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LETTERS TO STRANGERS:
SAMPLE LETTERS

Hi! Thank you for wanting to write a letter. We have a
collection of five letters here that we hope will get your
creative juices flowing, but please don’t feel constrained to
them! We’ve had people draw, paint--even fold
origami!--instead of write words. The important thing is that
you put your heart into it. Length doesn’t matter;
authenticity does. So with that in mind, enjoy, and write on!

(And it goes without saying, but these were all letters once submitted by members of
Letters to Strangers. Please respect their truths. These letters are only for viewing.)
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Dear Stranger,

I read somewhere once that one of the best predictors of a long life is resilience under stress. Scientists

determined that based on a multitude of factors, some people do better than others in stressful situations,

and those people tend to live longer. This news didn't seem that great to me, because practically

everyone in my family seems to suffer from some kind of stress disorder. My brother actually has clinically

diagnosed OCD, my dad is one of the most paranoid people you'll ever meet, and my mom is the type to

be crippled by perfectionism. Despite these things, we don't act too dysfunctional, but stress is ever

present and while it might not hurt us too badly, it certainly doesn't help.

For a long time I was stressed too. I probably still don't handle stress as well as I could, but at some point

I realized that my stress level doesn't have to be proportional to the amount of stressful things occurring in

my life. In fact, I realized that even under extremely stressful situations, I actually did not have to

necessarily feel any anxiety or distress. While these stressful situations provide something to be stressed

about, I realized that, for me at least, engaging with the stress was a choice. Allowing stressful situations

to affect my disposition and outlook disproportionally was also a choice.

Around this time I became interested in meditation. The idea behind meditation is that often, if you can

step back from your thoughts enough, you can get a better idea of the big picture. Your stressful

environment will still be there, but you might realize that your reaction to the stress was disproportionate,

unproductive or (as I often find for myself) irrational. I've found that anxiety is almost always irrational.

Last year I read a book that really culminated all of these ideas: Meditations by Marcus Aurelius.

Meditations isn't really a book, but rather a collection of private thoughts and notes Aurelius wrote to

himself with no audience in mind. Aurelius was a stoic and interestingly, despite being a roman, his

philosophy reminded me quite a lot of what I knew about eastern philosophy. One of my favorite quotes

from the book reads: "If you are distressed by anything external, the pain is not due to the thing itself, but

to your estimate of it; and this you have the power to revoke at any moment." I think we can all approach

tough moments like a Roman emperor--stoic and fearless.

Have a good one,

Your friendly neighborhood spiderman.
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Dear Stranger,

Being a student is a lot, sometimes, and something I often lose sight of in the shuffle is how beautiful it is,

inside and out. I mean, when I look around me... Do I remember what it was like when I first set foot on

campus? Even in the fluster of arrival, of trying to see everything at once, and not really seeing anything,

there was magic in the air. Now that the campus is familiar, it's far too easy to walk quickly, with my eyes

on the pavement, not the beauty around me; but don't, I remind myself. Take a moment, and stand still.

Breathe in the air -- and having grown up in a big city, now that I’m somewhere more rural, I can tell you

that the air is both good and clean especially in the winter, when its coldness pricks at the top of your

mouth.

If you ever get up early in the morning, stand at the edge of a field at sunrise if you can. The best thing

about being there is how still it is: it feels like the whole world has dropped away, and there's only you and

the bright, golden, morning sunlight. When it's warm, lie on your back on the field at night, and look up at

the stars. If you’re not in a big city, on a clear night, you can always see the stars. Look up at the stars

sometimes, if you're worried. They don't know if you're anxious or sad or scared, and that's a good thing.

The stars are, shining in their cold, remote way, a reminder of how small we are, and that all our worries

will pass. If you're ever feeling sad, just raise your eyes: stop moving, and really look around you. Look at

everything -- the stars, the trees, the halls -- as if you were seeing it for the first time. I guarantee you that

if you slow down and look, you'll feel better, because there are more good and lovely things in the world

than you can possibly know: and if you look carefully, you are bound to see at least some of them.

Good luck! Be steady, be strong, and know that in the end, I’m here beside you, a stranger in passing -

and I’m rooting for you.

Love,

A Stranger
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