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We are all familiar with stories.  From your earliest years, many of you have enjoyed listening to fairy tales, to bedtime stories, and to Bible stories.  Some of you have even enjoyed making up your own stories.

 
Perhaps you asked about and were told family stories.  Perhaps you learned something about your parents' childhood, about your grandparents and other significant members of your family.  The family photo album and videos became the opportunity for hearing family stories that had been handed down through the history of your family.  From these stories, you may have gained an added sense of belonging to your family.  You gained a sense of roots.  You came to know your place within the story of your family.  You may have come to feel more deeply related not only to your immediate family, but to members of your extended family as well.  You may have come to feel connected to your family heritage and story.

 
Or perhaps your experience was different.  Perhaps questions about your family were not answered.  Perhaps parts of your family story have remained secret.  Perhaps you never experienced a sense of feeling related to anyone other than your immediate family. You may have wished not to be related even to them at all.  Perhaps family feuds, dissensions, conflict, distance, and poor or no communication characterize your family story.  You walk around with a sense of gaps in your story.  You are left with many unanswered questions.  As a result, you may feel split and fragmented.

 
Or perhaps the story that was told to you was distorted because the reality was so painful that it could not be shared openly.  Perhaps your parents sought to forget it, to put it behind them as though it never happened.  Or they called painful experiences by other names so as not to remind themselves or you of the pain.  For example, sometimes emotional or physical abuse was called "love” Or sometimes addiction and/or alcoholism were described as, "Daddy was not drunk; he just wasn't feeling well."  However, as a child, you may have sensed spontaneously that something was wrong, that abuse was not love or that there was something more going on with Dad than not feeling well.  Initially, you found yourself in conflict between what you intuitively felt and what was told to you.  Over time, the reality may have become too painful for you, or you may have felt overwhelmed by powerful adults around you who “knew better” than you did.  And so you may have absorbed the distorted story as your way of numbing the pain and of making sense of a senseless situation. 

The Need for Roots 


How much or little you know about your family story, however distortedly or accurately it was handed down to you, you often yearn to know more. A number of years ago, for example, when the book Roots was published and later made into a movie, people became very interested in researching their own roots, in discovering their story as far back as they could trace it. Somehow they could identify with the main character's need to know his story.  In knowing the raw pain of his story and in coming to terms with the horror experienced by his ancestors, he was able to come to terms with his own life.  In and through the knowing came healing, as well as a more intense commitment to life and living.  Perhaps deep within each of us is the same need to know in order to work through, to befriend our stories and to be healed.


However, your fast-paced and mobile life style provides little opportunity for listening and moving with your deep inner need to know. You may easily dismiss this need as unimportant, as not worth listening to, as simply a momentary whim.  You believe that there are always more pressing and more important things to do, until you are confronted by a story like Roots which reawakens your own deep yearning to be in touch with your own roots.


An American missioner in Africa relates his being touched by the Africans' sense of roots:


I remember vaguely hearing the story of an African man ripped from the heart of mother Africa and his people and sold into slavery. Somehow, after years in the Americas, he was able to gain his freedom and live fairly well, especially in comparison to most of his fellow Africans who were still slaves.


Each year at a certain time, he would sit for hours at the base of a big tree behind his house and everyone who passed that way could see the great sadness that "did him."  Often he would cry and his friends could not console him.


One day someone sat down next to him and asked him why he was so sad, what was really troubling him; and he said: "This is the time of the year, when in my tribe we all sit down together to hear the telling of the stories."  The telling and listening to the story were part of the vital fabric of his life.  It was here that he came to remember and know who he was, where he had come from and where he was going with his people.  Without this yearly ritual he was lost, alone, unconnected and he felt a sadness unto death.


In some ways, we are all like this man.  We have not been up-rooted from our homeland, but the mobility of our society and perhaps of our families has given you a sense of rootlessness.  The absence of story-telling rituals in our culture fosters within you a sense of not knowing where you have come from or where you are going.  For the most part, you remain embedded in and concerned with only the immediate here and now of your story.  Such a limited awareness promotes an excessive sense of self-importance, a type of narcissism, leading you to believe that you must "reinvent the wheel."  As a result, you may feel like the African man, lost, disconnected, alone, isolated, inwardly longing to experience a sense of rootedness and of connectedness.  You may yearn to feel related to others.

 
On the other hand, to the extent that you do experience a sense of connectedness with your family, past and present, you come to realize that you are not totally free, that there is more to who you are than the here and now of your story.  You have been born, thrown, in a sense, into the ongoing story of your family, with its specific environment, with its experiential sense of what life is all about — a sense developed throughout generations of your family’s history.  

You become aware of your family's unique ways of coping with a variety of situations, also developed over time by many generations.  You have been born into and have absorbed from your family certain myths, values, perceptions, traditions, patterns, stories. You have absorbed a certain worldview and a certain meaning about life.  You come to realize that we are rooted in a certain ethnic background from which we have inherited certain dispositions and attitudes.  Throughout our own lives, we appropriate, in our own way, what has been handed down to us.  Over time you add to your heritage, or you change and modify parts of it in ways that fit who you are and what you have inherited from your family story. 


Thus, by appropriating, adding, modifying and changing in dialogue with who you are and with your unique life situation, you continue to create your family story, making your unique contribution to your heritage.  You live your present, rooted in the past of your family heritage and moving toward a future which is constantly evolving through the ongoing, creative dialogue of appropriating what has been handed down to you by generations of your family.

Shared Stories


Telling your story is a concrete way of beginning to reconnect with your roots, of beginning to discover who you are as a member of your specific family and of your specific culture.  Telling your story sounds so simple.  Someone invites you to tell your story, to tell about yourself.  After all, you've been living your story all your life.  So it should be a simple task just to sit down and write the story you have been living.  

Yet, many have trouble beginning their story.  You are so close to your own story that you take it for granted or you attempt to minimize it: "That's the way it was." "It's no big deal." "So what?" "There's nothing special about my story." "What difference will it make anyway?" "Who cares?"

 
And yet, you know that at times you have been stirred by another's story. Witness in our day, the popularity of biographies and autobiographies.  Bill Clinton’s, My Life, The Diary of Anne Frank, Therese de Lisieux's Story of a Soul, John XXIII's Journal of a Soul are classics that continue to touch our own lives.

 
Moreover, many self-help groups, such as AA, ACOA, divorce support groups, Parents Without Partners, and so on, emphasize the importance of members telling their stories, not only for their own benefit, but also as a means of support for other members in their own struggles. The bonds of connectedness among members of such groups are very strong because of the sharing of stories.


You may long to know what makes another person tick, how s/he has struggled through life, how s/he has found meaning in life.  Though you may not be able to identify with another's specific experience, something of his/her story stirs you.  You may be touched by the commonness of human dreams, desires, ideals, visions, struggles, disappointments, and by the way another has made sense of his/her life.  In being touched, you are moved to look at your own story with its joys and sorrows, its hopes and disappointments, its wounds and scars, its dreams and vision.  You begin to wonder what makes you tick, what gives meaning to your life, what has enabled you to survive the hurts and pain of your story.  You are led to reflect upon your own story.

 
Reading another's story, allowing it to stir your own story and beginning to tell your story are important ways of helping you to become experientially aware of your shared humanity.  In the telling, your story moves from the realm of your private world to a more public realm, to a sense of connectedness with others — you are the same, yet different. For beneath the specifics of individuating circumstances, events, and life situations, lies the reality of your shared humanness.  

We have all experienced moments of success and times of failure.  We have all struggled through moments of self-doubt and have enjoyed moments of self-confidence.  We have all struggled with owning and expressing our anger appropriately.  We have all struggled to make sense of our sexuality and to integrate it into the wholeness of who we are.  We have all experienced a deep need to belong.  We all yearn for intimacy.  We all walk through life with deep hurts and wounds, with fear and uncertainty.  We all feel vulnerable, weak, frail and fragile, at times.  We all attempt to hide our weakness and vulnerability.  We seek happiness, joy and peace of mind.

As you enter into your own story, the awareness of your shared humanness can help you to be more compassionate, understanding and gentle toward the specific story that is yours.  Rooted in a sense of your shared humanness, you may be less un-comfortable naming and exploring the skeletons in your closet.  You may be less frightened of the secrets that have controlled you for so long.  You may feel reassured as you take your first hesitant steps into your story.  For you know that you are not alone. Others before you have walked a similar journey. Others today walk with you. 

The Formative Dimension of Story Telling 

From a foundational formative perspective, telling your story is ultimately in service of your personal growth and deepening.  It is an important means of growing in self-awareness and of coming in touch with God's presence and movement in your life.  Telling your story helps you to become grounded, to gain clarity about who you are, to reawaken "feeling memories," and to become aware of the broader picture.


Grounding. Telling your story is a concrete means of helping you to become grounded in the reality of your uniqueness.  In and through the writing and sharing of yourself, you carve out and create an inner space in which you begin to feel at home.  The carving-out process, however, may at times be painful, for most of you go through life living from a sense of whom you think others would like you to be, or from who you would like to be.  Although you may be somewhat grounded in your reality, we all live with illusions about ourselves as well as about what life has been for us.

 
Telling your story creates the time and space to begin recognizing your illusions, for you find us face to face with yourself — you are alone with yourself and with your paper and pen or your computer.  Although initially this space may feel somewhat uncomfortable, in the process of writing your story, you gradually let down into yourself, realizing that there is no need for masks.  You can be real.  Such is the ground that you stand on as you tell your story — the freeing and life-giving ground of being open, honest and real.


In this space, you come to realize that you are grounded in your story as well.  The story that is yours is unique to you.  It has shaped, molded and formed you into the person you have become.  However sad or happy, pain-filled or pain-free it may have been, your story is yours. It has influenced your patterns, your perception of life, your style, your values, your dispositions, and your attitudes.  It is the only ground on which you can stand and from which you can grow.  To deny your story is to attempt to stand on someone else's ground.  Initially it may seem exciting; however, over time, you feel uncomfortable and conflicted:  it does not fit.  You are off center.  You are ungrounded.  On the other hand, to own your story is to come home to yourself, to stand in the space that is uniquely ours, to breathe freely and to live fully.  You are centered and grounded.  Becoming so grounded in your story is an ongoing, lifetime process. 


Gaining Clarity.  In the very telling of your story, you begin to gain a sense of clarity about who you are and about the lived reality that is yours. The very act of writing your story places it outside yourself, enabling you to look at it more objectively, to recognize and own certain patterns, dispositions, attitudes, ways of being and of perceiving.  You gain a clearer sense of how you have been shaped and formed by the significant people, events, circumstances and places that are an integral part of your story.  Although you may feel uncomfortable about what you write or about what you discover in reflecting upon your story with a consultant or a formator, you also experience a sense of relief that what has burdened you for so long is finally out.  You can look at it.  You can walk through it.  You can learn from it.  You can grow. 


Writing your story also enables you to make connections among the somewhat disparate and disconnected events, circumstances and situations of your life.  As you write, as you reread and reflect upon your story, connections leap out at you.  The various events and situations of your life begin to make sense as part of a whole process.  Themes and patterns begin to emerge, and they begin to speak to you in light of what your history has been.  You may have wondered, for example, why you are impulsive or why you are a "yes" person.  As you write about your nuclear family environment, your relationship with your parents and siblings, you may discover that the only way you were able to gain approval and acceptance was to go along with Mom or Dad, to be the good boy or the good girl.  Or you may discover that one or both your parents were compliant "yes" people. Thus developed your impulsive style of speaking or acting without thinking. 


The lived awareness of such connections creates within you the freedom to begin to make choices for your life.  In your unawareness, you had no choice.  You reacted blindly to situations according to what you had absorbed from within your family environment.  As you become aware of patterns and themes, you become increasingly aware that you no longer need to react blindly to various situations.  Rather, you do have a choice in face of your patterns: you are no longer bound by them or trapped in them.  As you grow in awareness and as you gain a sense of groundedness in who you are, alternatives begin to surface.  You become increasingly free to shape the direction of your life. 


Feeling the Memories In the writing of our story, you may find yourself at various times feeling angry, hostile, sad, hurt, drained, scared, wondering, excited, joyful, peaceful.  Each of these feelings represents an important signal regarding the impact a person, event or situation may have had on our life.  Feelings that surface as you write invite you to stop, to look at and to listen more attentively to what is stirring within you.


Your remembering and writing comprise but one important part of the process.  For sharing your story is intended to be more than a functional, factual description of persons and reporting of events. What is stirred within you emotionally is equally important.  The feelings that are awakened within you are also an integral part of your story.  They are feeling-memories; that is, the feelings you experience as you describe certain persons, events or situations of your life are most likely those you experienced within yourself as you lived through the original experience, perhaps as children.  These feelings have been written in your body, remembered there, and have perhaps remained unresolved.  Their reawakening invites you to take a closer look at the full impact that a significant person, event or situation may have had upon your life.


An example.  Perhaps a common form of discipline in your family was getting hit or being slapped when you did something wrong or when you displeased your parents.  As you respond to the question about family discipline in the Structured Autobiography, you may find yourself feeling angry, ashamed, humiliated, put down.  These feelings are most probably feeling-memories of what you really felt when Mom or Dad hit you as a child.  However, in your story, being hit was often accompanied by their telling you "It's for your own good." or "I'm doing this because I really love you." or "Someday you'll thank me for this." Because as children, you perceive your parents as all-powerful and as knowing what is best for you, and because their words reinforce that perception, you come to believe that your feelings of shame, anger, humiliation must be wrong.  After all, "Mom and Dad do love me." As a result, your own feelings go into the deep freeze of repression.  For as a child, you cannot imagine that your parents can be anything but loving.  You could not tolerate the pain of facing the possibility that they did not love you as you needed to be loved.

 
The awakening of such feeling-memories in the process of writing can be somewhat frightening and confusing:  "If my parents really loved me as they say they did, why do I feel angry, shamed, humiliated, put down?"  These feelings invite you to take a new look at the situation, to question your beliefs, illusions and myths about the quality of your parents' love for you. In a healing way, you must become disillusioned.


Such a process is possible only if you enter into the writing in a slowed-down, reflective disposition.  For only then can you allow yourself to take the time to be with the slightest stirring you experience within yourself in response to the specific persons, events or situations you are describing.  (See Formation Consultation Services, papers on "Journal Writing" and "Reflective Living.") 


Becoming Aware of the Broader Picture.  As stated earlier, telling your story is a means of making concrete the story that has been written in your flesh and bones since the day of your conception.  As your story unfolds on a day-to-day basis, you rarely take the time to look at the whole of it or to make sense of your immediate experience in light of your past.  Writing your story in a slowed-down, reflective manner gives you the time and the space to gain a sense of your whole story.  It is somewhat like looking at a painting in a museum.  In order to capture the full sense of what the artist intended to convey, you must stand at a certain distance from the painting.  If you stand too close, you become caught up in the detail and fail to grasp the fullness of the artist's message.  On the other hand, if you stand too far away, the painting appears to be a meaningless blur of color.


So it is with your own story.  In the intimate involvement of your day-to-day living, you are too close to yourself to gain a clear sense of the whole picture.  On the other hand, your over-involvement in work, busy-ness, and fast-paced, unreflective living is like standing too far from the painting that is your life.  You are out of touch.  Your life appears to be a meaningless blur. The reflective, slowed down, being-attentive-to-whatever-stirs-and-surfaces in the process of writing your story is the in-between space in which you gain a sense of perspective on your life.  You step back to look at your story with reverence, gentleness, compassion and understanding.  You refrain from judging, from bringing to premature closure, from any form of harshness that would tend to abort the flow of your remembering and writing.  You do not seek to change, to deny, to avoid, to interpret, to blame, or to censure.  Rather, you allow yourself simply to be with what is, as it is awakened and as it unfolds.  Such is the humble posture of owning your humanness in and through the unique story that is yours. 


This humble posture of allowing to be and to unfold opens you to the possibility of seeing your story from a faith perspective, that is, as the unfolding mystery of God's movement and presence in your life.  In face of deep hurts and wounds, pain and struggle, you may often wonder where God has been for you: "If God really loves me, this would not have happened." or "Where is God in all of this?"  You have experienced such moments of doubt and wondering.  You have been angry with God over certain events or situations in your life.  You have, at one time or another, experienced the frustration of not being able to find answers to your "Why me, God?" questions.   


From a foundational formative perspective, you are invited to work through your anger, resentment and hostility, and to enter into the mystery of your process, not in an effort to gain intellectual understanding and rational answers to your questions, but rather to gain an understanding of the heart. In the reflective, slowed-down space of telling your story, of gaining a sense of the whole of your life, and of placing in proper perspective the significant people, events and situations of your life, you find yourself caught up in mystery.  

Although you do not find answers to your "whys," you begin to experience in your heart a genuine sense of God's care for you in and through pain, hurt and struggle.  God's care has enabled you to survive the pain, to learn from it and to grow from it.  God's love has carried you to this moment, inviting you to further growth even through the writing of your story.  You begin to see that in and through your story, you have become more sensitive, more understanding, more compassionate, more receptive to the mystery-dimension of life.  You come to believe that, just as the Bible is the story of God's living and active presence in the lives of so many people, so too, your autobiography is the concrete story of your God's mysterious presence and movement in your own life.
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