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“Your playing small doesn’t serve the world. 

 

There’s nothing enlightened about shrinking 
so that other people won’t feel 

insecure around you. 
Marianne Williamson  

Do you ever want to be perceived as a person who is daring, adventurous, outgoing and 
courageous? I do…and still want that positive feeling on a daily basis. “Be brave” I 
whisper to myself. Occasionally I shout it, when no one is around, just to show myself 
how fearless I really want the world to see me. Are you with me? 

Regrettably I, and possibly you, panic in the face of judgment from our friends, family 
co-workers, and even people we know and love in Church. Some of us may be 
embarrassed about showing our ideas to those around us. And this fear is what causes 
us to be old-fashioned in our thinking. So we might have a wild idea, but we’re afraid to 
share it with anybody else. We “play small” to protect ourselves from what others may 
think about us, and regrettably what we may think about ourselves. 

Rules and limitations that we place on ourselves and others takes a long, long time to 
correct. The concreted beliefs harden when they are created by our own thoughts and 
visions, and often by words from peers, adults, sometimes parents or teachers. I 
understand how you and I do all we can to avoid being too creepy, or too irritating, or 
too unusual. But truthfully, I've lived my whole life playing tunes on my guitar with 
what shaped my life in the 1960’s. Not because they are great, but because I greatly love 
them.  

You know that this “Greatest Fears” series was started because the words had been 
attributed to South African President, Nelson Mandela’s inaugural address after being 
elected to lead an oppressive white ruled society in his country.  A black man in a 
country torn by Apartheid, an atrocious period of hatred in South Africa’s history. 
Mandela was an avid fighter and respected adversary for freedom. His rebellious spirit 
and stand against oppression suppressed him a quarter century in prison. The journey 
is described wonderfully in the autobiography “Long Walk to Freedom.” 

Mandela fully understood there is “nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other 
people won’t feel insecure around you.” To illustrate this thinking, I want to allow the 
great leader to share his view on the matter in his own words in the autobiography. 



“A Nation should not be judged by how it treats its highest citizens, but it's lowest 
ones” 
 
“And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people 
permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence 
automatically liberates others.” 
 
“I always knew that deep down in every human heart, there is mercy and 
generosity. No one is born hating another person because of the color of his skin, 
or his background, or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they can learn 
to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human 
heart than its opposite. Even in the grimmest times in prison, when my comrades 
and I were pushed to our limits, I would see a glimmer of humanity in one of the 
guards, perhaps just for a second, but it was enough to reassure me and keep me 
going. Man’s goodness is a flame that can be hidden but never extinguished.”1 

“Long Walk to Freedom” is much because of President Mandela’s determination to “not 
play small,” rather it is his effort to let us all know we can be change agents in the crisis 
happening in our country today. Like him, I believe change only comes when you’re 
open to change. Whenever you feel that little voice tell you, “You probably shouldn’t do 
that, you'll look stupid” or “No one will like you if you wear that,” or “You're not 
handsome/pretty enough,” or “You're not good enough.” Erase the thoughts from you 
mind. Stop believing those little voices. Stop the negative self-talk. Don’t let your 
thoughts hold you back.  

Nelson Mandela endured 27 years and never dreamed of holding back. Life is short. Be 
grateful to be here. If you’re not happy, make a change. If you’re not happy at work, find 
joy outside of work. If you’re not part of the solution, you’re allowing the problem to 
persist. 

Care more about others.  Care about yourself. Believe in yourself. Stop anticipating 
failure and if you must, venture to fail better each time. Our country needs common 
thinking positively, and courageously, and kindheartedly thought.  

“…love comes more naturally to the human heart than its opposite.” 
        NelsonMandela 
 
Peace always 

Ted  

 
1 Long Walk To Freedom, The Autobiography of Nelson Mandela 


