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When I teach storytelling to storytell-
ers I like to ask an odd question: For 
whom are you telling your stories?

The question usually generates these 
answers: school children, my congre-
gation, nursing home residents. Ah, 
that’s to whom you’re telling stories but 
that’s not the question I asked. This is 
followed by much eye-blinking and “Is 
she crazy?” looks being exchanged.

We get a good laugh in about the ques-
tion before I leap into the heart of the 
matter by repeating the question: For 
whom are you telling your stories? 

The answer seems obvious, doesn’t it? 
The audience! Yet I have watched far 
too many storytellers tell a story for 
themselves instead of the audience. A 
storyteller who forgets their audience 
is BORING—all-capital-letters bor-
ing. I don’t care if they have amazing 
phrasing or can do great sound effects, 
if they aren’t telling the story to the 
audience and for the audience it’s 
boring.

Storytelling is an intimate experience 
that takes place between a storyteller 
and the audience. This is our oldest 
communication medium and one that 
we are actually hard-wired to receive. 

Neurological research has 
discovered that a “neuro-
coupling” takes place (and is 
visible on an fMRI) between 
a storyteller and listener. The 
coupling actually lets the lis-
tener “see” and “feel” the story 
at the same time, and in the 
same areas of the brain, as the 
storyteller.

But there’s a catch: The storyteller HAS 
to be experiencing the story’s sensory 
imagery before the listener can expe-

rience the imagery. How fascinating 
is that? I swear, if I could do it over 
again, I would go into neuroscience—
it’s just that fascinating. 

So, how do you tell the story for an 
audience? First off, let go of the the-
atrics. See the story in your mind as 
you rehearse it. Immerse yourself in a 
creative visualization of the story and 
really see it unfold in your imagina-
tion. See the setting and the charac-
ters, smell the smells of the palace or 
marketplace. Listen for the sounds that 
would be present in the story. Create 
a three-dimensional, multi-sensory 
awareness of the story and share that 
with the listeners!

As Donald Davis likes to say, a story 
has words but a story isn’t words. A 
story is pictures that YOU SEE that 
you tell me about. And as you are tell-
ing me about those pictures, make eye 
contact with me! Bring me into your 
story. Let me be there with you. 

I have seen too many storytellers talk 
at their audience instead of to their 
audience. Make your storytelling more 
like a conversation and less like a 
Shakespearian tragedy. Save the gigan-
tic arm gestures and loud shouting for 
the Little League park. 

Use your movements intentionally 
to show your audience where things 
are in the story or to demonstrate an 
action. Use your voice to reveal the 
emotion of the story, and keep seeing 
your story until it’s over. When you see 
the story, we can, too!

How to Bring Your Listeners Into the Story

Donna Marie Todd, Editor
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The story of Jesus calming a storm 
on the Sea of Galilee is found in the 
fourth chapter of the Gospel of Mark.  
Several interesting, if not surprising, 
features of the story include Jesus 
sleeping during the storm, and the 
fearful panic of the disciples, several of 
whom were supposedly seasoned, ex-
perienced fishermen very 
familiar with the Sea/Lake 
of Galilee.  Before too 
quickly jumping to met-
aphorical interpretations 
of this episode, perhaps 
we ought to consider the 
physical reality of the Sea 
of Galilee and the fact that 
storms do quickly rise and 
fall. We also, then, should 
consider the political and 
economic storms that 
were the backdrop to 
this crossing over to the 
other side.  

The Disciples’ fear of drowning, the 
unexpected calm of both Jesus and 
the storm, and the association of fear 
and faith implied in Jesus’ questions 
to them, may indeed be multi-leveled 
probes into the real lives of Galileans 
of that time and place.  This story may 
be a reality-based metaphor for the 
destructive experience of the power 
of the Roman Empire and the Herod 
family that totally disrupted the well-
being of Galilee, and probably indicat-

CONTEXT, CONTEXT, CONTEXT
Human Geographic Settings of Stories in Mark

Part One of a Three-Part Series
by Larry Brown, PhD

ed Jesus’ resistance to that kingdom 
with his alternative restorative justice 
realm.

It is my assumption that good 
preparation for telling any 
Biblical story requires some 

study of the background, 
the setting, the location, and 
culture of the situation of the 
story itself and of the process 
of creating the original story.  

Sometimes we need to know the 
meaning of specific words, how they 
would have been first understood, 
and how that meaning might connect 
to our present reality.  It is also very 
helpful to comprehend the references 

made to places, as well the political, 
economic, and social complexities that 
lie just behind the scene, that even if 
ever so subtle, would nonetheless have 
been experienced by the characters 
and audiences in the stories.  This 
information will in turn affect how we 
interpret and express the story, name-

ly where we put emphasis, 
give pause, or perhaps add a 
word or two of explanation in 
order to make the connection 
for us and our audience.

In this series of three articles 
I will reference the Gospel of 
Mark, for the sake of con-
sistency, and explore three 
broad contextual thematic 
questions:  Whose kingdom/
realm is really in power?  (by 
connecting, for example, 
the kingdom of God, Ro-
man power, and the Herod 

family);  What is the role of the region 
of Galilee?  (from bounty to want, its 
culture and physical geography, and 
the tragic consequence of poverty 
and poor health); and, What is Jesus’ 
prophetic challenge to the authority of 
the Temple? (a radical itinerant Rabbi 
and his disciples who confronted the 
Temple system in the heart of Jerusa-
lem, and for whom the consequence is 
crucifixion).

Whose kingdom/realm is of the 
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greatest importance? First consider 
the Realm of God.  In Mark 4 Jesus 
used parables to describe the kingdom 
of God.  As he taught the parables he 
said, “...the secret of God’s kingdom 
has been given to you,”  
(vs. 10) “This is what God’s 
kingdom is like,” (vs. 26) 
and, “What’s a good image 
for God’s kingdom?  What 
parable can I use to explain 
it?  Consider a mustard 
seed.” (vss. 30-31) (CEB)

Certainly the Realm of God 
is the experience of sharing 
the good news of harvest, 
of feeding and healing, and 
of inclusion, and it is over 
against the false appeal of 
wealth and worldly power.  
The word in Greek is basileia, which 
can be translated as empire, rule, king-
dom, or realm, and although for Jesus 
it may suggest the sole sovereignty of 
God, it is a reversal of the present or-
der, and more than a political takeover.  
The Realm of God is best understood 
in the context of what people of Jesus’ 
time and the people at the time of the 
compilation and telling of the Gospel 
knew, namely the Roman Empire.  
This empire was based on bounded 
territory, an authoritarian central ad-
ministration, and an effective military.  
This empire asserted political/military, 
economic, and ideological/religious 
power to force integration into their 
system, a system that pulled resourc-
es back to its core and supported its 
external colonization.

Caesar Augustus was the model of im-
perial rule.  Roman Imperial Theology 
declared that when Octavian became 
Caesar he was named Augustus (in 
Latin, the Divine One) or in Greek, 
Sabastos (the One-to-be-Worshipped); 
Caesar was god.  And by the last 
decade before the Common Era it was 
carved in stone that Augustus was 
“The Son of God, Savior of the World,” 
and was represented in temples, war, 
victory, and peace.  The realm of 

Caesar was known for exceptionally 
burdensome taxes to pay for urban-
ization, resource exportation, military 
infrastructure, and support for the 
occupying forces.

Tiberius Caesar was the further im-
plementation of Augustus’ model of 
imperial authority.  For the people of 
Jesus’ time this power was personally 
expressed in Rome’s choice for local 
rule, Herod the Great, and his sons.  
Out of tax revenue and from land con-
fiscation, Herod built forts, ports, pal-
aces, cities, and the Jerusalem Temple.  
He was declared by Rome to be “King 
of the Jews” and it was a capital offense 
to resist that designation.  Although 
after his death his sons took over 
sub-regions of his kingdom and Rome 
appointed a governor for Judea, this 
resulted in at least two generations of 
both indirect and direct rule by Rome, 
including suppression of resistance, 
and war.

When Jesus would preach, teach, and 
heal in the name of the Realm of God, 
and welcome its arrival, he intended 
the people would know an alternative 
rule.  Herod Antipas exhausted the 
land of Galilee for wheat production 
and proceeded to exhaust the dried 
fish market out of the Sea of Galilee.  
So when Jesus offered bread and fish 
for sharing among the people, at least 
symbolically if not literally, he was de-
claring that a new kingdom had come.  
Why would one give wheat and fish 

to Rome, when it can be shared with 
those who hunger?

When we tell stories of people being 
fed, healed, called away from fishing, 

and called into declaring 
the Good News, we need 
to emphasize which realm 
we are talking about.  We 
will need to communicate 
with empathy for those 
who suffer injustice, with 
joy for the alternatives, and 
with seriousness about the 
consequences of announc-
ing alternatives.  “After John 
was arrested, Jesus came 
into Galilee announcing 
God’s good news, saying, 
‘Now is the time! Here 
comes God’s kingdom!  

Change your hearts and lives, and 
trust this good news!’ ”  (Mark 1.14-15 
CEB)  To be continued, in Galilee. . . 

Larry G. Brown is a retired University 
of Missouri Professor of Human Geog-
raphy. He holds a PhD in Policy Stud-
ies, an MA in Geography, an M.Div., 
and a BA in Sociology.  He is currently 
an instructor in MU Extension’s Osher 
Lifelong Learning Institute.  

Larry is a storyteller (including biblical 
storytelling), is past-president of Mis-
souri Storytelling, Inc., and currently 
serves on the NBSI board. A gradu-
ate of the 
Academy 
for Biblical 
Storytelling, 
Larry has 
conducted 
workshops 
and told 
in the Epic 
telling at 
the NBSI 
Festival 
Gathering. He is also an ordained 
minister in the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ), having served 
pastorates in NE, IN, and MO for over 
fifty years. 
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Face to Face with Truth at Tattler’s Diner

I spent a bit of time at the counter 
of Tattler’s diner the other morning, 
drinking coffee and just eavesdrop-
ping on the conversations. You know, 
picking up the gossip, oops, I mean the 
latest news. 

As Ella topped off my coffee for about 
the third time Hank sat 
down beside me. Ella slid 
a cup over and poured a 
cup for Hank.
  
“I heard talk that you 
are closing the hardware 
store at the end of the 
year, is that true?” she 
asked him as she poured 
just enough to leave 
room for milk and sugar.
 
“You heard right,” he 
answered as he stirred his 
sweet, creamy concoc-
tion. “It’s time.”
 
“Ya need to tell me some 
more about that in a 
minute,” she said as she 
grabbed a steaming pot 
of fresh coffee and con-
tinued down the counter 
and out to the tables,  
topping off coffee cups.

Feeling impatient at 
this exciting news, so 

much so that I couldn’t wait for Ella to 
return to hear more, I said, “What’s up, 
Hank?”
 
“Well Reverend . . .”  he began (now 
generally, nobody calls me “Reverend” 
unless it is going to be followed by 
something a bit serious, so I prepared 

myself to listen), “It’s time to retire. 
I’ve done all right. I can retire with few 
worries and lots of friends.”

Hank took a few sips of coffee, and 
before I could comment, he dug into 
the meat of the matter. “You remember 
Dave’s TV and Radio that was next 

door to my store? Why, 
when he started out, 
that was the only place 
you could buy a TV for 
miles around. Business 
was good, it was real 
good. But then, when TV 
wasn’t new anymore, his 
business became strictly 
repair, remember that?” 
I nodded, wondering 
where this conversation 
was going.

Hank continued, “All of a 
sudden, you could buy a 
TV just about anywhere 
and then televisions 
became so inexpensive 
and always changing that 
folks just got new ones 
on sale at the big stores 
and didn’t even bother 
repairing the old ones 
anymore. Big stores and 
new TVs made Dave’s 
place obsolete.”  

He drew in a deep 

by Bert Ambrose, Jr., the Storytelling Pastor
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breath, took a slow sip of coffee and 
said, “Well, fact is, the same thing is 
true for the hardware store these days.” 

Ella scurried past on her way toward 
the kitchen and asked if he wanted his 
usual (Hank always had the Blue Plate 
Special: bacon, pancakes, and two eggs 
over easy). He nodded and kept right 
on talking. He was on a roll.

“I’ll tell you something else most folks 
don’t know. Miss Harriet, the retired 
teacher who opened that used furni-
ture and knick-knacks store where 
Dave’s TV and Radio used to be? Well, 
she bought the whole building a while 
back. When she first started out, she 
was my biggest customer. She’d buy 
used stuff at yard sales and paint it, 
fix it up a bit, and sell it. I sold her all 
kinds of stuff when she first started 
out. But then she got big enough that 
she could buy her paint and painting 
supplies cheaper than I could.”

Ella slid Hank’s Blue Plate Special in 
front of him and topped off his coffee. 
He’d  just given me a whole new view 
of small town commerce. 

He poured a generous lake of syrup 
onto his pancakes and started in again. 
“Other things are that way too, preach-
er. That big home improvement store 
down the highway is open ‘til 10 at 
night and on Sundays, which is when 
most folks shop now. They sell nails 
and screws, hinges, and light-bulbs for 
less than I can buy them. Truth is, I’ve 
been buying a few things there just to 

keep some 
stuff on the 
shelves.”
Lifting a 
bite of pan-
cake onto 
his fork, he 
continued. 
“Times are 
changing so 
fast! Why, 
I haven’t 
fixed a screen or cut glass for anyone 
in a good while. People are just too 
busy to do things the old-fashioned 
way anymore. They want everything 
right now. Everything has to be quick-
er and cheaper, quicker and cheaper. 
When folks can find all they need 
online, with two-day shipping no less, 
they just don’t really need me or the 
hardware store anymore.” As he wolfed 
down a few more bites of his plate-
sized flapjacks, swimming in syrup, I 
thought about what he’d said and knew 
he was right. Our small town way of 

life was disappearing, one nail at 
a time.  

Then Hank looked me 
right in the eyes and said, 
“Folks say the same thing 
is happening to a lot of 
small churches round-
abouts.”

My last sip of coffee went down 
hard. As I stood up to leave, I put my 
hand on his shoulder, gave it a squeeze 
and said, “Yeah, Hank, I’m afraid that’s 
just about right . . . that’s just about 
right.” 

Keep the 
Bible’s 

Stories Alive
for the Next
Generation!

Include the Network 
of Biblical 

Storytellers, Int’l. 
in your will. 
Thank You!

Bert Ambrose, The Storytelling Pastor, 
is a gifted storyteller, writer, and UCC 
pastor. He is known for his homespun 
tales, like this one, of daily life around 
a place he calls Squirrel Run. Bert is a 
longtime member of NBSI and currently 
serves on their Board of Directors. He is 
also a member of the National Storytell-
ing Network and the Ohio Storytelling 
Network.
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Listening to 2 Corinthians 3:1b-6

1b. But do we have need of anything 
by way of introductory epistle to you, 
or from you? 2. For you are our epistle, 
having been inscribed on our hearts: 
being known and having been read by 
all people. 3. And being made known 
as an epistle of Christ, ministering to 
us, having been written not in ink, but 
the living Spirit of God; not on tablets 
of stone, but on tablets of hearts made 
of flesh. 

4. And such confidence we hold through 
Christ towards God, 5. not 
that of ourselves we are 
sufficient to 
credit anything as coming 
from ourselves, but our 
sufficiency comes from 
God, 6. who also has made 
us sufficient as servants of 
a new covenant not of writ-
ing but of Spirit; for what is 
written kills, but the Spirit 
gives life. 

I have chosen “epistle,” 
rather than “letter” in 
verses 1 to 3. Translations 
such as the NRSV use 
“letter” here and in verse 
6, whereas the author has used two 
different Greek word groups, epistole 
and gramma. “Letter” is an accurate 
translation for both—a letter that is 

sent from one person to another, and 
the components of words that are 
written. It feels confusing, however, 
to use the one word in English with 
its multiple meanings in this portion 
to aurally link the two ideas from the 
author, which seem clearer when made 
distinct from one another.
 
In verses 1–3, the author is referring 
to the inscription (and here I have 
chosen not to use “written,” again to 
maintain distinction from verse 6) of 
the recommendation of the Corinthi-
ans on the hearts of those they would 

speak for. The relationship between 
Paul (and his co-workers) and the 
people of the Corinthian church is 
embedded between the lines here. So 

the linguistic resonance in English 
of “epistle” with “apostle”—one who 
is sent—enriches the meaning here, 
supporting my trans-
lation choice. It would 
not be a stretch, I 
think, to imagine the 
senders of this letter 
expressing their 
gratitude for the 
gift the church in 
Corinth is to them, 
in light of the mu-
tuality of members 
of the body of Christ that is woven 

through all of the 
letters we have from 
Paul. Sent to minister 
to one another, Paul 
and the churches meet 
in their shared love of 
God in Christ. 

So, in verse 2, in this 
translation the Greek 
is rendered into 
English as a descrip-
tion of experience, 
the experience of new 
people trusting Paul 
and his co-workers 
because of the love of 
the churches in which 

they have already served. This love is 
the epistle of Christ, and the only rec-
ommendation or introduction these 
apostles need. 

Sarah Agnew Muses
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Richard Swanson

In the NRSV, the translation is more 
stative of the purpose of the epistle 
that the people of Corinth are on Paul’s 
heart: “to be known and read” by oth-
ers they meet. I don’t think there is any 
theological nuance to the translation 
here, and either my translation or that 
of the NRSV would carry the meaning 
effectively. 

In verse 3, I prefer “hearts made of 
flesh,” or even perhaps “fleshly hearts,” 
to the NRSV’s “human hearts.” Flesh 
contrasts much more directly with 
stone, and the Greek sarx is most com-
monly translated as “flesh.” 

As I mentioned earlier, I have moved 
in this translation away from “letter,” 
and in verse 6, the NRSV’s “letters” be-
come “writing” and “what is written’.” I 
am attempting to reach towards what I 
sense is the more pointed meaning in 
the writer’s use of the Greek gramma 
word group. “What is written” links 
the hearer back to what is written on 
the tablets of stone, with which the au-
thor is drawing a contrast in the new 
covenant God writes on living hearts. 
Although, as I write this and engage 
with the argument, it occurs to me that 
the purpose of the covenant written on 
stone and given to the people through 
Moses was actually meant to be 
simultaneously written on the people’s 
hearts. But that might be a discussion 
for another day. 

Richard Swanson Muses

1  Are we beginning 
            (again) 
     to recommend ourselves? 
                  Or maybe we don’t need 
                          (as some do) 
 messages of recommendation for you, 
         or from you?
2    Our message?  
             It’s you; 
     the message stands written in 
            your hearts, 
            your plans and choices;     
      it is known 
            and read 
      by all people.

3   Because you are visible, 
          you are a message of the Messiah
                 (mediated by us), 
          standing written: 
                 not in black ink, 
           BUT in breath of the living God; 
                 not in tablets of stone, 
           BUT in tablets of physical hearts,
                  your actual plans and choices.
4    This sort of confidence we have 
           (through Messiah, 
                   toward God)
5     not because, 
                    of ourselves, 
          we are qualified to count anything as  
          originating with us 
                    BUT our qualification [is] out   
of God,
6        who also qualified us [as] mediators                  
of a new covenant: 
           not written,
           BUT breathed [into a living being].  
Writing kills; 
           breathing makes life.  

The most important word 
in 2 Corinthians is BUT.  

You can hear it even in 
this short passage: 
      “not in black ink, 
BUT in breath of  the 
living God; 
        not in tablets of stone, BUT in 
tablets of physical hearts, your actual 
plans and choices.”  

The word translated as “but” is ἀλλὰ, 
which is a “strong adversative conjunc-
tion.”  The technical name does not 
need to matter to you, but the function 
of  ἀλλὰ does.  It sets one part of a 
sentence against another, it marks a 
break.  It is a conjunction that causes a 
disjunction.  

The key in interpreting 
2 Corinthians is to figure out the 

nature of the disjunction. 
 

The passage I quoted demonstrates the 
difficulty.  And the danger.  Paul sets 
“black ink” over against the “breath 
of the living God.”  The point of this 
contrast is not necessarily clear, but 
Paul completes the image by contrast-

ing stone tablets with hearts.  When 
stone tablets come into the story, 
Moses is carrying them.  And because 
the message written, not on stone but 
on hearts, is a message of the Messiah, 
it has been easy for interpreters to read 
this as a disjunction between Moses 
and Jesus, between Jewish faithfulness 
and Christian faithfulness.  

Do not take the easy path.  

Interpreters who take that path wander 
into all sorts of anti-Jewish interpreta-
tion.  You can see how it happens.  It 
begins with the Moses/Jesus contrast.  
For present-day Christians, this is no 
contest.  Sermons and Sunday School 
have taught us all that, no matter what 
the question, the right answer is Jesus.  

So, if the question before us is: 
“Which is the good half of this 
disjunction?”, the answer is easy.  

Jesus wins.  

And the end of this passage seems 
to confirm this reading of the 

disjunction.  “Writing kills; breath-
ing makes life,” says Paul.  Jesus wins 

again.  

Such interpretation makes two seri-
ous mistakes. First of all, it ignores 
the origin of the idea of “writing on 
the heart.”  

This is not a Christian innovation.  It 
was Jeremiah who talked about God 
writing Torah on human hearts, and 
Ezekiel returned an echo.  

These old prophets are speaking in the 
midst of a horrifying disaster. Bab-
ylon has destroyed God’s Temple in 
Jerusalem.  Babylon has destroyed the 
kingdom of Judah.  Babylon has trans-
ported all the leaders of Jewish society 
into Exile.

The Jewish response to this disaster 
marks a decisive change in human his-
tory.  Karen Armstrong (among many 

continues on page 10
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others) identifies Jeremiah and Ezekiel 
in particular as prophets who contrib-
uted to the “Great Transformation,” 
a moment in history that changed 
cultures around the globe.  Jeremiah 
and Ezekiel, Jewish prophets, partici-
pated in the creation of what became 
Ethical Monotheism, the philosophical 
and religious structure that focuses 
human attention on the ethical duties 
owed to a single Deity.  This seems, 
perhaps, to be a simple, little thing, but 
the impact changed the way we live.  
Religious duties were 
no longer understood 
to be merely cultic, 
involving temples and 
rituals and priests.  
Religious duties, ac-
cording to the classic 
Jewish prophets, had 
a social and ethical 
nature.  And because 
the classic prophets 
insisted that God was 
One, ethics was also 
singular.  There is, 
they insisted, a single 
ethical structure to all 
of human life, and if 
the structure is single, 
it is rational, think-
able, and knowable.  

This is an enormous 
development.  Theo-
rists from Max Weber 
onwards have seen in this Transfor-
mation the beginnings of rational 
thought, the seeds of the Enlighten-
ment.  

And it all started with the catastrophe 
of the Babylonian Exile, and with Jere-
miah’s response to it.  Jeremiah under-
stood Torah to be the ethical standard 
that governed life, and he understood 
that violation of that universal ethical 
standard had led to the catastrophe.  
Torah, written on tablets of stone, had 
proved too contrary to human plans 
and choices.  This had led to the disas-

ter.  It led also to Jeremiah’s prophecy 
of an act of God that would write the 
principles of Torah into the heart of 
human planning and choosing.  When 
Paul writes to the Corinthians, he is 
remembering Jeremiah’s promise.  He 
is recalling the promise of a time when 
doing Torah, living ethically, would 
be normal and habitual.  When Torah 
is only written on paper or stone, di-
saster results.  When Torah is written 
into the core of human planning and 
choosing, life is the result.  

Second, this sort of interpretation 

ignores to whom Paul was writing, 
and why.  

Paul is speaking deep within Jewish 
tradition, but he is writing to faithful 
people in a thoroughly pagan region.  
The people of Corinth were Greeks 
and they were pagans; there were not 
many Jews.  Daniel Boyarin makes it 
clear that even in places like Corinth, 
the center of gravity for Christian 
groups was the local Jewish communi-
ty.  It is perhaps the case, he notes, that 
there was no Christian community 
separate from a Jewish community 

until the time of Constantine (4th cen-
tury C.E.).  And Mark Nanos points 
out (in The Mystery of Romans and The 
Irony of Galatians) that local Jewish 
communities were trying to find ways 
to deal with crowds of Gentiles who 
saw in Christianity a way into the 
heart of Judaism.  

So to whom is Paul writing?

Paul’s letters to the Corinthians are 
letters to Christians (probably mostly 
pagans, but Jews, too) who were trying 
to figure out how to live, worship, and 

study together with the rest of the Jew-
ish community that does not see Jesus 
as the Messiah.  

On the one hand, Paul appears to 
be astounded by the ability of these 
faithful pagans to approximate Torah 
observance and seems to take this as 
miraculous evidence of the validity of 
Jesus’ messianic credentials.  

On the other hand, Paul finds the 
irrational exuberance of these newly 
faithful people to be troublesome.  

continued from page 9



And that is why Paul 
wrote his letters.

The community in Galatia, for in-
stance, is troubled by people who have 
been called “Judaizers” in Christian 
interpretation.  Christian interpreters 
have assumed that these “Judaizers” 
were Jews who were trying to rein in 
Christian freedom.  

Mark Nanos offers a different, and 
persuasive, reading of this disruption.  
They are not Jews who are insisting on 
making Gentile converts more Jewish.  
They are, argues Nanos, Gentiles who 
are trying (with a convert’s misguided 
energy) to keep Torah as passionately 
as possible.

  The joke I use when 
teaching about Galatians is: 
“They wanted to be Jews in 

the worst way, and that is what 
they became: Jews in the worst 

possible way.”  

They imagined that they had to master 
every small particular of the written 
Torah in order to merit the love of 
God.  Jews have always known that 
such mastery has never been the goal.  

A dear friend of mine, a colleague in 
the Religion Department at Augus-
tana University where I teach, tells a 
story from the rabbis: 

A shopkeeper approached the rabbi, 
apologizing for his inability to fully 
observe Sabbath.  His clientele was 
substantially Gentile, and many of 
them shopped on Saturday, making it 
unwise to close the shop on his busiest 
day.  He was distraught because he 
knew the sacred nature of the Sab-
bath.  The rabbi asked him if the shop 
was open all 24 hours of the Sabbath.  
“Of course not,” said the man.  “Most 
weeks the shop is only open for eight 
hours.”  “So most weeks you work for 
eight hours, and you rest for sixteen?” 

asked the rabbi.  “Yes,” said the man.  
“So next week maybe you could rest 
for seventeen hours?” asked the rabbi.  
“God will understand.”

Only overly exuberant converts 
imagine that God wants fanatical 
perfection out of us.  

Faithful Jews know otherwise.  I’m 
sure you can find Jews who are also 
fanatical about Torah observant, just 
like I can find Christians who do the 
same.  Or Muslims.  Or Buddhists 
(read a bit about Myanmar).  Or athe-
ists.  But most faithful people are not 
fanatics.  Nanos has noticed something 
important: Gentile converts have mis-
understood what faithfulness means, 
and have taken on the impossible task 
of rigidly observing every single tiny 
written commandment.  

In 2 Corinthians Paul seems to have 
met Gentiles with the same problem.  

His last words in this passage are a 
response to them: If that is how you 
observe Torah, you learn quickly that 
“writing kills.”  The point for Jews, 
from Genesis 2 and forevermore, is 
that God’s gracious breath makes us 
alive.  

So the disjunction marked by the 
conjunction, ἀλλὰ (BUT), is not be-
tween Christianity and Judaism.  It is 
between an external ethics and God’s 
promise to write Torah on human 
hearts.  It is between impossible fanati-
cism and practical forgiveness.  

However you choose to 
perform this passage, 

remember that Paul is a Jew 
speaking to people who are 

trying too hard to be Jewish.  

“Breathe,” he says.  “Just breathe: you 
are a message of the Messiah, breathed 
into the very heart of your being.”  

So relax.  Breathe.  
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What is the 
NBSI Seminar?

The NBSI Seminar is a dynamic com-
munity made up of storytelling schol-
ars and scholarly storytellers. Many 
Seminar members have written books 
about biblical performance criticism. 

Many participants in the seminar are 
professors at seminaries and colleges 
around the United States; others are 
full time professional storytellers and 
clergy who use storytelling as a central 
dimension of their ministry. We are 
pursuing a coordinated program of re-
search from our varied perspectives on 
biblical methodology, interpretation, 
and pedagogy. 

We gather for several days prior to the 
yearly NBSI Festival Gathering in or-
der to develop a new paradigm for bib-
lical scholarship called Performance 
Criticism. We base this new paradigm 
on the actual performance of biblical 
texts as a way to explore the interface 
and interaction between biblical story-
telling and biblical scholarship.

As members of the seminar we 
acknowledge both the gift and the 
danger that comes with the practice 
of telling biblical stories. Typically 
our meetings involve engagement 
with current projects that the Seminar 
members are pursuing in their own 
vocations. Often we have dedicated 
whole days to exploring particular 
biblical texts through repeated perfor-
mances and reflection. 

While the primary goal of gathering 
has been scholarly, the regular and 
rigorous engagement with biblical 
performances has knit us together into 
a diverse community that cares for 
one another not only in professional 
aspects of our lives, but also in deeply 
personal dimensions. To learn more or 
request participation in the Seminar, 
email Seminar convener, Phil Ruge-
Jones: rugejones@gmail.com.



In 2017 our Korean biblical storytell-
ing group made our first contact with 
NBSI. We are known in Korea as the 
Bible Storytelling Follow-up Commu-
nity (SFC). We have been discipled by 
Rev. Yon Soo Kim, who is the founder 
of the Storytelling Movement Insti-
tution (SMI).  I, Sun Young (Janice) 
Kim, contacted the Network of Biblical 
Storytellers, International (NBSI) as 
a representative of SFC. Six of us at-
tended the Festival 
Gathering in 2017 
and four of us 
came in 2018. Rev. 
Kim and I attend-
ed both years. 
Here’s what we’ve 
been doing with 
biblical storytell-
ing in Korea: 

In 2014 I retired 
from my 30-year 
career in the 
fashion business 
and participated 
in Rev. Kim’s 4th 
Season School in 
biblical storytelling. SMI’s Seoul sea-
son school just finished its 11th year. 
The school involves 10 to 20 students. 
A three-hour classroom session is held 
each week for ten weeks. Students 
learn and master a total of eight stories 
during these 10 weeks. The Season 

School uses curriculum Rev. Kim 
designed: “What is Storytelling?” and 
“How to Use Storytelling for Church 
Education, Preaching and Ministry in 
Mission.” 

Rev. Kim also holds season schools in 
biblical storytelling in several other 
Korean cities and also for Korean 
missionaries and people around the 
world! About 1200 missionaries and 

500 laity have completed his program. 
The 10-week course of the season 
school covers the first part of his 
curriculum. There are more steps to 
finalize the course, and SFC is one of  
the groups who decided to continue to 
go with it; there are two or three more 

groups abroad like SFC. 

But SFC is a little different than the 
other groups. We were the first fol-
low-up group and are a disciple group 
of Rev. Kim’s now. When we finished 
his curriculum, we wanted to go fur-
ther. So I searched the web and found 
NBSI, which has more strong back-
ground in terms of “performance.” 
Every Monday our members come to-

gether and share 
performances 
of scripture. We 
learned so much 
about perfor-
mance at the Fes-
tival Gatherings 
in 2017 and 2018. 
Now, our perfor-
mance level has 
been dramatically 
upgraded! 

After attending 
the Festival Gath-
ering in 2017, our 
team has been 
very busy! I have 

translated Dr. Tom Boomershine’s 
Story Journey into Korean, with his 
encouragement. I am currently par-
ticipating in the Academy for Biblical 
Storytelling’s (ABS) basic certification 
program and have been using what 
I’m learning to teach others! Thanks to 
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what we have learned from NBSI and 
the gatherings, four of us were able to 
assist in the SMI school by running 
workshops. Y.H. Pak covered “Con-
nection with Personal Story,” and K.S. 
Lee covered “Learning the Story” —
both topics inspired by Story Journey. 
H.S. Bang covered “How to Perform 
Biblical Stories” and I shared the ABS 
techniques I have learned from Dr. 
Tracy Radosevic for internalizing sto-
ries in this year’s school.  

SFC members also are 
utilizing technology to con-
nect with others. We have 
a chat room in Kakaotalk, 
which is a somewhat 
unique Korean version of 
a chatting room. We now 
have a total 22 people in 
this program. All the infor-
mation for our upcoming 
meetings, gatherings, etc. 
is given out in this chatting 
room.

We are also running an 
online cafe named “Story-
telling the Bible.” The cafe 
supplies 52 biblical stories a 
year, one per week, chosen 
by Rev. Kim to use during 
members’ quiet time. But 
it’s not just meditating on 
the story! It has a great 
format for any new people 
to follow and join in easily. 

Here is what a week in our 
“Storytelling the Bible” cafe 

looks like:

MONDAY
We start to learn a story and record it 
in our own voice. 

TUESDAY
We compose ten questions about the 
story, and during the week, we re-
search and answer those questions. 

WEDNESDAY
We analyze the story according to 
narrative criticism. 

THURSDAY 
We identify the main gist, theme, mes-
sage, and personal applications (actu-
ally every day’s form has the question 
about the application for the day). 

FRIDAY
We study other resources, commentar-
ies, etc. 

SATURDAY 
This is my favorite part! We imagine 
that we are one of the characters in 
the story and identify feelings and 

thoughts in that character’s point of 
view. 

SUNDAY
We summarize and prepare the 
performance for Monday, when we 
sit together and share each person’s in-
terpretation, application, and telling of 
the story of last week—as well as how 
we’ve told the story to other people!

When we did the story about Elisha 
and the Woman of Shunem (2 Kings 
4:8-37 v8-16 summary, v17-37 per-
formance), it was fun to imagine that 
I was Gehazi. I tried to catch what he 
felt upon getting Elisha’s order (4:29) 
and then failing the mission (4:31). 

The seeds we are planting are bearing 
fruit: three churches started storytell-
ing classes after the season school and 
being part of the café! 

Yun Hoa Pak and Rev. Kwi Sei Oh visit 
nursing homes every week and tell the 
stories there. 

Four to five of our members regularly 
visit a hospital to tell stories the first 
Wednesday of each month.

From time to time, we visit our 
members’ local churches, Rev. Kim’s 
other sessions in different cities,  and 
provide group performances. We also 
hold two annual retreats in other Ko-
rean cities—this August we held one at 
Incheon. 

The inspiration we have 
received from attending the 

NBSI Festival Gatherings con-
tinues to be shared with bib-
lical storytellers across Korea 

and the world!
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Q. Kathy, you have done extensive re-
search into the role of the audience in 
ancient biblical storytelling traditions 
and your research became a book in 
2010: “Hearing Between the Lines: The 
Audience as Fellow-Worker in Luke-
Acts and its Literary Milieu” (The Li-
brary of New Testament 
Studies). What drew you 
to this area of study?

A. I have always loved 
stories.  I was the kid 
who recorded herself 
reading The Cat in the 
Hat so that “someone” 
could tell me a story even 
when Mom and Dad 
were busy.  I had my first 
taste of storytelling in the 
5th grade, when my mom 
and I memorized the 
birth narrative from Luke 
2 together, while washing 
dishes during a long, cold 
Alaskan winter.  

That this early love would integrate 
with later academic experiences was 
something I didn’t imagine at that 
point.  But as my studies led me to 
become more and more intrigued with 
the creative power of narrative and 
rhetoric, I began to connect the dots.  

As a child—and as an adult—I loved 
stories because they had the power 

to come alive.  As living things, they 
had the power to change the way I saw 
the world, God, and myself.  So, when 
the time came to narrow my doctoral 
studies, it was natural to focus on the 
relationship between audience and sto-
ry.  The work of Wolfgang Iser, Mieke 

Bal, Elizabeth Struthers-Malbon, and 
my dissertation supervisor, Mikael 
Parsons, just to name a few, encour-
aged me to begin to consider the vital 
partnership that hearers of the narra-
tive have with both the story’s author 
and the narrative itself. 

Q. Are there things that ancient au-
diences understood about storytelling 

that our more modern and literate au-
diences do not? How do you see these 
understandings influencing the early 
storytellers of Acts?

A. Yes, and no.  I do think that the 
ancient audiences understood story-

telling better than literate 
audiences, if only because 
they did it and experienced 
it more—at least in formal 
settings.  

Regarding biblical sto-
rytelling in particular, 
the ancients understood 
that stories are fluid and 
multi-faceted, a product of 
both audience and story-
teller.  Literate audiences 
tend to expect biblical nar-
ratives to be fixed and have 
only one main “point” or 
“lesson.” This assumption 
at the very least stunts the 
story, and at worst turns 
the story into an oppressive 

tool wielded by those with power.  

Assuming a single “lesson” forces the 
question of divine inspiration related 
to the “correct” meaning of the story.  
Understanding biblical stories as living 
and active, evolving with storyteller 
and audience, opens new possibilities 
for divine inspiration, beyond what 
a particular tradition has defined as 

Hearing Between the Lines
An Interview with 2019 Festival Gathering Keynote Speaker 

Kathy Maxwell, PhD
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status quo. When this happens, biblical 
stories regain power to bring peace 
and reconciliation.  The ancient tellers 
of the gospel stories understood 
this—they passed on these stories 
that have the power to turn the world 
upside down.

On the other hand, across the millen-
nia, we are all human—we are beings 
who naturally live and think in stories.  
Certainly the vehicles we use for 
stories have changed and developed—
could the ancients have ever dreamed 
of a movie screen or a smart phone in-
terface? But as modern, literate tellers 
and hearers, we have all the tools we 
need to engage stories.  

Both ancients and moderns benefit 
from intentionally considering and 
cultivating our understanding of sto-
rytelling – both how we do it and how 
we are affected by it.  That’s a large part 
of what we do at the Network of Bib-
lical Storytellers.  It seems to me that 
Luke did this as well.  We’ll unpack 
some of the “how” of that consider-
ation at the 
2019 Festival 
Gathering.

Q. In your 
keynotes for 
the Festival 
Gathering in 
2019, you’ll 
be discussing 
the impor-
tance of an 
“active 
audience.” 
What do you 
mean by that 
term?

A. The famous first century philoso-
pher Plutarch compared the relation-
ship between the speaker (or storytell-
er) and the audience to dinner guests 
or to ball players.  A good guest, when 
invited to dinner, is not completely 
passive.  He interacts with his host and 
other guests, taking an active part in 
the dinner.  Plutarch writes that some-

one who listens to a speech or 
story is in the same position “...
for he is a participant in the dis-
course and a fellow-worker with 
the speaker.” (Mor. 1.45E) When 
two people play catch with a ball, 
both the thrower and the catcher 
are necessary components of the 
game.  He said that the same is 
so with speeches.

Audience participation is as vital 
to storytelling as the second player is 
to a game of catch.  The creation of 
story is not complete until the audi-
ence fills its active role.  An active au-
dience might do various things, but at 
the very least, they pay attention!  As 
the story unfolds, an active, attentive 
audience helps create the story.

Storytellers encourage active audiences 
using physical, verbal, and rhetorical 
methods, to just name three.  Story-
tellers ask their audiences to “hear 
between the lines,” and complete the 
story.  While the storyteller is vital to 
the story, so is an active audience.  It 

takes an audience to complete a story.

Q. What happens to the story (or 
inside the story) when the audience 
becomes engaged and active? How 
does this impact the storyteller in 
performance?

A. Plutarch’s “co-laborer” language is 
important here.  A good story needs 
a good audience.  So in some sense, 

an engaged audience completes the 
story.  A story can go in surprising and 
sometimes strange directions when an 
audience is active –this is part of the 
power of narrative!  

The storyteller is certainly impacted 
by an active audience, if only in the 
exchange of energy.  Every speaker 
or storyteller has told to an inactive 
and disengaged audience.  The wind is 
sucked right out of the story’s sails.  In 
such a situation, storytellers will go to 
great lengths to engage the audience 
because we instinctively know that 
without the audience, the story doesn’t 
work!

Most story-
tellers have 
also likely 
experienced 
how an active 
audience 
can actually 
change a story 
mid-telling.  
Physical and 
verbal re-
sponses of au-
diences might 
prompt a 
pause, change 
in tone, or 

repetition.  Even the presence of a 
certain person or group in an audience 
can influence the story.  For instance, 
when Jesus tells the parable of the 
Man Who Had Two Sons in Luke 15, 
I imagine the listening Pharisees and 
scribes influenced how he described 
the judgmental elder brother. 

continues on page 16
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Q. Are there proven ways for a 
biblical storyteller to engage an 
audience in active listening?

A. Part of what we’ll consider at 
the FG in 2019 is how the ancient 
storytellers engaged their audi-
ences.  It’s fascinating how little 
these tools have changed over the 
centuries!

Both ancient and modern sto-
rytellers use physical methods 
like eye contact, use of space, 
and gestures; verbal methods like 
inflection, tem-
po, and tone; 
and rhetorical 
methods like 
leaving puz-
zles or riddles 
unsolved, build-
ing suspense 
through omit-
ted informa-
tion, winking at 
the audience by 
using irony or innuendo, drawing 
the hearers into the story with in-
side jokes or incomplete endings.  

My research has focused mainly 
on rhetorical methods, but cer-
tainly I’ve experienced the impact 
that physical and verbal cues have 
on audiences.

What works best?  That depends 
on the storyteller, story, and audi-
ence—again, when we talk about 
story, we have a hard time nailing 
down a hard and fast method or 
response. 

To capitalize on this 
powerful versatility of sto-
ry, storytellers have to be 
mastered not only by the 

stories they tell, 
but also the people to 

whom they tell.

Q. In your book, you mention the 
importance of inspiring an audi-
ence to action. How do you see this 
inspiration informing and benefit-
ing our church audiences?

A.  Narratives frame the way that 
we experience life.  In the church, 
we have too often bought into 
stories of violence, consumption, 
corruption, and indifference.  Our 
actions reflect this subconscious 
structure.  When Christians inter-
nalize the gospel, their narrative 
changes.  The heart of God is peace, 
generosity, compassion, and recon-
ciliation.  

When we are mastered by the 
gospel narrative, the heart of God 
is played out in our lives.  This is 
the church that we must be, if we 
are serious about being the people 
of God.JOIN US!

Become a member of the 
Network of Biblical

Storytellers, Int’l.

Your membership 
gives you a subscription 

to this magazine, 
our monthly e-news, 

and best of all,
a BIG DISCOUNT

to the Festival Gathering
of Biblical Storytelling!

Join today!
nbsint.org

continued from page 15Ready to be surprised 
by the Bible again?

Kathy Maxwell is Associate Pro-
fessor of Biblical and Theological 
Studies and Chair of the Biblical and 
Theological Studies Department at 
Palm Beach Atlantic University. She 
holds a B.A. from Hardin-Simmons 
University, an M.Div. from Logsdon 
Seminary, and her Ph.D. from Bay-
lor University. 

Dr. Maxwell’s areas of research inter-
est include New Testament studies, 
especially literary and rhetorical 
methodologies; biblical interpreta-
tion; and the history of the Christian 
church. She is the author of “Hear-
ing Between the Lines: The Audience 
as Fellow-Worker in Luke-Acts and 
its Literary Milieu.”



At its most basic level, biblical 
storytelling is just sharing the stories 
of the Bible in an oral form to others 
present with us. It is that simple. But, 
those words only hint at the process of 
telling, the power unleashed and the 
personal transformation that happens 
both as the teller learns the story and 
the hearers hear the story. 

Storytelling utilizes the power of story 
in our lives. 
Stories help 
us make 
sense of 
our world 
and pass 
on what 
we believe. 
Stories 
are how 
we share 
our lives 
with one 
another. 

But, why 
should tell-
ing stories 
of the Bible 
matter 
in an age 
where so 
many can 
read and 
have instant access to many different 
versions of the Bible in many lan-

Biblical Storytelling 
and the Network of Biblical Storytellers, Int’l.

guages? To consider this question we 
need first to look at how the Bible was 
meant to be shared when it was first 
formed and how that has played out 
through the ages. Printed books, as 
we know them, are a rather modern 
invention having been produced for 
only about 500 years. Mass produc-
tion of books for pleasure reading is 
even more modern still and limited 
to the past hundred to one hundred 

fifty years. Before then much learn-
ing, including about the Bible, was 

accomplished mainly through oral 
means. Much of the Old Testament 
was written down long after the events 
occurred, having been passed down 
verbally, sometimes for generations 
first. To share it the way it was first 
meant to be shared is to share it orally. 

Even today in the United States of 
America, where rates of literacy are 
high and the Bible is readily avail-

able, biblical 
storytelling has 
an important 
place in our 
lives.  Literacy 
involves more 
than just being 
able to read. It 
extends into 
understanding 
what has been 
read, be it a 
concrete idea 
or an abstract 
thought.  

In Brazil I 
work with 
those who 
would be 
considered 
highly literate, 
like lawyers, to 
those who are 

completely illiterate. Most common 
continues on page 18
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are those who can read basic texts, 
because Portuguese is highly phonetic, 
but, like a first or second grader, do 
not understand what they have just 
read. Although a person with low liter-
acy may struggle to understand a text 
when it is read, anyone can understand 
a story when it is told. And, everyone, 
literate or not, likes a well-told story!

So let’s define a few of the words used 
in the basic definition: Biblical story-
telling is just sharing the stories of the 
Bible in an oral form to others present 
with us. 

Biblical means just 
that, stories that 
come from the 
Bible. Although 
some brief explana-
tion may be needed, 
depending on your 
audience, to explain words or identify 
a person or place the listener may not 
be familiar with, commentary and 
expanding the story into non-Bibli-
cal areas are generally avoided. Also, 
when given a pre-digested lesson, the 
listener doesn’t have to ruminate and 
assimilate the story into their life. It is 
much easier to brush off what has been 
said and assume that is all it has to 
teach us when we don’t have to think 
about it. God’s word is living and pow-
erful and can stand on its own.

Telling a story is not the same as 
reading the text, even when the text is 
well read. When one tells of an event 
in their life, they rarely use the same 
words and format they would if they 
wrote it down, even if they were to 
read it out loud later. Just transcrib-
ing the spoken word changes it. In 
Portuguese, there are even endings to 
verbs that are only used when writing. 
Different endings are used if you are 
speaking the same thoughts. Many 
more resources are available to a 
teller over a writer.  A writer is limited 
strictly to words on paper to describe 
an event and bring its emotion to life. 

A teller has a much wider world. Non-
verbal and para-verbal communica-
tion often express more than the words 
themselves and add a depth that can 
be lacking or cumbersome if expressed 
only in words. 

Sharing a story implies that a teller 
and a listener are interacting in some 
form, sharing the story together. 
Audio recordings strip the non-ver-
bals like gestures and body tension 
from the story and rely solely on the 
voice and its qualities. Videos include 
the non-verbals but lack the personal 
engagement of listeners and teller. 

Sharing a story also 
implies that the story is 
something of value to 
the teller. It has mean-
ing. It has purpose in 
their life. The story 
must belong to them 
before it can be most 

effectively shared with another. It is 
not mere memorization or rote telling. 
Merely putting verses into our heads 
by memorizing them, even if they are 
a story, does not mean it has been put 
into our hearts as well. One must make 
it their own to tell it well. 

The Network’s mission is to encour-
age everyone to learn and tell biblical 
stories. We set a mark of 75% word 
accuracy and 95% content accuracy. 
The ideal is to stay true to the story, 
but to allow for making the text sound 
more conversational and incorporate 
the personality of the teller. 

Stories connect with our lives and have 
the power to meet us where we are yet 
take us where we need to be. Story-
telling utilizes the power of story in 
our lives. Biblical storytelling adds the 
power of the word of God. An unbeat-
able combination. 

continued from page 17THE 
ACADEMY

FOR
BIBLICAL

STORYTELLING

Serious 
Biblical Storytelling

Scholarship 
in a School 

Without Walls

Personalized
Mentoring

Great for pastors, laity,
and Christian Educators

Dr. Tracy Radosevic, Dean

NEW 
BASIC 

CERTIFICATION 
CLASS BEGINS 
JANUARY 2020

Learn more:
nbsint.org/absinformationpage

Become a 
Certified 
Biblical

Storyteller

Ellen Patton is a missionary in Brazil 
and a member of the 2018 NBS Acad-
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NBSI AUTHOR’S SPOTLIGHT
Joyce Elaine Gill Johnson

“Sowing Stories Deep in the Soul”

Joyce Johnson is an NBS Master 
Certified Biblical Storyteller, serving 
as leader for Spiritual Formation and 
Biblical Storytelling Scripture-by-Heart 
Ministries at Mount Zion Baptist 
Church, Indianapolis. She is co-present-
er of Biblical Storytelling Workshops at 
Indiana Women’s Prison. Joyce received 
her MACE degree from Christian 
Theological Seminary and DMin under 
the mentorship of Tom Boomershine at 
United Theological Seminary.

I had been involved in ministry with 
young women for a long time, but it 
was my invitation to women’s prison 
ministry that clinched my being drawn 
to using biblical storytelling with ado-
lescent women. 

To see some adolescent women enter 
the prison world at such young ages 
because of detrimental choices is 
heartbreaking! What can be done 
about the adolescent women in my 
congregation and congregations of 
other faith communities to ward off 
having them become a prison statis-
tic? What can provide holistic and 
transformative spiritual formation 
experiences and strengthen ministry 
to young women? I know now from 
experience that participation in stories 
of the deep soul-stirring experiences 
of God’s unconditional compassionate 
love is essential! The biblical story-
telling process provides a focus on 
creativity, engaging study, internalized 
story learning, positive life connec-
tions, and performing deeply inter-
nalized biblical stories by heart. As 

one young woman said about biblical 
storytelling, “Stay open to the story! 
We dug deep on one story. Broke this 
one story down, dissected it, and gave 
it life.”
 
Today’s adolescents are dealing with 
high-tech influences such as cyber bul-

lying leading to depression or unsuc-
cessful and successful suicide attempts, 
adolescent pregnancy, human traffick-
ing, school and neighborhood gun vi-
olence, and the enticing drug culture. 
Statistically, more African-American 
women have influences of non-vio-
lent offenses or drugs that lead to a 
higher percentage rate of incarcera-
tion than other ethnicities. The ugly 
head of glaring racist put-downs and 
name-calling against females dampens 
the spirit of positive self-identity and 
healthy growth and development. 

There is a need for strong spiritual 
foundations that can inspire these 
young women and help them cope 
with the stresses, disappointments, 
and pressures they encounter in a fast-
paced technological world. 

An artistic use of scripture—a posi-
tive-storied theological hermeneutic 
(namely biblical storytelling ministry) 
that focuses on the compassionate 
love of God revealed in biblical stories 
from the beginning of creation to the 
Pentecost-empowered spread of the 
Good News—is just such a foundation. 
For adolescent women, I recommend 
highlighting the soulful stories of bib-
lical females, some that are uplifting, 
and some that may generate outrage. 
Such stories encourage use of their 
own voices and help them to shape 
and narrate their personal lives. 

God’s story supports a world-view of 
hope for humanity and embraces the 
diverse aspects of our lives. The hope 
is that we respect and appreciate the 
differences in cultural histories and 
ethnic diversities: “For surely I know 
the plans I have for you . . . plans for 
your welfare and not for harm, to give 
you a future with hope.” (Jer. 29:11) 

It is important for adolescent women 
to develop within themselves and see 
in others a strong self-identify and 
renewal in the image of the Body of 
Christ as expressed in Colossians: “In 
that renewal there is no longer Greek 

continues on page 21

                      nbsint.org                                                                          The Biblical Storyteller                                                                                                                       Page 19



I was team leader for nine NBSI mem-
bers who went to India on a biblical 
storytelling mission in January of 
2018.  Having participated in the NBSI 
mission trip to Cameroon in 2013, I 
knew what a powerful experience an 

overseas biblical storytelling mission 
trip could be, so I agreed to head up 
the team.  

The most powerful aspect of 
this mission trip was the over-
whelming response of the par-
ticipants in our programs. Over 
the three locations (Christian Medical 
College Hospital, Vellore, Tamil Nadu; 
New Life College, Bengaluru, Karnata-

ka; Believers Church Medical College 
Hospital, Thiruvalla, Kerala), we had 
about 400 people sign up and partici-
pate in our programs. 

Most were younger students studying 
to be nurses or 
pastors who 
enthusiastical-
ly embraced 
the concept of 
biblcal storytell-
ing, were eager 
to learn, and 
were excited 
about how bib-
lical storytelling 
will help them 
in their future 
work. Most of 
the students were 
expected upon 
graduation to 
go to mission 
churches or hos-

pitals in remote parts of the country 
for four to five years of service. 
Since the current nationalistic 
government is promoting only 
Hinduism, many Christians and 
Muslims are feeling under attack.  
They are fearful of what the future 
may hold. 

These young people see bibli-
cal storytelling as a useful way 
of sharing stories of faith in a 

non-threatening way.

A two-week mission trip like this is 
costly in terms of time and money. 
In terms of monetary expenses, the 
experience was well worth the money. 
To be upfront and honest, the total 
cost to me for a visa, immunizations, 
airfare, train travel between locations 
and some expenses in India, amounted 
in total to $1800 Canadian. 

One needs to remember that before 
independence in 1947, India was a 
land with many different tribal groups, 
cultures, languages, and religions. 
Each area was a fiefdom or kingdom 
with a leader (king, prince, lord, etc.). 
Today 80% of India is Hindu, 
14% Muslim, 2% Christian, 
and the other 4% are Sikhs, 
Buddhists, Jains, and Jews. So 
we had to be sensitive to the fact that 
we were  reaching out to 2% of India’s 
enormous population.

BEING ON
AN INTERNATIONAL

MISSION TEAM 
WITH NBSI

by Ron Couglin, Past President of NBSI
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While Hindi and English are 
the two “Official Languag-
es,” there are 22 “Scheduled 
Languages” protected by the 
constitution; each state seems 
to have its own language.  So, 
for example, while we were in Tamil 
Nadu we sang some songs in Tamil, in 
Karnataka we sang in Kanada, and in 
Kerala, we sang in Malayam.

So while we were mainly in contact 
with Christians, we were aware of the 
Hindu culture which is vegetarian. 
Hinduism affirms that there is One 
God, the Brahman, who is eternal, 
infinite, and uncreated. 

But, there are millions of 
deities worthy of worship, 
so everywhere you turn, on 
street corners or in the midst 
of a shopping district, you will 
find a shrine or small temple 
dedicated to a deity.

I have met many NBSI members who 
are interested in our international mis-
sion trips. More trips are in the offing, 
so  I offer some suggestions here about 
how to approach an international mis-
sion trip with NBSI.

Be Flexible 
Often the countries we visit have 
a different concept of time; you 
will need to always be adapting the 
program.
 

Be Humble and 
Sensitive 

The cultures we visit often have a 
much longer history and complexi-
ty than we have in North America. 
Our way is not necessarily better; 
be open to other ways of thinking 
and expressing faith.

Be Aware of Stress
Be aware of how you handle stress. 
Many times the situations we find 
ourselves in on mission trips are 
stressful. You need to be aware of 
your own and your team partners’ 
ways of dealing with stress.

Be Open 
Be open to learning from the 
participants—this will enrich your 
experience.

Be grateful 
A mission trip experience will 
change you and give you countless 
blessings. Accept them.

 Mission Team Tips
and Jew, circumcised and uncir-
cumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave 
and free; but Christ is all and in all” 
(Colossians 3:11). They relate to the 
diversity in the storied lives of Hagar, 
Ruth, and the Syrophoenician Wom-
an, and the stories of voiceless women 
and women rejected by society, yet 
embraced compassionately and lov-
ingly by Jesus. 

The biblical storytelling model empha-
sizes enriched spiritual experiences 
that touch lives holistically: the depth 
of one’s soul, heart, mind, body, and 
spirit. Relational energies and expe-
riences move toward maintaining 
healthy spiritual formation practices 
and well-being, offsetting overwhelm-
ing risk factors. There is therapeutic 
power in learning and telling biblical 
stories. Jesus demonstrated holistic 
healing practices that connected to 
the emotional, mental, physical, and 
spiritual ills that affect all of us at 
some point. These practices heal past 
and present hurts and sustain us in 
incidents around work, family, and 
community relationships. Biblical 
storytelling allows tellers and audi-
ences to experience God’s story as real 
and helps us see and accept ourselves 
in new and positive ways, rich with  
holistic well-being, peace, health, and 
prosperity. It lets adolescent women 
celebrate and accept a wide range 
of emotional experiences as a child 
of God and it does so in ways that 
demonstrate openness, support, and 
trustworthiness. 

There is an African word symbol, 
Sankofa, with the image of a mythi-
cal bird. The feet appear to be firmly 
planted forward, while the head turns 
backwards. Teach adolescent women 
to know and tell stories of their past 
toward hope for a prosperous and 
meaningful future: “It is not wrong to 
go back for that which you have for-
gotten.” Or, “It is not taboo to go back 
to the past and bring forward that 
which is useful.”

continued from page 19
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The 2018 Festival Gathering
of Biblical Storytelling was 
the best one ever! 

Storytellers enjoyed sharing sto-
ries during worship (above and 
below).  

Dr. Cynthia Park’s keynote (Dr. 
Park at right) was deep and filled 
with powerful storytelling and 
great scientific information. 
Board member and MC Simone 
Rollings (left) was all smiles and 
kept the festival lighthearted and 
running on schedule! 

Remembering the 2018 
Festival Gathering of Biblical Storytelling

Im
ages by Jenna C

ornick
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Dr. Tracy Radosevic (above right) wows the 
audience with her telling of the story of the 
Prodigal Son. Participants (at left) wrote 
their favorite Bible verses on doors during 
worship services designed by Rev. Casey 
FitzGerald. The doors were then crafted into 
a communion table for our closing worship.
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Bring the Bible to Life 
in Your Ministry!

Experience exciting, hands-on workshops that will enhance your ministry 
with new skills in biblical storytelling. 

EXPERIENCE THE EPIC TELLING:
The Acts of  the Apostles

Hear over 25 storytellers share this text in the way 
ancient audiences would have received it! 

2019 Festival Gathering of  Biblical Storytelling
Network of  Biblical Storytellers, Int’l.

July 31 - August 3, 2019 Dayton, Ohio
Registration: nbsint.org     Register by May 5 and save $100 

Dr. Kathy Maxwell,
Keynote Speaker


