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Introduction

What is the very first story you remember hearing?

Was it a once-upon-a-time fairy-tale, a story told by a grandparent, or perhaps a parable from a religious book? Was it the story of bunny-ears told to teach you how to tie your shoelaces, or maybe a tale you created yourself and acted out with the help of your toys or playmates?

Was there a moral to that story? What made that tale so distinctive for you that you still remember it after all these years?

By comparison, do you remember anything else you heard the same day you heard that story way back when, or even from that week or month? No? That’s because the human brain isn’t hardwired for facts, it’s hardwired for story.




The human brain is wired for story.







Stories hook and hold our attention. As a species, we love to tell and hear stories — it’s one of the few things that separates us from animals. Since our earliest tribal days, when clans gathered around fires, we’ve loved to listen to stories, especially those that carry a lesson. We pass on our wisdom across time and borders by weaving it in tales that get told and retold. We capture the best tales in writing — these days in books, print media, and in posts on the internet, but originally on cave walls and in hieroglyphs chipped into the stone of pyramids and temples.

Stories aren’t just for children and historians — they’re for all of us. We’re addicted to the magic of movie stories and the excitement of tales told in TV programs and computer games. We follow the inspirational legends of athletes and the sordid stories of celebrities, and we love the tales told in songs, poems, jokes and novels. We learn our religious teachings through the parables told in our good books; we visit museums to see the stories told in paintings and captured in sculptures; we’re riveted by timeless tales enacted in dance, mime and theater, and we can’t resist the social stories told in gossip.

Even at night, we weave our hopes, fears and daily mundanities into dream stories that try to make sense of impulses from within, and information from without.




We’re a curious species. We want to know what a story is about, what happens, how it ends, and what it means.







Allegory, parables, metaphors, fairy stories and fables — the way humans learn best is to find the nuggets of wisdom, truth, or inspiration tucked inside an unforgettable story. Good stories activate the sensory perception parts of our brain and stimulate our empathy for others. And, while we’re absorbed in a tale that engages our imagination and emotions, our mind sifts through the narrative for the lesson, and is much more likely to remember it than it would be to retain a dry fact.

In my working life as a counseling psychologist, English teacher, change management trainer, and fiction author, I’ve seen over and over again how individuals use stories to make sense of the chaos of experience. The stories we hear shape our brains — they literally change us at the neurological and bio-chemical level — and influence our attitudes and character.

I use stories and metaphors all the time with my clients in my clinical practice, both in normal “talk therapy” as well as in hypnotherapy. I find these tales with a message invaluable in getting across advice and wisdom, and my clients enjoy and appreciate them, too.

In twenty years of doing therapy with clients, I’ve also learned that people are much more open to listening to stories than to lectures or a logical recounting of facts. They’re less inclined to get defensive when life truths are woven into a story about someone or something else, than when I challenge them directly. Individuals, couples and families — everyone gets it more easily when it’s tucked inside an enjoyable tale.

In this book, I share with you a bouquet of powerful therapeutic stories. Some are true, some allegorical, and some personal. These tales are designed to set you thinking, to help you analyze and assess the way you’re currently living your life, to challenge the way you behave, and hopefully to inspire you to make the changes that will help you live a healthier, richer and more fulfilled life.

The contents page provides a brief clue as to what each chapter is about, psychologically speaking. Use this to guide you when selecting which stories you want to read. At the top of each story, there are a couple of questions to stimulate your thinking about the issues that are tackled in the story. You can, if you like, just read the stories, but you’ll find that the exercises which follow each tale are designed to help you translate the wisdom of the stories into practical action steps. The Takeaway point at the end of each chapter encapsulates the main lesson of the story.

You can read these stories in any order. I recommend you dip in and out of this book. Find a story that speaks to you, read it mindfully, and — for the best results — take the time to work through the exercises that follow each tale.




Stories are great in and of themselves, but life rewards action, so I encourage you to take the action steps to improve your life.







Don’t try to do everything all at once because that rapidly becomes overwhelming, and you wind up achieving very little. There’s a good reason why most psychologists see clients for only one hour-long session once a week (or even less often than that). We know our clients need time to assimilate what they have discovered into their existing mental and emotional structures, and to incorporate it into their daily lives.




Slow down, take it one story, one lesson at a time. Try to implement what you learn.







I hope that through these stories you find inspiration, healing and practical help in living a happier, healthier and more meaningful life.
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The jacket story

Is the world treating you badly? Do people exploit you or take you for granted? Have you tried to make yourself more likeable only to find that you’re less respected? This is the story for you!


The Story

Imagine that you’re window-shopping in a classy, high-end mall. There are jewelry stores, pricey shoe stores, exclusive boutiques, and luggage shops with designer-brand handbags and suitcases in their display windows.

As you’re strolling along, you hear your name being called by a soft, beguiling voice. You look around but see no one nearby. Deciding you must have imagined it, you turn to walk on, but at once you hear yourself being summoned again. And to your utter astonishment, you discover that the voice is coming from a beautiful jacket hanging on a display in one of the store windows.

(Now, if you’re not the sort of person who would stop, drop and drool at a high-quality, beautiful jacket, then you can make this story about shoes, or a handbag, or the best cellphone ever. It doesn’t matter — the lesson is the same. For now, let’s go with the jacket.)

You stare at that jacket in the storefront, listening to its tempting call inviting you to come on inside and try it on. Normally, this is not the sort of store you would ever dream of going into — it’s a high-end, brand-name store, way too expensive, stocked with the sorts of clothes you never have the occasion to wear, and staffed by snooty assistants with better clothes and hair than you. But today you’re feeling braver and bolder than usual and so, on a whim, you enter the store and ask to try on the garment.

And it’s… beautiful. Perfect!

You stand in front of the mirror, inspecting and admiring yourself from every angle. And the more you look, the more you like.

It’s insta-love.

The jacket is made of fine new wool (or perhaps tweed, or linen, or leather — you decide) with a silk lining, and it’s in just the color you’ve always wanted. It’s the most flattering style for your body, the sleeves end at the right point on your wrists, and it’s the perfect length. It’ll match so many items already in your wardrobe and, what’s more, it’s a comfortable fit.

It’s undeniably fashionable, but in a classically stylish rather than temporarily trendy way, so you know you’ll get years, perhaps decades, of wear out of this excellent piece. Wearing this jacket makes you look slimmer, stand straighter, and feel like a million bucks. In this jacket, you could take on the world — and win!

You want it badly, but you’re almost too scared to check the price tag. If you have to ask, you probably can’t afford it, right? Nervously, you turn over the tag, expecting the price to be in the region of $2,000. To your enormous surprise, you see it’s marked $20. You squint, perhaps put your glasses on, or step to where the light is better, but it still reads “$20.”

Right, honestly now, what’s your first thought? What’s the first question that pops into your mind?

Maybe you wonder if the price is a misprint, or perhaps it’s in a different currency. So, you check with the assistant.

“Is this right? Twenty dollars — twenty US dollars?”

“Yes, that’s correct,” she says.

What’s your next thought? It’s a suspicious one, right?

“Is there something the matter with it?” you ask, examining the garment closely.

You’re wondering if it’s shop-soiled or damaged in some way, whether it’s really wool rather than an inferior synthetic fabric. Possibly it’s only a cheap knockoff of the quality brand name.

“It’s real and in perfect condition,” the assistant replies.

“So, what’s the catch?”

Because there’s got to be a catch, right? If it seems too good to be true, it probably is.

“No catch,” she says. “I guess today is just your lucky day.”

Right, honestly now, what do you do next?

Do you, A: run to the cashier with the jacket — pausing only to grab ones in navy and tan, too — and pay the asking price for each, delighted with your bargain.

Or, B: take your jacket to the cashier and tell her, “Look, I know you’re only asking $20 for this jacket, but I’ve got to tell you
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Action steps

































































Fleas and elephants

Are you living to your full potential, or do you believe you cannot radically improve things for yourself? Do you feel unsatisfied with your life, but helpless to change it? Read on!


The Story

What do fleas and elephants have in common?

The flea is one of the tiniest creatures on planet earth, while the elephant is one of the greatest, but both can be taught to live in very limited ways.

A flea has long hind legs perfectly designed for jumping great distances — vertically up to seven inches (18cm), and horizontally up to thirteen inches (33cm). That’s about one-hundred times its own height! Relative to its size, the flea is the second-best jumper on the planet. (The froghopper takes the gold medal.)

There’s a classic experiment where scientists put a collection of fleas into a shoebox and measure how high they can jump. Unrestricted, the fleas easily leap right out of the box.

Then the scientists place a glass pane over the top of the shoebox and observe their tiny subjects. After leaping against the glass ceiling several times, the fleas adjust their jumps lower and lower, so that eventually they stop hitting the barrier altogether.

After a while, the glass pane is removed, and jumping height of the fleas is measured again. Incredibly, although the fleas are now able to leap freely, they still continue to jump to just below the height where the glass lid was.

Can they jump higher? Undoubtedly, yes. Do they jump higher? No.




They’ve learned through repeatedly hitting the glass ceiling that it’s impossible to jump as high as they are physically able to, and they can no longer jump to their full potential even after the limit has been removed.







Thankfully, the days when elephants were kept as performing animals in circuses seem to be disappearing. In the bad old days, these magnificent and powerful creatures were taught to perform tricks — to stand on their hind legs, or do “handstands” on their front legs, to balance on balls or barrels, or to perform other feats that were unnatural and probably painful movements for them.

To prevent their wandering off between performances, the elephants would be tied outside the circus tent by means of a simple rope connecting a collar on their ankle or around their neck to a small wooden stake stuck in the ground. Sometimes, the elephant could have the rope around its neck not attached to anything at all, and still stand passively still.

As a child, I was amazed by this. Having seen how African elephants in the wild are — scarily powerful, not easily intimidated, and quite capable of crushing or overturning a car — I couldn’t understand why the circus elephants didn’t turn on their masters. What is a trainer’s stick to a creature who can topple trees and trample humans? Why didn’t they escape when uprooting the stake would be easy — the equivalent of you or I plucking a toothpick out of the ground?

Later, I realized that these elephants had been raised in captivity. They had been tethered to a metal stake in the ground from the time they were small babies and not easily capable of uprooting it. When a baby elephant strained against the restriction, the ankle-collar or neck ropes would cut into his skin, and he would cease trying to escape his bonds, having learned that the attempt was both futile and painful.

As they grew, the circus elephants were rewarded with food and attention for learning their tricks. They were also punished with beatings from the trainer’s stick for their “misbehavior” at a tender age when they were not strong enough to crush their tormentors. Over time, they learned to recognize a much weaker being as their “master”.

Now, even though the stake was a small wooden one, and the trainer only a fraction of their size, adult elephants were still limited by their past learning experiences, and they stayed stuck in their current painful reality.


Analysis

What do humans have in common with fleas and elephants?

We, too, can be victims of this phenomenon, known in psychology as learned helplessness. We, too, can be enslaved by limiting beliefs.

Bump your head enough times against the limits set by your parents, teachers, or culture, and you’ll stop leaping quite so high. Be trained from when you’re little that you’re not strong, clever, acceptable or equal because you’re black, or female, or have some disability, and you may begin to believe it. Be punished, or shamed, or laughed at for striving to be your best, most powerful and exceptional self, and you’re likely to settle for being a second-best, toned-down version of yourself.

Even when we are free of those original limiting conditions — when we’ve left home, we’re financially independent, we live in a more accepting environment, when we’re strong enough to retaliate against anyone who tries to hurt us — we often don’t try. We don’t even object, although we may complain helplessly about our lives. We still dumb down, hide our talents and deny our uniqueness. We continue to limit ourselves because of those original harsh conditions and experiences.




The roof and the rope have been internalized, and the limits are now in your mind.






Action steps

1. Identify your rope or roof.

Try to identify what restrictions on your innate abilities were placed on you by your parents, your school, your peers, your religion, your culture, and/or your work environment. What have you been told you can’t or shouldn’t do — because of your race, sex, body, age, disabilities, sexual orientation, etc.?





2. Identify why you think change is impossible.

What life experiences of failure have caused you to believe that trying to change will likely be a painful or futile exercise? Think about the times you’ve banged your head against a metaphorical glass ceiling or brick wall. Based on those experiences, what did you decide about yourself, the world, and your future?





3. What limits do you impose on yourself?

What have you decided you can’t do, or have, or become, because you think you’re not smart, or thin, or attractive, or talented enough? Notice how you sabotage yourself and dwarf your potential with, Oh, I could never do that! or It’s too hard, or I can’t.





4. Challenge these beliefs and assumptions.

Ask yourself: Are they true? Are they always true? Identify other people similar to you who have broken the mold, escaped captivity, and broken through that glass ceiling — the paraplegic who climbed Kilimanjaro, the black man who became president, the seventy-year-old who wrote her first book.




If they can do it, then it can be done.



What’s stopping you?







Who told you that you were less than, inferior, or unacceptable? Was it your parents or teachers, your sports coach, the bullies at school, or the attitude of the society in which you grew up?

Ask yourself: what if my family, those bullies at school, my society were wrong? That’s a scary thought, I know. But you know what’s even scarier? Living your life within the circumscribed limitations of wrong beliefs! Living your one life (as far as we know) in accordance with limits that don’t exist!





5. Do a cost-benefit analysis.

Ask yourself whether it’s worth keeping the old beliefs, or whether it’s simply costing you too much in terms of life satisfaction, joy, health, unexplored potential, and lost opportunities? Make a list of the beliefs and habits you need to challenge because they are no longer helpful or constructive to your life right now.





6. Rewrite your old beliefs.

Craft new beliefs which are more constructive, true or encouraging.



“I can’t,” becomes “I choose not to.”

“I couldn’t,” becomes “I haven’t really tried.”

“I could never,” becomes “I could try.”

“When I’m thinner/richer/older, then I’ll…” becomes “I’ll make a start now.”

“Other people won’t like it,” becomes “I give myself permission to stop living inside the shoebox of other people’s limited expectations of me!”



These new beliefs may not feel true right now. They may feel unnatural. But the more you stop indoctrinating yourself with the old self-limiting beliefs, the more you tell yourself your new “truths,” the more real they will begin to feel, and the more you will be able to push yourself to new heights.

The good news is, you don’t need to believe you can before you start trying. Sometimes, we only believe it’s possible once we’ve accomplished it. Just try. Begin.




Stop thinking; start acting.









7. Identify your secondary gains.

What blocks you from accepting the new beliefs as true? What prevents you from trying to escape your tether?




We do what works. Even when it’s self-limiting or self-destructive, there’s a payoff.







It’s a rule of human nature that people do what works. Take a hard look at yourself and try to figure out the ways in which your old limiting beliefs might be working for you even though, of course, they are also working against you.

Are they a ready-made excuse not to try something which might be difficult? Do they protect you against the possibilities of failure or rejection? Do they allow you to live in the restricted familiarity of your comfort zones? What are you excused from doing or trying or risking? How does staying stuck bring you some or other kind of reward — perhaps acceptance, or praise for not rocking the boat, or the security of sticking to what is known?

Ask yourself: if you should put yourself out, leap your highest and fail — how would that outcome be any different to what you already have?




If you try, and you fail, how will that be any different to what you already have?









8. Give yourself permission.

Give yourself permission to try and, most importantly, give yourself permission to fail. The willingness to fail, and even to make a fool of yourself, is a prerequisite to learning anything new.

When you fail, get back up and try again. Try harder. Try something different. Try until you start succeeding a little, and then build on that success.




“Failures” are only truly useless when you learn nothing from them.







Realize that your failures are successes — you’ve just learned what doesn’t work. You’ve struck something off the list of things to try, and that’s taken you forward, even if only by one small step.






THE TAKEAWAY



Get out of the box, pull up the stake, free yourself from outdated, artificial restrictions and limits!



You are more powerful than you know. You are capable of so much more than you have ever imagined.



Begin today!
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