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Our holy space

ONE OF MY FIRST DAYS working at Beth Israel
Hospital, I rold stories to four patients in an air-
lessmoom ar the end of a hallway. Nurses sat with
the patients. I warched everyone as the story
began.” There were once three men who ..." Eyes
that had been glazed over moments before, now
murned ourward from a preoccupation with self
toward my voice. By the middle of the story they
were listening. Through my speaking and my
presence they were able to project themselves
into the story and then backwards o themselves,
imagining the unfolding narrative. Afterwards, 1
asked,"How did you feel abour that story?” Since
there was no right answer, each persons response
took its own place in the room. Mot only did chey
get to know a bit about each other and express
their voices, but the small airless room seemed o
expand through the inner space created by cheir
involvement. An old man whispered to me, as he
lefr, "It felt like our holy space”

Just as a mother sings a baby to sleep, the
voice of the storyteller, when it resonates from
the heart of one’s personal understanding of the
potency of the story and the listeners engage-
ment, soothes by the lullaby of authentic pres-
ence. This lullaby does not put one to sleep, but
numbs the power of the habit of negarive or lim-
iting ideas. The way of the storyteller is not about
informing someone of possibilities or of giving

yet another explanation. [t is abour crearing the
space in which one feels alive and participaring.
One is meeting one’s own truth, which is the nar-
ural state of listening and hearing. Hafiz, a
Persian poet, once wrote, "If the light of the love
of truth falls on your hearr and soul, you will
become lovelier than the sun in heaven.”

The room of women

Another day in a four-person room: An elderly
woman was too panicked to listen to a rale, so 1
sat down next to her bed. She told anyone and
everyone her dilemma. I listened ro what she was
saying and how she was saying it. Her voice was
filled with frustration, pain, terror, and anger.
Had I not made the decision to be simply inter-
ested, it would have propelled me away like a bad
smell. She had heard that she would not walk on
her legs again. She had no family or anyone else
to assist her. She was frightened and uncertain
about her future. She began to weep. Her blue
eyes were bright. I was as areracred o her eyes as
I was dismayed by her voice.

After her complaine, I said,"You have beauci-
ful eyes.”

She angrily replied, I have always needed
glasses. My eyes are ugly. My sister never needed
glasses. The kids in my class made fun of me”
From whar place did this anger arise? How far
back was the origin of her sense of injustice and
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ugliness, abandonment, and unfair treacment. I
mirrored her dismay and began 2 story abour a
little girl who had beautiful eyes that were stolen
by a bird. I made up the story. She listened.
When I had no idea where to go with the story, I
asked for her assistance — “And then whar h:ﬁ-
m Caughe up with the story, she gave me an
answer — " The bird flew away with her eyes.” We
made a story, incident by incident, on the energy
of her dissatisfaction. The girl had lost whar was
most precious. The bird swallowed the eyes. We
went on for 20 minutes until the story ended
with the girl regaining the eyes when she was an
old woman.

“So whar is the meaning of thar story?” the
woman demanded, hurling her question ar me.

[ answered,”I don't know. It's just a story”

She said, "Bue it isn't crue.”

“Bur it was a good story" [ replied.

Then she looked ar me and said, "You have
beauriful eyes.” I thanked her and rold her thar
when [ was lirtle, an Austrian man, a survivor of
the Holocaust, who always wore a three-piece
wool suit even in the hear of August, said to me,
“Remember those eyes of yours were given by
God. Don't become proud.” Then for some rea-
son she and I burst out laughing. The whole
illogic of the story, the energy of her complaint,
the directness of our communication — in which
I did not respond to her actual problem —
seemed to break through her preoccupation and
suddenly we were ralking to one another.

The docroe a.rrivedjus[ at that moment. ] was
able to ask him to describe slowly, in my presence,

the diagnosis he had given her the day before.
With her mind more ar ease, and with the docror
being asked a question withour accusation, the
answer could be heard. The prognosis was not as
dire as she had assumed. That was the grace of
the momenr. He apologized for his rushing

through it the day before. He admitred guileless-
ly that he was too busy and rired. She was able o
appreciate his apology and dilemma. It was a
stunning moment. =

When the doctor left, another woman
demanded, "Couldn't you tell me a story as well®
She wanted to participate. Another woman
called our in a commanding voice from across che
room, "IF you speak a lirle louder, I can hear toa”

The woman beside the blue-eyed lady was 2
small, black-haired Spanish woman who had
accidentally been poisoned during a blood trans-
fusion. The blood was being removed and replen-
ished. Her body was undergoing an unforeseen
transformarion lhrough this Frighl.tning miscake
She had to lie in bed for days while new blood
circulated from without to within. She had the
look of a rraumatized person. I told her we were
making up stories. She said, T like true stories”

I asked her if she had any memories from hes
own childhood. She pulled herself up to a sicting
position and rold us,”I grew up in Florida beside
a train track. My sister and I used ro walk along
the track to a circus where there were carmval
games, animals, and magicians. We loved to
watch the magician. My sister always wanted o
go behind the scenes and find our how the magie
really worked. I never wanted ro know. [ loved dhe
mystery.”

This extraordinary memory arose naturally, &
seemed. Intuitively, she had signaled her own
healing strength through the realizarion thar she
was undergoing an inexplicable mystery

*Everyone loved the story,

I said, "Let me tell you a story” [ told the
Moroccan tale of the boy who sees a magician &=
the marketplace who can turn ordinary things s
gold with the touch of his magic finger. No mas-
ter how much the magician offers ro turn o gold
the-boy says,”T want more.” Finally, the magicias



asks, “Whar do you want?” And the boy answers,
“I want the magic finger.”

Another woman, who had been silent unril
that moment, spoke up in a British accent. She
was wearing an elegant pink silk nighrgown."We
all want to be mistresses of our destiny” The room
of women asked me to come back the nexr day.

I returned and rold a Turkish tale of a young
prince’s journey to three worlds beneath ours. In
each world there is a2 demon or monster to over-
come, until he arrives ar the lowest world, where
he confronts an eagle mother and is finally taken
on her back up o his own world. As I told the
tale, I realized that one way of looking ar thar
story was as a symbolic journey of uncovering the
root causes of ones illness. Each quest into
another world led us back to a particular emo-
tional event thar occurred long before the obvi-
ous problem in the uppermost, surface world.
Bt even when he touched the root of the prob-
lem, the princes journey was not complered.

The princes compassion was tested. As the
eagle mother carried him, she lost her strength
and feared that she and the young man would fall
to their deaths. He rook pity on her and cut flesh
from his own leg to feed her. She did not swallow
the mear. And his selfless kindness gave her
strength. She ook him all the way home, remi-
niscent of the shamanic stories of journey and
return. It emotionally rook us our of our present
fixation on illness and outer events, and urged us
within to the world of visceral imaginarion,
where image is body and we live our the story
thar is being told within ourselves.

The African storyteller and healer Malidoma
Some writes, “Primitive cultures normally deal
with the physical world at the last stage. What
goes wrong in the visible world is only che rip of
the iceberg. So to correct a dysfunctional state of
affairs effecrively, one must first locare its hidden
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area, its symbolic dimension, work with it first,
and then assist in the restoration of the physical
(visible) extension of ir. Visible wrongs have their
roots in the world of the spiric”

Just as the Spanish woman described her fear
in the language of the soul and empowered her-
self with her own courage and sense of mystery
restored, I told che Turkish tale not knowing why
when I began. I listened to what was called for
within the situation, and from within myself. The
challenge of the storyteller is to know the right
story to tell ar the right moment and o whom.
Or to know when not to tell a story, but to listen.

Befriending death

One day I walked onto the Planerree Ward ar the
hospital. No one wanted to hear stories.
However, 2 man arrached to an IV, dragging one
leg and looking very weak and disrracred, was
leaning against a wall. I asked if he would like to
hear a story. He rurned and said,”l am in a lot of
pain.”

I said gently, “Perhaps I can distrac you for a
lirrle while. If you would like to come and listen,
I could arrange for you ro be brought down the
hallway."I think it was his desperation thar made
him agree.

He said,"T will come on my own.” It rook him
15 minutes to drag his leg and che IV down the
hall. When he sar down he was exhausted. I was
very moved by his pain and the efforr he had
made. My mind went blank. Suddenly I thoughr
of a story thar not only seemed bizarre, given the
situation, but was also one thar [ hardly knew. I
said, "] read a story the other day thar interested
me a lot, although I didn't understand ic” He
nodded, giving me permission to go ahead.

I began the story, tentatively ar first. It was a
Pawnee story abour a girl who is abandoned by
her tribe and ends up being caprured by a skull in
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a forest. She artempts to escape, aided by a spirit
being, and is pursued again and again by the
skull. She cannot get away. Finally, she rakes
refuge with five young men who go out to destroy
the skull. The skull cannot be destroyed, bur rolls
back to the forest.

The young men feed her and she reaches
them agriculture. She finds and plants seeds.
Eventually, the young men turn out to be stars
and go up to the sky. She follows. They are the
Pleiades. She is there with them. And the seeds
thar she planes become the first corn.

The story took a long time. The man half lis-
tened, his eyes opening and closing. I hoped char
he was able to get at leasr a little relief in che lis-
tening. When I was done, he said, T liked thar
story” 1 was surprised. He added.” [ understand
char story. It is my story. I am also pursued by
dearh and cannor get away from it. But it has a
happy ending. She becomes a star. I always think
thar death cannot be final. And the seeds bring
new life to the earth. I like that story” He left as
laboriously as he had arrived. Later, in the hall-
way; he caughe my arm and said, "Thank you. 1
needed to hear thar. It gave me a chance to think
about my death”

The power of story

There are so many incidents from my three years
in Beth Isracl. Each one was furcher proof of the
possibilities of storytelling. Listening to stories
took people out of themselves and then returned
them to themselves. Listening promored an
instantaneous joining of mind and body and
heart, without which there can be no peace of
mind, nor any energy for actual healing. As lis-
teners imagined the story, they enacted it psycho-
logically within themselves. Even if chere were a
thousand people, each person would listen
uniquely and feel as if the story were being told
just for him or her. The very process of being in
the story has its own sarisfaction, for there is sac-
isfaction of someching thar has a definite form: a
beginning, middle, and an end. This form helps
to give some meaning to an unfamiliar and scary
situation.

For many in the era of managed healch care, a
hospital stay is a stressful or fearful event. Ir is
exacerbated by the fact that how long one stays is
determined not by the need of the illness or heal-
ing, but by how many days the insurance compa-
ny is willing ro pay. Some people need a long time
for their healing, but can only stay for three days.
The satisfaction of the story, which defies time
and logic, and has form, becomes a stabilizing

event.

A HOW-TO GUIDE FOR RETELLING STORIES

The process outlined below will help cellers learn
stories quickly and heartfully, without memo-
rization. The memorized story can stand
between yourself and the listener, making the
words of the story and the performance more

important than your relarionship ro the listeners
and their inner experience of the tale.

A. Read the story aloud ro yourself as if you
were telling the rale to your own mind.




Listen, féel, imagine
B. Ask yousself whar moved you the most: a cer-
tain image or event? Write it down and then,

re a dream, free associare on that

event. You are beginning ro find
your relagonship to the story.

€. Make an outline of the events of the narrative
(withour writing the text) so you can follow
the thread of the sequence of events. The out-
line releases you from the written rhythm of
the story.

D. See the landscape of the story, either by walk-
ing through it as if it were an invisible pop-up
map or by licerally drawing a map of the
places of the story to see where it takes place
and what happens in each serring.

E. Retell the story as you remember it ro a
friend, almos as if it were casual gossip. How
does your friend feel about the story? Whar
did you remember and what did you forger?
Begin to find your individual rhythm and lan-
guage.

E List the characters, the symbols, the objects,
the animals. List the numbers that occur and
repeat.

G. Whar questions do you have abour the cul-
tural background of the story? Research
these.

H. Make a charr of the emotional roadmap of
the unfolding story from start to end.
Concentrate on the emotional changes each
character undergoes.

as if it

MNow, you are ready to begin relling the story.
Remember thar the most important story is the
one that the listener hears — and each person hears
his or ber own story. So tell the story from the
heart. Be present: don't disappear or melr into the
narrative. In this way you can pay arrention to
both the listener and your telling. Try first with-
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out any voices and special effeces. Ler che story
inform your telling, and when you try voices,
become familiar with the characters and the role
they play in the tale rather than choosing carica-
tured sound effects. The story is not a cartoon,
bue a living reciprocal event thar demands your
willingness to bring it to life with digniry, feeling,
and communication. Play and pay attention.
True-life stories can be approached in a simi-
lar manner. Our own life events can be a source of
inspiration and comfort ro others. Begin the tale
in a specific place and time o make cerrain that

your listener can easily create an instant serting.

Further suggestions for retelling sessions
in health-related situations
o Ask people what the story reminded chem
of in their own lives, or if it reminded
them of another story they might know
from their own childhood repertory.

s Ask how they might want 1o change the
story. Would they change the ending if
they could? Enjoy the exploration with
people without judgment and the armos-
phere will be filled with trust and sharing,

» Engage someone in telling his or her own
experiences simply and directly. This helps
to relieve people from the loop of concern
for the often baffling facts of cheir illness
and situation. Since you will now be the
listener, listen openly and you mighe dis-
cover a significant idea or feeling thar can-
not be verbalized, or the teller’s own inru-
itive signals abour what road ro follow
toward healing and/or self-acceptance.

« Listening is the most profound ralent you
can develop. Listening without bias or the
need to do anything to change the story

helps the teller to hear his or her own
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SLOry more l.'|::|.l:1r and make his or her
own assessments. Questions about details
can help the teller make more visceral and
logical sense of the story and encourage
the reller to be communicarive.

Retell the story back to teller in the chird
person, if you feel confident doing so. For
example, “There was once a girl who ..
Listening to one’s own tale is a huxury thar
is fun and affirming. It also allows people
to hear what they might not have known
about their own experience.

e Slow down the engine. When someone

tells you the same litany of facts abour 2

personal problem over and over, ask him
or her to retell it to you slowly, almostin a

monorone. This makes it less seressful and
allows the teller to hear it also. You can
ask questions: What would you change if
you could make anything happen?
Bringing their voice back into their bod-
ies, without the panic of repetition, can
release creative energy much needed for
rest and healing.

If you are in a situation thar allows it,
write down someone’s story or the rale
you told that they liked, and make a col-
lage abour it with photos, drawings, and
pictures in magazines. Then place the
waords of the story in a lirde box or in an
area in that picture where they think it
bclnngs or is safe.




