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OB J EC T IV E : 

Lear n  ho w  to  use  the  el ement s  o f  f ic t ion  to  draw a  hermeneutical  path  through  your 
s t o r y  t o  the  mes sage  you  want  to  convey .

DESC RIPTI ON: 

Are  w e  in t ent ional  with  our  plo t  development?  Our  character  development?  I  hope 
s o .  As  C hri s t ian  wri ter s ,  shouldn’ t  we  al so  be  intent ional  with  our  mes sage?

Whether  they  know i t  or  not ,  all  r eader s  apply  hermeneutic s—the  art  o f 
in t er p r e t in g  communicat ion—to  the  s t or ie s  we  g ive  them.  I f  we  fail  t o  be 
in t en t io n al  about  helping  reade rs  unders tand our  mes sage ,  they  may  think  we  are 
l ea din g  them to  an  e nt irely  dif ferent  or  even  oppos ing  conclus ion . 

We do n ’ t  want  to  brow-be at  our  readers  wi th  mes saging .  Ins t ead,  we  must  use  the 
el emen t s  o f  f ic t ion  (Character ,  Plo t ,  Se t t ing ,  Theme) ,  the  mechanic s  o f  f ic t ion 
(n arra t iv e  and dialogue ) ,  and the  key  moments  in  our  s tor ie s  t o  guide  the  reader  to 
the  mes s a ge  we  want  to  convey .

The Hermeneutics
of Fiction
Communicating your Message
Through Storytelling
with James R. Hannibal

Fiction



C haracte rs

Tim e
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Pl ot

Them e

The Story Beats Chart

The Stor y  B eats  Char t  works 
great  on a  white  board or  in  a 
notebook for creating a top level 
over view of  your stor y concept. 
The char t  breaks  the  problem 
of  s tor y  cre at ion  down into 
four  phases  of  the  hero’s  jour-
ney,  ident i f ied in  the  top l ine 
by  terms f rom mult iple  s tor y 
structures .  Note  that  a lthough 
there  are  severa l  metho ds  of 
def ining the  par ts  of  a  s tor y, 
they  a l l  re fer  to  the  same four 
bas ic  phases .

The “engine” which is  the Stor y 
B eats  char t  is  powered by the 
f ic t ion e lements  l i s ted below. 
C are f u l  appl icat ion  of  t hos e 
elements  through narrat ive and 
dia logue combined with atten-
tion to some of the key moments 
shown here wil l  help you convey 
your  message.
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These are  the fuel  cel ls  that  power your stor y.  They are  a lso the keys  to  your hermeneut i-
ca l  e f for t .  They provide  your  reader  with  the  stor y ’s  context ,  mood,  mora ls ,  e thics ,  and 
tradit ions .  Use  them to  help  the  reader  draw conclusions  about  what  you want  to  say.

C haracte rs

Prota gonis t

Pl ace

At mosph e re

Pl ot

Them e

Your characters speak directly to your reader and guide your 
reader with their actions/reactions.

The protagonist is your primary message advocate. He learns 
and understands your message one step ahead of the reader.  
His actions and the consequences of those actions convey 
information about your message.

How are you using atmosphere to set the mood from scene 
to scene? What does that mood tell the reader to think about 
information you convey during those scenes?

What is the primary problem being addressed in this story? 
What about this individual scene? How is the problem being 
solved or not solved. What message does that send?

Your theme and your message are inseparable! Every thing 
on this page develops your theme. How you develop your 
theme affects how the reader interprets your message.

An ta gonis t

Mentor

Set t in g

Time
What is the time period of the story? What are commonly 
held notions about life in this time period (relative to 
location)? What pre-conceived notions do you need to 
address in your narrative and dialogue?

The antagonist’s dialogue, actions, reactions, etc. should (in 
general) tell your reader how NOT to interpret the message.

A mentor f igure is several steps ahead of your reader. She 
shares wisdom directly through dialogue.

Setting is both time and place. In this guide, it also refers 
to atmosphere. Setting provides your reader with context. 
Be aware that settings which mirror real-world settings come 
with pre-set context that affects your reader’s interpretation.

What is the location of the story? What are commonly 
held notions about life in this location (relative to time)? 
What pre-conceived notions do you need to address in your 
narrative and dialogue?

STORY ELEMENTS

Elements Applications
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You draw the elements  of  your stor y together  using a  range of  mechanics  or  ski l ls .  These 
include but  are  not  l imited to  narrat ive  and dia logue.  Each may both be  fur ther  broken 
into  ac t ion and descr ipt ion.

Dial ogue

N arrat ive

Act ion

Descr ipt ion

Dialogue may convey your message directly to the reader, 
but is better used to show each character’s behavior relative 
to the message you want to convey. The POV character’s 
dialogue and internal dialogue may show a progressing level 
of understanding or misunderstanding to guide your reader.

Narrative is NOT the part where you tell your reader what 
to think. It also SHOULD NOT be the part where you 
show your reader the actions of the characters without f irst 
giving thought to how those actions will affect your reader’s 
interpretation of your message. Narrative also allows you to 
control the setting (time, place, atmosphere) to change the 
mood in relation to what is being said or shown about your 
message.

How are your characters behaving? Which characters are 
doing what? To be simplistic—good guys, bad guys, and 
teachers should each react differently in a situation. How 
they react tells your reader what to think about your message. 
Conversation is action. The manner in which something is 
said may speak more to your message than the actual words.

Consider the emotion of your descriptions. Consider 
the eyes through which your scene is unfolding (which 
character). Description is a function of both action and 
dialogue and usually has some kind of reaction attached. 
How is the description affecting the mood? How does your 
character’s reaction to this setting affect your message?

STORY MECHANICS

Mechanics Applications
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