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The heart of storytelling is a promise to take readers on an emotional journey that 

mimics real life. Stories fulfill needs. They allow us, as individuals, to act heroic, to 

experience redemption, to defeat evil, to solve mysteries, and to give us a sense of place and 

belonging in the world. 

 

When I got interested in writing fiction, I began reading and collecting books about 

the craft. Among my favorites is Bill Johnson’s A Story Is A Promise. According to Johnson, 

a story “is a vehicle that carries us on an engaging, dramatic journey to a destination of 

resolution we find satisfying and fulfilling." 

 

Story	  Opening	  Must	  Reveal	  Emotion	  and	  Movement	  

A story’s promise, Johnson says, must be communicated at the beginning of a story–

preferably in the first sentence. While working for a literary agent reading manuscripts, 

Johnson realized that most writers “took forty pages to get to the first page of the story –the 

page where the story went into motion, and the characters went into action.” 

 

When you tell a story, what are you promising your audience? Johnson says the first 

sentence must reveal emotion, movement, and what’s at stake for the main character. The 

first sentence, he says, suggests a promise of the story’s plot. It functions as a guide, a 

compass, or foundation for understanding the story. The second sentence, however, 

provides a broader promise but, at the same time, creates a bigger question. 

 

 

 



 

Examples	  Of	  Naming	  A	  Story’s	  Promise	  

The first step in developing a story is to identify its key dramatic issue. A story’s 

promise is presented through a process Johnson calls naming –naming a story’s promise in 

such a dramatic way that the audience cares how the story turns out. Johnson cites several 

examples of this process: 

 

 ROCKY. A story about someone who wants to be somebody. The story promises a 

journey of someone going from a nobody to a somebody when he gets a chance to 

prove it my fighting the heavyweight champion of the world. 

 

 THE WIZARD OF OZ. A story of a girl lost who embarks on an exciting adventure 

to find her way home, and to find where she belongs. Dorothy has to figure out how 

to save Toto, which deepens here need to find a way home. Along the way, she makes 

new discoveries about herself. 

 

 HARRY POTTER. The story opens with the sentence, “Harry Potter is a very 

unusual boy in many ways.” It’s about a character that doesn’t fit in, and what he 

needs to do to find some place in his world to fit in. But every step he takes toward 

his goal literally doubles the obstacles he encounters. 

 

 THE GIRL WITH THE DRAGON TATOO. Writer Stieg Larsson hooks readers 

immediately with the first sentence: “It happened every year, was almost a ritual.” 

Readers ask themselves what happened. What made it a ritual? The second sentence – 

“And this was his eighty-second birthday” – tell us a little about who is involved. Each 

sentence, thereafter, reveals and builds upon the story’s promise. 

 

	  

	  



	  

Transferring	  Tension	  From	  Story	  To	  Audience	  

Narrative tension, says Johnson, is an important issue in storytelling. Storytellers need 

to find a way to begin transferring the tension from the story to the audience. Once the 

audience cares about the character, and his or her situation, it will have to keep reading to 

explore the resolution Narrative tension is a way of emotionally engaging an audience. 

 

A story’s promise enables readers to experience the main character’s journey. It sets 

the story in motion. Movement, says Johnson, is important because movement provides a 

dramatic reason to pay attention. Once an audience knows what is at stake, it needs to 

determine how the story will play out, how the story’s promise will be resolved. In this way, 

the audience gets to share the journey at a much deeper level. 
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