearer, see Licht (1986). Licht speaks of the dual nature of 

the OT Biblical storyteller: mimesis, in which the narrator adds his verbal skills to help the 

reader or hearer captivate the emotions of the event, and on the actual history of the event. 
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What include stories in an educational setting?  Liz Warren (2008:124-126), following LynnAnn 

Wojciechowicz, outlines nine good reasons for having storytelling in a curriculum: 
¶ It stimulates learning 

¶ It builds literacy skills 

¶ It encourages critical thinking 

¶ It strengthens the imagination 

¶ It promotes emotional development 

¶ It creates classroom community 

¶ It builds cultural awareness and understanding 

¶ It builds character 

¶ It is a fun way to learn 

 

Facilitators should encourage each person to learn to listen and reflect on their own story, as well 

as that of others.  They should discover a story of their own and then tell it in various settings, 

avoiding simplified and ñoverdoneò features.  Participants should reflect on how best to use their 

own experiences in telling their story. 

 

Although we do not pursue storytelling as a profession, professional storytellers provide valuable 

insights, writings and websites. If you live in Texas, start by examining the website: 

http://www.tejasstorytelling.com/. (last accessed January 2010). See also Steward (1995) for 

stories from the Texas Storytelling Festival. 

 

For an example of a professional storyteller, note Margaret Read MacDonald, who tells stories to 

ñ10,000 children each year as a childrenôs librarian with the King County Library System in 

Seattle,ò and runs workshops for teachers.  Her book is ña litany of the reasons people need to 

hear storyò (1993:10).  She says that storytellers can learn the story in one hour by selecting a 

story that they are eager to learn. They should then concentrate, memorize key bits, analyze the 

story into episodes, say it aloud, repair it, tell it through, evaluate it, and then practice it.  In a 

later book (2006:ix), MacDonald reminds us that the master storyteller also has to have certain 

abilities, such as being able to remember, shape tales, conceptualize and having a large enough 

repertoire to satisfy the audience. 

 

Performance criticism is an emerging methodology that studies the life of the early church to 

identify features of the storytelling event, such as noting the performer, audience, material setting 

and social circumstances,  It studies, in particular, collections and compositions to see how the 

oral storytellers performed in the early church.  Oral culture was the context because manuscripts 

were not central to the life of the early church (Rhoads 2004). Stegemann and others (2002) 

examine the social and political perspectives that provide background for a number of stories in 

the New Testament. Jeffers (1999) explores the background of early Christianity. 

 

In the storytelling performance, the storyteller must set the stage by preparing the audience.  

MacDonald (1993) suggests beginning with an appropriate pause, then carefully constructing an 

opening bridge to the story. While communicating, observe the audience carefully.  She advises 

us to revel in the use of language and develop our own style, use gestures that are natural, and 

end the story with confidence. ñI refuse to even discuss technique with my students until they 

have had experience in shaping a tale through repeated telling.ò In evaluating performance, ñWe 

are about joy; not artò (1993:27).  MacDonald concentrates upon: 
¶ Communication: Seeing the audience and being aware of their needs and responses 

http://www.tejasstorytelling.com/
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¶ Delivery: Pausing before beginning and ending the story skillfully and effectively 

¶ Scripting: Letting the language flow easily 

¶ Control : Relaxing and enjoying the sharing 

¶ Experience: Deciding when to tell the story again 

 

 

The storyteller should critically examine stories and avoid simplified and overwritten ones.  ñMy 

colleagues sometimes suggest that those elaborate, soul-searched, personal stories and the hard-

honed literary pieces which they construct and perform for adults are a higher art form, somehow 

on a different plane from the work of simply telling stories to children.ò  ñNonsense,ò she says, 

ñArt is judged by the ear and the heart.ò (MacDonald 1993:80.)  It may turn out that a simply 

told parable is better than ñelaborately developed twenty-minute recitations.ò  

 

Think of story as an event and plan for its desired effect by:  
¶ Meeting the audience through introductory comments 

¶ Encouraging audience participation 

¶ Teaching others to tell the story  

¶ Telling the story wherever possible  

¶ Finding written stories, but evaluating your discoveries (MacDonald 1993:64)  

¶ Finding a storyteller whose style matches your own  

¶ Starting a story bank 

¶ Defending the story 

¶ Listening, identifying with the hearers and reflecting upon the storytelling process   

¶ Networking with other storytellers 

 

Again, why tell the story?  What are the values of storytelling?  According to MacDonald, we 

should be convinced that stories broaden our awareness of other cultures by helping us to see 

ourselves better.  Storytelling also gives a sense of our belonging to a group and allows us to 

think, in particular looking for: 
¶ Happiness, with laughter and rhythmic responses 

¶ Wonder, as stories unfold 

¶ Self-discovery 

¶ Quiet solitude 

¶ Companionship 

¶ Building understanding 

¶ Creativity  

 

ñI truly believe that the power of storytelling is the one best hope we have to improve the 

communities we live in and the people we love.ò (MacDonald 1993:104) 

TRANSFERRING IMAGERY  IN STORIES 

Storytelling involves the transfer of imagery with varieties of expression, humor, pauses, and 

rhythm, as well as repetition.  Lipman (1999:41) notes, ñImagery is the internal representation of 

actual or fanciful experience.ò  

 

The storyteller can always begin with a personal account to highlight what the ideas of a 

particular story are.  Then he or she can add a poem, dramatize some point, or sing it for effect.  
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We do not know what impact the interaction of an audience with a story will be, but many 

authors remind us that we cannot overestimate the importance of a personal story. 

 

We have recounted how C.S. Lewis (in Hooper, ed. 1982), always began his stories by having 

mental pictures of it.  His Narnian books and science fiction books began with him seeing mental 

pictures and he gives many valuable comments on how this helped him in writing stories for 

children.  Children (or adults) should be encouraged to use pictures, even drawing their own, to 

supplement and complement their stories. For additional examples, see Robert Coles (1964) and 

his Children of Crisis series for elaboration and examples of this point. 

 

Ruth Sawyer was a great storyteller who shared her rich experience and joy in her classic book 

(1942), in which she also relates eleven of her best-loved stories.  She compares the art of 

storytelling to the days of guilds when the worker was teacher, director, and inspirer of the 

apprentices.  They lived for their workðthe rightness and beauty of it.  One of the characteristics 

of the masters was that they kept trying, all the while gaining experience.  Sawyer further 

explains, ñThe art of storytelling lies within the storyteller, to be searched for, drawn out, made 

to growò (1942:26).  It involves: 
¶ Creative imagination 

¶ Evoking emotion 

¶ Spiritual conviction 

¶ Careful selection of stories 

¶ Embracing emotions, imagination and folk-wisdom 

¶ Sharing oneôs heart and spirit 

¶ Studying in solitude and silence for understanding 

¶ Being oneôs own teacher and critic 

¶ Depending upon the power of creation 

 

Sawyer says that storytelling involves a sense of spiritual conviction.  She calls storytelling a 

ñfolk-art,ò one that promotes emotions, imagination and folk-wisdom.  The most important 

component of storytelling, however, is experience.  The storyteller needs experience to 

demonstrate a love for storytelling, a pride in telling the story, and how to tell the story with 

physical vigor and faith.  Sawyer does not compromise with the trivial and mediocre storyteller 

and she wants no commonplace performances.  Storytellers must learn to listen to their voice, 

control their breath, and carefully choose the words and figures of speech that they use. 

THE ANTIQUITY OF STOR IES 

Sawyer looked at the inspired, traditional storytellers of the past and discovered that what was 

initially narrative later became entertainment.  Her observation was that ñOut of growing 

imagination came the impulse to exaggerate and idealizeò (1942:53).  The use of prose and 

metrical narrative began to be distinguished and literary forms like the ethical tale in fables, 

allegories, parables and legends began to unfold. 

 

According to Sawyer, the first challenge to the art of the storyteller began in writing stories that 

no longer belonged to a particular person.  She outlines the history of the storyteller, from the 

first Pharaoh, through the Gypsies, pilgrims and crusaders, the conquering Romans, the historical 

tales, and so on.  In many cases ñA master owned certain stories which no apprentice would tell 
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without his permissionò (1942:66).  The apprentice had to know the tales before becoming a 

master storyteller.  MacDonald (2006) interviewed and studied the stories and lives of ten 

storytellers.  She also notes their styles and the responsibilities that they feel and share.  

 

Unlike many other storytellers, Sawyer encourages storytellers to memorize the story but then 

forget about the mechanics so that the story is extemporaneous.  Again, note that she sees 

experience as the most important aspect in storytelling. It includes: 
¶ Assimilation, by repeated telling, and therefore trial and error 

¶ Having a pride in what is told, so that one speaks with physical vigor and faith 

¶ ñthe grace of God and the power of imaginationò (1942:88) 

¶ Not compromising with the mediocre by giving commonplace performances 

¶ Using drama for effect 

PERSONAL BACKGROUND O F THE TELLER   

According to Sawyer (1942:107), any storyteller can enrich his or her background by prayer, 

meditation, self-denial, human service and even nature.  For example, a storyteller should find 

the best music to build background on and not be concerned solely with amusement, education, 

distraction or pleasure.  Rather, the storyteller should be concerned with some hidden aspect of 

beauty and truth that lies within the story.  In addition, a storyteller seeks for a shared intellectual 

understanding and spiritual conviction.  The storyteller needs ñTo know good English, good 

form and good substance, one must be familiar with good writersò (1942:110), so Sawyer 

suggests that the storyteller also write at least one original story every year. Writing is therefore 

an important dimension to assist in storytelling. Hills (2000), gives advice and illustrations about 

writing short stories, which contrast, for example, with novels and sketches. 

 

Many storytellers discuss enhancing their story by certain exercises, such as closing the eyes to 

visualize objects and imagine them in the story.  Use such things as directness, simplicity, 

elusiveness, dramatic interpretation, intonation, enunciation and charm but above all, integrity, to 

excite the listeners (127).  Creative art at times involves communication between God and man 

and children are often the most innovative communicators.  ñI am conscious of nothing that 

might be called technique; but there are specific things to be accomplished by every storyteller 

and definite ways to accomplish themò (Sawyer 1942:131).  This involves two main things: 

¶ The voice, by learning to listen to it and controlling the breath 

¶ The words, by cultivating a rich vocabulary so that the story is not memorized.  Allow pictures, not words, 

to provide the continuity for the story. 
 

Sawyer summarizes her work by saying that storytellers should: 
¶ Practice with their voices to reduce tension, using vocal warm-up 

¶ Control performance anxiety by having a support team 

¶ Note the layers of attention and know the changes expected in the listeners 

¶ Keep attention flexible by connecting to the moment 

¶ Balance the details with the goals and know what matters most 
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ON STORYTELLING STYLE S 

Lipman (1999) claims that there is no ñright wayò to tell a story because there are locally 

preferred styles.  We should ask, ñWho are the recognized storytellers? What makes the 

storyteller appreciated?ò  The storyteller is part of a triangle that consists of the teller, the 

audience and the story. His transfer of imagery includes oral language, varieties of expression, 

characterization and humor, pauses and rhythm, as well as repetition.  The storyteller learns how 

to transform images so that the hearer can image sights and sounds. 

 

Lipman discusses the transfer of imagery using: 
¶ Varieties of expression, such as humor, pauses and rhythm, as well as repetition 

¶ Sights and sounds 

¶ Kinesthetics, to provide the feeling of a character and emotion 

 

The storyteller also has a relationship to the story that:  
¶ Provides plot, actions, characters and their development,  

¶ Demonstrates moral clarity, with suitable ending lines and general commentary 

¶ Allows a natural process of informal telling 

¶ Discovers the meaning of a story and how to best state that meaning 

¶ Discovers the structure by outlining, using time-lines and other tools 

¶ Includes memorization, although the storyteller should not begin by memorizing 

 

The storyteller has a relationship to the listeners that includes: 
¶ Noting fuzzy situations, where one must sense expectations 

¶ Seeing telling as a beneficiary, as well as helper 

¶ Uniting, inviting, offering, and acknowledging the listener and teller 

¶ Planning an opening, such as a participatory song or story  

¶ Developing a rehearsal buddy, home audience and other practice audiences 

GETTING STORY IDEAS  

One of our resources is what Sawyer (1942:55) calls our ñinner storytellerò. Our mind works by 

having us tell someone a story.  When we learn to read our own mind, we are never short of 

material.  In her terms, we ñloafò and invite our ñsoulò to restimulate the kinds of personal 

memories that make good stories.  Why do we see the image?  How did we feel about it before 

and of what does it remind us? 

 

Greene and Fulford (1993) provide a number of questions to help us develop stories, focusing on 

such things as our family and ancestry, the house we grew up in, elementary and school, our 

neighborhood, and so on.  Fulford later (2000) gives additional advice and illustrations on how to 

develop our family stories. 

 

Maguire reminds us that memory legwork involves a number of things, including remembering 

family history. He gives several examples of what storytellers can do to improve their stories 

(1998:92; 96-97; 100-101): 
¶ Concentrate on the decision-making episodes in our lives 

¶ Interweave the real with the possibleðthe bittersweet liberating movements 

¶ Note important emotional events 
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¶ Examine a photograph for expressions on faces, postures, clothes, the surrounding environment and ask 

questions about the photo 

¶ Note childhood stories and legends in our family, dreams, first meetings, experiences, significant people, 

places and events 

¶ Actively explore recollections from some family members 

STORYTELLING  POWERS IN ACTION  

To Maguire (1998) ñembodying a story,ò means doing things with it that we would not ordinarily 

do on a regular basis.  This requires commitment, practice and experience.  He believes that the 

storyteller should memorize certain phrases and scenes for each tale.  Some of his suggestions on 

learning a story include: 
¶ Do not use a written text̍even if it means not telling a perfect version of what is on paper 

¶ Think about your tale often and review it out loud every three days or so 

¶ Make mental notes of things you can see, hear, smell, taste or feel that can add to the tale 

¶ Tell the tale to yourself to add peace, enlivenment, celebration, and so on. 

¶ Consider individuals or groups that might enjoy the story 

¶ Contemplate additions, substitutions, etc., that could be made, such as related memories, incidents or 

images of characters in the tale, facts or historical events related to it, and analogies and examples that can 

be added 

¶ Do the same with deletions and condensations 

¶ Tell the story as if you had twice as long or half as long 

 

Maguire notes that the most common mistake in telling a story is speaking too fast.  The 

storyteller should choose the right time and environment to tell the story, using a firm, low-

pitched natural voice and varying the pace and tone of the voice for emphasis.  Included should 

be gestures, body language, and maintaining rapport with listeners.  Early in the story, refer to 

the ending, but allow the story to come to a gentle, but definite, close.  Gradually slow the pace 

and use special emphasis on the final few words.  
 

Steffen's main concern, on the other hand, is to connect storytelling (from the Bible) with 

ministry.  He understands that myths and stories play an important role in the development and 

transformation of worldview and presents a ñStorytelling Analysis Worksheetò to help 

storytelling facilitators (1996:24). 

 

Steffen discusses the terms storybook, storyline, storyteller and storysmith.  In Bible stories the 

storyteller should carefully outline the landscape, in that ninety five percent of the Bible takes 

place in an area one hundred-fifty by fifty miles.  The storyteller can point out, for example, that 

tribal, peasant and kingdom heritage influenced the history of Israel (Lingenfelter 1992).  

Listeners need an adequate knowledge of the backdrop (history, setting, and context) of the Bible 

stories to view it as a whole story, rather than as fragmented pieces.  
 

When entering a foreign (Steffen calls this ñmarinerò) context, storytellers need to collect life 

stories, proverbs and analyze them from the outsiderôs perspective. This provides a contrast 

between the storytellerôs own land and that of the Bible.  An awareness of paradigm shifts in new 

generations, universities, neighborhoods, or even evangelism, will assist the storyteller to do a 

better job. 
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For additional clues on telling stories, including selection, planning, preparation and presentation 

see Greene (1996) and Lipman (1999), who outlines the four tasks of the storyteller as uniting, 

inviting, offering and acknowledging.   

 

One of the primary concerns of facilitators and teachers should be to mentor others in 

storytelling.  Maldeerez and Bodóczky (1999) outline role-playing exercises to help students 

develop skills in learning while Johnson and Ridley (2004) outline carefully all that is involved 

in the mentoring process. 

 

Skill -Check 

Ç Outline some techniques that storytellers use in their cultures 

Ç Outline how you will prepare before you tell a story 

Ç Outline what kinds of props and materials might make your story more effective 

Ç Outline how you will  tell stories to children 

 

For example, tell a story of two brothers from the perspective of either brother, or from that of 

the storyteller.  Introduce the brothers differently, provide cultural information about them, and 

so on.  Determine the mental images that will help you tell the story. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

Constructing Stories 
 

 

Storytellers compose their stories differently from language to language and even from speaker 

to speaker within a language.  However, considered from a linguistic point of view, within any 

culture there are ways to compose stories to make them more acceptable and attractive.  This 

includes the introduction of characters, the inclusion of background and supplementary 

information, and the development and conclusion of the story.  Writerôs Digest has published a 

number of books to help writes, for example, Rosenfeld (2008) on scenes, Kress (2005) on 

characters, emotion & viewpoint, and Bell (2004) on plot & structure. 

 

Different speakers can tell the same story with varying degrees of attraction by using 

nonlinguistic features, such as expressions and gestures.  We have mentioned some of these 

features, but we will now also examine techniques that help vary the content of a story, including 

the use of metaphors and other figures of speech. 

 

Gestures are also very important.  Shiell (2004) outlines how they were used in the book of Acts. 

They had rhetorical significance in speeches, illustrating such things as exiting a carriage, ending 

a statement and turning to leave, and nodding yes and no (a backward nod).  Gestures also 

accompanied defeat (as in boxing by pointing the index finger upward), pity (by kneeling), to 

reinforcing a curse (by shaking out a cloak), saying farewell, praying, showing appreciation (by 

clasping the hands), and so on.  Constructing stories is therefore a combination of verbal and 

non-verbal forms. 

 

Objectives 
 

To construct a story that meets several criteria: 

ü It is natural, one that could be told in a village to a general audience 

ü It has a setting, as well as events and characters 

ü It includes adequate supplementary information, so that the storyôs purpose is clear  

ü It can be retold from various perspectives 

ü It takes into account how to begin and end appropriately  

Preparation 
 

Choose a short folk story and modify it so that: 
¶ You can easily recall and retell it 

¶ A friend of yours could retell it 

¶ A pastor or priest could retell it 

¶ A child could retell it 

¶ Another storyteller you know could retell it 
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In each case, determine any variations that apply to the introduction and cohesiveness of the 

story.  In the case of each audience, what vocabulary (e.g. metaphors) might be changed?  What 

appropriate and helpful figures of speech or idioms can be included?  Suppose there is an 

audience where people are not familiar with the culture in the story: What background 

information would help them understand the story better? 

 

Practice 
 

Make up a story, then: 

Ç List the characters involved in the story (human and otherwise) 

Ç Determine the sequence of character introduction 

Ç Try another order of introduction and determine if it is better or worse 

Ç Provide additional background information 

Ç Add additional figures of speech 

Ç Retell the story as if it happened a long time ago  

Ç Retell it as if it has not yet happened 

 

Facilitator Notes 
 

Kistemakerôs study of the Good Samaritan (2002:166-169, from Luke 10:25-37) has 

supplementary information that helps the listener better understand the story.  He includes a 

description of a theologian confronting Jesus and wanting to debate the semantic implications of 

ñneighbor.ò  Kistemaker notes that the Jew saw himself as the center of the world, surrounded by 

his immediate relatives, kinsmen, and then all those who claimed Jewish descent or who were 

converts to Judaism.  The word ñneighborò therefore had a reciprocal meaning: he is a brother to 

me and me to him, defining a circle of self-interest and ethnocentrism.  By drawing such lines, 

the Jews could ensure the well-being of the insiders and deny help to outsiders. 

 

It follows that to develop a story adequately it may be necessary to provide additional 

information for the hearer.  For example, in the story of the Good Samaritan the storyteller can 

point out that the road from Jerusalem to Jerico was only twenty-seven kilometers or (seventeen 

miles) long, the area was mainly uninhabited, without vegetation and marked by limestone cliffs 

and gulleys.  It was also an area of regular crime.  The people portrayed in the story (apart from 

the robbers) are the wounded and robbed man, the priest, the Levite, the Samaritan and the 

innkeeper.  The Samaritan is the favorite of the story because he had no regard for race, religion, 

or class distinctions.  In any particular culture, the first century Palestine setting of the events and 

the characters will be quite different from that of another culture. 

 

For further story background, you can point out that the Jews considered the Samaritans as half-

breeds who occupied the land of Israel during the Jewish exile.  Their Bible was the five books 

of Moses and they had built their own temple on Mount Gerizim.  An example of the Samaritans 

in the OT occurs in II Chronicles 28:5-15, which tells of the people in Jerusalem and Judah 

during the reign of King Ahaz.  These people were led captive to Samaria.  (See also Hosea 6:9.) 
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The application of the story shows that one cannot draw the line as to who is a neighbor.  The 

person beaten is a Jew, the hero a Samaritan.  The application of the story is timeless because the 

teller can easily substitute occupations, nationalities, and races.  However, the storyteller should 

not go as far as the patristic exegetes (especially Augustine), who interpreted the parable 

symbolically. The victim was Adam, the robbers were the devil and his angels, the priest and 

Levite depicted the priesthood and ministry of the OT, and the Samaritan represented Jesus.  

Further, the oil was comfort, wine an exhortation to work; the inn was the church, and the two 

coins were the two commands of God. Despite being careful about allegorization in the story, we 

can take into account the various interpretations. 

 

Bailey (2008:284-297) also provides a study of the Good Samaritan parable. He suggests seven 

main points of ethical and theological content: (1) eternal life is a gracious gift; (2) the process of 

becoming a neighbor; (3) the limits of the law; (4) attitudes on racism; (5) Jesus the teacher; (6) 

Christology, where Jesus is talking about himself; and (7) a demonstration of the meaning of the 

cross. 

 

There are many examples of parable interpretation that allow cultural contextualization to assist 

in highlighting the main point of the story clear. 

FIGURES AND IDIOMS  

Osborne (1997) questions the so-called difference between a pure parable and an allegory.  

Scholars explain the difference as a contrast of a single point vs. multiple ones.  However, many 

parables have multiple thrusts, for example: 
¶ Good seed and good or bad seed: the sower in Mk 4.3-9 has different positive results 

¶ Bad seed and good seed: the tares in Mt. 13:24-30 are either positive or negative 

¶ Good harvest and good and bad fish in Mt. 13:47-50 for the general harvest 

¶ Good vine and vine and the branches, depicting the good and the bad: Jn.15:1-8 

 

Osborne (1997:235-249) also discusses parables and the idioms or figures that Jesus used:  
¶ Proverb: Lk 4.32: ñPhysician heal yourselfò 

¶ Metaphor: Mt. 15.13: ñEvery plant not planted by the Fatheréò 

¶ Similes: Mt. 10.16: ñSheep among wolvesò 

¶ Figurative: Lk. 5:36-38: ñNew wine in old wineskinsò 

¶ Similitudes (developed similes): Mk 4.30-32: Comparing the Kingdom to a grain of mustard seed 

¶ Story Parable: Lk. 10:29-37: Ten virgins 

¶ Allegory Parable: Mk 4.1-9; 13-20: Sower and seed 

 

Clinton (1997) has constructed a series of hermeneutical studies.  They include historical 

background, structure and theme, context and grammar, words, Hebrew poetry, parables, types, 

symbols, and prophecy.  He also examines simile, metaphor, metonymy, as well as relationships 

and classification proceduresˈstories often include all of these features. In working with figures 

and idioms, he suggests listing them, then providing definitions in our own words to differentiate 

them.  We can look for figures in Scripture and note how commentators capture their essence, 

outline our own conclusions, and describe any patterns that occur. By using maps, overview, 

preview, feedback and exercises, we can provide satisfactory background knowledge for any 

story. 
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The use of a figure in a story increases the power of a word by drawing special attention to a 

particular point.  Figures are pictorial uses of words that often depart from the normal patterns.  

For example, in Romans alone, Bullinger (1969 [1898]) lists 235 examples of figurative 

language. 

 

Metaphors help us move beyond a literal construction or interpretation of a story.  Borg 

(2001:41)  reminds us ñMetaphor is linguistic art or verbal art.ò The use of metaphors in stories 

will enhance the story because ñMetaphor is poetry plus, not factuality minusò (41). 

EXERCISES IN CONSTRUCTING STORIES 

Rodari, who was born in 1920 and died in 1980, was a prolific contributor to the reform 

movement in Italian schools. He felt that children should be ñencouraged to question, challenge, 

destroy, mock, eliminate, generate, and reproduce their own language and meanings through 

stories that will enable them to narrate their own livesò (1973:xix). 

 

Rodari helped children in Italy learn to imagine and tell stories.  In the Foreword, Herbert Kohl 

claims that the imaginative exercises in the book suggest a new role for the teacher.  The 

exercises were tested and eventually instituted as the core for teaching young children in the 

schools of Reggio Emilia in northern Italy.  The goal of this work was to mold schools into 

cooperative, imaginative learning communities in which teachers and children engage in the 

imaginative exploration of realityé.  The teacher is an active participant who brings exercises 

and ideas to the learning situation.  The teacher does those exercises along with the children, 

challenges the students, and brings work to the point where it can be shared (1973: ix, x). 

 

Rodari wanted to help children invent their own stories, serving as the basis for theater, puppet 

play, comics, films and cassettes, games, etc.  The following headings refer to some sections in 

his book and summarize a few of the exercises he used in constructing, expanding and telling 

stories. 

The stone in the pond: analogy of the ripple effect 

¶ Find all the words that begin with /s/ but do not continue with /t/: seminar, silence, system. 

¶ Find all the words that begin with /st/: stag, stamp, stem, start, stop, stink. 

¶ Find all the words that rhyme: bone, tone, phone, cone, and drone. 

¶ Find all the words that come close in meaning: rock, pebble, marble, brick, and granite. 

 

The exercise is to find words that can function as words in the memory, e.g., brick > sick, tick, 

lick, stick, click, nick, kické.  The associations in the story are composed using oneôs 

imagination.  Another exercise consists of listing the letters of a word vertically, then using each 

letter to initiate the parts (e.g., beginning sentences) of a story. 

What would happen ifé 

In this exercise, the technique of ñfantastical hypothesisò the storyteller interacts with a 

protagonist, e.g.:  
¶ What if everyone in Sicily lost his or her buttons? 

¶ What if a crocodile appeared as a contestant on a TV quiz show? 
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Old games 

¶ Use clipped out headlines and mix them to obtain news about absurd, sensational, or amusing events 

¶ Q and A routine using a series of Questions that include a sequence of events forming a narrative 

¶ Children read answers aloud for a stories that ask questions such as, what did he do? What did he say? 

What happened in the end? etc. 

¶ Children may draw pictures that depict scenes, etc. 

How limericks are made 

Roderi claims that limericks are ñan organized and codified genre of nonsenseò (1973:26).  The 

structure of a limerick is: 
¶ First line is the protagonist 

¶ Second line points out characteristics 

¶ Third line amplifies the characteristics 

¶ Fourth line realizes the actions of protagonist 

¶ Fifth line is the final point or extravagant epithet 

¶ Variations can occur: protagonist, attributes, reaction of others, final epithet 

¶ Basically 1
st
, 2

nd
, and 5

th
 lines rhyme with each other and 3

rd
 rhymes with the 4

th
 

Making mistakes in the story 

¶ Using ñYellowò for ñRedò Riding Hood 

¶ Using mistakes for therapeutic effect by establishing boundaries between the world of real and fantastic 

things  

¶ Alternatives or parodies can only be initiated and developed at certain points 

¶ Little Red Riding Hood in a helicopter 

¶ Reverse the tale: Little Red Riding Hood is bad; the wolf is good, etc. 

¶ Reverse the starting point and go backwards 

The cards of Propp (1968) 

¶ Breaking the fairy tales down into the component parts 

¶ Structure of the fairy tale repeats the structure of the ritual 

¶ Thirty-one functions with variants and internal articulations (p. 45) 

¶ Make a deck of Propp cards with the functions or motifs on each card 

¶ Use these to set up, multiply, reduce, extend, order, or recompose the images 

¶ Give children three objects and invite children to invent and act out a scene with them 

The Child who reads Comics 

¶ Child has to attribute conversation to characters 

¶ Child must attribute and represent voices 

¶ Child must recognize and distinguish surroundings 

¶ Entire course of the story is reconstructed in the imagination 

Imagination, Creativity, School 

¶ A mind where creativity is cultivated in all directions 

¶ A mind where creativity is synonymous with ñdivergent thoughtò 

¶ A mind that asks questions, discovers problems, prefers fluid situations 

¶ A mind capable of making autonomous and independent judgments 

¶ A mind that rejects what is codified 

¶ A mind that reshapes objects and concepts without being hindered by conformity 
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Rodari uses various exercises to draw out the creativeness of children, including those we have 

briefly outlined.  His work echoes that of Robert Coles, who used the pictures that children drew 

to understand their feelings and problems.  We again draw attention to the Children in Crisis 

series (1964) of Coles, as well as the work of Barton (1986), who discusses reading stories aloud 

to create experiences with children. We can see how Rodari used word play to draw out their 

creativeness.  In the case of storytelling in endangered languages, the work of Rodari and Coles 

may provide methods of involving children creatively in constructing stories in their own 

languages. 

OTHER CONTRIBUTIONS  

When constructing and examining Bible stories, storytellers can develop questions such as the 

following: What does the theme of ñlostnessò represent in the parables of Matthew 13?  If 

someone replies, ñthe Kingdom of God,ò we can ask ñwhy?ò  This approach follows William 

Labov, who gave a plenary talk at the Georgetown University Roundtable in March of 2008 

called, ñWhere should I begin?ò He uses ñwhyò questions to decide on where a narrative begins.  

The narrator identifies the ñmost reportable eventò but the narrative cannot begin with that event. 
 

In other words, what does the phrase ñthe Kingdom of Godò mean to an average listener in a 

pagan or post-Christian context?  What kind of cultural images and metaphors would be 

appropriate in the cultures of PNG to represent the Kingdom of God? Wierzbicka (2001) is an 

excellent discussion on what represents the basic cross-cultural semantics in the ñKingdom of 

God,ò provides a semantic explication of it.  She condenses the range of interpretations into two 

broad categories: eschatological (distinctions between this world and the world to come) and 

noneschatological or ethical.  According to her (p. 19), ñthe core idea behind the metaphor of the 

kingdom of God is that of people living with God,ò both in this world and the one to come. 

 

For a general background on defining narrative, especially how the storyteller can change and 

manipulate it, note in particular the work of Fulford (1999).  Often in traditional stories, the 

historical events have been re-created.  Of course, this happens with contemporary authors as 

well.  We have mentioned how Arnold Toynbee attempted to explain the meaning of human 

history by writing his ñmaster narrative.ò  See also Jared Diamond (1999), who reconstructed the 

history of human societies, based on his analysis of the spread of guns, germs and steel. 

 

Linguistic frames are helpful in creating variations to a story.  Kenneth Pike outlined what he 

called ñexperimental syntaxò (1962, 1963, 1986) to demonstrate the constraints and creativity of 

syntactic variation in language learning, linguistic analysis and poetry (Pike 1988).  Note, for 

example, this simple story: 

 

The little girl went to the garden.  She went to fetch some sweet potato.  She dug it up with a 

stick, filled her bag, and took it to her mother.  Her mother was pleased.  Later the hungry pigs 

also ate some of the sweet potato. 

 

Now we re-construct the same story, but have: 
¶ The mother tell the story 

¶ The little girl tell the story 

¶ Her brother tell the story 
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¶ The pig tell the story 

¶ The father tell the story the little girl told 

FURTHER HINTS  

Mooney and Holt (1996) edited a book in which more than fifty professional storytellers share 

their advice on finding and shaping stories for performances. Some hints: 
¶ Find the story you like most in a compelling version 

¶ Outline the important parts and decide on what you want to emphasize 

¶ Use your own words and images 

¶ Imagine the story but stay true to the authorôs intentions 

¶ Record and listen to your story 

¶ Research the cultural context 

¶ Give proper credit and acknowledgements when you introduce the story 

 

Skill -Check 
 

You should be able to examine a story and: 

Ç Identify how the main and minor characters are introduced 

Ç Describe the characters and how they could be modified 

Ç Discuss how background information was introduced and why 

Ç Retell a story based on one that you have constructed, but tell it from a different point of 

view (ñThis is a story that my grandfather told me,ò etc.) 

 

You can also examine someone elseôs story and suggest how to adjust it to help the listener 

understand it better. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

Bible Stories 
 

 

For a chronological approach to telling Bible stories, see www.chronologicalbiblestorying.com 

(last accessed January 2010).  We suggest that the participants decide on the stories that are most 

relevant for their cultural situation.  For teaching purposes, we have used are a number of the 

parables and sayings of Jesus.  We assume that they have cross-cultural applications and speak to 

basic human needs. 
 

Knowing how to tell, as well as ñretellò  stories well, is one of the goals of this book.
 
 We have 

attempted to provide a ñstorytelling methodologyò that can be useful for trainers, facilitators, 

consultants, participants or trainees.  The fieldworker needs to know how to retell Bible stories, 

researching the information the listeners already had in Jesusô day that was outside the present 

day listenerôs worldview.  For example, what did a ñbruised reedò mean at the time (and what 

does it mean to most English speakers today)?  We need to ask people to identify good 

storytellers because, in any culture, it is naïve to believe that everyone can tell stories well.  We 

also need to determine how to enhance the stories effectively and appropriately when people 

retell them in other cultures.  This approach includes outlining the general purpose for the 

stories, noting the audience, and so on.  All of the chapters we have discussed so far come into 

play to aid in this goal. 

 

A story is not necessarily a ñgoodò story (from a cultural or vernacular point of view) just 

because it is a Bible story.  We can see this by examining and listening to various Bible stories 

for children.  Some authors do well in conveying the story themes, while other authors do not.  

The storyteller should tell the stories effectively, so that people want to hear or retell them.  

Although people should want to hear Bible stories as much as a traditional story, this is often not 

the case.  For example, in the West, Christians are more likely to watch a movie or TV than they 

are to listen to Bible stories, despite how well storytellers tell them. 

 

We reiterate that one of the most usual and profound methods that Jesus used when telling stories 

was the use of parables.  As Yancey reminds us (1995:95), ñ[T]here are no fanciful creatures and 

sinuous plots in Jesusô parable; he simply describes the life around himé. The parables served 

Jesusô purposes perfectly.  Everyone likes a good story, and Jesusô knack for storytelling held the 

interest of a mostly illiterate society of farmers and fishermen.  Since stories are easier to 

remember than concepts or outlines, the parables also helped preserve his message: years later as 

people reflected on what Jesus had taught, his parables came to mind in vivid detail.ò  Parables 

were the most effective methods of teaching that Jesus used.   

 

Objectives 
 

ü Selecting and retelling Bible stories  

http://www.chronologicalbiblestorying.com/
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ü Enabling participants to retell them easily and accurately   

ü Discussing the differences between Bible stories and other types of stories 

 

Preparation 
 

Select some Bible stories as well as some traditional stories and listen to them.  Then learn one 

or two of them well enough to retell it from memory̍ but do not memorize the stories.  It may 

help to select a Bible story that has been adapted for children (see, for example, Pierson 1997).  

For assistance, read (or listen to) versions of the Bible story in the trade language enough times 

that you can retell it with confidence to others. 

 

Facilitators should also read the Bible in popular versions in order to have a sense of the flow of 

the Bible.  Hinckley (1991) provides a complete narrated version of the Bible.  

 

John Walsh (2003) outlines a number of steps in preparing to tell a story, particularly Bible 

stories.  He reminds us that not only has our culture changed in the way we receive information, 

but also how we remember it.  The analytical listener (and teacher) responds to the order of the 

presentation, but other kinds of the listeners respond to pictures and illustrations. 

 

Facilitators should also become familiar with Bible background information, such as that 

provided by Jeffers (1999), deVaux (1965), the Millers (1966), and Ryken et al. (1998). 

 

Practice 
 

For an illustration on how to study and outline a Bible parable before telling it, note Bailey 

(1976), who analyzes four parables and two poems in Luke.  His studies are indispensible tools, 

in particular his recent books (2003, 2005) on Luke 15 (the Prodigal), as well as his studies 

Through Peasant eyes (1980) and Jesus through Middle Eastern eyes (2008).  

 

Consulting authors such as Bailey is a method of ensuring an adequate background and 

understanding for a parable before presenting and retelling it to a class.  As a facilitator, you 

should be able to demonstrate various study methods. 

 

Choose a participant and tell the person the parable of the Good Samaritan.  Overseas workshop 

students can of course do the same exercise in their vernacular.  Before retelling the story, talk it 

over with your partner and discuss: 

Ç Does anything seem to be missing in the story? 

Ç What information could be supplied to help the hearer better understand the parable? 

Ç Are there other Bible stories to tell in conjunction with this one? 

Ç Can you combine this and other Bible stories into a larger meta-story? 

Ç What makes this Bible story different from other stories? 

Ç What is the main purpose of the story? 
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Facilitator Notes 
 

I begin with a discussion of translation on the one hand and storytelling on the other.  Materials 

in this section include cultural information and background on ancient Israel. Remember, in 

particular, that good stories begin with images (Lewis 1984; Lewis, in Hooper ed., 1982), so the 

storyteller profits from a mental picture or a series of pictures before attempting any new 

adaptation or rendering of the story.   

CHRONOLOGICAL BIBLE  ñSTORYINGò 

Chronological Bible Storying (CBS) is a popular and well-documented method of recording and 

telling Bible stories.  Apparently first initiated as a missiological method by New Tribes 

Mission,
10

 it is now part of the strategy and training of the International Missions Board 

(Southern Baptists), Wycliffe and othersðin an effort now called OneStory.
11

 

 

To highlight and illustrate CBS, the IMB has produced a series of audio CD chapters that attempt 

to answer the question, ñHow can I make disciples of those who do not read or write?ò  One set, 

called ñFollowing Jesus: making disciples of primary oral learnersò contains six audio chapters 

with ña world class team of eight specialists in communicating Biblical truth,ò including host Dr. 

Avery Willis.  It outlines the ten-step process they use for evangelization and discipleship as 

follows (abridged and simplified here): 
¶ Choose Biblical principles 

¶ Define cultural worldviews 

¶ Identify bridges, barriers and gaps between worldviews 

¶ Select Bible stories 

¶ Build stories 

¶ Tell stories 

¶ Dialogue stories 

¶ Apply stories 

¶ Answer stories 

¶ Tell others stories 

 

Although missions often focus upon ñchronologicalò story telling as the most logical (and, we 

might add, Western) way to present the Bible, some societies do not order events in the same 

                                                 
10

 New Tribes Mission (NTM) states: ñUnreached people groups have no concept of the God of the Bible. So Bible 

teaching begins at the same place God began with His chosen people: at the beginning. Chronological Bible 

teaching presents a foundation for understanding Jesus' death and resurrection.ò  See 

http://www.ntm.org/about/methods.php?page=methods&io=1 (last accessed January 2010). 
11

 Originally called Epic Partners, but now OneStory, the coalition ñpartnership includes Campus Crusade for Christ, 

the International Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention, Trans World Radio, Wycliffe International and 

YWAM, and involves other Great Commission agencies, churches and individuals..ò Its main thrust has been to use 

Chronological Bible Storying to communicate God's Word and plant churches among unreached people groups that 

are óoral learnersô. See http://www.onestory.org, (last accessed January 2010).  J.O. Terry of IMB maintains that the 

chief factor for using orality to introduce Godôs Word is that the method can easily spread among a people. There 

are also books that focus upon the use of Bible stories to teach doctrine. See also, for example, Perry (1997). 

 

http://www.ntm.org/about/methods.php?page=methods&io=1
http://www.onestory.org/
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historical and chronological manner that we do.  Rather, people remember stories because of the 

characters and events in them, not only because of historical chronology.  Similarly, many of the 

stories that Jesus told had no direct link to historical events.  In addition, the Gospel authors do 

not always present the same story in the same order.  Chronology is useful, but it is not a 

universal worldview. 

TRANSLATION AND STORY TELLING  

The translation of the Bible involves criteria and standards that scholars uphold as well as debate, 

accounting for the proliferation of versions, especially in English.  Translators generally claim 

that their version most accurately represents the Greek and Hebrew text and they generally 

provide an introduction telling how they went about the translation process.  For example, the 

New Living Translation Version (Tyndale House, 1996) published a booklet of 64 pages that lists 

the translation team, samples of the translation, questions and answers about the work, and 

compares it to the King James (new and old), the NIV and the Living Bible.  It outlines the 

translation philosophy and methodology, noting that it was translated especially for clarity and 

readability.  The rationale behind the use of several kinds of textual footnotes is also given.  

Similarly, the New York International Bible Society published a booklet of 23 pages in 1978 that 

outlined the background and character of the NIV over the decade of its research and translation.  

The criteria given for making the NIV (p.12) was: ñfaithfulness to the Word of God as set forth 

in the most accurate texts of original languages of Scripture; giving the meaning of Scripture as 

effectively as possible in contemporary English suitable for private and public use; and provision 

of a translation as free as possible from denominational or theological bias.  Of these principles, 

the first is basic and, indeed, governs the other two.ò 

 

Generally, translators agree that the NT version ñclosestò to the Greek in terms of word or form 

is a literal translation.  Those translations that differ considerably from literal ones are ñfreeò 

translations, sometimes called ñparaphrases.ò  Biblical storytelling can also be quite literal, 

where the teller accounts for every part of the story in the textual version, or it can be quite free, 

where there is considerable latitude for contextualization involving cultural analogies.  When it 

comes to compiling and using stories that are found in the Bible, there is an almost inexhaustible 

list of resources, again depending upon theological or denominational viewpoint, audience 

(radio, TV, DVD, live, etc.), age level, purpose (e.g. baptism and confirmation preparation), and 

so on. 

 

Stories are not always ñlogicalò in our Western sense and, when they are not, listeners often 

question them.  For example, in eliciting a story that was comprised of a string of genealogies 

from some Kewa men, after several generations the progenitor of clan men and founders was 

suddenly a fruit bat.  Now if the progenitor had been a gibbon, the trail might still have been 

ñscientificò and logical, according to some ñacceptedò anthropological theories.  However, there 

are no gibbons in Papua New Guinea and although the head of the fruit bat may look somewhat 

human, we do not accept that relationship as logical or true.  Nevertheless, the explanation and 

conclusion are part of the Kewa story. 

 

Traditional stories in Kewa are like that: they have characters and events that are often ñunusualò 

and illogical (to us). However, the stories also have an art form of their own.  As we look at 
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them, many questions crop up: Are these stories meant to be ñtrueò or are they ñlegendsò or 

ñmyths,ò and what is the difference between these and other genres?  How long have the stories 

been in existence and can we correlate them with any natural events?  How are they passed on 

(who tells them and when) and why?  These questions are crucial because we can only 

understand any translation story in terms of the underlying cultural worldview. 

 

It is my observation that translators rely upon both exegetical arguments and stories when they 

examine certain passages.  The translator will attempt to ñexplainò what the passage means, but 

the ñstoriesò that follow from the hearers will tell how the passage was understood or 

misunderstood. 

CULTURAL BACKGROUND : ANCIENT ISRAEL 

Matthews and Benjamin (1993), and the classic two-volume set on Ancient Israel by Roland de 

Vaux (1965 [1961]) provide background reading for understanding and constructing Bible 

stories.  Jeffers (1999) outlines some background of early Christianity in respect to the Greco-

Roman world of the New Testament and Meeks (2003) describes the life of the early urban 

Christians in respect to the Apostle Paul.  Numerous books describe the anthropology of the 

people in Bible timesðfor example, see Malina (1981, 1986, and 1987), Stegemann, et al. 

(2002), and Stambaugh and Balch (1986). 

 

The following summary of Matthews and Benjamin (1993) provides some indication of the 

scripts and expectations of members of the Jewish society at the time of Jesus and before.  The 

paragraph on ñProtocol for Storytellers,ò is particularly relevant in understanding the values of 

storytelling in the society at that time.  As we shall see later, stories also provide clues about 

values in a society. 

 

History was almost meaningless for the people of the biblical world. Consequently, the two most 

common genres in the Bible are story and law, not history.  History and story do not exclude 

other, but they are different.  For their close relationship and interpretative correlation see, for 

example, Byrskog, who writes, ñThe subjective elements of interpretation are thus essentially the 

means by which a historian makes sense of his own realityò (2002:263, italics as in original). 

ñThe historian is a scientist; the storyteller is an artist.  Both make only limited observations of 

all that occurs in their worldsò (Matthews and Benjamin 1993:xix).  The people of the ancient 

world viewed their culture as:  
¶ Ancient and eastern, not modern  

¶ Changeless, not changing  

¶ Agricultural, not industrial  

¶ Limited, not renewable  

¶ Communal, not individual  

¶ Aging, not youthful, which was a blessing 

¶ A world of story, not history  

¶ Established religions, not religious pluralism 

 

Matthews and Benjamin outline the anthropology of villages for people of Biblical times that 

includes. 
¶ Politics: the power of a father, mother, monarch or virgin to protect and provide for a village or state 
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¶ Economics: the power of a farmer, herder, midwife, priest, or slave to work the land and bear children 

¶ Diplomacy: the power of a host, chief, legal guardian or prophet to make war or trade with strangers 

¶ Law: the power of an elder, widow, or lawgiver to solve problems between neighbors 

¶ Education: the power of the wise, the fool, and the storyteller to hand on culture to the next generation 

 

Their information includes traditional views of the following: 
¶ Protocol for fathers of a household 

¶ Protocol for mothers of a household 

¶ Protocol for farmers in village work 

¶ Protocol for owners and herders 

¶ Protocol for midwives 

¶ Protocol for hosts and strangers by the fathers of households in a village 

¶ Protocol for chiefs 

¶ Protocol for legal guardians (when there was no legal heir) 

¶ Protocol for elders (assembly of elders) 

¶ Protocol for widows (when dispossessed) 

¶ Protocol for monarchs 

¶ Protocol for virgins 

¶ Protocol for priests 

¶ Protocol for slaves 

¶ Protocol for prophets 

¶ Protocol for lawgivers 

 

We note especially the storytellersô protocol.  They handed on traditions by telling stories 

regarding the foundation of the state, the nomination of monarch, as well as coronations and 

covenant renewal.  They celebrated the ancestors of the state, helped the monarch to react at 

times of crisis, such as in death, and looked for solutions to their problems based on experience 

(Matthews and Benjamin 1993:240).  Law and story are the most common genres in the Bible, 

but storytellers did not compose the Bible in the same way that modern authors write books.  

Originally, they developed stories orally and adapted them to specific cases.  The variance was 

restricted and limited to reduce the variation between one story and the other.  Storytelling today 

is still a part of the initiation of new members into the community and the ability to tell a story is 

a requirement for membership.  The weekly preaching and teaching carried on in temples, 

churches and mosques, has the strongest impact on the way believers understand their faith and 

tell their stories.  ñEach generation of believers must learn the ancient craft of the storyteller in 

order to face the new challenges and the unique crises of their own dayò (Matthews and 

Benjamin 1993:252). 

THE STORYTELLER ôS COMPANION TO THE BIBLE  

Abington Press has published an excellent resource set of materials on Bible storytelling.
12

  The 

volumes have overviews that contain the text of the stories, followed by comments on the stories, 

and finally a retelling of the stories.  Unique to the stories are sidebars with traditional and 

ancient stories (midrashim/parallel stories, told by rabbis).  These Jewish forms of interpretation 

provide a way of ñinterpreting the Bible that involves the imagination and speaks to our 

                                                 
12

 Volumes in print are: Genesis (1991), ExodusˈJoshua (1992); JudgesˈKings (1992); Old Testament Women 

(1993); Old Testament Wisdom (1994); The Prophets I (1996); John (1996); The Acts of the Apostles (1999); New 

Testament Women (1999); Stories about Jesus in the synoptic Gospels (2005); The parables of Jesus (2006); Daniel 

and Revelation (2009). 
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experienceò (Williams 1992:18).  Most of the volumes give examples on how to retell stories in 

a format that is relevant today. 

 

Each volume includes an identical short section on learning to tell Bible stories, called a ñSelf-

directed Workshop.ò  Condensed, the advice is to begin by: 
¶ Read the story aloud at least twice 

¶ Pay attention to where and when it took place 

¶ Note who the characters are 

¶ Note the important objects in the story 

¶ Note the general order of events 

Next: 

¶ Close your eyes and imagine the story taking place 

¶ Look back and make sure you have not left out anything important 

¶ Try telling the story 

¶ Read the comments on the story 

¶ Examine how you would tell the story differently 

¶ Read the midrashim that accompany each retelling 

¶ Practice and reviseðeach time you tell the story it will be a little different 

BIBLICAL NARRATIVES  

Alter (1981:178), in his study of OT Biblical narratives, concludes (from the Joseph story) that 

ña basic biblical perception about both human relations and relations between God and man is 

that love is unpredictable, arbitrary, at times perhaps seemingly unjusté.ò  He further notes that 

literary studies at large have branched into two divergent directions: elaboration of formal 

systems of poetics on the one hand and ñtext virtuoso exercises of interpretationò on the other.  

He suggests that in reading biblical narratives we should be concerned about: 
¶ Words: their choice alone or in phrases, revealing thematic saliency and significance, in particular noting 

the thematic keywords 

¶ Actions: the recurrence, parallels and analogies, as well as causal chains 

¶ Dialogue: demonstrating that God made man in his image  

¶ Narration: noting how omniscience and unobtrusiveness combine to break time-forms by insertions, 

forward jumps, summary pauses, and the slowing of tempo 

 

Vernacular stories can also be the first step in developing an interest in the Bible and can employ 

various tools, such as dramatization, pictures, and recordings.  In some cases, they will lead 

naturally to requests for audio and video materials.  The nature of these will depend upon the 

interest of the people and the infrastructure to support and train vernacular speakers. 

THE PRODIGAL SON 

According to Bailey (1976, 2005), the basic exegetical problem for the parables is a cultural one.  

He overcomes this by discussing the cultural aspects with Middle Easterners, examining the 

ancient literature, and consulting Oriental versions of the Gospels. 

 

Oriental exegesis is recovering the culture by consulting the Middle Eastern lifestyle of the 

peasants.  It is also profitable to see how the Oriental exegetes described the texts. 

 

Past attempts are in terms of what Bailey calls:  
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¶ ña view from the saddle,ò where observations and insights were made in passing 

¶ ña view from the study window,ò where things are measured, diagrammed, photographed, charted, and 

recorded 

¶ ñthe view from the single village,ò which is in general piecemeal and partial 

 

It follows that telling a Bible story well is not simply reciting it.  Rather, telling it well requires 

coupling the cultural information and understanding of the listeners with the events of the Bible. 

Wright (1992), in a section of his book called ñLiterature, story and the articulation of 

worldviews,ò discusses the nature of stories, including an analysis of narrative structure.  He 

claims that when the early church leaders told stories about Jesus they were not random 

selections of anecdotes. Rather, people retold them with ña sense of an overall story into which 

they might fit, or of a narrative shape to which such smaller stories would conformò (1992:78).  

In Paulôs writings as well, the arguments and statements are expressions of the ñessentially 

Jewish stories redrawn around Jesus.ò (1992:79, emphasis in the original).   

 

Shiell (2004:1) comments, ñEarly Christian authors wrote their works anticipating that they 

would be performed publicly.ò  Reading a text presupposed a skilled reader, the filter through 

which the audience interpreted the text.  This was ñBecause lectors were widespread in the 

ancient world, they followed a generally recognized pattern in performance of gestures, vocal 

inflection, and facial expressionò (2004:6-7). 

STORIES ABOUT BIBLE TRANSLATION  

Stories from the Bible are important, but so are stories about the Bibleðand they are numerous.  

The well-know stories of John Wycliffe (Hall 1983) and William Tyndale (Daniell 1994) vividly 

remind us of the cost of translating the English Bible.  Stories about people getting the Bible for 

the first time can be multiplied around the worldˈfor examples, see Maberly (1971) on Tibet, 

Anderson (1987) on Judson in Burma, and Hiney (2000), who mentions the translation work of 

Morrison (Chinese), Tyndale (Bengali), as well as many others.
13

 

 

Skill -Check 

 
To carry out this assignment and exercise, participants will need to know basic information about 

the Bible and its main characters.  Encourage the participants to: 

Ç Choose several parables that they can retell in their language 

Ç Discuss why they chose the particular stories, i.e., how they believe these Bible stories 

will be helpful 

Ç Tell one or two of these stories to a facilitator 

Ç Discuss how to change or modify one of the stories 

Ç Consider aids that might also assist them (pictures, drama, etc.) in telling the stories 

Ç Demonstrate how at least one such aid would be helpful in a particular story 

 

                                                 
13

 For an exhaustive list of Bible translations, see http://www.biblesociety.org/index.php?id=22, (last accessed 

January 2010), where 2,479 different languages and dialects are noted as having at least one book of he Bible as of 

December 21,2008. 

http://www.biblesociety.org/index.php?id=22
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CHAPTER 8 
 

Examining Stories 
 

 

Although stories may have a natural and expected range of variation, it is important to learn to 

check them for content and, especially, for accuracy.  When do degrees of variation diminish or 

detract from the main point of the story?  In Bible stories, in particular, the range of variation 

will be subject to careful scrutiny and extended discussion.  It is therefore important that 

storytellers consider the principles that govern variation, especially when adding new 

information to traditional stories. 

  

This chapter will examine issues such as:  

Ç Determining the basic text of a story 

Ç Noting the exegesis for a story  

Ç Noting techniques involved in checking the structure of a story 

Ç Providing background or supplementary information  

 

 

Objectives 
 

ü Checking characters, plot structure, accuracy, and style 

ü Checking for necessary supplementary information 

ü Noting how the teller of the story contributes by being one of the main checkers  

ü Outlining items to consider when checking a story 

 

Preparation 
 

The facilitator should choose a well-known Bible story (such as the story of the sower in Mark, 

chapter four) and note variations when different people tell it (or as it occurs in the different 

Gospels).  Also, if there is a well-known traditional origin story, such as how humans, pigs, or 

some other animal or vegetable originated, have several people tell that ñsameò story and note 

the variations.  Participants should also listen to several people tell the same Bible story from 

memory. 

Practice 

 
The more stories that you hear and retell, the easier it will be to determine how the stories differ 

when told by different people for different audiences.  Stories differ because people have 

backgrounds, theologies, experiences, and perceptions that influence how they retell or interpret 

the stories.  The perspective of the teller and the situation in the story are key issues.  Now 

attempt the following: 
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Ç Tell three people the same short story 

Ç Have each of them retell to you 

Ç How did their version differ from the story you told 

Ç How were they the same? 

Ç The key points you examined  

Ç What would make the story easier to remember? 

 

Facilitator Notes 
 

Checking Bible stories is not a simple matter.  For example, Bailey (1976:41) comments on three 

aspects of a parable that come into focus:  
¶ The telling of the parable 

¶ The listenerôs response 

¶ Reflection on the content of the response 

 

He then outlines the literary structure of Luke 15:11-32 as follows: 

 
A There was a man who had two sons 

1 A SON IS LOST 

2 GOODS WASTED IN EXPENSIVE LIVING 

3 EVERYTHING LOST 

4 THE GREAT SIN (FEEDING PIGS FOR GENTILES) 

5 TOTAL REJECTION 

6 A CHANGE OF MIND 

6ô AN INITIAL REPENTANCE 

5ô TOTAL ACCEPTANCE 

4ô THE GREAT REPENTANCE 

3ô EVERYTHING GAINED RESTORED TO SONSHIP 

2ô GOODS USED IN JOYFUL CELEBRATION 

1ô A SON IS FOUND 

 

B Now the elder son was in the fields 

1 HE COMES 

2 YOUR BROTHERðSAFE A FEAST 

3 A FATHER COMES TO RECONCILE 

4 COMPLAINT I (HOW YOU TREAT ME) 

4ô COMPLAINT II (HOW YOU TREAT HIM) 

3ô FATHER TRIES TO RECONCILE 

2ô YOUR BROTHERðSAFE A FEAST 

1ô [MISSING] 

 

Bailey (2005) has completely revised and elaborated upon his earlier book. He also attempts to 

read between the lines of the story by writing a play that provides ña sanctified imagination, 

reading in only that which will both be faithful to traditional Middle Eastern village life and will 

illuminate the theological and emotional content of the parableò (2005:92). 

 

Borg (2001:ix) reminds us ñConflict about the Bible is the single most divisive issue among 

Christians in North America today.ò  How ironical!  Borg recommends a historical-metaphorical 

approach to the Bible because the Bible is clearly metaphorical in many of its stories and plots. 
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In fact, the plot structure of a story will vary according to certain well-know themes. For 

example, the editors of the Dictionary of Biblical imagery (Ryken, et al. eds., 1998) provide a 

taxonomy of plots that indicates certain clusters in four large categories: 
¶ Archetypes, indicating initiation and journey 

¶ Narrative conventions of reversal and recognition 

¶ Narrative genres, including battle and love stories 

¶ Those based on subject matter, such as terror and sin 

 

People read stories of the Bible according to their own understanding of the translation, but they 

are often uninformed of their particular English (or New Testament) cultural interpretation.  For 

example, Wierzbicka (2006) points out that the words right and wrong in English have cultural 

underpinnings. While every language seems to have words for good and bad, the same is not true 

for right and wrong.  She concludes that peopleôs moral, intellectual and conversational uses of 

right are entrenched ways of thinking that reflect attitudes, values and worldview.  Other 

European languages do not have equivalents for the Anglo words right and wrong. 

 

According to Wierzbicka, there is also a direct link between right and reason, whereby speakers 

of English talk of the right decisions, the right choice, or the right solution.  Right is therefore a 

neutral ground between what is good and what is true. However, there is a growing asymmetry 

between what is right and what is wrong such that ñEnglish-speaking people are increasingly 

reluctant to call any personal opinion wrongò (2006:85).  Wierzbicka relates this to the 

democratic viewpoint of many speakers of English, who value freedom of thought and 

expression more than the identification of something as wrong.  How we use right and wrong in 

English is part of our folk philosophy and worldview and may very well carry over into how we 

interpret and tell stories. 

 

The perspective of the teller and the audience(s) will influence the choice of words that a teller 

uses.  Pike (1982) uses the analogy of particle, wave and field to discuss multiple perspectives 

and viewpoints.  As mentioned in Chapter 2, he also discusses the viewpoint of the ñinsiderò (the 

emic view) and ñoutsiderò (the etic view).  The dimensions of etic and emic are helpful in 

discussing other aspects of a story, such as the terms óaccuracyô and ótruthô.  However, in Pikeôs 

view (1993:77) in human nature the person ñis beyond logic, whether in life, in language, or in 

philosophy.ò What the teller or listener of a story considers proven or true can lead to emotional 

discussions about the nature of a story. 

 

Facilitators should be able to discuss what a teller can add to a story without distorting its 

ñhistoryò or accuracy.  We should know, for example, what is meant by a ñmeaning-basedò 

translation (Larson 1998), compared to a ñliteralò one.  How do cultural dynamics come into 

play and how can cultural redemptive analogies and contextualization improve stories?  When 

someone is preaching a sermon, certain ñextraò information is legitimate.  For example, music or 

dance, drama and readings often facilitate the understanding and recall of a story.  If someone 

eventually writes or publishes the story, various formats will include pictures, glossaries, 

indexes, footnotes, section headings, and so on. All of these can be relevant and helpful 

information because they provide background and history for understanding the story. 
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People with various perspectives and denominational orientations and convictions may also add 

details to a story.  Editors can help check and clarify what basic information the reader needs 

before publishing a story. However, publishing a story is different than retelling it. 

 

Because storytelling can lead naturally to literacy (Danoff 2006), facilitators should discuss the 

nature and purpose of retelling and then writing stories. For example, how can folk stories, 

novels and allegories legitimately supplement the Bible story and be helpful to readers and 

listeners? 

BACK TRANSLATIONS  

Translation checkers consider that a back-translation of Scripture passages, e.g., from the 

vernacular into English, is an effective way to check the exegesis.  Certain constraints apply: the 

back translation must be grammatically free (not a word for word rendering), idioms are not 

translated literally, and a native speaker who has not done the translation should do the back 

translation. However, a back-translation is not as useful in checking oral naturalness, depending 

as it does upon certain written conventions.  Nevertheless, a spontaneous oral back translation (a 

retelling) of a story can be helpful to the facilitator, although certain assumptions underlie the use 

of any back translation, such as: 
¶ The back translation reveals the accuracy of the translation 

¶ The back translation reveals points of style and cultural viewpoints 

¶ The back translation can point out problems of collocations and grammar 

¶ The back translation will reveal the basic meanings of the source text  

¶ The literalness of the back translation will reveal ñholesò in the vernacular translation 

¶ The back translations can highlight the storyôs theme  

 

There are, however, certain things that a back translation does not do very well: 
¶ Reveal any vernacular grammatical and semantic nuances 

¶ Suggest alternative lexical choices 

¶ Provide common metaphors or idioms 

¶ Display naturalness 

¶ Reveal emotions 

¶ Signal coherence 

¶ Reveal ethnocentricism and cultural blind spots 

A UNIVERSAL SEMANTIC L ANGUAGE FOR CHECKING ? 

Wierzbicka (for example, 1992, 1996, and 2006) has written extensively on the use of a universal 

semantic language as the basis for understanding a text.  Her theory operates on the principle that 

there is an underlying set of ñculture freeò and primitive semantic categories that a speaker calls 

on before translating a particular sentence or text into another language.  Her book on the sayings 

of Jesus in the parables is relevant to our discussion on checking meaning in stories.  Although 

we have not adopted her terminology and semantic explications in this book, understanding her 

concerns on translating are important.  She notes, for example, that using metaphors in 

translation without discovering their basic meanings can undermine the understanding of a story.  

The following paragraphs summarize a few of her major contributions and concerns. 
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In her study of the Sermon on the Mount and certain parables, She (2001) raises the important 

question ñWhat did Jesus mean?ò rather than the more cautious one, ñWhat did the biblical 

authors mean?ò  Most commentaries spend their energy on answering questions about what Jesus 

did, who he was, and what he said.  To answer her own question about what Jesus meant, 

Wierzbicka examines a number of parables and ethical aphorisms from the Gospels.  She states 

that the most important criterion is ñcoherence,ò which presupposes some semantic analysis.  

Her book is also a ñstudy in the semantics of religious language and in the interpretation of 

religious metaphorsò (2001:5).  Both are relevant in examining Bible stories. 

 

This set of universal concepts used in explicating the exegesis of the parables launches what 

Wierzbicka calls ñsemantic exegesis.ò  Her Natural Semantic Metalanguage employs the 

universal human concepts, a relatively small set of conceptual primes.  Her goal is always to 

reduce the words and their meanings to definitions that an analyst (or exegete) cannot further 

refine, i.e. to óprimesô.  Primes are concepts like good and bad, do and happen, etc., that cannot 

be made clearer by defining them further, so that a sentence like ñI did something bad,ò cannot 

be further explained or defined with more basic words. 

 

There are other important reasons why her approach can be helpful in examining a story (such as 

a parable told by Jesus).  One is her view that the ñintended Gospel message was universal rather 

than culture-specific,ò otherwise what would be the point of the Great Commission?  Although 

Jesus was a Jew and grew up in a Jewish cultural context, ñFor this message to be clothed in new 

garments, it has first to be stripped of its old ones,ò that is, from its Palestinian metaphorical 

context (2003:12). 

EMOTIONS AND KEY TERM S 

Scripture translation and Biblical storytelling often include what translation scholars call ñkey 

terms.ò  As an example of some, Wierzbicka (1992, Part 1) discusses the differences between 

Russian and English with key concepts like soul, mind, and heart, as well as fate and destiny.  In 

her contrast of soul, for example, she demonstrates a much wider scope in Russian than its 

English equivalent.  This is because in Russian the word represents the ñnational characterò of 

the people.  On the other hand, in English, scholars have reified mind as an objective category of 

thought so that it contrasts sharply with soul.  She illustrates clearly the differences in cultural 

outlook between people speaking different languages.  This means that story examiners should 

take note of cultural viewpoints.  In the case of soul and mind in English and Russian, 

Wierzbicka summarizes the difference as follows: ñthe orientation of the old English soul was, 

above all, metaphysical and ethical; the orientation of the modern English mind is, above all, 

epistemological; the orientation of the Russian duġa is, above all, phenomenological and ethicalò 

(1992:60).  
 

Wierzbicka addresses a question relevant to translators and storytellers, ñAre emotions universal 

or culture-specific?ò  These issues are important to language learners, particularly those who 

work cross-culturally and are concerned with translation and nontrivial communication. 

Regarding the question on the universality of emotions, she concludes that ñDifferent systems of 

emotion terms reflect different ways of conceptualising emotions, and conversely, any cross-

cultural similarities in the conceptualisation of emotions will be reflected in the ways different 
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societies converge in the labeling of emotionsò (1996:134). Only a rigorous semantic analysis, 

worked out with a metalanguage will reveal the similarities and differences.  In coming to this 

conclusion she illustrates how the metalanguage can be applied to a number of emotional 

concepts, including disgust, shame, embarrassment, anger, compassion, boredom, fear, and 

several others in a number of languages.  However, in specifying these English words the 

assumption is that ñthey can only be identified in a culture-independent semantic metalanguageò 

(1996:176).  Only then can analysts compare the concepts in a consistent and illuminating 

manner and know how storytellers are using them. 

 

Recently (2006), Wierzbicka presents a powerful argument on how language and culture are 

interrelated.  Native speakers often do not understand the cultural assumptions they have when 

they use their language in a cross-cultural context.  Fieldworkers and translators probably do not 

have to be convinced of this fact.  However, in checking translations, the assumption is that 

ñanything can be translated into any languageò and we therefore accept the English back 

translation word or expression as accurately representing the source language words and 

expressions.  The analysis of key terms is in terms of their Greek (or other source language) 

ñmeanings,ò but not in terms of the basic semantic primitives that underlie them.  If translators 

and translation checkers would follow Wierzbicka, they would be better qualified to understand 

the cultural assumptions and scripts are in stories, not only in the case of key words, but also for 

other semantic domains. 

DISCOURSE AND CHECKIN G 

Discourse analysis plays a significant role in both translation and stories.  Longacre (1983), 

Larson (1998), Beekman and Callow (1974) and others have written extensively on the subject.  

Wallace Chafe places discourse into the context of one's conscious experience in speaking and 

writing.  The picture on the front of his book (1994) is symbolic: Two men, dressed from an 

earlier century are standing on a rock outcrop above a canyon, with a stream below and wooded 

hills beyond.  They are in conscious discourse, out of context spatially and temporally, yet the 

scenery has not changed perceptibly over the generations.  The picture is a reminder of Chafeôs 

contention that ñThe twentieth century has focused its attention on matters quite remote from 

relationships between language, consciousness, and time.ò  We must ñrestore conscious 

experience to the central role it enjoyed in the human sciences a hundred years agoò (1994:4).  In 

the parables, for example, todayôs generation does not understand the various features of a rural 

Palestinian agricultural worldview. 

 

Students who have studied under Longacre will see many similarities with Chafe, including the 

idea of discourse topics.  These are chunks larger than intonation units (i.e. clauses) and have 

topics that include one referent with a ñpoint of view.ò  Chafe discusses the universal versus 

culturally determined properties of a discourse schema that includes orientation, complication, 

climax, denouement, and coda.  All of these features are important in examining stories. 

 

Chafe also discusses what he calls ñdisplacementò by examining the nature of immediate and 

displaced consciousness in conversational language.  He distinguishes between what he calls 

introverted ideas, those that people remember and imagine, and extroverted ideas, those that 

people perceive, act upon, and evaluate in their consciousness.  We expect both to take place in 
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stories. Applying his work on discourse can also provide a basis to stimulate storytellers to take 

advantage of the rich imaginative consciousness of native speakers. 

 

Metaphors are particularly relevant in parables and in checking stories.  Cognitive linguistics and 

psychology can also contribute greatly to our understanding of the meaning of a story.  Rather 

than discovering and outlining a text vis-à vis propositional analysis, we should ensure that the 

participants understand the conceptual framework that lies behind their interpretation of the 

story.  Lakoff (1987) and others have studied how humans categorize the world around them 

using, in particular, metaphors.  Earlier, Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980) studied the use of 

metaphors in everyday life.  Additional materials that follow up the topic are by Mark Johnson 

(1987) and Lakoff and Turner (1989).  The latter book deals with poetics and metaphor. 

 

To reiterate, the materials by Lakoff and his colleagues suggest that we cannot understand 

meaning solely by a propositional analysis.  Rather image schemata are a model to represent the 

meanings that we experience in the world.  The cultural experiences of the speaker and hearer 

find their way into the meaning of a story.  This is especially important to note in telling, hearing 

and checking stories.  

 

Lakoff claims that categories of language are best described by using four types of cognitive 

models: 1) propositional, which specify elements, their properties and the relationships among 

them; 2) image-schematic, such as trajectory; 3) metaphoric, which are mappings from other 

models to one domain.  (For example, the conduit metaphor models how communication is 

mapped from our knowledge to objects in containers); and 4) metonymic, which transfer a 

function from one model to another. 

 

Lakoffôs points are relevant for checking storytelling because they show how introspection and 

analysis reveal the cultural insider's cognitive map of information.  Facilitators can note the 

processes that underlie the interpretation of meaning in stories. 

CHECKING ñHISTORYò 

We have demonstrated briefly some methods that can be helpful in examining stories.  Each 

author has presumed that discovering the history of words and stories is important.  However, 

what happens if the whole notion of ñhistoryò is different in another culture?  For example, 

Schuster (in Lutkehaus, 1990) claims that two Greek words underlie the English definition of 

history.  The first, historeo refers ñto know something by oneôs own experienceò and the 

activities for obtaining that knowledge.  The second, historia, always includes the meaning of 

narrative.  The processes of history therefore started with ñstoriesò and unconnected narratives of 

various kinds that were combined into history.  Schuster develops this concept further in his 

study of the history and migrations of the Aibom people along the Sepik River area in Papua 

New Guinea.  He emphasizes: 
¶ Not assuming that the Western concept of history is used 

¶ Traditional history includes what has been called mythology and folklore 

¶ Traditional history does not use chronological data or prehistory 

¶ The mythical includes statements with historical value  

¶ Western chronology is linear and proceeds in logical steps 

¶ Western chronology calls for a conceptualization of time that may be quite different than oneôs experience 



74 An Introduction to Storytelling  

 

¶ Western chronology suggests an uninterrupted flow without beginning or end and requires abstract notions 

of time segmented into months and years 

¶ History is the organized way that cultures conceive their past  
¶ Space is, for example, óthe hillô, where history becomes geography 

¶ Totem is the conceptual framework used to unite the nonhuman and prehuman past 

¶ Nonchronological history is represented by features such as: 1) the first born; later, earlier and later; 2) 

iterative, not duplication or repetition; 3) parallelism, what takes place at another conceptual level 

 

It seems, then, that chronological history (written) and mythical history (oral) overlap but are not 

the same, a concern to keep in mind in any approach to storytelling.  A more overarching and 

helpful view of ñhistoryò is given by Zerubavel (2003) who reviews various cultural concepts of 

time, showing that it can be viewed in terms of progress, decline, zigzagging, ladders and trees, 

circles and rhymes, mountains and valleys, or legato and staccato. 

EXAMINING PARAB LES 

According to McKenna, parables are the ñarrows of God,ò where the first ñarrowò was John the 

Baptist.  His was ña practice parable to get us used to the stories that Jesus will tellò (1994:11).  

Somewhat more broadly, Sider (1995) identifies ñstoryò as the essential feature of a parable 

Sider suggests that ñstoryò is the essential feature, i.e. one or more characters are involved in a 

plot.  Internal features such as structure and commentary are important, but external features 

guide the interpretation of the parable as well, such as the situation and use of traditional 

symbols.  

 

Stories that begin with ñThe kingdom of god is likeé,ò
14

 such as Mt. 13:43ˈ45, include a man 

who finds a treasure hidden in a field and then sells everything he owns so that he can purchase 

it.  He buries the treasure again to guarantee ownership because the one who owns the field owns 

the treasure.  McKenna notes (1994:16) that parables may make us feel we are missing 

something crucial.  Likewise, Jesus seemed frustrated when listeners did not understand his 

stories and act on what they heard.  His stories included hard sayings, such as wealth getting in 

the way of justice and the kingdom of heaven.  We may focus on the small details and not 

understand the Big Idea of the parable, a crucial point in helping people retell the stories. 

 

Because parables are dense with information, McKenna says we can start with almost any detail 

or image to look deeper into its meaning (1994:31).  For example, what makes the seed grow?  

Do we do it?  The seed represents the Word of God in us as the field (not the footpath), and as 

such represents all of life.  We should: 
¶ Not take parables personally, but let the them question us 

¶ Remember that the seed is the word of God, the treasure hidden in the field which the plants need 

¶ Realize that on many larger issues there is not much of a yield 

¶ ñIf this seed has been sown in us for years, then sooner or later we must become the sower and go out into 

the world and the other fields, and sow there what has been sown in uséò(1994:42) 

 

McKenna states that we often insist upon interpreting parables in the Scriptures to conform to 

our experiences and situations.  We want them to endorse our own cultural values even in cases 

                                                 
14

 Hagner (in Longenecker, ed. 2000:109) points out that the beginning formula reflects an underlying Aramaic 

saying that is to be understood as ñit is the case withéas withé.ò 
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where the kingdom comes in a context of violence, fear, injustice, and war and terror.  We 

tolerate and rationalize these things, ñeven using the gospel to further our cultureôs influence on 

us and othersò (McKenna 1994:122). 

 

Other parables examined by McKenna include: 

 

The first and the last (Mt. 20:1-16) demonstrates how people who have lived among the poor 

know how to take care of one another.  Entrance into this group requires restitution of balance 

and inequality.  ñA good deal of the initial practice of the virtue of poverty is connected to 

material possessions, reputation, connections, lifestyle, choice of neighborhood, job and social 

status, the existing structure, even within the churchò (McKenna 1994:74). 

 

The good seed and the weeds (Mt. 13:24-30) suggests that there does not need to be any 

violence or struggle until the harvest, when the growing cycle is complete.  ñWe have lots of 

practice with the weeds all around us, sharing the same ground, the same sun, water, time and 

cultivationò (McKenna 1994:46).  

 

The parable of the fishing net (Mt. 13:47-53) illustrates ñhow the kingdom comes in the 

presence of violence and opposition, in relation to money, greed, selfishness and economics, 

politics, racism and social biases and classes, both personal and communalò (McKenna 1994:53). 

The parable also: 
¶ Undermines existing structures, relationships and attitudes 

¶ Reveals the tellerôs frustration about those who do not make choices or change 

¶ Is confrontational, coming up and in from underneath, like the kingdom 

¶ Questions us about our commitments and allegiances, like all parables do 

The sheep and the shepherd (Mt. 18:12-14) is a parable about wandering sheep.  In McKennaôs 

view the least of the ósheepô are those not protected by law, without insurance, shelter, education 

or basic care.  

 

The widow and the unjust judge (Lk. 18:1-6) teaches that we pray most fervently when we are 

at the end of our rope.  We should consider that we are the judge and that God is the widow 

because: 
¶ The judge is corrupt and uncaring 

¶ God is after us 

¶ Prayer is concerned with others getting justice and mercy 

¶ We as children of God are in collusion with the unjust judge 

 

McKenna depicts Jesus as the last arrow and the archer. Concerning Jn. 5:19-27, she says, ñJesus 

is the parable of Godò (1994:162, my italics) because he is the apprentice of God.  Jesus, as 

storyteller and parable maker ñturns upside down the image of God: from dominance to justice 

and tender-hearted mercy, from warrior-king to widow in search of her rights, from the singular 

God of the chosen people to the God who chooses all peoples, especially the poor and the cast-

aways and the lost sheepé.ò (1994:164). 

 

These story parables have their ñexplanationsò interwoven and their applications regularly take 

place in a variety of other cultures and traditions. 
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NOTING DIFFERENT KIND S OF PARABLES 

Stein (1981) discusses parables and attempts to classify them as: a) clearly parables, b) extended 

comparisons, and c) possible parables.  He comments on their interpretation throughout church 

historyðincluding modern interpretations and examines parables from three main perspectives: 
¶ The historical setting of the parable 

¶ The point of the parable in the Sitz im Leben (the perspective or worldview) 

¶ The interpretation of the parable 

 

Stein concludes (1981:34-36) that Jesus taught in parables to: 
¶ Conceal the message from ñthose outsideò 

¶ Reveal his message to the insiders (and those outside) 

¶ Disarm the listeners 

 

When investigating parables: 
¶ Seek the main point of the parable, not the details unless it is absolutely necessary (1981:56) 

¶ Seek to understand the context in which the parable was told 

¶ Seek to understand how the evangelist interpreted the parable 

¶ Seek what God is saying to us today in the parable (1981: 70)  

 

Osborne (1997) also discusses the meaning and use of parables, (as well as riddles) within the 

background of wisdom and prophecy.  He notes that Jesus was preparing citizens for the 

Kingdom, not helping the young to learn as responsible members of society. 

 

Joachim Jeremias comments on ñallegorizationò and believes that the translation of the parables 

into Greek involved a change in their meaning and that there is ñpleasureò in the embellishment 

of them.  He also believes that ñfolk-story themesò have influenced the parables and that the 

ñprimitive Churchò related parables to their own situation, using allegory instead of a horatory 

approach.  He concludes that by the addition of general conclusions the parables acquired a 

universal meaning (1972:113-114).  We can pay heed to the warning by Ryken (1989:13) that 

ñnot all truth about aesthetic issues will be contained in the Bible.ò   

 

Examining parables for content and accuracy must take into account aspects of cultural 

background and discourse setting.  This requires additional knowledge that the facilitator or 

teacher should provide storytellers, as well as procedures for checking stories. 

ON CHECKING STORIES  

Checking and testing a written translation should be different from checking or testing an oral 

rendition.  In the former, we check how well the translator adheres to a source text; in the latter 

we test the how well the hearer understands the story. The properties that we test overlap in some 

cases but are different in substance and outcome in others. 

 

They are different in substance because the translator is not free to alter the written, static source 

text. He or she must translate into the receptor language all and only all of the information that is 

part of the source text.  However, a storyteller may alter a story based on a text because the re-
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told oral version belongs to the teller.  In such cases, the storyteller is involved in a dynamic 

performance, and does not need to adhere exactly to a written manuscript. 

 

What are the properties of an oral story?  For a start, I suggest the following:  
¶ Re-structuring the lexicon, grammar, or syntax 

¶ Drawing on key analogies in the target culture 

¶ Acknowledging dependency upon appropriate cultural memorization  

¶ Providing and commenting on the cultural setting  

¶ Encouraging dramatization 

¶ Grasping the main idea or theme   

¶ Introducing and keeping track of characters 

¶ Noting and encouraging audience reaction and interaction  

¶ Provoking and discussing imagination  

¶ Noting creativity and spontaneity  

 

I will now examine each of these briefly (aided from a discussion by Euan Fry 1999: 7-27). 

 

Vernacular re-structuring and coherence. It may turn out that the storyteller will take the 

conclusion of the story, as given in the text, and foreshadow it first in the oral version.  In such 

cases, verses from the written text will not necessarily be chronological because the oral 

discourse structure of the vernacular language may be quite different from that of the source text.  

The story structure depends on how the storyteller decides to tell the story, drawing from a 

repertoire of lexical items, keeping the main points and theme intact, and generally introducing 

them according to his or her intuition and creativity.  Tellers do not recite the story or text from 

memory, but rather re-structure and re-tell it according to their underlying pragmatic constraints. 

 

Cultural metaphors and analogies. Throughout the New Testament Jesus used analogies that 

were clear to people who lived in first century Palestine, but who were also familiar with the 

Jewish religious culture. Often when people hear stories in the vernacular, they may be 

unfamiliar with sheep, vineyards, and grain fields and need cultural analogies. This will help 

place sheep as animals similar to pigs (in sizeðin Papua New Guinea), vineyards as particular 

kinds of gardens, and allow cultural perspectives on the nature of grain (seeds), fields (open 

areas) and many other items. 

 

Metaphors can rarely be translated directly from one language to another and retain the same 

cultural significance.  For example, when we read in Genesis 4:12 that the soil had ñopened its 

mouthò to receive Abelôs blood, we would need to know if indeed the soil in a particular 

language and culture could have a ñmouthò and it if did not, what could be an equivalent phrase 

and meaning. Suppose that speakers of another language said that Cain had polluted the ground 

with the blood of Abel and that nothing would now grow on it as a result. Would such an 

interpretation violate the meaning of the verse?  Listeners form images as they listen to stories 

and soil with a ñmouthò would form a particular image in their imagination. 

 

Memorization. When we talk about a verse or section of the Bible, we think of a person 

repeating or reciting it exactly. We can call this lexical and grammatical memorization.  In 

storytelling, on the other hand, the teller memorizes images and from those images tells the story. 

This allows the audience to be a part of the story because they build appropriate key images of 

the scene (e.g. ña dry and empty place where people did not live,ò rather than ña desertò) and the 
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characters (e.g. ñthe giant Goliath, who was as tall as a mature banana tree and whose spear was 

the size of the trunk of a full grown banana tree, but as heavy as an oakò). Storytellers can draw 

upon cultural images to remind them of the story and its sequence without memorizing a text. 

 

Setting. All of us have geographical and social maps of the areas and places where we have 

lived.  The longer we have lived there and the more we have experienced at the locations, the 

more dominant the setting will be in our memories. Mountain dwellers in Papua New Guinea 

will not find much meaning in the setting of Lake Galilee, nor will the Jordan River evoke any 

particular context for desert people. In stories, storytellers can make the settings explicit (e.g. 

ñthe Jordan River, which is about the size of our Kagua River and also floods at certain times of 

the yearò). In translations, pictures often help define such places. 

 

In the New Testament context, people generally live in houses and some groups live in villages.  

However, the mental image of the house and village in other countries will depend upon their 

own cultural setting. The storyteller can bring out certain crucial differences in the story that are 

implicit in the text. For example, when Jesus heals a paralyzed man (in Mark 2.1-12) and men 

lower him on a stretcher through a hole in the roof of the house, the image is impossible unless 

we know something about the construction of the houses and even stretchers at that time.  In 

translating the text into a language and culture where the people build houses with small pitched 

roofs, translators may insert a picture to clarify the setting.  In telling a story about the text, the 

teller can explain the setting immediately. 

 

Dramatization. There is no dramatization in a static translation.  However, when someone retells 

the text there is some performance, so there is dramatization.  In such cases, the teller is free to 

improvise, using props, gestures, vocalization, in short anything that will make the story come 

ñaliveò to the audience.  Some storytellers use music, others use dialogue, but in each instance 

they are attempting to enhance the story and make it a part of the listenerôs imagination and 

understanding through drama. 

 

The Big Idea. The Big Idea or, as some storytellers refer to it, The Most Important Thing, may 

be the theme, the interdiction, the violation, the consequence, or the moral of the story. The 

storyteller will vocally or dramatically underline the Big Idea and, when this happens, the 

listeners can better grasp why someone told the story in the first place.  For this reason, the 

storyteller tells the story with episodes that highlight the main idea and theme of the story.  

Translators provide the same effect with section headings, footnotes, and other literary devices 

(underlining, bold, italics, quotation marks, em dashes, spaces, etc.). 

 

Character. In translation characters are kept track of by grammatical (subject, verb, tense, mode, 

etc.) and syntactic markers (agent, object, patient, etc.) in the text.  Storytellers, on the other 

hand, heighten the story with building up the dramatic entrance, performance, or exit of the 

character, by describing how the character looked. For example, they may say, ñhe had a pale 

face, a pointed nose, and uneven protruding upper teeth,ò or he wore ña shabby cloak with long 

tears along the sleeves,ò etc., or even something about his temperament, ñhe scowled and stuck 

out his tongue to show anger,ò etc.  Characters become vivid in storytelling because the teller can 

pretend to become the character. 
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Audience. The audiences in translation and storytelling can be the same but the affect upon them 

will differ according to the mode of each. When we read a text aloud to a literary audience, they 

usually follow along the text, noting omissions, difficulties in pronunciation, or other faults.  On 

the other hand, the storytellerôs audience will enjoy the performance and keep their attention on 

the teller.  The reactions of the audiences are also differentðthe one is reacting to a reading and 

may indeed say ñamenò here and there; the other is reacting to the performance and will 

cooperate and commiserate with smiles or tears when appropriate. If we imagine a continuum of 

an audienceôs ñalivenessò and ñdeadnessò, the former will often correspond more to a story told 

and the latter more to a story read. 

 

Imagination.  Checking what the listener imagines in a story is easier that doing the same with a 

translation.  In the former case, the storyteller is expecting the listener to imagine scenes they 

evoke from the telling of the story; in the latter case, the translator does not want the reader to 

evoke scenes that are not clear from the text. Of course, this may happen, and when it does, the 

listener makes implicit a number of meanings in the text.  When Jesus sent the disciples out two-

by-two (Mark 6:6-13), he told them not to take a bag or money, nor extra clothing. The 

storyteller can easily explain that Jesus wanted the disciples to depend upon the people where 

they were going to care for their hospitality.  The translator can fill in this information as well, 

but it will often overload the text (e.g. a translation such asòJesus wanted the people who heard 

the teaching of the disciples to give them the food and lodging that they neededò would probably 

be considered overloaded). 

 

Creativity. If translators become too creative (and no one can define exactly where the limit lies), 

they have given us a ñparaphraseò. Even in a paraphrase, the translator is not encouraged to 

substitute a pig for a sheep, regardless if the translation is in cultures where there are no sheep. A 

storyteller can blend stories and use creative analogies to get the main point of the story across, 

for example by referring to an animal that the people find familiar.   

 

But what is creativity?  Is it some independent activity of the mind, and if so, what is the mind?  

I think of creativity as an act of thinking and acting outside of the way of our normal mold (e.g. 

the ñscriptò that we follow in most of our cultural activities, such as dressing, going to bed, 

showering, eating, driving, and son on).  We all operate within certain cultural constraints and 

we do not usually deliberately upset our cultural guardians.  For example, some of us might like 

to work in an open space with all offices integrated and inter-connected, but our organizational 

culture might delegate us to independent closed working stations. On the other hand, let us 

reverse the situation: we may desire privacy and the organizational setting is for open cubicles.  

Unless everyone in the culture agrees, such changes are difficult to enact. Therefore, creativity 

and creative thinking have certain cultural boundaries that we have to recognize. 

 

How can the creativity people have in storytelling honor the Spirit of God?  How can we know 

what is ñthe best wayò to do storytelling, or that it honors God?  Just because we are sincere or 

conscientious does not seem to be the answer.  Somehow, we need to know that the Holy Spirit 

within the storyteller is in agreement with his or her human spiritðtheologically, that the Holy 

Spirit somehow indwells their spirit.  (In some contexts of the Bible, spirit or mind can refer to 

the same part of us.  In storytelling, we can creatively worship God with our body, soul, spirit 

and strength.)  
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Spontaneity. Sometimes when a storyteller is relating a story, there will be an episode he or she 

tells that may provoke a spontaneous comment.  Often audiences will react spontaneously when 

something in the story awakens their imagination and response. Of course, listeners can react 

spontaneously to a text that someone is reading by saying ñamenò, gasping, clapping their hands, 

or showing some other unexpected response.  However, the storyteller is not surprised by 

spontaneous reactions to the storyðsuch responses are expected and show personal involvement. 

 

Skill -Check 
 

Listen to a story told to you by a participant and practice retelling it.  As a facilitator, you may 

want to ask questions such as the following: 

Ç At what points in the story has something been added?   

Ç At what points has the added information detracted from the story? 

Ç When can you add information to the time-line? 

Ç How can you add information, e.g. by means of flashbacks, character intrusion, flash 

forwards, rhetorical footnotes, pictures, etc.? 

Ç Who can best add the materials (the author, the storyteller, etc.)? 

Ç What questions can you ask to ensure the accuracy of the story? 

Ç What general features can you check in the story?  
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CHAPTER 9 
 

Stories as Art Forms 
 

 

Bible storytelling in particular, but storytelling in general, seems to fit well within the criteria of 

fieldwork as art.  Here the literal or propositional meaning is not what is in focus, as in 

translation.  Rather, it is the capacity to see ñwhat countsò in the story and experiment with how 

the meanings of that story can best and most appropriately be represented in the culture. 

 

Stories in song (or songs in stories) are a part of most cultures of the world.  In the Bible, the 

Psalms are the most vivid examples of this art form.  In some societies, epic poems put the story 

in a form that is both creative and easier for the teller to remember than a straight narrative style. 

 

There are creative people in every society, so writing songs or drama is not surprising.  Just as 

Charles and John Wesley left a legacy through songs and sermons, other cultures have people 

who can be encouraged to pursue this avenue of creativity.  In fact, early Christian rhetoric 

capitalized on dialogue, story, parable, poem, with images, symbols and myths (Wilder 1999). 

According to Wilder, Christian imagination has to meet the new dreams and mythologies that are 

coming into play.  Without imagination, participants may find the doctrines hollow and the ethics 

legalistic. Wilder claims, ñthe greatest theologians ha[ve] always been shot through with the 

imaginationò (2001:3), e.g. Augustine, Calvin and Jonathan Edwards. 

 

The facilitator notes give some background on the way cultures around the world use 

imagination in their poetry and songs.  

 

 

Objectives 

ü To encourage storytellers to strengthen the content of their stories by composing songs 

and drama 

ü To consult with experts, such as ethnomusicologists and play writers  

ü To alert storytellers to the potential of poetry and drama.
 15

 

 

Preparation 

The facilitator should recite or sing a number of songs, or write down some songs that illustrate a 

theme in a story.  Think of some well-known songs, both religious and secular.  Notice, for 

                                                 
15

 The Ethnomusicology department of SIL International offers courses (See 

http://www.sil.org/training/requirements_music.htm on the training required for consultanagts and 

http://www.gial.edu/courses/ethnomusicology.htm on the Ethnomusicology and Arts Courses offered at the 

Graduate Institute of Linguistics.  Information on researching music within cultures, encouraging musical creativity 

and assisting in the development of music applications can be found at both websites (last accessed January 2010). 

http://www.sil.org/training/requirements_music.htm
http://www.gial.edu/courses/ethnomusicology.htm
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example, how certain groups of people sing mourning songs, birthday songs, childrenôs songs, 

songs for special occasions (athletes, the military, etc.), and so on.  

 

Practice 

Listen to three different kinds of songs: a childrenôs song, a well-known church song, and one 

sung at a traditional occasion (New Yearôs Eve, for example). 

Ç What helps you remember the song? 

Ç How does singing a story differ from telling one? 

Ç How can you introduce a particular song? 

Ç Who can best introduce the song? 

Ç How many parts are there to the song? 

Ç Does someone ñownò the song? 

 

 

Facilitator Notes 

Alter (1981) outlines a literary approach to the Bible (OT), taking into account sacred history and 

the beginnings of prose fiction, type-scenes and conventions, narrative events, dialogue, 

characterization, reticence, repetition, and other formal features. Later (1985) he examines more 

closely semantic parallelism, rather than simply the phonetic and syntactic elements of the text. 

His studies on poetry examine the book of Job, Psalms, prophecy and poetry, as well as the 

poetry of wit and the ñgarden of the metaphor.ò 

 

Lord (1974) discusses and illustrates how the composition of oral narrative poetry is a natural 

outcome of music content.  The oral poet learns to compose and transmit the songs orally.  A 

composition does not need to match a particular Scripture text. 

 

When Lord says, ñThe taleôs the thingò (1974:68), he refers to groups of ideas that form the 

theme of the song.  The theme is a grouping of ideas and in epic poetry, the singer always has the 

end of the theme in mindðhe knows where he is going. 

 

Rubright is an educator who views stories and their applications in many different classroom 

settings.  She motivates teachers to tell stories and engage the students.  For example, arts 

specialists can use storytelling, drama, movement, music, and other experiences to release 

tension and relax children.  Such stories can promote inventive thinking and problem-solving 

skills and expand the imagination.  They also help establish esteem and self-confidence and 

increase concentration and recall through listening, as well as acting as a springboard to reading 

and writing activities.  Rubright notes, ñBy their nature, the arts are experiential, engaging, and 

involvingò (1996:xiii).  In summary, arts specialists who use storytelling, drama, movement, 

music, and other experiences can help students: 

¶ release tension and relax children 

¶ promote inventive thinking and problem-solving skills 

¶ expand imagination 

¶ broaden their knowledge base 

¶ encourage spontaneity 
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¶ generate innovative, creative responses 

¶ provide environments for different learning styles 

¶ stimulate interactive and cooperative learning 

¶ increase self-esteem and self-confidence 

¶ enhance self-expression 

¶ appreciate aesthetic principles 

¶ increase concentration and recall through listening skills bring content areas to life 

¶ create interdisciplinary bridges 

¶ modify negative behavior patterns 

¶ provide opportunities to explore diverse cultural heritages 

¶ act as springboard to reading and writing activities 

ORALITY AND POETRY  

Ong (1982) studied the differences between orality and literacy, claiming that humans first used 

oral speech and became literate in its history in certain groups, 

 

Lord (1974) had already demonstrated how that oral style is relevant to certain features of a 

vernacular language.  When an oral style changes to a written one, people may say that it is 

better in terms of quality.  However, Lord claims, ñWhen a tradition or individual goes from oral 

to written, he or it, goes from an adult, mature style of one kind to a faltering and embryonic 

style of another sortò (1974:134).   

 

Oral epic song is narrative poetry that has evolved over many generations.  The singers of such 

tales did not know how to write, but built formulas and formulaic expressions using themes 

(Lord 1974:4).  The oral poet learned the songs orally, then compose and transmitted them orally 

as well.  His performance did not depend upon oral memorization.  In such cases, what is 

important was not the oral performance (presentation) but rather the composition during the oral 

performance.  Lord claims that calling such compositions ñfolk epicò is not helpful because it is 

derogatory and equates the poetry with fairy stories and childrenôs tales. 

 

The oral poet is the composer of tales, while the singer of tales is not only singer, but also a 

performer.  They represent different aspects that take place at the same time.  The singer is a 

creative artist who is contributing to the tradition of oral poetry (Lord 1974:26). 

 

Lord outlines two things that his singers had in common: illiteracy and the desire to attain 

proficiency in singing epic poetry.  There are three stages in the process:  
¶ The singer sits aside as others sing, laying the foundation, listening and absorbing, applying, then singing 

before a critical audience 

¶ The singer begins to sing with the rhythm and melody that he has learned, but stays within the limits of the 

learned patterns.  His problem is fitting his thoughts and expressions into a rigid form.  He imitates others 

and his competency is judged by being able to sing one song all the way through for a critical audience  

¶ Training ends when the singerôs repertory is large enough to furnish entertainment for several nights.   
 

He states, ñPoetic grammar of oral epic is and must be based on the formulaò (1994:65).  

Formulas, or groups of them, provide a means for telling a story in song and verse.  As we have 
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mentioned,  Lord describes how groups of ideas become the theme of the song but are not a fixed 

set of words, The singerôs task is to take the theme and adapt it to the song as a whole, binding 

the song together.   

 

Bards and singers never sang their songs the same each time, so when someone finally wrote the 

songs they put them into a fixed form.  A poet might be able to read and write, but he was still an 

oral poet.  Becoming a ñliteraryò poet refers to a technique of composition, so it is a different 

process than oral literature.  According to Lord, the seeds of the literary are already present in the 

oral style.  The change form oral to written styles is different because to some critics the written 

was traditionally better than oral style.  Lordôs conclusion is that becoming literate can work 

against creativity, at least in the use of poetry and song in storytelling. 

 

Finnegan also makes strong claims about the importance of oral poetry: ñOral poetry is often 

ignored or relegated to folklore studies, special ethnographies, or underground culturesò 

(1977:2).  Her contention is that oral poetry falls squarely within the field of literature and that 

there is no clear-cut line between oral and written literature.  This point is important in seeing 

how poetry fits into storytelling. 

 

Finnegan reminds us that oral literature is common around the world.  Some forms of it are: 
¶ Epic, the long narrative poems with the main emphasis on the heroic 

¶ Ballad, a sung narrative poem 

¶ Panegyric odes, in praise of rulers and notables 

¶ Lyric, which includes psalms, hymns, songs that accompany drinking, work songs, spirituals, lullabies, 

laments, and so on 

¶ Others, such as chanted sermons, dialogue verse, prayers, curses, street-cries, etc. 

 

She provides a number of criteria to help decide if something is poetry within oral literature: 
¶ Rhythm or meter, depending upon culturally defined perceptions 

¶ Heightened language, metaphorical expression, musical form or accompaniment, structural repetitiveness, 

prosodic features like meter, alliteration parallelism 

¶ Delivered in a manner and mood that sets it apart from everyday speech and prose utterance (1977:25) 

¶ The local [or emic] classification: praise poetry, hunters poems, or festival poetry 

¶ Performance: ñéan oral poem is essentially an ephemeral work of art, and has no existence or continuity 

apart from its performanceò (1977: 28) 

 

Chanting is another form of speaking or singing.  It generally has a restricted pitch range and we 

recognize it best from Christian church liturgies such as the Gregorian chant. It originated in 

monasteries and the priests sung them at specified times each day.  In some of the modern day 

choruses, the praise leaders chant the lines of songs.  Chants are not unique to literate societies, 

however, as Alan Rumsey demonstrates in Highland cultures of Papua New Guinea (Rumsey 

2005). 

 

According to Ong (1982:40), redundancy, such as is common in songs and poetry, is natural in 

the thought and speech of people in an oral society.  However, with writing the mind slows down 

and interferes with this natural redundancy  
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POETIC STYLE  

Bauman (1977) discusses ñverbal art as performance,ò and views performance in relation to what 

he calls its nature, in particular the audience interaction and reaction. He refers to the way in 

which the performance takes place as keying, including special codes and figurative language, 

parallelism, and other special features. There are also performance traditions that influence style, 

depending upon the event, the act, the role of the performer and the genre that is used.  

 

According to Finnegan (1977:107), the material itself does not always define structural units, 

such as lines, verses, stanzas (even poems) She notes the striking and elaborate use of metaphor 

in Polynesian poetry, where ña poem often moves on two levels, the overt one perhaps a 

description of natureé, the inner one conveying some hidden meaning of love, or insult, or 

historical claimò (1977:114, italics added).  ñThe search for one touchstone of óoral styleô thus 

turns out to be fruitlessé [b]ut in conclusion, I emphasise again the importance of performance 

in oral artò (1977:133). 

 

How do style and performance enter into the poetry?  Hedrick (1994) analyzes parables as 

ñpoetic fictionsò that were invented for particular occasion. He sees them as ordinary stories that 

Jesus created and gives some early interpretations before moving to modern ones. 

 

Finnegan suggests that the social nature of style adds several further dimensions to poetry, such 

as: 
¶ In oral poetry the most marked feature is repetition 

¶ The prosodic process includes the beats and meter, the notion of rhythm 

¶ The functions of parallelism 

¶ The physical accompaniment to rhythm may be less prominent 

¶ The use of imagery and symbolic language 

¶ The use of hyperbole and poetic irony 

¶ The use of allusion and poems of address 

¶ Conventions on delivery, dramatization and individuality 

 

How do performers compose oral poetry? 
¶ Memorization is a key ingredient 

¶ By noting the effect that the audience has upon the performance 

¶ By improvisation and freedom 

¶ By repetition and the use of formulae 

¶ By deliberate and protracted composition, devoid of the performance 

¶ By means of dialogue songs or poetic duels (Finnegan 1977:85) 

 

Oral literature is found all over the world and is therefore all around us, including ballads and 

folksongs, or even kinds of childrenôs verse and should be exploited in storytelling. 

 

The modes of transmission of oral poetry turn out to be complicated and not neatly confined to 

two distinct traditions, one oral, and the other written (Finnegan 1977:168).  Furthermore, 

classifying a poem as folk, oral, or popular (noting style or expected origin) does not give any 

automatic information about its likely mode of distribution and transmission. 
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Who are the poets, that is, who composes and performs oral poetry?  There are varieties of 

people and occasions for poetry and song.  Often they take place in relaxation after work 

(Finnegan 1977:243).  Other times include work parties, singing sessions, sporting events, 

church services, etc.  In traditional village settings, such as communal festivities and special 

occasions, there is generally singing. 

 

Robert Alter has written on a literary approach to the Old Testament that takes into account the 

basic conventions of ancient Mediterranean poetic style, which seemed to avoid narrative and 

focus on ñsong, dirge, oracle, oratory prophecy, reflective and didactic argument, liturgyò 

(1985:27). 

 

It turns out that rhythmic speech ñplays a large part in all religions from their earliest 

beginningsò (Wilder 1999:89), so storytelling by poetry is very old. A good poem, according to 

Wilder, combines certain conventions with novelty; improvisation is valued, but so are the 

known linguistic structures. 

POSTMODERN AND EXPERI ENTIAL STORYTELLING  

Miller (2003) gives a number of examples that demonstrate how the present generation is 

visually oriented in storytelling.  Not only do they look for symbols and imagery to represent and 

depict a story, they also become part of the retold stories.  Miller is a young church leader who 

seeks ways to communicate to new generations, but to do so ñwe must be willing to change how 

we tell the old, old story.ò  

 

Worship in such cases is an experiential and personal encounter with spiritual interpretations of 

sound, light, and other emotional enhancing features.  Participants go on several ñjourneysò to 

experience the stories of Jesus, acting out and responding to mentors who guide them. 

 

Wilder (2001) challenges his readers to link contemporary issues with biblical stories. His 

experience was in examining ñpostwarò poetry, but also came from his pastoral sensitivity.  His 

writings on the relationship of religion to modern poetry and literature searches for an enjoyment 

for hearers in their faith. ñThe church today has widely lost and all but forgotten the experience 

of glory which lies at the heart of Christianityò (2001:8).  As storytellers, we do not want our 

audiences to have such an experience. 

 

Theater ñdemands trained, costumed, and often masked performers enacting narrativesò 

(Schechner 1992:272).  Michael Melôs (1996) autobiographical thesis on storytelling drama for 

the Melpa or Hagen culture illustrates this well.  He applies certain key concepts of a story by 

means of theatre and drama.  His work is imaginative and personal, both in terms of the process 

and development of a theatre play, but also because Melôs responsibility is to research and report 

on his work, yet at the same time direct the operation. 

 

Mel refers to the Mbu throughout his thesis, which is set within the structure of the Melpa people 

in the Western Highlands of PNG, with key concepts of: the Mbu Iamb, the individual, or ñseed 

personò; the Pugl Iamb, authority, or the ñroot personò; and the Mbu Kola, the boundary, or the 

ñseed place.ò  The symbolism revolves around the Mbu ñthe individual,ò who, through a process 
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of Mbu Ugl (knowledge, but literally ñthings that are done with seedsò) arrives at various stages 

of Nanga Noman (thoughts or behavior).  Listeners relate the forms of knowledge through songs, 

dance, chants, drama, and in other ways. 

 

Mel calls the Noman the ñbrainsò or ñmind,ò and places it within a paradigm of Noman Pila, 

Noman Tekim, and Noman Kond, all related to thinking, feeling, knowing, relating, and living, 

therefore ñsymbolic notions of temporal experience.ò 

 

Mel is confident that his viewpoint of the Mogei worldview reflects an emic framework (p. 31 

and elsewhere).  His use of the Mogei lexical images is projected into the drama framework, with 

the following terms central: 

¶ Na: the individual students, other persons, and their responses 

¶ Iamb: the relationships, discussions and interactions that take place 

¶ Kola: the project, department and institution 

¶ Mbu : the overall discourse, ideas and understanding 

 

The Mbu then sprouts and grows, as it becomes Melôs story.  Melôs own storytelling revolves 

around his experiences of teaching and researching drama at the Goroka Teachers College.  His 

work with students and the Raun Raun theatre is highly interactive, where the storyteller portrays 

the feeling that he and others have as they ñdiscover meaningò through the process of putting on 

a play called Mani Tok (literally, ñmoney talkò).  The theatre becomes the performersô way of 

ñplaying around with reality.ò  Through the process of drama, Mel and others are attempting to 

identify themselves. The self-identity process, which merges drama and song, can be an 

important component in the storytelling process. 

ART 

An added dimension of performance and stories is art.  We have already mentioned how Robert 

Coles used pictures that children drew to help them tell their personal stories.  Examining artists 

of the fourteenth century, Jules Lubbock reminds us that ñOnce upon a time [reading a picture as 

well as a book] was probably the dominant mode é[and] Narrative was considered to be the 

most difficult and prestigious branch of paintingò (Lubbock 2006:xi).  

 

Toelken (1986:149) notes that folksongs differ from commercial songs.  Singers regularly 

modify folksongs.  However, singers of commercial songs resist modification because they own 

the songs. 

 

As early as the middle of the third century AD there were images in the tombs of the catacombs 

that include stories of the Old and New Testaments, such as the Fall of Man, Crossing the Red 

Sea, The Raising of Lazarus, the Last Supper, the Resurrection and many more.  Such pictures 

refelected eyewitness accounts and helped teach Christian doctrine. 

 

For ideas on the kind of stories that ñembody spiritual truthò and illuminate Christian doctrines, 

see Mosley (2000). In a striking dramatization, he portrays portions of the Bible that deal with 

the use of garments, demonstrating that  ñshowingò complements merely ñtellingò. 
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Bailey (2005) has written a one-act play in four scenes on the two sons of ñThe Prodigal Sonò 

parable.  His thesis is ñIf óstoryô is a serious mode of theological language that effectively creates 

meaning, then emotion and drama cannot be ignoredò (2005:14).  Bailey uses Arabic script as art 

for titles to his chapters. 

 

We should encourage the use of art in our storytellingðallowing storytellers to illustrate their 

stories with creative images and icons.   

 

In summary, according to Ryken (1989), the arts provide: 
¶ A picture of reality 

¶ The imaginatory element 

¶ The interpretation of reality 

¶ The role of perspective 

¶ The need to interpret 

¶ Beauty of form 

¶ Understanding of human experience 

¶ An enlargement of the range of experiences 

¶ Social functions 

¶ Entertainment 

¶ Creativity 

 

Skill -Check 

As a facilitator, sing, recite a song, or compose a short play and then: 

Ç Discuss the feelings that participants had from hearing the song or watching the play 

Ç Discuss what feelings you expected from the song or play 

Ç Discuss how a song or play conveys the true essence of the story 

Ç Discuss or illustrate how plays enhance stories and songs 
 




