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IN BUDDHISM, THE first noble truth 
is that life is dukkha. Commonly, duk-
kha is translated as suffering, but it can 

broadly be interpreted to include all levels 
of existential dissatisfaction – pain, suffer-
ing, angst, challenge, discomfort, frustration 
and so on. Having been born into this world 
and existing as a human being, every indi-
vidual will experience moments of difficulty 
and challenge, every person will have differ-
ent forms and levels of trauma. Often, when 
one has such experiences, there is an almost 

automatic need to generate a story around 
the trauma. This includes an internal narra-
tive – what one tells oneself (and the feelings 
associated with it) – as well as an external 
narrative that one shares with family, friends, 
and sometimes the community at large. 

In my experience as a practitioner, I have 
often found that while acupuncture, herbal 
medicine, dietary and lifestyle changes, and 
even pharmaceutical drugs and surgeries, 
have an ability to affect the patient’s subjective 
experience of suffering, illness and pain 
(whether physical, emotional or otherwise), 
often it is the shift in perspective that truly 
leads to deeper levels of transformation and 
healing. Such perspectival shifts not only 
change psychological aspects of suffering, 
they also have the ability to transform 
physical and emotional suffering as well. 
In other words, shifts in perspective allow 
an individual to release deeper energetic 
patterns of holding in the body and thus to 
move towards the natural state. 

This article explores the relationship 
between stories, perspective shifts and 
healing; it should be noted throughout that 
the term “healing” is intended to connote not 
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only the removal of, or absence of, discomfort, 
but also gravitation towards a greater degree 
of integration and actualisation within 
self, which is synonymous with movement 
towards the natural state. To explore these 
issues, this article will incorporate not only 
the perspective of acupuncture and Oriental 
medicine, but also draws on the perspectives 
of Western medicine, psychology and 
Buddhism. Such an interdisciplinary and 
cross-cultural approach will allow a broader 
and deeper understanding of the relationship 
between trauma, storytelling and healing.

Trauma, energetic patterning  
and self-identity
According to the perspective of Oriental 
medicine, all experiences that are not 
smoothly integrated within the individual 
create patterns of tension and holding within 
the body, and blockages within the meridian 
systems; such patterns, in turn, prevent the 
individual from being fully experientially 
aware in the present moment. For this reason, 
much of the purpose of acupuncture and 
herbal medicine is to release these tensions 
and blockages, to allow the qi and blood to 
flow freely through the body. This, in turn, 
enhances the individual’s capacity to heal 
or become “whole”, while simultaneously 
increasing their capacity to become more 
present to their current lived experience. 

Similarly, in modern Western medicine 
and psychology it is often observed that 
individuals with significant trauma have a 
greater difficulty with healing at all levels, as 
well as difficulty in smoothly integrating the 
past into their current experience. In both of 
these perspectives, the impact of trauma and 
the associated patterns that emerge influence 
the self-identity of the individual – how they 
view themselves and their relationships to 
others. 

From the perspective of Oriental medicine, 
trauma (as well as any form of violence, 
shock, intense fear, etc.) is thought to create a 
separation within self, a separating of the yin 
and yang aspects of being. Every individual 
that exists at this level is a coming together 
and integration of the two polar energies of 
yin and yang (i.e. body and spirit, heaven 
and earth, inside and outside), and it is 
through the grounding of the spirit within 
the physicality of the body that one can be 

conscious of and experience the physical, 
sensual level of reality. 

When trauma occurs, it creates a separation 
between these two aspects of self; the spirit 
“abandons” the body so that it need not be 
present to the intensity of the trauma. This 
separation can vary significantly in degree 
depending on the constitution and resilience 
of the individual as well as the depth of the 
trauma; at the relatively benign level this can 
mean that there is not full interpenetration 
of the body and spirit at all levels, while 
with more severe trauma there can be full 
dissociation. 

Such separations, whether minor or 
severe, generally cause the individual to feel 
ungrounded and alienated in various ways; 
this occurs because the spirit is no longer 
fully grounded in the body and is thus not 
as integrated and experientially aware at all 
levels.1 

These internal feelings of separation and 
alienation are often reflected externally in 
how one relates to others and to the world 
at large – the more the individual feels a 
sense of separation within self, the more they 
will feel separate and alienated from those 
around them.2 In the aftermath of trauma, 
the individual can often feel powerless, 
victimised, and dehumanised, and there can 
be a tendency to create stories that highlight 
the separation between self and other. 

This can occur, in part, because in any 
trauma there is a sense of boundaries broken; 
the act of creating stories highlighting the 
separation between self and other is often 
an act of trying to re-establish a sense of 
boundaries.3 While this separation most 
often initially occurs in the moment of 
trauma itself, it continues to be present to a 
greater or lesser degree in the post-traumatic 

1.The separation is not necessarily undesirable. It can 
be a healthy and necessary defence mechanism, a 
way of handling overwhelming experiences that the 
individual lacks the capacity or training to smoothly 
incorporate into the flow of their existential life.
2.The way we relate to our inner selves is reflected 
in how we relate to others in the external world.  
Therefore it can be said that the subjective 
inbetween is not only external, between self and 
other, but also internal, between the various aspects 
of self.
3. It should be noted that as healing occurs, the 
reverse is also true – as an individual becomes 
more fully integrated within self, they become more 
connected to everyone and everything else around 
them, to see the unity present.

When trauma occurs, 
it creates a separation 
between these two 
aspects of self; the 
spirit ‘abandons’ the 
body so that it need 
not be present to 
the intensity of the 
trauma. 
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period of recovery and integration and can 
be seen as a form of energetic patterning – in 
other words, it has changed the way in which 
the energy flows through the body, as there 
are now blockages in areas that no longer 
have a full integration of body and spirit.4 

Over time, as the individual creates and 
reinforces boundaries between self and 
other, the act of doing so can reinforce 
aspects of their self-identity. This can be 
an important part of healing, creating a 
safe space within which the individual can 
process the trauma; however it can also 
become easier to concretise and solidify 
energetic patterns of pain, guilt, shame, 
lack of self-worth or fear – which are often 
present during and in the aftermath of 
trauma – as part of the individual’s identity; 
in effect the story around the trauma 
becomes a part of the conditioned identity 
of self. This can be a form of covering over 
of the true self, a co-identification of the self 
with the trauma. Having a problem-centered 
focus, traumatised individuals may start to 
identify themselves as the problem even as 
they magnify the very problems they are 
trying to resolve.5

For all individuals, and perhaps even more 
so for people with severe trauma, the focus 
on the perceived problems and the self-
identification with the problems through 
story tends to prevent the individual from 
being fully experientially aware in the 
present moment. In part, it can be suggested 
that this occurs because the story leads the 
individual to self-identify with and return 
more easily to the trauma as the conditioned 
identity of self, they are therefore more likely 
to interpret current experiences through the 
lens of the past trauma. However, we also 
see that there is a biological basis for this, 
that trauma conditions the neurosynaptic 

4. Interestingly, even the words in English used to 
discuss coping methods (dissociation, repression), 
as well as the term integration – which is so often 
used to refer to post-traumatic healing – point to this 
notion of a separation within self that needs to be 
addressed for the individual to be fully healed. 
5.The conflation of the trauma with the identity of 
the self is very common, even in people who have 
not had extraordinarily serious trauma; in a sense, 
these become energetic patternings that create 
‘default’ mental, emotional, and even physical states. 
It is almost a given within human nature that there 
are times when the individual will see themselves as 
their shortcomings, insecurities, issues, and struggles 
instead of as their virtues and positive attributes.

patterning within the brain. Over time these 
neural pathways can be engraved deeper 
and deeper, making it difficult to change 
habituated mental states and making it 
more likely that we will react similarly in 
the future. From the perspective of Oriental 
medicine, this can be thought of as an 
energetic engraving within the meridian 
systems; as the qi flows through the body 
it will continue to flow through the same 
patterns again and again until the blockages 
are removed and the body and spirit can 
more fully interpenetrate.

When people experience the loss of the 
sense of control that occurs with trauma, it 
is very common for the initial response to be 
one of storytelling. The action of telling the 
story is a means to begin to reclaim a sense 
of power. Through the action of sharing the 
story, they have the power to speak and act.6 
Through this process, the story itself can 
start to evolve, which has the potential to 
engender a transformation of the individual’s 
self-image and relationship to the trauma; 
this in turn will start to transform the 
underlying energetic patternings in the 
meridian system as well as the neurosynaptic 
connections. 

Often the sense of helplessness at the time 
of the trauma is one of the most difficult 
aspects of recovering from trauma. It is the 
feeling of being out of control and of having 
had one’s boundaries broken that creates 
a sense of confusion, bewilderment and 
existential crisis. Every individual has an 
existential need to feel some form of agency, 
and the loss of a sense of agency is arguably 
one of the most critical psychological 
impacts of trauma. The effect of this psycho-
emotional impact will often endure long 
after any physical trauma has healed, as it is 
a deep engraving within the energetics of the 
body. 

Through storytelling one can initially 
start to regain a sense of agency, a sense of 
boundaries and self-identity, and in doing so 
start the process of transforming that self-
identity.

6. According to Michael Jackson, storytelling is “a 
vital human strategy for sustaining a sense of agency 
in the face of disempowering circumstances. To 
reconstitute events in a story is no longer to live 
those events in passivity, but to actively rework them, 
both in dialogue with others and within one’s own 
imagination.” (14.
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Perfection in process: unveiling the 
pure nature of the natural state
Clearly, there are many multidimensional 
aspects interwoven between storytelling, 
trauma and self-identity. On the one hand, 
storytelling can become an act of re-
empowerment, of finding a sense of agency. 
On the other hand, storytelling can, at times, 
concretise the individual’s self-image and 
lead to conflation of the problem and the 
identity of the self. 

A significant part of the art of being a 
practitioner is to understand how to offer 
complete acceptance and validation, even 
while simultaneously offering a shift 
in perspective – to understand that the 
individual is already perfect, even while 
acknowledging that there is room for 
improvement. In other words, we are all 
perfection in process. 

This can be a delicate issue, for the 
relative emphasis on each component will 
vary depending on the individual, the 
circumstances, and where they are in their 
process. It is often through encounters and 
dialogue with another where one feels deeply 
accepted for who they are and where they 
are in their process, that the individual can 
start to release various aspects of the story to 
become more integrated within the self and 
thus become more experientially aware in 
the present moment.

Stories are a means of working out our 
understanding of our own experiences as 
well as our understanding of reality; when 
we share stories, we are often looking for 
some form of common understanding. In 
such moments, a kind of harmonisation can 
occur. One of the deepest rooted existential 
fears and insecurities of the human struggle 
is the fear that one is wrong, that something 
is fundamentally flawed at the heart of one’s 
nature; for this reason the individual seeks 
validation in the external world, through 
sharing stories and feeling heard. 

This aspect of dialogue is extraordinarily 
important; even if the other does not 
necessarily agree with us, if they at least 
hear us and understand what we are 
communicating, this in itself offers a form of 
validation.7 In the initial phase after trauma, 

7. When one does not feel heard, or if one is telling a 
story without any openness to input from the listener 
(as often occurs in cases of self-victimizing stories), it 

this sense of being heard and accepted is of 
vital importance. It is a necessary step in the 
process of rebuilding trust – trust in oneself 
as well as the ability to trust others – and 
it is often only once one feels accepted and 
safe that one can start to allow the story 
and perspective to shift and thus allow one’s 
experience to transform. It can reasonably be 
argued that this flexibility within narrative 
is ultimately the real value of storytelling, 
for without flexibility the stories eventually 
lose their ability to engender a sense of 
agency, they lose their ability to lead to 
transformation. 

As the stories shift, openings are created: 
the individual no longer holds on so tightly 
to self-identifying with the trauma, and 
this in turn allows for the previously held 
energetic and neurosynaptic patternings 
to start to soften and release. This happens 
over time, at different levels. The more 
superficial patterns often tend to release 
first, with deeper patterns releasing over 
time as the individual moves more fully into 
having trust and compassion and accepting 
themselves as they are. With each blockage 
released, the spirit starts to be more fully 
grounded in the body, and the individual is 
able to become more aware of the present 
experiential moment. As the individual 
becomes more present, the stories start to 
lose their magnetism and ability to pull 
one into separation, and instead become 
smoothly integrated into the individual’s 
personality and current experience.

In a sense, all stories prevent the individual 
from being fully experientially aware in 
the present moment. Stories are a means 
of interpreting the sensorial stimuli of 
the present moment, of organising and 
providing context and meaning to the 
current experience, even as they create a 
slight dissociation from the present through 
the manner in which they transform the 
present moment into a collage of references 
to the past or the future and thereby prevent 
the individual from experiencing the pure 
reality of the moment.8 They are conceptual 

can actually compound the trauma: “That is to say, 
when storytelling loses its dialogical dimension it 
becomes not only self-referential and solipsistic, but 
pathological” (Jackson 40).
8 As stated by Tuan Yi-Fu: “Here is a seeming 
paradox: thought creates distance and destroys 
the immediacy of direct experience, yet it is by 

Stories are a means 
of working out our 
understanding of 
our own experiences 
as well as our 
understanding of 
reality; when we share 
stories, we are often 
looking for some 
form of common 
understanding. 

“



The Lantern 31

nourishing life

abstractions. For this reason, all stories 
are simultaneously true and untrue – no 
story can ever truly replicate the experience 
itself; they are inherently interpretations 
of our experiences. As one releases deeper 
layers of trauma and lets go of the stories 
that contribute to underlying energetic 
patternings, their ability to be more fully 
experientially aware in the present moment 
enhances dramatically; this is a movement 
towards the natural state.

In the doctrines of Buddhism and Daoism, 
every individual has a natural state, which 
is already, inherently perfect. According to 
this view, we all have an underlying innate 
potential to live in the natural state – what 
is sometimes called Buddha nature – the 
state in which one is completely whole in 
oneself while simultaneously connected 
to everything else in existence. This state 

thoughtful reflection that the elusive moments of 
the past draw near to us in present reality and gain a 
measure of permanence.” (184)

is actualised by releasing the clouds of 
ignorance and obscurations that prevent 
us from realising this underlying innate 
potential to experientially exist in this state. 

Often it is the stories that we have for 
ourselves, both good and bad, that prevent 
us from living in the moment of experiential 
awareness. All stories become filters for 
how the underlying potential shines forth; 
changing one’s story allows one to change 
the beliefs one has about oneself, which in 
turn shifts the ways in which our innate, 
underlying potential manifests. 

All stories are tools, and as such lose their 
value as soon as they stop functioning merely 
as tools and become ends in themselves. As 
stories continue to evolve, eventually it is 
natural for them to fall away so that one can 
more fully experience the present moment. 
As the first line of the Dao De Jing says, “The 
Dao that can be spoken is not the eternal 
Dao.” Ultimately, one’s true nature cannot be 
told, it can only be experienced.
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Conclusion

The stories one creates around traumatic 
experiences serve many functions, and it is 
often through first establishing and then 
manipulating a story that individuals can 
find and realise greater levels of healing. This 
is a means of becoming more whole within 
oneself and at peace with one’s experiences – 
allowing past traumas to integrate smoothly 
with one’s experience of the present, without 
letting it define oneself. The ability to 
manipulate and change our stories has the 
capacity both to engender a fundamental 
change in perspective as well as to solidify or 
concretise one’s perspective and self-image. 
Changing one’s story and perspective can 
transform how one stands in relationship to 
oneself and to past traumas, and therefore to 
transform one’s experience of the present.9 

9. As stated by Jackson, “Storytelling is usually 
prompted by some crisis, stalemate, or loss of 
ground in a person’s relationship with others and 
with the world, such that autonomy is undermined, 
recognition withheld, and action made impossible.  

The etymology of the word heal is “to 
become whole”; to heal in its deepest sense 
thus means to become whole, to be fully 
integrated within self, to resolve all of the 
internal contradictions and separations 
within self, be they physical, emotional, 
mental, spiritual, social or relational. In other 
words, to heal is to resolve this fundamental 
schism with which we enter this world, the 
schism of being human, of having to come to 
terms with deep-rooted feelings of separation 
and groundlessness, with the trauma and 
existential challenges of existing at this level. 

This is not something that happens easily 
– it is the work of a lifetime (or maybe even 
multiple lifetimes). And yet with patience, 
compassion, and acceptance, we can slowly 
release the blockages and move towards the 
natural state, even as we help others to do 
the same.

Storytelling is a coping mechanism that involves 
making words stand for the world, and then, by 
manipulating them, changing one’s experience of the 
world.” (18)
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