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Preachers are frequently embarrassed that their listeners remember the
stories they tell but have misplaced the messages those stories were meant to
convey. We craft carefully thought-out and theologically proper sermons but
what everyone remembers is the story about the black child eating his ice
cream cone on the steps of the Mississippi courthouse. No wonder some
preachers have suggested reducing preaching to storytelling. And no wonder
still others have demanded that preachers curb their stories, make them heel
and come under control. It is frustrating to stir a sermon together and then
watch someone pick all the raisins out of it.

We can take some grim comfort in recognizing that the same thing seems
to have happened to Jesus. Though he may have gone “about all Galilee . . .
preaching the gospel of the kingdom,” what everyone remembered were his
stories. Jesus’ followers remembered the metaphors he spoke and the things he
did, but they were most powerfully affected by the stories he told. Some of his
followers went so far as to say that the stories were all there was to his public
preaching.? If “preaching the gospel of the kingdom” was a univocal platform
of social and political reform, as some interpreters would have it, we must
sadly conclude that the sermon has been lost, only the stories remain, and the
Kingdom of God is as mysterious as ever. Twenty centuries of church history
bear testimony that the architectural drawings which may be reconstructed
from the parables of Jesus are exceedingly hazy. What social policy shall we
derive from the parable of the workers in the vineyard? What economic strate-
gies does the parable of the dishonest steward counsel? It is not surprising that
when Paul and his followers went to the Gentiles they straightaway abandoned
preaching the kingdom and preached instead “the gospel . . . the power of
God for salvation to every one who has faith.”® Even then, however, the church
of the New Testament communities did not forget the stories Jesus preached
but told them again and again and hammered them into different shapes to
retell them. Whatever might have been misplaced in their memory of Jesus,
whatever they transfigured in the process of interpretation, the church
remembered the stories.

Finding Traction

What is it about stories* that causes them to be remembered when every-
thing else sloughs away? And what is it that causes preachers to be embar-
rassed by this phenomenon? The answer to both questions is one and the
same: stories entertain. They amuse us. They capture our attention beyond
even our conscious interest in the story. This happens and that happens. “And
what happens next?” we want to know. Even when we do not like a story we



may find a certain stickiness that keeps us from putting it away before it is
through entertaining us. We delight in stories, but we do not delight, however,
in the notion that stories entertain. Preaching is far too serious to consider
trivial matters like entertainment. Qur goals in preaching, as variously we may
define them, are more substantial than merely entertaining our auditors. In-
deed, in some circles there is a deep suspicion of entertaining sermons and a
dismissal of preachers for pandering to the taste of the congregation. The good
sermon is known by its ponderous stolidity, a sure sign of serious theology and
uncompromising attention to the Scriptures. Preaching, therefore, has a di-
vided mind about stories: we, no less than others, are enchanted by stories, but
we are not quite certain we should allow ourselves such luxurious (and perhaps
even sinful) entertainments.

More careful investigation of the entertaining quality of story may salve
our guilty misgivings. “Entertain” comes from the Old French, entretenir, “to
hold together,” and so do our stories “hold together” the basic “stuff” of
human experience. The powerful appeal of the story, that is, its entertaining
quality, rests in the story’s closeness to immediate human experience. Experi-
ential/existential psychotherapists suggest that the language which facilitates
personality transformation is a language which stays close to the surface of
human experience. One of the theoreticians of that most praxis-oriented
school, Eugene Gendlin, offers this definition of experience:

. . . by experiencing we mean a felt process. We mean inwardly
sensed, bodily felt events, and we hold that the concrete “stuff” of per-
sonality or of psychological events is this flow of bodily sensing or feeling.

Experiencing is the process of concrete, bodily feeling, which consti-
tutes the basic matter of psychological and personality phenomena.®

Understood in this way, the basic verities of human experience are pre-narra-
tive and inarticulate. Qur experience is raw and naked, physical and sensate. In
order to articulate our experience and reflect upon it, we speak in the shape of
story, joining one thing to another in time.® Stephen Crites has argued persua-
sively that “the formal quality of experience through time is inherently narra-
tive.”” Carol Christ has written:

In a very real sense, there is no experience without stories. There is a
dialectic between stories and experience. Stories give shape to experience,
experience gives rise to stories.®

However we may conceive of the relationship between human experience and
story, we can see that the story’s power “to entertain” is generated by its very
closeness to the raw, unformed energies of human experience. Michael Novak
has written evocatively of this generative power:

Religious studies derive from roots sunk in the concrete earth: from
dance, exultation, song, despair, pain. At the origins of all great religions
are sweat, sperm, a woman’s cry, soil, grapes, tears, blood. No matter how
“spiritual” language about religion may seem, an effort to discern the
root, earthy experiences which lend it human authenticity will invariably
be repaid . . . . To be sure, the great religions have tried to seize and



shape the great psychic energies that spring from earth. When their tie
with earth is cut, they die.?

To “seize and shape” these energies and to appropriate and to come to terms
with their power, people tell stories. And when we listen to a story the tensions
and ambiguities of the narrative replicate our own efforts to make sense of our
living. Whenever we attempt to give voice to our experience in any language
more articulate than a gasp or a scream, we almost inevitably wind up telling a
story. “Only narrative form,” says Crites, “can contain the tensions, the sur-
prises, the disappointments and reversals and achievements of actual temporal
experience.”?® Therefore, says Barbara Hardy,

. . we dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, antici-
pate, hope, despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticize, gossip, learn,
hate, and love by narrative. In order really to live, we make up
stories. . . !

Stories entertain because they derive from and so powerfully engage human
experience.

If there is anything the church has viewed dubiously, even more than en-
tertainment or stories, it is human experience. Tom Driver has written:

. . . the Christian religion has often (most often) betrayed itself by
subordinating experience to the “higher” aims of salvation and obedience.
Indeed, I find in the churches very often a deep suspicion of experience,
as if life were bound to lead one into error and has to be tolerated out of
necessity.'?

Given our mistrust of experience, our hesitancy to entertain and our ambiva-
lence about stories, preachers are tempted to solve the contradictions by tam-
ing stories into something manageable.

We tell utilitarian stories. We shave away the tensions and sand down the
ambiguities until the story comes down to one neat little point. The story be-
comes something useful. As it comes to its conclusion listeners do indeed get
the point (that is, the reason the story was told in the first place) and the story
is conveniently disposable. The story slips away, leaving only the point it was
meant to score—or so we should very much like to believe. The presupposi-
tions for this kind of storytelling embody a theology and an understanding of
personality most preachers would find difficulty affirming: that faith is gener-
ated by transmitting propositional messages and that growth occurs by simply
rearranging the furniture of the conscious mind. A neat, propositional point,
however true and good it may be, does not profoundly engage our experiential
world. Using a metaphor that sounds remarkably familiar, Bruno Bettelheim
speaks of a story’s probing of the unconscious:

Listening to a fairy tale and taking in the images it presents may be
compared to the scattering of seeds, only some of which will be implanted
in the mind of the child. Some of these will be working in his conscious
mind right away; others will stimulate processes in his unconscious. Still
others will need to rest for a long time until the child’s mind has reached



a state suitable for their germination, and many will never take root at
all. But those seeds which have fallen on the right soil will grow into
beautiful flowers and sturdy trees—that is, give validity to important
feelings, promote insights, nourish hopes, reduce anxieties—and in doing
so enrich the child’s life at the moment and forever after.®

Jay Mclnerney’s novel, Bright Lights, Big City provides a text for preach-
ers to contemplate:

On your desk is a short story that you have been wanting to read.
You follow the lines of print across the page, and it’s like driving on ice
with bald tires; no traction. You get up and fix yourself a cup of coffee.™*

The story told solely to make its point begins slipping away even as it is being
told. No traction. Listeners sense an “off-taste,” like those individually
wrapped processed cheese slices that taste more like the plastic they are
wrapped in than the cheese that was used to make them. The story which
“illustrates perfectly” has exactly that problem to it: it illustrates perfectly.
First, it illustrates, it is not robust with the “stuff”” of human experience but is
an abstraction from and an adulterant to human experience. And second, it
does so perfectly. In a notoriously imperfect and ambiguous existence the story
which fits “perfectly” may be too slick to ever claim traction in the life of the
hearer. Though it may satisfy for a moment it will not travel far. Robert E.C.
Browne spoke of “the essential untidiness of the gospel.”*®* We have it in us to
preach sermons and tell stories so slick that they are even more certain than
the gospel itself. We may occasionally need such disposable and useful stories
to illustrate this or make that point, but even more we need stories which
purchase traction in our experience by mirroring and interpreting the complex-
ity and ambiguity of our living.

To plead for more ambiguity and shadowed meanings in our sermons and
stories sounds like the most hopeless of tasks. Are we not plagued enough by
the vagaries of communicating even the clearest message from one person to
another?'® Certainly we do not want to exalt confusion and enthrone fuzziness.
But just as certainly there always remains that “essential untidiness of the
gospel” which evades even our best-intentioned efforts to straighten it up. No-
where do we see this more clearly (or more ambiguously) than in the stories
Jesus himself told.

Learning from the parables

The modern history of critical scholarship on the parables may be instruc-
tive for preachers. The allegorical interpretation developed by Origin and so
artfully employed by Augustine'” reigned as the hermeneutic for understand-
ing the parables until one hundred years ago (1888) when the first volume of
Adolph Julicher’s Die Gleichnisreden Jesu appeared. “In his study Julicher
was strongly influenced by Aristotle’s Rhetoric and viewed the parables pri-
marily as rhetorical devices rather than poetic ones.”*®* While the allegorists
had found a plethora of meanings in each detail of the stories, Julicher argued



that a parable had but “one point of comparison and that point had to be the
one with the widest possible application.”® The single points Julicher pro-
posed for the parables “read like a manifesto of nineteenth-century German
liberal theology.””?* Though Julicher’s specific points failed to convince, his in-
sistence that the stories had one and only one point of comparison “became a
dogma of parable exegesis only slightly less rigid than the dogmatism that ear-
lier allegorical exegesis had buttressed.”?' Even when scholars could come to
no agreement what the single points of the parables were, they were convinced
that each of the parables preached but a single point. Like everything else in
the 1960’s, parable scholarship began to shake loose. Robert Funk spoke of
“The Parable as Metaphor”?? with meanings not reducible to points and ordi-
nary discursive language. Or, as Sallie McFague puts it, “Metaphors cannot be
‘interpreted’—a metaphor does not have a message, it is a message.”?® Amos
Wilder brought the tools of the literary critic to bear on these stories and was
heard to be saying things like:

Jesus, without saying so, by his very way of presenting man, shows
that for him man’s destiny is at stake in his ordinary creaturely existence,
domestic, economic and social. This is the way God made him. The world
is real. Time is real. Man is a toiler and an “acter” and a chooser. The
parables give us this kind of humanness and actuality. There is no ro-
mance or idealization here, no false mysticism, and no miracles, no im-
pulse toward escape into fantasy or into sentimentality. We have stories,
indeed, but they stay close to things as they are.*

Other scholars began to speak of the meanings of parables using terms like
“polyvalence” and “plurisignificance” and “multiple interpretations.”?® Far
from preaching a single discrete “point,” parables seem to trace a trajectory of
possible significances. The “meaning” of the parable is not found by Gnostic
investigations of the text in isolation from the distractions of human life but
comes to light as the story becomes incarnate in the experiential world of the
reader/listener.?® The entertaining quality of the story, that is, its power to
excite, challenge and perhaps even transform human experience, far from be-
ing merely a vehicle for a message, has come to be understood as intrinsic to
the mission of the parable.

Acknowledging the final ambiguity of such stories could drive preachers to
a kind of careless despair: “no one hears the meaning I'm trying to convey, it’s
all a matter of ‘well, what it means to me is . . . Why bother?” Or it can
challenge preachers to a more thoughtful crafting of the stories they allow to
roam the sanctuary. How should we tell our stories? And what kind of stories
should we tell?

Telling stories

Taking cues from the stories Jesus told and from contemporary literary
critical scholarship we may think of several things worth striving for in our
stories.

First, we shall want to stay close to human experience. As Wilder pointed



out, our ‘“destiny is at stake . . . in ordinary human experience.” In our stories
we bump against the hard, tangible artifacts of our living: people, things, mo-
ments. Certainly in our preaching we will need to think on these things using
discursive language and theological reflection, but our analytical musings will
follow from the narrative rather than imposing themselves upon it. Our lan-
guage will be like John Updike’s description of the writings of Herman Mel-
ville and Walt Whitman: “. . . the words sing, burn and live; they have the
exciting difficulty of reality itself, and the pressure and precision of things that
exist.”??

Second, we shall not bear false witness against the world God has given us
by paring away every tension and ambiguity in our stories. A single reading of
the gospel of Mark will tell us that our need to banish tension and ambiguity
from our preaching has more to do with our understanding of our calling than
it does about the gospel we are called to preach. Tension is that “what comes
next?” quality of a story that some homileticians call for when they ask for a
sermon to be “story-shaped.” Not every sermon can be or should be story-
shaped but it is not too much to ask that every sermon summon listeners for-
ward to “what comes next?” as they seek a resolution of tension. Because real-
ity does not always offer soothing resolutions we are left with an inevitable
residue of ambiguity. Preaching looses traction when it fails to account for the
sheer difficulty and complexity of our world. Announcing “the biblical view of”
and “the Reformed perspective on” may diminish or clarify this ambiguity but
it by no means demolishes it. As a matter of fact, a heavy-handed use of au-
thority may only convince listeners of what they have always feared: that
Christian faith truly is remote from the world in which they live and the expe-
rience of their own humanness. We can tolerate the tension and ambiguity as
along as we can somehow believe that in the very midst of it our experience
does have transcendent meanings. Qur stories can point to precisely that.

Third, we shall seek to allow character, motivation, and meaning to
emerge from the stories we tell. In his studies of the parables, Rudolf
Bultmann noticed: “only seldom are the characters portrayed by some attri-
bute. . . . For the most part people are characterized by what they say or do,
or how they behave.”?® The story that begins “John Evans, a fine Christian
businessman,” is as predictable in its course as the encounter of Christian and
Mr. Money-love in John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. Both are allegories
at heart. Jesus’ parables, on the other hand, required listeners to engage them-
selves in making decisions about the character, motivation, and meaning of the
actors in the story. Our stories gain traction as they invite listeners to enter
into the plot and draw their own conclusions.

Fourth, we shall want to tell stories that not only score points and provide
answers but also stories which raise questions and are open-ended in their very
indeterminateness. Jesus’ parables are known for their provocative disruptions.
Indeed, reading the Gospels, we come to the odd conclusion that the communi-
ties of the New Testament retold the stories of Jesus not because they satisfac-
torily understood them but because they did not. Though enigmatic koans and
Gnostic riddles may be quite out of place in preaching, surely there is room for
the story which haunts us in its very indeterminateness. Elie Wiesel’s
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recollection of the hanging of the “sad-eyed angel” of Auschwitz has become
scarcely less than canon for much of post-Holocaust Judaism.?® In Christian
preaching the story has most often been either trivialized to score christologi-
cal points or spread out as a dark background on which to cast bright jewels of
faith and hope. No matter how that story is “used,” however, its telling gener-
ates an evocative power beyond any discursive language to explain it.*® One of
the incidental blessings of storytelling in preaching is discovering a fresh
humility: we are called to tell stories larger than our ability to “use” them,
larger even than our ability to “grasp” them fully.

Finally, we shall seek (and be sought by) stories which replicate the rich-
ness of the faith to which we witness. Southern Presbyterians may remember
from The Book of Church Order this rubric for preachers:

Preaching requires study, meditation and prayer. Ministers should
prepare their sermon with care, and not indulge themselves in loose, ex-
temporary harangues, nor serve God with that which costs them
nothing.®

The most telling indictment of so many stock-in-trade “preacher stories” is not
that they are somehow “bad,” but that they are essentially cheap goods. They
cost us nothing. Perhaps the best and final test before allowing a story entry
into our worship is just this: does it cost us something to tell this story? No
matter whether the story came from Tolstoy or homiletical helps or even some-
one else’s sermon; no matter whether it is factual or fictional: does it cost
something to tell it? (This is by no means to shrug away the serious ethical
questions of “stolen stories” and uncited sources but simply to state the prior
question, “is this story worth stealing?”) The usable illustration that slips
through our consciousness without purchasing traction in our experience or
spirituality may have a great deal less to recommend it than the odd-fitting
story that somehow compels our attention. Our listeners want to know what is
valuable and what matters. The tinny ring of cheap goods discourages them.
They want and they deserve the treasures of which they have heard rumors. If
we cannot exactly hand them that treasure we can at least tell stories costly
enough to suggest we understand all that is at stake.

“Entertainment” seems too blithe a word for stories like that. But perhaps
it is our notion of “entertainment” which is in need of rehabilitation. Some
biblical literary critics are at work on that very project and have suggested that
the storytellers of the people of God have always been about this suspicious
business of entertaining. Richard Pervo, in his aptly titled Profit With Delight,
suggests the author of the Acts of the Apostles actually intended to entertain
his readers while converting them to Christian faith.’* Describing the narrative
of David the King, David Gunn has written:

The purpose of the story, I have argued, is entertainment. . . . As
with art, entertainment can mean different things. There is entertain-
ment designed for simple amusement, to fill an idle hour and be forgotten
and there is entertainment which demands the active engagement of
those being entertained, which challenges their intellect, their emotions,
their understanding of people, of society and themselves. It is in this

11



latter sense that I would speak of our narrative as a work of art and seri-
ous entertainment.®®

If preachers can entertain in such a daring and faithful way as that, who
knows?: we may even be able to overcome our guilty embarrassment when a
worshipper pumps our hand at the church door and says, “I really enjoyed
that sermon!”
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