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“Psychotherapy helps unhappy people set 

their life stories straight; it literally gives 

them a story they can live with.  And it 

works… talking cure works as well as (and 

perhaps better than) newer therapies such as 

antidepressant drugs or cognitive-behavioral 

therapy.  A psychotherapist can therefore be 

seen as a kind of  script doctor who helps 

patients review their life stories so that they 

can play the role of  protagonists again – 

suffering and flawed protagonists, to be 

sure, but protagonists who are moving 

toward the light.” 

Jonathan Gottschall 

The Storytelling Animal 



Prompt 

What does it mean to heal from your 

past? 



Highly Generative Stories typically include:  

 

 (1) Early blessing or advantage  

 (2) Sensitivity to others’ suffering 

 (3) Whole life story is guided by a consistent, reliable 

Moral Principle that was internalized early in life 

 (4) Presence of  a mentor, or wise older person who 

shows interest in the protagonist 

 (5) Often includes a scene of  redemption 

 (6) The protagonist experiences tension between his 

or her desire for Love and Power 



Contamination Sequence – when a good event 

is immediately followed by a negative event, 

or negative “spin” 



The Turkey, by Flannery O’Conner 

 “He ran faster and faster, and as he 

turned up the road to his house, his heart 

was running as fast as his legs and he 

was certain that Something Awful was 

tearing behind him with its arms rigid and 

its fingers ready to clutch.”  





Vicious Cycles – A future-less story, one 

stuck in the past, or spiraling in 

meaningless circles 



“Without forgetting, it is quite 

impossible to live at all.” 

 

“Every past is worth condemning.” 

 

“One who cannot leave himself  

behind on the threshold of  the 

moment and forget the past, who 

cannot stand on a single point, like a 

goddess of  victory, without fear or 

giddiness, will never know what 

happiness is; and worse still, will 

never do anything that makes others 

happy” 



Making Good:  How Ex-

Convicts Reform and Rebuild 

Their Lives  

 

By Shadd Maruna  



“They [self-preoccupied Storytellers] are 

so preoccupied with their own problems 

and pursuits that they cannot free up 

enough energy and will to care for 

others and to commit themselves to 

enterprises beyond the self.  While 

highly generative adults focus attention 

on children and the future, adults low in 

generativity think mainly of  their own 

problems and concerns.  In a sense, they 

are their own children.”  

 

Erik Erikson 



Ted Kooser, Poetry and Healing 

“…Now I had not written a word through [my surgery and cancer 

treatments], and I’m a compulsive writer.  The cancer made me 

morbidly depressed.  I was terribly anxious and so on… 

 Then one morning I wrote a little poem.  It was the first thing 

that I had written, and I was ecstatic.  I don’t know that it was a 

particularly good poem, but all of  the sudden I was going to live 

again.  Then every morning I began doing that.  So over the course 

of  that winter, as I recovered, I wrote around 130 of  these short 

little poems. 

 I want to talk a little bit about what I think was happening, in 

the event that it might be helpful to you at some point.   
 



Ted Kooser (cont.) 

My experience of  cancer was that I was dealing with something huge, 

ominous, and chaotic – there was no structure to it, no order.  I 

remember how I seized one day on something [my oncologist] said to 

me.  He said, ‘The progress of  this tumor has a kind of  order to it, 

that if  it spreads it’ll go down your neck into your thorax and so on.’ 

– that there was a path that it might follow.  I mean, this is certainly 

not good news, but to me, the fact that a cancer could have any kind 

of  order to it at all was sort of  – I could get hold of  that.  It meant 

something.  Well, all this poetry writing was also trying to establish 

order.  If  I cold come home from a walk in the middle of  this feeling 

lousy and make a little square of  words with every one in its perfect 

place, then I had seized a little bit of  order.  I began doing that, and 

immediately, day after day, I began feeling better.  Part of  it was 

natural healing, of  course, but I think a good part of  it was the 

assurance that I was getting that there was order in the world.” 



Ted Kooser 



“We didn’t talk about my father…” 

 

 -Frederick Buechner 



“One November morning in 1936 when I was ten years old, my father got up 

early, put on a pair of  gray slacks and a maroon sweater, opened the door to 

look in briefly on my younger brother and me, who were playing a game in 

our room, and then went down into the garage where he turned on the engine 

of  the family Chevy and sat down on the running board to wait for the 

exhaust to kill him… 

Once he had died my mother, brother, and I rarely talked about him much 

ever again, either to each other or to anybody else.  It made my mother too 

sad…  His suicide was a secret we nonetheless tried to keep as best we could, 

and after a while my father himself  became such a secret.  There were times 

when he almost seemed a secret we were trying to keep from each other… It 

was almost as if  he never existed… 

Twenty-two years later in a novel called The Return of  Ansel Gibbs I told a very 

brief  and fictionalized version of  my father’s death, and the most accurate 

word I can find to describe my mother’s reaction to it is fury… I had betrayed 

a sacred trust… 

I was in my fifties and my mother in her eighties before I dared write on the 

forbidden subject again… 
 

Telling Secrets 



In a book called the Wizard’s Tide I wrote the story of  my father’s death the 

way I would tell it to a child… I told it as the child I both was in 1936 and 

still am in 1990.  I relived it for that child and as that child with the 

difference that this time I was able to live it right. 

The father in the story dies in much the way my father did, and the mother 

and children in the story hushed it up in much the way my mother and her 

two children did, but then comes the difference.  At the end of  the story, 

the boy Teddy, comes to a momentous conclusion.  He decided that from 

now on he wanted to talk about [his father] a lot.  He wanted to 

remember… Just before turning off  the lights, Teddy brings up the subject 

to his younger sister, Bean.  He doesn’t say anything about his father, he 

just mentions his name, but as I wrote the story, I knew that was enough.  

It was enough to start a healing process for the children in the story that 

for me didn’t start till I was well into my fifties.” (7-11, 34-35) 
 

Telling Secrets (cont.) 



EXERCISE ONE 

For four consecutive days, write about a single 

event in your life that’s caused consistent 

struggle or suffering.  At each sitting, write for 

fifteen minutes.  That’s it. 

This exercise is based on the finding that small 

edits can generate lasting change, and that a 

significant source of suffering results from an 

incoherent, or insufficient personal narrative.  



EXERCISE TWO 

A SECOND exercise also suggests 

writing a full narrative about a 

painful or plaguing event, but 

writing about it once, and in the 3rd 

Person (i.e. she, he, it).  



EXERCISE THREE 

A THIRD and similar exercise is the “step-back-

and-ask-why” Story.  Again, writing about a 

difficult life event or experience, do now 

simply recount it, but re-construe it.  Write the 

analysis of what you see when you watch the 

event replay in your mind, why it happened, 

and why you felt or reacted the way you did. 

 



EXERCISE FOUR 

A FOURTH exercise is called future framing, or the 

“Best Possible Self  Exercise,” and it’s particularly 

helpful when feeling lost and aimless.  Imagine 

where you would ideally be at some place in the 

future – 5, 10, 15 years from now – then write the 

story of  how you got there.   
 



EXERCISE FIVE 

A FIFTH exercise that also 

assists with the future 

tense of your story is 

writing your ideal eulogy.  

Write it proud and 

shamelessly!  What would 

be said about your Ideal 

Self? 
 



EXERCISE SIX 

A SIXTH exercise that helps with unresolved and unfinished 

relationships is letter writing.  The person or persons need not even be 

alive.  Just write to them your unspoken thoughts and feelings.  You 

can write to them as the person you now are, or as you were at other 

times in life (e.g. as a child, as you were when a certain event 

transpired, as you were during a previous season of  life, etc).  You may 

also find it beneficial to write the letter in the hand that you are not.  If  

you are right-handed, try writing it with your left.  And vice versa.  

Seal it up and keep it, or put it over a lit match when finished. 
 



EXERCISE SEVEN 

A SEVENTH exercise combines 
letter writing with the Life 
Chapters previously drafted.  This 
one could also be shared with a 
close partner.  For each of the six to 
eight Chapters from your Life 
Story, write a letter to at least one 
person in each Chapter. 
 



EXERCISE EIGHT 
An EIGHTH writing exercise is also letter 

writing.  For this exercise, as the person you 

are now, write a letter to yourself, to who 

you were, either (1) as you were when 

beginning childhood, or (2) as you were 

when beginning adolescence.  Share with 

your younger Self the wisdom they’ll need 

to navigate their time in life with grace and 

meaning, how to handle disappointments 

and pain, and/or where to seek joy. 
 



EXERCISE NINE 

A NINTH exercise offered by 

Sam Keen is:  Imagine you 

can travel freely inside your 

body in the manner of Isaac 

Asimov’s Voyage, or Journey 

to the Center of the Earth.  

Traveling through your body, 

describe what you see. 
 



EXERCISE TEN 

A TENTH exercise comes from Dan McAdams, and is 

recommended to try with a partner.  Your partner should be 

someone with whom you feel comfortable and who is capable 

of taking on an “enthusiastic, affirming, and nonjudgmental” 

perspective.  Each partner should get one to two hours.  This 

can be done in two sessions.  Your listener provides the 

prompts, which asks for eight key events. 
 



EXERCISE TEN (CONT) 

1. Peak  experience:  The high point in your life story. 

2. Nadir experience:  The lowest point in your life story. 

3. Turning point:  An episode in which you, your life, underwent significant change. 

4. Earliest memory:  One of  the earliest memories you have of  an event that is 

complete with setting, scene, characters, feelings and thoughts.  This does not have 

to seem important. 

5. An important childhood memory:  Any memory from your childhood, positive 

or negative, that stands out today. 

6. An important adolescent memory:  Any memory from your teenage years that 

stands our today. 

7. An important adult memory:  A memory, positive or negative, that stands out 

from age twenty-one onward. 

8. Other important memory:  One other particular self-defining event from your 

past. 

 



EXERCISE TEN (CONT) 

How do these memories reveal your relationship to the Story 

Themes of Love and Power, or about what you desire in life?  

Remember, these are memories that you have subjectively 

chosen to highlight, while disregarding others.  Be curious.  

Why does a teacher’s simple compliment stand out so boldly 

as very eventful?    Why does the death of your father not 

stand out as the worst thing that ever happened?  Why are 

you alone in most of your key experiences?  Why aren’t you?  

Etc. 
 


