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RESEARCH IN PROGRESS:
LISTENER RESPONSES TO BIBLICAL STORYTELLING

Project Director: Kenneth R. Parker, Eastern Baptist
Theological Seminary, Lancaster & City Avenues, Phila-
delphia, PA 19151. Mr. Parker is a newly appointed
assistant professor at the Seminary and a doctoral
candidate in the Division of Rhetoric and Communica-
tion, School of Speech, Kent State University. He
expects this fall to complete his dissertation on
"'Storylistener Subjectivity: A @ Methodological Ex-
ploration."

From the founding in 1973 of the National Associa-
tion for the Preservation and Perpetuation of Story-
telling has emerged a small cadre of individuals in-
terested in recovering the ancient art of biblical .
storytelling. The teller's method has been to memor-
ize stories from the Bible and then, with flexible
adaptation, to retell those stories of Judeo-Christi-
anity's formative events which helped establish the
early church's sense of identity and purpose. Com-—
pared with reading the stories privately and silently
—-and in keeping with Marshall McLuhan's dictum that
the medium is the message--the public and oral method
is suspected of having greater psychological, intel-
lectual, emotional, and spiritual impact, yet there
has been no systematic investigation of listener res-
ponses to biblical storytelling.

Harold Lasswell has defined communication research
as the study of who says what to whom with what ef-
fect, and in this connection the "Passion-Resurrec-
tion Narrative" from The Gospel According to Mark
(14:1-16:8) was presented by three experienced story-
tellers to groups of listeners whose reactions to the
event were measured via Q technique. The focal ques-
tions were: (1) What patterns can be discovered among
listeners? and (2) What responses can be discovered
that cut across listeners? The P set was composed
of the following variables:

Sex : male female
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Q SAMPLE STRUCTURE

Main
Effects Levels
A. Storytelling (a) grammatical (b) rhetorical
Impact (c) poetical (d) ethical
B. Storylistening |(e) emotional (f) evaluational
Response (g) experiential
C. Additional (h) story- (i) story
Effects (not listener setting
cross—-classi- expressive- utility
fied) ness
Combinations:
(ae) 16 22 23 (be) 8 9 20 (ce) 3 4 5
(af) 24 25 26 (bf) 10 29 30 (cf) 6 7 28
(ag) 1 35 37 (bg) 14 31 32 (cg) 17 18 19
(de) 15 21 38 (h) 41 42
(df) 12 13 36 (i) 2 11 33 34

(dg) 27 39 40

Age : younger (18-39) older (40+)
Storylistening

experience : novel regular
Theological

orientation : 1liberal conservative

n =54 individuals have been tested, consisting of one
replication of the P set for each storyteller, plus a
few additional subjects.

A 198-statement concourse was collected over a five
year period, and N =42 of the items were selected ac-
cording to the Q-sample structure shown in the table
above. The levels of the Impact effect are based on
Kenneth Burke's dimensions of linguistic symbol sys-
tems-—grammatical (motive assigning), rhetorical (co-
operation producing), poetical (symbol enjoying), and
ethical (character expressing)--as described in his 4
Grammar of Motives (1945), A Rhetoric of Motives
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(1952), and Language as Symbolic Action (1968). The
levels of the Response effect are based on William
Stephenson's "Immediate Experience of Movies,'" Oper-
ant Subjectivity, 1978, 1, 96-116. Nonclassifiable
statements were incorporated as levels (h) and (i).
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BIBLICAL STORYTELLING Q SAMPLE (N =42)

(1) At some point during the storytelling, I dis-
covered a new insight into my own life and experienc-
es. (2) I would like to see this way of presenting
the biblical story used every once in a while. (3)

I noticed departures from the written text with some
discomfort. (4) It was a real delight! (5) It was
exciting to listen to the story! (6) The '"dramatic"
approach made it easier for me to picture what hap-
pened in the story. (7) There is something real in
the telling of the story that doesn't seem to come
across in the reading of it. (8) I felt the con-
nectedness or interdependence of a world under the
lordship of Jesus Christ as the story was told. (9)
I felt the separateness or alienation of human sin
as the story was told. (10) I faded in and out while
listening.

(11) I'd like to hear the scripture lesson pre-
sented like that every Sunday in my church. (12) It
hit me where I live. (13) That would never go over
in my church. (14) My life seemed connected to the
lives of God's people throughout the ages and around
the world. (15) My beliefs and values were challeng-
ed. (16) I was astonished by what I heard. (17) As
the tensions of the story were resolved, I sensed the



34

possibility of some tension in me being resolved.
(18) Fear or pity concerning myself or someone else
was aroused, vented, and calmed. (19) That was an
"esthetic experience.'" (20) I was moved.

(21) I was offended. (22) I felt like I was there.
(23) 1 sensed the importance of the story. (24) The
story came alive as if the storyteller had just seen
it and were telling me what had happened. (25) I
wanted to see if the storyteller saw the story as I
did. (26) Listening to the story being told was more
helpful to me in understanding it than doing a care-
ful analysis of the text. (27) I became aware that
not only is that what Christ and the church stand for,
but that's also what I stand for. (28) I was some-
times distracted by the storyteller's style and de-
livery. (29) It somehow rubbed me the wrong way.

(30) Nothing was accomplished.

(31) I think my life was changed as a result of

listening to the story. (32) Hearing the story fa-
cilitated needed healing between me and some indivi-
dual or group. (33) I prefer a more formal reading
of the text. (34) Storytelling should be confined to
a voluntary in-depth Bible study class. (35) Listen-
ing to the story helped me understand why someone I
know acts as he or she does. (36) Surprisingly, I
disagreed with the values presented in the story.
(37) At some point during the telling of the biblical
story, I developed a new understanding of its meaning.
(38) I felt much hope. (39) I experienced a new res-
pect for myself and others as unique creations of God.
(40) I was struck by the importance of sharing in our
common humanity.

(41) At points I felt like crying. (42) At points
I felt like laughing.

NEWS, NOTES & COMMENT

Recent Scholarship

William Stephenson, '"Q-methodology, Interbehavioral
Psychology, and Quantum Theory,'" Psychological Record,
1982, 32, 235-248. Abstract: Close relationships
have been noted between concepts of quantum theory in
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