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The Science Behind Story 
 

God created us to communicate in story. 
 

 God has created us humans with brains wired for story.1 This wiring appears to be present 

at birth and is at a subconscious level. Our learning experiences during childhood re-enforce 

these story neural circuits.2These circuits continue to mature throughout childhood and by the 

age of 6 most children understand the concept of conflict and the character’s struggle against it in 

a story.3 With new brain imaging technology, we can now watch the brain work like a 

symphony. Multiple parts of the brain work together to form the story from sensory input and 

bring it to the conscious mind.4 

 Story is the structure we use to make sense of our experiences and plan our lives.5 Stories 

act as a roadmap for life and help us interpret the world around us. The structure of story can act 

as a bridge from the abstract external world into the human internal world.6 This is one reason 

stories have been told from the beginning. It should be no surprise then that the God who created 

us also gave us a Bible that is 75% narrative.7 

 Moses commands the people, in Deuteronomy 6:6-9,  to teach God’s commands and 

probably the story surrounding the giving of them in a daily fashion. This is so important that 

Moses repeats these instructions again in Deut. 11:18-20: 

                                                 
1 Avery T. Willis and Mark Snowden, Truth That Sticks: How to Communicate Velcro Truth in a Teflon 

World (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2010), Kindle 223. 
2 Kendall F. Haven, Story Proof: The Science Behind the Startling Power of Story (Westport, Conn.: 

Libraries Unlimited, 2007),  Kindle 482. 
3 Haven, 468. 
4 Ibid, 422-435. 
5 Ibid, 482. 
6 Ibid, 1969. 
7 Michael Novelli, Shaped by the Story: Discover the Art of Bible Storying, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis, MN: 

Sparkhouse Press, 2013), Kindle 34. 
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So commit yourselves wholeheartedly to these words of mine. Tie them to your 

hands and wear them on your forehead as reminders. Teach them to your children. 

Talk about them when you are at home and when you are on the road, when you 

are going to bed and when you are getting up. Write them on the doorposts of 

your house and on your gates. (NLT) 

 

The Psalmist Asaph elaborates on this thought in Psalm 78:1-4: 

 
1 O my people, listen to my instructions. 

    Open your ears to what I am saying, 
2     for I will speak to you in a parable. 

I will teach you hidden lessons from our past— 
3     stories we have heard and known, 

    stories our ancestors handed down to us. 
4 We will not hide these truths from our children; 

    we will tell the next generation 

about the glorious deeds of the Lord, 

    about his power and his mighty wonders. (NLT) 

 

Mark tells us that Jesus used parables, or stories to teach, Matthew 13, 2-3, “Then he sat there 

and taught as the people stood on the shore. 3 He told many stories in the form of parables.” John 

concludes his Gospel with these words in John 20:31, “But these (stories) are written so that you 

may continue to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing in him 

you will have life by the power of his name.”  Paul says, in two different places, that the stories 

of Israel were written down so we could learn from them. 1 Cor. 10:11: “These things happened 

to them as examples for us. They were written down to warn us who live at the end of the age.” 

Rom. 15:4, “Such things were written in the Scriptures long ago to teach us. And the Scriptures 

give us hope and encouragement as we wait patiently for God’s promises to be fulfilled.” 

 The story of the Bible is ultimately the story about Jesus who is Immanuel, God with us. 

God has given us information about Jesus in the form of story, the multi-purpose communication 

tool.  Story can reach people of every level of literacy, education and sophistication. It is 
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versatile and works with any culture and is well accepted by young people of this post- modern 

age.8 

 Eugene Peterson, the author of The Message, writes: 

 

Story is the most natural way of enlarging and deepening our sense of reality, and 

then enlisting us as participants in it. Stories open doors to areas or aspects of life 

that we didn’t know were there, or had quit noticing out of over-familiarity, or 

supposed were out-of-bounds to us. They then welcome us in. Stories are verbal 

acts of hospitality.9 

 

 

Story engages the brain and helps us to remember and learn. 
 

 As the human brain collects information, it categorizes and processes the information in 

the story circuits even before it can reach the conscious mind. These story pathways help us 

quickly process the information much like an interstate express lane. Story form reaches the 

conscious mind more quickly than information in other form.10 If we have used a story map 

successfully in the past, we will continue to use it as neural connections that fire together tend to 

stay together.11 

 A story will also hook into our prior knowledge to help understand the situation in the 

story and to remember the information.12 Story is a structure on which content can be hung. The 

details of a story, such as location, people or dialogue, help us remember the information.13  It is 

very difficult to remember random facts that are not framed within a story.14 Facts are 

remembered more accurately in a story structure because the structure allows information to be 

understood and pulled out more efficiently. 

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

Training, and Ministry, rev. ed. (Fort Worth, Tex.: Church Starting Network, ©2008), Kindle 419. 
9 Eugene Peterson, Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places: A Conversation in Spiritual Theology (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005), 13 
10 Haven, 503. 
11 Ibid, 574. 
12 Ibid, 962 
13 Willis, 250. 
14 Haven, 1160. 
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 Story involves more parts of our brains than naked facts which helps the story stick in our 

memory. Lists of facts only engage the left side language parts of a brain. However, a story 

engages both the right and left hemispheres of our brain. The additional “hooks” in the brain help 

make the story memorable. Story arouses emotion and empathy whose centers are located in the 

right brain. In fact, when a memory is recalled, our brains also retrieve the emotion involved 

with the memory.15 Stories are more effective and powerful than any other narrative structure, 

and they are the most efficient way to motivate, teach, communicate facts, and form world 

views.16 

 It takes effort and extra attention to follow God’s rules to change our lives. When 

principles for right living are removed from their context in the story of God, we often resist 

these principles. But when these principles are part of the story, they are better integrated into 

right living.  Curt Thompson says, 

“The power of storytelling goes beyond the border of the story itself. It moves 

into the nooks and crannies of our memories and emotions, sometimes gently, 

sometimes explosively, revealing, awakening, shocking, calling.”17   

 

Stories can enhance or change perception of our world much more easily than rules because they 

help us understand complexity.18 

 

Story is experiential. 

 New imaging techniques have shown that the same areas of our brains that are engaged 

and activated for the recall of real experiences are also engaged in the experience of a story. Our 

                                                 
15 Wills, 744-746. 
16 Haven, 38. 
17 Curt Thompson, Anatomy of the Soul: Surprising Connections between Neuroscience and Spiritual 

Practices That Can Transform Your Life and Relationships (Carol Stream, IL: SaltRiver, ©2010), 102. 
18 Haven, 1690. 
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brains seem to treat story experiences the same as those we experience in real life.19 Thus, stories 

can act like a flight simulator for life. Story is a safe place to experience things that we would not 

want to experience in real life. Just as we can crash and burn in a flight simulator, but live to 

apply the learning, we can do the same with a story. 

 We filter our lives into the story at the automatic, subconscious level. We empathize as 

the characters in the story struggles against conflict. These conflicts may remind us of our own 

struggles. As we connect our past experiences with the story, our brains automatically infer what 

this story means to our lives.20  Story can connect us with our own experiences.21  This 

connection to a prior experience or knowledge is what makes the story relevant. It also provides 

a context for us to understand and remember it.22 

 Story can provide a framework for our lives, it can order our memories and give value to 

our experiences. Throughout history society has passed on its values, beliefs, and traditions 

through story because story defines who we are.23 

 

Story is transformational. 

 There are scientific reasons why stories are so effective in the process of transformation. 

One of the wonderfully mysterious outcomes of storytelling and listening is their capacity to 

enable our brain’s left and right modes of processing to integrate.24 The pre-frontal cortex of our 

brains allows us to consciously choose intentional responses to emotions. To do this well, its 

action must be consciously combined with the action of the both the right and left hemispheres of 

                                                 
19 Haven, 1146. 
20 Ibid, 901. 
21 Ibid, 756. 
22 Ibid, 940. 
23 Novelli, 29. 
24 Thompson, 137. 



Science Behind Story page 6 of  7 

 

the brain. If only the left side is involved, which happens when information is passed along 

without the story structure, we may easily distort our image of God and hide from His truth. Of 

course, our sinful human tendency is to do this, which disconnects our hearts from God.25 

 Story can give space for God to tune our lives to His. We filter God’s story through our 

own story. As we experience God’s story we can to begin to imagine what the transformed life 

could look like. God can integrate our brains through His story and do the hard work of 

transformation.26 N.T. Wright, the British theologian, has a great quote about the transformation 

power of Bible story. It is rather long, but he says it much better than I can. 

That, in fact, is (I believe) one of the reasons why God has given us so much 

story, so much narrative in scripture.  Story authority, as Jesus knew only too 

well, is the authority that really works.  Throw a rule book at people’s head, or 

offer them a list of doctrines, and they can duck or avoid it, or simply disagree 

and go away.  Tell them a story, though, and you invite them to come into a 

different world; you invite them to share a world-view or better still a ‘God-

view’.  That, actually, is what the parables are all about.  They offer, as all 

genuine Christian story-telling the does, a world-view which, as someone comes 

into it and finds how compelling it is, quietly shatters the world-view that they 

were in already.  Stories determine how people see themselves and how they see 

the world.  Stories determine how they experience God, and the world, and 

themselves, and others.  Great revolutionary movements have told stories about 

the past and present and future.  They have invited people to see themselves in 

that light, and people’s lives have been changed.  If that happens at a merely 

human level, how much more when it is God himself, the creator, breathing 

through his word.27 

 

 

Story forms community. 

 Story has the power to create a special chemistry which draws us into community as the 

audience and the storyteller become one for the duration of the story.28 Storytelling not only 

effectively communicates facts, concepts, beliefs, and values of the characters in the story but 

                                                 
25 Ibid, 159-170. 
26 Ibid, 175. 
27 N. T. Wright, How Can the Bible Be Authoritative? 

http://ntwrightpage.com/Wright_Bible_Authoritative.htm accessed June 20, 2017. 
28 Terry, 1745-1758. 

http://ntwrightpage.com/Wright_Bible_Authoritative.htm%20accessed%20June%2020
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encourages us to adopt them.  As this happens, we begin to form bonds with each other and the 

storyteller. This creates a common identity and purpose. The end result is that stories build a 

feeling of involvement and a sense of community.29 

 The secular world has begun to use this concept. The clothing company, Lands’ End, was 

having difficulty forming a unified work team until they began to use stories in their training 

sessions. The stories were actual stories of employees that would help the new employees model 

good customer service. These stories not only improved customer service but went on to create a 

feeling of community and pride within the company that proved even more valuable.30 If this use 

of man centered stories can create a sense of community, how much more could the stories from 

the Living Word, affect those around us?  

 

  

 

 

                                                 
29 Haven, 1784-1787. 
30 Ibid, 1752. 


