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Chapter 1: Introduction
This is a guide to help you find 
and tell your story. More im-
portantly, this is a guide about 
connecting with people.

I wrote this guide based on my 
experiences as a missionary 
with Youth With a Mission and 
working with various ministries 
and non-profits. What seems 
to divide those who have long-
term success from those who 
burn out quickly is the ability to 
connect with a tribe of people 
who believe in what they are 
doing.

That connection comes through 
stories.

the largest brands in the world, 
they got there because they told 
a story that captured people: 
Apple: computers don’t have to 
be complicated. Nike: Just Do It® 
(need I say more?). Starbucks: 
the third place, a neutral ground 
for meeting people and being 
together. And they’ve figured 
out how to connect in thirty-
second segments of television 
airtime.

I’m not suggesting it’s a good 
idea to jam connecting with 
people into thirty-second sound 
bites. However, I am suggest-
ing that you – as missionaries, 
ministries, churches, relief or-
ganizations, and non-profits of 

It took me a while to figure this 
out. In fact, I didn’t figure this 
out until after I left YWAM. It 
finally sunk in when I was lis-
tening to a speaker struggle to 
explain what his ministry actu-
ally did. His presentation was 
full of statistics and facts. But 
there was no proof that what 
he was doing was effective. No 
reason to be interested.

No story to connect his audi-
ence with his ministry.

It struck me that businesses 
seem to connect with their 
customers better than mis-
sionaries can connect with their 
church families. If you look at 
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You need to tell the story of 
how you are changing the world 
in your unique way.

Accept up front that not every-
one will be lit up by your story. 
Your job isn’t to convince every-
one to join your team. Your job 
is to make it clear what you are 
doing, tell the story of the lives 
you are changing, and let people 
make the decision on their own. 
Your team - your tribe - will 
select itself based on the story 
you tell.  

Even more important, they will 
start telling your story on their 
own. They become an extension 
of you. When that happens, 

But they have to be used to tell a 
story.

To tell your story.

People are eager to be involved 
in a story larger than themselves. 
Most people have a heart-felt 
desire to connect with and be a 
part of a cause or a mission with 
meaning. It might be hard to 
come to terms with, but you or 
your organization aren’t signifi-
cant enough to fill that void. You 
have to look beyond yourself. 
You have to look to the work you 
are doing in making lives differ-
ent and better.

all sorts - need to quit begging 
people for money. Or sending 
people you love on guilt-trips 
so they will give you money. 
Or managing people you don’t 
know in databases designed to 
extract money from them. Or 
getting people to give you money 
in exchange for a trinket.

It. Is. Just. Wrong.

The way out of this adversarial 
relationship with the people you 
love is through telling your story. 
It’s not that newsletters and 
phone calls and websites and 
videos and speaking on stage 
are bad. That’s not the case at 
all. They are all wildly important. 
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your tribe grows and expands in 
ways you cannot predict, imag-
ine or control. It may become 
larger, or deeper, but it will 
become stronger for sure. You’ll 
find yourself and your mission 
lifted up by people, encouraged 
to press on in what you are 
doing.

At this point, you’re probably 
asking “OK, fine. How in the 
world do I tell a story?” That’s 
what the rest of this guide will 
answer. In Chapter 2 you will 
find a story that might seem 
familiar to you if you’ve had 
a hard time connecting with 
people in the past. In Chapter 3, 
we’ll look at how to build a story. 

And in Chapter 4, I’ll walk you 
through a series of questions 
to help you find the stories that 
are hidden in your ministry.

I really want you to do well. If 
you read through this guide 
and feel in any way that it’s 
not helpful, or that something 
is missing, let me know and 
I’ll add it into a future edition. 
And, finally, if you have any 
questions, observations or 
what-have-you, please email me 
at josh@redfridgemedia.com. 
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Chapter 2: How to Tell a Story
Julie stepped of the stage ex-
hausted and rattled. She hating 
standing up on stage talking to 
people, but that didn’t matter. 
She knew she had to do it. It’s 
just that every time she spoke 
it just fell flat. She could watch 
the audience slipping away from 
her, and then her brain started 
kicking in - “This is so pointless,” 
and “These people aren’t going 
to give me any money.”

Her long-time friend, Andrea, 
had convinced the pastor to 
give her a few minutes to speak 
that morning, and now she was 
afraid that she’d let Andrea 
down. Actually, she was afraid 
she was letting God down. How 

is it that she had such a passion 
for running her orphanage in 
Nepal, but she couldn’t seem to 
get the passion across?

Self-doubt began to pour in, and 
she made a beeline for the door 
and the relative freedom of the 
parking lot.

Andrea caught up to Julie about 
halfway to her car.

“Hey, where are you going?”

Julie was surprised. She hadn’t 
had someone chase her down 
like that in a long, long time. She 
turned to face Julie, but couldn’t 
look her in the eyes. She 

stumbled over her words - “I... 
I’m sorry Andrea. I just feel like 
I blew it this morning. I’m sorry I 
wasted your church’s time.”

Andrea grabbed Julie by the 
shoulders: “We need to get 
coffee. Like, right now.”
Ten minutes later, the two girls 
sat across from each other. Their 
lattes slowly curled steam.
Andrea studied Julie for a 
moment. 

“OK, what gives with the sprint 
out the door?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been speaking, 
making phone calls, and sending 
out letters, and all that seems to 
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happen is... well... nothing. I just 
get more frustrated.”

“Because people won’t give?”

“Yeah, I guess. But that’s just 
part of it. I mean, raising money 
is important, but I really want 
people to carry what I’m carrying 
- I want people to team up with 
me. I need advocates.”
“That’s totally not what came 
across this morning.”

“What do you mean?”

“What you said this morning 
sounded like ‘There’s a lot of 
orphans in Nepal and I need you 
to give me money to help them.’”

“But that’s true.”

“True, maybe, but not helpful. 
There’s lots of things I can give 
money to - the homeless, drill-
ing well in Africa, slum kids in 
Brazil. Or Starbucks. Why should 
I give money to you?”

“Because it’s me?”

“That might work for me. But 
let’s pretend it’s not me.”

Julie thought for a moment. “I 
don’t know if I have a good 
answer for that...”

“Oh, come on Julie. You live with 
the answer.”

“I do?”

“Yes, you do.”

That stumped Julie. “I don’t 
know what you’re talking about.”

“Julie, who do you live with?”

“What?” Andrea just looked at 
her. “You mean the kids?”

“Yes! The kids. Why don’t you 
talk about them?”

“I thought I did...”

Andrea shook her head. “Nope. 
You talked about the orphanage 
and what you are doing - this 
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many beds, that much land, how 
much it costs. You didn’t talk 
about the kids. Nobody cares 
about you going to Nepal. They 
care about the kids in Nepal. 
They just don’t know it yet.”

“I’ve never thought about it that 
way before.” Julie paused. “How 
to I talk about the kids?”

“Just tell their stories.”

“But, I don’t know how to tell a 
story.”

“What about Nirmalé?”

“You remember Nirmalé?”

“Of course I do! How couldn’t I? 
Her picture was just so beautiful, 
and you telling me how much 
she changed in just a year was 
amazing.”

“How was that a story?”

“Of course it was. Nirmalé came 
to the orphanage after her par-
ents were killed in a car accident. 
She was incredibly shy and 
scared and wouldn’t play with 
any of the kids. You spent weeks 
of nights cuddling her to sleep, 
and she slowly opened up until 
one day she laughed. Now she’s 
helping take care of the younger 
kids.”

“You remember that? I mean, I 
mentioned that to you maybe 
once, in an email, like, six 
months ago.”

“I know, but it stuck with me. It’s 
the reason I got you to speak 
this morning.”

“I had no idea.”

“I guess not. You didn’t say 
anything about her this morn-
ing.” Andrea paused. “You know, 
there was another missionary 
that spoke back in March. He 
didn’t do much better than you 
this morning. He tried to tell 
stories, but it just felt scattered. 
But then there was this couple 
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who lives in Africa. They came 
at the end of last year and just 
blew us away. You know... I think 
it was the stories they told. Now 
that I think about it, all they 
talked about was stories. Maybe 
there’s a way to tell stories, and 
a way not to tell stories.”

“Well, what about Nirmalé? How 
is that a story?”

“Well, it’s got a beginning, a 
middle, and an end.”

“Umm... that’s kind of dumb. 
Doesn’t everything have those?”
“Well, I remember the guy who 
came through, and he totally 
didn’t tie up his story. It was like 

there was nothing to cap it. But 
Nirmalé, there’s definitely an 
end - she’s helping other kids 
now. And there’s a beginning - 
the car accident - and there’s a 
middle too - that would be you.”

“OK, I see what you’re saying. But 
what separates the parts from 
each other?”

Andrea shrugged. “Don’t know. 
What do you think?”

“Well, the car accident got Nir-
malé to us. If that hadn’t hap-
pened, she would have never of 
had to come.”

“OK, that’s good. But what 
sparked you to her?”
“It was that she was just so quiet 
and scared.”

“So, maybe that’s where things 
turned.”
Julie considered for a minute. 
“Yeah, I’d say so. And then... 
then she laughed. That was 
such a huge moment. She hadn’t 
laughed in months.”
“Seems like that changed every-
thing for her.”

“It did. Completely. That’s where 
everything started to click.”
Andrea smiled as Julie started to 
laugh.
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“You know, I think I’ve got a 
dozen of stories like Nirmalé.”

“Maybe you should start telling 
them. Want to come to my home 
group tomorrow night?”

Julie sighed with relief “That 
would be really, really good.”

Julie and Andrea caught up with 
each other, finished their lattes, 
and headed into the afternoon 
sun.
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At its core, storytelling is fairly 
simple. You can get complex 
but you don’t have to.The sim-
plest type of storytelling has 
three parts - a beginning (with 
an inciting incident), a middle 
(with a climax), and an ending 
(sometimes with a dénouement). 
Here’s how they work together.

1. The Beginning (an inciting 
incident)

Before you can start crafting a 
story, you have to set things up: 
a place, the characters, the situ-
ation. It doesn’t have to be long. 
In fact, the shorter the better. If 
we look back at Julie’s story of 
Nirmalé, this setup takes all of 

a sentence - Nirmalé’s parents 
were killed in a car accident. We 
are immediately inside of the 
story, understand where Nirmalé 
is coming from, can empathize 
with her.

Julie and Andrea’s story has 
a longer beginning, but that’s 
because their’s is a longer 
story. The beginning grows to 
accommodate the length of the 
story being told. Taller build-
ing? Deeper foundation. Longer 
story? Longer beginning.

In Julie and Andrea’s story, the 
beginning is six paragraphs. 

The seventh paragraph is the 
“inciting incident.”

The inciting incident is the cata-
pult where the story takes off. 
It’s an event that puts the char-
acters into motion. For Julie and 
Andrea, it was Andrea grabbing 
Julie by the shoulders and taking 
her for coffee.

For Nirmalé, things are a little 
different. The story is so short 
that the beginning is the inciting 
incident. If the story was longer 
- say we talked about how much 
she loved her parents - then the 
car accident is the event that 
defines the story.

Chapter 3: The Scaffolding
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Questions to ask to find the 
beginning:

1) Who is the story about?
2) What were things like for 

them in the past, before the 
story began?

3) What changed to get the 
story started?

2. The Middle (with a climax)

Now that people are moving in 
the story, they need to actually 
do something. That’s what hap-
pens in the middle. First some-
thing happens. Then something 
else happens. Then something 
else. And then something else.

The middle needs to have a 
series of hurdles that have to 
be cleared. For Julie and Andrea 
there were three hurdles:

	 1. Julie didn’t understand 
why she couldn’t connect 
with her audience. This 
was cleared when Andrea 
told her she needed to 

talk about the kids at the 
orphanage.

	
	 2. Julie didn’t understand 

how to talk about the kids. 
This was cleared when Julie 
and Andrea realized she 
needed to tell stories.

	
	 3. Julie didn’t understand 

how to tell a story. This 
was cleared when Andrea 
helped Julie break down 
Nirmalé’s story.

Even in Nirmalé’s four-sentence 
story there’s a series of things 
that happen.
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	 1. Nirmalé clams up be-
cause she’s incredibly hurt 
and scared and won’t play 
with the other kids.

	
	 2. So Julie spends weeks 

cuddling Nirmalé to sleep 
at night.

	
	 3. Nirmalé begins to open 

up.
	
	 4. Finally, one day, Nirmalé 

laughs.

Nirmalé’s laughing, by the way, 
is the climax - the point where 
everything comes to a head 
and Nirmalé makes a definitive 
change. For Julia and Andrea, 

their conversation built to Julie 
finally understanding how to tell 
a story.

All the events in a story work to 
build pressure and lead to the 
climax. The climax ultimately 
answers the questions “What is 
going to happen?” and “Are they 
going to get out of this?”

Questions to ask to find the 
middle:

1) What happened?
2) What decisions were made?
3) What hurdles had to be 

cleared?
4) What problems needed to 

be solved?

3. The End (sometimes with a 
dénouement)

Ok, so we have a beginning to 
get things moving. We’ve cleared 
hurdles and solved problems on 
our way to the climax. Now we 
need to finish up and get out 
of the story. However, we can’t 
just leave the listener wonder-
ing what happened to everyone 
involved. We need to tie up the 
loose ends. Let’s look at how we 
did this in our examples.

In Nirmalé’s story, she’s now 
taking care of the other children 
at the orphanage. The ending is 
short, sweet, and to the point. It 
satisfies the listeners by letting 
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them know what happened to 
Nirmalé after the story ends. 

In Julie’s story, we didn’t really 
tie up all the loose ends. Some-
times you don’t have to. The 
people in your story live lives of 
their own outside of the confines 

Dénouement

Alright, quick aside here. The term “dénouement” is sort of counter-intuitive. 
If you look up the definition, you’ll see that it’s from a French word meaning 

“to unknot.” That’s fine, except that we’re tying up loose ends, which means 
we’re putting knots into things. The French are weird sometimes. It’s what 
makes them French. (Then again, we English-speaking types might be the 
backward ones.) 

Anyway... the point is that we’re trying to resolve everything. Enough trivia. 
Back to your regular programming.

Ending Without an Ending

You’re in the middle of a story 
and you don’t have an ending 
yet. You’re trying to send a 
container of medical supplies 
to Africa. You’re trying to get to 
a disaster area so you can help. 
Or you’re trying to raise money 
to dig a well in Africa. What can 
you do?

Make the listener a part of the 
story.

Let’s say you’re trying to raise 
money to dig the well in Africa. 
Tell people about what happened 
to make you want to dig the well. 
It might sound something like “I 

of your story. Julie and Andrea 
exit the story heading into an-
other adventure - we don’t know 
what will happen, but we do 
know that they’re going to give 
Julie’s stories a try. This is called 
a “dénoument.”
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went to a village in Kenya and 
all they had to drink was muddy 
water from a river. I have to do 
something about it. I have the 
idea to drill a well. So, I’m asking 
for your help.”

This very example is from a 
Charity:Water project in Kenya. 
You should go watch the video 
series first, so you know what 
I’m talking about. Notice that 
there are three videos that work 
together to tell one story. What 
is interesting is that the first 
video stands on it’s own. It has 
to - the rest of the story can’t be 
told without the first video to 
inspire people to action.

The beginning works like a 
freestanding story. The inciting 
incident - the point where Scott 
Harrison can’t take it any more 
and has to do something - also 
works as a great climax. The 
temporary ending is where Scott 
asks for help to drill the well.

Use your lack of an ending to 
give your audience a chance to 
be part of the ending.

Questions to ask to find the end:

1) What are people doing 
now?

2) How have things changed?
3) Is there an ending without 

an ending?
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So, I’ve been cheating a little 
bit. The Nirmalé story we’ve 
looked at is pure fiction. What 
makes fiction so easy is that the 
writer gets to control the story. 
We can invent beginnings, make 
the middle increasingly exciting, 
and tie up all the loose ends 
when the story’s done.

This isn’t the case in the real 
world. For the rest of us - those 
of us doing real work with real 
people on real mission fields 
- things are not as clean. Some-
times the beginning is unclear, 
the middle is a mess, and there’s 
no end in sight. It’s seems like 
it’s an impossible task to write a 
story out of it.

But stories are written every day 
out of this mess. Journalists 
walk into the most chaotic of 
situations and manage to make 
some sense out of it. 

“But I’m not journalist!” you may 
say. Fair enough. I’m not sug-
gesting you become a journal-
ist, only that there are stories 
around you, in your everyday 
work, for you to tell.

Let me give you a non-cheating, 
real-world example:

A friend of mine, Sarah, was per-
fectly healthy before she went to 
Nepal a few years ago. But when 
she came back from the trip 

she had developed an allergy 
to gluten. She couldn’t eat any-
thing containing wheat - breads, 
pasta, pizza, alcohol, candy. The 
list was exhaustive. She spent 
three years seeing doctors, and 
no one could find a cause or a 
treatment. She had people pray 
for her. Result: frustration, not 
healing. She resigned herself to 
bringing her own food to res-
taurants and parties just so she 
could eat.

Then she went back to Nepal 
for a conference. She was asked 
to teach on healing – still not 
having been healed - and in the 
process saw a blind man see and 
a crippled woman walk. 

Chapter 4: Finding Stories
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When she returned home, she 
went to the doctor for a check 
up (Nepal can mess your system 
up). They did some blood work 
on her and a curious thing was 
found. Her blood displayed no 
traces of a gluten allergy. The 
doctors couldn’t believe it and 
did some more tests. Again, they 
came back negative.
Sarah had been completely 
healed of her allergy. 

She can once again eat the foods 
that for years would make her 
violently ill. 

I have no idea if this is a tempo-
rary thing or what, but it’s true 
as of this writing. I have every 

confidence that it will stay that 
way.

That is a real-life story, as real as 
it gets. Stories exist - we all have 
them. The challenge is to find 
them. How do you do that?

1. Consider Successes

Are there people that you’ve 
touched? Have you seen change 
happen in someone’s life? Did 
you accomplish a project? Have 
you overcome obstacles to see 
something happen in the end?
	
There’s another great video by 
Charity:Water that highlights 
one of their successes. Go watch 

it. Does that spark anything 
about your ministry or work?

2. I’m in process - I don’t have 
any successes yet.

Are you just starting something? 
Are you embarking on a new 
undertaking? Did you just arrive 
on the mission field?
	
The story for you to tell is how 
you arrived at starting this new 
thing. What sparked it? What 
drove you to pursue something 
new?

3. No, you don’t understand, 
I’ve been at this for years and 
have nothing to show.
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I have a friend of mine who 
works in Central Asia. He’s only 
seen a handful of successes. So 
what does he do to connect to 
his folks? He tells stories about 
his experiences, his frustrations, 
his dreams, and sometimes the 
glimmers of light that hint at 
success.
His dream is the fuel that keeps 
him going. If you don’t have a 
dream that you are pursuing, 
you need to stop doing whatever 
it is that you’re doing. Right now. 
Take a massive step back and 
figure out what God’s dreams 
are for what you are involved in. 
I know this is a bit off topic for 
a book about storytelling, but 

without a dream you will shrivel 
up and die.

4. I’m behind the scenes fill-
ing a desk in a support role. 
There’s nothing interesting 
about what I’m doing.

As I mentioned earlier, I worked 
as a missionary at Youth With a 
Mission Denver for three years. 
It’s a huge mission training 
center, running a dozen schools 
and programs a year. There’s 
over 100 staff. And there is 
no possible way for the center 
to function without a janito-
rial staff, accountants, cooks, 
groundskeepers, maintenance 
staff and the rest. All of them 

are necessary to be able to ef-
fectively train the hundreds of 
young missionaries that come 
through every year. And all of 
them have to raise their own 
support.
	
I worked in the automotive 
department for a while and 
spent all day under the hood 
of broken down cars. By the 
time my day was done, I was so 
starved of interaction that I had 
to spend time around people. 
However, all of my coworkers 
were spent - their entire day was 
with students and they needed 
to go home for a break. I had 
the privilege of spending the off 
hours with the students. 
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I could ask questions that no 
one else did or could and stu-
dents would open up in ways 
they never would otherwise. It 
was enough to jolt me back to 
the reality of what I was doing 
- helping form and prepare new 
missionaries.

Are you crazy introverted? Start 
asking around about stories 
the more extroverted ones have 
already found or are involved 
in. Send a quick email to one of 
the people on the front lines and 
ask about what they are doing, 
how people are being affected 
by the work that they do. They 
are intimately connected with 
the people they are serving, and 

that’s where really good stories 
spring from.
	
You’ve gotta find the stories. So 
put your excuses aside, get busy, 
and do it!


