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Chapter 9
Storying and Formation

The purpose of the Experiential Learning Cycle is to move participants to “applied learn-
ing” (in other words, learning that invokes changes in thought and behavior). Educators 

use the term development to describe these changes, while we in the church use the term for-
mation. In this context, both terms describe the same idea—internal shaping and growth 
that leads toward outward action. The term transformation means to complete a change 
from one form to another. And conversion is a type of transformation.

Discipleship involves more than a transfer of information (informative); it’s a relation-
ship that involves being shaped by God, God’s Story, and others’ stories—it is formation 
(formative).1 Experiencing the Bible as story is a catalyst for transformation. God inhabits his 
story, illuminating it to us, drawing us into it, and reshaping our perspective. Through the 
Story, God gives us new eyes, and it begins to permeate and reorder all areas of our lives.

Preben Vang and Terry Carter describe the transformative power of God’s Story in their 
book Telling God’s Story:

Our lives as human beings are made up of stories that have shaped, or are shap-

ing, who we are. The story of the Bible has the power to make sense of all the other 

stories of your life. When it is internalized and it becomes your story, it gives mean-

ing in the midst of meaninglessness and value in the midst of worthlessness. Your 

personal story will find grounding in creation, guidance in crises, re-formation in 

redemption, and direction in its destination. People become Christians when their 

own stories merge with, and are understood in the light of, God’s story.2
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Stages of Formation 
This graphic may help provide more clarity to how formation takes place through story:

 

(Thanks to my colleague Chris Folmsbee for helping develop some of the wording for this graphic.)

Revelation—God’s Story (The Bible) 

The Bible story must be the starting point and centerpiece of our learning as followers of 
Jesus. While this may seem obvious, most often we focus on ideas from the Bible. With God’s 
Story as the emphasis, Scripture becomes a guiding voice for us to follow and a vital, living 
member of our community for us to listen and respond to.
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In The God-Hungry Imagination, Sarah Arthur writes:

Without past or future, it is tough to find meaning in the present…Story is the primary 

way we impart what really matters to the next generation. Stories have the potential 

to embody biblical and theological content in ways that sink into the imagination, 

take root, and grow.3

For years I didn’t know how to make the Bible the center of my ministry. I focused on dif-
ferent points, wondering why students weren’t applying what I taught them.

My Ministry Focal Points		M y Desired Outcome for Students

Topic-based studies and messages 		  How to live and behave like a Christian

Serving and mission trip experiences 	 Challenge worldview/perspective

Spiritual formation experiences 		  Create space to discover God 

(labyrinths, journaling, prayer)

Leadership training 			   Share faith and embrace a new calling

Games and activities			   Address identity as part of a community

Systematic theology 			   Shape students’ understanding of God 

(attributes of God, books of the Bible,  

Jesus’ life and teachings)

Inductive Bible study		   	 Let Scripture reveal God to students 
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Most of us would agree that emphasizing these things can be good. However, I’d like to 
suggest that none of these focal points serves as a good starting place. When we emphasize 
HOW we want people to live, without providing a deep vision for WHY, we risk focusing on 
little more than behavior modification. We’re motivating people to live for a story that isn’t their 

own. Thus, they have no connection 
to or context for the greater Story.

When I was in high school, I gen-
uinely lived like a Christian because 
I was told that’s what I should do. 
My motivation was based on what I 
(and many of us) had been taught—
something I call “eternal payback”: 
i.e., Jesus loves you and sacrificed 
his life for you, so you should do the 
same for him. That made sense, but 
it felt more like a transaction than a 
relationship. At times I felt emotion-
ally connected to this decision, but I 
never really understood the idea of 
my “owing” God.

Internally, my real motivation 
was acceptance—I wanted to please 
my youth leader and fit into our 

youth group. It wasn’t because my identity had changed or I had a really deep encounter with 
God. I didn’t even realize what my motivations were at the time. In my mind, I was sincere 
in my Christianity.

How many of our students have embraced their identities and calling as God’s own? I 
fear that most don’t even know why they’re supposed to live for God because we’ve focused 
so much on how we expect them to live. We’ve provided only limited views and shallow pic-
tures of the kingdom of God in which we’re called to live.

We must help our students understand that following Jesus is more than just “eternal 
payback.” Our focus should be to help others find themselves in God’s Story—discovering 
who God is and who God created them to be. We’re called to give others a better story.

Each of us has a canon of sacred 
stories. Those stories help form 

what we believe to be true about 
the world now, and will largely 

determine what we believe 
about the future. We cannot 

fundamentally change ourselves 
without changing our stories.

—Daniel Taylor, Tell Me A Story:  
The Life-Shaping Power of Our StorIES
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Foundation—Theology (Who God Is) 

When our focus and starting point is God’s Story, theology is the first area that’s shaped. I use 
the word theology in a simple sense here, describing our understanding of the character and 
nature of God. (I’m not referring to theology in the academic and systematic sense.)

When we approach the Bible as story, right away it becomes clear that the story is fore-
most about God, and all kinds of images about God’s nature unfold before us. I believe the 
primary function of the Bible is to reveal to us what God is like and what God desires for the 
world. As one of my students put it, “The stories showed me God’s character and how the 
Bible fits together…how all of the stories point to Jesus!”

The beauty of story is that it 
stretches our imaginations…it be-
gins to give us a sense of the big-
ness of God in ways we’ve never 
seen before.

Story also lays a framework for 
all of our Bible learning. It gives 
us a mental timeline of the Story, 
which is a foundation for future 
understanding. When we hear a 
sermon or read a passage, we can 
then put it into the context of the 
bigger story.

“Narrative becomes a hopeful way for people to regain a hearing of the theological voice 
in Scriptures.” —George W. Stroup, The Promise of Narrative Theology

Implication—Identity and Calling (Who I Am) 

When approached as narrative, the Bible Story has a subtle way of getting into our heads 
and under our skin. At first it seems nonintrusive because it’s a faraway story about a distant 
people. But then it begins to work on us…the messages beneath the surface emerge, and 
we’re captivated by its story. We find ourselves inside that story, identifying and empathizing 
with the characters. It becomes part of our experience and identity—it is now our story.

“Aslan,” said Lucy, “you’re bigger.” 
“That is because you are older, 
little one,” answered he.
“Not because you are?”
“I am not. But every year you grow, 
you will find me bigger.”
—Prince Caspian by C. S. Lewis
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This is called implication, which has a much different meaning from application. Many of 
us have been trained to think, How does the Bible apply to me? Yet, application literally means 
“to put on the surface.” Thus, like a Band-Aid or salve, we try to administer the Scriptures to 
our own situations.

To be implicated is to be bound with, wrapped up, and twisted together like the strands 
of a rope. The word implicate comes from the Latin word meaning “folded in.” We become 
intertwined and folded in to God’s Story, and it speaks to and informs us as to who we are 
and why we’re here.

So our question moves from “How do I apply this to my situation?” to “What does this 
mean for the way I live my life?” We begin to seek our role in the story, rather than try to 
figure out what to do with it.

Implication calls us toward something—to redefine what we know, to a new way of life 
lived with our community of faith. God’s Story cultivates hope within us. We begin to envi-
sion how we can change our community, our world, and ourselves.

A sophomore girl in my youth group put it this way: “These stories showed me that God 
gave us a purpose in life—to live for him and not ourselves.” A senior guy saw it this way: “It 
made me realize…I need to live for the Author. He has a story for my life that I’m excited to 
discover, and I want to share with others. His amazing Story is what we’ve been waiting for 
our entire lives...”

Integration—Convictions and Beliefs (How I Think and See) 

After the story permeates our theology and identity, it then begins to shape our convictions 
and beliefs. It moves beyond just forming how we see God and ourselves to how we see our 
world.

God’s Spirit gives us new eyes to see life through a different lens—a supernatural per-
spective informed by the Story to show us how to live in the ways of God. God’s Story begins 
to replace our own stories and agendas as our lives are rebuilt around a new Story. We’re 
empowered to “put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its 
Creator” (Colossians 3:10 NIV).
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Our perspective on everything changes—we’re invited to live in a different reality. God’s 
Spirit opens our imaginations, and a new worldview is woven into the fabric of who we are. 
Eventually, our new identities are integrated into our everyday lives.

A high school senior shared with my group, “Through the stories, I got a picture of how 
I should and shouldn’t live. I related to the struggles of the Israelites, and I saw how much 
I need God.” A sophomore revealed, “I’m learning more than ever before. I saw that I really 
wasn’t a believer. The stories pulled me back in.”

A True Story about Storying
This past year our youth ministry spent 22 weeks making our way through the Story of God. Each episode 
brought to life stories that my students had heard since they were kids but had never seen as being applicable 
to their lives.

When we first began, the main comment the leaders heard was, “We’ve heard these stories before.” But as 
the students wrestled with the stories, they soon realized they didn’t know the stories as well as they thought 
they did. They found a freedom to ask questions they’d always been too afraid to ask in Sunday school, fearing 
they’d stump the teacher.

God did some amazing things in those weeks. Two students came to know Christ as a result of the Story of 
God. We also had many new believers who couldn’t get enough. Students who’d been Christians for years 
were being challenged in new ways and by stories they’d heard for years.

As a result, the students in our ministry have really taken ownership of God’s Story. They now see the big pic-
ture of how God demonstrated his love for mankind and restored our relationship to him. My students also un-
derstand that they’re a continuation of that Story. On the last night, we had an empty canvas displayed at the 
front of the room. I challenged the students to come up and write about how they’d continue the Story. Their 
comments were amazing, and that canvas now hangs in our youth room as a reminder of our commitment.

The Story of God has made a profound impact on my ministry. It’s laid a foundation that I can now build on. It’s so 
encouraging to see how the students are now able to fit our weekly lessons into the big picture of God’s Story.

—Dave Lane, youth worker in Sarnia, Ontario 
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Application—Behavior and Practices (How I Live) 

When our theology, identity, and beliefs are shaped by God’s Story, we’re motivated to take 
action on what we believe about God, ourselves, and our world. Our behavior is informed by 
the Story. We aren’t just grasping for an application; we have a context and a deep foundation 
to make godly decisions.

Story helps our application move beyond good decision making and right living to envi-
sion our role in God’s activity in the world. The story ignites our imaginations to become co-
creators with God, expressing itself in many ways: Serving, prayer, the arts, hospitality, truth 
telling—the possibilities are endless.

The amazing thing is that application becomes implicit…the Story informs our experi-
ences and shapes how we should live. This happens without us teachers having to hand out 
a list of application points. We’re moved toward restorative action.

One student shared, “I feel that I need to live like I want to be part of God’s Story.” An-
other noticed, “I saw real life being applied to God’s Story…I thought about how I’m like the 
characters in God’s Story.”

“Aren’t we supposed to be God’s blessing to others, like Abraham?” a student from my 
youth group asked. “Well, my brother and I have a couple of ideas about this...” This student 
went on to initiate opportunities for our group to regularly serve meals to the homeless, and 
he also led an outreach for students at his school. All of this because he saw himself as a con-
tinuation of God’s Story. I was really encouraged when this same student decided to change 
his college plans so he could pursue youth ministry.

Garrett Green describes the Story’s role in formation this way, “Being conformed to this 
image means shaping one’s life after Christ’s life, patterning one’s own living according to 
the pattern of his story, following the example of Jesus. The imago Dei [image of Christ] is 
thus restored, not as some kind of spiritual substance (‘soul’) but in the ‘narrative shape’ of 
the Christian life.”4

God’s Story is what gives shape and context to our lives as we follow in the ways of Jesus. 
May we allow it to speak, inform, and reorder our lives so we may discover our role in God’s 
kingdom. 
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Questions for Response and Discussion 
Which parts of this chapter did you relate to your own story?

How do you believe stories shape who we are?

How has God’s Story shaped your life?

How do ministries sometimes emphasize behavior modification instead of formation?
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