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Word Pictures

The more crucial the message, the brighter the lights must be. – Cicero
If we’re serious about having meaningful, fulfilling, productive relationships, we can’t afford to let inadequate communication skills carry our conversations. – Gary Smalley

Steve, a successful business man and apparently a happy family man, left his wife and his two children for another woman. At first he thought he had made the right decision, but after a few weeks he began to have doubts. Then he received a letter from his daughter Kim that changed his mind, and their lives.

In summary, Kim’s letter to her father said the following: “I felt like our family was riding in car that in the beginning was new and beautiful and had all the extras. Over the years the car developed scratches and had other minor problems. But it would still run and my brother and I were comfortable knowing that you and mom were up front, with you in the driver’s seat. Then we had an accident, a head-on collision, and just before the other car hit us, I saw that you were in the driver’s seat of that car --- with another woman. All of us were rushed to the hospital, but when we tried to find you, we couldn’t. Mom, my brother, and I were seriously injured, and are still in a great deal of pain. But our biggest hurt is that we don’t know how you are. Are you OK, dad? We miss you tremendously.”

This story, a true one, can be found in a book titled “The Language of Love” by Gary Smalley and John Trent. After counseling and a lot of forgiveness, the family is back together again. Kim’s letter illustrates an extremely effective communication technique that all of us would benefit from practicing more frequently. It’s called “word pictures.”

Advertisers know how effective word pictures are. Consider the following slogans, which we probably all can relate to a particular product: “You’re in good hands,” “Own a piece of the rock,” and “Like a good neighbor.” Very simple word pictures, but they work.

Effective communicators over the years have relied on word pictures. Following is the epitaph written by Benjamin Franklin for his own tombstone: “The body of Benjamin Franklin, Printer (like the cover of an old book, its contents torn out and stripped of its lettering and gilding), lies here, food for worms; but the work shall not be lost, for it will (as he believed) appear once more in a new and more elegant edition, revised and corrected by the Author.”

Harriet Beecher Stowe was enraged about slavery in the South, but couldn’t get people to listen until she wrote her book-length word picture called “Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” Martin Luther King, Jr. challenged a segregated society: “Let us not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking from the cup of bitterness and hatred.” 

The word picture in the oft-quoted Psalm 23, which begins, “The Lord is my shepherd…” has comforted people down through the ages as they crossed through their own personal “...valley of the shadow of death.”

Why do word pictures have such an impact on our lives? Studies show that when we hear a word picture, our brain works faster and expends more energy than when reading or listening to conventional words

In addition, pictures activate our emotions. When our emotions come into play we remember. Do you want to make your communication skills more effective so your relationships will improve? Consider word pictures. Next week we will look more at word pictures and how to develop them to fit your particular need.
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