KNOW THAT YOU ARE STRONG

Facebook post by author Elizabeth Gilbert, March 17th 2015 

Dear Ones -

As a child, I was a terrified little person. My nature was to be timid, jumpy, easily alarmed, nervous. I was afraid of pretty much everything and everyone.

All I wanted to do was hide behind my mother's legs, in literally every imaginable situation.

But I didn't get a mother who let me hide behind her legs.

I am thinking of this today, because yesterday I was doing an interview, and I got talking about my mom. I was speaking about the ways in which my mother pushed me to be strong, and the interviewer was asking me for specific examples.

I remembered — for the first time in years — my first day of school. I had been excited about school because I was already a bookish kid, but I was also terrified about being away from home all day, and away from my mother — and terrified, in an abstract way, of what my teacher might be like.

As the first day of school approached I became increasingly anxious.

Instead of coddling that anxiety, my mother came up with a plan. Together, we would PRACTICE my first day of school. Most importantly, we would practice the moment at which I would meet my teacher. My mom told me that the best thing I could do was to get to school early and introduce myself personally to the teacher, in order to get the hard part over immediately — and in order to make an ally of my teacher.

So mom pretended to my teacher, and I practiced walking up to her, looking her in the eye, shaking her hand, and saying, "Hello! My name is Elizabeth Gilbert and I'm going to be one of your students this year! It's very nice to meet you and I'm very excited about school."

We practiced that speech several times, till I had it down — till I could say it without my voice shaking.

And on the first day of school, my mom took me there early and let me walk into the room all by myself. (As she explained to me, despite my panic, "I can't do this part for you, Liz. You have to walk into that room yourself.") She didn't abandon me, but she held back. She waited in the hallway as I walked in there all alone — the first kid to arrive in that terrifying big empty space. I walked up to the teacher, looked her in the eye, smiled, shook her hand, and I made myself known.

The teacher smiled in return and gave me a seat in the front row — which is where I sat in school ever after.

I bring this up because I have repeated that exercise so many in my life now. I cannot even count how many times I have walked into strange and terrifying rooms all alone, sussed out the important person in that room, approached them, and introduced myself.

Being able to walk into a room all alone is how I got every single job I've ever had. It's how I've forged every precious alliance that has taken me through life. It's even how I met my husband. (I walked up to him, stuck out my hand, looked him in the eye, and said, "Hi. I'm Liz." A very good start to a very good 11 years together...)

I thank my mother for all of this.

I thought of mom when I read that TIGER MOTHER book, which was so controversial a few years ago. There was much about that author's philosophy of childrearing that I found shocking (as did many of its readers) but one thing stuck out for me. The author said, "The difference between American mothers and Chinese mothers is this — American mothers are afraid their children are weak; Chinese mothers know that their children are strong."

I read that and I thought: "That was my mom, all the way."

My mother knew I was strong before I knew it myself.

Because of the strength that my mother saw in me, I was able to grow up brave. Also, as a result, I have made it a point in life to surround myself with people who know that I am strong...not with people who fear that I am weak.

I make it a point to remind my friends, too, that they are strong.

This is not to deny our essential human vulnerability — life is always hard and scary, of course. It is just to say that sometimes in life you need somebody who reminds you, "You can do this. I know it's scary, but you can do it. I can't do it for you. I will wait for you in the hallway and I will let you walk into that room alone."

If you are the mother of young daughters, I ask you to teach them this kind of courage. (Same with your sons, too, of course — but ESPECIALLY with your daughters.) The world is a scary place, but I ask you not to pile your own fears upon the heads of your children.

They are tiny people, your children. They are vulnerable. The world is full of dangers. You never want a single bad thing to happen to them. But your daughters contain powers beyond measure, and the best thing you can do for them is try to help them find that power and put it to use.

They will thank you for it later.

As I am, today, thanking my mom.

ONWARD,
LG

