
Therapeutic IFS Stories Jan Mullen  
 
At the heart of IFS is a narrative therapy process. Wounded parts are brought back from 
their exile and are finally able to tell their stories to the compassionate Self. It is in the 
telling and the witnessing of these stories that healing takes place. The narratives of our 
lives form the cohesive experience of our identity. There is another use of narrative for 
healing, and that is the therapeutic story. These stories may be culled from our lives or 
the reality of the world around us. Or they may be fiction—myths, classic tales, or stories 
written specifically to heal a particular issue. A landmark book in this category is Nancy 
Davis’ Therapeutic Stories to Heal Abused Children. The value of therapeutic stories is 
undeniable. The story form helps manager parts to listen more openly to an idea, a truth, 
a solution without the usual skepticism and guardedness. These stories are meant to be 
told. Other stories are written to be read, but storytelling is the art and process of the 
spoken word. If, as Steve de Shazer writes, words were originally magic, the magic here 
is not just in the words but the energetic connection that flows between the teller and the 
receiver. If told or read to a child, an adult or a family by their therapist, a story can feel 
soothing and nurturing as well as challenging.  
 
Sometimes clients may be invited to become part of the story by helping to embellish or 
create the ending they want to hear, evoking their creative energy. Here are some 
examples of very short stories told from everyday life, which I use to help parts deal with 
specific issues.  
 
When a client encounters a part which is afraid to allow change, because it won’t know 
what to do if it gives up its old role, I offer an analogy such as this: I had a bag of flower 
bulbs in my garage. Before I got around to planting them, they began to sprout. Because 
they were in the bag, with little light, the sprouts grew all twisted, without direction. 
When they were planted in a nice pot of rich earth, they began to unfold and reach for the 
light. They became straight, tall and full, a deep rich green, and were beautiful. They 
naturally knew what to do. This is the way it is with parts. When we give them the chance 
to come out of where they were stuck, like that dark dry old bag, and put them in the 
light, they just know what they were naturally meant to be.  
 
When a client has a part which is blending with the Self and needs reassurance that it is 
ok to trust the Self, I might share the following analogy. Lifeguards are taught a special 
way to save a drowning person, and this is why: when a person is drowning, they are 
feeling panic and not able to think clearly. When they see the lifeguard coming, they just 
want to hang on for life. Unfortunately, if they do this, they will hamper the lifeguard and 
they may both go down. So, the lifeguard is taught a special hold, keeping the person 
being rescued on their back, so that they can’t grip onto the lifeguard and disable them. 
They tell the person to trust them, and not to hang on. Then, they are able to swim and 
also hold onto the person, bringing them to safety. Well, it’s the same thing with this part. 
It wants desperately to be helped, and doesn’t realize that by hanging on to you so tightly, 
it is actually preventing you from helping it. Can you ask the part if it could relax just 
enough to let you help?  



When a client has a firefighter part that keeps the Self away from painful reality by 
fantasizing, I sometimes share this story, “The Horse Story,” which was told to me by the 
mother of a young client: “Sherry” was a 10 year old adopted child; she had a difficult 
early childhood in which she had learned to escape through fantasy. She kept telling her 
(adoptive) parents that she loved horses, so one day they asked her if she would like 
riding lessons. She eagerly said she would. The day of the first lesson came, in which the 
children would be introduced to caring for the horses. Her parents dropped her off for the 
lesson, and when they returned to pick her up they were told by the instructor that she had 
spent the entire time cowering in a corner and wouldn’t go near the horses. The parents, 
alarmed, asked Sherry what was wrong. Sherry said, “In my mind, I was already able to 
ride well, I could see myself riding bareback, like the wind. But when I saw the real 
horse, I realized it wasn’t really true, I can’t really ride at all.” The sad part of this story 
is, because Sherry couldn’t accept that she didn’t know how to ride, she refused to try, 
even though she loved horses. So, I want this part of you that uses fantasy to know that it 
isn’t really helping you to learn what you need to be truly happy.  
 
The messages stories carry can send healing to the depths of our inmost being and hope 
to our exiles. Because of their potential power, stories must be chosen carefully. The 
following story has been adapted to incorporate IFS theory. It is powerful “medicine”—
administer with care.  
 
THE GOOD FAIRY (Adapted by Jan Mullen from a report by Tara Brach of a client, 
“Rosalie” encountering a guide in session)  
 
From the corners where the silence remains, there came the urgency to go to a mountain 
top and scream out the whole truth. I sent out a prayer to God, to the universe—“It’s too  
painful, I can’t take it!”—and she came to me, the power of my mind, the energy of the 
universe, an angel of God in blue, like the Good Fairy in the Wizard of Oz, waving a 
wand. I sat cross-legged on the floor of my bedroom, looking up, about 8 years old. She 
said, “Sweetheart, here’s the deal. There’s too much going on here and I don’t have the 
power to make it be gone, to make it be okay, or even to help you cope with it in a way 
that’s not going to cause you some pain. What I can do, Sweetheart, is help you get 
through this time now, help you get through it as it is going on. It will come back, but it 
will come back to you only at a later time, when you’re able to handle it and there will be 
someone to help you.” So I said, “Okay, because I can’t take it anymore.”  
 
She waved her wand and said: “I am going to send things that are happening into 
different parts of your body, and your body will hold them for you like a treasure chest, 
like a time capsule. Your heart, your heart is broken and I’m going to have to let your rib 
cage close in around your heart and let your heart constrict so that you don’t feel the pain 
of your heart breaking. And I’m going to really tighten up your neck and let it be a 
fortress with very thick round walls, so that what you are feeling doesn’t get up to your 
mouth, and you can’t speak the words. You can’t cry out for help and can’t scream out in 
rage. And you can’t breathe too deeply to feel what’s going on in your body. And that 
fortress will keep the knowledge of what’s happening in your body from connecting with 



your head, so that you will not be fully conscious of what’s going on. And I will tie up 
your ears, so that you hear but don’t take too much in.”  
 
“And this is what I will do with your mind. It will store the truth in a deep place, sealed 
away behind steel doors of fear. But it will, for now, help you to live with, accept and 
believe the lies you are told, that you deserve this and that this is the way your life has to 
be.”  
 
“I want you to be fairly still as a child and rather shy, so we don’t interrupt what we’re 
going to put very carefully in place. And it will stay this way. You will have trouble 
feeling and being close to people, but it will be your way of surviving. And you, my 
darling, will be a very functional human being in spite of all this pain, because you have a 
strong spirit and can hold all this in. And I will be helping you.” “You will not forget 
everything. You will be visited by vague discontents, questions, or flashes of images that 
will lead you, like markers on a path, to explore what happened. And I will leave a voice 
inside of you, like a spark of light, that will urge you to reconnect with your whole self, 
to find this person you are now, who is calling out for help and whose heart is utterly 
breaking. It may not be clear, this voice! It will manifest as an urge inside of you but it 
will be your lost self speaking as it can through your aching body to come back and find 
yourself.”  
 
“When the time is right, you will begin to open up. It will be a very long process. It may 
take as long to heal as you’ve been in pain and in the frozen place. Finally, your body 
will no longer be able to hold all this in. Your muscles will begin to give way, you will 
feel an urgency to do physical healing, and that will begin the process of really 
unwinding your body and releasing what it will have been holding all these years. There 
will be physical as well as emotional pain in the process. But by then you will be strong 
enough, safe enough and old enough to bear the truth and you will have a special friend, 
who will be the grownup you, who will hold you as no one else can, as you find yourself 
again.”  
 
“As all this begins to unwind, you will struggle to release your mind from the falsehoods 
it had learned so you could survive, and the doors of fear barring it from the truth. The 
mind may at first believe that only the person who gave you this pain has the power to 
take it away, and there will need to be a period of building trust that this is not true. You 
will struggle to release the flow between the mind and body and come back together 
wholly. But you will do it, because you are a capable person with a heart yearning to 
love. I don’t know exactly how it will unfold, but the universe will move you through it. 
You will have to be very patient, very brave, very courageous, but it will be your training, 
your fire walk, your healing. And when you are through it, you will be a whole person: 
new but still the same.”  
 
“Now I want you to go to bed. I will wave my wand and you will go to sleep, and when 
you wake up, you will forget I was here. You will forget you asked for help and you will 
not feel your daily pain. This is the only way I know to get you through this. You are a 
beautiful child. I don’t know the reasons this terrible burden came to you but I love you 



and God loves you. You will have to love yourself enough to heal, so that the rest of your 
life will be lived to its fullest, full of light. The memory of pain will still be there, but it 
will be in perspective. One day you will be whole again. Until then and for always, I love 
you.”  
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