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Storytelling in Small Groups 

 Our storytelling small groups have four parts; the pre-story part to prepare hearts and 

minds to receive, the Bible story, the post-story to give a time to understand and apply the truths 

for transformation, and an ending of prayer. The pre- and post-story times should be dialog 

instead of monologue.1 One of the benefits of a storytelling session is the space for self-

discovery. It is a place for the participants to explore their beliefs and to compare what Bible 

says instead of what they think it says.2 

 Storytelling session can be flexible so they are productive and interesting instead of 

strictly structured. You do not need to be slaves to the system, but at the same time do not be 

afraid to follow a similar format each time. Some rituals are good. Western learners have been 

conditioned to answer questions in the way the teacher wants them answered. Storytelling is a 

new type of learning and may take the participants some time to adjust. 

Pre-Story Activities 

 Atmosphere is important. The space for storytelling needs to be like the space at a family 

dinner where it is safe to share openly and to be loved and encouraged.3 Light of Christ does not 

own a church building and only rents our space in a school gym on Sunday mornings. This 

forces us to do mid-week ministry in homes and with small groups. Many of our groups meet for 

a meal prior to the storytelling session; they literally create the atmosphere of a family dinner. 

Another way to set the atmosphere would be a time of worship. Even if you as leader are not 

musical, there are numerous worship songs available on-line. We have often used worship videos 

from YouTube to start our group time. After the initial activity begin in prayer. The Holy Spirit 

                                                 
1 J O. Terry, Basic Bible Storying: Preparing and Presenting Bible Stories for Evangelism, Discipleship, 

Training, and Ministry, rev. ed. (Fort Worth, Tex.: Church Starting Network, ©2008), Kindle 1974-2009. 
2 Michael Novelli, Shaped by the Story: Discover the Art of Bible Storying, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis, MN: 

Sparkhouse Press, 2013), Kindle, 55. 
3 Ibid, 53. 
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is necessary to give both the leader and the participants insight. If you are doing this in a more 

formal setting in a classroom, it may be helpful to join the participants in a circle and not be in 

the front.4 

 We also have a consistent set of rules that we use with our groups. We find these to be 

very helpful so that everyone is following the same guidelines as questions are discussed. These 

are based on the rules that Jim Putman developed at Real Life church.5 (See PDF for group rules) 

We have found these rules to be key in the success of the small group and review them every 

session. 

 After reviewing the rules, we begin a time of connecting. We begin by reviewing the 

previous story and begin to connect that story to the new story. We also connect with needs of 

our people. This is all accomplished by asking questions. Questions are a much better way to get 

people to think over a story than lecturing. Remember this should be a time of dialogue, not 

monologue. Think of questions as a hook and lectures as a club.  As leaders, we want to hook the 

group to the story instead of beating them with a club.6 The first question should be something 

that connects the previous story to the new one. The second question should hook an issue that 

the group may be dealing with and one that is addressed in the story. Then give them a third 

question, one which will have them listen for something as they hear the story.7 This will help 

the group focus and listen to the story. Some leaders find it useful to use images or videos at this 

point,8 but we prefer to keep this time as simple as possible. 

 

                                                 
4 Ibid. 
5 Jim Putman, Real Life Small Group Rules, http://www.discipleshift.org/articles/12-guidelines-your-small-

group-leader-needs-to-be-successful Accessed June 23, 2017. 
6 Avery T. Willis and Mark Snowden, Truth That Sticks: How to Communicate Velcro Truth in a Teflon 

World (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2010), Kindle 413. 
7 Ibid, 417-439. 
8 Novelli, 53. 

http://www.discipleshift.org/articles/12-guidelines-your-small-group-leader-needs-to-be-successful
http://www.discipleshift.org/articles/12-guidelines-your-small-group-leader-needs-to-be-successful
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Story 

 In Chronological Bible Storytelling, the Bible story is told without interruption or 

comment and the stories are told in chronological order of the Bible so that the overarching story 

becomes evident.9 The most difficult thing for preachers and teachers is to overcome the habit of 

interjecting explanations during the story. Just tell the story.10 Bring an appropriate level of 

energy as you tell the story, but be sure the focus is on the story and not your ability to tell it. 

Watch your pacing and do not rush the story. Your listeners will be able to tell if you have 

practiced enough to make the story your own. 

 Story engages the brain differently than reading. Often as people listen to the story, they 

will hear something they did not know was in the story. This will cause them to read the story to 

check if what they heard was true. However, have the group keep their Bibles shut until after 

hearing the story. It is too hard to try to match the text with an oral story. Reading the text is one 

of the post-story activities.11 We have found, as did both Novelli and Willis, that Bible storying 

can renew interest in Bible reading. Bible storying is simple, but gets the individual inside the 

story and it becomes part of that individual’s experience and identity.12 13 There is not only 

application from the story, there is implication. The story does not only change the outside 

actions of the person, there is inner transformation.14 

 When telling the story, it does not have to be memorized text. (See section on Telling a 

Story) Relate the Bible story to the group in the same way you would tell them a story about 

what happened yesterday. Do not worry if you forget part of the story, just tell the missing part 

                                                 
9 Novelli, 47. 
10 Willis, 572. 
11 Terry, 2972. 
12 Novelli, 47. 
13 Willis, 912. 
14 Novelii, 47. 



Story Small Groups page 4 of 9 

 

when you think of it. Instead of being a negative, this sometimes helps the group remember what 

you forgot. Willing to admit that you did not tell the story perfectly allows you to be transparent 

with the group. It also allows others to see that you do not have to tell the story perfectly and 

gives them courage to try it themselves.15 

 There is something about the storytelling that engages the mind and heart differently than 

any other method of communicating the text. “Oral storytelling is the most effective means of 

placing story information into student memory.”16 It is more effective than video, reading, 

having it read to you or playacting. It also requires more effort to do. One of our leaders was 

short on time one week and so just read the text. He was shocked at the difference between 

telling the story and reading it. When he changed from storying the text to reading it, his session 

bombed. 

 Story can touch at personal level, unlike lecture, because it involves emotion. “Facts are 

viewed from the lens of a microscope, stories are viewed from the soul.”17 Storytelling sessions 

give space for the Holy Spirit to speak to each individual through God’s Word. It is interactive 

and develops community as participants learn from each other. Storytelling can be used to teach 

any learning style or age.18 It is intergenerational; we have families with elementary age children 

in our groups. 

Post-Story Activities 

 The first thing we have our groups do after they have heard the story is to re-tell or re-

build the story. The leader prompts the group in recounting the story in chronological order. If 

the group gets something out of order, the leader gently reminds the group that there was 

                                                 
15 Willis, 483. 
16 Novelli, 1896.  
17 Ibid, 38. 
18 Ibid, 42-44. 
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something else before the last suggested item. Most of the time the group members will correct 

each other. Other rebuilding activities such as acting out the story as it is read, puppet plays, or 

writing a song about the story can be used.19 These are popular with the youth. 

 After the story has been rebuilt, we read the actual text from the Bible. We generally 

share the reading but members of the group can pass if they are not comfortable reading out loud. 

At this point we ask our first question: Did the storyteller miss anything or get any of the facts 

wrong? If something has been missed, we simply deal with it at this point. 

 Questions are an important part of the post-story because they develop a space to think 

theologically. Questions disarm people and allow participants to safely express their feelings and 

wonderings. They are scaffolding on which to build the skills of wondering, reflecting, and 

noticing, things that are often missing from traditional teaching methods. As the participants 

answer the questions they begin to see God in the story and how He works in them and others.20 

Questions should lead to a dialogue that allows the Holy Spirit to work; do not manipulate, 

interpret, or explain during this time. The Bible story itself provides the boundaries to prevent 

this discussion from falling into relativism.21 The story is the message, questions open it gently 

and allow it to come alive. The underlying goal is to get the members to talk to one another, not 

just conversation with the facilitator.22 

 Different storytellers categorize the questions in different manners. We have found the 

categories of Willis to be most useful to us. He uses three types of post story questions: “head” 

                                                 
19 Terry, 2245-2255. 
20 Novelli, 51.  
21 Ibid, 59-60. 
22 Willis, 536-541. 
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or knowledge of facts of the story, “heart” which deal with will and emotions, and “hands” or 

actions to take to apply the story.23 The following table has been adapted from Willis.24 

HEAD HEART HANDS 

What? Why? How? 

What About …? So What? Now What? 

Observations Implication/Interpretation Application 

 

Novelli formulates his question types in this order: wondering about story, remember details, 

interpreting actions of God, and connecting to real life.25  

 Leading post story discussions is an art. I highly recommend the book by Karen Lee-

Thorp, How to Ask Great Questions.26  This resource explains the art of questioning better than I 

can address it in this document. It requires that you must listen to participants and Holy Spirit at 

the same time. Do not be afraid of silence as it gives the participants time to think. Model 

patience. You must be fully present to the group and listen closely. The silence between 

questions is not a time to daydream. Active listening is hard work.27 Henri Nouwen comments, 

“Listening is a form of spiritual hospitality by which you invite strangers to become friends, to 

get to know their inner selves more fully, and even to dare to be silent with you.”28 

  We ask a variety questions specific to each story in the session but also have some 

standard questions. Some of these include: What does this story tell about God? What does this 

story tell about humankind? Which character are you in the story? What do you hear God telling 

                                                 
23 Ibid, 532. 
24 Ibid, 534. 
25 Novelli, 51-61. 
26 Karen Lee-Thorp, How to Ask Great Questions: Guide Your Group to Discovery with These Proven 

Techniques (Colorado Springs, Colo.: NavPress, ©1998). 
27 Ibid, 62. 
28 Henri J.M. Nouwen, Bread for the Journey (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1997), 11. 
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you in this story? What will you do about it? How is this challenging for you? Is there a way we 

can help you along the journey? The way the individuals in the group answer the questions gives 

you, as leader, insight into their hearts and minds.29 It is with this knowledge that you may begin 

to individualize discipleship for each person. Unless you need to head off heresy, let the group 

help you lead to accurate interpretation of the story.30 

 Try to involve all the people in the group, even if occasionally, you must direct a question 

to a specific person. Redirect tangents and discourage distracting or inappropriate questions from 

the group. If there is an monopolizer, have participants raise hands or direct the questions to 

others. Avoid questions that can be answered in one word as that will kill the discussion. Another 

discussion killer is asking a participate why he thinks that way. Asking a participate why or why 

not about a personal answer is intimidating or can be embarrassing. A less threatening phrase is: 

“tell me more.”  Always encourage. Correction of an individual may be better accepted from the 

group than from the leader. If the leader is asked a direct question, she may choose to answer it 

or open it up for discussion. Offer to answer “rabbit trail” questions after the group is over. The 

facilitator may share but never first. If the group thinks that the leader is an expert, they will stop 

sharing.31 It has been our experience that the group will only be as honest and transparent as the 

leader. 

End with Prayer 

 We have found that a time of prayer to end the session is very helpful. If you are doing 

the story as an evangelistic tool, this may not be practical. We generally ask for volunteers or 

have the leader pray as when the group is just forming. Many people are not comfortable praying 

out loud. As the group becomes more comfortable with each other, we will have them break into 

                                                 
29 Novelli, 16. 
30 Willis, 576. 
31 Novelli, 65. 
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smaller groups and request that they intentionally pray for each other. Some topics lend 

themselves to breaking into gender specific groups, other times mixed groups are fine.  

 A time of prayer before re-entering the “real world” is helpful to acknowledge that we 

can change only through the power of the Holy Spirit. It continues the connection with God and 

re-enforces the connection between individuals in the group. 

Community & Discipleship  

 Storytelling small groups are not the magic fix for discipleship. If the individuals in the 

group are not open to answering questions, and are not willing to be transparent and accountable 

to change, there will be no growth in their faith.32 Discipleship involves more than transfer of 

information; it’s a relationship that involves being shaped by God’s story, and allowing God to 

reshape you. Through story, God gives us new eyes, and the story begins to permeate and reorder 

all areas of our lives.33 Stories encourage the listener to adopt the values and ideals of the 

characters. The group begins to have a common identity and purpose with the result that a sense 

of community is developed.34  Within this community are supportive relationships and 

transparent accountability which encourages the participants to follow Jesus.35  

 We find twelve to be the ideal size for a small group. If you have a large group, you may 

have a leader tell the story and then break into smaller groups to for the post-story questions and 

discussions. If your group has grown and needs to split into two smaller groups, do not split until 

there is a leader that is ready and capable of handling a small group. As the group grows, a leader 

should pick an individual and begin to train them as a leader so that when the time comes, the 

group can successfully form two smaller groups. 

                                                 
32 Willis, 1030.  
33 Novelli, 43. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Willis, 630. 
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 Bible storytelling helps build leaders. The leader of the group is a facilitator and not the 

expert and so everyday people are more willing to lead. Jesus intended for us to make disciples 

just as He did (Matt. 28:18-20) and Biblical storytelling is a non-threatening way to do it. Many 

people will not walk into a church but will go to a home of a friend. Bible storying works with 

all levels of spiritual knowledge and is an ideal place to invite unbelievers. People are hungry for 

authentic relationships and a Bible storytelling small group can help connect them to others and 

to God.36 

                                                 
36 Willis, 1395. 


