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The Stories We Tell

Recognizing the Myth of Who You Are

“The universe is made of stories, not of atoms.”

—Muriel Rukeyser

When I dragged myself into my first twelve-step meeting for people battling substance addiction, I felt more self-conscious than a bastard at a family reunion. Like most shame-riddled newcomers who fear rejection, I was sheepish about asking anyone to be my sponsor.

But there was this one guy.

Jack, a seventy-five-year-old retired Episcopal priest and therapist, was a recovery superhero. Whenever he spoke at meetings, his wry sense of humor and hard-won wisdom were apparent to everyone. He was a beacon of hope to those of us who had earned our seats in “the rooms.” One night after a meeting, I mustered up the courage to introduce myself to him and ask if he’d consider taking me under his wing.

Jack’s face softened, a smile appearing behind his eyes. “How long since you last drank or drugged?” he asked.

“Two weeks,” I said, looking down at my shoes.

“Congratulations!” he said, throwing his arms around me and hugging me so enthusiastically I thought he might break one of my ribs. “I’ll take you on!”

Under Jack’s mentorship, my two weeks of sobriety stretched into one month, then two, and before I knew it, I received my anniversary chip marking three continuous months. My life was humming along swimmingly until Jack dropped a bomb on me at one of our weekly Sunday morning check-in meetings at the Colonial Diner.

“I signed you up to share your story at next week’s Sunday night speaker’s meeting,” he said, stirring two packets of sugar into his coffee.

Recovery groups offer different meeting formats. In a speaker’s meeting, one person shares their story—what their life was like before and while they were using, and the “experience, strength, and hope” they’re finding through the program and working the steps. It’s kind of like a personal testimony you might hear at a Baptist church, only boozier.

“Jack, you’d tell me if you’d had a stroke, right?” I said, only half-kidding.

“No, why do you ask?” Jack said, arching one eyebrow.

“Because I’ve only been sober for three months. I’m not ready!”

“You don’t have to deliver the Gettysburg Address,” he said, chuckling.

For the next thirty minutes I came up with one lame excuse after another to get out of speaking, but Jack wouldn’t budge. Resigned to my fate, I stood up and lay down a five on the Formica-topped table.

“See you on Sunday,” I muttered, picking up my windbreaker and walking to the door.

“Get yourself to five meetings this week,” Jack called after me.

Without turning around, I waved goodbye. “Yeah, yeah, I know.”

Over the next seven days, I wrote and trashed at least a dozen drafts of my life story. During my last pharmaceutical jag, I had suffered a series of panic attacks and was still terrified of losing control in public. But I slaved away until I had an acceptable draft of my chemical misadventures and rehearsed it, ignoring the movies in my head featuring projectile vomiting and images from Edvard Munch’s “The Scream.”

That Sunday night I stood before two hundred people and told the “story of me,” at least as I understood it at the time. I described how I’d always felt like a “troubled guest on the dark earth.”1 I was sure I lacked something inside that everyone else seemed to have—I felt like a college freshman who’d missed orientation week and didn’t know his way around campus like everyone else. I enumerated the long list of reasons for my tattered self-worth, including my father’s death from alcoholism and how I’d still give anything to believe I wasn’t somehow responsible for his inability to love me. Then I described how I felt when I took my first drink—finally, at home in my own skin, fitting in, at ease in the world. Except that back then my life was sort of like The Glass Castle meets The Prince of Tides—only less hopeful.

But when the meeting ended, I felt like a celebrity. Person after person came up to tell me the parts of my story they identified with and to thank me for my willingness to share it. When the last one left, I helped fold and stack the chairs, wash the coffee urns, and left with Jack riding shotgun in my Toyota Corolla.

“You did a good job tonight,” he said, rolling down the passenger-side window to release the smoke from his signature Cuban cigar.

“Thanks,” I said, relieved to be over my first attempt at sharing my life’s journey.

“It’s interesting,” Jack mused. “While you were speaking, I found myself thinking about the crazy story each of us comes up with to make sense of our lives.” He gazed at the smoke wafting up and out the car window, seemingly lost in his own thought.

When I pulled up at the end of Jack’s driveway, he offered his congratulations one last time and got out of the car, hobbling on his creaky knees. I was about to put the car in drive and pull away when he turned back around.

“One more thing,” he said, bending over to speak to me through the open passenger window. “Do you ever wonder if you’re living in the wrong story?”

“Uh, no,” I said, trying not to frown.

“You might,” Jack said, double-tapping the roof of my car with his hand. Then he turned on his heels and began trudging up the driveway, disappearing into the night’s inky darkness.

The Power of the Enneagram

I was twenty-seven years old when Jack asked me that question. At the time, I dismissed it as the kind of oddball question only a septuagenarian therapist might pose when he’s stayed up past his bedtime.

Today, I see Jack’s question to me as a major turning point in changing the false story I told myself about who I was, a story that had helped me make sense of a painful childhood but became an obstacle to my growth as an adult.

My old story is captured in a snapshot I still have of me back when I was a little boy at the beach with my family. In the picture I’m sitting in a beached lifeguard boat waving and laughing at the camera. I remember it was a beautiful, sunny day. I’m squinting at the camera and everyone in the background is sporting Ray-Bans, baking in the sun, their bronze skin glistening with Hawaiian Tropic Dark Tanning Oil. It strikes me as ironic that I’m sitting in a lifeboat. My family was lost at sea in those days and though I was a child I remember sensing that my siblings and I were living under a low ceiling of gray clouds. Our troubled father was taking our ship down.

Fifteen years later, I was a hard-drinking partier being chased down by my friends in Young Life who viewed me as a prized evangelism project. But I wanted nothing to do with God. In childhood I’d loved him with all my heart, but I grew to believe that he’d abandoned me to my crazy family. Stretched out in front of me was a lifetime of feeling ashamed, weighted down with a longing to be seen and loved that I feared would never be fulfilled.

When I began working on my issues in my twenties, the green shoots of a new story began to emerge from the soil. It took years of hard work and prayer to craft a new narrative, but today when I look in the mirror, I see a sober husband and father, an Episcopal priest, therapist, and author.

Where there was old me, now there’s a new me.

Where there was fear and shame, now there’s dignity.

Where there was an unnamable missing piece everyone else had but I didn’t, now there’s the certain belief that I’m not missing anything inside.

Where there was loneliness and abandonment, I now have a kind and encouraging community that affirms my gifts.

Where there was grim resignation, now there’s a serene acceptance that life is simultaneously hard and brimming with beauty and grace.

And where there was meaninglessness, now there’s the knowledge that I continue to take everything I’ve experienced and use it to advance God’s love into our riven world.

When I reached another major turning point in my life in discovering the Enneagram, it helped make sense of this dramatic before-and-after difference in my life. Even more important—and this is key to this entire book—it helped me learn what was fueling and sustaining my old story, and what I needed to do that would make it possible for me to keep moving into my new story. The transformation itself was all grace, but I had a choice either to resist or to receive it. I wish I’d known the Enneagram when I began the journey of writing a new story for myself. It would have saved me time.

Traditionally, the Enneagram refers to a personality typing system that helps people cultivate self-knowledge. (To learn more about the Enneagram, and to take a test to determine your Enneagram type, visit my website, ianmorgancron.com.) I’m an Enneagram Four, which is just one of the nine basic types of the system (ennea is the Greek root for the word nine). Called the Romantics, Fours are creative, imaginative people who are sensitive, empathic, and attuned to beauty and aesthetics. Sounds good, right? But, like all Enneagram types, they have a shadow side. In the Fours’ case, it includes moodiness, a fear of abandonment, and the belief that they’re irredeemably deficient, among other things.

Through the years I’ve learned that the Enneagram is a remarkably helpful tool for understanding myself and others. When I was first introduced to it during a difficult season in my life, its ability to describe my way of moving through the world amazed me. I became a devoted student of this ancient, uncannily accurate system of personality.

As my fascination and appreciation grew, I wrote a book about it, The Road Back to You (with Suzanne Stabile), and started a podcast (Typology) on which I explore the mystery of the human personality through the lens of the Enneagram.2 In the pages ahead you’ll meet my friends who were willing to show up and share their stories.

Several years into my study of the Enneagram, I had an aha moment that boosted my appreciation of its wisdom even more. Not only does its description of nine different types accurately describe our personality, but the Enneagram reveals the nine broken stories that each type adopts and inhabits in childhood to make sense of the world—destructive stories we continue to tell ourselves in adulthood about who we are and how the world operates.

As you’ll learn, the self-defining stories we invent in childhood later wreak havoc on our lives, psychologically and spiritually, because the underlying premise of each is in direct opposition to the grace-filled Larger Story God wants us to enter into and enjoy.

The Enneagram also shows us how to escape our type’s broken story by getting off the treadmill repetitions of self-defeating behaviors and misperceptions that often leave us frustrated, confused, and heartbroken.

What separates the Enneagram from other personality typing systems is that it helps us craft and live a better, truer story than the one we’ve unconsciously settled for. I’m going to tell you a bit later in the book how I’ve learned to do this myself.

Our Origin Story

Human beings are incurable storytellers. We tell hard luck stories, tall stories, short stories, cock-and-bull stories, sob stories, rags-to-riches stories, shaggy-dog stories, fish stories, one-sided stories, and the occasional “long story short.”

What accounts for the power and everywhere-ness of stories? Our very survival depends on them. From the time we enter this world, we begin crafting a story that helps us make sense and give meaning to the painful things that happen to us.

Don’t underestimate little kids. They’re wicked smart. They don’t just pick up messages from their family members and peers about who they are and what the world expects of them; they suck them up like Shop-Vacs. Over time, they naturally create an elaborate story about their identity and value based on these experiences and unconscious messages, a narrative that grooves itself deeply into their hearts.

This is the story that helped us, as children, know who we needed to be and what we needed to do to feel safe in the world. According to many therapists, we actually build our lives around this self-told story. It forms our identity and personality.

For example, if your father lavished you with praise only when you won in sports or if you heard the disappointment in your mother’s voice when you got a B+ on your report card, did you think to yourself, “Oh well, my parents mean well but they’re just shallow people who need me to be their little wunderkind to buoy their self-esteem and make them look good in the eyes of their friends at the country club”? Heck no, you likely noted their reactions and concocted a story around the message, “I have to win every game. I have to ace every test. I have to succeed at everything in life or people won’t love me.”

Or maybe you were a quiet and shy kid whose desires got swallowed up by outgoing friends and domineering siblings. Did you decide, “Hey, I’ll get a big-ass bullhorn and force them to notice me”? Or did you unconsciously craft a story around the message, “No one ever hears or values my opinions or desires. Why waste time and energy voicing them?”

Maybe you endured the trauma of your parents’ divorce, the sudden loss of a sibling, or the unpredictable behavior of an alcoholic family member. Could you see beyond the pain to conclude, “Life is full of beauty and terror, but in the end all shall be well”? Not a prayer. Even the poet Rilke couldn’t come up with an insight like that at age seven. Instead, you probably reached a different conclusion more along the lines of, “The world is a scary, unpredictable, painful place. If I don’t remain vigilant all the time, I won’t be ready when disaster strikes again.”

Now, notice how each of these life narratives runs contrary to the story of grace. Does God require us to succeed in order to be loved? Does God insist that we run ourselves into the ground with exhaustion before we can know peace? Does God say we will feel safe in the world only if we live in perpetual fear of the worst? I think not.

But once we tether ourselves to these stories it never occurs to us that we can interrogate or rewrite them. Every day becomes our very own personalized Groundhog Day. Like Bill Murray’s film character trapped in a seemingly endless loop of repetition, we recycle the same events and mistakes again and again. We see what we’ve conditioned ourselves to see, no matter how much older we are or how different circumstances may be from the training ground of our childhood.

But here’s the thing: these stories are worn-out myths. They’re useful and necessary myths in childhood, for sure. But they make a mess of our lives when we continue to believe them uncritically in adulthood. As Carl Jung once wrote, “We cannot live the afternoon of life according to the programme of life’s morning; for what was great in the morning will be little at evening, and what in the morning was true, will at evening have become a lie.”3 What supports us in childhood thwarts us in adulthood. Our old stories continue to operate autonomously in the shadows of the heart and become the enemy of our growth.

Fortunately, we can craft a different story in adulthood. We can’t change the facts of what happened to us in the past, but we can change how we show up for life in the present. In the chapters ahead we’ll learn how each of us can rewrite the survival story of our Enneagram type.

It’s time to jettison the old story line. Doing so is within your power, and I wrote this book to show you how. As Mo Willems, the children’s author, once wrote, “If you ever find yourself in the wrong story, leave.”4
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Changing Your Story

The Genius of the Enneagram

“It’s like everyone tells a story about themselves inside their own head. Always. All the time. That story makes you what you are. We build ourselves out of that story.”

—Patrick Rothfuss

My friend Donald Miller understands the power of story. He’s written a fair number of books, including several that help companies discover what their brand’s story is and how to communicate it to customers.

To Don, the elements of a good story aren’t complicated, whether it’s for companies or individual people.1 The problem is that so many people vaguely feel like they’re living a story that no longer works for them. At one point earlier in his life, Don felt that way himself. He was struggling financially and says he “spent countless hours” feeling sorry for himself.2 He also weighed 387 pounds, which is hard to reconcile with the healthy Don I know.

Normally, when you ask people who have lost a lot of weight how they did it, they’ll rattle on about their ex-Navy SEAL gym trainer, or the industrial drums of carrot beet juice they drank every day, and you’ll probably be sorry you ever asked. But Don didn’t do that. When he explained to me how he had lost nearly half his body weight, he focused on something else entirely.

“How I got through that and changed was entering into a story that required me to weigh less,” he said.

He entered into a new story. What a curious idea.

Along the way, he also dieted and rode his bike from Los Angeles to Delaware, so don’t imagine his weight loss didn’t require a ton of effort. (Sorry, folks.) But the key force driving him to do it was a determination to inhabit a different story than the one he’d been telling himself for most of his life.

“I think most people don’t actually realize they have agency to write their story,” he said.

Most of us are reading off old scripts, parts of which we wrote and parts of which have been handed down to us by the important people in our lives. In many cases, those scripts helped us navigate the rocky terrain of childhood and early adulthood. But, at some point, the stories stopped serving us and we started serving the stories. This is how we mortgage our futures.

Some of us have become vaguely aware that we’ve outgrown our old stories, but we don’t know how to break out of them. Some of us are even less self-aware, mindlessly engaging in recurring cycles of the same old same old, wondering how we got into this mess—again. As James Hollis says, “No one awakens in the morning, looks in the mirror, and says, ‘I think I will repeat my mistakes today,’ or ‘I expect that today I will do something really stupid, repetitive, regressive, and against my best interests.’ But, frequently, this repetition of history is precisely what we do, because we are unaware of the silent presence of those programmed energies, the core ideas we have acquired, internalized, and surrendered to.”3

Here’s what Don Miller said: “If you want to change, pick a new story.” Could it really be that simple?

Your Old Story Isn’t Working

Personal organizer Marie Kondo published a bestselling book a few years ago called The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up. If you haven’t read it, the basic premise is that your whole life will improve when you start purging your stuff. (She lost me when she said you should only keep thirty books. But I digress.) The book’s overall message was good: she told readers to take an inventory of each thing they were holding onto and ask themselves if it still “sparked joy.” If it didn’t, they were to say thank you to the object for any happiness or usefulness it once provided and then toss it into the donate pile.

Although that approach has some limitations (I’d rather eat glass than throw out my library), it’s a useful springboard for what we can do with our old stories. Not to put too fine a point on it, but many of the stories we tell ourselves suck. They aren’t useful or making us happy anymore. Instead, they’re often making us (and others) miserable. We owe it to ourselves and to those we love to run for the exits.

Yes, we can say thank you to these stories before we say goodbye to them. They gave us a way to ascribe meaning to experiences, to form a coherent sense of self, and to create a suite of coping strategies. But changing them is not simply a matter of saying, “Thank you, bogus story, for all the ways you helped me in the past” and then tossing it into the donate pile because it’s outlived its usefulness. Some stories are so ingrained we’re slow to recognize they jumped the shark a long time ago.

Signs You’re Living in a Broken Story

If we refuse our soul’s summons to change our childhood narrative, we end up stuck. We want to change, but we don’t know how.

At a very basic level, there’s a powerful reason why it’s difficult to recognize that these old childhood stories are running the show: they’re always there. As the old saying goes, no prison is more secure than the one we don’t know we’re in.

Do you want to know if you might be living in an old, broken narrative? Consider these clues.


	You look in the rearview mirror of your life and see a debris field of broken relationships.

	You keep landing in the wrong job.

	You tend to stay in relationships far beyond their expiration date.

	You’re physically, emotionally, and spiritually burned out and don’t know why.

	You get angry in ways that seem disproportionate to the crimes.

	You react impulsively to people and circumstances instead of responding mindfully to them.

	You have a nagging suspicion you’re reading off a script someone else handed you.

	You can’t stop the constant negative self-commentary streaming through your mind.

	You’ve developed addictions that you know are masking pain you don’t want to confront.

	You feel disappointed that your life has turned out to be smaller than you dreamed it would be.



You might already be aware of living in a broken story, and maybe even tried to change it. You’ve read books and gone on retreats, attended conferences and hired coaches and counselors, joined recovery groups and gotten sponsors. But even when you know the messages you internalized as a child aren’t working for you as an adult, it takes more than Pilates or walking on hot coals at a Tony Robbins seminar to overcome them.

We’re all fiercely loyal to our broken narratives—because who would we be without them?

Inside the Enneagram

The Enneagram gives us clues to who we are, both trapped in our false stories and freed to rewrite them. It presents a remarkable constellation of nine archetypal stories, common to all human experience, which we adopt and inhabit in childhood to make sense of who we are and to figure out how this strange new world works.

If you’re thinking, Only nine stories for the estimated 108 billion people who have ever lived on this planet? Preposterous! I get it, but why not? Literary critics believe there are only seven basic plots in literature and film. Are these the only narratives that entrap us? I have no idea. All I know is these nine narratives appear so often among the human family that we should at least pay attention to them.

I’m going to introduce you to a number of wise people who have been using the Enneagram to recognize the broken story they bought into as kids, identify the ways it was limiting their lives, and live into the true story they can be writing instead. Here’s an overview of how each of the nine types subscribes to a particular story.

TYPE EIGHT: The Challenger

The Eight’s story centers around their belief that we live in a dog-eat-dog universe where the powerful dominate and take advantage of the innocent and weak. Intimidating, energetic, autocratic, self-confident, and commandeering, Eights assert strength and power over people and the environment to mask vulnerability and weakness from themselves and others. (It may seem strange to you that this list starts with type Eight instead of type One, but that’s because of the structure of the Enneagram. Eights, Nines, and Ones are in the same “gut triad,” so they appear together here and in the order of the chapters.)

TYPE NINE: The Peacemaker

The Peacemaker’s story centers around the unconscious belief that the world thinks their presence doesn’t matter. Therefore, to avoid disconnection and keep the peace, Nines believe they must go with the flow, avoid conflict, and merge with the preferences, viewpoints, and priorities of others. Easygoing, affable, and sometimes complacent, Nines don’t assert themselves and risk becoming “self-less.”

TYPE ONE: The Improver

Ones are honest, conscientious, detail-oriented, self-disciplined, and morally heroic people. The underlying false premise of their story is the belief that the world loves and rewards only the “good” people and judges the “bad” ones. If you’re trapped in the Improver’s story, you try to gain love and a sense of control by tamping down your anger, meeting your own high internal standards, and seeking to perfect yourself, others, and the world. (In The Road Back to You, this type was called the Perfectionist, but I’ve since moved to calling it the Improver. If I had a nickel for every One who thanked me for making this change, I’d be richer than Jeff Bezos.)

TYPE TWO: The Helper

Twos are giving, supportive, caring, and servant-hearted people who desperately want to be liked and appreciated. People inhabiting the hapless fiction of the Helper unconsciously believe they can’t be loved for who they are, but only for what they do for others. It makes sense, then, that disavowing their own needs and helping others becomes their strategy for gaining love and approval.

TYPE THREE: The Performer

Threes are driven, goal-crushing, image-conscious, and accomplishment-focused people whose dominant story is based on the mistaken notion that being successful and avoiding failure at all costs is the only pathway to being valued and loved.

TYPE FOUR: The Romantic

Fours are creative, sensitive, temperamental, and emotionally intense people whose story revolves around the misguided idea that they’re missing something crucial inside and until they regain it they will never be loved and understood or feel whole and welcome in the world. Addicted to their own suffering, they seek to shore up their shaky self-image and achieve belonging by appearing special and unique.

TYPE FIVE: The Investigator

Private, highly observant, analytical, and emotionally distant, the Five’s story centers around the idea that the world is intrusive and makes more demands on them than they can meet. Thus, Fives protect themselves against intrusion by reducing their own needs, observing rather than participating in life, isolating, and gaining knowledge to fend off feelings of ineptitude and inadequacy.

TYPE SIX: The Loyalist

Warm, trustworthy, questioning, and anxious, the Loyalist’s story revolves around their belief that the world is a dangerous place in which the only way to feel safe and certain is to remain hypervigilant, forge strong alliances, and prepare for the worst.

TYPE SEVEN: The Enthusiast

The self-limiting narrative of the Seven arises from their unconscious belief that painful emotions, thoughts, or situations must be avoided at all costs. Charming, intelligent, entertaining, future-focused, optimistic, and adventurous, Sevens are afraid of being trapped in negative feelings from which they can’t escape.

Choosing a New Story

Enneagram fans will often express amazement at how well it describes them. But is that all it has to offer—a static description of our personality type that we can chat about at cocktail parties or post brainless memes about on Instagram? Heck, no. The Enneagram is a prescription for deep change.

The more I read about the Romantic’s story (Four) the more I realized I’d been clinging to a narrative built on a lie. It distorted my self-understanding and prevented me from becoming who I truly am. If I wanted to become the healthiest, highest expression of Ian Cron I would have to exit the old story of the Romantic and enter into the Romantic’s new one.

Listen: the sum of what I’ve learned as a psychotherapist, Episcopal priest, spiritual director, and as a person on my own journey of transformation boils down to one simple fact.

All transformation begins with story transformation.

You won’t change if you don’t break free from your old, self-defining childhood story. This is the work we have to do, and the Enneagram can help us. I could say a closing prayer and pass the collection basket right now, but there’s much, much more for us to learn about re-authoring our stories.

Teacher Cynthia Bourgeault tells a brilliant parable in her book The Wisdom Way of Knowing that illustrates the battle we face to rid ourselves of our old story in order for a truer, better story to materialize:



Once upon a time, in a not-so-far-away land, there was a kingdom of acorns, nestled at the foot of a grand old oak tree. Since the citizens of this kingdom were modern, fully Westernized acorns, they went about their business with purposeful energy; and since they were midlife, baby-boomer acorns, they engaged in a lot of self-help courses. There were seminars called “Getting All You Can out of Your Shell.” There were woundedness and recovery groups for acorns who had been bruised in their original fall from the tree. There were spas for oiling and polishing those shells and various acornopathic therapies to enhance longevity and well-being.

One day in the midst of this kingdom there suddenly appeared a knotty little stranger, apparently dropped “out of the blue
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