
The Story-Telling Life  
 

“All stories are true; some of 

them actually happened.” –

Irish Proverb 

 
“The limits of language mean 

the limits of my world.” 

-Ludwig Wittgenstein 



Genesis 1:1-3 

“In the beginning when God began to create the heavens and the 
earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of 
the deep, while the spirit of God swept over the waters….   
 
Then God said, ‘Let there be light,” and there was light.” 
 



“To make meaning in life 

is to create dynamic 

narratives that render 

sensible and coherent the 

seeming chaos of human 

existence.”  

 

 

 
Dan McAdams 

     The Stories We Live By 



Northrop Frye (1912-1991) 

Literary Theorist and Critic 



“Consciousness begins 
when brains acquire the 

power, the simple power I 
must add, of telling a 

story.” 

Damasio, 1999 



The Storytelling Animal (2012) 

 “A life story is a ‘personal myth’ about 
who we are deep down—where we come 
from, how we got this way, and what it 
all means.  Our life stories are who we 
are.  They are our identity.  A life story is 
not, however, an objective account.  A 
life story is a carefully shaped narrative 
that is replete with strategic forgetting 
and skillfully spun meanings… [We are] 
figments of our own imaginations.  We 
think of ourselves as very stable and real.  
But our memories constrain our self-
creation less than we think.  Until the day 
we die, we are living the story of our 
lives.”  



John Holmes 
Prof of Psychology, Waterloo University 

 

“For better or worse, stories are a very powerful source of 
self-persuasion, and they are highly internally consistent.  
Evidence that doesn’t fit the story is going to be left behind.”  



“We tend to think of memories as 
snapshots from family albums 

that, if stored properly, could be 
retrieved in precisely the same 

condition in which they were put 
away.  But we now know that we 

do not record our experiences the 
way a camera records them.  Our 

memories work differently.  We 
extract key elements from our 

experiences and store them.  We 
then recreate or reconstruct our 
experiences rather than retrieve 

copies of them.  Sometimes in 
the process of reconstructing we 
add on feelings, beliefs, or even 

knowledge we obtained after the 
experience.  In other words, we 
bias our memories of the past.”  



“Twenty years from now, 

you will be more 

disappointed by the things 

that you didn't do than by 

the things you did do.”  

 

-Mark Twain 



Narrative Levels 

Personal Myths 

 Hero 

 Victim 

 Lost Child 

 Intellectual 

 Professional 

 Blue Collar 

 Lover 

Master Narratives 

 Family  

 Cosmological 

 National 

 Religious 

 Ethnic 



Personal 
Myth 

Family Story 

Cosmological Story 

National Story 



Narrative Levels in Action 



To Tell a Good Story 

1. More Complex than Simple 
 
   Allowing for complexity of Characters (Self and Other) 
   -Motivations, roles, goals, character type, etc. 
 
   Acknowledgement of Pain, Suffering, Doubt, Fear,  

   Struggle 
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2. More Agentic than Passive 
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5. More Coherent than Chaotic 
  Requires practice 



Tips and Prompts for Telling your Story to Another 

1. Divide your life in to the sections of a book.  How many chapters would your book contain 
(between 3 and 8)?  What is the key event in each chapter, as well as the key characters?  
How was each key event resolved?  What was your primary role in the chapters (e.g. 
friend, child, lover, hero, villain, parent)?   What was the transition like between chapters?  
What would be the title of your book?  In what genre would your book belong (e.g. 
legend, tragedy, romance, comedy, folklore, etc.)?  The goal is not to “tell the whole 
story,” but to create an outline. 

2. Identify 8 key events throughout your life:  Peak experience (the highest point), Nadir 
experience (the lowest point), Turning point (an episode in which you underwent 
significant change and redirection), Earliest memory, an important childhood memory, an 
important adolescent memory, and important adult memory, another important 
memory.  Do these events have a consistent tone, such as positive and hopeful, or 
negative and despairing?   

3. Future Script:  How do you plan to make a contribution to others with the rest of your life? 
4. Draw a blueprint of your homes, as best as you can remember them.  Walk someone 

through the rooms of your houses and talk about important memories that come to mind 
in the rooms.  If there are holes in the memory of your houses, let the blueprints reflect 
them. 

5. Play with metaphors.  Create a metaphor for life, for yourself, for your challenges, for 
your loved one.  Explore how these things are both like AND unlike the metaphors you 
create. 

 
*Your listener is encouraged to use these prompts with minimal interruption and only for 

clarification. 
 
 


