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Story Telling  

Stories and Story Telling 

As far as I can remember, stories were part of my life. There were the stories passed through the family: 

those that become part-and-parcel of our ménage. Many of them had to do with family members’ struggles, 

and their attending successes or failures. In my family, the world wars had particular traction; I guess 

because of the losses we incurred. Then, there were the stories, the folk tales, the fables, that my mother 

would bring home to me after a visit to “town”: today we call it the CBD. I would wait outside in the front 

garden, after school, awaiting her return and would grasp the “new read”. I can still recall their titles: “Tales 

from England”, “Tales from Germany”, “Tales from Ireland” and “Tales from Denmark”. I then graduated 

to publications of the tales of Hans Christian Anderson and the Brothers Grimm. There was something about 

these stories which grabbed my imagination. They spoke to me of life, of people, of communities, and 

ultimately even of death. They provided a lens through which I could begin to see my own reflection, to 

understand myself in the world.  As I look back, they were an introduction to philosophy.  

And finally, as I matured just a little, there were the books that surrounded me in the lounge-room: “The 

Cruel Sea”, The Fortunes of Richard Mahony, and The Way of All Flesh, to name but a few. I still remember 

the titles, but read none of them. They stared at me from the book-shelves, as I stared back. I still remember 

the smell, of the paper, as I opened them, fingering the pages.  

 Later still, movies began to assume a weight that in my early life they had not. I think that began with the 

Costa Gavras film Missing (1982), which depicted the real-life tragedy of the execution of the American 

citizen, Charles Horman at the hands of the Chilean military security service on September 18th, 1973. I first 

watched that film, clandestinely – unsurprisingly it was banned in Chile – with a group of university 

students, in a non-descript basement of the little Chilean fishing-town, called San Vicente.  

So, what is it about stories and story-telling that draws us in, that attracts us? What is it that compels us to 

engage? And what do we learn? 

The Beauty and Tragedy of Walter Benjamin 

Let me introduce you to a thinker, philosopher and all-round interesting guy, who wrote, among other things 

about story-telling: his name was Walter Benjamin. Let’s begin with an overview of his life, and then turn to 

his insights about stories. 

Beginning at the tail-end of his life, Walter Benjamin, died from suicide in a room of the Hotel de Francia, 

Portbou, Catalonia, on the Spanish side of the French-Spanish border, on September 26th, 1940. He was a 

Jew, and as such had fled Germany in 1933 at the burning of the German Parliament, the Reichstag that 

same year: an event that effectively marked the Nazi assumption of power. He spent the following years in 

Paris, but then when the German government stripped German Jews of their citizenship, leaving him 

stateless, he found himself, arrested and incarcerated by the French government for three months. By 1940, 

soon after the German army entered Paris, he applied for and received a visa for the US, and travelled to the 

Spanish border, with the intention of crossing to neutral Spain, on to Portugal and then by ship to America. 

The tragedy of events however soon overtook him. He crossed the border and reached the coastal town of 

Portbou, Catalonia, only to be told that the Franco government had cancelled all transit visas and the Jewish 

refugee group that Benjamin had joined, would be deported back to France the next day. Expecting 

repatriation into Nazi hands, he killed himself with an overdose of morphine tablets that same night. If he 

were to die, he would hasten the event on his own terms. His brother Georg would be killed at the 

Mauthausen-Gusen concentration camp in 1942. The very next day, his party were in fact allowed passage – 

it is said, because Benjamin’s suicide shocked Spanish officials – and they safely reached Lisbon on 

September 30th.  

Even in the shadow of this sombre history, Benjamin’s life was by no means a negative affair. What lay at 

the heart of his work was that he was an iconoclastic thinker, challenging, the old orthodoxies, with the 

power of intellectual creativity. While, closely attached to the Frankfurt School, which enjoyed enormous 

weight in Europe, as it influenced the shape of what became European social democracy, Benjamin went 



beyond the Frankfurt School, with his broad range of interests. From a theological angle, what stands out is 

that while un-religious, he nevertheless saw a definite place for faith in the world. He saw that religion – in 

particular the Christian and Judaic expressions – were a vessel that contained the spark of human liberation, 

stimulating positive historical change. For Benjamin, faith is a traditional, lamentably authoritarian 

framework, but which nevertheless, has the saving grace of expressing the hope and dream of a future yet to 

be realized. While not speaking of the kingdom of God, this is in effect, what he meant. Such a ready given-

ness to matters of faith was not always welcomed within the circles in which he moved.1 

What Stories Say to Us 

So, what of stories and storytelling? Benjamin loves the art of storytelling, differentiating it from the novel. 

As he explains, it is an oral thing, it involves one living person transmitting life experience to another in a 

vital exchange. He tells us that in the oral tale, the personality of the storyteller clings to the story, “the way 

traces of the potter’s hand cling to a clay bowl.” For Benjamin, stories are compact. They offer human 

counsel, wisdom. He laments that just as storytelling is dying out – remember he writes in the 1930s, 

between the world wars – so is the art of listening. The idea of a community of people that gathers around 

the storyteller has died, he says. We no longer know how to share our experiences. This he attributes, to 

among other things, the trauma of World War I. “Was it not noticeable at the end of the war that men 

returned from the battlefield grown silent,” he asked, “not richer, but poorer in communicable 

experience?”2. But in addition to the damage of war, Benjamin also focused upon the way in which the 

world turned to preferring information. People stopped listening and sharing. They began merely 

“receiving” the news. In the rush and bustle of a secular world, characterized by productivity, “no one 

cultivates what cannot be created quickly”3. There is not the space and time for boredom, so that we might 

think, much less, a readiness to contemplate the “idea of eternity”. It is as if we live one dimensionally.  

That said, while mourning the death of storytelling, the passing of the oral tradition, Benjamin celebrates 

something else: the novel, which he says is altogether different. While storytelling imparts a moral, novels 

make us reflect upon life’s meaning. Whereas the listener to the story is in the company of the storyteller, 

the reader of the novel is alone, is solitary: “What draws the reader to a novel is the hope of warming his 

shivering life at the flame of a life he reads about”4. So, we solitary modern readers, consume novels, digest 

fiction, so as to understand life’s meaning by way of a surrogate, who has in a sense, preceded us, and casts 

light on all that has gone before.  

Some Personal Thoughts: The Nature of Stories, Novels and even the Bible 

I think that Benjamin’s insights about storytelling through stories or the novel, are useful as we think about 

ourselves in the broad scheme of things. Through storytelling, we have the possibility of detecting a 

reflection of ourselves. Stories have a way of stopping us mid-sentence, a way of calling us to account. Only 

recently, Catherine Camus, the daughter of the French author, Albert Camus – to whom I have referred at 

times – was interviewed, in the light of her father’s famous novel “The Plague” (La Peste). Clearly relevant 

in a time of Covid -19, she said this: “the message of La Peste is that we are responsible for our actions. 

“We are not responsible for coronavirus, but we can be responsible in the way we respond to it”5. 

The Bible is not dissimilar to stories and novels. Christians become caught up in debates such as the 

inerrancy of the Bible, and in so doing miss the point of Scripture: which is to detect ourselves within its 

pages, to contemplate who we have been, are and may become: a warming of our shivering lives at the 

flame of the One we read about. 

 

 

                                                           
1 Benjamin’s outlook was similar to the other outsider, Ernst Bloch, whose book “Atheism in Christianity”, saw Christianity’s 
fundamental character in the experience and idea of Exodus, of the hope of and struggle for freedom.  
2 “The Storyteller by Walter Benjamin Review – A Master Thinker’s Fiction”, Jonathon Sturgeon, August 2nd, 2016, The Guardian. 
3 Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller Essays”, words of Paul Valéry, quoted by Benjamin and in turn referred to in the article, “The 
Story of the Story of the Story”, Peter Brooks, The New York Review of Books, p. 49-50, January 16th, 2020/Vol. LXVII, No. 1. 
4 Ibid. 
5 “Albert Camus Novel ‘The Plague’, Leads Surge of Pestilence Fiction”, Kim Willsher, The Guardian, March 28th, 2020 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


