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I was one of those people who would say 

that they “couldn’t memorize anything”. 

In fact, I shied away from theatre in high 

school and university in favour of improv-

isation because at least there I did not 

have to memorize any lines.  Gratefully, 

learning scripture by heart, is not about 

“memory verses”, it is about dwelling 

with the story so that it becomes a part 

of you. Dennis Dewey, gives voice to a 

more organic and life giving process in his 

article, “Off the Page, Into the Heart, and 

Out of the Mouth: Tools for Telling the 

Stories of Scripture by Heart.”1  This arti-

cle was a leaping off point into Tom 

Boomershine’s “Story Journey: An Invita-

tion to the Gospel as Storytelling”.2  And, 

I began to take steps in my own journey 

of Storytelling. 

Sharing his personal journey from dwell-

ing and praying with the Word, to telling 

the stories of the Bible formally, to the in-

itiation of the Network of Biblical Story-

tellers, Boomershine unfolds an organic 

pathway for others who want to develop 

this calling and skill. In each chapter he 

reinforces a process of learning the story 

by heart that allows the Story to grow 

into and out of the teller. A process of 

reading, studying, praying and working 

with the text helps to put flesh back on it, 

so to speak, transforming the story from 

written to spoken word. I see a five step 

process: listen to the story, learn about 

the story; linger with the story, practise 

telling the story, and proclaim the story 

wherever and whenever you can. 

LISTEN 

Although our sacred texts come to us in 

written form, they first came in an oral 

form. The stories of the Bible were first 

told from one generation to the next, and 

they were remembered from generation 

to generation because they were told and 

re-told both in individual homes and 

within community. It is good that the sto-

ries have also been preserved by writing 

them out, and it is wonderful that our sa-

cred scripture is available in so many lan-

guages and formats, and are 

accessible to so many. How-

ever, while there is an im-

portant place for individual 

reading of and praying with 

the Word, these stories were 

initially spoken and heard in 

community, in a place where the encoun-

ter is shared with another. Unfortu-

nately, aside from Sunday worship, and 

perhaps Bible studies, the opportunity to 

hear the scriptures in this way has been 

lost to a great degree. 

The first step, then, to learning a biblical 

story is to read it aloud. It ought to be 

read slowly and hopefully in the company 

of another person. Hearing any text in 

this way is very meaningful. When I was 

in seminary we were required to read Au-

gustine’s “Confessions” and to write a pa-

per about it. I sat in the parish hall and 

read the entire work out loud (to myself 

and in English). By doing so, the story en-

tered my mind not just through my eyes 

but also through my ears, and it became 

more real. In the same way that poetry, 

scripts and song lyrics connect more 

deeply when spoken or sung, so too, is 

the Word when it is given audible voice. 

In listening to Biblical stories, the cadence 

and poetry, even of the prose, resonate 

with the meaning of the story itself. 

There are verbal threads that run 

throughout and connect various parts of 

the story. Paying attention to these cues 

moves both the listener and the teller 

forward through the narrative. The 

tempo and rhythm of the words provide 

further clues to the meaning and drama 

of what is being told. Boomershine points 

out that in the Resurrection story as told 

by Mark, the pace of the story is like a 

musical retard, to the climax of the move-

ment. The story of Jesus is told succinctly 

by Mark, and his use of “at once” and im-

mediately” keeps the pace lively, until the 

entry into Jerusalem, where the story 

slows down to almost hour by hour. I had 

not noticed this before and hearing these 

words in this way was profound. 

When stories, biblical or otherwise, are 

told, different characters appear and in-

teract. Paying attention to and listening 

for each separate voice in the narrative is 

important to its telling. When is the 

writer speaking as narrator, or as Jesus, 

or as someone else in the story? Whose 

perspective is being shared? These ques-

tions are key for listening and hearing the 

intent of the story. This was made clear in 

Boomershine’s discussion about the cru-

cifixion story.  He reminds us that both 

the storyteller and the audience are Jews. 

LEARN 

Having read the story out loud, listening 

for the pace and poetry and allowing it to 

enter our mind, body and heart through 

both our eyes and our ears, we can set 

about learning more about the story. As 

a preacher, this step equates for me with 

exegesis; the study of the text in its con-

text. Understanding the agricultural life 

of Jesus’ time, gives deeper meaning to 

the parables he tells. Understanding the 

cultural and political realities brings clar-

ity to the importance of the story. I found 

that the technique of breaking up the 

story into ‘episodes’ helps me to study it 

more thoroughly while still maintaining it 

within the greater story. This is especially 

true for learning long stories or longer 

sections of scripture. 

 

The story settles into the body, 
mind and heart and comes 
back to life in the telling. 



Learning about the details of a story, 

whether that is cross-referencing with 

parallel gospels or revisiting an echo of 

the story in another scripture, deepens 

one’s engagement with the story. Know-

ing the background of the writer and his 

purpose in writing each story in the par-

ticular way it is recorded also sheds light 

on meaning. A good commentary is es-

sential for this task. Taking time and mak-

ing space to exegete the text, to till the 

soil, will aid the growth of the story in the 

teller’s heart, mind, soul and body. 

LINGER 

Having listened to and studied the story, 

it is vital to dwell with the story. Contem-

plative prayer and lectio divina are partic-

ularly suited to biblical story learning and 

telling. In the Ignatian tradition, the pray-

er is encouraged to enter the story in a 

variety of ways–as an observer, as one of 

the characters or as the narrator–in order 

to experience a variety of perspectives 

and to notice which resonates with 

him/her. As a story teller, being able to 

enter the story and connect with all five 

senses–sight, sound, smell, taste, touch–

allows the scripture to become more 

vivid and real. When I was praying with 

Mark 2, I experienced the story from the 

perspective of Jesus who felt the debris 

fall on his head Praying in this way is a 

powerful experience and cannot but help 

to shape how the story is heard and told. 

In lingering with the story, connections 

between the story and our lives rise to 

the surface. Connections can illuminate 

the meaning of the story, or the story can 

shed light on the experience of our lives. 

For example, the healing of the paralytic 

in Mark 2 was the gospel reading for my 

Induction at a previous parish. It was for 

me a parable of the church and a calling 

to each of us to strive to bring people to 

Christ despite obstacles and opposition. 

In that same church, for a service some-

time after this, a young girl in a wheel-

chair was literally carried up the stairs 

into the church by three men. It was a 

powerful incarnation of this story. The 

longer I linger with a story the more con-

nections are likely to rise up and the 

deeper the meaning becomes for me. Lin-

gering with and dwelling in the story is 

another essential piece of learning and 

telling biblical stories. 

PRACTISE 

Mastering a biblical story requires that 

the text is listened to and learned, and 

that the story learner has lingered with it 

for some time. The story settles into the 

body, mind and heart and 

comes back to life in the tell-

ing. The only way to consoli-

date the story is to tell it, out 

loud, again and again and 

again. I had the privilege of 

work-shopping a story with 

John Epp at the   Canadian 

Festival of Story Tellers. John encouraged 

me to tell the story in many different 

ways – as fast, as loud, as silly, as quietly, 

as seriously – as I could. This achieved 

two things. It made me tell the story a 

number of times, and it offered opportu-

nities for me to ‘try on’ different expres-

sions to see what fit or connected and 

what didn’t. 

PROCLAIM 

The purpose of biblical story telling is to 

learn and tell Bible stories. This can be 

and ought to be done in a variety of con-

texts, at home, in the hospital, or from 

the pulpit. Most certainly biblical story-

telling is powerful in pastoral settings and 

is foundational for the pastoral ministry 

of spiritual direction. One of the great 

joys of proclaiming the gospel from heart 

rather than reading it from a text is the 

frequent exclamation of the hearer that 

this telling brought the story to life for 

them. I am always hopeful that this will 

lead to deeper engagement with the 

scripture in the life of those who say such 

things. I long for the day when in my cur-

rent context people begin to learn to tell 

stories themselves, I am certain that as 

Boomershine observed, telling the gospel 

story changes people’s lives. Indeed, our 

baptismal covenant calls us to “proclaim 

by both word and deed the Good News of 

God in Jesus Christ”. Learning the Gospel 

stories by heart transforms our being and 

our doing in the world. 

I completed the 19th Annotation of the 

Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola in 2002 

and 2003. That experience has continued 

to be life transforming, and holy dwelling 

with the Word is at the heart of my ongo-

ing transformation. 

I completed the certification program 

through the Academy for Biblical Story-

telling in 2015 and I have embarked on a 

Doctorate in Ministry at Trinity College, 

Toronto School of Theology.  There has 

been a strong resonance between my 

growing passion and skill in Biblical Story-

telling and the development of my gifts 

for spiritual direction and for preaching. 

This is to coalescing into the basis for my 

D. Min. thesis which will consider Biblical 

Storytelling and spiritual formation. I am 

looking forward to the journey. 
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Learning Gospel stories by 

heart transforms our being and 

our doing in the world. 


