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Finding and Telling Your Soul Story

Irish seanfhocal (old word): An té a bhionn siulach, bionn sé scéalach.

Translation: He who travels is full of stories.

On the bus coming home from a party, Joel, who was in the row behind my friend
Janet and me, leaned over and asked, “Hey, Janet, I don't know you very well.
What’s your story of faith?” That question took a lot of guts, but it took even more
nerve for Janet to admit: “I've never thought about that before. I don’t know if I
have a story, much less a story of faith.” Many people have said the same thing to
me. But trust me on this: every single person has a story of faith.

Your Soul Story

Nobody is ever lost to God, no matter how far we might stray from him. No story
is insignificant or unimportant. Have you ever lost someone you love? Had your
heart broken? Thought you couldn’t get out of bed to face one more day? Been let
down? Had moments that took your breath away? Didn’t recognize the person who
looked back at you in the mirror? If you have had any of these experiences, you
have a soul story.

And because you are a person, you have a story to tell.

All our relationships and experiences are threads woven together creating the
most beautiful tapestry of story—our soul story.

Soul stories are the stories we often keep hidden from others because, like
Narcissus, we find it much easier to stay at the surface. I call these surface stories

“glory stories” because of their tendency to focus on only the positive ending. “Ta-
da!” they exclaim “I did it, my life was a mess, but look at how it all turned out:
perfect!” While it is easier to skip to the parts of our story that have been redeemed
and made whole, the real value comes in allowing others to see inside the cracks of
our story where we were broken open: the thin places. Our story is the bearer of our
joy but also our pain, or to put it another way, our “soul scars” that time and faith
have mended or are still mending. Like the ancient seanachai, or the bearer of “old

lore” in the Celtic tradition, we are a bearer of old lore in our own story.

Word to the Wise

Human beings are at heart storytellers. We are so drawn to telling and living in
story that at night our stories continue in dream format. The art of storytelling
is at the heart of all cultures, and the Irish too have a long tradition of oral story
telling. The Irish, like many Celtic groups, are highly verbal, passing down legends,
stories, and tall tales from one generation to another. For example, even though
the Celtic tribes scattered throughout Europe had an understanding of Greek, they
did not commit their laws, histories, and religious beliefs to writing but passed
them down orally from one generation to another. In Caesar’s De bello gallico, he
mentions that the Celtic high priests (known as Druids) spent as long as twenty-
nine years in training, during which time they committed to heart the folklore,
laws, rituals, and practices of their ancestors.

This tradition lives on to this day in the seanachai, or those persons entrusted
with the art of storytelling or bearers of “old lore.” The seanachai is often imbued
with a wisdom that comes from observing people and from building or dissipating
tension or humor through storytelling. Like many Irish children who go to the
pub on an occasional Sunday with their family, I relished the opportunity to
have a bottle of Coca-Cola and a bag of Tayto chips in the village pub. The pubs
and hearths of Ireland are fertile ground for music, mischief, and the magic
of storytelling. Stories are swapped from family to family, intermingled with
legends, myths, and, quite frankly, “blarney.”
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As a child, I was often described as having “the gift of the gab,” which is a
common enough occurrence in Ireland. Adding that gift of gab to a keen memory
and a love for history, I participated and won many seanachai competitions in my
childhood. Reading mythology, history, folklore, and fairy tales kept me busy for
hours on end, and I was often described as a bit of an old soul because I soaked up
stories like a sponge.

My mentor was a wise old lady who had a flair for the dramatic and a gift for
long bardic-style recitations. I used to cycle out to Vera’s house for practice, and
she, along with my mother, would coach me on intonation and the art of dramatic
presentation. With Vera’s mentoring, I competed in the All-Ireland seanachai
competitions, taking second place in the national competition when I was sixteen.
From the stage, I saw firsthand the power of words to hold people captive, to draw
forth emotion, and to unite people in grief or humor.

Even today, the millions of people who travel to Ireland to see the famous
Book of Kells or the ones who view it digitally are a testimony to how language
captivates and connects us. So powerful is the ability of story and words to shape
culture and civilization, that they have been the subject of destruction but also
great preservation throughout the ages. The word was sacred to the Celts and the
great founding traditions of the world, and it should be just as sacred to us too.

A common greeting when meeting someone in Ireland is, “What’s the story?”
which means “What’s going on?” or “Have I missed anything interesting?” In
Dublin, many times it is even abbreviated to “Story?” as a greeting and way of
catching up. The phrase comes from the Irish expression cad é scéal agat, which
literally means “what story is on you?” Story helps us to see ourselves, others, and
the world differently. Children too have this great gift of story, although it is not
often nurtured as it should be. My godmother, when meeting a baby for the first
time, would declare, “That one has been out before!” She meant that the child,
though newly born, looks with the eyes of the wise upon the world. Story is at
the heart of who we are as people, even if we sometimes forget the art of good

storytelling.

The Power of the Word to Harm and Heal

Words hold tremendous value for shaping our worldview and contributing to
how we perceive ourselves and others. Consider the great lengths that people
throughout history have gone to preserve the written word. After the collapse of
the Roman Empire, the European monks fled from the attacks of various tribes
who burned their way through ancient libraries and priceless manuscripts. At
great risk to their lives, they safeguarded treasures and antiquities and brought
them to Ireland and the British Isles for safekeeping. Countless works from the
ancient world, including those of Aristotle and Plato, were preserved for future
generations by those monks. During World War II, many Jewish people valiantly
attempted to preserve the sacred texts of their faith, which were sought out by
the Nazis for burning and destruction. These texts were sacred and intrinsic to the
identity of the Jewish people, texts that anchored them to God, to their history, and
to each other. Censorship still happens today in many parts of the world, proving
the old maxim to be true that “the pen is mightier than the sword.”

Just as language evolves constantly and is shaped by continually changing
cultural and societal forces, new words are constantly entering conversation.
Twenty years ago, nobody would have had any idea what a “tweet” was all about
or how to write a “Facebook post.” However, with the evolution of connectivity, we
are also losing the beauty of certain words and their meanings. Consider the word
memory, for example. In the past, the only frame of reference for this word was the
human context, but the word memory now applies to devices such as a computer,
a phone, even a washing machine. Words are in danger of being stripped of their
relational context as we navigate the “real” and the digital world, which can often
dehumanize relationships. There is power in words—to heal and transform but
also to denigrate and debase. Healing words are like droplets of water that come
together as a river of story for those who listen to its music.

A poem that speaks to this reality is one that I learned in grade school and that
has stayed with me. It is entitled “Truth” by Barrie Wade:

Sticks and stones may break my bones,
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But words can also hurt me.

Stones and sticks break only skin,

While words are ghosts that haunt me.
Slant and curved the word-swords fall
To pierce and stick inside me.

Bats and bricks may ache through bones,
But words can mortify me.

Pain from words has left its scar

On mind and heart that’s tender.

Cuts and bruises now have healed;

It’s words that I remember.

If information is power, then words are its currency. We see this today in the
scurrilous muckraking that goes on in political campaigns that hurl words at
people and use them to deceive and destroy. Words can be a balm for the soul or
a weapon of mass destruction when they are directed at entire groups of people
and used to marginalize and dehumanize them. Consider the experience of the
Irish—and many other people throughout the world—who have clung to their
native tongue in times of trial and persecution as they were often prevented from
speaking their own language or practicing their faith. There is a lovely expression
coined by the Irish teacher, barrister, and national hero Padraig Pearse: Tir gan
teanga, tir gan anam, which means “A country without a language is a country
without a soul.” If that is true, then a person without a soul story is a person

without a voice. Let’s look at how to identify and share our soul story.

Story as Thin Space

How many times a day are we asked how we are doing, and how often is a trite
greeting at the grocery store or workplace such as “How are you?” met with the
automatic response like “Fine” or “Just great”? If we would stop and look someone
deep in the eye and ask, “How are you really doing?” we would realize that this
question 1s an invitation to a story. Listening creates the sacred ground where

story can emerge.

Each of us has our own way of seeing and describing the world, but for pilgrim
beings, finding our own voice is a necessary step for our own spiritual growth.
Giving voice to who we really are is an act of powerful vulnerability in a world that
wants to airbrush relationships, experiences, and people. Finding our story and
telling our stories are acts of great courage and authenticity. We can all “smell a
lie,” especially when it comes to story.

The phrase “telling stories” has both a positive and a negative connotation. In
Ireland, when someone is accused of “telling stories,” the person hearing the story
suspects a lie. Tracy Chapman, in her poignant song “Telling Stories,” pokes at this
tendency to hide the truth even when we are telling our own stories. She sings of
the lies we tell ourselves between the lines of space in our memories. Our truth and
“the truth” are not always the same.

Telling your story is not just breaking down what happened to you or how you
broke through. Story is not just about the mechanics of what happened but instead
about why it happened and how we have been shaped by the experience. It is a sad
truth that you can tell your own story without sharing who you really are. People
can sense when you are being authentic and when you are not. You can share your
experiences without giving yourself over to the listener. But sharing your soul
story is deeper than that.

Story is the ground of thin space. Your story is your journey in and out of the
thin spaces in your life. It is a trusted exchange of soul meeting soul and how God
pulled you, dragged you, or carried you to where you are today. Soul friends have
an important part to play in helping you curate experiences and identify the most
impactful movements in your story. But even if you do not have a soul friend,
you can certainly find your soul story through reflection, discernment, and prayer.
Entering your story is a thin place as God and each one of us work together to
journey through the spaces between our memories.

Giving voice to the real, messy, heartbreaking, and authentic “you” is an act of
breaking free from what others think about you and even what you think about
yourself. If you find identifying and sharing your soul story challenging, you're
not the only one. I resisted doing this for years, but once I had laid out my story,
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I felt that I had broken free of many of the lies I had lived out. I was broken
open, and a deep sense of peace settled into my bones. God’s presence in my life
through those times of intense suffering became clearer. Even after my husband
and I endured difficult seasons, such as when our daughter was diagnosed with a
chronic illness, we never doubted God’s presence in our lives or our love for each
other. He was the first person that listened to my story and cried with me, knowing
no words are necessary when there is an outpouring of pain. This was a thin place
for both of us.

Sharing our soul story is a gift both for the storyteller and for the listener,
for it is in the sharing of our stories that communal bonds are strengthened,
relationships are deepened, faith is nourished, and God’s movement in our lives
is revealed. This is a thin place in which words seep into our subconsciousness.
A single word can transport us to a place in our memories, either positively or
negatively. Just as in Plato’s myth of the cave, where the people were physically
chained together, words can also chain us to our own cave. Those who have been
in abusive situations often find that the words linger far longer than even the
pain of physical or sexual abuse. Many times, the words that were hurled at us
become the words that haunt us, in our waking and in our sleeping. As we journey
through life, it is important to stop and examine the voice inside our head because
unchecked, negative thoughts become negative attitudes that become negative
behaviors.

Perhaps you haven’t thought about the specific words that are a regular part
of your speech and how they have shaped your understanding of who you are
and how others see you. We approach the world through our senses, and our
language often reflects this. My friend David approaches the world many times
through his intellect and finds himself using language such as “I know what you
mean” or “Help me to understand why you think this way.” Others approach the
world through the visual and use words to reflect this, such as “I see what you
mean” or “Help me to see more clearly what you mean.” Those who approach the
world through the affective or their heart will sprinkle “feeling” words throughout

their conversation such as “I feel your pain” or “I just feel it in my gut.” Those

who approach the world through their sense of hearing will often pepper their
interactions with expressions such as “I hear what you are saying” or “I hear the
emotion in your voice.” Those who are tactile will generally use metaphors drawn
from the material world to ground their conversation in concrete and tangible
ways. Sometimes we will use a combination of all these figures of speech but very

often find our comfort in one dominant modality.

Soul Space

“I just need some head space,” my friend Ethan told me. “A place where I can just
breathe and where I don’'t have to make any decisions.” Many of us feel the same.
But if creating head space is important for mental health, then the concept of soul
space should be just as important. We need to create ample time for reflection and
silence, which are necessary conditions so our souls can breathe, especially given
how we rely so much on words to communicate. But words are obviously not our
only form of communication. Space helps too.

Many people today, especially young people, are drawn to story but not so
much to the written word. Social media platforms such as Instagram are a
testimony to how popular storytelling is, but in this case with images rather than
words to tell stories. We are hardwired for story, and we have come full circle in
how we tell them, as today we also use etchings, drawings, and images. But lest we
think this is a new phenomenon, we should consider how our ancestors told story
through images—in the cave paintings of Lascaux in France or the hieroglyphs of
ancient Egypt. But as important as the specific words or images are, so too is the
space between them. The monks of ancient Ireland inherited Latin manuscripts to
translate in their scriptoria and noticed that all the Latin words ran together on
the page without any spaces. To make the words easier to digest, the Irish monks
inserted pauses or spaces between the words to help the reader breathe into the
text. The gift of the space between words is one of the Irish monks’ greatest gifts to
the world, and it has a lot to teach us, spiritually speaking.
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As we put one foot in front of the other through life, we need to make sure to
pay attention not just to the words that people say but also to what is unspoken
and unsaid. The pauses are where the nuances of conversation lie, the space where
the breath of God can be listened to and where the ordinary and the extraordinary
come together. We can discern thin places in our lives only if we are open to
listening for them.

The gift of space between words is not something we should ever take for
granted, especially when it comes to sharing our soul stories. In the silent space
between words, a depth of feeling and emotion is conveyed that allows the listener
or reader to enter the story by connecting memory to the present and reality to the
perception. In sharing our story, particularly our journey of faith, vulnerability,
sensitivity, and trust are all on display.

When we forget who we are, we forget our story. Nobody can live your story
for you, and even if we occasionally allow others to write parts of our story for us,
it remains our story. When we strive to live out someone else’s story, we live an
imitation of what it should be. Your story is as unique as your fingerprint. And yet

the storyteller remembers that, at heart, each of us is connected and our stories
are intertwined. Stories become a part and parcel of family life—talking about our
ancestors can take us back eight hundred years in a single conversation! Stories
speak to the place in our memories that shapes our understanding of our home.
When we draw from the wellspring of story, we draw into it our family, our circle
of friends, and the wider community in which we dwell. All stories are shared
stories. When your story becomes my story, ultimately it becomes “our story” as
people of faith.

God is the author of life and, in a very real sense, the author of each of our
stories. If he provides the pen, then we supply the ink in our experiences. The pen
and the ink come together as an act of divine creation as we write our story with
God together. Every day is an opportunity to begin anew, for each day is a page and
each week a chapter in the story of God’s love for us. Soul stories are the thin places
of our own dying and rising to new life, which is at the heart of our human journey
that we will now explore.
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Your Thin Place: Finding and Telling Your Soul Story

Irish seanfhocal (old word): An té a bhionn siulach, bionn sé scéalach.

Translation: He who travels is full of stories.

Breaking Open
Far from being a literal translation of expressions such as “travel broadens the mind”
or “he [or she] who travels knows much,” this expression reminds us that story allows
us to travel into the world of another, whether we tell them ourselves or whether
we hear them from another. While traveling undoubtedly broadens the mind, so
does journeying through story. Story creates thin spaces where we find meaning and
common ground with others.

Going through life will always bring challenges and opportunities. Choose two to
three thin places in your life that have defined you. These may be experiences in which
you felt that your life was moving too fast or you were being pulled away from the core
of who you are. Of these two or three experiences, which one was the most impactful
for you? Start with this experience.

» Did you have a breakdown moment or series of breakdown moments? What

happened?

- Where was God in this part of your story? Where was your thin place at this

time?

- What was in the junk drawer that you didn’t want to deal with at that time of

your life? Name it and claim it.

What one word or emotion describes this time of your life?

Breaking Through

]

At some point during your experience, darkness turned to light and there was
a breakthrough. You entered a thin place. This period is marked by a renewed
energy and vigor for life.

Identify the turning point. What was this moment or time like for you?

What was the threshold that you decided to cross during this time?

Name two to three things that helped you break through this time.

- What did your relationship with God look like at this point in your journey?
What did this thin place feel like?

Breaking Free
Breakdowns that are followed by breakthroughs very often lead to “breaking free” of
people, events, experiences, or behaviors. As time eases the wounds of what transpired,
we recognize that our pain has not just been transformed but transfigured—from
something sad and dark to a rich and deeply meaningful season of our lives. This period

is marked by acceptance and peace.

- Identify what freedom looks like for you on the other side of this story. How are
you different? How are you the same?

- Where did you see new life in breaking free?
« Where did you find renewed confidence in yourself?

- Where did peace and acceptance come from during this time? What did it feel
like?

« Who or what helped you become more open to God’s presence?

. If you were to sit with your eighteen-year-old self, what advice would you give to

this person, knowing what you know now?

- What do you believe to be the central message of your soul story?

Let the redeemed of the Lovd tell their story—those he
redeemed from the hand of the foe, those he gathered from

the lands, from east and west, from north and south.

—Psalm 107:2-3
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