
W hen I first came into conscious contact with 
the violence of my early childhood story I was 
36 and happily married, with two healthy 

children and a respectable career as a poet and writer and 
teacher. But it felt like my world was unraveling. I found 
myself in a black hole; my meaning-making ability seemed 
to be falling apart. As I recalled the violence of a sexual 
assault before I was five—often feeling it in my body—I 
was swept up in a wave of despair. How could such a thing 
happen? It was hard to recognize myself. I thought I had 
had a safe, happy childhood, but the fractures in my own 
experience, the places I had not dared to go, were revealing 
themselves. I had had a safe, happy childhood, but that was 
only part of my experience, not the whole experience. The 
parts that had remained unnarrated in my life were emerg-
ing, and they left me dislocated. They seemed to engulf me 
in a terrible silence that I experienced in my head as black 
space and in my body as nausea. 
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To come to know and  
to make sense of and to  
share our stories is not  

an act of selfishness, but an 
act of growth, healing, and 
ultimately, generosity. But 
what is a writer to do with 
a violent story she cannot 

narrate—when it’s her own? 

story  make your

a gift
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Trauma is like that: it evades narrative; it is unnamable, 
unsayable, where language and meaning making both fall 
off. Science tells us that traumatic experiences are stored 
in a different part of the brain from other experiences, and 
that connections to other parts have been blocked. That is 
one reason why trauma is so painful.

As a writer, my crisis was both personal and professional. 
What was a writer to do with a story that she could not nar-
rate? My memories were coming back to me only in bits and 
pieces and at first had little coherence. All I knew was that 
my body held the story of what had happened to me, the 
story that I could not put into words. 

I found myself facing what I feared was an insurmount-
able wall of silence—guarding a secret I had carried within 
me of a fear so scary I had not even told it to myself. 

Now, years later, I think that sense of not understanding 
my own story wasn’t the insurmountable dead end of my 
writing life, but instead the blank slate that my writing life 
had always been enticed by—though I hadn’t known it. At 
the center of me was some question, some unknowing that 
had always made me turn to writing as a way to discover, to 
learn, to encounter myself and the world. But for a few years 
that wall stopped me. I couldn’t write, let alone teach.

MY CRY FOR HELP
But I was still relentlessly searching for story and meaning. 
And so, unable to narrate my own story, I turned to other 
people. I told them I was writing a book about the ways in 
which people change and grow in the face of challenge. But 
really what I was doing was crying, “Help.”

Many writers, from Krista Tippett to Thich Nhat Hanh, 
talk about the transformative power of deep listening and 
of deep sharing. When someone gives us their undivided 
attention and their true, authentic self, a deep sense of value 
and healing is felt—both for the listener and for the speaker. 

Almost everyone I interviewed told me that they were put-
ting together their story in ways they had never quite done 
before. In sharing their experiences with someone who 
cared and listened, they were able to stitch together and 
integrate pieces they had not narrated before. 

Listening to other people narrate the unspeakable also 
helped me break through the wall of silence that I had car-
ried so long. As children we intuitively protect ourselves 
from what might expose or isolate us, and in some deep 
unconscious part of me, I still feared what might happen if 
other people knew this secret that I carried. Other people’s 
stories helped me see that my story was not unique, but 
instead part of what made me human. Paradoxically, what 
I had feared might keep me apart from people actually 
brought me closer to them. 

Similarly, while I had feared on some deep level that the 
violence had broken all meaning in my life, it became clear 
that what gave people’s lives meaning was not the terrible 
things that happened to them, but instead their creativity, 
resilience, determination, and love. It never occurred to 
me to judge the people I interviewed for the tragedies that 
had occurred in their lives—the death of a child, illnesses, 
abuse, homelessness. Instead, my respect for them grew as 
I listened to their stories. The meaning I could not find in 
my own life, I could readily see in the rich, full stories others 
narrated to me. 

And the compassion that I could not readily offer myself, 
I could easily offer to others. The more I listened, the more 
my compassion grew, and as my heart opened, the ques-
tions I asked changed; the ways in which I approached 
the world shifted from my head to my heart. When I first 
confronted my own trauma, I wanted to understand it. I 
kept asking why: why had this happened; how could I make 
sense of it; what did it mean? But while I was plagued with 
the question why both in my own life story and in relation to 

Other people’s stories helped me see that  
my story was not unique, 
but instead part of what made me human. 

Paradoxically, what I had feared might  
keep me apart from people actually  
brought me closer to them. 
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suffering on a global scale, that question seemed to soften 
when I listened to other people’s particular stories. Their 
stories did not need to be fixed, explained, or justified. 
Instead, they needed to be acknowledged, accepted, and 
shown love. 

I needed to do the same thing with my own story. I needed 
to get out of my own ego and my desire to control things and 
accept what had happened, show myself compassion, and 
recognize that my own suffering was not unique. That did 
not mean that my suffering was not important or that my 
story was not unique. Far from it; listening to other people’s 
stories helped me value my own story more. 

THE CALL TO PRACTICE
As I listened to more and more stories—close to a hundred—
I found that the people I wanted to hear from in more detail 
were usually people who had a spiritual practice. One woman 
I learned a great deal from had gone from despair, after her 
first child was born with very severe birth defects, to a state 
of real luminosity and gratitude through her yoga practice. I 
also spent hours and hours over the course of a year inter-
viewing a poet who had grown up in the Baltimore inner 
city, had suffered sexual abuse as a young child, had lost his 
first child, and had spent more than 15 years working in a 
factory—but was transformed by the practice of Daoism 
and poetry. These people and their stories had a glow and a 
transformative quality that I especially admired. Their own 
diligent practice inspired me to find and commit to spiri-
tual practices of my own. I became a student of Thich Nhat 
Hanh; I trained to be a Kundalini yoga teacher.

Finally, I was ready to write out my own story. The process 
was often difficult—I felt vulnerable and exposed. But I was 
held by my spiritual practices, by the healing work I had 
done, by the stories that had been shared with me, and by 
the support of my husband. I wrote my story so that it was 
large enough to contain both the pain and the happiness, the 
violence and the sense of safety, which I had feared I would 
never recover when I first began consciously to remember 
my trauma.

And when I was done, I felt as if a great weight had been 
lifted. I no longer needed to carry my story in the same way; 
the page could carry it. I felt lighter in my body and in my 
heart. I had more freedom, more energy, more creativity.

TEACHING AGAIN
I began to teach writing again, but this time I taught in a 
different way. Instead of thinking of writing as product 
oriented, I began to think of it as more of a practice. Instead 
of approaching writing primarily from the questions of 
the head—why, how, or even what did it feel like?—I tried 
to bring the deep listening and compassion that I had felt 
when I was gifted with other people’s stories to the writing 

A STORY IS 
MUCH BETTER 
THAN A THING
My clients often ask me: Who am I to dare 

to tell my story? Who am I that anyone 

will think my story is important? Women 
in particular seem to fall into this line of 
questioning. But as teachers like Brene 
Brown and Thich Nhat Hanh remind us, 
the more we can practice deep listening 
and empathy and understanding with 
ourselves, the more we will be able to 
offer them to others. So I think the ques-
tion instead becomes: Who are we not to 
listen to ourselves, not to make sense of 
our own experiences, and, when we’re 
ready, not to share those experiences with 
others?

So this holiday season, when you are 
thinking what to get for your loved ones—
or for yourself—ask yourself whether 
anyone really needs that other sweater or 
game or gadget. Do we need more things? 
Consider instead the gift of a story. What 
if you decided this holiday season to 
share your story with people you love? Or 
what if you decided to give yourself the 
gift of attention to your own story? What if 
you listened more attentively and brought 
not just your mind but your whole body to 
the experience? What if you wrote down 
your family’s stories so that the darkness 
could come out of the dusky corners into 
the light, and the resilience and strength 
could be remembered and passed on? 
What if you asked your uncle about his 
favorite childhood memory? Or told 
your children about a hardship that you 
needed to overcome?

One of my students, who recently 
became a grandmother, is writing a 
beautiful book of poems about her early 
childhood experiences as a refugee with 
her Russian grandparents during World 
War II. It is my hope that she will publish 
the book and share it with a very wide 
audience, but at the very least, she is 
sharing it with her daughter—and it will be 
a document for her grandchildren to read 
and keep when they get older. 
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practice. I wanted to help others experience this transforma-
tive gift of understanding, accepting, and releasing their own 
stories onto the page—creating a world in which more authen-
tic stories are shared.

I help people come to acceptance and growth as they 
become their own witness. I help them open their hearts and 
integrate with themselves and with others so that they can 
write their most powerful work. I guide people to listen deeply 
to others (both on and off the page) so that they can then listen 
deeply and with compassion to themselves. And I help people 
listen more deeply to themselves so that they can listen with 
more compassion to others: this is a cyclical process.

I also guide people to listen not only to their minds, but also 
to their bodies. We now know how much we carry our stories 
within our bodies; trauma, especially, which resists language, 
gets trapped in the body and continues to reenact itself. By 
bringing together yoga and writing, I help people tap into the 
stories their bodies are telling and bring those stories into 
language and consciousness. This process can bring about 
both emotional and physical healing. In a recent course, one 
student was able to largely heal a persistent throat problem 
through connecting her mind and body and speaking her 
truth. Another student experienced significant alleviation 
of persistent back problems when she began to listen in my 
course to her dreams and write from the images of the bodies 
that were visiting her at night.

Who are we? Where do we come from? Where are we 
going? What is our purpose here? These are the core spiritual 
questions, and when we cannot answer them, our energy gets 
blocked. We become sick on the physical level and on the social 
level. We hide from life and we put up walls. Bad things do 
happen. But wonderful things happen as well. And in the face 
of bad things—of violence and pain—we have a choice either 
to turn away or to open, to respond, to listen and learn and 
grow with help and care. When we write down our stories we 
can look at those painful things and create something that is 
nonetheless beautiful. 

Nadia Colburn, PhD, is a writer and poet, published in The New 
Yorker and Slate, a yoga teacher, and coach. Her online course Align 
Your Story integrates writing, reading, yoga, and meditation. For 
information go to nadiacolburn.com.

REVIVING 
AN ANCIENT 
HEALING STORY
When I turned to other people’s stories to 
make sense of my own trauma and abuse, 
I had without knowing it prescribed for 
myself the cure that Buddha prescribed 
for the bereaved woman who had lost her 
son. The story of the mustard seed goes 
like this: A woman lost her only son, and in 
her grief she would not put down the dead 
body and was going mad. She wanted to 
find a doctor who could bring back life to 
her dead son. Finally someone brought her 
to the Buddha. 

Can you revive my son? she asked him. 
Yes, he said. If you bring me a mustard 

seed from a house that has not experi-
enced death, I can revive your beloved son.

The woman went from house to house, 
but every house had experienced the death 
of a loved one. On and on she went, looking 
for a house not touched by death, loss, 
and tragedy. But in each house, she heard 
another story of loss. 

Finally, she understood, and put down 
the body of her child. 

And when I was done, I felt as if a great weight 
had been lifted. I no longer needed to carry my 
story in the same way; the page could carry 
it. I felt lighter in my body and in my heart. 

I had more freedom, more 
energy, more creativity.
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