
Abstract
The purpose of this paper 

is to test the proposition that
narrative contains an inherent
power for integration of faith,
life, and learning of business
principles. This is done by a
process of reviewing assertions
from selected disciplines with 
the revealed will of God in
Scripture. To accomplish this, 
the paper explores narrative 
in the context of cultural
anthropology, education, business,
and religion. From these fields,
several parallels can be seen, 
and several values of narrative 
for the university business school
classroom emerge. The concluding
thoughts suggest how instructors
can use stories for faith, life, and
learning integration. 

Introduction
On a flight from Seattle 

to Baltimore, I heard two

businessmen talking about
investments. The younger man in
the blue double-breasted suit said,
“I don’t know how they value
their stock. It’s a mystery to me.” 

The older man in the
pinstripes said, “You have to do 
a lot of praying and believe the
story.” There is more in the wise
reply than an answer to the
younger man’s implied question. 

Story is the capsule in which
a company’s compelling promises
are carried to consumers. When
consumers believe the story, they
are not just receiving a corporate
communication. Story helps them
know what is being offered even
before they experience the
product. As they come to belief
based on what they know, on all
but the physical dimension they
make the purchase. The actual
physical exchange that comes
later is merely a symbol of what
already has occurred in the
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consumer’s mind and heart. 
It was a story that brought them
to this place of readiness for
transaction. But, story has value
exceeding this, for story has the
power to integrate. 

The process of integrating
faith, life, and learning1 is a
lifelong process akin to that 
of sanctification. As with
sanctification, integration appears
to require a complex process of
Spirit-guided human maturity on
all fronts of existence: physical,
mental, emotional, spiritual, and
social. One might argue that
integration and sanctification are
directly related and even perhaps
part of the same process. 

As we seek ever more
effective means by which
integration can be enhanced 
in the context of the college
business school experience, 
let us look to the broad themes
from life’s experience. Within
these broad themes common to
many cultures and eras we find
powerful elements, time-tested by
a variety of Christian experiences.
One of these broad elements that
connects with all of life is
narrative. Such is the topic of 
this paper. 

Christian scholars desire to
bring everything into submission
under the will of God. We have
received the admonition to “test

everything; hold on to the good”
(I Thessalonians 5:21).2 Daunting
is the task to enter the gates of
study on a proposition as
complicated as the one considered
in this paper. Monumental, as 
it encompasses a vast horizon of
knowledge, the task of testing
everything against the standard 
of God’s revealed will demands
more than the space of one article
to address it completely.3

This task humbles me. To this
end I will be indebted to readers
who respond with comments on
what is presented here. In many
ways this paper is my attempt to
submit my thinking to those of
my academic elders who have
been in this field much longer.4

Narrative: A Power 
for Integration 

This paper seeks to test the
proposition that narrative contains
an inherent power for integrating
faith, life, and learning of
business principles. As a powerful
force for integration, narrative is
a fruitful teaching aid for the
college business school teacher.
The power of narrative5 to
integrate faith, life, and learning
is inherent in the medium.
Narrative’s power for integration
also comes from how humans
were created and from the role
that humans have given narrative
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in culture. Also, narrative’s power
for integration comes, in part,
from the fact that narrative carries
the meaning of facts and concepts
in the context of real people’s
lives. Further, narrative is
powerful for both storyteller 
and listener alike. That is, telling
narrative in teaching ministry is
as much a part of integration as
hearing narrative. 

For purposes of this paper, 
I use the term narrative as the
broad encompassing term that
includes many forms, including
story, metaphor, parable
(extended metaphor), and poetry. 

Disciplines such as law,
psychology, religion, theology,
cultural anthropology, medicine,
organizational development,
education, and several others
have seen a growth of interest 
in studying the role of narrative in
the last decade. These disciplines
offer propositions that shape the
thesis presented here. In this
paper I have selected four
disciplines in which I see the
common thread. Cultural
anthropology offers a focus on
life in general and the value of
story. Education brings the point
of view of narrative’s value in
teaching and learning. The world
of business offers fresh insights
into the value of narrative.
Religion, because of its

connections with Scripture and
the Christian faith experience,
offers a corresponding and
perhaps deeper insight into
narrative’s value for integration.
Collectively these four disciplines
seem to be saying that narrative
contains an inherent power for
integration. It is this that I desire
to test in this paper.

The Narrative of Culture
That narrative is an

integrative force in culture
follows from three important
foundational concepts. First,
human beings, created in the
image of God, are integrated
beings. Our mental, emotional,
social, physical, and spiritual
dimensions are inseparable.
Second, all elements of culture
are integrated, including the role
and function of narrative.
Narrative, an integral part of the
larger culture and all subcultures,
is ubiquitous as one of the most
common means of communication
within a culture and across
cultures. Third, narrative carries
the core beliefs, behaviors (and
their meaning), and aspirations
from one generation to another
and from one culture to another.
It is one of the ways we transmit
culture (“learned behavior”). 
It is but a small logical step from
these three building blocks to say
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that narrative helps individual
humans and the larger culture of
which they are a part to establish
or maintain integration. 

Karl Rahner points out 
that in their work cultural
anthropologists say something
about humans “as a whole.”6

This belief in the inherent
wholeness of the human species
is an important assumption
underlying the evidence
anthropology puts forward
regarding the role of narrative 
in world cultures. I find
consistency between this
assumption and Christian
teaching on anthropology, and
based on this consistency I am
willing to pursue the findings of
anthropology in this matter. 

Herman Hoeksema proposes
there is an inherent wholeness of
the human being when he says: 

By the one act of God [in
creating humans] his physical
and psychical or spiritual parts
are so closely connected and so
delicately intertwined that he is
one personal, intellectual and
volitional, rational and moral
creature.7

Annette Simmons says, “It
seems that storytelling and story
understanding is at the core of
intelligence.”8 Stories combine all

the essential elements of
existence: rational thought,
emotional awareness or insight,
social relations, experience of the
senses, physical action, and
spiritual meaning. 

If humans are integrated and
whole beings, it follows that the
narratives humans share with
each other either flow from or
lead to integration. One might
even say that it is because of this
close interconnection between
narratives and the rest of life that
humans select certain narratives
to tell.

Cultural anthropologist
William Haviland agrees with
others when he asserts that all
aspects of a culture function 
“as an interrelated whole.” 
This wholeness of life’s 
existence anthropologists call
“integration.”9 Anthropologists
will generally agree that
integration may not be perfect
and may not be complete;
however, enough integration
occurs that all the relevant
elements of the culture mesh
nicely together with little conflict.
Missiologist Louis Luzbetak
agrees. Cultures, he says, “are
peculiarly integrated wholes.”10

If this belief is true, one can
say that when a particular culture
uses a well-known or widely
accepted story to represent core
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beliefs, the story itself and the
process of telling and retelling the
story is integrated with other
cultural elements. In fact, the
story and storytelling both
become part of the core of the
culture either experienced or
aspired to. 

It is consistent then that
narrative plays a dominant role in
the integrated culture of which it
is an element. Narrative contains
much of the symbols, memories,
and information that the culture’s
members continually remind
themselves of regarding ultimate
concerns. If narrative is part of 
an integrated whole culture, it
follows that any individual within
that culture who either tells or
hears a story does so only in a
meaningful way when that story
aids in the process of maintaining
integration. Catherine Wallace’s
take on this is that stories
“mediate” between the conceptual
structures in culture and
individual experience.11

Paul Heibert, a Christian
cultural anthropologist, says that
myths12 “condense a great deal of
information and wisdom into a
compact form, which is easily
remembered for transmission
from generation to generations.”13

Heibert says that because
religious stories are based on
“visionary and intuitive insights

into the mysteries of the universe,
they must be understood as
philosophies garbed in symbolic
and poetic literature.” He 
agrees with the anthropologist
Malinowski that religious stories
are “charters for belief and form
an integral part of culture.”14

We may not agree with
Malinowski that stories are
merely the means to legitimize
religious institutions. However,
his point on the integration of
story with culture is a valuable
contribution to the propositions
offered here.

Pannenberg asserts that “it is
the tension between the claims 
of the mythical and religious
tradition, on the one side, and 
the changing life experience of
individuals and community, on
the other, that provides the
[cultural anthropology] field in
which the lifestyle of a culture is
formed and renewed.”15 This not
only suggests the close connection
between narrative and lifestyle
change. It implies that both
religion and narrative play an
active role in the cultural change
process. How can this be unless
narrative is interconnected, yea,
inseparable from culture? Further,
how can this be unless narrative
has an inherent connection with
the individuals in the culture who
change? I conclude that it is
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narrative that carries in itself the
seeds of change, because in the
narrative, life is integrated 
with faith, learning, and the
changing life
experiences.
Yes, it is
narrative that
sparks change.

We have good reason to go
beyond the connecting points of
these assertions. Stories contain
the explicit and implicit elements
of the ideal culture comprised of
beliefs, illustrations of prized
moral actions, and the goals to
which all who espouse these
beliefs aspire. One might even
conclude as I do that stories
contain in microcosm form the
most important elements of the
ideal culture to which members 
of the culture aspire to attain or
emulate in their own lives. 

Annette Simmons says, 
“As a storyteller you borrow a
story’s power to connect people
to what is important and to help
them make sense of their world.16

… Story is uniquely equipped to
touch you and help you touch
others in this place that cannot be
understood, explained, or reduced
to a flow chart. This is the place
where you can’t prove it is true or
important but you just know it
is.”17 I think Simmons is referring
to the integrating power of story.

In this way, stories carry 
an inherent power to help an
individual integrate learned
beliefs, behaviors, and

aspirations.
If narrative
is a force for
integration
in the larger

culture, one might reasonably
conclude that, in the context of
education, narrative serves in the
same way. To this body of
literature I now turn.

The Narrative of Learning
After reviewing the literature

on pedagogical methods for
college teaching, one can hardly
say that stories, by themselves,
are a defined teaching method.
However, stories have an
acceptable role in the context of
all standard teaching methods.

While the context of his
comments is education in the
work setting, John Adams’
opinion is valuable for the college
environment, too.

Education requires an
emotional bond between 
educator and student, a
connection that requires more
than bullet charts and animated
graphics. Educating isn’t training
or improving skills or distributing
information. To educate people
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you must touch them … Stories
will.18

Stories, as long as they 
carry a well-defined point that 
is consistent with the content of 
the lecture or discussion, aid
students in building abstract
concepts by giving concrete
examples.19 Stories carry with
them the power to assist 
students in relating the content 
of the lecture with other things
that they know. “Metaphors,
examples, and demonstrations”
are the elements of the bridge 
that connects what is in the
students’ minds and the
“structures in the subject
matter.”20

Stories motivate students in
that they require active listening
rather than passive.21 One can
easily make the point that stories
carry the meaning of the content,
and “meanings tend to be recalled
more easily than exact words.”22

Lowman, in summarizing the
current theories about learner
behavior says, “Students will
learn and remember information
better if they have many cognitive
associations with it.”23 Students,
he says, “learn images as well 
as words, and images are more
easily remembered especially 
if the images are vivid and
emotionally tinged.”24

Annette Simmons comments
that

Story allows you to
reintroduce complexity over tidy
“skill-set modules” so that the
skills you teach also teach people
to think about why and how they
might use a new skill … There are
no clear distinctions. Story often
simultaneously demonstrates
values as it demonstrates skills.25

Her comments on values is
pertinent to this discussion:

Values are meaningless
without stories to bring them to
life and engage us on a personal
level. And personal stories are the
best way to engage people at a
personal level.26

Further, personal stories, 
if not carried to excess, can
humanize both the lecturer and
the material being presented.27

Simmons says, “If you
demonstrate who you are, rather
than tell me who you are, it is
much more believable. A story
lets you demonstrate who you
are.”28 Personal stories that
highlight the instructor’s role
outside the classroom help to
“create the sense of authenticity.”29

This authenticity is another
connecting point for students
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from the concrete to the abstract.
Perhaps this is why Eble
admonishes college instructors 
to “seek hard and unrelentingly
for precise examples and
illustrations.”30 Though examples
and illustrations may or may not
take the form of a story, many
stories offer excellent, precise
examples of the points the
instructor wishes to communicate. 

Stories help link what the
student already knows or
understands with new concepts
and new information. Westwater
and Wolfe assert that stories and
other student involvement
classroom activities do just this.31

Lowman suggests, as do
others, that a story is an excellent
way to capture the imagination 
of young people.32 Yet he takes
the concept of story’s role in the
classroom one step farther. He
asserts that “superb lecturers
share many qualities with
storytellers.”33 These star lecturers
build a sense of expectancy at the
beginning of the lecture. They
structure their lectures so that
curiousity is nurtured, tension
built, and suspense fed. After
pulling the students along
throughout the lecture, they
present the best points at the end. 

Richard Stone points out that
people turn to stories as an
antidote for information overload.

He sees story as the means by
which people can make changes
in their lives.34

Cultural sensitivity to how
stories are understood by various
types of students can aid the
teacher in using narrative in the
classroom wisely. Ruby Payne
observes that students from a
background of poverty display 
an inability to tell stories
chronologically.35 This
understanding will help the
teacher implement an Incarnation-
style of ministry — teach by
starting where the students are
and lead them along in lectures
and discussions toward the
concepts and values that are
important to Christians.

The common thread in these
authors’ understanding of current
educational theory is the principle
akin to that of integration,
whereby through narrative,
students are presented with many
cognitive associations with the
content of the material being
presented. Stories offer this kind
of pedagogical power.36

From the literature on
pedagogical methods and theory
surveyed to date, one can safely
conclude that within educational
circles narrative is seen as
containing a power for integrating
abstract concepts with the
concrete that students understand. 
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The Narrative of Business
Since the beginning of

recorded history, narrative has
been an integral element in the
context of commerce. Some of
the earliest narratives are the
biblical stories in the book of
Genesis regarding the Tower of
Babel,37 the travels and dealings
of Abraham,38 and
the experiences of
Joseph,39 to name
a few. Indeed,
many of the
narratives in the
Bible demonstrate integration of
faith and life in the context of
participating in local, national,
and even international economic
affairs. Such integration is
illustrated by the following story.

An executive team at a
hospital had been through some
difficult decisions. The CEO had
the responsibility of challenging
them to pursue with him the
unenviable task of downsizing the
organization because of a decline
in business and the resulting 
cash flow crisis. While the final
decision was ultimately the
board’s regarding layoffs, the
administrative team had taken a
lot of criticism during the days
following the decision and
implementation. 

One particular Tuesday
morning, the CEO decided to

bring to the team some framed
photographs that his wife had
purchased for his office —
photographs of a lighthouse being
pummeled by a crashing wave. 
In the series of photos, the wave
is captured as it progressively
breaks upon the lighthouse first 
at the foundation, then the lower

levels of the
lighthouse
tower. In the
third photo,
the wave is
exploding at

the very top of the lighthouse
where the windows and lenses 
are positioned — the very point at
which the purpose of the structure
exists, the focal point of the
threat. A fourth photo captured
the lighthouse attendant standing
nonchalantly at the doorway of
his lighthouse as a massive wave
crashed around him. 

Before the executives came
into the conference room, the
CEO faced the photos against the
wall. To start the meeting he went
to the white board and asked the
team to list some of the greatest
challenges they had faced the
previous six months. Next to each
item he drew a wave, relating the
group of items to a series of
waves smashing against the
organization and, in particular, 
the executive team. 
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Then he revealed the
photographs. The symbolism
portrayed in each photo was
gravid. He walked around the
room holding the photos at close
range, asking each team member
to tell what he or she saw in the
pictures. Amid the gasps, oohs,
and ahs, each had something 
brief to say. Most of the
comments were centered on the
theme of courage. It was as if
they were looking in a mirror and
suddenly seeing the significance
of their own lives at work.

The CEO had not planned 
on taking this any further, as he
simply had wanted the photos to
create a time of introspection. 
But when he saw the deep
responses of their hearts as they
looked at the photos, he decided
to take the process further. He
shared with them that, like the
lighthouse under the pressure of a
huge wave, each one of them had
been withstanding a huge amount
of pressure. He mentioned each
team member by name and 
shared something specific about
the courage that person had
demonstrated. For example, one
person had displayed courage 
by challenging the CEO with
penetrating questions during their
debates on how and where in the
company the layoffs should
occur. The CEO celebrated this

courage by telling the group that
this is the very thing the hospital
needed to make the organization
strong. Another person had
displayed courage by reporting
some very unwelcome but
necessary financial information 
to the board on an important
compliance issue. The CEO
celebrated the courage needed 
to maintain integrity, one of the
foundations of a quality
organization. Another team
member had displayed courage 
in dealing with a hostile group 
of employees. The courage to
remain calm under fire began
showing itself as rank and file
employees began to model this
behavior.

As the CEO went around 
the table, telling stories of the
courage each had displayed, each
person, in turn, opened up and
began sharing his or her feelings.
They had been experiencing
loneliness and fear mixed with
gratitude for the strength they 
had been receiving from other
team members during these
difficult times. They had their
own stories to tell about them-
selves or about others. They
celebrated their subordinates.
They celebrated and affirmed
each other. Each shared positive
feelings about the CEO’s
leadership during the difficult
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times they had shared. The stories
that washed around the room left
every eye wet from the tears that
flowed freely. 

The group talked about 
where courage comes from and
how they could build it up in 
each other with more courage. 
At this point the conversation 
was laden with spirituality. 
Even though this was a secular
organization, several times open
references to belief in God and
the experience of personal 
faith naturally flowed into the
discussion. Privately, the CEO
celebrated the integration taking
place as the executive team
soaked up the meaning so
obvious in their common
experience.

That lighthouse introduction
to the weekly meeting took 70
minutes. While it totally trashed
the agenda for the morning, it had
a much deeper, long-lasting effect
than the CEO could ever have
created from a well-planned
agenda or a tightly-run meeting. 

More than one senior leader
came to the CEO in private in the
days following expressing
gratitude for helping them to 
open up, for celebrating their
courage, and for allowing this
kind of sharing to take place at
work. Collectively their responses
to the CEO became a treasured

affirmation that he took with him
into every difficult situation.

Stories are ubiquitous in
business environment. In my 
own experience, stories are one 
of the most powerful forms of
marketing. Stories fly through 
the word-of-mouth marketing
channels as the primary vehicles
by which consumers tell their
buying experiences to each other.
These word-of-mouth morsels are
easily remembered and easily
transmitted to others. Consumers
tell stories before, during, and
after their marketplace exchanges.
Sales professionals use stories 
to convince customers of the
benefits they promise. When a
salesperson does a demonstration,
he or she is essentially telling a
story of what the product can do
for the customer. Before and after
photographs are essentially telling
a story that sparks the consumer’s
imagination. For intangible
products, stories fulfill the role of
demonstration for the consumer.40

Corporate marketing is often
based on one or more solid 
stories that are used to build the
company’s reputation and stock
value.41

Two leaders in business
theory have contributed to the
study of narrative in business.
Chester Barnard, in his
contributions to management
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thought regarding the informal
organization, opened the field for
considering the cultural model of
organizations. Within the context
of the informal organization he
saw the value of folklore coming
from the fields of sociology,
anthropology, and social
psychology. For Barnard, the
informal organization carried as
much power for getting things
done as the formal organization,
and the wise executive will be
involved with this side of the
enterprise on a regular basis.42

Though he has not explored at
length the role of narrative in
organizations, Edgar Schein has
legitimized the cultural study of
business organizations.43 Schein
borrows heavily from cultural
anthropology for his views 
on organizational theory. 
He asserts that through stories 
an organization communicates its
ideology and basic assumptions
that need to be emulated if the
organization is to perform
effectively. 

Sandelands and Boudens
researched the role of story for
employees in the work setting.
They report that stories represent
and amplify the feelings people
have regarding their experiences
at work. Stories also help the
group of employees learn about
who they are and where they

belong in the organization.
Stories become symbols of 
group life. Narratives remind
them of the feelings they had
during defining moments at 
work. For newcomers, stories 
are a “map of the workplace,”
showing them what they can
expect to experience for
themselves. Stories told at work
tell a form of “the truth,” even if
the details are not quite right.44

Sandelands and Boudens see
stories as a form of art, “a kind 
of living form that objectifies
feeling.” As such, stories share
with other arts four basic features
of form: boundaries, dynamic
tension, growth (movement), and
possibility. These four features
are the elements of life and
feeling — art being the language
of life.45

Deal and Kennedy reveal 
the power of narrative in
organizations. In their book on
corporate cultures, they identify
the various types of people
important in the informal
communication networks. Of
these, storytellers rank high in
importance as a management
resource for corporate
leadership.46

Several authors, such as
Conrad, Mumby, and others, have
identified the role of narrative in
establishing and sharing power in
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organizations.47 Fairholm and
others see story’s role “in the
continual process of establishing
and maintaining what is
legitimate and what is
unacceptable in an organization.”
These business “myths” protect
people from uncertainty.48 They
are used to justify anything from
opinions to policy. Fairholm says,

People use myths [in the
context of work life] to explain
and express ideas and to 
maintain solidarity and cohesion
… on occasion to mediate
contradictions and to provide
narrative to anchor the present 
in the past or to bridge past and
present.49

He goes on to say that stories
convey information, morals, and
values vividly. They make things
easy to remember and reinforce
commitment to the company’s
program. Perhaps the most
important contribution that 
stories make is that they “codify
collective meaning.”50 I see in
this assertion the close connection
between narrative and spirituality,
intertwining the social, physical,
emotional, intellectual, and
spiritual.

Several contributors to the
dialogue regarding narrative in
business see the close connections

between narratives and belief
systems. Narratives communicate
the aspirations and fears of
organizational members. Stories
represent the unity of those who
embrace them.51 Gudykunst,
Stewart, and Ting-Toomey
depend on the symbolic role 
of narrative in their work. They 
see myth as a symbolic narrative
that represents the unity of those
who embrace it. Myths are also
systems of beliefs. These
narratives communicate the
aspirations and fears of
organizational members.52

Martin, Feldman, Hatch, 
and Sitkin find seven major story
types that are common to many
organizations. Stories serve
employees’ desire for uniqueness.
Stories also are a means of
expressing concerns of issues
such as equality, control, and
security. The most common 
story type they found answers 
the basic question, “How will 
the organization respond to
obstacles?”53 Perhaps it is these
deep-seated concerns and the
vulnerability that employees feel
within an organization that
creates such fertile ground for
narrative to work its mysterious
power. When employees are in
their most vulnerable position,
narrative seems to be a welcome
rallying point. Martin and Powers
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demonstrate in one of the few
empirical studies regarding
narrative that stories are a
powerful means to obtain
commitment.54

The issue of narrative in the
context of business complexity is
taken up by Lewin and Regine.55

They see narrative as the means
by which individuals can “capture
the intangible, nonmeasurable,
temporal reality that is often
overlooked” in analytical
thinking. They quote Jerome
Bruner’s speculation that “we
seem to have no other way of
describing ‘lived time’ save in the 
form of narrative.” Lewin and
Regine see the
power of
narrative not
merely for
transmitting
meaning but
for constructing it through
reflection.

The examples of how stories
are used informally by employees
as part of the corporate culture
are many. But business leaders,
recognizing the power of story,
are using this method to actually
get work done. Annette Simmons
reports that 

Many companies are turning
to metaphor and scenario
planning to give direction to this

unpredictable, highly complex,
and ever-changing world in 
which we now live. In other
words, they are using story to
replace the old strategic plan’s
goals/objectives/strategy format.56

Stories are used in the typical
work day among the cubicles and
conference rooms. Peter Giuliano
reports what many of us have
experienced at work: 

… when people will not
budge an inch, telling stories 
will put them at ease, break
through barriers, and help to
build relationships. Stories have 

a way of
getting
others to
open up 
and be more
receptive to

you and your ideas. And, stories
are persuasive. They let you
broach subjects delicately,
introduce ideas subtly, and adopt
a kinder, gentler leadership style
overall, winning over that difficult
colleague or client.57

Todd Post and others have
shown that stories are used in
business to increase the amount
of knowledge that is shared
between the more experienced
workers and newer workers.58
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Stories enhance executive
leaders’ effectiveness primarily
because the story helps their
subordinates think through 
issues of identity and destiny.59

Dennehy states, “With a well-
told story, an executive can
illustrate almost any key 
business concept.”60 Tom Terez
summarizes the value of story in
the business environment when
he says that storytelling is “your
most powerful (and least used)
tool for sharing information,
building community, capturing
the imagination, and exerting
influence.”61

The long-term success of 
the Harvard Business School 
case study method of business
instruction illustrates the power 
of story in the business school
classroom. Storytelling in the
classroom models for future
business leaders both the value
and the method of storytelling. 

The Narrative of Faith
In her book on Christian

education, Suzanne De Benedittis
says that through stories the
teacher “not only maintains an
atmosphere that tells of God as
caring and taking delight in
creation, but also introduces 
the learners to living doctrine.”
Instead of teaching precepts
abstractly, the story presents 

God experientially as the
storyteller recounts God’s
working in the everyday lives of
real people. Stories, the vehicles
for identification and affiliation,
are the means of expressing
personal faith. For De Benedittis
and others, storytelling engages
the hearts, minds, and spirits of
students, “leaving them longing
for more.”62

Catherine Wallace provides
some insight into the value of
stories in Christian faith:

The life of faith, the liveliness
and the vitality of religion in our
day, depends very centrally upon
the stories we tell one another
about our own immediate
encounters with an incarnate
God. And the work of ‘spiritual
formation’ as such, then, is
learning to understand and to tell
the stories that will teach us how
to recognize God’s activity in our
own ordinary week.63

This, in essence, is a way 
of saying that stories touch all 
the key elements of human
wholeness. I reason that stories
must be comprised of an inherent
integration for them to be as
effective as they are. Sanner and
Harper put it a slightly different
way: “In the story, the idea is
seen in its impact on the lives of
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persons.”64 James Lee, in his
book on religious education, says:

The learner is an integer; 
he does not possess one complete
set of faculties by which he learns
‘natural’ phenomena, and a
second complete set by which he
learns ‘religious’ phenomena.65

He goes on to quote Ronald
Goldman “that religious thinking
employs the same modes and
methods of thinking applied to
other fields.” For Lee, religious
and moral development is “deeply
and intricately intertwined with
the entire process of human
learning and development.”66

This is nothing other than saying
that human beings are integrated
whole persons.

Sallie TeSelle, bold in her
creative and stimulating review of
narrative in Christian experience,
sees that stories are popular
because of the “basic narrative
quality of human experience.”67

Basing her propositions on the
parables of Jesus, TeSelle seems
to assume the integrative power
of story when she contrasts
theology and narrative this way:

Theology becomes overly
abstract, conceptual, and
systematic; it separates thought
and life, belief and practice,

words and their embodiment,
making it more difficult, if not
impossible, for us to believe in
our hearts what we confess with
our lips.68

White agrees: 

Unlike abstract thinking,
story is living language. It is real.
It is concrete. It is made from the
same fabric that shapes our lives.
Though we struggle over the
meaning of an abstract thought,
we understand the story.69

To TeSelle, not only does
narrative integrate mind, heart,
and soul, but it also integrates 
the sacred and secular. The world
portrayed in Jesus’ parables
includes “both dimensions — 
the secular and the religious, our
world and God’s love. It is not
that the parable points to the
unfamiliar but that it includes 
the unfamiliar within its
boundaries.”70

For TeSelle, when a person
becomes a Christian, he or she
does not live in “a secular world
that must be discarded” nor does
the Christian live in a religious
world that has no connection with
the secular. The world is a unified
whole, and parable narratives
bring this unity through them.71

Metaphor and parable provide for
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theological reflection through
uniting life and thought.72 Jesus’
parables show a belief that is
more than mere intellectual assent
or a momentary experience. The
belief portrayed in these extended
metaphors shows a “style of life
or belief chosen through a myriad
of decisions and now com[ing] to
a head” in the parable’s
situation.73

Cove and Mueller see 
an additional practical side 
of parables.
Through
parables Jesus
informed as
well as
“stimulated
His audience to inquire about
their meaning that He might
through dialogue explicate the
meaning of the law.”74

Narrative is the capsule that
carries the meaning of a faith
experience from one person to
another. Rood says that the
story’s power “lies in its
embodiment of the elements of
encounter.”75 TeSelle says that
“we recognize in the stories of
others’ experiences of coming 
to belief our own agonizing 
journey, and we rejoice in the
companionship of those on the
way.”76 Perhaps this is the 
reason why stories seem to create
community among the listeners.

It is no wonder that
Christians communicate their
core message primarily by one
compelling story. The gospel is
the biggest story ever told. It has
served and will continue to serve
as the right arm of the Holy Spirit
to convict and convince. Every
successful ministry has more than
one blockbuster story that the
leaders share with others. Annette
Simmons agrees when she says,
“Clothing truth in story is a

powerful way
to get people
to open the
doors of their
minds to you
and the truth

you carry … Story is less direct,
more gracious, and prompts less
resistance.”77

At another level, every
successful preacher uses 
powerful stories to communicate
essential truth. The story is not
simply an aid to learning the
more substantive kernels of 
theological propositions. Stories
in themselves are substantive
carriers of complex truth. Partly
because stories can carry such
complex truth, they have the
power to integrate all of life 
into one whole. 

Stories are the foundation for
the majority of the Scripture. In
both the Old Testament and the
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New Testament, narrative of one
form or another makes up the
majority of the text. White puts it
this way: 

Though nearly all of
Scripture, from Genesis to
Revelation, moves by narrative
and story, it is Jesus who is the
perfecter of the form … Virtually
nothing Jesus says is found in
lecture form.78

White goes a step farther and
boldly states that in the story, 
“… we come closer to the gospel
language than in any other
literary or oral communication
form.” We find story appealing
because it is the language of
revelation, the language of 
God’s love.79 He also says that
the beauty of story comes from 
its intimacy. Each listener, no
matter how large the crowd, is
pulled into the story as if the
story is being told just for him.
Storytelling is always one-to-one,
but, ironically, the telling of
stories builds a sense of
community.

Storytelling takes on many
forms in Scripture. Gerhard von
Rad points out that one form of
Old Testament biblical narrative
simply tells the historical events.
Another storyteller seeks to
encounter the reader “in the

depths of his own relationship
with God and cause him to
ponder.”80 The third form of story
seeks to teach the “norms of
behavior” and to encourage
action. 

Von Rad also sees in the 
Old Testament more than one
kind of divine action that is the
basis of the biblical stories. God
acts through miracles of divine
intervention. Exodus 14 and
Judges 7 are paradigmatic of this.
But God also acts in and through
the thoughts and behaviors of
humans (both good and evil). 
The story of Joseph is a good
example of how God’s action is
seen only at the end of the story
when the reader realizes that 
God has had His hand on the
reins all along. Throughout the
story it appears that secular
people are in control. But, “God’s
leading has worked in secret, in
the plans and thoughts of men’s
hearts, who have savagely gone
about their own business. Thus
the field of divine providence is
the human heart.”81 God’s work
appears to be hidden within the
folds of the story’s secular
tapestry, but, as von Rad points
out, because of this His action is
understood more fully. God’s
work is included in all areas 
of life, “sacred as well as
profane.”82

Integration Through Narrative    203

 



The story of the Exodus
became the archetype story for
many other stories that followed.
Told as part of the Passover feast,
the Seder Haggadah83 became an
Israelite institution designed to
never let the people forget God’s
saving action for his people. 
This and other narratives became
the backbone for and central part
of corporate worship. 

Stories have power when 
told one-on-one. When Nathan
went to King David, instead of
confronting the king openly 
about his sin, he told a parable.
This had the power to disarm
David. It was the key element
that brought the king to
repentance.84

In addition to the evidence 
of actual stories that became a
part of believer’s lives, we also
find biblical injunctions to tell
and retell the stories for the
benefit of future generations.85

Sometimes stories were combined
with religious rituals, as in the
Passover Seder. Other times,
simple object lessons and drama
were used to teach.86

The New Testament is 
replete with examples of the early
Christian believers using stories
to convey the essential message
of the Person and Work of Christ.
The experience of the believers
on the road to Emmaus87 shows

how important story was to them
as they struggled to interpret the
events they had just witnessed.
Much of the early church
preaching consisted of simply
telling the story of Jesus.88

The narrative of the coming of
the Kingdom in Jesus defined the
church of Acts. Hebrews recites,
in capsule form, many of the
stories that gave the early church
hope and courage.89

Story plays a significant role
in the formation of theology. 
As the Apostle Paul began the
first systematic theology of the
Christ event, he based his
propositions on the story of 
Jesus. William Bausch points 
out that “systematic theology
engages the intellect; storytelling
engages the heart and indeed 
the whole person. Systematic
theology is a later reflection on
the Christ story; the story is the
first expression of Christ.”90

For Bausch, the academic 
and the spiritual can never be
separated. Sanner and Harper
agree and state that:

The Bible does not recognize
a compartmentalized life. One
cannot send his mind to school
and his soul to church and his
body to the gym. It is the whole
spirit, soul, and body that are to
be sanctified and preserved
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blameless (I Thessalonians
5:23).91

In agreement with this,
Berkouwer makes a convincing
case that humans are essentially
whole beings created in the image
of God, not dualistic, compart-
mentalized creatures with
seemingly independent parts.92

It is this wholeness that has such
a close affinity with narrative. 
In one package a story has the
power to engage the whole person
in all dimensions of life: physical,
social, emotional, and spiritual.
Perhaps this is the simplest way
to think of the integrating power
of story.

The Value of Narrative 
in the University

From the preceding 
review one can see the value of 
narrative in several environments.
But in relating the literature 
on narrative to the university
classroom, I find the following
points:

Stories help students grasp
abstract concepts where pure
reason alone might leave these
inaccessible. Stories free the
power of reason to work along
the channels of the spiritual.
Stories communicate what
matters most. Stories are the
meaning behind the events that

we connect with and against
which we compare our own lives.

Stories transport us to a
place where we can become more
than we ever dreamed. We listen
to a story and we believe we can
be changed if we become the
subjects of the same experience.
By listening to a story of how
another person got more than 
they dreamed, I am drawn with
an irresistible power to the same
values. I think, “I can be that,
too.”

Stories fire our imagination.
My wife tells me that I have an
over-active imagination anyway,
but as a customer, when I hear a
story of how someone got excited
about a new product or service,
my own imagination soars. 
I begin wondering how it might
be the same for me. Through a
story, I see possibilities that the
sales specialist doesn’t mention. 
I see the benefits before the sales
pitch gets around to benefits.
Then when the customer care
representative begins listing the
benefits, I’m way ahead of him,
ticking them off in my own mind.
I wait to see whether or not he
will get to the most important
benefit — the one I’ve already
selected as the one that carries 
the most meaning for me. 
When imagination is fired, 
we get involved.
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Stories cover a multitude 
of errors in sharing our faith.
Good storytelling can be effective
when detailed exegesis of the 
text leaves some listeners far
behind. You may not be a 
trained theologian, but you may
be a good storyteller. I’m not
suggesting that a story will take
the place of a powerful biblical
argument and sound exegesis. 
But a good story will set up a 
call for action like nothing else
because it communicates core
meaning when technical details
are just words on a page.

Stories embolden us, enliven
us, and motivate us to action.
During the early church’s
persecution, stories kept the 
faith alive. The same is true
during every major crisis that the
church has faced. During a time
of organizational crisis, one CEO
gathered employees together and
simply told stories of consumers
and how employees helped them
solve problems. This provided
employees the context in which 
to reconsider the organization’s
mission. It motivated employees
to unite behind this mission and
serve another day. 

Although narrative is an art
form, it cannot be exclusively
processed by the right brain, since
the deeper meaning of the story
requires the ability to process

logical thought and make
connections with the power of
reason. Thus, narrative requires
an integration of both right and
left hemispheres of the brain.

Stories require the ability 
to conduct a certain level of
analytical thinking to make the
connections between the content
of the story and the emotions that
result from hearing it. A story
about what happens to workers
when they receive their pink slips
from managers who seem, on 
the surface, unconcerned about
the effect of the action on the
families involved will draw to the
surface a host of emotions in all
listeners. But these emotions are
present only as the listeners draw
conclusions based on the details
and the meaning of the story. 

The Christian story reveals
what sets Christians apart in a
way that captures and engages
the listener. Stories create
connections with people in a
manner unapproachable by other
methods. Stories help the teacher
avoid conflict. Stories disarm
defensiveness and create
openness to consider new
information. 

Stories that contain 
elements of faith, life, and
learning help students avoid
compartmentalizing. They
provide natural passage from the
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content of the material for
discussing morals and Christian
values present or absent in the
story. Because stories, if told
well, carry the inherent power 
of integration, they can cause
students to ponder the greater
meaning of the business concepts
under review. They are an avenue
with the potential of bringing into
the classroom
an element of
praise and
wonder — 
the basis of
worship.

Concluding Thoughts
One might easily begin a

conclusion by saying that teachers
simply should tell more stories.
But that certainly misses the 
point and may or may not be
helpful advice. Too many stories
can compete for classroom time.
Stories for their own sake will
leave students disappointed that
they did not get the meat of the
course to properly prepare them
for the world that is so nicely
packaged within the stories.

The process of selecting
stories for use as a classroom
teaching aid requires informed,
sanctified judgment on the part 
of the teacher. A prayerful
approach to this element of the
craft of teaching, it seems to me,

will go a long way to opening the
lecturer’s heart to the work of the
Holy Spirit. A prayerful approach
to storytelling will open both the
listeners and the teacher to the
gift the story brings to the
teaching/learning setting.

One can hypothesize that the
stories a teacher selects to use in
the classroom tell as much about

the teacher
as they do
about the
course
content.
Teacher,

beware of the stories you tell.
After considering the

propositions outlined above, it
seems to me that stories and their
use, if they are to be a valuable
force for integration of faith, life,
and learning, must share the
following:

1) The story must offer a
single, well-defined point that
illustrates the topic under study.

2) The story should relate
directly to or illustrate a personal
faith experience, moral maturity,
or a highly prized Christian value. 

3) The story should be
positioned carefully within the
classroom time frame and the rest
of the teaching/learning activities.
A powerful story can actually
distract students from being able
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to focus on lecture material that
immediately follows.

4) A story that is set in one
culture may not translate into the
equivalent meaning in another
culture. Thus, it is the teacher’s
responsibility to select stories that
are culturally equivalent and, if
this is not possible, at least to
interpret the relevant portions of
the story in a way so that students
from other cultures can gain the
story’s impact.

5) Stories that integrate don’t
necessarily tie up all the loose
ends and answer all the difficult
questions. Rather, some of the
best stories leave students to
ponder the difficult questions.
The process of integration is not
necessarily served best by the
professor that has all the right
answers to life’s persistent
questions but instead allows
students to reflect on their own
ambiguous experiences. 

6) Students should be given 
a chance to react to the story in
their own words and actions. 
If the instructor is careful to not
“lord it over” the students with
one way of thinking but rather
allow them to see life in a
different way from that of the
teacher, it seems that integration
will take place. On the other
hand, if the teacher has all the
right answers to the ultimate

questions of life, integration may
actually be slowed down if the
students come to merely parrot
the teacher’s way of thinking.

God can use imperfect
teachers to lead students toward
integration. The teacher’s own
experience is, in a sense, on the
line when offering a personal
story to students. The humanness
offered in a personal experience,
if it contains the fully integrated
as well as the partially integrated
or even un-integrated beliefs and
actions, can be an encouragement
to students who are struggling
with their own integration issues.
Teachers, after all, are human,
too. By telling a story that
contains clear elements of 
moral value or one that contains
personal elements, the teacher 
is exploring his or her own
integration within the educational
environment. If this is true, one
can conclude that storytelling
brings a power for integration 
for the teacher as well as for the
student.
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