
 

  



 
 

 

  



Abstract

“The Preacher as Fabulist: Fabricating Fables, Allegories, and Parables for Preaching”

Davis Mangum Bailey

Thesis under the direction of Professor William Brosend

       This thesis is an exploration of the craft of fabricating figurative stories for preaching. In this 

paper I assert that story telling is an essential tool in the preacher’s tool kit for sermon 

preparation. Then I look specifically at the practice of creating fictional stories for use in 

preaching. I begin by surveying genres of fable, allegory, and parable, with the understanding 

that such fictional stories have been used for millennia for rhetorical purposes. In doing so I look 

specifically at the literary building blocks of plot, character, setting, and dialogue noting how 

these raw materials of story are fabricated into narratives that bring wisdom, ethics, abstract 

concepts, and imaginative worlds to life for the hearer. This is followed by studying three 

sermons of modern preachers who employ story fabrication and storytelling in preaching. 

Finally, I bring all of this together in my own theory of fabricating figurative stories for 

preaching, using three of my own sermons as examples. 

  

Approved Date.  March 30, 2022



 
 

 

  





1 
 

Contents 

Introduction    2 

Chapter 1:  A Case for Fabricated Figurative Stories in Preaching 5 

  Storytelling Is Ingrained in the Human Experience 7 

  Story Brings Visual Content to Preaching 9 

  Story Fosters Imagination 12 

  Story Creates the Experience of “Overhearing” 15 

  A Case for Fabricating Figurative Stories 19 

Chapter 2:  Survey of the Fabricated Figurative Forms of  27 

  Fable, Allegory, and Parable 

  Fable 29 

  Allegory 46 

  Parables of Jesus 59 

Chapter 3:  Modern Masters 76 

  Fred B. Craddock 76 

  Otis Moss III 87 

  Susan Sparks 101 

Chapter 4:  Toward a Theory of Fabricating Figurative Stories 111 

  The Potter’s House 124 

  The Archer 128 

  Because of Life 134 

Conclusion 140 

Bibliography  141 

The_Potter’s_House#_
The_Archer#_
Because_of_Life#_


2 
 

Introduction 

     The first sermon I ever preached was on a youth Sunday as a teenager in my home 

church. My short sermon was an allegory, telling the story of someone who remodels a 

house. The point of the sermon was to imagine ourselves as the house and Jesus as the 

carpenter, the one changing us. I had fabricated this story myself, although church 

members wondered where I had heard it.  

     Somewhere between being a teenager trying to relay to the church what we had 

learned at the recent youth conference and graduating from seminary with a Master of 

Divinity degree I got the idea in my head that any illustrative material used in sermons 

had to be documentable. I had to either be able to tell people exactly where the 

illustration had come from or swear on the Bible that the story I had told actually 

happened either to me or to someone I know. Anything else would be unethical. This was 

not taught me; it was just an idea that had got in my head. 

     It was through my studies in the D. Min in preaching that I was reminded that before I 

became a professional preacher, my first forays into preaching had been in making up 

figurative stories, not only on that youth Sunday, but also leading camp vespers. I learned 

that not only is it okay to fabricate stories for preaching but sometimes it is desirable.  

Thesis Outline 

     For this project I intend to focus on fabricating stories for preaching, recognizing that 

fabrication requires raw material, precision, and practiced skill. To this end, I will make a 

survey of the figurative forms of fable, allegory, and gospel parable. I will pay close 

attention to elements of character, setting, plot, dialogue, theme, style, point of view and 
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word choice, these elements being the raw material. Recognizing that fables, allegories, 

and Jesus’ parables always have a rhetorical goal, I will explore how specific literary 

elements are employed in these stories to reach the desired effect. Then I will study the 

skillful manipulation of the raw elements by studying how modern preachers have 

successfully fabricated stories for their own preaching or teaching. Finally, I will employ 

the techniques learned from this project to craft my own theory of fabricating figurative 

stories for preaching, including a series of three example sermons. 

     The project will consist of four chapters: 1. A case for fabricating stories for 

preaching, 2. Survey of the fabricated figurative forms of fable, allegory and gospel 

parable, 3. Modern masters, 4. Toward a theory of fabricating figurative stories for 

preaching. 

     The first chapter makes the case for the unique effect that stories have in preaching 

and specifically the virtues of fabricating one’s own figurative stories. The first chapter 

will serve as an introduction to the project, including an exploration of the rhetorical 

power of stories. 

     The second chapter will focus on the raw materials for fabricating figurative stories. I 

will begin with a survey of literature about fables in general, narrowing to a focus on two 

particular fables as examples. Next, I will do a survey of literature about Allegory in 

general, narrowing to focus on a section of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and Dr. Suess’s 

The Lorax. Finally, I will survey literature on Jesus’ parables, narrowing to focus on the 

parables “The Laborers in the Vineyard” and “The Persistent Widow.” In every genre I 

will make note of how the building blocks of narrative are put to use and how that use 

furthers the rhetorical goal of the storyteller. 
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     The third chapter focuses on the ways modern preachers have used story making in 

their own work. I will analyze examples from the story making work of Fred Craddock, 

Otis Moss III, and Susan Sparks, preachers who deftly fabricate and deploy figurative 

stories in their preaching and teaching. I will note how they use or depart from the 

techniques discovered in chapter two, and how it affects the rhetorical purpose of the 

sermon. Finally, I will develop my own theory of fabricating figurative stories for 

preaching guided by my study for this project.  

     In the fourth chapter I will develop my own theory of fabricating figurative stories for 

preaching guided by my study for this project. This chapter will include three of my own 

sermons that incorporate fabricated stories. For each sermon I will give an analysis of the 

thought process that went into the stories and offer critique that might make the story or 

the sermon stronger.  
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Chapter 1: A Case for Fabricated Figurative Stories in Preaching 

Why Stories? 

     If the task of the preacher is to answer the question, “What does the Holy Spirit want 

the people of God to hear from these texts on this occasion?”1 Then the second question 

or even question 1b must be How? How does the preacher help the people hear what the 

Holy Spirit wants the people of God to hear? And not just hear it but hear it in a way that 

provokes a response, either in head, spirit, body, or all three. 

     The text from Søren Kierkegaard on which Fred Craddock builds his influential 

treatise for using indirect communication in preaching gets at the heart of what the 

preacher is up against: “There is no lack of information in a Christian land; something 

else is lacking, and this is something which the one cannot directly communicate to the 

other.”2 Most of our congregation have been getting the “information” of Christianity for 

decades. They have likely heard the very scripture we are preaching from on any given 

occasion. (Some of them remember it correctly; more often they get it tangled up with 

some other familiar scripture, like “Is this the one where Judas tempts Jesus in the desert 

to turn water into wine?”)  

     We could certainly state directly what we think the Holy Spirit wants the congregation 

to get from the day’s text, but what would come of that? Confusion from abstract ideas 

stated plainly? Boredom from listing to bland exposition? Defensiveness because the 

Holy Spirit might be hitting a nerve? The “what?” is certainly question number one, but 

                                                           
1 William Brosend, The Preaching of Jesus (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), 29. 

 
2 Fred B. Craddock, Overhearing the Gospel (Rev. and Expanded ed, St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2002), 

3. 
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the how must be right on its heels or we risk delivering the Holy Spirit’s treasure to the 

people of God only to have them leave it in the pew with their folded bulletin.  

     Preachers and preaching teachers have been working on the “how?” question for 

centuries, and there are plenty of books and theories about sermon structure and 

presentation style. Aristotle wrote books on how to be effective in persuasive speech 

some 350 years before there even was a gospel preacher or a gospel to preach. While 

many teachers and writers have had unique contributions to the how question, there is a 

common thread that has been running through effective communication, rhetoric, and 

preaching that is, there can be little doubt, almost as old as communication itself. That 

thread is the use of stories.  

     When the Israelites wanted to preserve and pass on the rules for covenant community 

with God and with each other, they tucked them into the story of the Exodus. When Jesus 

wanted to tell people what the kingdom of God is, he did it through stories. When the 

Gospel writers wanted to convey Jesus’ teaching to the earliest followers of the Jesus 

movement, four of them did it through stories. The Gospel of Thomas, which might be 

more accurate but is only a book of sayings of Jesus’, didn’t make the canon cut.  

     The art and stained glass that the reformers foolishly wanted to destroy because they 

were “images” were there, like cave drawings, to tell important stories to a largely 

illiterate, non-fluent in Latin populace. Kierkegaard was a master at employing stories to 

communicate a message that was incredibly critical of Christendom and its clergy. 

Craddock, pulling out “treasures new and old,” mixed Kierkegaard’s indirect 

communication with his own gift for storytelling and inspired generations of preachers to 
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not just preach a narrative style, but to actually use stories in their preaching. In 

contemporary preaching stories are a staple of illustrative material in sermons.  

     Stories are, by no means, the only way to illustrate a point, and I would not say they 

are always even the best way to illustrate a given point, but they are an indispensable tool 

in the preacher’s toolbox. Storytelling is a tool that every preacher has. In this chapter, I 

will give four reasons why storytelling is a uniquely useful tool for answering homiletical 

question 1b: how do we help the people hear what the Holy Spirit wants the people of 

God to hear from these texts on this occasion? 

Storytelling Is Ingrained in the Human experience 

     Humans have been telling each other stories for millennia. Storytelling is how our 

ancestors passed important information to their communities and families. Oral 

storytelling gave our ancient forebearers a memorable way to communicate what was 

important to them, what they believed about the world, about themselves, and their 

people. Oral storytelling gave them a way to preserve the good and heroic tales of their 

communities or the cautionary tales of mistakes that they didn’t want others to repeat. 

     Stories still do this for us today. We still pass along stories about grandparents who 

were the picture of moral uprightness, great-great-grandparents who were tough as nails, 

or a cousin who went down the wrong path. As Amy Spaulding says in her lecture on the 

importance of storytelling in meaning making, “Stories are our strongest link, beyond our 
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DNA, with humankind throughout history; in fact some have called story a kind of DNA 

of the mind and spirit, for it runs deep, deep into the past of our ancestors.”3  

     Story isn’t just part of who we are because it has been a central form of 

communication since the times of pre-historic bonfires. To be human is to exist in a 

world of stories. Thomas Long notes this dimension in his portrait of the preacher as a 

“Storyteller/Poet” “Not only do we like stories; we live our lives out of them. We 

remember in stories, dream in stories, shape our values through stories.” 4 

     Stories are central to human experience not just because they are entertaining or 

thought provoking, but because it is a function of the human brain to sort information into 

stories. Our days play out in our minds like stories. Our memories are stories. Our brains 

are constantly creating stories to process information. Will Storr delves into this aspect of 

our brains in his fiction writing manual The Science of Storytelling.  

In order to tell the story of your life, your brain needs to conjure up a world for 

you to live inside, with all its colors and movements and objects and sounds. Just 

as characters in fiction exist in a reality that’s been actively created, so do we. But 

that’s not how it feels to be a living, conscious human. It feels as if we’re looking 

out of our skulls, observing reality directly without impediment. But this is not the 

case. The world we experience as ‘out there’ is actually a reconstruction of reality 

that is built inside our heads. It’s an act of creation by our storytelling brain.5 

 

     Storr goes on to explain how our brains take in imperfect, incomplete information 

through our senses and use that information to create elaborate sets on which the stories 

                                                           
3 Amy Spaulding, The Wisdom of Storytelling in an Information Age: A Collection of Talks (Scarecrow 

Press, 2004), 38-39. 

 
4 Thomas G. Long, The Witness of Preaching, Third Edition, (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 2016), 43. 

 
5 Will Storr, The Science of Storytelling (New York: Abrams Press, 2020), 20-21. 
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of our lives are played out. Our brains naturally use cause-and-effect to experience things 

happening in order like a plot, and we even use “theory-of mind” to model the minds of 

others fleshing out the people around us into characters in the stories our brains are 

constantly creating. “[Theory-of-mind] enables us to imagine what others are thinking, 

feeling and plotting, even when they’re not present. We can experience the world from 

another’s perspective.” 6 Storr admits that our brains aren’t always as good at modeling 

the minds of others as we might think they are – any pastor who has had to moderate 

conflict between church members understands that implicitly. Our story telling brains are 

at least partly to blame. We are constantly telling ourselves stories about what we think 

others are thinking or feeling.  

     We are hardwired for stories. When it comes to the use of storytelling in preaching it 

is simply a matter of tuning into the frequency to which our minds, our lives, our being 

have historically and biologically been tuned. Using story to relay important and abstract 

thoughts is like a fish using water to travel. It is what humans do naturally.  

Story Brings Visual Content to Preaching  

       It was in staff training as a camp counselor that I was first introduced to the theory of 

multiple intelligences and the concept that, of all the children in our care on any given 

week, each child would have strengths for learning based on which of the 8 intelligences 

were strongest for them. This concept followed me into seminary where in Christian 

                                                           
6 Ibid., 35-36. 
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Education class we devised forms of prayer based on different learning styles: spoken 

prayers, prayers set to music, movement prayers, and so on.7 

     We know the people in our pews come to church with a variety of strengths and 

weaknesses when it comes to how they best process information and learn new things. 

For some, a logical sermon that sets out a point-by-point case explaining church doctrine 

might be just the ticket, but we must ask ourselves if there are ways to engage other 

learners rather than just verbal/linguistic.  

     Storytelling has the unique quality of being both verbal and visual at the same time. 

When we hear a story, our brain builds the details. We decide how the characters will 

look beyond the details that the author gives. We see them engage the world in our minds 

eye. When my daughter saw the most recent movie version of A Wrinkle in Time, she was 

disappointed because the movie had not brought to life her favorite Character, Aunt 

Beast, described here. 

They were the same dull gray color as the flowers. If they hadn’t walked upright 

they would have seemed like animals…They had four arms and far more than five 

fingers to each hand, and the fingers were not fingers, but long waving tentacles. 

They had heads, and they had faces. But where the faces of the creatures on Uriel 

had seemed far more human faces, these seemed far less. Where the features 

would normally be were several indentations, and in place of ears and hair were 

more tentacles. They were tall, Meg realized as they came closer, far taller than 

any man. They had no eyes. Just soft indentations.8 

 

     Madeline L’Engle goes on to depict these Sci-fi nightmarish creatures, and especially 

the one that would be called Aunt Beast, as the most loving, gentle, wise beings Meg and 

                                                           
7 John M. Bracke and Karen B. Tye, Teaching the Bible in the Church (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 

2003), 39-40: Overview of “Learning Styles” and “Multiple Intelligences”. 

 
8 Madeline L’Engle, A Wrinkle in Time (1st Square Fish ed. New York: Square Fish, 2007), 191. 



11 
 

her companions would meet. Maybe the movie didn’t offer an interpretation of Aunt 

Beast because, ironically, a movie while operating fully in the visual realm, would have 

difficulty honoring the picture of Aunt Beast that L’Engle builds in the minds of the 

reader.  

     For the preacher, storytelling offers the opportunity to tell and show; to be “fluent not 

only in the language of theology, but also in the language of image, learning to paint 

pictures and tell stories as effectively as they compare ideas and organize thoughts.”9  

     Thomas Troeger illustrates this point with his account of composing a story in order 

give a visual quality to a wedding homily about promise and covenant. After composing 

his initial sermon which he admits depends on “old rhetorical devices”10 he prods himself 

to think visually. 

If I were a television producer who wanted to show the principle of covenant in 

action, I would not be able to stand on the screen and repeat my sermon as it is. 

The young people would switch channels, and they will do the same inside 

themselves if all I do is gab about covenant at the wedding. I reread my initial 

homily, this time asking myself every few sentences, how can I telecast what I 

have said rhetorically?11 

     Troeger goes on to create a delightful story about a couple who always puts their 

wedding attire on to have a photo taken every time their wedding anniversary comes 

around. The photoshoots throughout the years become the backdrops of different issues 

that the couple faces together: quarrels, illness, etc… But the photoshoot also always 

reminds them of their promises to each other. 

                                                           
9 Barbara Brown Taylor, “Preaching the Body” in Listening to the Word: Studies in Honor of Fred B. 

Craddock, eds. Gail R. O’Day and Thomas G. Long (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 212. 

 
10 Thomas H. Troeger, Imagining a Sermon (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990), 40. 

 
11 Ibid., 44. 



12 
 

     The ability of story to expand from the verbal to the visual is one of the keys to its 

ability to captivate the listener. When a preacher deploys a story, the congregation 

crosses over from merely hearing the sermon to seeing it for themselves.  

     Of course, there are other ways of bringing visual content into preaching, and with 

high quality projection equipment becoming more and more ubiquitous in church 

sanctuaries the preacher has the ability to show film clips, photos, paintings, or any 

number of visual elements. Story, however, has the advantage of being able to create 

visual content for the listener regardless of what technology is available.  

     Furthermore, storytelling is unique as a visual medium because it invites the listener to 

become co-creators with the preacher. The preacher gives the framework through the 

prepared story, but the listeners build and flesh out the images they see in their own 

minds. This image co-creation aspect of storytelling and listening brings me to my next 

case for using stories in preaching: story fosters imagination. 

Story Fosters Imagination 

     While any individual sermon has a certain task – to relay a message from the Holy 

Spirit to a certain people by way of certain texts – the preacher also has broader tasks to 

consider than just what is being said on any given Sunday. The broader task the ongoing 

work of continually inviting people to engage with something Jesus called the kingdom 

of God or abundant life, and Paul called the gospel. This reality that Jesus invites us to 

contemplate and ultimately participate in is wildly different from the world as it appears 

to be. To preach such a thing and have it be received requires preacher and hearer to flex 

a considerable amount of imaginative muscle. We only have to look at Jesus’ own style – 
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the use of parable, metaphor, simile, object lessons – to understand the importance of 

imagination-building in helping people receive the news of a “kingdom” that doesn’t 

operate like a kingdom. 

     As preachers our job is not only to preach individual sermons that are faithful to the 

text and the Holy Spirit. There is a long game in preaching that, over time, we might 

convince the congregation – and ourselves – of the “surprising proposal that the real 

world in which God invites us to live is not the one made available by the rulers of this 

age.”12 Walter Brueggemann calls this kind of preaching “poetic,” not because it makes 

use of rhyme or meter, but because it is preaching that uses language designed to spark 

the imagination necessary for a deeper interaction with the text.  Poetic preaching 

endeavors to train the hearers not to settle for a surface understanding, but to engage their 

imaginations when they encounter scripture. 

     While there are many tools the preacher might employ to get the congregations 

imaginations up and running, story is one of our best options. “Developing imagination is 

necessary and important… Imagination seems to need encouragement to grow strong and 

in healthy directions,” argues Amy Spaulding in expanding her threefold thesis that “The 

development of imagination is crucial, story is essential for imagination, and story helps 

us connect as human beings.”13  

     Spaulding here presents a case, not only of the value of imagination, but for an 

anthropological problem that imagination is actually waning in children and adults. Could 

                                                           
12 Walter Brueggemann. Finally Comes the Poet: Daring Speech for Proclamation (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 1989), 3. 

 
13 Spaulding, Wisdom or Storytelling, 14. 
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it be that it is even harder for people in our own time, with atrophying imaginations, to 

envision the reality Jesus promoted through his Kingdom preaching?  

     If there is an illness of declining capacity for imagination in an image-flooded, 

nuance-flattened, information-gorged population, story could be part of the antidote. 

“Listening to stories develops the imagination, by requiring the hearer to join with the 

teller in creating the story within his or her own minds eye.”14 This is why, when the 

preacher starts in on a story, the children and teenagers look up, the whole congregation 

participates in the “shared trance”15 of listening. As Troeger notes about his imaginative 

wedding homily, the young wedding party was “unusually attentive,” and the 

congregation was “a sea of faces that were following every word.”16  

     When the preacher tells a story the congregation is no longer a few people passively 

waiting to learn what the Greek really means, or how much a denarius is in today’s 

money. They are now active participants, co-creators, following the preacher’s blueprint 

to build a world in their imaginations. And if the preacher is doing it well, the world they 

build might help them imagine God’s kingdom as a reality where everything that is 

considered valuable and worthy is upside-down and backwards from what the “rulers of 

this age” consider valuable and worthy, a “contrast-society.”17 If the congregation is 

                                                           
14 Ibid., 35. 

 
15 Ibid., 37. 

 
16 Troeger, Imagining a Sermon, 50. 

 
17 Richard Lischer, “Preaching as the Church’s Language” in Listening to the Word: Studies in Honor of 

Fred B. Craddock, eds. Gail R. O’Day and Thomas G. Long (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 126. 
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meant to participate in and be formed by such ideas, then they first must be able to 

imagine them. 

Story Creates the Experience of “Overhearing” 

     Now our original question comes into sharp focus. How do we effectively 

communicate the gospel to our congregation? I ask this question with full knowledge that 

communicating the gospel isn’t just communicating instructions, or a moral code, or even 

a philosophy for how to live well. Although some of these things might be included, they 

are, at most, shallow pools on the outskirts of the gospel. They are not the deep end of 

gospel which, as we explored in the previous section, is the ongoing work of the preacher 

to coax the congregation to swim in. 

     The gospel is something that, under close examination, confounds the powers of our 

world, often running counter to “common sense.” It invites us to imagine that long settled 

ideas about the way things are, may not be the way things really are, and are not at all the 

way God intends things to be. So far, we have heard the gospel talked about with terms 

like “contrast-society” and “surprising proposal” and my own descriptor of the kingdom 

of God, “upside-down and backward” from the values of the world as we know them. 

The Gospel routinely puts the poor and vulnerable in the place of honor, disregards 

wealth as if money had no real value, surprises with grace so lavish that it sometimes 

makes the audience uncomfortable, and demonstrates a non-transactional way of 

interacting with others.  

     If it takes imagination to engage such a message, it might first take a special form of 

communication just to get the message past the hearer’s defenses. The method I have in 



16 
 

mind is indirect communication, what Fred Craddock calls “Overhearing”. Craddock 

points out that Kierkegaard, John Wesley and St. Augustine all report experiences of 

“overhearing” that had profoundly transformative effects on their lives.18 

     Overhearing in preaching is exactly what it sounds like, a form of communication that 

invites the congregation to look at something true with the preacher, rather than receiving 

(or rejecting) the truth from the preacher. Overhearing relies on third person pronouns, 

figurative language, imaginative construction, and storytelling. It is a form that allows the 

distance necessary for the hearer to encounter the strange proposals of the gospel and 

allow them to be received in freedom, as one might encounter some deep truth from 

listening to a conversation at a coffee shop. Such distance gives the hearers room 

mentally and emotionally to decide for themselves if they have overheard something true, 

to move toward participation, “drawn in” by that which is overheard.19 

      Why does the preacher have to be so careful and sneak the gospel in through the side 

door instead of coming at the truth head on? Craddock, by way of Kierkegaard, speaks of 

the work of the gospel and the gospel preacher as destroying illusion, and “illusion 

cannot be destroyed directly. Clerics who make direct attacks only create opposition, 

entrench divisiveness and strengthen illusion.”20 In our own time we see this at play in 

the hyper-partisan divisions that infest every aspect of our social spaces – online and in-

person – including the church.  

                                                           
18 Fred B. Craddock, Overhearing the Gospel, 92. 

 
19 Ibid., 98. 

 
20 Ibid., 72. 
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     This point is well illustrated by an episode of All Things Considered that aired January 

15th 2021. The episode is about decaying relationships between family members of those 

who have been captivated by cultlike conspiracy theory societies like Q Anon. Host, 

Audie Cornish, invites a communications professor, Dr. Dannagal Young, to share her 

wisdom on how to restore relationship and possibly help such family members come 

back to reality.  

Do not mock. Do not use snark. All of the, you know, Twitter posts where people 

make fun of the crazy QAnon supporters, all that does is further reinforce their 

sense that they are disrespected and maligned. Number two - using scientific 

evidence, argumentation, etc., that comes through the very institutions that they 

have been told not to trust, that is going to backfire because now they think that 

you are the dupe because you trust these institutions, etc. 

Come at them with unconditional love, as hard as that is, reminding them of the 

preexisting bonds that you have. If it's a brother or sister, how about talking about 

old stories and just texting them and saying, oh, my gosh, I remembered that 

fishing trip that we had back when we were 5 and you fell in the lake, right? 

Because now you're asking them to tap into an identity that they haven't tapped 

into in a while, and that is their identity as a brother or a sister.21 

 

Dr. Young echoes Craddock and Kierkegaard in the futility of “destroying illusion” with 

facts, evidence, or even derision. The way forward is indirect. Provide space for their 

connection to be reestablished. Of course, one might do this by telling a story: “remember 

that fishing trip…” The loved one can’t help feeling pulled to participate in this 

storytelling about shared experience.  

     “If tribal thinking is original sin, then story is prayer.”22  In gaining a hearing for the 

gospel it is necessary that the preacher find a way past the mine field of partisan tribalism 

                                                           
21 Dr. Dannagal Young, “How QAnon-Like Conspiracy Theories Tear Families Apart,” interview by Audie 

Cornish, All Things Considered, NPR, January 15, 2021, audio, 4:52, 

https://www.npr.org/2021/01/15/957371294/how-qanon-like-conspiracy-theories-tear-families-apart. 

 
22 Will Storr, The Science of Storytelling, 211. 

https://www.npr.org/2021/01/15/957371294/how-qanon-like-conspiracy-theories-tear-families-apart
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that invisibly lurks in the pews (divisions that are not so invisible in the mind of any 

pastor who has gotten to know her congregation). But we are not only talking about 

partisan divides. We also must contend with, fears, status quos, being “realistic,” and 

“common sense.”  

     Story, used carefully and crafted thoughtfully, has the potential to gain access beyond 

the hearers’ defenses. Without telling the hearer how they should think or feel, story 

naturally draws forth empathy23 bringing the hearer in close, while also providing the 

distance that allows the hearer to come to their own conclusion. When a Jewish scholar 

asked Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus told him a story about a Jewish man beaten 

and left for dead, who is rescued from the ditch by his cultural/national/theological 

enemy, a Samaritan. Then Jesus gave the question back to the scholar. “Which one of 

these three do you think was a neighbor to the man…” (Luke 10:25-37). Jesus doesn’t 

explain the fallacy of harboring divisions between the Samaritans and the Jews. Jesus lets 

the man overhear a story about mercy in which those divisions don’t matter, and the man 

moves from overhearing to participation. Moreover, the questioner now has more than an 

answer, he has a story, a Jesus-authored world pregnant with meaning. He has a narrative 

through which he might contemplate neighborliness, the power of mercy, the things that 

stand in the way of showing mercy, the lavish hospitality of a stranger,24 and where the 

parallels are to his own life. 

                                                           
23 Suzanne Keen. "A Theory of Narrative Empathy." Narrative, vol. 14 no. 3, 2006, p. 207-236. Project 

MUSE, doi:10.1353/nar.2006.0015.: Although Keen questions whether the empathy produced in the hearer 

is always the response the author intends, the power of narrative to elicit empathy is still evident. 

 
24 Obviously, this is not an exhaustive list of meaning that one might find in the Good Samaritan parable.  

http://doi.org/10.1353/nar.2006.0015
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     Indirect communication has long been a staple for helping people to see the truth of a 

situation by presenting a parallel situation to be considered, and then connecting it to its 

real life antecedent. We find it in the way Nathan confronts David about his adultery with 

Bathsheba and his killing of Bathsheba’s husband Uriah. If Nathan had come into the 

king’s court calling him out as a scoundrel Nathan might have been dealt with as a traitor 

to the crown. We have seen what David is capable of. Instead, Nathan lets David 

overhear a story about a rich man who callously stole a poor man’s only beloved lamb to 

feed his guests, instead of using one of his own lambs. Only when David’s anger boils 

over at the injustice of the story does Nathan reveal that the story is about David, “You 

are the man!” (2 Sam 12:1-7) And David, having moved from overhearing to hearing, 

repents. 

A Case for Fabricated Figurative Stories 

You know where the sermon is going. You have exegeted well, come to a 

prayerful conclusion about what the Holy Spirit wants the people of God to hear 

from these texts on this occasion and started mapping your moves. A wonderful 

introduction has started to suggest itself to you, and for Thursday, things are 

looking good. By Friday it has all really come together except for this huge 

gaping hole right where the development of your penultimate theological claim 

should be. You need a story. What would Jesus do? Jesus would make one up. Be 

a good disciple and make one up yourself.25 

 

     So far I have made four cases for why storytelling should be a prominent tool reached 

for early and often by preachers of the gospel: Storytelling is ingrained in the human 

experience, it allows the preacher to add a visual element to an otherwise verbal/linguistic 

style, it strengthens imagination among the congregation, and it creates an experience of 

                                                           
25 Brosend, Preaching of Jesus, 140 
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overhearing that allows people to hear something they might have resisted had it come in 

a direct method.  

     The question now becomes, what sort of stories should we use? Certainly there are 

many options here, and sometimes the best story is one that is already out there – a short 

story, an excerpt from a novel, a movie, an anecdote from history or pop culture, and 

stories other preachers have told or written. Even a scientific study can be presented 

narratively by telling the story of who the researchers were, how the study was 

conducted, and what the discovery was. Then there are personal stories, the ones that 

cannot be found through a Google search or by listening to NPR – family stories, friend 

stories, the preacher’s own stories. With so much content already out there, why fabricate 

new ones? 

     Fabricating figurative stories for preaching may not always be the best direction the 

preacher can take to fill that “huge gaping hole” in the sermon, but it should be an option 

at the preacher’s disposal, and there are reasons to believe it is often the best option. 

Defining “Fabricated” and “Figurative” 

     At this point it is necessary to explain what is meant by a fabricated figurative story, 

and here I rely on Brosend’s description of fabrication: “We tend to use the word 

‘fabrication’ as a four-syllable synonym for the word ‘lie.’ But… the root meaning of 

‘fabricate’ is to make, form, fashion or create.”26 What makes fabrication such a suitable 

metaphor for the work of story creation is the twofold image of raw materials and a 

                                                           
26 Brosend, Preaching of Jesus, 108. 
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skillful maker who takes the raw materials and puts them together with planning, 

practice, and precision to create something that is useful for a specific purpose.  

     When a piece of machinery is fabricated it is made with certain measurements, to fit 

exactly in a certain spot, to perform a specific function. The preacher may have heard a 

captivating story in the past that she now thinks would kind of work in her sermon, but a 

fabricated story can fit just right.  

    Just as someone who fabricates with their hands uses raw materials, so does a 

storyteller. Character, plot, setting, theme, conflict, personal experience, inner life, and 

things from life that have caught one’s attention are some of the raw materials that a 

preacher might learn to fashion, with planning, precision, and practice, into a story that 

fits in a sermon. 

     “Figurative” here simply means that these stories have a purpose; they are crucibles 

for meaning. It goes without saying that the preacher hasn’t pulled out this story just 

because, “Something Jesus said reminded me of something funny my sister once said…” 

They aren’t just in our sermons to get the congregation to laugh. Figurative stories might 

be humorous, but, more importantly, they stand in for something true and important that 

we want the congregation to internalize. 

Easier and More Precise Fit 

     “You need a story.”27 This brief quote from Brosend’s case study that began this 

section carries with it the weight of countless Thursday/Friday/Saturday nights, knowing 

one’s sermon is begging for a story and turning to our mental catalogue of what might be 

                                                           
27 Brosend, Preaching of Jesus, 140. 
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available. Was there something in the news? Do I remember something from Church 

History class? What was that story my camp director used to tell? Would it work? What 

could I Google to find something I could use? How much time has been wasted by 

preachers going down rabbit hole after rabbit hole thinking that a certain illustration 

might work, only to realize that it doesn’t quite fit? The preacher can save time and 

anxiety by fabricating their own story.  

     Being easier is not always the right reason to choose a certain path forward, but every 

preacher has a limited amount of time to prepare, and saving a few hours of casting about 

online is rarely the wrong decision. The great instructor of rhetoric, Aristotle, understood 

that a path of least resistance is sometimes desirable, saying, “Fables are suitable for 

public speaking, and they have this advantage that, while it is difficult to find similar 

things that have really happened in the past, it is easier to invent fables.”28 

     Not only is it often easier to create the perfect story than to find the perfect story, 

sometimes the perfect story is only available through fabrication. Here we take on the 

common problem of a preacher having a story he loves but having to make heroic efforts 

to force that story to fit the purpose of the sermon. As I said before, there are so many 

places where already existing stories might be found that it seems certain that you could 

find one for almost any application. This makes it all-the-more frustrating when the 

preacher considers story after story that just doesn’t quite work. “Water, water, every 

where, Nor any drop to drink.”29  

                                                           
28 Aristotle. The “Art” of Rhetoric. Translated by John Henry Freese (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ. 

Press, 2006), 277. 

 
29 Samuel Taylor Coleridge. “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” in The Norton Anthology of English 

Literature, ed. M. H. Abrams, (New York: Norton, 1975), 1532. 
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     As story author, the preacher can fabricate the story to fit exactly as needed. This is 

not only due to the preacher’s sovereignty over the story creation, but also because the 

preacher knows the hearers better than any other story author out there. Returning to the 

original question, if we are focused on what the Holy Spirt wants these people on this 

occasion to hear, the preacher knows both the people and the occasion. If the story needs 

to be about dealing with guilt, the preacher knows exactly what some of the guilts in the 

congregation are and whether it would be appropriate to mention them in a story or not. 

The same goes for illnesses, griefs, anxieties, vocations, victories, relationships and all 

the issues that a story might need to touch on or around. 

Being Personal without Being Self-Referential 

     Sometimes the story we want to tell is a story from our own lives, or maybe a true 

story that we have observed or heard from others. There are pitfalls here though. Self-

referential preaching invites the congregation to pass judgment on the preacher rather 

than attending to the focus of the sermon. Brosend illustrates this point by telling about a 

preacher who starts into a story about how much she disliked her uncle’s wife. By the 

time she got around to what, we assume, was the point of the story – that she eventually 

softened toward her aunt-in-law – the congregation was already distracted by what the 

preacher had revealed about herself. “The congregation had long since stopped really 

listening and started to wonder about the preacher’s family and her own disposition. To 

tell the truth, they wondered, ‘How does she talk about me when I’m not around?’”30 

                                                           
30 Brosend, Preaching of Jesus, 104. 
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     Self-referential preaching is rarely worth what it puts at stake. We have been taught by 

preaching professors, books, and colleagues that telling stories where we are the hero is 

off-putting; the people have come to church to hear about Jesus, not us. The natural 

corrective is to tell stories in which the preacher is the antagonist, but, as Brosend 

demonstrated, that invites the congregation to start questioning the morality, judgment, or 

sanity of the preacher. The preacher might not care how the congregation judges him, but 

that is somewhat beside the point. The problem is that the focus becomes lost. No one’s 

brain can focus both on how they feel about whatever the preacher just revealed about 

himself and the message the preacher is actually trying to get across. The hearer will 

leave one train of thought to focus on the other, and they will often choose the one that 

the preacher had not intended. 

     Finally, the preacher might choose to tell a true story in which she is not a character at 

all, something she heard about or saw. Here might be the most dangerous pitfall. If the 

congregation thinks the preacher is telling stories that were never meant to be told in 

public, then her trustworthiness as a preacher and a pastor is on the line. Even stories 

about the preacher’s own family members are ill-advised without getting permission first. 

     All of these pitfalls can be avoided by fabricating the story you want to tell. Even if 

you tell a true story about yourself, you can tell it as if it happened to someone else, so 

that it no longer invites judgement of the pastor. The preacher should certainly preach 

from her own experience, but details can be shifted, genders can be switched, and even 

the main issue can be swapped out for something else that makes the same point.  
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Learning from Those Who Have Fabricated Figurative Stories Before 

     When we delve into the craft of fabricating figurative stories, we are endeavoring to 

cultivate an ancient skill for a modern audience. As we have already discussed, 

fabricating figurative stories is as old as our oldest scriptures. And older still. When we 

look to the masters of fabricated figurative stories, we find the ancient Greek fables 

attributed to Aesop; we find the parables of Jesus; we find the early modern allegories of 

Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene. But we also 

find contemporary masters like Fred Craddock, Edwin Friedman, Madeline L’Engle, and 

Dr. Seuss.  

     In the coming chapter I will explore the three literary forms: fable, allegory, and 

parable, noting that these ancient forms have been used rhetorically for centuries and 

continue to be renewed with each new practitioner of figurative story fabrication. While I 

will take each of these forms in turn, it is important to note that fable, allegory, and 

parable – all belonging under the umbrella of figurative story – have a great deal of 

overlap, and the differences between them should not be overstated. In fact, the Greek 

word that Aristotle’s translator renders “fable” is actually “παραβολη,”31 i.e., parable. 

Furthermore, in any catalogue of fables or allegories there are bound to be overlapping 

entries between the two.  

     That said, I believe there are some distinctions between the three that might open 

some different avenues for story making when it comes to the task of creating stories for 

preaching. In the coming chapter I will explore these classical forms of fabricated 

                                                           
31 Aristotle, Art of Rhetoric, 275  
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figurative stories with an eye toward how the raw materials of storytelling are used in 

each one, how they are used in specific examples, and how they might be instructive for 

preaching.  
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Chapter 2: Survey of the Fabricated Figurative Forms of Fable, Allegory, and Parable 

Figurative Stories and Metaphorical Process 

     Before we explore the genres of fable, allegory, and parable, I must first say a brief 

word about metaphor and metaphorical process. Paul Ricoeur, in his influential work, 

“On Biblical Hermenutics,” states, “The parable, it seems to me, is the conjunction of a 

narrative form and a metaphorical process.”32 He goes on to describe metaphorical 

process – borrowing the epiphor/diaphor terminology from Philip Wheelwright – as “The 

epiphor or the diaphor which ‘transposes’ or ‘transfers’ the meaning of the story from 

fiction to reality.”33 In this way, Ricoeur, in his treatment of parables, bids the reader to 

see the entire narrative, not just its literary components, as a metaphor.  

     Ricoeur owes this perspective to a comparison of parables with scientific models, 

specifically, “Theoretical models, which consist in constructing an imaginary object more 

accessible to description and in transposing the properties of this object onto a domain of 

more complex reality.”34 In other words, one might say that the narrative is the 

“accessible object” the kingdom of God or whatever Jesus is trying to describe is the 

“more complex reality” and the metaphorical process is how the narrative brings this 

complex reality into view as a possibility for lived experience.  

     What seems to be important in the appeal to scientific models as a comparison for 

metaphorical stories, is something Ricoeur calls “redescription.” However, in practice we 

                                                           
32 Paul Ricoeur, “On Biblical Hermeneutics.,” Semia: An Experimental Journal for Biblical 

Criticism 4 (1975): 30.  

 
33 Ibid, 34. 

 
34 Ibid, 85. 
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see that redescription could be considered as adding a visual description to what is 

initially done linguistically or numerically, which we literally see with scale models and 

analogical models.35 This reminds us that part of the power of metaphor is in its ability to 

accomplish one of our main goals in the previous chapter, to bring visual content to 

preaching. This falls in line with Aristotle’s contention that good metaphors “Set things 

before the eyes.”36 

     As Ricoeur and others have made compelling cases for calling entire narratives 

metaphors, for the purposes of this project and to maintain clarity, I refer to such 

narratives, as I did in chapter one, as “figurative stories.” However, there is no important 

distinction between a figurative story and a metaphor as described by Ricouer. That said, 

the term “metaphor” in the following analyses will refer to the ways in which individual 

literary elements of the story stand in for or point to something else (e.g., figurative plots, 

characters, and settings), and not the narrative as a whole. Here, Aristotle’s definition of 

metaphor will be sufficient. 

     Metaphor is the application of a strange term either transferred from the genus 

and applied to the species or from the species and applied to the genus, or from 

one species to another or else by analogy.37  

 

With this in mind, when this thesis speaks of metaphor, it will be in the way any 

particular literary element is substituted for or compared to the concept or object that it is 

attempting to “set before the eyes” of the reader.  

                                                           
35 Ibid, 85. 

 
36 Aristotle, Rhetoric, 405. 

 
37 Aristotle, Longinus, Demetrius, Poetics. Longinus: On the Sublime. Demetrius: On Style, Translated 

by W. Hamilton Fyfe, W. Rhys Roberts. Loeb Classical Library, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1953), 81. 
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Fable 

“Let my broad mantle drape your form:  

‘Twill serve to shelter both from harm. 

Among the wise, for your sake, 

All will my foolish sayings take; 

And with the fools, because of me, 

You always well received will be.” 

Thus Fable, side by side with Truth, 

Like as two sisters, hand in hand, 

Will teach and please both age and youth, 

And welcomed be in every land.38 

 

     The excerpt above is pulled from the introductory poem to a fable collection of 

eighteenth-century fabulist Jean-Pierre Claris de Florian. The Fables of Florian is a 

delightful and often humorous collection of instructive stories written in verse. I begin 

with his opening fable, because it seems only appropriate to start, not with exposition 

about what a fable is, but with a fable that shows what a fable is and why fables are 

worthy of writing and reading. And we have scarcely begun before we are met with two 

powerful metaphors: Truth and Fable personified.  

     The poem begins with Truth emerging naked from a well, and everyone who 

encounters her runs away. Truth confides her predicament to Fable saying,  

“I’m shunned as if in fear or hate; 

but that alas must be the fate 

Of dames, like me, when out of date.”39 

 

                                                           
38 Florian, Jean-Pierre Claris de, The Fables of Florian, trans. J. W. Phelps (New York: John B. Alden, 

1888), 9. 

 
39 Ibid, 9. 
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Here Florian tips his hand to his perceived problem with society and his reason for 

writing a book of wisdom stories. Truth, as he sees it,40 is being shunned as if it were out 

of style.  

     Fable, on the other hand, is described as being dressed in finery adorned with feathers 

and diamonds – “The most of these were false, ‘tis true, But yet were dazzling to the 

view.”41 Fable recognizes that naked truth is not “discreet enough”; that in order for truth 

to be “well receiv’d” she must be introduced under the flashy and fake mantle of Fable. 

Fable concedes that her sayings are foolish – perhaps pointing to the unlikely situations 

presented in her stories, or maybe referring to the human-like characteristics given to 

non-human players like animals or Fable and Truth themselves – but surmises that with 

Truth concealed in her “foolish sayings” they will be welcomed by wise and foolish 

alike, teaching and delighting both. 

     In his own style, from centuries ago, with Truth and Fable personified, Florian restates 

our purpose in fabricating stories for preaching, that is to gain a hearing for truth, as the 

preacher sees it, truth that might be avoided if stated only plainly and nakedly. I begin 

with fable because of what Florian’s poem asserts, that fables are, at their core, a way of 

packaging something important. The story is a wrapper, for a truth or moral or belief or 

agitation that the writer yearns to share with others.  

     Most illustrative material for preaching, whether fabricated or real, would fall under 

this broadest category of storytelling. That is to say that when the preacher tells a story in 

                                                           
40 Ibid, 6, Introductory material informs that Florian wrote prior to the French Revolution and was 

subsequently imprisoned for his writings. The “truth” of his fables was certainly dependent on the 

sympathies of the reader. 

 
41 Ibid, 8. 
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the middle of a sermon, they are usually trying to deliver a single point in a figurative 

package. The true story told in a particular sermon about the runner who stopped to help 

a fellow racer who had fallen, was just the outer clothing as an illustration about the last 

being first in the kingdom of God. Though it was a truth wrapped in a story, it was not 

fiction and therefore not a fable. So here we must depart from Florian and find more 

nuanced way of discussing the form. 

     Ben Edwin Perry, in his introduction to the fable collections Babrius and Phaedrus, 

(ancient collections of Greek and Latin Aesopic fables), quotes the second-century 

rhetorician Aelius Theon defining fable as “A fictitious story picturing a truth.”42 Perry 

agrees with Theon, writing, “This is a perfect and complete definition provided we 

understand the range of what is included under the terms λόγος (story) and άλήθειν 

(truth).”43 Perry means to be sure that we keep the definition sufficiently broad, pointing 

out later in his introduction how a fable collection will include entries that do not fit the 

popular form to which we are accustomed. Indeed, Perry concedes, “Some of the 

materials contained in our ancient and medieval collections of fables ascribed to Aesop 

are not fables at all, but similes or allegorical descriptions of animal nature which fall 

outside the fundamental form-pattern of narrative in the past.”44 Perry also contends that 

some of the narratives in these collections were originally crafted purely for 

entertainment with an epimythium (i.e. “the moral of the story”) added later just to make 

                                                           
42 Perry, B. E., et al., editors, Babrius and Phaedrus: Newly Edited and Translated into English, 

Together with an Historical Introduction and a Comprehensive Survey of Greek and Latin Fables in the 

Aesopic Tradition (William Heinemann, Ltd ; Harvard University Press, 1965), xx. 

 
43 Ibid, xx. 

 
44 Ibid, xxiii. 
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it conform to the fable form. “They usually, though not always, add a moral, even when 

the story itself does not invite one and the moral so given is plainly perfunctory or far-

fetched.”45  

     Christos Zafiropoulos, in his work on the Augustana collection of Aesopic fables, 

contends that Theon’s definition is still the groundwork on which other definitions of 

fable have been built. “Most of the modern definitions of Greek fable expand Theon’s. 

For example, a fable is ‘a fictitious statement wherein one or more animals or inanimate 

objects are introduced as speaking or acting, or both, in the manner of types, to illustrate 

either a parallel set of circumstances or a general principle…’; or a fable is an exemplary 

narration which illustrates, in prose or verse, a particular situation and draws a lesson 

from it.”46 

     While we start to get more of the particulars of what we expect to see in a fable from 

these definitions, like non-human characters and presentation in both verse and prose, 

Theon’s definition remains a solid foundation. A fable is a story. It is fictious, i.e., 

fabricated. It is figurative, “picturing a truth.” While any collection of fables might have 

entries that push or overstep these boundaries, we now have a fairly solid idea of what we 

will find in the fable genre, that might be helpful to a preacher looking to craft stories for 

preaching. 

     However, coming from a different angle, we can shift our focus from something of a 

once-for-all definition of fable, to a description of the narrative movement inherent in the 

                                                           
45 Ibid, xxiv. 

 
46 Zafiropoulos, Christos A., Ethics in Aesop’s Fables: The Augustana Collection (Boston: Brill, 2001), 1. 

Here the author is referencing definitions from HT Archibald (1902) and Adrados Rodriguez (1984). 
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structure of a fable. Here we turn to with Zafiropoulos to Morten Nøjgaard who “Argued 

that there is no discernable and firm style of Greek fable.”47  

Nøjgaard proposed, instead, a structural analysis of fable. The narrative chain 

of a Greek fable – and par excellence of the fables in the Augustana – exhibits the 

following scheme: la donnée, which is a brief presentation of the time and place 

in which the story takes place and of the situation of the protagonist; l’action de 

choix, where the protagonist will have to make a choice that will promote a 

particular course of action; l’action finale, which gives the outcome of the action 

and thus the fable’s message. In l’action finale the message of the fable is often 

underlined by criticism or self-criticism. The last element of the Greek fable, 

although outside the narrative chain, is the epimythum48… la moralité.49 

     This simple three-part movement (plus the epimythium) along with the definitions that 

we have already seen will be our guide as, in the next section, we look at specific fables 

and how literary elements such as character, plot, setting, etc.., are typically employed by 

the fabulist.    

Raw Materials and Fabrication: Dissecting and Studying Two Fables 

“The Ass, the Fox, and the Lion” 

An Ass and a Fox had become close comrades, and were constantly in each 

other's company. While the Ass cropped a fresh bit of greens, the Fox would 

devour a chicken from the neighboring farmyard or a bit of cheese filched from 

the dairy. One day the pair unexpectedly met a Lion. The Ass was very much 

frightened, but the Fox calmed his fears. 

"I will talk to him," he said. 

So the Fox walked boldly up to the Lion. 

"Your highness," he said in an undertone, so the Ass could not hear him, "I've got 

a fine scheme in my head. If you promise not to hurt me, I will lead that foolish 

creature yonder into a pit where he can't get out, and you can feast at your 

pleasure." 

The Lion agreed and the Fox returned to the Ass. 

                                                           
47 Ibid, 5. 

 
48 The moral of the story might also be found at the beginning, a promythium (Perry, Babrius and Phadrus, 

xv). In the Pancatantra the moral is said before, after and during the story, using repetition to drive home 

the point of each tale. 

 
49 Zafiropoulos, Ethics in Aesop’s Fables, 7. 
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"I made him promise not to hurt us," said the Fox. "But come, I know a good 

place to hide till he is gone." 

So the Fox led the Ass into a deep pit. But when the Lion saw that the Ass was his 

for the taking, he first of all struck down the traitor Fox. 

Traitors may expect treachery50 

 

     Character: The fable of the Ass, the Fox, and the Lion gives us all the classic 

elements we look for in a fable. We begin with character. While there is no rule that a 

fable must include talking animals, many of them do. In fact, this is a hallmark not only 

of the Greek Aesopic fables but of fable traditions around the world and throughout time. 

We find talking beasts in the Indian Pancatantra, in the early twentieth century 

collection, South African Folk-Tales, in the nineteenth-century American south Uncle 

Remus collections, and in the modern Friedman’s Fables. In truth, talking beasts are 

thought to be as old and ubiquitous as the form itself, predating any written form of fable.  

     In this particular example, as with most fables, the characters bear no physical 

description. Any physical portrayal must be provided by the mind of the hearer. It is 

assumed that the audience has some frame of reference for how to picture these animals. 

The characters are only given depth by their actions and by the extent to which they play 

into their types. Thus, the characters in this fable are archetypes.  

     The Ass, as usual, is a rube, not as boisterously foolish as he appears in other fables, 

but certainly not bright. His main downfall is trusting the Fox. The Fox is a trickster. He 

is sly, selfish, and untrustworthy, often playing two sides to gain an advantage. When 

Jesus, in Luke’s gospel, calls Herod a fox (Luke 13:32) he might very well be describing 

him as an Aesopic fox, who often pretends to be an ally while leading others to their 

doom.  

                                                           
50 Aesop for Children: with Pictures by Milo Winter (Rand McNally & Co., 1919.) Presented by Library of 

Congress. http://read.gov/aesop/060.html  
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     The third character is the Lion. The Lion is often assumed to be a king or a ruler, but 

what is fascinating about this type is how he is depicted as using his power. The Lion 

often comes on the scene in a docile state, but it is understood that he is innately 

dangerous. He is also powerful and uses his power selfishly, impulsively, and without 

remorse or fear of consequence. 

     Setting: Here setting isn’t specified. In other accounts this story takes place in a 

generic forest. It could be surmised that the most important thing about the setting – as 

with many fables – is that it does not take focus from the characters, dialogue, or plot. 

     Plot: If we follow Nøjgaard’s structural analysis we begin with la donnée, the setup, 

the basic facts. There are two friends a fox and a donkey, close comrades. In other 

versions we are told that they have formed this alliance for “their mutual protection.” In 

light of the coming action, the opening is heartbreaking. Whether through true affection 

or through a brokered trust, these two have a bond. As they go along together in their 

friendship they encounter a lion, powerful and dangerous, a true test of their alliance. 

     Next is the l’action de Choix, the choice that promotes a particular course of action. In 

this case the Fox decides to transfer his allegiance from the Ass to the Lion, and by 

betraying his friend he hopes to save himself. As he carries out his chosen path, he leans 

on his ability to gain trust and play both sides. He calms the Ass’s fears volunteering to 

be the one to address the Lion. Then he gains the trust of the Lion by promising to deliver 

the Ass in exchange for safety. Finally, he once again leans on the Ass’s trust as he leads 

his friend into a trap.  

     In the l’action finale the Lion finally makes his move. The consequence of the Fox’s 

action is that, with the Ass secured, the Lion will double-cross the Fox, eat him first, and 
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save the Ass for later. Where the Fox thought he was manipulating the Lion, the Lion was 

ultimately manipulating the Fox. Thus, the fable comes to a sudden, violent end, leaving 

the reader with more questions than answers. Why did the Lion defraud the Fox? Was it 

for hunger, or because the Fox had proven himself untrustworthy in friendship even as he 

sought to gain the trust of the Lion? Could there have been a better outcome for the Fox 

and the Ass if they had worked together, or was one of them destined to be slaughtered?  

     Finally, the epimythium, the moral of the story: “Traitors may expect treachery.” 

Another version gives the moral, “We love treason but hate the traitor.”51 But these seem 

tacked on and unsatisfactory, as Perry warned us would happen. Just as often this story is 

presented without an epimythium which I think is the better presentation. These fables 

are meant to be instruction in wisdom. In this case wisdom is better served by 

contemplating the character types and applying them, as needed, to one’s own life. Do 

you have a fox-like friend? Are you really going to trust them in serious matters? Or are 

there times when it makes sense to behave like the fox? Maybe in some situations it 

might work out? Are there times when our actions betray our own untrustworthiness to 

those with whom we are trying to build trust? Without a supplied moral, there are 

multiple paths of inquiry that might lead to greater wisdom.  

     Dialogue: The dialogue, while brief and simple, brings the story to life. Rather than 

the narrator telling us what the Fox is doing at each point, e.g. “The Fox reassured the 

Ass and then promptly went and made plans with the Lion to trap the Ass in return for his 

own safety,” we are brought along by listening to the Fox’s interaction with the Ass and 

                                                           
51 “The Lion, Ass and Fox” Fables of Aesop, last modified November 17, 2013, 

https://fablesofaesop.com/the-lion-ass-and-fox.html L’Estrange Version. 
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the Lion. We are brought near to watch and listen to the characters, to overhear the fox’s 

treachery in his own words: “I've got a fine scheme in my head. If you promise not to 

hurt me, I will lead that foolish creature yonder into a pit where he can't get out…” That 

which, in simple narration, is flat and only mildly amusing becomes evil and devastating 

when told through dialogue.  

     The dialogue is inextricably tied to the characters and the plot. As Anne Lamott says 

about the connection between dialogue and character, “We get to feel privy to their 

innerworkings without having to spend too much time listening to them think.”52 It is 

through dialogue that we confirm that the fox is who we were worried he would turn out 

to be when we first heard that he had struck up a friendship with a donkey. And it is 

through dialogue that the story moves into its tragic climax.  

“The Fable of The Good People Who Rallied to the Support of the Church” 

    A CONGREGATION needed Money for repairing the Church, so the Women 

got together and decided to hold a Raspberry Festival. Sister Frisbie invited them 

to come and Carouse on her Front Lawn. Some 22 Members of the Flock flew out 

and bought a few Things to Wear, the Outlay for washable Finery running to 

about $8 per Head. 

    Mr. Frisbie got $9 worth of Chinese Lanterns and strung them around. He 

wanted to do the Thing up Brown so as to get a Puff in the Weekly. The Paper 

came out and said that the Frisbie Front Yard with its Myriad Twinkling Lights 

was a Veritable Fairy-Land. That kind of a Notice is worth $9 of anybody's 

Money. 

    Mr. Frisbie and three other Pillars of the Church devoted $7 worth of valuable 

Time to unloading Tables and Camp-Stools. 

    The Women Folks ruined $14 worth of Complexion working in the hot Kitchen 

to make Angel Food and Fig Cake. 

    On the Night of the Raspberry Orgy the Public trampled down $45 worth of 

Shrubbery. 

    When it came time to check up the Linen and Silverware it was found that $17 

worth of Spoons with Blue Thread tied around them had been lost in the Shuffle. 

    The Drip from the Candles ruined $29 worth of Summer Suits and Percale 

Shirt-Waists. 

                                                           
52 Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life (Anchor Books, 1995), 64. 



38 
 

Four Children gorged themselves and each was tied in a True Lover's Knot with 

Cholera Morbus before another Sunrise. The Doctor Bills footed up $18. 

    After clearing the Wreck, paying the Drayman and settling for the lee Cream 

and Berries, it was discovered that the Church was $6.80 to the Good. So 

everybody said it was a Grand Success. 

MORAL: Anything to avoid dropping it in the Basket.53 

 

     The fables of early twentieth century humorist, George Ade, are far less recognizable 

than the Aesopic stories like “The Ass, the Fox, and the Lion.” However, they were 

popular in their time and for good reason. The characters and situations were absurd 

while also being recognizable from everyday life, (e.g., The story of the man who gets so 

fed-up with hearing parents talk about how special their children are that he learns every 

bit of research he can about child development so that he can refute those parents by 

telling them with research how normal or below average their children are).54 I chose this 

fable, in part, as an example that pushes against the boundaries of the traditional form we 

have come to expect of a fable, but I also chose it because it highlights some delightful 

elements available to this genre that we haven’t yet explored – humor, playfulness, even 

silliness.  

     Character: I begin where I began with the Aesopic fable above, with the characters. 

Yet we find here a very different cast of players. In the fable genre the most typical 

character is either a personification of something that isn’t human – an animal, an 

inanimate object, a natural feature – or someone known to be superhuman – a god, a 

hero, a legendary figure. This is true not only of Aesopic collections, but of collections 

                                                           
53 George Ade, Forty Modern Fables (New York: R.H. Russell, 1901), e-book https://www.sacred-

texts.com/etc/fmf/fmf23.htm. 

 
54 Ade, Forty Modern Fables, https://www.sacred-texts.com/etc/fmf/fmf38.htm. 

 

https://www.sacred-texts.com/etc/fmf/fmf23.htm
https://www.sacred-texts.com/etc/fmf/fmf23.htm
https://www.sacred-texts.com/etc/fmf/fmf38.htm


39 
 

from many different cultures and times.55 One value of using such characters is that it 

signals the story is fictitious. The hearer doesn’t have to waste time wondering if this 

“really happened.” We can pay full attention to the story. 

     Not so with Ade’s fables. Ade uses ordinary humans in his fables. In this one, the only 

named characters are Mr. and Mrs. Frisbie. The other characters are unnamed church 

members and others in the orbit of the planned event, the “raspberry festival.” The 

characters are flat. There is no description given of appearance or backstory. Yet 

somehow, we can still see them vividly. It is precisely because of the lack of description 

that each hearer is allowed to create and visualize the characters as they see fit. They are 

fleshed out, not through description or dialogue, but by their actions. As we watch them, 

we might characterize them as “just like us or people we’ve known.”  

     Finally, we come to the realization that the real character in this story is the 

congregation as a whole. They are all acting as one. As this is the case, the congregation 

is actually a caricature of a congregation. This is the signal that we are encountering 

fiction, in the vagueness of the individuals and the way they come together to form one 

well intentioned, earnest but shortsighted, somewhat dopey character called “A 

Congregation.” It isn’t as recognizable a type as a beast, but in Ade’s hands, we are 

meant to receive it as a type. These people are a stereotype of a congregation. If we, 

religious folk, see ourselves in this stereotype we might laugh or we might rebel against 

it, but regardless of our reaction Ade’s intention is clear. 

     Setting: The setting is the front yard of the Frisbie house, eventually charmingly 

decorated, and finally full of party-goers. As with character, the reader supplies most of 

                                                           
55 Refer to the list of diverse examples on pg. 31. 
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the details of the setting in her own imagination. In the reader’s mind it might be a church 

picnic from childhood, or a yard from a remembered block party, or maybe it’s a front 

yard made of composite images of places visited, seen in pictures, or purely imagined. 

The setting again fades into the background. It is the action of the congregation that is 

meant to take center stage.  

     Dialogue: As important as dialogue was in “The Ass, the Fox and the Lion,” it is 

conspicuously absent here. The effect this has is to heighten the sense that this story isn’t 

about individual characters – for once they start talking to each other they unavoidably 

become individuals – but it is about the congregation as a whole. We must, then, rely on 

the narrator’s third-person omniscient point-of-view for the entire movement of the story. 

     Plot: We may again try to follow Nøjgaard’s structural analysis, but the plot points are 

not nearly as obvious. The la donnée is a congregation throwing a party as a fundraiser at 

the home of the Frisbie family.  

     L’action de Choix is where things get foggy, because this encompasses almost the 

entire fable. What the fable is lacking in character development, dialogue, and any kind 

of narrative flow, it makes up for through the comedy of enumerating a flood of costly 

choices made by the individual members of the congregation. None of these actions is 

ridiculous or absurd on its own, and it is easy to imagine each of these things occurring 

for a congregation to put on a fundraiser for which they can be proud. However, as the 

cost is included at each point the whole enterprise begins to feel absurd. Each choice of 

each member represents comical inefficiency and a movement away from the stated goal, 

even as they believed themselves to be diligently striving toward the goal.  
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     In l’action finale the congregation celebrates their achievement in throwing a 

fundraiser for the church, but it isn’t like most fables where their choices lead to some 

consequence or enlightenment for the characters. Here the congregation is blind to the 

outcome of their actions. Only the reader knows the punchline of this extended joke, that 

for all their time, effort, and money, the church only made $6.80, an amount that is less 

than every other individual expenditure listed.  

     The morals given at the end of Ade’s fables are not really meant to highlight the wise 

truth of the story as in most fable collections. Instead, he uses the epimythium trope to re-

deliver the punchline in a lighthearted way. In this case, that people will go to great 

lengths to avoid just giving more money when needed. While the given “moral” does not 

present a lesson in wisdom per se, the story itself is not devoid of wisdom and truth. The 

story is a satire of congregational life in which decision makers sometimes go to great 

lengths to avoid a simpler, if less personally satisfying course of action. 

     Humor: One of the reasons I chose this parable was for its humor. Humor, when 

possible, is a highly effective thread to sew together with storytelling. It puts people at 

ease, it engages their attention, it creates a sense of connection. In a room where everyone 

is laughing there is an audible observable sign that a shared experience is underway.  

     In Ade’s fable, the humor is built on the recognizable behaviors of the individuals in 

the story: the man who proudly decorates his house and plans to have it featured in the 

local newspaper, the people who devote time and sweat to setting up, the frantic action in 

the kitchen, the sick kids who ate too much. As the saying goes, “It’s funny because it’s 

true.” All these actions are recognizable through our own memories of ourselves or 

people we’ve known or stories we’ve heard. The punchline is set-up by giving each of 
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these predictable actions a price-tag, and then the joke hits home when it is revealed that 

each of these actions cost more than the fundraiser earned.  

What Fables Teach the Preacher 

     Having read a wide variety of fables from various collections and studied the specific 

fables in the previous section, there are some elements that the preacher who wishes to 

fabricate his own figurative stories for preaching will find instructive. We find these 

elements especially in the simplicity and brevity of style, archetypal characters, humor 

and unsettling endings. 

Simplicity:  

The scope of the Aespoic fable is to extract a clear message for its reader. In this 

respect the style must be plain enough to render the idea clear. Following the 

fable’s stylistic demands, the language is economical, without any rhetorical 

elaboration… a brief and simple narration in the past tense with a clear message.56  

 

     Even as fables tend to follow this rule of brevity and simplicity, it is not a hallmark of 

all fables. Some fables go on for pages. Some authors provide more description and 

longer plots than the familiar one or two paragraph examples we tend to find in the 

Aesopic collections. While brevity is not a necessary rule for all fables, for preaching this 

stylistic attribute is helpful. In fact, what Zafiropoulos asserts is usually the preacher’s 

goal for illustrative material, “to render the idea clear.”  

     A preacher, for instance, may very well want to adorn the landscape of her story with 

specific trees appropriate to the region, the leaf color of which give the listener the hint 

that the story occurs in late autumn, like a good short story writer or novelist might. But 

regardless of how masterfully the preacher paints the scene, he risks losing the 

congregation’s attention. Some will wonder what tree leaves have to do with anything. 

                                                           
56 Zafiropoulos, Ethiics in Aesop’s Fables, 4. 



43 
 

Others will be off on a mental tangent about whether maple leaves or sweet gum leaves 

are the same thing, and others will just be too slow in trying to process the scene exactly 

as the preacher is painting it. Alternately, it could simply be stated, “It was late autumn,” 

and not a soul would be left behind. Keeping the congregation on track is more important 

than crafting good literature, because our goal is still to “render the idea clear.” 

     There is also a more practical reason to keep it simple. There is only so much time 

available in a sermon. Unless the preacher is planning to deliver the whole sermon as a 

story, the target should be around three minutes or less. Superfluous description must hit 

the cutting room floor.  

     Character: When it comes to simplicity and brevity, character is one of the main 

places to practice this skill. Writing a flat character does not mean that the character 

remains vague in the mind of the listener. To the contrary, the less descriptive the author 

is, the more freedom the listener has to envision the character in whatever way their 

brains most naturally construct them. Again, we want the congregation to focus on the 

idea, not whether they can imagine the characters exactly the way the preacher describes 

them.  

     The most helpful model fable gives us, however, is the practice of using archetypal 

characters. This is most easily done with animals, as it is easy to imagine certain animals 

as foolish, or sly, or noble, or dangerous, etc., but it can be done easily enough with other 

things. There is a well-known fable that contrasts the virtue of being flexible with the 

perceived virtue of being rigid in one’s position. The characters that represent these 

opposites are grass and an oak tree. The strength of the oak compared to the grass is 

undeniable, but when a strong wind comes the oak is toppled into the river, while the 
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grass merely bends over. Archetypes can be done with humans too: the mother, the 

teacher, the pastor. Here again, it helps to remain vague, lest certain teachers or mothers 

present in the congregation think we are secretly talking about them.  

     Archetypal characters help the story cover a lot of ground quickly. We do not need to 

belabor the Fox’s inner monologue about why and how he will betray the Ass. It’s a fox. 

We are kind of expecting it. We expect the teacher to be thoughtful and concerned for the 

student. We expect a river to have a wise indifference because it is old and always 

moving. It can also be fun to have a character play against type, a cowardly lion for 

instance, but this only works because we first know what type a lion is supposed to be. 

     Humor: Fables lend themselves to humor, and our sermon illustrations should do the 

same. But it is not just because we are trying to keep the congregation entertained or for 

the bump of dopamine that comes from landing a joke. The inclusion of humor goes back 

to one of our four main purposes for including stories in preaching, to foster imagination. 

Humor helps to foster imagination because it allays anxiety.  

     One of the aspects of behavior that Edwin Friedman focuses on in his family and 

congregational leadership theory is playfulness. He writes,  

You can, after all, play with your pet cat, horse, or dog, but it is absolutely 

impossible to develop a playful relationship with a reptile… they are deadly 

serious (that is, purposive) creatures. Chronically anxious families (including 

institutions and whole societies) tend to mimic the reptilian response: Lacking the 

capacity to be playful, their perspective is narrow. Lacking perspective, their 

repertoire of responses is thin.57 

 

A narrow perspective with a thin repertoire of responses is the opposite of fertile 

imagination. But the preacher can foster imagination and bring playfulness into the pulpit 

                                                           
57 Edwin H. Friedman, A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix, Edited by 

Margaret M. Treadwell and Edward W. Beal. (New York: Seabury Books, 2007), 63-64. 
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through humor. Humor allows us to say important things without the pugilistic effect of 

being “deadly serious” in the pulpit for fifteen minutes. The preacher might even get 

away with lampooning the congregation’s own behavior, like George Ade with his 

fundraiser fable, if it is done playfully and without malice or anger (and it doesn’t hurt to 

include the preacher in the satire too).   

     Unsettling Endings: A reader of fables does not get far before realizing that many 

fables end in death or some seriously violent injury. A hare losing a race, or a fox not 

being able to reach grapes are some of the tamest endings available. Often the result of 

the protagonist’s l’action de Choix is death. These fables have an unsettling effect, but it 

is worth noting that there is some ancient wisdom at play here. While the stories may feel  

cute and playful, the wisdom they are trying to convey is urgent and important.  

     For the preacher, it is a reminder that our stories do not have to have happy endings. In 

fact, they might be more generative if they are a little disturbing. They might end with an 

unanswered question, or with an unresolved tension, or even with a tragedy.  

     One of Friedman’s most famous – and most hated fables – is about a man who is 

handed the end of a rope by a man with the other end of the rope tied around himself. 

Once the first man is holding the rope the second man runs and jumps off the bridge, 

imploring the man holding the rope to hold on no matter what or else the dangling man 

would die. In the end the man holding the rope decides to let go.58 It is an unsettling 

ending, but it has the effect of forcing the reader to pay attention and deliberate over what 

they just witnessed. 

                                                           
58 Edwin H. Friedman, Friedman’s Fables (The Guilford Press, 2014), 9-13. 
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     While the unsettling ending is a powerful storytelling tool, the preacher must be 

careful using it. In this case it is helpful for the characters to not be human to provide 

some emotional distance. If the ending is too unsettling, the congregants might not be 

able to move forward with the preacher through other parts of the sermon. Or the 

preacher might let it unsettle temporarily but redeem it later in the sermon after the 

listeners have been made sufficiently uncomfortable. Of course, the preacher might have 

the opposite issue of lacking the courage to write an unsettling ending when the sermon 

seems to call for one.  

Allegory 

Put by the curtains, look within my veil,  

Turn up my metaphors, and do not fail,  

There, if thou seekest them, such things to find,  

As will be helpful to an honest mind.59 

 

     As I said at the end of the first chapter, there is often a great deal of overlap between 

the literary genres of fabricated figurative stories. We have already seen one example as 

the poem that began the section on fable could just as easily be called an allegory. The 

dictionary definition of allegory is, “The expression by means of symbolic fictional 

figures and actions of truths or generalizations about human existence.”60 Under this 

definition we see the fictional figures of Truth and Fable presented in accordance with 

what the author perceives to be true about each one: Truth, naked and ignored; Fable, 

                                                           
59 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress from This World to That Which Is to Come, Delivered 

Under the Similitude of a Dream (Auckland: The Floating Press, 2009), 264, Adobe Digital Editions. 

 
60 Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “allegory,” accessed January 15, 2022, https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/allegory. 
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arrayed in fake finery and well received by all. Under the broadest definition of allegory, 

the Truth and Fable story is an allegory.  

     While this definition does not give us much to differentiate between fable and 

allegory, it might be that the best way to differentiate between the two forms is not by 

definition but by how some traditional examples differ from each other. For instance, in 

plot, fables tend to be simple and short, while allegories are often longer, extended stories 

with many different plot points. An allegory might be a whole book like Animal Farm or 

The Lion, The Witch and The Wardrobe, even a whole series of books like The 

Chronicles of Narnia. While a fable might very well be written in verse as a short poem, 

an allegory is often found as an epic poem, with multiple sections or cantos.  

     In Character, fables may or may not use archetypes, metaphors, or personification in 

character creation, because fables do not belabor what the characters mean, as much as 

what the story as a whole means. The symbolic quality of the character is only as 

important as it illustrates the ultimate point. In this way Paul Ricouer’s treatment of 

parables echoes into the genre of fable.  

     Allegory, on the other hand, typically places more importance on the metaphorical 

quality of its characters, often going so far as to name them the very thing they 

symbolize. In a fable one might meet a Lion as an archetype of a powerful person; in an 

allegory, one is just as likely to encounter a character actually named Power, who looks 

the way power should look, and reveals the nature of power in the way power speaks and 

acts. 

     With dialogue, fable mostly uses dialogue to move the narrative forward. Allegories, 

however, often use extended dialogue as exposition to make sure the protagonist has 
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learned what each character has to teach them. More importantly, since allegories are 

designed to be “overheard” – that is, the exposition often directed at the protagonist is 

meant to be understood as a lesson for the reader – the dialogue is how the author makes 

sure the reader understands what the author would have them learn. 

     In addition to these literary elements, we can also expect to find certain tropes when 

we read allegories. Allegories are often written as a hero’s journey, beginning with what 

Joseph Campbell terms a “call to adventure” which “signifies that destiny has summoned 

the hero and transferred his spiritual center of gravity from within the pale of his society 

to a zone unknown.”61 The protagonist is often being moved from some quality of 

ignorance to a deep understanding of something important. This happens in allegory 

through a journey, meeting obstacles, enemies, and guides until they reach a victorious 

end, like the Farie Queen’s Red Cross Knight, or Narnia’s Pevensie children.  

     Another trope is the guide. Campbell labels this character, “the supernatural helper.”62 

There is often a trusted guide to direct and interpret the journey for the protagonist. This 

can take the form of one or multiple characters. Guides have essential information or 

tools without which the protagonist would be lost. In Pilgrim’s Progress, Christian needs 

Evangelist to send him in the right direction, and when Christian gets off track, 

Evangelist fortuitously appears to explain how he went wrong and how to get back on 

track. 63  

                                                           
61Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Commemorative ed. Bollingen series 17. 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004), 53. 

 
62 Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, 66. 

 
63 Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, 19 & 35-42.  
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     Finally, the symbolic parts of the allegory often exist within a framing story of sorts: 

Someone who sleeps and sees the vision recorded as the allegory, a portal that moves the 

characters into the world of allegory, someone sought for knowledge who narrates the 

allegory for the seeker, and so on.  

     In the following section we will see how these literary elements and tropes are used in 

examples from John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and Dr. Seuss’s The Lorax. I will 

begin with an overview of each book and then focus on short selections of each.  

Raw Materials and Fabrication: Dissecting and Studying Two Allegories 

Pilgrim’s Progress 

    First published in 1678, John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress is one of the best-known 

examples of the allegory genre. The intention of this allegory is to describe a life journey 

toward Christian salvation, symbolized by entering the Celestial City, through the trope 

of the hero’s journey. It begins with Bunyan himself falling asleep, so we are to 

understand that what he is recounting to us is a dream vision. This gives his story, a 

quality that often sounds like John of Patmos’s Revelation. The refrain throughout the 

book of “I looked” or “behold” gives the work a Revelation-like feel  

     I dreamed, and behold, I saw a man clothed with rags, standing in a certain 

place, with his face from his own house, a book in his hand, and a great burden 

upon his back. I looked, and saw him open the book, and read therein 64   

 

Bunyan becomes something of a first-person narrator telling a third-person story, a “self-

conscious narrator.”65 

                                                           
64 Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, 16. 

 
65 Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 2nd ed, (University of Chicago Press, 1983), 155. 
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     The main protagonist is Christian, a character who stands in for the reader. In this 

case, as Christian encounters new people and new challenges we are meant to understand 

that these are the people and challenges that anyone will meet in life, and at each juncture 

will have to decide which way they will go. Over the course of the story, Christian’s 

maturity becomes more and more evident the closer he gets to the Celestial City (i.e., the 

closer he gets to death and heaven). In the beginning, Christian is fully at the mercy of 

guides, both trustworthy and untrustworthy, but by the end Christian has gained enough 

wisdom and experience that he is functioning as a guide for other travelers. 

     The section I will focus on is a scene in the Interpreter’s house. Upon entering the 

“Wicket Gate” and being greeted by Goodwill, Christian is told to seek Interpreter’s 

house. In Interpreter’s house he is shown multiple metaphorical scenes that reveal 

something about the author’s theology. Interpreter, as his name suggests, takes on the role 

of “guide” for Christian, taking him to each room and interpreting each vision for him.  

Then he took him by the hand, and led him into a very large parlour that was full 

of dust, because never swept; the which after he had reviewed a little while, the 

Interpreter called for a man to sweep. Now, when he began to sweep, the dust 

began so abundantly to fly about, that Christian had almost therewith been 

choked. Then said the Interpreter to a damsel that stood by, Bring hither the 

water, and sprinkle the room; the which, when she had done, it was swept and 

cleansed with pleasure. 

CHR. Then said Christian, What means this? 

INTER. The Interpreter answered, This parlour is the heart of a man that was 

never sanctified by the sweet grace of the gospel; the dust is his original sin and 

inward corruptions, that have defiled the whole man. He that began to sweep at 

first, is the Law; but she that brought water, and did sprinkle it, is the Gospel. 

Now, whereas thou sawest, that so soon as the first began to sweep, the dust did 

so fly about that the room by him could not be cleansed, but that thou wast almost 

choked therewith; this is to shew thee, that the law, instead of cleansing the heart 

(by its working) from sin, doth revive, put strength into, and increase it in the 

soul, even as it doth discover and forbid it, for it doth not give power to subdue. 

Again, as thou sawest the damsel sprinkle the room with water, upon which it was 
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cleansed with pleasure; this is to show thee, that when the gospel comes in the 

sweet and precious influences thereof to the heart, then, I say, even as thou sawest 

the damsel lay the dust by sprinkling the floor with water, so is sin vanquished 

and subdued, and the soul made clean through the faith of it, and consequently fit 

for the King of glory to inhabit.66 

     Character: What we see in this vignette is a picture of how “the Gospel” overcomes 

sin. It is a figurative story inside a figurative story. The character of Interpreter is given 

no description when Christian meets him. Interpreter is only described by his name, 

which he inhabits exactly as the reader expects him to by interpreting scenes like the one 

above for Christian. The man who sweeps and the woman who brings water are also not 

described at all. Their looks or their mannerisms are of no consequence to the story. They 

are only given metaphorical descriptions. The man is the law and the woman is the 

gospel. Every character in this excerpt is a personification: Christian, Interpreter, Law 

and Gospel. 

     Symbolism: Apart from the personifications, there are two other metaphors. The 

parlor is the heart that has not been cleansed by the God’s grace, as Interpreter tells. The 

other symbol is the water. While Bunyan leaves almost nothing to the reader to discover 

and interpret for herself, the water sprinkled to settle the dust so that it can be swept 

without flying into the air is obviously a symbol for baptism. The sprinkling of water is a 

sign that the gospel is at work.  

     Dialogue: Dialogue here is entirely expository. In fact, it is barely dialogue, because 

Interpreter is the only one who speaks, other than Christian’s question, “What means 

this?” The dialogue doesn’t move the action forward. Instead, it explains through the 

                                                           
66 Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, 50-51. 
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metaphors presented the theological proposition that only God’s grace, realized through 

the gospel and signified in baptism, is able to clean sin from the heart. 

     This excerpt is typical of the action, characters, and dialogue we find in Bunyan’s 

work. There is a satisfying quality to the way the narrative moves from one metaphor to 

the next, not only in this excerpt but in the work as a whole. The reader has a heightened 

sense of wondering who Christian will meet next, what will they symbolize, will they be 

friend or foe to Christian, and how will they be portrayed.  

     The visual elements also do their job. Anyone can imagine dust that is stirred up by 

vigorous sweeping even though the intent is to clean, the way it infects the sinuses and 

makes the work of cleaning seem hopeless. Water comes on the scene as a relief, not only 

to the room but to Christian and the reader as well. 

     In Pilgrim’s Progress almost nothing is left “open to interpretation.” The author tells 

us who and what everyone and everything stands for so that the reader can clearly 

understand that the way a certain character is behaving belongs to the realm of the thing 

they represent. This kind of on-the-nose writing comes across as corny and childish to 

modern ears, but if we think in terms of preaching, Bunyan accomplishes one of the 

preacher’s persistent goals, to be heard and understood precisely.  

The Lorax 

     Originally published in 1971, The Lorax is one of Dr. Seuss’s (Theodore Geisel) later 

works. It is an environmental allegory about the devastating effects of unrestrained 

corporate greed on the environment. In the framing story, a child – Seuss’s protagonists 

are often children – seeks someone who can tell him the story of why the Lorax 
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disappeared. The child finds the Once-ler – as in “Once upon a time” – in a dilapidated 

house on the edge of town. The Onc-ler is our narrator for the story to come. Here the 

narration changes from the third-person narration of the framing story, to the first-person 

narration of the Once-ler. He goes on to tell the story of how he came to the area where 

grew the Truffula Trees with very soft tufts at the top. He quickly learned that he could 

use the soft tufts to make something called a Thneed.  

     “A Thneed’s a fine-something-that-all-people-need” The Thneed stands for anything 

that might be the latest style or craze. It is a product that is, obviously not a necessity of 

life, but is presented by the Once-ler as a need. It is only a “need” in so far as the Once-

ler can convince customers that they need it.  

     As soon as he makes his first Thneed he is met by the Lorax “who speaks for the 

trees.” The Lorax is a prophet. He is here to speak truth to power, and to speak for those 

who are being hurt by the business practices of the Once-ler. He speaks for the trees, the 

Bar-ba-loots who rely on the trees for food, the Swomee Swans that are being choked out 

by the Thneed factory’s air pollution, and the Humming-Fish that are being made sick by 

the Thneed factory’s water pollution. It is never described how the making of Thneeds 

causes air and water pollution, but it does not need to be. As Thneeds become a metaphor 

for all industrial production, the environmental effects are not meant to be particular to 

any one kind of product but typical of the manufacturing industry as a whole under the 

spell of corporate greed.  

     In this story there is a little more character description than we often find in figurative 

stories. Of the Lorax, the Once-ler narrates, “He was shortish. And oldish. And brownish. 
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And mossy. And he spoke with a voice that was sharpish and bossy.”67 (Of course, the 

endeavor of imagining the characters, whether accompanied by description or not, is 

aided by Seuss’s illustrations.) 

     The typical journey and guide tropes aren’t as pronounced here. However, the Lorax 

functions as a guide for the Once-ler, although the Once-ler never heeds his guidance. In 

the framing story, though, the Once-ler becomes the guide for the inquisitive child. 

Donald Pease notes that this is typical of Seuss’s allegorical work from this period. “The 

Lorax, The Butter Battle Book, and Oh, the Places You’ll Go!  represent an adult 

instructing a child in how and what to inherit from the adult’s generation.”68 By playing 

with the trope in this way, a question is made plain for the reader. Will the child heed the 

advice of the Once-ler that the Once-ler ignored when it was given to him, and, by 

extension, will the reader heed this advice? “Unless someone like you cares a whole 

awful lot, nothing is going to get better. It’s not.”69 This line spoken by the Once-ler to 

the child at the end of the book is obviously directed toward the reader.  

     The journey is sort of an anti-hero’s journey. The Once-ler’s journey is a continued 

growth at all costs. The journey is from a workshop to bigger and bigger factories, from 

an ax to tree cutting machines, a growth of workforce and distribution, and, of course, an 

ever-increasing tax on the surrounding environment.  

 But next week  

he knocked 

on my new office door. 

                                                           
67 Seuss, The Lorax (New York: Random House, 1971). This book has no page numbers. 

68 Donald E. Pease, Theodor Seuss Geisel, Lives and legacies (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2010), 137. 

 
69 Seuss, The Lorax. 
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He snapped, “I’m the Lorax who speaks for the trees  

which you seem to be chopping as fast as you please. 

But I’m also in charge of the Brown Bar-ba-loots 

Who played in the shade in their Bar-ba-loot suits 

And happily lived, eating Truffula Fruits. 

NOW…thanks to your hacking my trees to the ground, 

There’s not enough Truffula Fruits to go ‘round. 

And my poor Bar-ba-loots are all getting the crummies 

Because they have gas, and no food in their tummies! 

They loved living here. But I can’t let them stay.  

They’ll have to find food. And I hope that they may. 

Good luck, boys,” he cried. And he sent them away. 

 

I, the Once-ler, felt sad 

As I watched them all go.  

BUT… business is business! 

And business must grow 

Regardless of crummies in tummies, you know. 

I meant no harm. I most certainly did not, 

But I had to grow bigger. So bigger I got.70 

 

     This excerpt is a prime example of the book as a whole. The verse has Seuss’s typical 

jaunty feel with end rhyme couplets (AABB) occasionally punctuated by a triplet (CCC). 

The easy movement of Seuss’s verse moves the story forward effortlessly, even when the 

reader is faced with nonsense words and names.  

     Here we see the two characters, the Lorax and the Once-ler, in contention with each 

other. The dialogue, as is typical of allegory, is heavy on exposition but less obvious than 

works like Pilgrim’s Progress. Here we get an explanation of what happens when too 

much of one resource is used up. Those – often animals that are part of the ecosystem – 

who depend on that resource for their own lives or livelihoods are devastated.  

     The response of the Once-ler is also enlightening and gives us an insight into his own 

struggle. While at every juncture he makes decisions that will be damaging to the 

                                                           
70 Ibid. 
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environment, he does not believe he has a choice. He felt sad about the plight of the Bar-

ba-loots, “But business is business and business must grow.”71 Here Seuss humanizes the 

Once-ler and presents the truth of how larger forces, in this case the pressure for a 

business to always be growing, can cause those in power to feel as though they are bound 

to a narrow course of action.  

     As Dr. Suess books go, this one is more serious than usual. Beneath the colorful 

illustrations and silly names is a dark and serious content, the destruction of the 

environment and the demise of the creatures that depend on it. The story ends with a mild 

hopefulness that the boy might regrow the Truffula forest. Yet for the seriousness of its 

message of warning, the reader is able to hear the truth of it without great anxiety, 

because, by hearing the warning indirectly, there is a distance that allows the reader to 

process the message without feeling attacked. While the events of the story happen to a 

fictitious environment in a fictious place, the reader understands that the author is really 

writing about their own environment in their own world. The reader is given the distance 

that allows them to engage and internalize the message from a position of freedom and 

imagination.  

What Allegories Teach the Preacher 

     As with fable before, having read a variety of allegories and studied the specific 

examples in the previous section, some hallmarks of this genre seem to be specifically 

beneficial to fabricating stories for preaching. Three things stand out: 1. Allegory offers 

                                                           
71 Ibid, emphasis mine. 
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concrete visualizations for abstract concepts. 2. A narrator or guide who speaks for the 

author. 3. Extended length of narrative. 

     Concrete Visualizations for Abstract Concepts: The preacher is constantly working 

in the realm of abstract concepts: faith, redemption, grace, sin, divinity, trinity, love, joy 

peace, hope, and so on. By personifying abstract concepts allegory gives the preacher an 

avenue by which to “incarnate” some of these ideas that are essential to understanding 

Christian faith.  

     In 2007, The Shack famously allegorized the trinity for readers, taking a difficult 

doctrine of Christianity and making it accessible through the characters that represented 

the Father (an African-American woman), Son (a middle eastern carpenter), and Holy 

Spirit (an Asian woman) and their exposition through dialogue. It also engaged with 

issues of tragedy and loss through these conversations.  

     In the hands of a creative preacher, the ability to put a face and personality on a 

concept like grace or sin can make theology come alive for the congregation. It gives the 

preacher an avenue for explaining abstract concepts that are more readily received by 

brains that are naturally attuned to making meaning of our lives through story. 

     A Guide Who Speaks for the Author: The trope of the guide is particularly useful to 

the preacher, because it allows the author to inhabit the story directly. The guide tells the 

protagonist exactly what the protagonist needs to know. But in allegory the protagonist 

stands in for the reader and the guide stands in for the author. This is how the preacher 

speaks to the congregation. When the guide speaks in a sermon story, the preacher is 

directly telling the congregation what she wants them to hear but through an indirect 

device. 
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     In The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, when Lucy asks if Aslan is safe, she is 

answered by Mr. Beaver, who inhabits the guide role at this point in the book. "‘Safe?’ 

said Mr. Beaver, ‘…Who said anything about safe? 'Course he isn't safe. But he's 

good.’"72 Mr. Beaver here speaks for the author’s conviction that Christ doesn’t invite us 

to a safe, easy, life free from difficulty. We can’t control him for our own benefit, but the 

goodness of Christ overcomes our desire for him to be safe and easy.  

     In a sermon, a preacher might use a guide character to explain grace, or give some 

insight into how sin works, or how fulfilment might be found outside of striving for 

earthly things. The guide and her dialogue will carry the interpretive weight of the story, 

just as the preacher might in normal exposition.  

     Extended Length of Narrative: In discussing fable I said our stories should be short, 

which is true when they are just meant to be one vignette in a larger sermon.  However, 

allegory invites the preacher to imagine that a whole sermon, or the majority of one, 

might be a story. Because allegories look at an issue from multiple angles, (e.g., we see 

the effect of thneed production on trees, water, air, and a variety of animals) the length of 

these stories will often be longer than a brief fable. This invites the preacher to think 

beyond just using a story as a one of many illustrations between expositions. 

     In this case, almost everything the preacher wants to say about the day’s scripture 

reading must fit in the story. While this isn’t our usual form of proclamation, using 

allegory as a guide we know it can be done, because it is exactly what the allegorists do. 

They bring the concepts they wanted to address to life in their characters, setting and 

                                                           
72 C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, The Chronicles of Narnia bk. 2 (New York: 

HarperCollins, 1994), 86.  
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situation. They explain why these concepts are important and how they should be 

received through the dialogue of the characters. They maintain coherence in the message 

by adhering to a coherent plot. Through all of this they engage the imagination of the 

reader which partners with the author in mentally creating the world where the concepts 

live and move and breathe.  

     An extended narrative, while probably not advisable as an every-Sunday form, is often 

a welcome departure from what the congregation expects when the preacher ascends the 

pulpit. If they are told in the beginning what the preacher is doing, they can prepare their 

minds to think creatively. They will settle in and follow the preacher on the figurative 

journey to come.   

Parable 

     Parable might be the most difficult to distinguish from the other two forms. In fact, the 

dictionary definition, “A usually short fictitious story that illustrates a moral attitude or a 

religious principle,”73 begins very close to Theon’s definition of fable and veers into the 

realm of allegory in illustrating “a moral attitude or religious principal.” However, for 

this thesis when I say parable I am really talking about the parables of Jesus, which will 

be our primary focus for examination. Still, Jesus’ parables often fall under the category 

of fable or allegory depending on the interpretation.  

     Here we find our first point of departure between Jesus’ parables and traditional fables 

or allegories, namely the issue of interpretation. To this point our examples of fable and 

allegory have been fairly frank about the metaphorical process they are attempting. Not 

                                                           
73 Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “parable,” accessed January 18, 2022, https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/parable. 
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so with Jesus’ parables. The careful interpreter often finds that what seems to be the 

“moral of the story” on the surface is incomplete or doesn’t quite fit. Is the kingdom of 

heaven like a pearl or is it like the whole story of the pearl merchant?74 Is the parable of 

the workers in the vineyard an allegory of God’s grace, is it a satire of unjust hiring 

practices, or is it an exemplar of a just economy where everyone gets what they need?75 

As John Donahue plainly states, “There really is no such thing as an absolute meaning to 

a parable,”76 and deftly illustrates this point, writing, “This is evident in the [New 

Testament] itself where different evangelists give a parable a different interpretation.”77 

So the parables of Jesus do not even come to us in the earliest sources with agreed upon 

meanings.  

     Jesus parables, more than either of the two genres we have studied so far, invite the 

hearers to step into the world, to look around, to watch the action unfold, and decide for 

themselves what the meaning of the story might be. Also, the interpretive experience 

depends a great deal on the hearer’s own experience. As Amy-Jill Levine surmises, “A 

listener who is poor or in ill health may form a different interpretation of the Rich Man 

and Lazarus than a person with a seat on the stock exchange or extended credit from 

Neiman Marcus.”78 

                                                           
74 Brosend, The Preaching of Jesus, 127. Brosend makes a similar interpretive point about the parable of 

the mustard seed.  

 
75 Amy-Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial 

Rabbi (New York: HarperOne, 2014) 203-219. Levine explores each of these interpretations, preferring the 

latter. 

 
76 John R. Donahue, The Gospel in Parable: Metaphor, Narrative, and Theology in the Synoptic 

Gospels (Fortress Press, 1989) 25. 

 
77 Ibid., 17. 

 
78 Levine, Short Stories by Jesus, 1. 
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     There is still more to be said about the uniqueness of Jesus’ parables compared to our 

other two genres. We begin with the roots of Jesus’ parables firmly planted in the Old 

Testament genre, Hebrew mashal. Bernard Scott describes mashal as the “genus” under 

which we find multiple types of Hebrew literature, “like proverbs, riddles, words of the 

wise and so forth.”79 In Hebrew mashal we see some of the building blocks of Jesus’ 

parables through their use of metaphor and vivid images.  

     The language of mashal is intensive, or in terms of an oral culture, memorable. 

Since proverbs constitute a primary way for oral cultures to remember their 

wisdom, proverbs must be memorable. Hence, they use metaphors and vivid 

images and favor concrete and not abstract language.80  

 

     While Jesus’ parables clearly have roots in the Old Testament mashal literature, we do 

not find the narrative form that Jesus employs beyond a few isolated cases81 (e.g., 

Nathan’s parable to David (2 Sam. 1:1-7), and Jotham’s parable to the “Lords of 

Shechem” (Judges 9:8-15)). Even the personifications in Proverbs of wisdom and folly 

do not expand into allegorical narrative but remain static metaphorical descriptions.  

     While a great case is made for the parables of Jesus being rooted in Hebrew mashal, it 

might be surmised that Jesus was also influenced by the genres of figurative stories we 

have studied so far. Greek and Indian collections of fables traveled orally and in writing 

throughout the ancient world. This is testified by Cyrus the Younger in the Persian 

highlands using the Fable of the Fisherman and His Flute from Hellenistic Mediterranean 

                                                           
79 Bernard Brandon Scott, Hear Then the Parable: A Commentary on the Parables of Jesus (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1989) 13 & 35. 

 
80 Ibid., 13. 

 
81 Ibid., 13. While narrative is much more common in Rabbinic Mashal it is unclear if this genre was 

contemporary with Jesus in a way that would have been influential. 
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origin to tell Greek emissaries they are too late in coming to seek his favor.82 Aesopica 

was well known and ubiquitous centuries before Jesus started teaching in parables.  

     Allegory is as old as mythological pantheons with gods and goddesses who 

personified things like war, love, and the sea, and as universal as everyone who has ever 

tried to determine what a dream meant. As C.S. Lewis contends, “Allegory… belongs not 

to medieval man but to man, or even to mind, in general. It is of the very nature of 

thought and language to represent what is immaterial in picturable terms.”83 To be 

succinct, fabricated figurative storytelling, while not prolific in Hebrew scripture was 

prevalent through other avenues of rhetoric contemporary with Jesus. While Jesus’ style 

is certainly distinct from traditional forms of both fable and allegory, it is likely that he 

was influenced by these forms of figurative storytelling in addition to Hebrew mashal 

literature of the Old Testament.  

     It is from the connection to Hebrew mashal that Scott forms his definition of parable, 

“A parable is a mashal that employs a short narrative fiction to reference a transcendent 

symbol.” Scott’s definition is important to this project, because not only does he connect 

Jesus’ parables to the influence of mashal, but Scott’s definition adds the element of 

narrative. In truth, not everything identified as a parable is a narrative. Some parables are 

just similes or object lessons, like the parable of the mustard seed (Mark 4:30-32), or the 

lesson of the fig tree (Luke 21:29-31). On the other hand, not all of Jesus’ narratives are 

identified as parables. The eschatological vision of the sheep and the goats is often 

debated as to whether it should be included in Jesus’ catalogue of parables, or if it is more 

                                                           
82 J.A.K. Thomason, The Art of the Logos, (London: George Allen & Unwin LTD, 1935), 68. 

 
83 C.S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love, (London: Oxford University Press), 44. 
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akin to some other format like Jewish apocalyptic (Matthew 25:31-46). As we are 

interested in figurative stories for preaching, my focus will be on Jesus’ parables that 

specifically fall under the category of figurative narratives. 

     Adding to Scott’s definition of parable, we find greater nuance with the popular 

definition from C.H. Dodd: 

     At its simplest the parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or 

common life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the 

mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into active 

thought.84 

        

Dodd’s definition provides multiple qualities that set Jesus’ parables apart from other 

figurative literature. That parable’s are drawn from nature or common life sets them apart 

from fables and allegories. Fables often present an impossible scenario of talking beasts 

and personified nature. Allegories use personification, fantastic plots, and vague or 

strange places. To contrast, Jesus’ parables are about plain people recognizable to the 

hearer, and they are engaged in ordinary activities of working, throwing banquets, 

traveling between well known cities, farming, and so forth.  

     Jesus’ parables, however, still manage to grab the hearer’s attention through 

“vividness and strangeness.” As Donahue says, “The realism of the parables is but one 

side of the coin. In terms of image and subject the parables are realistic, but in the 

unfolding of the parable the realism is shattered.”85 There is a deliberate quality of 

strangeness that is appropriate to parables that seek to describe what God or God’s 

kingdom is like through the metaphor of “common life,” for God’s kingdom is at odds 

with “common life.” In part, realism being shattered is the point.  

                                                           
84 C. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom (New York: Scribner, 1961) 5. 

 
85 Donahue, The Gospel in Parable, 15. 
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     Finally, the parable leaves “the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application.” 

I have already touched on the issue that parables are open to a variety of interpretations. 

What is left to say here is the assertion that it is precisely this interpretive ambiguity that 

engages the mind beyond the parable into active thought. And here we find overlap with 

the desire of the preacher. The preacher rarely wants to hear, “I enjoyed that cute story” 

in response to a sermon. While it sounds like a complement, it feels like failure. The 

preacher would almost rather the congregant be confused, not knowing what to say, 

understanding that this is the reaction of someone who will continue to puzzle over the 

meaning of what they have just heard. Once it has been filled away under, “cute story” or 

“neat story” in the congregant’s mind, creativity can go back to bed, and “what’s for 

lunch?” becomes the primary focus.   

     In the section to come, I will focus specifically on two parables, “The Laborers in the 

Vineyard” and “The Persistent Widow”. More than either of the former genres the issue 

of interpretation presents a stumbling block to this project, because of the polyvalent 

nature of Jesus’ parables. Since the purpose of this paper is not to interpret the parables, 

and because there is no shortage of interpretations available, I have decided to look at 

them in light of the interpretive direction the gospel writers themselves provide. Our main 

focus is the art of story crafting and how Jesus uses literary elements for his figurative 

stories. Here we have an advantage we haven’t had in the other forms. We have framing 

stories, the gospels, that show Jesus teaching and illustrating with figurative stories, in the 

same way this project proposes for preaching! 

 

 



65 
 

Raw Materials and Fabrication: Dissecting and Studying Two Parables 

“The Laborers in the Vineyard” 

1 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the 

morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 2 After agreeing with the laborers for the 

usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard. 3 When he went out about nine 

o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; 4 and he said to them, 

‘You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ So they 

went. 5 When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the 

same. 6 And about five o’clock he went out and found others standing around; and 

he said to them, ‘Why are you standing here idle all day?’ 7 They said to him, 

‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the 

vineyard.’ 8 When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, 

‘Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going 

to the first.’ 9 When those hired about five o’clock came, each of them received 

the usual daily wage. 10 Now when the first came, they thought they would receive 

more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage. 11 And when they 

received it, they grumbled against the landowner, 12 saying, ‘These last worked 

only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of 

the day and the scorching heat.’ 13 But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am 

doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? 14 Take 

what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to 

you. 15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you 

envious because I am generous?’ 16 So the last will be first, and the first will be 

last.” (Matthew 20:1-16) 

 

The context of this story is that Jesus has been teaching how hard it is for the rich to enter 

the kingdom of heaven, after telling the rich young man to sell his possessions and give 

the money to the poor. Peter promptly interjects that the disciples have left everything to 

follow him, and Jesus reassures them that they will be rewarded, but with the caveat that 

“Many who are first will be last and the last will be first.” (Matthew 19:30) Having said 

this, Jesus begins the parable with a typical heading, “For the kingdom of heaven is 

like…”      

     Characters: As with our previous figurative forms, especially fables, the characters 

are flat. They are, first of all, normal people, no personification or anything extraordinary. 



66 
 

A Landowner with a vineyard is the first character. The hearer must create him in their 

mind from what they know of a landowner with a vineyard. In Jesus’ contemporary 

context, one can assume this was not a difficult task for his audience. In modern context, 

some historical information might be needed to further engage this character, or the 

hearer might imagine some modern employer. As the story goes on, the fact that the work 

is in the vineyard becomes somewhat inconsequential. It is his power as the employer 

that is significant. The Landowner, as his title suggests carries an air of power. He tells 

people what to do and they do it. He sets the terms of work agreements, no negotiation. 

He decides when the work is finished, that it is time to pay the workers, and in what 

manner they are to be paid.  

     The other characters are the workers, even less well defined than the landowner. They 

are just presented as groups of people. They stand in the marketplace in groups. They 

work in groups. They complain in groups. There is hardly an individual to be found 

among them, except at the end when the landowner addresses one of them directly. 

     Setting: There are two main locations in which the story takes place: the marketplace 

and the vineyard. While at first blush it seems like the story is going back and forth 

between the marketplace and the vineyard, this is not true. The first half of the story takes 

place exclusively in the marketplace. Only the landowner goes back and forth. No 

description is given of the marketplace, but Jesus’ audience would have been able to 

create it in their mind’s eye easily. The groups of workers take their places in the streets 

of the marketplace.  

      The other location is the Vineyard. The story doesn’t take the hearer to the vineyard 

until the workday is over and it is time to pay the workers. This is also the setting of the 
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conflict. This setting contributes to the weakness of the worker’s position to complain. 

Here they are on the Landowner’s turf where he has the power.  

     Also crucial to the setting is time. The marketplace scene takes place at intervals of 

early in the morning, 9 a.m., noon, 3 p.m. and 5 p.m. (the eleventh hour in Greek, now an 

idiom for the last possible moment). The passage of time heightens a sense of despair for 

those left in the marketplace.  

     Dialogue and Plot: The dialogue is inseparable from the plot. Every plot point is tied 

to dialogue. The landowner comes out to the marketplace and makes the original deal, 

one denarius for a full day of work. But from there the dialogue becomes vague, “I will 

pay you whatever is right.” And finally, no mention of payment, just “You also go into 

the vineyard.” The dialogue moves subtly in feel from an employment negotiation to a 

gracious invitation.  

     At the middle of the parable, the scene changes to the vineyard and opens with the 

phrase, “…give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the first.” The 

placement of this line is deliberate. The whole parable swings on the landowner’s 

insistence that the last be first and be paid the same as the first. As I said earlier, the 

words, “many who are first will be last and the last will be first,” are the catalyst of the 

parable. “So the last will be first, and the first will be last,” also occurs at the end as an 

epimythium of sorts. With these three occurrences the parable recalls the format of the 

Indian fable collection, Pancatantra, where it is a recurring aspect of the form to repeat 

the point of the story at the beginning, within the story, and at the end.  

     Now the landowner’s decision plays out. Those hired at the eleventh hour receive the 

full daily wage. Those hired first, seeing this, think they will be given more than what 
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was agreed upon. But when they receive the agreed upon price, they complain. Here, as 

mentioned above, the group speaks as one. The complaint is that even though they had 

not done equal work, “you have made them equal to us.” The hearer at this point must 

decide if this is a bad thing. To modern ears, equality is a societal virtue, but in the first 

century Roman empire, inequality was the nature of things. Does this parable go against 

nature? 

     Here the listener might take some interpretive liberties: They may not be equal in 

work but were they equal in need? Is the work in the sun a worse fate than standing in 

despair in the marketplace watching chances of making a wage slip away? Are the 

workers in the best position to decide what’s fair? Is the landowner even in a position to 

decide what’s fair?  

     In the end, the Landowner has chosen to be fair to those first hired and increasingly 

generous to everyone who comes after. In speaking with one of those who complained 

about being made equal with those who worked less, the landowner closes the parable 

with a question: “Are you envious because I am generous?” Because the parable ends this 

way, the unanswered question hangs at the end for the hearer to consider.  

     Whether we take this as an allegory or some other kind of tale, there are some clear 

lessons presented. This is a parable of the kingdom. In the kingdom, last and first are 

reversed, and this isn’t just a flip to reverse the roles of who has power and who gets 

oppressed, but it is an equalizing force. The equalizing force of the kingdom may look 

unfair, but it is incompatible with envy.  

     And so, our minds are teased into active thought. Is this fair? Does it matter if we 

think it is fair or not? Can we bring ourselves to feel joy for those who are lifted and 
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made equal with or above us socially, economically, or spiritually? Are there places in 

our lives where we have received the generosity shown to the eleventh-hour workers? 

How many different places can we place ourselves in this parable?  

“The Persistent Widow” 

Then Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray always and not to lose 

heart. 2 He said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor 

had respect for people. 3 In that city there was a widow who kept coming to him 

and saying, ‘Grant me justice against my opponent.’ 4 For a while he refused; but 

later he said to himself, ‘Though I have no fear of God and no respect for 

anyone, 5 yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her justice, so 

that she may not wear me out by continually coming.’” (Luke 18:1-5) 

 

     There are some noticeable differences between this story and the previous one. To 

begin with, it is a shorter parable, only five verses long. Also, while the previous parable 

was a kingdom parable, this one is told not to illustrate the kingdom, but as an 

encouragement for continued prayer and hopefulness. Luke, who often groups subjects 

together in twos or threes, has paired this parable with another parable about prayer, the 

pharisee and the tax collector (Luke 18:9-14). These parables build on shared themes. 

Together, they lift up unlikely protagonists – a widow and a tax collector – as examples 

for how to pray. Their counterparts – a judge and a pharisee – have higher social or 

cultural standing, but here we see some continuity of message where even though these 

parables are about prayer, Jesus takes care to let the last be the first.  

     Setting: The setting is generic, Anytown Judea, or as the parable says, “A certain 

city.” Other than that, there is just the location of the judge. We are given no details here 

either, but it is the place to which the widow continually comes.  

     Character: There are two characters, and they are not nearly as flat as the characters 

in “The Laborers in the Vineyard.” The first character is a judge with a personality 
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deficit. He “neither feared God or had respect for people.” Without any description of 

looks or action, by these words we can still envision this judge. Haughty, self-assured, 

dismissive. Without fear of God or respect for people, what guides his decisions? The 

description of this judge goes against Jehosaphat’s specific instructions to the appointed 

judges in 2 Chronicles 19:5-6, to fear God and uphold justice for the people.86 There is 

something wrong with this judge.  

     This character is also a symbol for justice, but it is a broken symbol as he withholds 

justice from the widow. When he relents, it is not out of a sense of justice but out of a 

desire for personal comfort. 

     The second character is the widow. Again, without any physical description, the 

author tells us that she kept coming to him and saying, “Gant me justice against my 

opponent.” We can see this widow through these words. She is a mixture of 

determination, desperation, anger, and hope. What denied justice is she due? The original 

audience might have assumed there is some issue related to the death of her husband and 

that she is not being cared for out of his inheritance as the marriage contract specified.87 

But in truth, the author leaves this detail blank, and perhaps it fits her character more to 

be a vague issue of injustice. As a widow, she like the judge is a symbol. She is the 

epitome of vulnerability, not in her spirit as Jesus makes clear, but in her social position.  

     These characters are archetypes of power without conscience, and vulnerability 

without a protector. In Aesop, he would be a wolf and she would be a lamb. The lamb 

doesn’t stand a chance, but according to Jesus’ story, there is hope.  

                                                           
86 Donahue, The Gospel in Parable, 181. 

 
87 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 180. 
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     Amy-Jill Levine cautions the reader that the parable actually resists a stereotyping of 

the judge and the widow.88 Her point is well taken in the instance that, in interpreting this 

text, stereotyping of the widow has led to gross exaggeration of her plight and an anti-

semitic reading that blames Jewish religion and custom for the imagined injustice when 

none of this is explicit in the parable. Once we break the stereotype, we might even 

imagine this parable doesn’t present a widow receiving justice, but a widow, possibly 

unjustly, breaking the will of the judge in order to meet out vengeance upon the unnamed 

opponent.  

     While this reading is compelling, when we look at the parable from the lens of 

figurative literature, it seems unlikely. In parables like this one, as with fables, the 

characters’ types can be somewhat assumed. The storyteller is not interested in exploring 

a nuanced understanding of widows or judges, because the importance of the characters is 

secondary to the focus of the story, which is not who or what the widow is, but the verb 

she carries: that is, that she “kept coming.”  

     Plot: While the parable is only a few lines, Jesus is able to expand the plot through an 

economy of words. “She kept coming to him,” gives us a sense of a past in which she has 

been persistently showing up. Without describing it, we see her showing up again for the 

umpteenth time. We see the judge roll his eyes and sigh. We see that some relationship 

has been built. The Judge knows this woman. He hates her, or maybe he is starting to 

respect her. When he finally relents in only the third sentence, we still get a sense of 

passage of time and persistent annoyance greater than the actual length of the parable 

indicates.  

                                                           
88 Levine, Short Stories by Jesus, 235. 
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     Dialogue: To call this dialogue would be a stretch. There is no conversation to speak 

of. We hear what the widow continually says to the judge, but we never hear the judge’s 

response to her. When the judge does speak, he speaks to himself. In a short soliloquy, 

the judge says to himself, “Though I have no fear of God and no respect for anyone, yet 

because this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her justice, so that she may not wear 

me out by continually coming.” Here he tells us three things. He reaffirms that he does 

not fit the mold of a righteous judge. He decides to grant the widow justice. And then to 

hammer home the point, he tells us that his decision is based on selfish reasons, not 

justice. 

     The parable ends with dialogue, although Jesus’ interpretation in an argument from 

the less to the greater is immediately next: “Listen to what the unjust judge says. And will 

not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night?” (Luke 18:6-7) Is 

this the true end to the parable, like an epimythium to a fable, or is it extraneous?89 

     While this parable might work to encourage the disciples to pray, it also works on 

other levels as well. It lampoons a system whereby a woman whose type has been singled 

out for protection and special care countless times in scripture finds herself begging for 

justice from the one who is supposed to see to it that vulnerable receive justice. It also 

positions strength and power in the person who is by type supposed to be powerless. But 

her strength and power are internal, they parallel other internal qualities like faith and 

hope. Jesus often draws forth and praises internal virtues in those who are powerless in 

systemic ways.  

 

                                                           
89 Scott and Donahue both explore the arguments of scholars on whether or not to include Jesus words as 

part of the parable. 
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What Parables Teach the Preacher 

      While there is some overlap with fables and allegory, like simplicity and concrete 

visualizations of abstract ideas, there are a few elements that stand out as being helpful in 

crafting sermons for preaching that are unique to Jesus’ Parables. Three that I will discuss 

in this section are 1. Familiar characters and settings 2. Dialogical stories 3. Ambiguous 

interpretation. 

Familiar Characters and Setting 

     While fables and allegories use recognizable characters, even as personified animals 

or concepts, Jesus just uses people: a woman, a man, two sons, a king, a farmer. And we 

find them cooking, or at home, or planting a field, or in any number of mundane settings. 

These may not be our normal people and settings, but they were for Jesus’ audience. The 

modern preacher has access to these characters and settings too though: A mother in the 

carpool line, a young girl in the church Christmas pageant; a senator giving a campaign 

speech. Our world is full of them; our shared library of people and places is robust.  

     Jesus never had to give much character or setting description because he relied on a 

shared mental library of people and places with his audience. These people and places, 

though barely described, burst to into vision fully formed in the imagination. A pitfall 

here is that it can be harder to signal that a story is fiction when it is important that 

everyone knows the story is fiction. The gospels do not do this with anthropomorphic 

characters but through introductory lines like “the kingdom of heaven is like…” or “then 

he told them a parable…” But Jesus also accomplishes it through vagueness: “A man had 

two sons…” “In a certain city there was a judge…” These vague intros have a certain 

“once-upon-a-time” quality that signals to the ear that this story is fiction.  
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Dialogical Stories 

     More than either of the previous two forms of figurative stories, Jesus’ parables are 

presented as being in conversation with a larger narrative, whether it be in response to 

Jesus’ opponents, or to a question from a disciple, or an encounter with a stranger, Jesus’ 

parables always seem to have a conversation partner in the larger narrative of the gospel.  

      To contrast, collections of fables are presented more like proverbs – general wisdom 

to be used when needed. Allegories tend to be more about a subject the author feels 

strongly about than an answer to a question. Jesus’ parables are in conversation with the 

world of the gospels. They are conversant with the people he meets, with the cultural 

norms and expectations, and with theological arguments.  

     As preachers we are often called to be dialogical in our preaching as well. Whether we 

need to address something in the news, on a national or world level, or address something 

on a congregational level, there are often times the congregation is looking for a sermon 

that is in conversation with a present issue. Jesus reminds us these might be the precise 

moments for a figurative story.  

Ambiguous Interpretation 

     This last element points toward the polyvalent nature of Jesus’ parables. This final 

quality is not so much a goal for story-making, but permission to the preacher to let go of 

the outcome. Every preacher knows that no matter how well we think we have made our 

point, someone missed it. We also know that our point might be wrong or too 

presumptuous or not helpful in every situation. Sometimes it is better to open the door to 

a world like Jesus does, invite people to enter in, and find something in that world they 

can take home and contemplate for a week or a month or a decade. In this way, it might 
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be the case that our figurative stories behave somewhat like Jesus’ famous seeds. The 

preacher scatters them in hopes that in some hearts and minds they will take root, and 

eventually produce something useful. But they might land in places where they won’t 

grow. This is a risk that seed throwers and storytellers for Jesus must be willing to take. 
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Chapter 3: Modern Masters 

     As I move toward a theory of crafting fictional material for preaching, it is appropriate 

to begin by looking at the work of some preachers who are masters with narrative content 

in general and are adept at using fictional material specifically. For this section I will 

consider the works of Fred Craddock, Otis Moss III, and Susan Sparks. Craddock has 

been one of the most influential preaching instructors of the twentieth-century. Not only 

was he a pioneer of a narrative form of sermon construction,90 but he is also recognized 

as a great storyteller. Otis Moss III, Senior Pastor of Trinity United Church of Christ in 

Chicago, Illinois, is widely recognized as one of the foremost working preachers in the 

United States. He is adept at using imaginative presentation of texts and sermon material 

that intertwines the ancient text with contemporary language and issues. Finally, Susan 

Sparks is a stand-up comedian and a preacher. She is the senior minister of Madison 

Avenue Baptist Church in New York City and has toured with the Laugh in Peace 

comedy tour, doing stan-up comedy with a Rabi and a Muslim comic. Through her work 

we will look at bringing humor to stories for preaching. 

Fred B. Craddock 

To deliver a message for Overhearing, the speaker needs to trust fully in the 

message to create its own effect, trust the listener to exercise freedom responsibly, 

and trust the process, however fragile and accidental it may appear, to be 

powerful.91 

 

     One of the hallmarks of Fred Craddock’s style is what he calls here trust. The preacher 

should be able to trust the listeners to do some of the interpretive work themselves. In a 

                                                           
90 Craddock, Overhearing the Gospel, 117. 

 
91 Ibid, 107. 
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2008 interview with Day1DotOrg, Craddock says of the congregation, “I want to give 

them the benefit of the doubt… I think you’ve been listening, I think you’re interested in 

this, I think you believe in this as strongly as I do, so I’m going to leave you something to 

do.”92 He makes this comment about sermon endings, but we see in this comment the 

ethos that runs throughout his sermons and his use of story. Craddock’s stories are rarely 

belabored by interpretation within the sermon for the listener. He draws the listener in 

with story after story, and the listener is responsible for deciding if the stories speak to 

them something true about the gospel. Barbara Brown Taylor, in her trademark imagery-

laden language, talks about this dynamic as the arc of an electric current between two 

poles: “The challenge for the preacher is how to bend two poles toward each other so that 

the connection is set up but not complete, leaving an opening for listeners to enter into on 

their own.”93 This is difficult for the preacher who wants to be sure the congregation gets 

the point. Craddock, however, does it fearlessly and effectively in a way that catalyzes 

the listener’s mind into holy contemplation. 

“What about the Weeds” 

 Mathew 13:24-30 

 

     In about three weeks a group of preachers will come up here to Cherry Log, 

about nine or ten ministers from the metro Atlanta area, and they are willing to 

buy my lunch if I will give them two hours on the subject of “Preaching the 

Difficult Texts of the Bible.” 

     I am dreading it already. It is not going to be a pretty sight. It could get ugly. 

What will I say if one of them asks how I would deal with that story in Exodus 4 

where it says God tried to kill Moses? The problem is not whether or not Moses 

needs killing; the problem is that it says God tried to kill him. They don’t like – I 

don’t like – the word “try” in relationship to God. Will we now go to God in 

                                                           
92 Day1DotOrg, “Dr. Fred Craddock on Using Humor and Emotion in Sermons,” YouTube video, 5:29. 

June 17, 2008. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bT1DA-e2nos. 

 
93 Taylor, “Preaching the Body”, 220. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bT1DA-e2nos
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prayer and ask God if he will try to do something? That doesn’t fit. But maybe 

they won’t ask that one. 

     I have a feeling one of them will bring up Mark 7. Jesus was trying to get a 

little R & R, and he went with his disciples out of Israel into what is today 

Lebanon and encountered there a Gentile woman, a Syrophoenician – we would 

say a Lebanese woman. She said, “Come down to my house. I have a little girl 

who has a demon. Please help.” And Jesus said, “You do not take the children’s 

bread and feed it to the dogs.” I hope they don’t ask about that one.  

     In fact, I hope they don’t bring up the text today. It is a parable that Jesus told 

about the kingdom of God, and in one way it seems clear enough. As Jesus told it, 

there was a man who sowed good seed in his field. We learn later that it was 

wheat. But then when everybody was asleep, somebody, an enemy, came and 

sowed weeds in the wheat field. In due course, as the grain grew up and began to 

head, the weeds became noticeable. So the servants went to the master and said, 

“Did you not sow good seeds?” 

     And he said, “Yes.” 

     “Then where,” the servants asked, “Did these weeds come from?”  

     The master responded, “An enemy has done this.” 

     “Well, do you want us to go out there and take the weeds out?” 

     And the master said, “No, no. If you do that, you will pull up the wheat. Just 

leave it alone. At the harvesttime I will tell the harvesters to take out the weeds 

and burn them and then gather the grain.” 

     That story is simple enough, but I hope those preachers do not ask me about it. 

The first part of the parable is fine. A man sows good seed, and then an enemy 

comes and sows weeds. I understand that. I have never seen a field without 

weeds. There are going to be weeds in life. It is not clear whether Jesus is 

referring to the world in general or to the church in particular, but in either case, 

there are weeds in the field. In fact, I have a list. There are people in the world, in 

our neighborhood, in our churches who do not fit in. They do not contribute, they 

do not help, they do not attend, they do not share. They just drag everybody 

down. They are the undesirables. And, according to the story, their presence is the 

work of the enemy. 

     That has been true in the Bible ever since Genesis 3. Do you remember when 

Adam and Eve sinned and they had a curse put on them? The curse was this: By 

the sweat of your face you will earn your bread, and the ground that you cultivate 

will produce thorns and thistles. Weeds are the enemy, they always have been, 

and whoever puts in the weeds is the one over against us, the one who is over 

against every good thing we try to do, over against every kind of good world we 

try to create, over against every good and healthy and happy church we try to 

form.  

    It is also quite natural that the servants would say, “Master, do you want us to 

take the weeds out?” It is a natural impulse. Pull out the weeds, get rid of the 

weeds. Out in the world there are all kinds of groups dedicated to doing just that, 
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to getting rid of what is undesirable. “Put them on a boat and send them back 

where they came from.” There are people who work over the church rolls.” That 

is not a bad idea because after people have died and are buried for years it makes 

sense to remove their names. Or if people have moved away and we have no 

notion whether they are alive or dead or where they are, then remove the names. 

But after that, it gets a little stickier. Suppose there are names of people on the 

rolls who are still living in the community but do not come to church, do not give, 

do not participate, do not act like they ever were in church or care anything about 

church? Should we keep them on the roll? And what about the ones who do come 

but who are bothersome? It is natural to say, “Let's clean up the rolls. Let's get rid 

of the undesirables.”  

     Elijah felt that way. If God was going to clean up the rolls of Israel, then Elijah 

stood before God to declare, “I am the only one left. The role has been reduced to 

1, me, Elijah. In fact, if you kill me, you can just close the books and say it was all 

a mess.” 

     when we lived in Columbia, Tennessee, I had a friend who was the pastor of 

the largest church in town. In many ways he was a very successful minister, 

except that his church was full of problems. Whatever happened in that church, 

whatever anybody said or did, there was always a big problem – at least that is the 

way my friend reported it to me. He got sick and tired of it. I saw him downtown 

one day and I said, “How's it going?” 

     “Terrible,” he said. “I'm thinking of quitting.” 

     “Aw, you're not going to quit.” 

     “well, why not?” 

     “Because you don't want to quit,” I said. 

     “You know what I'm going to do?” He replied. “I'm going to buy a little piece 

of land over in Arkansas in a rice field, and I'm going to build my own church. 

There's going to be a study where I can do my work, and the church will have a 

beautiful tall spire, and that will be it. No sanctuary, no Sunday school rooms, no 

fellowship hall, no members. just and God.” 

     The impulse to clean up the rolls. It is a natural inclination. 

     But the difficult part of this parable is the fact that the boss said, “Leave the 

weeds alone.” What? Just leave the weeds in there with the wheat? Have wheat 

and weeds together? Isn't there any such thing as right and wrong, good and evil, 

true and false? We need to take a stand. We need to draw the line. We need to 

say, “You stay and you go.” I mean, after all, what are we here for? But the boss 

said, “Leave the weeds alone.” But they're cluttering the ground, they're taking – 

“Leave the weeds alone.” Why? “Because you will do more harm than good. If 

you start pulling on those weeds, you're going to pull up some wheat.” 

     I have never known a case where that was not true. Senator Joseph McCarthy 

said, “I'm going to pull the weeds out of this country. All those pinkos. 

Communist sympathizers. All those people with communist leanings. They have 

to go.” now what contribution to the welfare of our country was made by that 
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pulling of the weeds? Or take the vigilante groups. “If the government is not 

going to do it,” they say, we'll do it. If the ones who are responsible will not do it, 

we'll do it ourselves.” What grand good was done by the KKK in weeding God’s 

garden and removing the undesirables? What was the good? Look at the groups 

who desire ethnic cleansing. Look at any group who says, “Let's get rid of the 

undesirables. Property values will go up, we will all feel safer, and it will be a 

nicer place to live.” 

     And it happens in church. Some of you remember Paul Culpepper. He was a 

preacher in these parts for seventy years, a wonderful man. There are many stories 

about his ministry, a ministry that went back for ages. Paul was telling me one 

day about holding a revival meeting in a church across the state line in Polk 

County, Tennessee. The minister of the church came to him before the meeting 

started on Sunday night and said, “we're going to have to do something during the 

service tonight.” 

     “What's that?” Paul asked. 

     “We're going to have to call for the fellowship and peace of the church.” 

     “Why?” 

     “Well,” said the pastor, “I'm the one that's done wrong. I'm a married man, got 

a good family and all, but I asked a certain widow in this town for a date. I 

shouldn't have done it. She turned me down, but then she went and told 

everybody. Now it is all over the church and all over town. So you've got to call 

for the fellowship and peace of the church.” 

     So Paul did. Now do you know what it means to call for the peace and 

fellowship of the church? At the close of the service, everybody sits down and the 

minister says, “All who are in true fellowship and peace with God and each other, 

please stand.” That night just about everybody stood except the pastor of the 

church. The congregation all sat down, and then the minister stood up. 

“Everybody knows what I did,” he began. “It was wrong, and I regret it. I've been 

ringing my heart out in sorrow and regret, but I want you to forgive me. I don't 

have to tell you what it was, you know what it was.” 

     The man presiding over the service said, “Is there a motion that we forgive the 

brother?” 

     A man stood up and said, “I move we forgive him. I've done the same thing a 

dozen times myself.” 

     His wife looked at him; everybody looked at him. They forgave the preacher, 

but then they had to have another meeting to forgive this fellow. He kept saying, 

“But I didn't mean it that way. I didn't mean it literally.” But his confession 

triggered something else and that triggered something else, and Paul Culpepper 

said, “We had two weeks, not of revival, but of weed pulling. It did more harm 

than good.” 

     A young minister in Virginia was telling me about a church down the street 

from his church that decided to weed its membership. It seems that there was a 

teenaged girl in that church who was wild as a march hare. She did it all. She was 
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only about fifteen or sixteen, but she had been there and back a lot of times. Her 

behavior was an embarrassment to the church, so they met and they weeded the 

roll. They said that she was not to come into the church building; she was not to 

sing, to listen, to pray, to give an offering or to take Communion for twelve 

months. That decision tore the church up. It tore up two or three families. It tore 

up the town. Leave the weeds alone. If you try to pull them out, you just tear up 

the wheat. 

     Why is that? The master said that the reason is that you do not know wheat 

from weeds. You really do not know. You think you are pulling up a weed, but it 

turns out to be wheat. You think you are leaving some wheat, but it is really a 

weed. You do not know; only God knows. 

     Folks, I am telling you, I do not know a weed from wheat. I do not know a 

weed from a flower. I pulled back the swing blade ready to assault this bunch of 

weeds, and here comes my wife, Nettie, saying, “Wait, wait, wait, wait!” Then 

that night at the supper table, there is that “weed” in a vase in the center of the 

table. It looked like a weed; I thought it was a weed. I do not know a weed from a 

flower, and every church I have known that tried to weed the garden made 

horrible, horrible mistakes. Because, you see, that is God's business. God said, “in 

the harvest, I will take care of all that. I am the only one who knows weeds from 

wheat. So you leave it alone.” 

     When you are dealing with God, even what looks like a weed can become a 

wheat. I do not care if it is a weed today. The time will come when it will produce 

wheat – if you believe in God. 

     People sit around and say, “Oh, you can't change a leopard’s spots, can't teach 

an old dog new tricks.” Wrong. If you believe in God, you can teach an old dog 

new tricks. I have never been to the greyhound dog races, but I have seen some of 

the races on television. They have these beautiful dogs – I say beautiful, they are 

really ugly dogs – and they run that mechanical rabbit around the ring. Those 

dogs just exhaust themselves chasing that rabbit. When the dogs get to the point 

that they can no longer race, the owners put a little ad in the paper to see if 

anybody wants to adopt one for a pet. You can have these dogs free; otherwise, if 

no one takes them, the dogs are destroyed. 

     I have a niece in Arizona who cannot stand the thought of those dogs being 

destroyed, so she goes out and adopts them. She has several of these big old 

greyhound dogs in her house. She loves them. I was in another home not long ago 

where they had adopted a racing dog. He was a big, spotted greyhound, and he 

was lying there in the den. One of the kids in the family, just a toddler, was 

pulling on its tail, and a little older kid had his head over on that old dog’s 

stomach, using it for a pillow. The dog just seemed so happy. I said to the dog, 

“Are you still racing?” 

     “No, no,” the dog said, “I don’t race anymore.” 

     I said, “Do you miss the glitter and excitement of the track?” 

     “No,” he replied. 

     “Well, what was the matter? Did you get too old to race?” 
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     “No, I still had some race in me.” 

     “Well, what then? Did you not win?” I asked. 

     “I won over a million dollars for my owner.” 

     “Well, what was it? Bad treatment?” 

     “Oh no,” the dog said, “they treated us royally when we were racing?” 

     “Did you get crippled?” 

     “No.” 

     “Then why?” I pressed. 

     He said, “I quit.” 

     “You quit?” 

     “Yes,” he said, “I quit.” 

     “Why did you quit?” 

     “I discovered what I was chasing was not really a rabbit, and I quit.” He 

looked at me and said, “All that running and running and running and running, 

and what was I chasing? It wasn’t even real.”  

     A whole new life, just like that. That’s what I believe.94 

 

     The sermon “What about the Weeds” is based on the parable in Matthew of “The 

Weeds among the Wheat.” Craddock begins by imagining forward to an upcoming 

teaching engagement on “Preaching the Difficult Texts of the Bible.” “In about three 

weeks a group of preachers will come up here to Cherry Log,” he begins. “I am dreading 

it already. It is not going to be a pretty sight. It could get ugly.”95 Here, he is not 

necessarily telling a fabricated story, that is a narrative occurring in the past. But there is 

a fabricated narrative quality about it. He is asking the congregation to imagine with him 

what might happen at this event “in about three weeks.” He introduces the coming 

considerations of difficult texts with some hyperbole about how much he dreads the 

event. The hearer isn’t actually meant to believe that he is under some great anxiety about 

the coming class. It is clearly a set-up for the considerations to come. Craddock gives two 

examples of difficult texts punctuated with a repeated sentiment in the vein of, “I hope 

                                                           
94 Fred B. Craddock, The Cherry Log Sermons (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 25-30. 

 
95 Ibid., 25. 
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they don’t ask about that one,” before landing on the text for this sermon saying, “That 

story is simple enough, but I hope those preachers don’t ask me about it.” 96 

     Notable about this sermon opening is that it deals with a common issue in preaching. 

The liturgist or pastor has just read the scripture and it includes some harsh judgement or 

violence that offends modern sensibilities. Everyone in the room has just heard, “Collect 

the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned” (Matthew 13:30). The preacher 

feels the need to deal with the terror that has just been read. We often say it outright, 

something like, “This is a difficult text. We don’t like to hear Jesus tell a story in which 

something gets thrown in the fire because it sounds like he’s saying that some of us are 

going to be thrown in the fire.”  

     Craddock is making a similar move here, but he is doing it imaginatively and 

narratively. He is moving the congregation from Sunday worship, to a class in the future. 

And he is inviting them to take his perspective. “I’m nervous about this class, I don’t 

want them to ask about…” Of course, what he doesn’t want the imagined class to ask 

about are the very questions that the congregation themselves have when they hear such 

texts. Ironically, through this intro in which he indicates that he would like to avoid the 

difficulty of the text, he is actually signaling that the difficulty of the text is exactly where 

he is going.  

     After using this technique to introduce the text, the bulk of the sermon is made up of 

eight figurative statements and stories that play with peoples’ desire to pull metaphorical 

weeds and show the unintended consequences of such actions. They are as follows97: 

                                                           
96 Ibid, 26. 

 
97 Ibid, 26-29. These stories occur in succession with little commentary between each one. 
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1. “Put them on a boat and send them back where they came from.” (This is just 

one line but it conjures narratives in the mind of similar responses to 

immigrants or other marginalized populations in the United States). 

2. Imagining a church that wants to clean the rolls, but where does the purging 

stop?  

3. A pastor friend who is so frustrated with his congregation that he imagines 

building a church with no sanctuary, that is just a study with a steeple on it, in 

a field in Arkansas: “Just me and God.” 

4. Senator Joseph McCarthy 

5. The KKK 

6. A church where the pastor was trying to deal with the gossip around his 

infidelity.  

7. A church that decided to shut a teenage girl out of the congregation for 12 

months because of her behavior. 

8. Craddock himself almost killing a weed in the yard that his wife says is a 

flower. 

These stories have a cumulative effect to convince the hearer that the endeavor of trying 

to weed out “undesirables” is fraught with the danger of unintended consequences and 

often puts one on the wrong side of history. However, he doesn’t say this explicitly. 

Instead, he lets his figurative material carry the rhetorical weight.  

     At this point in the sermon, Craddock makes a theological claim that moves us toward 

the sermon’s conclusion: “When you are dealing with God, even what looks like a weed 

can become wheat. I do not care if it is a weed today. The time will come when it will 

produce wheat – if you believe in God.”98 From here the sermon becomes about what a 

change from weed to wheat might look like. To this point it is unclear if any of his stories 

are fabricated, or if they have fabricated elements to them, but he closes with an 

unquestionably fabricated story.  

I was in another home not long ago where they had adopted a racing dog. He was 

a big, spotted greyhound, and he was lying there in the den. One of the kids in the 

family, just a toddler, was pulling on its tail, and a little older kid had his head 

over on that old dog’s stomach, using it for a pillow. The dog just seemed so 

happy. I said to the dog, “Are you still racing?” 

                                                           
98 Ibid, 29. 
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“No, no,” the dog said, “I don’t race anymore.” 

I said, “Do you miss the glitter and excitement of the track?” 

“No,” he replied. 

“Well, what was the matter? Did you get too old to race?” 

“No, I still had some race in me.” 

“Well, what then? Did you not win?” I asked. 

“I won over a million dollars for my owner.” 

“Well, what was it? Bad treatment?” 

“Oh no,” the dog said, “they treated us royally when we were racing.” 

“Did you get crippled?” 

“No.” 

“Then why?” I pressed. 

He said, “I quit.” 

“You quit?” 

“Yes,” he said, “I quit.” 

“Why did you quit?” 

“I discovered what I was chasing was not really a rabbit, and I quit.” He looked at 

me and said, “All that running and running and running and running, and what 

was I chasing? It wasn’t even real.” (The story ends here.) 

A whole new life, just like that. That’s what I believe. (The sermon ends here.)99 

 

     This is a fabricated figurative story. In its simplicity of style and with a talking animal 

character, it recalls elements of the fable genre. The talking animal serves to indicate to 

the hearer that it is a fiction. It also adds to the quality of distance. Craddock is not asking 

us to imagine that our wayward nephew might realize that he is chasing after something 

false and change his ways. He is asking the hearer to believe that about an anonymous 

dog, and, having assented to the concept, to transfer that thought to our nephew, 

daughter, coworker, ourselves, etc. The greyhound is a perfect character to illustrate 

chasing after something false.  

     Talking animal aside, this story doesn’t have the plot movement we tend to see in 

fables, and in this case it has more of a parable feel. It isn’t showing how an action leads 

to a consequence. In fact, the opposite is true. It is showing how a realization of chasing 

after a fake rabbit led to the action of quitting and settling down with a loving family. The 
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plot is akin to the treasure parables of Jesus: revelation begets action. Apart from the 

talking dog, it also has the familiar setting and characters of a parable: people in a house 

with their pet, kids treating the dog in the common way kids treat dogs.  

     The Characters in this story are Craddock himself, telling the story in first-person 

voice, and the talking greyhound. The children are actually part of the setting. They serve 

to show the dog enmeshed as part of the family. They don’t treat him as a million-dollar 

champion; they pull his tail and lie on him. He is fully a member of the family.  

     The dialogue carries the rhetorical weight of the story. It begins with Craddock asking 

every logical reason he can think of for why the dog might quit racing. The greyhound 

says “no” at every point. Finally, the greyhound tells Craddock what Craddock wants to 

tell the congregation: “All that running and running and running and running, and what 

was I chasing? It wasn’t even real.” This is the realization that changed the greyhound’s 

life, and, if the metaphor rings true, it might engage the listener in some way too.  

     Like the parables we studied in the previous chapter, the story ends on that bit of 

dialogue which leaves an implied question for the listener: “Are you familiar with 

chasing after something that turned out to be an illusion?” In Craddock’s “trust the 

listener” style, he does not belabor the point. He does not give-in to the temptation of 

making sure the congregation gets the point with something like, “See, I believe that a 

weed can become a wheat. Everyone has the capacity to see that what they are chasing in 

the weedy parts of their lives are just false empty promises of self-fulfillment (and so on 

for one or two more paragraphs).” Rather, Craddock leaves the details of interpretation 

to the mind of the listener. The story ends, and the sermon only comments further, “A 

whole new life, just like that. That’s what I believe.”  
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Otis Moss III 

     The Rev. Dr. Otis Moss III is a wonderful preacher and adept at using stories in his 

preaching. But under the subject of using fictional stories in preaching, Dr. Moss offers 

mastery in a particular vein that is instructive for a particular style of fabrication. This 

style I will call “fictionalizing scripture.” In this section I will be looking at specific 

examples of how Moss brings elements of fabrication to retelling the scripture itself. In 

this practice, the scripture is one of the raw materials – some of the characters, setting, 

plot and dialogue are already supplied – so unlike other forms of fabrication, the story 

can not be the whole creation of the preacher. The story must keep integrity with 

scripture, not exchanging scriptural parts for fictionalized parts. However, the story isn’t 

just a paraphrase of the scripture either. It must add something new that takes the sermon 

further toward its overall purpose.  

     In his book, Blue Note Preaching in a Post-Soul World, based on his 2014 Yale 

Lyman Beecher Lectures, Moss speaks of “artistic imagination,” arguing that it is 

essential to what he calls “blue note preaching,” that is, “preaching about tragedy but not 

falling into despair.”100  

I want to give you some idea of this artistic imagination… The story of David and 

Bathsheba is a story I like to call, simply, “The Rooftop Blues.” It speaks to the 

eternal tragedy of human folly, nurtured by our gluttonous egos. While on the 

rooftop, David gazes upon the body of a woman who ceases, in his eyes to have 

agency.101 

 

     This is how Moss introduces the coming fictionalization scripture about David 

standing on the rooftop. The scripture that serves as the foundation of the coming story is 

                                                           
100 Otis Moss III, Blue Note Preaching in a Post-Soul World: Finding Hope in an Age of Despair 

(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2015), 22. 

 
101 Ibid, 28. 
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2 Samuel 11:2: “It happened, late one afternoon, when David rose from his couch and 

was walking about on the roof of the king’s house, that he saw from the roof a woman 

bathing.” Moss’s story of “artistic imagination” fits entirely within this one verse, while 

also expanding to bring in scripture from other parts of David’s story. 

     David’s gaze cast against the stone skyline of the kingdom. He breathes a deep 

breath and exhales, and wonders how his men are faring in their campaign. 

Triumph has become an expectation for him. The late-night pacing has been 

replaced by illusive moments of anxiety, which are quickly dispelled by the 

history of triumph, and the otherworldly promise of God. 

     He is king, raised from the barrio of Bethlehem, dismissed by all, including his 

own father, who didn’t think he could become a king. The thought that he could 

be wanted and valued by God as a leader was absurd to his father. The thought 

brings an ironic smile to David’s face, not of joy, but of sadness. His father never 

believed he had the ability to lead…102 

 

     This excerpt from his “Rooftop Blues” is a good example of Moss’s ability to 

fictionalize the scripture honoring what the text gives, but also adding something. He is 

rounding out the character of David, not just out of his imagination but by pulling in 

other Bible stories. This section reminds us that David’s father did not consider him a 

viable candidate when Samuel came to anoint the next king. The story, in this excerpt and 

in later parts, imagines the mixture in David’s soul of always being triumphant in battle 

mixed with an insecurity, always under the surface, about his father not seeing his gifts 

for leadership.  

     Moss is a master of word choice that brings the story into his hearers’ context. The 

“skyline of the kingdom,” “the Barrio of Bethlehem,” “the otherworldly promise of 

God.” These phrases bring the place to life with words “skyline” and “barrio” that open 

our imaginations to visualize them without extended description. “Otherworldly” closes 
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the distance between the contemporary audience and the Old Testament; maybe David 

thought God’s promise was just as strange as we would.  

     In this story there is curiously no dialogue. It is instead an omniscient narrator giving 

the audience full access to David’s thoughts, anxieties, and character. “Triumph has 

become an expectation for him” foreshadows the end of the story: 

As he continues to look across the horizon of his city, his eyes rest upon a 

rooftop. The sun dances across the black skin of a woman bathing in a tiny tub. 

Not realizing his mouth was slightly opened, he imagines his next campaign as he 

stares.103 

 

     The story gives David extra dimensions, it humanizes him, but it doesn’t let him off 

the hook. Bathsheba isn’t another triumph to be gained. She is a person being violated by 

the roving eye of the king. This story is fictionalized but it is also honest. The 

overconfidence, the anxiety and pressure of being king, the family of origin script that 

still colors everything, these are all recognizable dimensions of human experience. David 

may or may not have felt exactly like that, but the story isn’t really about David. As Moss 

says in his introduction to this story, “It speaks to the eternal tragedy of human folly, 

nurtured by our gluttonous egos.”104 David is human. David is among us or is us. This is 

a warning about the mixture of hidden insecurities with power and a lament for anyone 

who might find themselves in the sights of such a combination.  

     Moss knows that in fictionalizing scripture he is treading delicate ground. He takes 

care to let the congregation know he is fictionalizing on purpose. He might say something 

like, “Let me read part of this text using the OM3 (Otis Moss III) translation. Then he 
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might alter a few words to make the text come alive for contemporary audiences, and 

lead further to his point:  

     When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wisemen who came from the 

east, he was infuriated and put forth a policy to leave no child behind, and he sent 

the Roman security forces, and they killed children in the poor city of Bethlehem. 

No one was indicted for the crime.105 

 

    This OM3 translation is part of a sermon preached following the grand jury’s finding 

on the case of Michael Brown, who in 2014 was shot by a police officer in Ferguson, 

Missouri. The content of Moss’s sermons, like we noted about Jesus’ parables, is often 

dialogical. He is in conversation with the wider culture. “No one was indicted for the 

crime” he says, tying together the government sanctioned child killing in Matthew’s 

Christmas story with the reality of another black youth dying at the hands of a police 

officer who was not indicted.  

     Later in the sermon, using his artistic imagination, he presents to the congregation 

fabricated newspaper clippings from the Bethlehem newspaper The Defender. With this 

device he presents the “Slaughter of the Innocents” and its imagined aftermath as a series 

of newspaper articles written in the style and tone of a contemporary newspaper.106  

     The OM3 translation is usually just a small alteration of the scripture reading that he 

only uses after giving the official translation (NIV, NRSV, etc.), but Moss also imagines 

larger stories based in scripture. In a sermon preached at Fourth Presbyterian Church in 

Chicago, he preaches from the story of the woman who was healed by touching the hem 

of Jesus’ garment.  

 

 

                                                           
105 Ibid, 112. From the sermon “How to Get Away with Murder.” Emphasis mine. 

 
106 Ibid, 113-116. 
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“We Have Nothing to Lose” 

Mark 5:24-34 

     I’d like to place a tag on this text, for it constitutes the context in which we 

attempt to teach and to preach at this moment. I would like for us to focus on this 

simple idea of we have nothing to lose. On this hundred and fiftieth anniversary 

celebration, we have nothing to lose. We have nothing to lose.  

     Rev. Kershner, as a child growing up in Cleveland, Ohio, there was something 

I loved, that I looked forward to every single year. My godfather by the name of 

Alfred Warren - who we nicknamed torpedo because he was an All-American 

diver at the Central State University - every year he would take us to the circus. 

I'm not just talking about any circus; he took us to the Barnum & Bailey three-

ring circus.  

     I loved everything about the circus. I was intrigued by the trapeze artist. I was 

blessed by the small car that would drive up and about fifteen clowns would pop 

out. I was amazed by everything, especially the animals. I loved the Lions, the 

tigers, the bears, oh my! I loved everything about the circus, but there was one 

particular animal that captured my imagination, and those were the elephants. I 

was absolutely enthralled when the elephants would come out. They were so 

Majestic. They were so powerful. Ah, but yet, they would listen to a little man 

with a whip and a chair. It made absolutely no sense to me, but, at the same time, 

I was always fearful when the elephants came out. As much as I loved them I was 

scared, because we usually had good seats - usually the third row - and I was 

always worried that it was going to be an elephant coup d'etat to take place at the 

moment that we were there at the circus.  

     But I was confused. Why would an animal that God had made so majestic, so 

powerful with such strength and majesty, why would an animal that had all of this 

authority and power listen to this tiny man with a whip and a chair? I asked my 

godfather, and he gave me an answer that still rings in my spirit today. He said, 

“Otis, you don't need to worry about an elephant coup d'etat, because the 

elephants - before you even witness this moment - the elephants when they were 

small were taken by the trainer, and chains were placed around their necks, and 

also, a chain that was roughly about twelve feet in length. And the elephants were 

trained. They were misseducated to the point where they believed that the 

limitation on what they could do was only twelve feet in length.  

     But eventually, when the elephants were emancipated, when they had the 

ability to roam anywhere they wanted to, because their minds had been 

miseducated they did not think that they had the authority and power, the kind of 

authority and power that a little man with a whip and a chair, in their mind, had. 

These elephants figured that all they could do was perform for the person with a 

whip and a chair who was making profit, money, off of their performance.  

     But then it was my godfather who said something that blessed me. He said, 

“Now, Otis, you need to understand now, that the most dangerous type of 

elephant, the most dangerous type of animal, is an animal that realizes that he has 

nothing to lose. That the moment that the elephant realizes that your whip can’t 

stop me, your chair can't hurt me, then an elephant revolution is on the way.  
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     And some people think I'm still talking about elephants, but, in reality, I'm 

talking about the church. That when the church realizes that the church has more 

authority and power, that there are those who are trying to chain us theologically 

and spiritually, but the moment that we realize that we have nothing to lose there 

will be a revolution in the city of Chicago, because we have authority and power. 

And it is James Baldwin who said something that is so powerful. He said this, that 

you’ve got to be careful about people and organizations and systems that want to 

keep you in a particular corner, because it really says more about them than it 

does about you.  

     What you call me and the prison you build for me says more about your spirit 

than it does about mine. Ah, you must understand that politicians will fashion 

policies, economists will create theories, theologians will design doctrine, 

scientists will create categories, man will manufacture labels, but the wall 

between our calling and our constriction is mighty thin. In the words of Paul 

Tillich, the moment that we have the “courage to be,” to lean into the truth of our 

sacred nature, is the moment that we will begin to be the screenwriters in our own 

liberation story. For we have nothing to lose.  

     And that brings us to this particular scripture, but I must excavate before we 

delve into it deeply, Rev. Kershner. And I am enlightened by the scholarship of 

one particular Old Testament scholar by the name of Dr. Wilda Gaffney. Dr. 

Gaffney, a professor of Hebrew Bible at the Bright Divinity School in Texas, 

wrote a book entitled, The Womanist Midrash, looking at the Old Testament 

through the lens of black women and understanding the perspective of race and 

ethnicity and gender and how we use current language that does not fit within the 

ancient tradition. And she says that often in America, we use the language that 

does not really fit within the Hebrew canon. That when you see this woman who 

has been bleeding, this woman who has been bleeding for twelve years, that 

anyone who has an issue of blood was “restricted” in the Hebraic community.  

     In America we use the wrong language, because in America someone who is 

bleeding - whether it's a woman because of her monthly cycle or someone who is 

bleeding because of hemorrhaging in some form or fashion - we use the word 

unclean, which has moral implication to it, as if something God designed is 

actually unclean. But the fact is, that the man that made the restriction didn't 

understand that much about blood. Because they knew blood gave life and also 

could provide death, so the brothers just said, “Let's just restrict things that we 

don't really understand.”  

     And so it is Dr. Wilda Gaffney who says that it is better to use the term 

“restriction,” that a person who has a lesion upon their hand they are restricted, 

that a person who is bleeding they are restricted. If the bleeding does not stop, 

they are restricted. And when they are restricted, they end up living in restricted 

neighborhoods, neighborhoods that do not have the necessary investment because 

they are restricted. People then write doctrines and create myths about the 

individuals that God must be punishing them because they are living in a 

restricted community. Use the language and create a myth and design a doctrine 

to justify the continuation of the restriction policy, a segregation, because they 

were scared of this idea of blood. Because blood brings life and death.  



93 
 

     As you know, in the Hebraic tradition if you want the spirit of death to pass 

over your household, you have to put some blood on the doorpost. If you were in 

a Southern black church and all you did was start singing the song “The Blood 

Will Never Lose its Power” the church is going to go up for about 5 minutes. 

Blood has power. And bleeding that refuses to stop, a lesion on the hand means 

that a person is restricted.  

     But that's why I love this text. Because it has a brother that I love so very 

much, a brother by the name of Jesus. I Love Jesus. He's my man. I like this 

brother named Jesus; I'm telling you. Because Jesus is always showing up in 

restricted places, places that other people say that you should not go. Jesus says 

I'm not worried about your doctrine, because your doctrine is restricting people 

who have been created in my image. So let me go into the places that are 

restricted.  

     In the beginning of the fifth chapter of Mark, Jesus shows up around a place 

that we know as a cemetery, where a gentleman has a legion of demons upon him. 

And Jesus shows up and simply asks one simple question that changes his life, 

“What is your name?” And here is the interesting thing - if you read in the 

beginning of the fifth chapter of Mark - it is not the man who answers but all of 

his issues. 1,000 issues that, when translated into English, that word legion 

actually means a Roman legion of 10,000. He had 10,0000 demons in him, 10,000 

issues. But you must understand - we spiritualize this so often - there's a reason 

that Mark uses the term Legion. Because he's trying to say the man has been 

possessed by 10,000 Roman policies. Because this man has chains around his 

wrist, chains around his ankles, that people - even though he had some mental 

health challenges - instead of providing medical care, they try to incarcerate him.  

     But Jesus frees him by asking the name. And these demons flee. And they flee 

and they jump into a herd of pigs, 2000 of them. And the pigs - 2,000 pigs, 10,000 

demons I guess that's about 5 demons per pig - and as a result these pigs commit 

pigacide, because they couldn't handle all that hell inside of them. As a result, this 

man is freed. And this is the Jesus, the one who shows up in restricted places. 

That's what I love about him, because captives are set free when he shows up.  

     But he’s not the central person within this text. He's not the one that you need 

to focus on. It's the sister that I love so much. This is a bad sister in this text. We 

start off here, we don't even know her name, but we know her issues. We know 

her condition, but no one talks about her character. And there is something that 

you need to know. Don't ever confuse condition with character. So often in this 

nation we confuse condition with character. Condition, I have no control over, 

that is external. My character is internal, and that is something that can change my 

condition. One must understand that poverty is a condition; underfunded schools, 

condition; homelessness, a condition; mass incarceration, a condition. The 

problem is - our nation - is we attach moral claims to a condition, not realizing 

that some of the most impoverished people in our community are people who are 

actually brilliant if you would change and recognize they have great character. In 

the words of that great prophet from Baltimore, who also lived in California, by 

the name of Tupac Shakur, these particular individuals who may be in a condition 

can make a dollar out of fifteen cents.  
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     Ah, we must not confuse condition with character. Question the boxes that 

people attempt to place you in. But here is the thing that's something that my 

father told me years ago, he said, “It is challenging and also destructive when 

someone disenfranchises you, but it is more challenging and sinful when you join 

in the disenfranchisement.” And we witness here, this woman, this incredible 

sister, is living in restriction. She's living in Exile. But she recognizes that she is 

not one who should live the rest of her life in this situation. There's nothing more 

painful than when you've been restricted by someone else who told you not to 

come out of the restriction, not to move forward in the dreams and the vision that 

have been placed in you, when you listen to people who have killed their own 

dreams and don't want to see you rise, and you stay in that restriction.  

     And this woman was living in restriction, and there is nothing more painful 

than holding the ashes of regret in one hand and missed opportunity in the other. 

Here was the beauty of this. I love this sister so much, because she recognized, I 

don't have anything to lose. She heard about Jesus.  

     If I may use my Sanctified imagination of what probably happened: Here is a 

sister she's living in restriction, with others in restrictions. They have been told 

that you have to stay here. You cannot move out of this particular condition, 

because this condition is spiritually declared upon you. But the woman says, “I 

heard about Jesus.”  

     And I can imagine, because there were probably some church folk who were 

hanging out with her who were simply saying this, “I know you heard but did you 

see Jesus?”  

     “I didn't see anything, but I heard. I heard that he allowed the blind to see. I 

heard that he took a withered man's hand that stretched it out and all of a sudden, 

he had full capacity. I heard what he could do with a man who had a variety of 

demons. I just heard.”  

     And I can hear in my sanctified imagination that someone is saying, “Don't 

bother stepping out of this restriction, because you're going to fail in what you 

attempt to do. What if he doesn't heal you? Then you will have walked all that 

way, and you will just be tired, bleeding, in the same condition.”  

     But I can hear this woman say, “I'm leaving this space. You can stay if you 

want to. If Jesus heals me I will shout. If Jesus does not heal me, at least I have 

some new scenery.”  

     Sometimes you have to leave the restriction of what people have told you, and 

sometimes they're even individuals in your own family, because they have not 

witnessed someone do the work that you are doing. Sometimes you have to just 

step out of restriction. And that is the beauty of what Fourth Presbyterian has 

done, you’ve stepped out of restriction. When other churches decided they would 

close in 1871, they were smelling the ashes of the fire, but yet Fourth Presbyterian 

said, “We step out of restriction; we have work to do.”  

     This woman makes the decision to step out of this restriction. And now she 

makes her way over to see this gentleman by the name of Jesus. But if I may paint 

the picture for you that you must understand, that it even gets more difficult. She 

had to leave the restriction, but then she had another problem, because Jesus is 

always rolling with other disciples who have been with him for quite some time. 
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And, because they're men, they're trying to act like men and make sure that other 

people don't touch Jesus.  

     So you can imagine that all these people, who have been with Jesus, are trying 

to make sure that no one else touches Jesus. They're trying to protect Jesus - as if 

Jesus actually needs protection, since he is the Word that became flesh and hung 

the morning stars in heaven. But here are these brothers who are trying to create a 

wall of doctrine to make sure that no one else gets a chance to touch Jesus. They 

have already touched Jesus, and they only want people to touch Jesus in the 

manner that they determine is appropriate to connect with Jesus.  

     But what I like is, there's a sister trying to get to Jesus, but there's some 

brother's trying to block the sister from getting to Jesus. (You'll get it in a minute) 

There was a sister trying to get to Jesus, but there are a bunch of brothers, there’s 

a bunch of church folk who've been with Jesus, and they say there's only one way 

to come to Jesus.  

     But the sister does not confront these individuals. I like what she does. She 

falls on her knees. Instead of going over the top, she touches the hem of his 

garment. Now some people may not know what a hem is. it's not up here; it's 

down close to the feet, meaning that she had to fall on her knees and reach and 

stretch and touch the hem of his garment. And as a result of touching the hem of 

his garment, power left Christ and moved into this woman's life.  

     Now I really know that she is a sister at this point, because Jesus in no way 

stops by to check on this woman. She just simply extracts some power from God. 

I like this, because she never touches Jesus; she just comes in contact with what's 

been in contact with God. And many of us, if we are true in terms of our own 

particular story, it is not because you had this amazing contact with God, you 

have somebody else who had a contact with God who brought you in contact with 

God. And as a result of that - your grandmother praying for you, your mother 

praying over you - they had contact with Jesus and, as a result, you had an 

experience with God. She came in contact with that which was in contact with 

God.  

     I heard one poet put it this way: that literally the garments that were laying 

upon the body of Christ, that some of the spiritual DNA found its way up on the 

cotton, and then stretched all the way down the cotton to the hem. And when she 

touched the hem she just got a little bit of divine DNA that just stopped the 

bleeding right then and there. There’s something about our God, that when we are 

willing to stretch in unique ways we will see God's power manifest in beautiful 

ways.  

     But I'm still fascinated that these brothers are trying to block a sister. Let me 

say it again. These brothers are trying to block a sister. And how often has it been 

- not in Fourth Presbyterian - but in so many churches where you have brothers 

trying to block a sister. You have a brother trying to say that you are not the one 

to preach. “Don’t you know that you can't preach.” But let me break this down 

and break it down theologically. Let me say it this way: why is it that God would 

trust Mary, a woman, to carry the Word, before he trusted a brother to preach the 

word? So the next time someone says, “You shouldn't be preaching.” Just say, “I 
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had to birth it before you could preach it.” That's what you need to remind people, 

that God has already trusted a sister.  

     And here is a woman who is now breaking the doctrine that had been created 

by a bunch of patriarchal brothers so that she could get to Jesus. The more we 

understand that God is about breaking these restrictions it is transformative in our 

life. And so we witness here this woman stretches out her hand, and, as a result, 

the bleeding stops. And when the bleeding stops, Jesus feels power leave his 

body. He looks around and wants to know, “who touched my clothes.” And, of 

course, all those who are holding the doctrine said, “How could you know that 

someone’s touching you? We've been your blockers here to make sure that no one 

gets to you except in the manner in which we believe that someone should get to 

you. Because we are the holders of the doctrine.”  

     But that's what I like about Jesus. He's always breaking every doctrine that we 

create so that people who deeply care about him can get to him. And so Jesus is 

looking. And then he witnesses this woman. She comes to Jesus - just like Soren 

Kierkegaard, with fear and trembling - falls on her knees a second time, and tells 

the entire story. “I've been living in restriction for twelve years, in a restricted 

community, in a restricted neighborhood, in underfunded schools. And, as a 

matter of fact, I did not have the proper health care. I gave the money to the 

healthcare providers, and they would take my money, but still I'm in the same 

condition. But I heard about you. I heard about your authority and your power, 

and I made my way out of restriction just so that I could connect with you.” 

     And Jesus does something that is so radical and revolutionary. He says, 

“Daughter, your faith has made you well.” Ah, you’ve missed it here. “Daughter, 

your faith has made you well.” “Daughter, your faith has made you well.”  

     Now one must understand that we start off in the text and all we know is her 

condition, we know her issues. But by the time we move down further, we now 

have a different name. She's been given a new name. She is now Daughter. Really 

what Jesus is doing, he’s speaking to her but throwing shade at the disciples at the 

same time. In other words, see, when you become a daughter - within the ancient 

tradition - when you become a son, it means that you are not only an heir, but you 

are under the protection of the father. And what Jesus is saying, daughter, is that 

you are under my protection, that if anybody messes with you they are also 

messing with me. 

     I don't know about you, I'm a father of a 17-year-old daughter. I love my 

daughter. She's sharp. She's brilliant. But I have to tell you this, if anybody 

messes with her… I'm a father. Don't mess with her, because she's my daughter. If 

anybody messes with my son… I’m a father.  Because they are connected with 

me. In terms of my family, I have deep love.  

     And what Jesus is saying is that you are my daughter. Please do not miss this, 

because he does not call any other disciple son. But he calls this woman daughter. 

What he's really doing, he's saying that I'm elevating you higher than Peter, higher 

than John, higher than James, higher than Mark, higher than Luke, higher than 

Thomas, higher than Paul. If you are willing to step out of restriction and drown 

out the noise of your haters something will happen.  
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     The people of God need a cadre of people in this nation who have nothing to 

lose. We have nothing to lose in this moment, but there are people who are trying 

to restrict us, restrict because of gender, restrict because of race, restrict because 

of sexual orientation. I'm here to let you know that we have nothing to lose. Just 

step out and step forth out of the restriction and doctrines that other people have 

created. For this is what the church is called to do. We have nothing to lose.  

     And in the moment when we step out, we will see God do something amazing. 

God will bless those from different sectors of our community, whether Anglican 

or Asian, whether agnostic or Presbyterian or Pentacostal or Baptist, Brethren or 

Buddhist, atheist or Jew, Jew or Gentile, Muslim or Midwestern, Methodist or 

country, country or ghetto, urban or suburban, Lutheran or Latino, whether you’re 

queer or Quaker, PhD or no D, jail or Yale, whether you graduated cum laude or 

graduated “thank you, Lawd!” - however you graduated - if you’re indigenous or 

imigrant, we have nothing to lose. America is looking for communities willing to 

step out of restriction and change this nation so we can become the yet-to-be 

United States of America. And we can pass on to our children, and our children's 

children, a new nation that says we believe in love, and we believe in compassion, 

and we believe in power. And I stopped by here on the 150th anniversary to tell 

you, we have nothing to lose. 107 

 

     Moss’s sermon begins with a story from childhood. Not a fictional story, but a story 

that leans on metaphorical process to convince a large, old church with power and 

resources that they, like elephants at a circus, could break out of a fixed mindset and do 

something powerful if they could be convinced that they have “nothing to lose.” This 

circus story functions to do what Chris Andersen of Ted Talks calls “priming.” 

What do I mean by ‘priming’? The philosopher Daniel Dennett explains it 

best. He coined the term intuition pump to refer to any metaphor or linguistic 

device that intuitively makes a conclusion seem more plausible. This is priming. It 

is not a rigorous argument; it is simply a way of nudging someone in your 

direction.108 

 

                                                           
107 Fourth Presbyterian Church of Chicago, “We Have Nothing to Lose,” Sermon by Rev. Dr. Otis 

Moss III, October 24, 2021, YouTube video, 1:28:10, (sermon begins at 37:55). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p3qTJ-oxhNk . The manuscript of this sermon was transcribed from 

YouTube by me.  

 
108 Chris Andersen, TED Talks: The Official TED Guide to Public Speaking, (Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt, 2016) 89. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p3qTJ-oxhNk
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By telling this figurative story inviting the hearer to imagine what an elephant could do if 

they realized they had nothing to lose, moss is priming the congregation, nudging them 

toward an acceptance of the idea of having nothing to lose. 

     After the priming story, Moss turns scripture text for the day but takes a detour by the 

story of the man who had a legion of demons to illustrate the concept of “restriction” as a 

better word than “unclean” for how people with certain health issues would be separated 

from the community.109 The man in the cemetery was literally restricted with chains. 

     Finally, we come to the story of the woman who has been bleeding for twelve years. 

The following section highlights Moss’s technique in fictionalizing scripture, to fabricate 

a story using the raw materials already present in the biblical text: 

If I may use my sanctified imagination of what probably happened. Here is a 

sister, she’s living in restriction with other restricted sisters and brothers. They 

have been told that you have to stay here and not move out of this particular 

condition, because this condition is spiritually declared upon you.  

     But the woman says, “I heard about Jesus.” 

     And I can imagine there were probably some church folk hanging out with her 

who were simply saying, “Well I know you heard, but did you see Jesus?” 

     “I didn’t see anything, but I heard. I heard that he allowed the blind to see. I 

heard that he took a withered man’s hand and stretched it out and all of a sudden, 

he had full capacity. I heard what he could do with a man who had a variety of 

demons. I just heard.” 

     And I can hear in my sanctified imagination that someone is saying, “Don’t 

bother stepping out of this restriction, because you are going to fail in what you 

attempt to do. What if he doesn't heal you? Then you will have walked all that 

way, and you will just be tired, bleeding, in the same condition.” 

     But I can hear this woman say, “I'm leaving this space. You can stay if you 

want to. If Jesus heals me, I will shout. If Jesus does not heal me, at least I have 

some new scenery.”110  

 

                                                           
109 Restricted is a word Moss receives from the work of Rev. Wil Gafney, Ph.D. in her book, Womanist 

Midrash: A Reintroduction to the Women of Torah. 

 
110 Moss, “We Have nothing to Lose,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p3qTJ-oxhNk  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p3qTJ-oxhNk
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     This fabricated story doesn’t occur within the scripture like the previous example of 

David on the rooftop, but it imagines the woman as part of a community of other 

“restricted” people she consults with before she goes to Jesus. It is the prequel to the 

story we find in Mark’s gospel. 

     Moss is careful to let us know he is fabricating this story with the tag, “If I may use 

my sanctified imagination.” He uses a similar phrase again toward the end of the 

selection. But like the David story, he fills this story in with other scriptural references 

that add scriptural weight to this fabricated story. The man with the withered hand and 

the Gerasene demonic she references in her speech are both stories that precede hers in 

Mark. Moss had just been talking about the Gerasene demoniac in the sermon before he 

starts to tell her story, so the congregation has it fresh in their minds when the woman 

mentions it. 

     The purpose of this sermon is to convince the church that they have nothing to lose 

and to break free from restriction in engaging in ministry. The function, then, of this story 

is to lift the hemorrhaging woman up as a model for the church to move beyond imagined 

or socially-imposed restrictions.  

     With this in mind, we turn back to the story and see that she is in dialogue with other 

“church folk.”  Are these people in the church who throw up obstacles when the church 

tries to move forward? Maybe they represent other religious people outside the church 

who have misgivings about churches engaging in liberation-focused ministry. Their 

response to the woman is biting, but it rings true with its down-to-earth advice and lack 

of imagination, “Don’t bother stepping out of this restriction, because you are going to 
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fail in what you attempt to do. What if he doesn't heal you? Then you will have walked 

all that way, and you will just be tired, bleeding, in the same condition.” 

     Now we move forward in the sermon to the woman’s encounter with Jesus. After the 

woman has touched the hem of his garment and been healed, the scripture says she “came 

in fear and trembling, fell down before him, and told him the whole truth” (Mark 5:33). 

Moss fills in the unspoken part of what the “whole truth” is as he has the woman say this 

to Jesus: 

I’ve been living in restriction for twelve years, in a restricted community, in a 

restricted neighborhood, in underfunded schools, and, as a matter of fact, I did not 

have the proper health care. I gave money to the healthcare providers, they would 

take my money, but still, I’m in the same condition. But I heard about you. 

 

Again, we hear Moss updating the language as if she was a “restricted” person we would 

recognize in our own cities: restricted neighborhood, underfunded schools, poor 

healthcare. We also pick up on his use of repetition. When she is speaking with her 

community, she says twice, “I heard about Jesus.” Now, speaking with Jesus she says, “I 

heard about you.” The preacher wants the listener to pay attention to the action of hearing 

about Jesus, and the power that hearing has as a catalyst in the life of the woman.  

     There is much more that could be analyzed and even critiqued in this sermon, from 

Moss’s treatment of the surrounding crowd as “the patriarchy” to the implications of 

Jesus naming the woman “daughter.” But for the purposes of this thesis we will end our 

analysis here. It is sufficient for our purposes to see how Moss fictionalizes the story of 

the woman in a way that makes it not only come to life visually, but also makes it 

dialogical with current religion, culture, and politics. With great care and respect for the 

scripture, Moss deftly fictionalizes scripture in ways that honor the text while also 
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making it erupt with imagery and language that puts it directly in conversation with the 

listener’s contemporary context.  

Susan Sparks 

     Rev. Susan Sparks is a self-proclaimed “trial lawyer-turned-preacher, comedian, best-

selling author, inspirational speaker, award-winning nationally syndicated columnist, and 

Harley-riding cowboy boot addict.”111 But it is her work in combining humor with 

storytelling that will be our focus for this thesis. Stand-up comedians, after all, are 

storytellers. Their jokes often take the form of humorous narratives.  

      While humor might be thought of as just an ornament, a side dish to the main course, 

Sparks contends that humor has an important role to play in how we connect with others. 

In her TEDx speech, “Laughing our way to world peace,” she posits that “laughter is the 

key to world peace – and no that’s not a punchline. Because human beings, when we look 

at each other, we tend to see the differences first, and laughter reverses that formula.”112 

Sparks goes on to relate stories about how she has witnessed a unifying effect of laughing 

together. 

     On this point, Sparks is in harmony with Ted Cohen in his article, “Metaphor and the 

Cultivation of Intimacy.” After presenting a brief survey of the history of thought around 

the value of metaphor for rhetorical purposes, he finally makes the claim that one of the 

values of metaphor is that it requires and builds intimacy between the speaker and 

hearers.  

                                                           
111 “About,” Susan Sparks, accessed March 10, 2022 http://susansparks.com/about-susan-sparks/ 

 
112 Susan Sparks, “Laughing Our Way to World Peace,” TEDx Peachtree, November 14, 2017, 9:53, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ampu__4fy8Y&t=455s  

 

http://susansparks.com/about-susan-sparks/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ampu__4fy8Y&t=455s
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I want to suggest a point in metaphor which is independent of the question of 

its cognitivity and which has nothing to do with its aesthetical character. I think of 

this point as the achievement of intimacy. There is a unique way in which the 

maker and the appreciator of a metaphor are drawn closer to one another.113 

 

Cohen goes on to assert that a metaphor requires a three-part process in order to be 

understood:  

 (1) the speaker issues a kind of concealed invitation; (2) the hearer expends a 

special effort to accept the invitation; and (3) this transaction constitutes the 

acknowledgment of a community.114 

 

It is the community built by this same process that Sparks seeks to tap into with humor in 

order to overcome differences and to cultivate intimacy not only between herself and the 

congregation, but among members of the congregation who find themselves in 

community with each other through their shared “acceptance of the invitation” of the 

joke.  

     It is not a stretch to transfer Cohen’s theory of metaphor onto the process of humor, as 

Cohen does this himself, saying, “In these respects metaphors are surprisingly like jokes. 

With a joke, too, there is first the realization that it is a joke and then the understanding--

what's called getting the joke.”115 Cohen goes on to explore three different jokes and how 

his three-fold metaphorical process works through each joke to foster intimacy and 

community.  

     Sparks makes a similar point to Cohen in talking about the Laugh in Peace comedy 

tour in which she, a rabbi, and a Muslim comic perform stan-up comedy together. 

                                                           
113 Ted Cohen, “Metaphor and the Cultivation of Intimacy,” Critical Inquiry 5, no. 1 (1978): 8. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1342974. 
114 Ibid., 8. 

 
115 Ibid., 10. 
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Jewish, Christian, Muslim standing together, not hating, not judging, but laughing 

together in solidarity. And it’s then [that] our worlds, ours and our audience’s, 

overlap for a tiny but significant moment and we lock into our common 

humanity.116 

 

Sparks is touting the community-building aspect of humor Cohen speaks of in his article. 

She illustrates this point by telling a story in which the advisors of the Jewish and Muslim 

student association at a particular school became friends after coming to the Laugh in 

Peace show, highlighting that their offices had been right next to each other, yet before 

the show they had never spoken to each other.  

     In the following sermon, we will see how Sparks weaves humor throughout her 

preaching and storytelling. In the transcription of this sermon, I have indicated moments 

when the congregation gave the largest responses of laughter in parentheses. 

“The Mulch Pile” 

Colossians 3:8-10 

     So a few years ago my husband, Toby, and I were driving through 

Minneapolis, Minnesota – Aliese knows all about Minneapolis, Minnesota – and 

by the interstate was a big billboard. And at the top of the billboard it said, 

“Minnesota Cremation Society,” which is just weird right? Why would they 

advertise? Underneath that, right underneath that, there was a photograph of a 

casket, and underneath that it said, “Think outside the box.” (Laugh)  

     That is what we are going to do today. We're going to think outside the box. 

This is stewardship Sunday. This is gratitude Sunday. And I want to talk about 

both of those Concepts outside the box a little bit through a bigger concept that I 

call generosity. And so, I want to start out with a little story that lays the 

groundwork for this and our conversation. It's about a cabin that my husband, 

Toby, – he’s sitting about Midway back – has up in northern Wisconsin, up near 

the Canadian border. He's a Scandinavian Lutheran; I am a Scots Irish Baptist. 

Our marriage is a miracle go figure. There it is. (Laugh)  

     But every summer we go to this beautiful cabin, and we have the same ritual 

each morning. The first day we get there, we get up really early in the morning, 

and we make really bad, strong coffee, and we go out on the dock, and we fish. 

We catch all kinds of little fish: panfish, bluegill. We fry them up, make 

scrambled eggs – put cheese in it because, of course, it's Wisconsin there's got to 

                                                           
116 Sparks, “Laughing Our Way to World Peace.” 
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be cheese – blueberry muffins, the whole thing. Big ol’ breakfast. Lovely start to 

every vacation, except for one year.  

     We had the same breakfast. We took our trash - the fish guts, the eggshells, the 

stuff – put it in the trash can, left. Well, two things you should know. Number 

one, there's no air conditioning in that cabin. And number two, it was 95 degrees 

that day – you see where I'm going. We go out, we run errands, and we come 

back. We get close to the front door and are just knocked over by the fumes.  

     So, we make up little gas masks of paper towels, and run into the house, and 

get that trash, and take it out, and throw it on – yes exactly what Michael was 

talking about – the mulch pile. Now some people may call it a compost heap; we 

in Wisconsin call it a mulch pile. And you heard all about it with the children’s 

sermon, that place where you can throw trash, like eggshells and fish guts and 

nastiness, where it starts to break down and decompose. And that trash eventually 

turns into rich, dark, dirt that gives life to beautiful things like daylilies and 

begonias and tulips.  

     Well, that afternoon, after we got over our trash trauma, I couldn't help but 

think about the words of the Apostle Paul. I mean you never know we're Paul's 

going to come to you, you know. And there are his words: “Get rid of all such 

things,” the anger, the wrath, the slander, the malice, the trash. “Clothe yourselves 

in the new self,” something beautiful. There’s Paul, writing from prison two 

thousand years ago to the church in Colossae, telling them, get rid of your trash, 

your false God's, your false teachings. And this morning Paul reaches out two 

thousand years later and asks us here, at Marble Collegiate, two important 

questions. Number one, what trash are you carrying in your life this morning? 

And number two, what beautiful new thing do you want to grow in its place?  

     Let's just think about that first question for a second. What trash are you 

carrying? We all have trash to a certain extent, but here’s the thing, sometimes we 

don't even know we have it, because it's hidden under and around and among 

years of, maybe, denial or just not even thinking about it.  

     Last spring I threw my back out. I don't know if anybody's ever done that; 

anybody got back problems that want to admit it? You know how it is; it’s very 

painful. You lay on the floor for days. And it's fine day one, day two. Day three 

it's bad, because you're still in pain, and you've gone through all the back issues of 

the New York Times, and every episode of Dr. Phil, and there's nothing left to do, 

except lay on your floor and look around.  

     Now I feel like we're family so I can share this, I'm not a good housekeeper – 

there it is, big weakness, right up front – and the view from my floor is scary. 

(Laugh) So I'm lying there looking around, and there is, under my couch – oh my 

goodness – all kinds of leaky pens, there are dust bunnies the size of a small 

terrier, and then there was this mysterious orange cube that I later realized was a 

wayward cheese appetizer from a cocktail party a while back… a while back. 

(Laugh)  

     You know sometimes we’ve got to look under the couch. We’ve got to look 

under the couch of our house and our hearts to find the trash. And when we find 

it, we’ve got to let it go. We have to let it go, because, if we leave it in there too 

long, it's going to stink up our house.  
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     And what is it that Emerson said - Ralph Waldo Emerson - “What we worship, 

we become.”117 A friend of mine put it a little differently. He’s an executive 

trainer, and he always talked about the 3 B's, the letter B: believe, behave, 

become. What we believe, up here, overtime drives how we behave. And how we 

behave, over time, drives what we become. We’ve got to let it go, because that's 

when the magic happens, when we let go of our trash, when we hand it over to a 

greater power, when we hand it to God – just like that fish-gut, eggshell mixture 

that transforms into something beautiful – our trash too starts to break down. It 

starts to transform. And, eventually, we grow something new in its place. 

     Let’s just think about a couple of quick examples. What if, for example, we 

took the trash of selfishness and threw it on the mulch pile? Now I see a couple of 

you looking at me like, “What? I'm not selfish.” For those of you who are 

thinking that I have five words for you: do, not, lie, in, church. (Laugh) Okay? 

No, no, no. Just don't do it. We all have a little bit of selfishness in our lives, 

right? And if we were willing to let go of that selfishness, fling it on the mulch 

pile, maybe we might grow a generosity of means. And by that, I mean sharing 

stuff that means something to us.  

     A couple years ago I was preaching in a big Baptist conference in – yes, wait 

for it – Las Vegas. I mean we should just stop and think about that, Baptist in 

Vegas. That's like putting Episcopalians in an improv troupe. (Laugh) Right? It 

just doesn’t work. So here I am, giving my little sermon. And then I'm standing at 

the pulpit waiting on the offering in, like, Bally's Casino, and here come the 

ushers with the plates, and they put them down, and among the dollar bills in the 

plates, honey, there are poker chips. (Laugh) But in Las Vegas that means 

something, right? We’ve got to give of what means something to us, and when we 

give of our means – something that means something – and we gather with others 

and their gifts, like we're doing today, great things can happen.  

     I was with a good friend of mine, Dr. Otis Moss who runs the Trinity Church 

in Chicago, two weeks ago. We were together up in Toronto, and he shared this 

story. He talked about the number one cause of personal bankruptcy is medical 

debt. I did not realize that. The number one cause of personal bankruptcy is 

medical debt. And he said his congregation was getting hammered by medical 

costs as well as everyone in the community. So, their Church banded together and 

raised money, and banded with other churches in Chicago and raised money, and 

they raised approximately thirty-eight thousand dollars, which may not sound like 

that much money until you realize that you can buy debt on the open market for 

pennies on the dollar. So, they took those thirty-eight thousand dollars, and 

bought five million dollars’ worth of medical debt, and forgave every bit of it. 

Letters went out across the country: “Your debt has been forgiven. Go in peace.” 

When we gather together and give of our means, and gather with other folks who 

are giving with their gifts, great things can happen.  

     But that's just one example; let's look at another one. What if what if we gave 

over our baggage of, I don't know, stubbornness, the idea that we have to be right 

all the time. Tell me that's not the problem with our country right now. We are so 

                                                           
117 This seems to be a paraphrase of a quote attributed to Emerson, but Emerson authorship is inconclusive. 
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polarized it's like the San Andreas fault has jumped out of California and into the 

heart of every American. I’m right; you're wrong, end of story.  

     It’s like a greeting card I saw in LaGuardia Airport a couple of months ago. It 

had these two little 1950s ladies, they were smoking their cigarettes, and one says 

to the other, “All I know is, one of us is right and the other is you.” (Laugh) That's 

American down to the ground right there. 

     What if we could take that stubbornness, and throw it on the mulch pile, and 

grow in its place, perhaps, generosity of intellect: The ability, the willingness, to 

see all aspects of an issue; the ability, the willingness, to listen to all voices in a 

conversation; the refusal to talk over others; the refusal to dismiss those who are 

different. Think about how that would transform not just our personal lives but 

our national debate. Great things could happen. 

      Let’s just look at one more. Let’s throw a third one out. What if we threw out 

the trash of judgment? Maybe some of you were struggling with an issue with a 

friend or family member or work colleague, something that you just can't let go. 

That's some heavy trash. We do well to remember that the person who has the 

most influence in our lives is the person we can't forgive. Or what if that 

judgment, perhaps, is of a stranger who is different. If we gave up that trash of 

judgement, maybe we might grow a generosity of common ground, the ability, the 

willingness, the yearning to find common ground. And, brothers and sisters, there 

is always common ground.  

     Since 9/11 I've been on a comedy tour with a rabbi and a Muslim comic – don't 

you love it – and the whole thing is about common ground. And at the end of the 

show the rabbi, Bob, sometimes ends with this story, and remember this is a rabbi 

sharing this. He says, there were two rabbis talking and one said to the other, “My 

son just converted to Christianity. What do I do?” And the second rabbi said, 

“Really? My son too! What are we to do?” They say, “Let's go talk to God.” So, 

the two rabbis go to God, and they say, “Both of our sons just converted to 

Christianity. What do we do?” And God says, “Really? My son too!” (Laugh) 

     There is always common ground, so let us throw that trash on the mulch pile 

and grow a generosity of common ground, or of intellect, or of means. And that's 

just three examples, honey. There are millions of examples, and I would love to 

talk about every one of them, but I know that you’d liked to get to 

brunch. (Laugh) 

     So let me end this morning with this image, this glimmer of what things could 

be like, what they might look like. Last spring, I had the privilege of walking the 

Civil Rights Trail in Birmingham, Alabama, which ends at the 16th Street Baptist 

Church. Some of you may remember that on September 15th, 1963, the Ku Klux 

Klan planted a bomb under the steps of that church, injuring a number of people 

but killing four little girls. The back wall of that church today, that was destroyed, 

now has a stunning stained glass of a black, crucified, Christ.  

     One of the members came and explained the imagery. There is this black, 

crucified, Christ, the right hand outstretched with the palm bent up, pushing away, 

letting go of racism and violence and hatred. And the other hand – outstretched 

with the palm up – welcoming in the beautiful things of love and compassion and 

justice.  
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     And as powerful as that image was, what was equally powerful is the story of 

that window. Because when the news of that bomb hit back in 63 the news went 

global, and an artist in a tiny town on the coast of Wales heard about it and 

decided he wanted to design a stained glass to rebuild that church. And instead of 

asking for one or two wealthy folks to fund that window, he capped the funding at 

a half a crown – which was about fifteen cents – so that it would be a gift of the 

people. People came from all over the country to give. School children lined up to 

give their lunch money. And that little country, 6 times smaller than the state of 

Alabama, came together, they gave, and they helped rebuild that church. Why? 

Because they believed in something beautiful beyond the trash of hatred and 

violence and racism. Because they believed that a group of dedicated people 

could truly change the world. So, they gave, and they came together, and that 

wonderful historic church once again rose up, and the Gospel of Jesus Christ 

marched forward. Brothers and sisters, that, that right there is our call too. 

     It’s like the great civil rights leader, Howard Thurmond, said: “God has placed 

a crown above each of our heads so that we will spend our lives trying to grow 

tall enough to wear it.” “God has placed a crown above each of our heads so that 

we will spend our lives growing tall enough to wear it.” brothers and sisters, the 

only way we're going to wear that crown is to get rid of the trash that blocks it. 

What trash are you carrying in your life this morning? Join me. Let's let it go. Put 

it down. Fling it on the mulch pile. Join me in creating something beautiful and 

wonderful and new. Join me in walking out of here being refreshed and renewed 

and ready for change. Join me today to change the world. And, brothers and 

sisters, I say we start now. 

 

     Sparks’s sermon is full of stories and humor. While it is not obvious any of these 

stories are fictitious, it is a hallmark of stand-up comedy that the stories told are often 

fabrications without being labeled as such.  

     In this sermon there are eight stories. Some are jokes, some contain humor, and some 

are serious. The breakdown of her stories goes as follows: 

1. Cremation Billboard – joke 

2. Fish—guts in the cabin – humorous 

3. Cheese square under the couch – humorous 

4. Poker chips in the offering in Las Vegas – humorous 

5. Paying off medical debt – serious  

6. Smoking ladies greeting card – joke 

7. Rabbi’s joke from the comedy tour – joke 

8. 16th Street Baptist Church stained glass window – serious 
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     In addition to this list, there are also several humorous quips and one-liners. However, 

Sparks maintains a balance and a rhythm between humorous and more serious 

exhortations to various kinds of generosity.  

     The following story is one of the humorous stories in the sermon: 

     Last spring I threw my back out. I don't know if anybody's ever done that; 

anybody got back problems that want to admit it? You know how it is; it’s very 

painful. You lay on the floor for days. And it's fine day one, day two. Day three 

it's bad, because you're still in pain, and you've gone through all the back issues of 

the New York Times, and every episode of Dr. Phil, and there's nothing left to do, 

except lay on your floor and look around.  

     Now I feel like we're family so I can share this, I'm not a good housekeeper – 

there it is, big weakness, right up front – and the view from my floor is scary. 

(Laugh) So I'm lying there looking around, and there is, under my couch – oh my 

goodness – all kinds of leaky pens, there are dust bunnies the size of a small 

terrier, and then there was this mysterious orange cube that I later realized was a 

wayward cheese appetizer from a cocktail party a while back… a while back. 

(Laugh)  

You know sometimes we’ve got to look under the couch. We’ve got to look 

under the couch of our house and our hearts to find the trash. 

     Sparks begins with a plausible and recognizable reason for spending large amounts of 

time on the floor, back pain. This scenario invites people in. Having one’s back seize up 

is a nearly universal experience, and even if one has not had the experience, the idea of 

lying on the floor for backpain is a common scenario.  

     Much of the humor in this story is in the piling-up of experiences that heightens the 

sense that a payoff is coming. For instance, she doesn’t just say, “While I was lying on 

my back, I looked around at ground level and saw a piece of cheese under the couch that 

had been there for a long time.” She builds to the cheese. She takes the listener through 

the experience of lying on the floor for multiple days and of running out of things to do: 

“…you've gone through all the back issues of the New York Times, and every episode of 



109 
 

Dr. Phil, and there's nothing left to do…” She is also specific. She didn’t just run out of 

things to do, it’s “the New York Times and Dr. Phil.”  

     Now the action moves to looking around the house at floor-level. Here she interjects 

some folksy self-deprecation, “Now I feel like we're family so I can share this, I'm not a 

good housekeeper – there it is, big weakness, right up front – and the view from my floor 

is scary.” Because of her tone and delivery, she gets a big laugh here. Her body language 

encourages the congregation to laugh at her expense. This is not cruel laughter though; 

she is in on the joke.  

     Finally, we come to what she saw, and, again, she builds up to the cheese. She begins 

with leaky pens, then moves to “dust bunnies the size of terriers.” Here again, there is 

specificity in her hyperbole. She does not say, “huge dust bunnies,” but invites the 

congregation to imagine the dust bunnies the size of small dogs. Finally, she gets to the 

old cheese. It is her delivery and body language, again, in reiterating that the cheese had 

fallen there “A while back,” that draws out the congregation’s laughter.  

     While this story is carefully crafted to elicit laughter from the congregation, it does so 

to bring everyone in the congregation into a shared space of good humor to deliver the 

main point, that the couch is a metaphor for our own lives. In this way, she is not 

hammering her audience with the reality of their short comings, but she brings them 

along through humor to be open to considering there might be things in their own lives 

that need to be cleaned up.  

     Sparks’s use of humor works this way throughout the sermon. In the midst of laughter, 

she manages to challenge the congregation to give more money, to be less judgmental, 
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and be less stubborn about their own opinions. Had this sermon been delivered in a 

straightforward, matter-of-fact style, she might have been run out of the sanctuary. 

Instead, she took her seat to a standing ovation.  

A Word of Caution 

     While the potential of humor to have a uniting effect seems undeniable, it can also 

have the opposite effect when used carelessly or in poor taste. In the sermon above, 

Sparks tells two jokes that have the potential to garner offense. The first is a quip that a 

Baptist convention in Las Vegas is like Episcopalians in an improv troupe. While this is a 

lighthearted joke highlighting the prominence of liturgy in Episcopalian worship, Sparks 

is not Episcopalian, and neither is the congregation to which she is preaching. This kind 

of joke could be seen as being in poor taste, since there appear to be no Episcopalians in 

the room to be “in on the joke,” so to speak. 

     The second one is the joke about the rabbi’s sons. While she takes care to let the 

congregation know that this joke was told by her rabbi friend, which is a way of implying 

“it’s okay for me to say this joke,” the race, gender, religion, etc. of the person currently 

telling the joke still matters. Thus, the joke in this sermon, which is appropriately funny 

coming from a rabbi, feels vaguely antisemitic coming from a Christian preacher, and 

feeds into attitudes of supersessionism that have plagued protestant preaching for 

decades.  
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Chapter 4: Toward a Theory of Fabricating Figurative Stories for Preaching 

My Theory for Fabricating Figurative Stories 

     Having considered ancient forms of figurative storytelling, studied contemporary 

preachers/storytellers, and practiced storytelling in my own preaching since the seed of 

the project was planted, I have developed some helpful guidelines for fabricating stories 

for preaching. As I have focused on literary elements throughout this project, my own 

guidelines also flow through these raw materials for story making: Plot, Character, 

Setting, Dialogue. However, before I discuss how I regard these elements in my own 

story writing, the first thing that must be explored belongs less to the realm of literature 

than to the realm of preaching, that is truth.  

     Truth: “What is truth?” was Pilate’s famous rhetorical question to Jesus (John 18:38), 

and it is the question that must remain at the forefront for the preacher. For the purposes 

of story fabrication, the question has two avenues of meaning. One has to do with the 

integrity of the preacher and taking care of the trust the listener maintains in the preacher 

to tell something true. The other has to do with the quality of the story. Does it ring true? 

Does it tell the truth about who we are and who we believe God to be? Even if the story is 

about a unicorn searching for a magic hat, there are ways to tell such a story that rings 

true to human experience without being factually true. After all, the goal of fabricating 

stories for preaching is to present the truth. Annie Dillard speaks with biting humor about 

the danger of being false in our writing.  

     You may even write and publish anything you please about governments or 

institutions, even if what you are writing is demonstrably false.  
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     The obverse of this freedom, of course, is that your work is so meaningless, so 

fully for yourself alone, and so worthless to the world, that no one except you 

cares if you do it well, or ever.118 

 

     In this, we hear a warning to the preacher, for it is the preacher’s nightmare that our 

work might be meaningless and worthless to the world. Our stories, therefore, must be 

true, not factually true, but true in the sense that it opens a door to the real things about 

ourselves, our world, and our faith.  

     “Was that story true?” In echoes of Pilate, this 6-year-old girl stood in front of me 

with a hopeful look on her face. It was a story about a boy in a Christmas pageant. The 

story was completely fabricated. I knew my answer would be a disappointment. “No, I 

made it up.” As expected, her face turned down. “That’s why I said, ‘Once upon a time’ 

at the beginning,” I continued. With that little recognition, she perked up as if to say, “Oh 

yeah, he did say that.”  

     This is not a fabricated story, but a story that shows one of the pitfalls of the practice 

of fabrication for preaching. I thought I had given a significant signal the story was made 

up, but even as I was telling it, I knew the way I was telling it made it sound true. What 

was the disappointment in the girl’s face? Maybe it was disappointment because she 

wanted the story to be true, but I wonder if it was more about feeling like I had lied to 

her. Her mood really did perk up when I explained that I had tried to signal the story was 

made up at the beginning.  

     There is much at stake in fabricating stories for preaching. As soon as the preacher 

starts to tell any story – made up or true – she is asking the listener to take a leap of faith 

that the story will tell something true about the gospel. As Thomas Long says on this 

                                                           
118 Annie Dillard, The Writing Life (New York: Harper & Row, 1989), 11. 
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subject, “…our only resource in preaching is the truth.”119 But the preacher can damage 

the congregation’s trust by being careless with the truth.  

     Long contends, “It is certainly permissible to make up sermon illustrations as long as 

we adhere to one strict rule: The preacher must always signal to the hearers that the 

illustration is a piece of fiction.”120 In the same vein, Craddock says, “Sometimes it’s 

appropriate to create a story… but you have to put a tag on it. [Jesus] put a tag on it: 

‘Which one of you…’ or ‘Once there was a certain man…’”121 It is indeed important to 

put a tag on our fabrications. There are many ways to do this. As Craddock says, Jesus is 

instructive here, and it would be appropriate for the preacher to use his language: “Hear 

this parable” or “I think the kingdom of God is kind of like this.” Otis Moss III, as we 

have seen, tells us he is using the OM3 translation, or introduces his stories with the 

phrase, “Using my sanctified imagination.” Long offers some subtle suggestions, 

“‘suppose’ ‘imagine that’ or ‘what if.’”122  

     But as my studies have shown, there are also other ways of tagging a story as 

fabrication. Fables and allegories often do it within the story itself, through unrealistic 

characters or settings. “A man was going on a journey” by its vagueness and fairytale-

tone tag the story to come as fabricated. No one goes on a “journey” today. We go on 

hikes and car trips.  

                                                           
119 Long, Witness of Preaching, 251. 

 
120 Ibid., 251. 

 
121 Day1DotOrg.  “Dr. Fred Craddock on Storytelling in Sermons.” YouTube video, 7:23. June 17, 2008. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DHGqfVMm_Xo   

 
122 Long, The Witness of Preaching, 251. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DHGqfVMm_Xo
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     Plot devices can be a tag: a magical object, a trip to an enchanted world, or a peek into 

heaven, like Jesus’ parable “The Rich Man and Lazarus.” Franz Kafka’s opening line in 

Metamorphosis reads, “As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams, he 

found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect.” Even though the name and 

setting seem normal enough, we know immediately that this story did not really happen. 

     There are instances, however, where a tag is not necessary. I call these hybrid 

fabrications. The story itself is true enough, or maybe it is made up of true parts, but for 

good reason, names, genders, settings, and so on have been fictionalized. Here is an 

example from one of my sermons: 

     I had a pastor friend who was telling me about her church. It was small and 

struggling to make budget, and she said, “You know people think this church is 

dying and they might be right, but I’ll tell you this, every time I go to see 

someone in the hospital I see a church member visiting that person as well, either 

already there when I get there or showing up when I am leaving. Every time. I 

promise you I have never been on a hospital visit when I didn’t run into a church 

member who was also visiting. This church might be shrinking but ministry is 

definitely still happening here.”  

     There is no friend. This is my experience from a church I served prior to the church 

where I was preaching this sermon. Why fictionalize it? First, there are things I say in the 

dialogue that I would not want to get back to my old church. Second, no one’s current 

church wants to hear about how great the preacher’s former church was. Finally, there 

may be some other distracting unintended consequence of the preacher casting himself as 

the lead in the story. By making it about someone else, I sidestep numerous pitfalls of 

telling the story about my experience and opinion of a real church. Why not “tag” it as 

fiction? If I began this story “Suppose a certain church,” it loses its power. Part of the 

strength of the story is that this church actually exists, and it does exist.  
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     One morning while exchanging knowing glances with another parent who had 

that familiar look of exhausted will all over her face, I said, “Hey I get it, you’re 

not alone.” And she replied, “I love my son more than anything, but sometimes I 

don’t like him very much.” I laughed and said that I totally understand, because I 

do totally understand. I love [my kids] more than I ever thought possible, but 

sometimes I don’t like them very much. 

     This example is actually two true stories put together. In the weeks prior to this 

sermon, I had heard the phrase “I love them, but I don’t like them very much right now” 

from some friends about their parental frustration. I also really did lock eyes with a 

frustrated mother at the pre-school, and even though she didn’t say anything, I thought 

about that phrase I had heard a couple of times and just said “Hey I get it, hang in there,” 

or something like that. For the sermon, I knit these two true experiences together, as an 

example of how God speaks through the prophets, “I love my people, but I don’t like 

them very much right now.”  

     Not all hybrid fabrications can stand without a tag. It finally falls to the preacher to 

discern if truth would be better served by “tagging” a story as fiction or if the tag would 

be unnecessary or distracting. But this discernment must be made with great care and 

thoughtfulness with the goal to illuminate the truth of the gospel while preserving the 

trust of the listener. 

     Focus and Function as Seeds of a Plot: As a seminary student, we spent a day in 

preaching class trying to write focus and function statements for assigned texts. It was 

harder than it seemed like it should have been. We hear multiple important things in the 

text and feel like we need to say them all, but focus and function statements require the 

interpreter to zero-in on the main thing, the one thing the Holy Sprit is really saying on 

this occasion. Long, again, is instructive here: “The place to begin in creating a sermon 
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form is with the focus and function statements – what the sermon aims to say and what 

the sermon aims to do.”123  

     Regardless of whether I write out a focus and function statement every time I write a 

sermon, the practice of pinpointing a single message and purpose has remained an 

essential part of my sermon preparation. This is why, as I said in chapter one, so much 

existing illustrative material is found wanting. As Long says, “Everything in the sermon 

will be shaped toward getting the focus said and the function done…A good form will 

include only those steps needed to get to the focus and function destination.”124 Yet, how 

often is the preacher tempted to throw in a great story they have in their memory database 

that does not quite fit, then have to do two rhetorical backflips and a pirouette to connect 

it to the focus and function?  

     When fabricating stories for preaching, the focus and function will serve as seeds for 

the plot the preacher creates, so it will naturally maintain unity with the purpose of the 

sermon. For example, in preaching a sermon on Mark’s account of Jesus’ baptism (Mark 

1:4-11), the focus and function might be as follows: 

Focus: Although God speaks very little in the New Testament; when God did 

speak it was in affirmation of Jesus, “I Love you and I’m proud of you” (“You are 

my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”). In baptism, this message 

claims us as well. 

                                                           
123 Long, The Witness of Preaching, 158. 

 
124 Ibid., 158. 
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Function: To encourage people to claim God’s “I love you and I’m proud of you” 

for our own lives over against other messages about who we are and where our 

value comes from.  

     With this in mind, I fabricated the following story which might fall under the 

fictionalized scripture category we saw in Moss’s work.  

     I suppose there was a night, maybe a year or two after Jesus’ baptism, as he 

and the disciples sat around the campfire, that one of the disciples, asked, “Hey 

Jesus, so as the Son of God, do you ever talk to your father?”  

     And Jesus might have said, “Well sure I do. I talk to Abba all the time. You 

know, when I go off to be alone, that is what I do. Sometimes we stay up all night 

talking.”  

     And then the disciple asks, “Well then, what does Abba say to you?”  

     And Jesus responds, “You know I haven’t really recorded our conversations, 

so it’s hard to quote Abba exactly.” And then after considering it a little longer 

Jesus says, “There was this one time though. It was the day that I was baptized. I 

came out of the water, and I could see the Holy Spirit descending on the whole 

place; I could see it as clearly as if it were a dove coming out of the clouds, and 

then Abba spoke to me.”   

     “So what did he say?” asks the disciple as the other 11 silently lean in to hear 

the words of God.   

     “I’ll never forget,” Jesus answers, “Abba said, ‘I love you, and I’m proud of 

you.’” “You are my Son, I Love you and I am proud of you.” 

 

     With the focus and function as my seeds, I fabricated this story with a plot designed to 

slowly bring the listener to the possibility that when God told Jesus, “I love you and I’m 

proud of you,” this phrase stuck with Jesus in a way that defined his character and 

undergirded his ministry to come. The sermon continues to follow this thread to finally 

explore how these same words might claim the listener.  

     Character and Setting: Perhaps the most common thread through this project is that 

economy of language is desirable when fabricating the types of stories that are effective 

for preaching. This economy is most evident in characterization and setting. A fox, a 
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widow, a man named Christian with a backpack on. We could give them auburn or 

chestnut hair. We could make them big or small or bearded or freckled. But none of this 

really matters for the purpose of the sermon. We will learn who they are by what they do 

and what they say. As Donahue says about this kind of concise and descriptionless 

introduction to characters in the parables, “These laws convey the cameo quality of the 

parables where important elements stand out strongly from the background.”125 The same 

could be said of most of our settings as well, with the possible exception of descriptions 

given in allegories to highlight the setting’s symbolic qualities.  

     That is not to say, however, that our stories are devoid of detail. The detail is filled in 

in the mind of the hearer. “A man had two sons,” might bring to mind my grandfather, 

my father, some generic man I imagine, or a picture I saw in Sunday school. A 

marketplace where workers are standing might be some imagined ancient bustling square, 

but it also might be the driveway leading into the Home Depot parking lot. We can’t 

control what our listeners see, but we can be assured their imaginations are at work.  

      Where providing the right detail is important. word choice is important. Prodigious 

adjectives and adverbs are no match for the right noun or verb. The preacher might be 

talking about a house, but what happens if he says cottage instead? A toddler, a kid, and a 

teenager are all children, but they are not the same thing. Mary Oliver talks about this in 

the difference between the word stone and rock. Here Oliver is studying word sounds, but 

even without attention to mutes, semi-vowels and vowels, we still have the same 

experience as the poet, “In my mind’s eye, I see the weather-softened roundness of stone, 

                                                           
125 Donahue, The Gospel in Parable, 21. 
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the juts and angled edges of rock.”126 Intentionality in our word choice of nouns and 

verbs is how the preacher implants an image in the mind of the hearer while still 

maintaining simplicity and brevity. 

     When Craddock wants us to know this dog has completely left the world of the 

racetrack and fully folded into the home of a family, he puts the dog’s tail in the hands of 

a toddler and the head of a teenager on its belly. No other explanation is needed. When 

the fabulist wants us to know what the fox is up to, it is not, “I have an idea,” it’s “I have 

a fine scheme.” Now in our mind’s eye, the fox looks like someone not with an idea, but 

with a scheme.  

      As stated before, when detail is used, it should make a difference. Remember Otis 

Moss’s David on the rooftop: “the sun dances across the black skin of a woman 

bathing.”127 Black skin is not just a superfluous description. It is important to the preacher 

that we see her with dark skin. How else might we have pictured her without his detail?  

     Apart from minimalist description, what else must we say about character and setting? 

In my own preaching, I tend to follow Jesus in this area. Most often my characters and 

settings are from common life: a mother in a van, a man in a church pew, a boy playing 

Joseph in the church Christmas pageant. In times when I have ventured from familiar 

character and setting, these stories tend to have the qualities of allegory: characters with 

superpowered gifts, a journey through an enchanted forest, and so on. Allegories require 

the characters and the setting to have symbolic qualities. By definition, they cannot be 

                                                           
126 Mary Oliver, A Poetry Handbook, (San Diego: Harcourt Brace & Co, 1994), 24. 

 
127 Moss, Blue Note Preaching, 29. 
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what they are symbolizing, so we will naturally use uncommon people in uncommon 

places in instances of allegory. Of course, when the story is in the form of fictionalized 

scripture, the characters and settings are somewhat uncommon to contemporary 

audiences so we must make them more recognizable through dialogue and action. 

     Dialogue, the Heavy Lifter: Nothing has more potential for getting our stories where 

they need to go and doing what they need to do than dialogue, or in some cases, 

monologue. Dialogue can accomplish three important things in our sermon stories. It can 

tell us more about who the characters are, it can move the plot, and it can reveal the 

purpose or supply the denouement of the story, finally telling the congregation, in the 

voice of a character, what the preacher really wants the congregation to know.  

     We have already talked about how the dialogue in “The Ass, the Fox, and the Lion” 

tells us who the fox is. In the same way, the soliloquy in “The Persistent Widow” is the 

way Jesus makes sure his audience knows that the judge, although he relents to the 

widow, has not changed in his heart. This is important for the function of the story – that 

if an unjust judge grants justice under persistent supplication, then the disciples can 

expect even better response to their prayers from God. If the judge is moved to change-

of-heart by the widow, it completely changes the function of the story. As it is, the speech 

of the judge assures that we know he is still who he has always been.  

     For the effect of moving the plot forward, we look back at Moss’s story. In Moss’s 

imagined dialogue between the woman with the issue of blood and those in her 

community, he uses the dialogue to move the story forward. Not only do we learn who 

the woman is, but we hear in the dialogue her internal movement away from restriction 

and toward Jesus. In the Lorax we learn through dialogue every time the Once-ler’s 
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action causes devastation to an animal’s habitat. It is through dialogue we learn about the 

Bar-ba-loots, the geese, the fish, and even the Lorax himself leaving the forest.  

     Finally, and most importantly, dialogue has the greatest capacity for holding and 

transmitting meaning. Will Storr makes this point eloquently in relation to film, but it is 

no less true for oral storytelling. 

     Some of the most famous lines of dialogue in film history derive their power 

from the fact that that they’re so dense with narrative information it’s as if the 

entire story is packed into just a few words.128 

 

Craddock’s dog says, “All that running and running and running and running, and what 

was I chasing? It wasn’t even real.”129 Not only do we know what the story means, but 

it’s almost enough to end the entire sermon on.  

     However, sometimes dialogue must work a little harder. The following is an excerpt 

of dialogue from a sermon I preached about a man who was given glasses that allowed 

him to live in the past, but when he tried them on, all of his good memories weren’t as 

good as he remembered. 

     “It’s not a curse. In fact, you have been given a very rare gift. You have been 

shown the truth about the past that you so cherished and so long for. You have 

been given the chance to do what everyone throughout time has wanted to do, to 

relive the good ole days. And you have seen the truth. That the good ole days 

were never as good as you remembered them being, and for every memory that 

you remember fondly there was someone else who was struggling through that 

same event that was so positive for you.” 

     “Like I said,” Jacob responded, “These glasses are a curse.”  

     The salesman continued, “The gift isn’t seeing the truth of your past, the gift is 

that now that you know the past wasn’t as great as you thought it was, you can 

stop longing for it, and you can now live for the good things the future still holds 

for you. You would have spent the next 15 years sitting in that chair reliving false 
                                                           
128 Storr, The Science of Storytelling, 133. 
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memories, worshiping those false idols. Now that those memories are exposed, 

they don’t have power over you. You won’t be able to keep sitting there. You will 

never recover the joy of those old memories; you will have to make new ones.” 

     This is a lot of dialogue for a sermon, but in this story the dialogue must carry a lot of 

rhetorical weight. In fact, the story as a whole, which encompassed most the sermon, is 

almost entirely dialogue, but most of the dialogue in this sermon is the type that moves 

the story forward. Only in this section do we get exposition. The sermon this excerpt 

comes from was designed to help the church move past their “good ol’ days” mentality 

and think hopefully about the future. In these two paragraphs, the salesman must hold 

together all the plot points of this story while bringing to light the focus and function of 

the sermon. Only dialogue can carry this much weight. 

     Repetition: Repetition is something of a second-class element. While almost all 

stories for preaching require truth, plot, character, setting and dialogue, repetition is an 

occasional-use element. However, when used, repetition can be very effective in directing 

the focus of the listener or giving the story memorable points. Repetition can also give 

the story continuity with the larger sermon if some line from the story becomes the theme 

on which other variations are played throughout. 

     Robert Alter calls repetition “one of the most imposing barriers that stands between 

the modern reader and the imaginative subtlety of biblical narrative.”130  But here he is 

talking about reading the narrative of the Old Testament. He goes on to surmise that the 

repetition in biblical literature must be owed, at least in part, to its oral beginnings and the 

fact that the stories were written to be read aloud.131 Perhaps it is precisely because of the 

                                                           
130 Robert Altar, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), 111. 

131 Ibid., 112-115. 
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biblical example and the fact that preaching is an oral medium that well-planned 

repetition (sloppy use of repetition sets the listener’s teeth on edge) can be a powerful 

tool.  

     A subtle example of repetition is Cradock’s dog conversation. There is repetition 

there, both in the repeated asking of questions and the repeated answer of “no” in some 

form or other. We see more conspicuous repetition, as has already been noted, in the 

parable of the “Laborers in the Vineyard,” in which some form of “the last shall be first” 

is repeated three times: before, during, and after the story.  

     In summary, the tools that make for effective story fabrication for preaching merge 

existing tools that have made for effective preaching and effective figurative storytelling 

throughout history. Truth must be upheld, both in the content of our stories and in the 

way we present them. The plot should emerge from the focus and function of the sermon. 

The setting and characterization is best presented with concise language and little, if any, 

description. However, characters and settings will come alive through well-chosen nouns 

and verbs. Dialogue is the best literary element for accomplishing a host of goals: 

developing characters, moving the plot, and revealing the purpose of the story within the 

sermon. Finally, repetition is often a helpful tool for directing the attention of the listener, 

creating memorable lines, and connecting the story to the larger sermon.  

Example Sermons 

     In this section I present three sermons that I have written and preached. Each one 

presents a different style of fabricated figurative story.  
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“The Potter’s House”  

Jeremiah 18:1-11 

I 

     I might imagine that the potter’s name was David. Not the king David of long 

ago; this is David the potter. Maybe named for David, though, the great king and 

hero of their nation – something of a founding father. David the potter wakes up 

in the morning, stokes the fire of the kiln, and inspects his completed work for 

cracks and imperfections. Once they are fired, there is no way to fix the cracked 

and broken ones. They are smashed and their shards are thrown into the rubbish 

pile.  

     But he takes a moment to admire the ones that did come out whole: The 

rounded shoulders of the vase, not too high, but just pronounced enough to be 

pleasing to the eye. The handle added to a jar, strong and ready for work. A flat 

round plate… He imagines the hands that will prepare hundreds of meals on this 

plate; the hands that will knead ball after ball of dough to make bread for her 

family. This plate – the work of his hands – must be good enough to hold up to 

the work of her hands. 

     Now it’s off to the stream behind the house to fetch a bowl full of water that 

David will keep next to the wheel, to keep his hands and the clay wet. If he 

doesn’t take care to keep the clay wet, it will get tacky and instead of spinning 

against his palm and fingers the clay will get hung up on his hand and pull itself 

out of balance or even pull itself apart.  

     David has been at work for a little over an hour now when he notices out of his 

peripheral vision that there are eyes peeking through the window watching him. 

He doesn’t want to break his concentration to turn around and see who the spy is, 

but he is distracted by the watcher at the window. His mind races wondering why 

someone would be watching him. A potential new customer perhaps? Or maybe a 

dissatisfied previous customer?  

     David is distracted by the presence at the window, and he forgets to wet his 

hands and the clay. One sticky spot on the side pulls against his finger. The pot is 

pulled out of balance, and the whole thing collapses in on itself. David finally 

swivels on his chair and looks up with high arched eyebrows and a perturbed look 

on his face at the young man peering through the window. “Can I help you?” 

     “I’m sorry,” says Jeremiah, “I’m one of the priests from the temple. I must 

have distracted you.”  

     “Yes, I’ve seen you up there before. By far the youngest one dressed in the 

priestly getup. And yes, you did distract me. Are you looking to buy something? 

Maybe a nice cup or this plate I just finished yesterday? Do you do much 

cooking?” 

      “Actually,” replies Jeremiah, “I was sent here by the Lord. Yahweh is going to 

give me a message through your work.” 

     David bursts into a laugh. “My work?! I hope God isn’t giving you a message 

through my work! Look at this mess. I would hate to know what kind of message 

God might be sending through a spoiled pot, and a clumsy potter.” 
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     Jeremiah looks down. The potter makes him feel self-conscious, sort of silly 

about his ‘message from God’ talk. He mumbles, “The Lord doesn’t always speak 

in ways that you would expect.”  

     “That’s convenient for the Lord,” says the potter. “Yahweh the aloof, ‘you 

shall cast no image,’” He booms in a deep voice as he nods to a shelf lined with 

chubby little clay gods. “The people like to buy these when they want to hedge 

their bets against the religion you guys are selling in the temple. The red ones are 

the most popular.” 

       Jeremiah is disappointed to see the shelf of idols, but he isn’t surprised. “I’m 

sorry about your spoiled pot,” he says. “What will you do with the clay? Is it 

ruined? Can it be salvaged?”  

     David softens a little bit, “Oh don’t worry about it. This happens all the time. 

All I have to do is add more water, spin the wheel, press it back into a lump and 

start over. Watch.” 

     David dips both hands – as a cup – into the water and baptizes the grey lump 

with a big splash. Then he starts pumping his legs spinning the wheel and slowly 

gathering all the clay back into a lump in front of him. Keeping the wheel going, 

he centers the lump with his hands, then digs his thumb into the center of the clay 

and uses his thumb and other forefinger to start pulling the clay up into the shape 

of a new pot. “See,” he says, “It’s already a new pot. Now watch this.” He digs 

his thumb into the side of the pot, spoiling it again. He stops the wheel, baptizes 

the spoiled clay once again with a splash of water, then repeats the process. In a 

moment he has the beginnings of another new pot from the same lump of clay. 

This time he continues to work it, keeping the clay moist and in balance until the 

vessel’s shape yields itself to his vision, and then he is done. He slows the wheel 

and looks at his creation. “This one will hold oil.” He says in a trance-like, 

reverent tone that Jeremiah had not yet heard him use, and in the same tone, “The 

next one will hold flour.”  

     Jeremiah leaves without a word. He knows that the Lord has indeed spoken to 

him, but now comes the hard part: how to tell others what the Lord has spoken at 

the potter’s shed.  When he gets back to the temple someone asks him what the 

Lord said. Jeremiah looks him in the eye and says, “’Just like clay in the potter’s 

hand, so are you in my hand,’ says the Lord.” 

II 

     What are we to do about a God who is this intimate with us? When you think 

of God, do you think of a deity far removed from us, looking down on us, either 

with love or contempt, from some far-off heavenly throne room? Jeremiah – for 

good or for bad – tells us about a different God. One who is pleased to dig fingers 

into the muddy clay of our lives. Yahweh, whose hands are covered in the 

substance of humanity, and who, in turn, leaves humanity in a shape brought to 

life by the divine imagination. Just like clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my 

hand.  

     But the potter’s shed doesn’t just tell us about who God is. It also tells us about 

ourselves, doesn’t it? About the relationship that we have to the maker and to the 

world. The first thing we learn at the potter’s shed is that we are meant to be 

useful. Pottery is meant to be useful, especially in Jeremiah’s day. It’s used for 
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cooking, keeping, preparing, holding, carrying. Pottery is essential to the ancient 

household. If it is defective, if it can’t do what it was made to do then it is 

worthless. Once the pot is fired, if it is defective, it must be thrown out. 

     But that’s another thing the potter teaches us isn’t it? That God’s beloved 

people are not like the fired pottery for whom it is too late to be reformed. Rather, 

we are the wet lump on the wheel, always able to be reformed and transformed by 

the guiding hand of the Creator. Because the life of faith is not the life of a fired 

and hard vessel on a shelf, but it is the life of being molded by the hands of 

judgment and grace. The hand that undoes what is broken in us so that we might 

be reformed - maybe even again and again and again - by God’s love. It is a gift 

to stay wet and workable, even if it feels like a disaster when we fold in on 

ourselves, because we know that God is still working on us, even in our folded up 

and spoiled state. 

      Finally, I want to hold up the importance of centering and balance. Some of 

what the potter does is making the clay into a shape, but a lot of what the potter 

does is helping the clay stay centered on the wheel and in balance. It’s really 

coming out of balance that causes a pot to be spoiled. And because of the 

centrifugal force, if a pot is uncentered or out of balance, if not rectified, it’s out 

of balance spots will become more and more pronounced until the pot collapses. 

Sometimes the pot needs to collapse so that it can be reformed by the potter. I 

won’t go into detail about what this might look like in our own lives, but instead I 

want to invite you to imagine in yourself what unbalanced and uncentered looks 

like for your life. And then how might the Holy Spirit be nudging you back into 

harmony and wholeness and centeredness? 

     The potter is still working. Always at the wheel. Always forming and 

reforming. Sometimes even letting us fail so that a new thing can be created with 

the same clay.  But it is a gift to have workable lives, and it is a gift to have the 

fingerprints of the potter on whatever we are becoming. Amen. 

  

Evaluation 

     A focus and function statement for this text is as follows. 

Focus: God’s judgement and grace are like a potter who is able to make, spoil, 

and remake a vessel on the potter’s wheel.  

Function: To help the congregation see a variety and depth of meaning in the 

potter metaphor, encouraging them to find entry points in the metaphor for their 

own lives. 

     This sermon is broken into two distinct parts. The first part is a narrative in the form I 

have previously called fictionalized scripture. The second part is exposition of the 
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symbolic interpretations made available through the story and a deeper contemplation of 

the potter metaphor. The story fits within Jeremiah 18:1-6:  

The word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord: “Come, go down to the potter’s 

house, and there I will let you hear my words.” So I went down to the potter’s 

house, and there he was working at his wheel. The vessel he was making of clay 

was spoiled in the potter’s hand, and he reworked it into another vessel, as seemed 

good to him. 

Then the word of the Lord came to me: Can I not do with you, O house of Israel, 

just as this potter has done? says the Lord. Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, 

so are you in my hand, O house of Israel.  

 

     From this scripture my story imagines a fuller picture of what Jeremiah’s experience 

might have been at the potter’s house.132 This fictionalized scripture follows some of the 

practices we have previously noted in fictionalizing scripture. It does not seek to alter the 

written scripture; however, it brings in other scriptural elements to round out the scene: 

Jeremiah’s relative youth, his occupation as a priest, and the issue of idolatry. While it 

might be called into question whether these elements coincide with an actual historical 

Jeremiah going down to a potter’s house, the scriptural references are present in the Old 

Testament. Further, the historical Jeremiah is less of a concern for this sermon than how 

the world of the story might highlight the metaphors at play. 

     The Characters are Jeremiah and a potter named David. The name David is a nod to 

the historical setting of the story, the pre-exilic, divided monarchical Judah. There is no 

description given of David, but we come to know him through his actions and his 

dialogue. He is dedicated to his craft. His work is meaningful to him, and he takes pride 

in its usefulness. He is also slightly cynical but not unfriendly.  

     The only physical description I give for Jeremiah is that he is a young man, but 

through his interaction with David we see someone who is curious and perceptive. 

                                                           
132 In preparation for writing this story, I watched a number of YouTube videos on throwing pottery. 
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Jeremiah shares a point of view with the listener; they are both watching for a message 

from God. In this way the character elicits empathy. We want him to succeed in his 

mission, because he will have to receive a message from God for the listener to receive a 

message from God.  

     The story doesn’t present any obvious meaning, either through action or dialogue. The 

exposition will come once the story is over. Rather, the action and dialogue heighten the 

metaphorical qualities of the act of throwing a pot. The rest of the sermon is then 

punctuated with imagery recognizable from the story like, “One who is pleased to dig 

fingers into the muddy clay of our lives,” and “It is a gift to stay wet and workable.” The 

sermon ends with a recollection of images from the potter’s house, but by the end of the 

sermon, the meanings associated with the clay-throwing analogy have been well trodden. 

What I would change. 

     If I were to deliver this sermon again, I would try to carry the inductive experience 

into the second half. The change in tone from narrative to exposition is a little jarring, 

even with imagery from the story carried throughout. As far as the story itself goes, I 

would play with the word choice of “pot.” How might it change the image to call it a 

vessel or vase or jar. I would also consider changing the word “tacky” to sticky. 

Following the sermon, one parishioner had amused himself by thinking of it as a tacky 

(i.e. cheap and gaudy) pot the entire time.   

“The Archer” 

Luke 6:27-38    

   

I 

     Once, in another time and place, there was an archer who was the greatest 

archer in the world. He could do all the tricks: shoot an apple off someone’s head; 

hit the bull’s eye and then hit it again splitting the first arrow in half; he could hit 
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targets perfectly while galloping on a horse, or shoot an arrow through a 2-inch-

wide opening from a great distance.  

     But the archer had a secret. His great skill with the bow and arrow wasn’t a 

result of countless hours of training and practice. No, the archer was given this 

gift by a mysterious enchantress when he was just a boy. The magical woman had 

told him that he would have the greatest skill with a bow and arrow of anyone 

alive, but… but, if he ever used his skill to hurt someone who didn’t deserve it, he 

himself would die on the spot. So, while this archer had the greatest skill known 

in all the kingdom, he only ever used it to do tricks and never aimed his arrows at 

another person, for fear he would accidentally hurt someone who didn’t deserve it 

and would himself die on the spot. 

II 

     But the archer couldn’t just do tricks forever, and one day his king came to 

him in desperation. “My armies at the front,” said the king, “have been battling 

for weeks. And this great war against that wicked queen and her armies shows no 

sign of ending. Neither my army nor hers is making any progress, and we are just 

killing each other every day. But if you would go to the front with your great skill, 

then you would certainly be able to swing the battle in our favor. I know you 

don’t shoot people, but as your king I command you to go the battle and fight for 

me against the enemies of this kingdom.”  

     So, the archer reluctantly went to the battlefield. He spied a high place where 

he could stand out of the fray, on a hill in front of a great boulder. He looked out 

at the enemy, asking himself, “How do I know they deserve my arrow? “And he 

looked at the flags of the enemy kingdom flying over the enemy’s army, and he 

said to himself, “There is the sign of the enemy. Surely everyone who fights under 

that flag is my enemy and deserves the point of my arrows. After all, if I don’t kill 

them, they will strike down my countrymen. Certainly, I cannot be accused of 

shooting those who don’t deserve it.”  

     As the battle commenced, the archer took a deep breath. He drew a sharp 

arrow back in his bow and aimed at the chest of an enemy soldier. Knowing the 

soldier would be dead in an instant and having never shot at a person before, he 

closed his eyes and released the arrow.  

III 

     When he opened his eyes, expecting to see his victim on the ground, what he 

saw astounded him. A girl stood across the battlefield holding his arrow. The 

arrow had not reached its target. Confused, he nocked and drew another arrow, 

and aiming at another soldier. he let go – this time with eyes wide open. To his 

astonishment, the girl streaked across the battlefield just in time to grab the arrow 

out of the air before it could hit its target. Again, the archer drew and fired, and 

again the girl plucked his arrow out the air with her uncanny speed.  

     When he had run out of arrows in his quiver, the archer slung his bow over his 

back and walked back to his camp in stunned silence. Not one of his enemies had 

fallen under any of his arrows. His mind was spinning: Who was that girl? How 

was she so fast? Why did she use her speed just to pluck his arrows out of the air, 

instead of fighting for her kingdom? She could have killed hundreds with that 

speed, and no one would have been able to lay a finger on her. 
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     Obsessed, the archer disguised himself and planned to sneak into the enemy 

camp to speak to the girl. He just had to know who she was and what was going 

on. But knowing that the archer would be coming to seek her out, she met him in 

the woods to save him from dangerously crossing into the enemy camp.  

     “I have so many questions…” the archer started, but before he could ask the 

first one, the girl interrupted. “Let me tell you a story,” she said. “Two years ago, 

I met a mysterious enchantress in the woods. The enchantress told me I would be 

given great speed. And I would be the fastest person in the country. But If I ever 

used my speed to hurt someone who didn’t deserve it, I myself would die that 

instant. For years, I got by only using my speed to entertain others, but when this 

war broke out, my queen thought she could use me as her secret weapon. The 

enchantress had a different plan for me. Last night, she came to me in a dream and 

showed me your image, warning me that if your arrows hit anyone, then you 

would surely die. As you came out and took your place in front of that boulder, 

you did not know that a jaguar crouched on the boulder behind you. And I knew 

that if any of your arrows hit their targets, the jaguar would pounce and kill you. 

So, I ran for you. And stopped your arrows. And when you ran out of arrows the 

jaguar walked away.” 

     The archer was stunned. “But why would you do such a thing for me? Why did 

you save me? I was your enemy!” The girl looked at him and calmly replied, “I 

saved you because someone from your side saved me from making the same 

mistake. Someone saved me from the fate I deserved as an enemy.” The girl then 

started to walk away, but stopped and turned around. “I understand the 

enchantress’s spell now.” She said, “There is no one who deserves to be hurt by 

us, anymore than we deserve the good things or the second chances we’ve been 

given. We’re not here to fight each other, no matter what flag you fly. We are 

here to fight for each other. My queen and your king will never understand that. 

But listen to the enchantress.” 

IV 

    The archer went back to his tent thinking about all he had heard, and that night 

he fell into a deep sleep. And in his dream the enchantress appeared and showed 

him the image of a great swordsman who would be fighting for the enemy. And 

she warned the archer that if this man’s sword hurt anyone then he would surely 

die. 

     The archer awoke suddenly with renewed purpose. He gathered all of the 

arrows he could find – he knew he would need more arrows than he had ever 

needed before – and he took all of the arrowheads off and lashed stones in place 

where the arrowheads had been. When the sun came up the archer took his place 

on the hill in front of the great boulder, and kept his eyes peeled for his target.  

On the other side of the battlefield that day was a frustrated swordsman who 

landed no blows with his blade because every time he raised it in the air an arrow 

with a rock tied to the end struck his blade and knocked it to the ground. The 

frustrated swordsman was bewildered that the archer had deflected every one of 

his strikes and couldn’t imagine why the archer would do that instead of just 

shooting him with an arrow - obviously the archer’s aim was good enough to kill 

the swordsman if he had wanted to. The swordsman also didn’t know that every 



131 
 

time he raised his arm to strike someone, an enemy soldier came up behind him to 

strike him down, and every time he bent over to pick up his sword, that enemy 

soldier would miss, trip, and fall to the ground behind him.  

     That night, the archer walked back into those same woods, knowing that he 

would meet a confused swordsman who needed to hear the story that the archer 

had heard – the story of people who have been given wonderful gifts, who have 

been graced with salvation when they least deserved it themselves, and how they 

were called to bless their enemies with everything they had, not because of 

anything their enemies had done, good or bad, but because someone had once had 

mercy on them when they didn’t deserve it.  

Epilogue 

     No one knew how many soldiers on both sides the enchantress had gotten to, 

but they knew this: It was enough that after a few more days of fighting, someone 

noticed that no one was being hurt. There were enough of the enchantress’s 

soldiers “fighting” to save each other that no blows were landing. After one more 

day of this, both armies walked out onto the field dropped their weapons and went 

back to their kingdoms refusing to ever fight again for their king or queen, for 

eventually they were all aware that they had been saved by the work of the 

mysterious enchantress.  

     The kingdom that Jesus calls us to participate in is so radically different from 

our natural instincts and the world the way it is, that maybe it takes a fairytale to 

really understand it. Not because it’s an impossible ideal, but because it requires 

an imagination that can see past the way things are to realize things the way Jesus 

would have them be.  

 

Evaluation 

A focus and function statement for this sermon might be as follows, 

Focus: Jesus calls his followers to engage in practices of grace that are 

antithetical to normal human behavior. 

Function: To help the congregation imagine a world where responses to 

aggression and disagreements might be countered with gracious action. 

     The story crafted here was born out of a conviction that Jesus’ instruction requires the 

hearer to engage imagination, because it bids us to overcome our natural instincts of 

anger and vengeance. With this in mind, I decided to preach the entire sermon as an 

allegorical style story. While the allegory itself is not explicit about the metaphors 
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involved, I hoped that the figurative nature of the characters and their actions would be 

obvious enough for the listener to supply referents from their own minds.  

     The king and queen are just types, but they stand for the powers of the world that try 

to set people against each other, politically or socially. They are adversarial ideology 

personified, and they will go as far as to threaten their own subjects if they do not exhibit 

complete loyalty to their cause. The enchantress is Christ, who gives her chosen people 

special powers to have them exhibit a grace-infused way of encountering the “enemy.” 

The archer and the speedster are followers of Christ. What they have been asked to do – 

“Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for 

those who abuse you (Luke 6:27-28)” – is so strange to the natural order of things it is 

tantamount to possessing a superpower.  

     The story has five movements. In the first movement, we meet the archer, learn of his 

amazing gift and the prophecy that accompanies it. We also meet the adversarial power 

of the king and his determination to gain an advantage in war. 

      In the second movement, we see the archer attempting to satisfy the king. He is not 

comfortable with the king’s command, and he has to rationalize to himself that his 

violence would be acceptable. My hope in this section is that the congregation would 

empathize with the archer in such a way that they would be pulling for the archer to not 

become another cog in the adversarial machines of the king and queen. Even though he 

succumbs to the pressure of his king, he is saved – literally in the story and figuratively in 

the hopes of the listener – by the action of the speedster. The grace he encounters here is 

not forgiveness for wrong. It is preemptive. It is absorbing and diffusing his violence to 
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take away its power. It is a non-violent resistance that stuns the aggressor and leaves him 

open for transformation. 

     The third movement is the midnight meeting in the forest. Here everything is 

explained to the archer by the speedster. We learn that the speedster is passing down 

knowledge and grace that was given to her from someone else, and now the archer 

understands that he is meant to use his gifts for others, not against them, regardless of 

which flag they live under. The listener finally gets the sense that the enchantress’s work 

is much more expansive than just the experience of the archer. The enchantress has a 

larger plan. What is it?  

     As is often the case, the interpretive weight of the story is carried through dialogue. It 

is here in the forest that the speedster tells the archer what the preacher really wants the 

congregation to hear, to puzzle over for themselves, and apply to their own lives: 

     “There is no one who deserves to be hurt by us, anymore than we deserve the 

good things or the second chances that we’ve been given. We’re not here to fight 

each other, no matter what flag you fly. We are here to fight for each other. My 

queen and your king will never understand that. But listen to the enchantress.” 

 

     In the fourth movement, we see the archer transformed by his interaction with the 

speedster and the enchantress. He is now confident in his purpose. Like the speedster, he 

proceeds to spread grace on the battlefield, saving a swordsman and meeting him in the 

forest to share his story and help the swordsman understand the call of the enchantress.  

     The fifth movement is the Epilogue. This part asks the listener to imagine what will 

happen as the followers of the enchantress continue to do her work, eschewing the orders 

of their king and queen. The epilogue might be seen as naively hopeful, but the point is to 

open the congregation’s imagination to see where Jesus’ teaching ultimately leads if it 

were broadly followed.  
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     Some notes on the preaching experience: The delivery of the sermon is helped by 

body language that acts out some of the action: The pulling back of a bow and arrow, the 

clenched fist in the air of a hand grabbing a flying arrow, and others as necessary. When 

preaching a long story, there are moments throughout the sermon when the “shared 

trance”133 effect is palpable and everyone in the room is hanging on the next word. I 

would not make any substantive changes to this story. 

“Because of Life” 

John 12:1-8 

 

I 

     Today we drop in on a dinner party, which seems like a totally normal setting 

for Jesus. A lot of his story happens around dinner tables. He eats with the 

disciples, the scribes and Pharisees, the tax collectors and sinners. So, we sort of 

expect to find Jesus visiting someone’s house for dinner. But this isn’t any normal 

dinner party because here in chapter 12, Jesus is sitting at the table with Lazarus, 

but back in chapter 11, Lazarus was dead. 

     Lazarus, Mary and Martha are a family of siblings. Lazarus had died and Mary 

and Martha were mourning his death. But Jesus insisted on going to the tomb 

even though Lazarus had been dead four days, and as Mary told Jesus, had 

already started to smell like death. Jesus called Lazarus to come out of the tomb, 

and despite his rather serious condition, he got up and walked out, because I guess 

when Jesus tells you to do something, you do it; death is no excuse.  

     So now we are in the home of these three siblings. Lazarus is at the table, 

Martha is serving, and Mary. Mary has pulled out this bottle of perfume, really 

expensive stuff. It’s worth about a year’s wages – we’ll say about $30,000. We 

don’t know if she had it already. Maybe it had been in the family. As one friend 

of mine remarked, “Maybe they had it for Lazarus’s burial, but, you know, didn’t 

need it anymore.” Or maybe she ran out and bought it dipping into the family 

savings account to the tune of $30,000.  

    However they came to have this perfume, Mary takes the good stuff off the 

shelf, kneels down and starts anointing Jesus’ feet with it. Now we know that 

Judas is going to have a problem with this, but before we get there, I have a 

question. Why doesn’t anyone else have a problem with this? Why is Judas the 

first one to pipe up? For instance, in my family there are numerous people who 

would try to stop me from blowing $30,000 worth of something. Not only stop me 

from using it but stop me from buying it in the first place. Judas says, “We could 

sell it and give the money to the poor.” But why doesn’t Lazarus say, “We could 

                                                           
133 Spaulding, Wisdom of Storytelling, 14 
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sell it and get our money back.” Why doesn’t Martha say, “We could sell it and 

move away from the crowds. The people who are afraid of Jesus are now trying to 

kill Lazarus… again. We could use that money to put him in our own witness 

protection program.”  

     But they don’t. They don’t have any problem with it. Lazarus just sits at the 

table; Martha just keeps getting dinner ready; and Mary pours a small fortune on 

Jesus’ feet. This wouldn’t happen in my house, and I doubt that it would happen 

in yours, no Judas needed. But there’s one big difference, between us and them. 

We weren’t dead last week. My beloved brother wasn’t just called out of his tomb 

and given a new life.  

     Everything has changed for them. Life will never be the same, not because 

they heard a teaching of his that they liked, or enjoyed the energy of the crowds, 

or even because they made friends with other disciples. No, everything changed 

because they encountered Jesus, and in him they found life. And so, a bottle of 

perfume, no matter how expensive, isn’t counted as a cost, only something to be 

dedicated to the one who brought life into their world. 

          So where does this leave us? Do you hear that call to make a $30,000 gift to 

the church maybe…maybe not? The truth about this text is that it presents a very 

extreme situation. If your brother had been miraculously brought back to life, then 

maybe you do want to make some great dedication to the Lord. But most of us 

aren’t there, and we can’t forget that Judas is in the room, ready to temper our 

overzealous generosity with reasonable arguments about a more calculated use of 

our money. 

II 

     Let me offer a parable here. There was a single woman who would stop into 

her local cathedral once a month and drop of $100 in the offering box. But she 

never stayed, she never came to mass on Sundays, and she never talked to anyone. 

After a few years the priest was overcome with curiosity so one month when she 

came in to drop off her offering the priest sidled up to her and said, “You know 

I’ve seen you in here every month for the last few years, do you mind if I ask why 

you give $100 every month? 

     Looking kind of sheepish the woman replied, “I don’t really go in for 

organized religion, but, just in case, I want to have my bases covered.”  

     “So you give $100 every month so you can buy into heaven, just in case?” 

     “Yep. That’s it.”  

     “And what exactly do you think you are buying when you buy into heaven?” 

     “You know, paradise, clouds, dead family members. Like I said, I don’t really 

buy into it, this is just in case.”  

     The priest replied condescendingly, “Ma’am, think about how much you spend 

on your phone bill, utilities, or cable; think of what you pay in rent or house 

payment every month. Do you really think you can buy Paradise for $100 a 

month? You can’t even keep the electricity on for that amount. It doesn’t work 

like that.” Just then, the priest was called away, and the woman left before he 

could finish talking to her. 
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     The next month she was nowhere in sight, and the next month and the next and 

the next and the priest decided that he had lost her once a month trip to the church 

and her once a month gift. 

     A few months later the priest was having lunch with a priest from a church 

across town. And the priest from across town said, “It’s the strangest thing. This 

lady showed up one day and dropped $100 in the offering, but she didn’t come to 

mass, and no one knew anything about her. And she did the same thing the next 

month and the same thing the next month.” 

     His friend flashed a knowing look realizing that this was the lady that used to 

come to his church, and he said, “Whatever you do, don’t ever talk to her. Just 

leave her alone and you will be able to count on her $100 a month for a long time 

to come.”  

     The second priest got wide eyed, and replied, “Oh no, I already talked to her. I 

told her thank you for your gift, and I told her that her gift really helped the 

church in ministry. One Sunday she actually came to mass, and she has been 

coming every Sunday. Instead of once a month she now gives $100 every week. 

Did I do something wrong? Why shouldn’t I talk to her?” 

     The scope of course is very different, although over time this woman will 

probably give what Mary gave that day. The point is the rhythm. The first priest 

told her she was wasting her money. The second priest started with gratitude: 

Thank You. And showing her how her gift is used, she begins to find something 

life-giving in that “stuff she doesn’t really go in for.” She is no longer hedging her 

bets against eternity. She is now dedicating a gift to something important to her. 

Jesus – on a much grander scale – begins by giving life: raising Lazarus from the 

dead. The transformation that follows is evident. So much so that it makes Judas 

uncomfortable.  

III 

     So, when I read this text, I see myself. Not just in one character or another, but 

in all the characters (except Jesus of course). I see myself as Lazarus sitting at the 

table wanting to hear what Christ has to say and feeling like my relationship to 

Jesus bears something of life in it that nothing else can give. I see myself as 

Martha, wanting to be of service to Christ, serving in concrete ways like Martha 

serves dinner to the gathered community. I can also see myself as Mary, wanting 

to dedicate something costly to God. Maybe not a year’s salary, but something I 

can give as a dedication to the one in whom I find real abundant life. And finally, 

I see myself as Judas, tempering any dedication I might give with the facts that 

there are other places where I feel a duty to give parts of myself, cynical and 

reserved in my devotion to Christ. 

     But there is something there. When we are confronted with the life-giving 

fullness Christ brings, isn’t there an urge toward dedication, toward 

transformation, toward a change that doesn’t just register in my head but happens 

out here in the physical world? Most of us are probably more like the woman in 

the story of the two priests than Mary. Most of us receive the life Christ gives in 

smaller, quieter, less public ways than Lazarus did. Most of us, I think, find 

smaller but still powerful ways of showing dedication and gratitude to Christ.  
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     Yes, today we drop in on a dinner party, but what I see when I look at this 

family dinner is the worshiping community. And look at how the siblings all 

worship, Lazarus listening to the Word, Martha serving, Mary giving a dear gift. 

Each one showing us how to respond in joyful dedication to the one who brings 

us life.  

 

Evaluation 

 

Focus: Jesus’s gift of life, elicits worshipful responses like being present with 

Christ, serving Christ and others, and giving gifts of gratitude. 

Function: To convey to the congregation how Christ’s gift of new life elicits 

responses of faithful action. 

     With this focus and function in mind I fabricated the parable in the middle of the 

sermon of the stranger who donated to the church. I wanted to fabricate a story with 

similar elements to the scripture but on a scale more familiar to the hearers. Since 

brothers being raised from the dead and dedicating something worth a year’s salary is 

foreign to the congregation, I wondered, what would a more recognizable experience of 

new life look like and what would a more recognizable gift be?  

     I also wanted to present something that was a little backward from the scripture. In 

this case, the woman is already giving money, but she isn’t compelled by “new life.” My 

parable intentionally reverses the roles of what’s valuable. The money she gives every 

month has marginal value to her or the priest. It is her heart and her presence that is 

desired. In the end she gives all three. 

     The story is introduced as a parable, and that distinction seems appropriate, but it 

might also be called a fable. It is a scene of common people from common life. The 

characters are flat by description but come to life through their dialogue. The first priest’s 

response is to try to fix her theology. He uses ideas I have heard before, i.e., comparing 
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church giving to a monthly bill. Some in the congregation have, no doubt, heard this line 

of thinking before too. 

     The second priest, we come to find out, is welcoming and grateful. He shows her the 

value of her gift at his church. We can assume her theology will be set right, not by being 

won over in argument, but by her ongoing presence at the church.  

     In this story I tried to lean into humor. The story ends up being something of a joke 

ending with a punchline. After the priest tells how he folded the woman into the 

community through a gracious response, he asks, “Did I do something wrong? Why 

shouldn’t I talk to her?” The irony is that he did something right. It was not whether he 

talked to her, it was in the way he talked to her that made the difference. The tone of the 

larger sermon is also lighthearted at times, so the humor here is appropriate. 

What would I change? 

     The inspiration for this story came, in part, from a trip to a cathedral where I noticed 

the offering box in the narthex. I wondered if there were people who diligently dropped 

off an offering but never attended worship, and what their motivation might be. But I am 

not Catholic, and, having some distance from the story, it now feels awkward to use 

characters and a setting that, though common, are unfamiliar to me. This is similar to the 

issue I raised of Rev. Sparks’s joke about Episcopalians in an improv troupe. If I used 

this story again, I would find a way to make this occur in a Presbyterian or generic church 

with pastors, rather than a Catholic cathedral with priests.  

     I am also unsatisfied with the line, “I told her that her gift really helped the church in 

ministry.” I would like to flesh that out a bit, e.g., “I showed her our food pantry, and the 
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bookbags of food we prepare for kids to take home on the weekend, and told her about 

the recovery groups that meets in the fellowship hall during the week.”  
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Conclusion 

     There are many ways for the preacher to bring the points of their sermons to life; 

among them is the fabricated figurative story. It is a form that has been used in rhetorical 

speaking for millennia. Our storytelling forebears have left an enormous catalogue of 

such stories, but they also bid us to continue their work, to make our own stories rife with 

meaning. Standing on their shoulders are those preachers who have practiced fabrication 

for the benefit of the church.  

     Both ancient story makers and modern preaching masters teach us to keep our 

narrative simple, to grow characters through dialogue and action, to be thoughtful about 

the point we wish to present and how the story will bring it to light, and to use humor and 

repetition when appropriate. But above all, they bid us to be unwavering in our resolve 

that when we do present something to our congregation in the mantle of a fabricated story 

it will be faithful to scripture, honest in its presentation, and at its core true.  
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