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FOR MY SONS, TYLER, BENJAMIN, AND JOSHUA:

STRENGTH IS KINDNESS—BE KIND.

TENDERNESS IS BOLD—BE BOLD.

PERSISTENCE IS HOPEFUL—CREATE HOPE.
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INTRODUCTION

True story: when I was in the seventh grade and it came to that (terrible, treacherous, totally tormenting) time of the year when the gym teachers at my middle school made us all run the mile, I got the record for slowest time.

Ever.

I was great at playing video games, not exercising, using every bit of money I ever got my hands on to buy candy (yes!), and barely coasting by in my classes.

More truth: I also stole a lot of stuff from stores.

So, to review: I was an out-of-shape, candy-addicted shoplifter twenty-five years ago, when I was in the seventh grade.

Are you wondering why you are reading a book about life and heroic figures that has been written by some guy who did a terrible job at life when he was in the seventh grade? Why take advice from me? In fact, I’m starting to wonder if I even want to read this book anymore, I mean—

Wait! That’s exactly the point of this book—hearing from someone like me, who has failed a lot! Keep reading! Seriously! Keep—

Good. I’m glad you’re still here. Because the second part of my story is this: Come eighth grade, with the help of my oldest brother, I began to see things differently. While I had made a ton of mistakes, I saw that I could make a ton of changes as well. My life—like yours—is about learning how to be who I really was (and am) and then trying to be that person as completely as possible.

But the only path to your real self is to make a lot of mistakes. To fail. To get it wrong (and sometimes to get it wrong a lot).

Chances are that the idea of making mistakes or being rejected as a verb (to fail) or as a noun (failure) doesn’t exactly get you feeling excited. The act of failing in your attempt at something and the result of failure in any endeavor might make you feel as squirmy and icky as diving into a vat of grape jelly, with jelly getting inside your ears, sliding up your nostrils, and generally wreaking havoc on your sense of comfort. How do I know that failing or failure probably makes you feel this way? Well . . .

I have been hanging out with one hundred seventh graders all day long for many years. I went back to seventh grade to be an English teacher, and I saw that many of my own students have the opposite problem to the one I had when I was in seventh grade. Instead of messing up big-time, they want to do everything right all the time. Instead of coasting by in their classes, they want to get straight A+++s in all their classes. Many of them can run the mile in about .0001 percent of the time it took me to run the mile. Many of my students can play tons of sports, they know all the right things to say, and they want to reach any goal or standard any adult sets.

These can all be great things—great goals to aspire to.

But (and this is a big but—the kind of but that manages to wedge itself into any conversation and say, “Make way for my big but!”) in order to really learn who we are as people, we need to experience some failure. We need to understand what it’s like to try something and get it wrong—to take a few risks. To make mistakes and realize that the mistakes point us in the right direction by showing us where we went wrong. To know the difference between what works and what doesn’t. No matter how awesome you are, you will meet this need and make some mistakes. No one can escape it. It’s as much a part of life as breathing, eating, sleeping, and candy. (I threw in that last one to check if you’re still with me. . . .)

So, what is failure? Merriam-Webster defines the noun as “a lack of success” and “falling short.” The verb form is similar: “to be unsuccessful” and “to fall short.” Pretty simple. But (there’s that big but again!) Merriam-Webster doesn’t say “a person who is unsuccessful” or “a person who falls short,” because failure is a process, not a person. It is the outcome of a series of choices and actions—things that we can change. Even so, it is easy to think we ourselves are failures when the outcome of our actions isn’t what we intended. How come we still stumble even when we work really hard not to?

There’s one big reason we stumble, fall, and fail: we are human. Being human means that no one is able to glide through life without falling and failing. Even when it seems like someone has success after success, they really don’t. There’s an awful lot of failure that we just do not know about. Take Albert Einstein, for instance, who once threw a chair at his teacher and was called the biggest behavior problem in his whole elementary school—how’s that for failure and making mistakes? (You’ll learn more about him in chapter 5.)

Or consider Maryam Mirzakhani, from chapter 22, who ended up winning the biggest mathematics award ever but didn’t even like math or do very well in it when she was in middle school.

Or what about J. K. Rowling, the famed Harry Potter author, whose first manuscript was rejected many times before it finally saw print? (You’ll read just how crazy her story is in chapter 1.)

None of us are born perfect—all of us fall on our path, no matter how hard we work. The trick is having the determination, spirit, and grit to get back up and keep going anyway.

Know what else? There are times when groups of people and ideas fail too (like the original purpose of La fábrica, a building you’ll read about in the Flop File in chapter 31). Sometimes a really good idea for a business is dreamed up by a couple of friends; others get excited about it; these others invest in the creation of the business; and after the amazing, frosting-covered, confetti-blasted grand opening . . . kaboom! It’s a major flop. The product is flawed. The friends don’t work well together. Nothing goes as planned, and the dream turns into a nightmare. What happens next for the friends, the product, the investors, the customers?

The possible answers may seem scary if you’re used to thinking of failing as a bad thing. But the thing about failing, flopping, and making mistakes is that all three of these enterprises have a way of destroying fear, not creating it, and to be the truly great person you really are, one of the biggest requirements is the destruction of fear. You’ve probably heard the phrase “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.” There’s a reason this cliché has stuck around so long and not the notable alternatives: “If at first you don’t succeed, go hide!” or “If at first you don’t succeed, you are a bad person who is incapable of success.” The meaning of the saying we know is: “If at first you don’t succeed, you’re now one step closer to getting it right the next time!”

Going back to that flopped business, what if the friends decide to invest in the building instead, which is better suited as a community center? Or what if they decide to sell the building and use the remaining money to pay off their investors, fix their product, and create an online business to replace the physical store? There are many ways for them to learn from their failure and find success the next time around.

In the twenty-five years since my seventh-grade year, those failures, flops, and mistakes that I made taught me a lot about myself and about life. I eventually did run the mile, and in a decent amount of time too—I even joined the cross-country team in high school. I also worked harder and took honors courses, and I got to study at Oxford University for a year in college. Later, an amazing woman and I got married; together, we had three boys I get to be a dad to; and I have not one but two professions I love: being a teacher and a writer.

I still make a lot of mistakes—I haven’t yet lived a single day in which I haven’t failed or flopped in some way, large or small. But as I did with my seventh-grade mishaps, I take these mistakes, learn from them, and do a little better each day too.

But don’t take my word for it. After all, you may be thinking, Fine, buddy. All right, dude. So you finally ran the mile. Big whoop-a-dee-do-dah. I don’t know what that has to do with me.

Okay. I hear you loud and clear.

So do this: read on. These thirty-five chapters and twenty-one Flop Files are going to introduce you to (or remind you of) some truly great people who changed the world—or their small corner of it—in dramatic ways.

And guess what? They failed a lot. They were rejected a lot. They made a lot of mistakes.

Even if you don’t believe me, like I said, just keep reading. And after you’ve read their stories, maybe you’ll believe them.
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SOMETHING ELSE TO CONSIDER . . .

This book includes the stories of people I deeply respect and admire—they all have fought through a vast array of struggles and challenges in their lives. And while I have tried to show how their sense of resolve and hope helped them, it is important to note that resolve alone—or grit—did not do the job. In every case, the heroines and heroes in this book needed the help and support of others to continue. Actor Christopher Reeve needed his fiercely loving wife, Dana; Justice Sonia Sotomayor needed the example and support of her bold, determined mother, Celina; and animal scientist Temple Grandin needed the creative, nurturing aid of her high school teacher, William. In each case, grit alone was never enough. Furthermore, when faced with systems of tragic oppression, like the slavery that Frederick Douglass escaped and the current realities of racism and sexism, grit alone is not enough. As human beings and cohabitants of this big and diverse planet, we need to not only work hard and persevere but, like the beautiful, bold people in this book, do our part to try and change these unjust systems. We do this by speaking out, by supporting others, and by always remembering that our success can never remain only our success. Our success must always be about helping and supporting others too.
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1

J. K. ROWLING

Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone was written from start to finish in a two-month burst. As she wrote, author J. K. Rowling dined on rare and expensive tea and cupcakes made from quadruple-milled flour and sugar flown in from the mountains of Tibet. A single cupcake cost approximately $150. While she wrote, Rowling had two people massage her feet. Each night, after writing, Rowling would relax on a bed the size of Texas. And when the book was finally finished, the first publisher it went to instantly knew it would sell hundreds of millions of copies and bought it before even opening the submission envelope. . . .

Uh . . . no!

Everything in that first paragraph is completely false. (Did the thing about cupcakes give it away?) Instead of easily writing the first novel in the Harry Potter series, Rowling struggled with her ideas for years. She was told by her teachers that she needed to dream less and focus on reality more. She went through a variety of jobs after college that never seemed to work out for her, and she kept Harry tucked away in her heart for years.

When Rowling’s life began to encounter a host of challenges, she realized that she had to take the leap and risk everything on writing the story that she had kept hidden for so long. She was a single mother to a baby girl—named Jessica—and she was unable to find a job to pay the bills and take care of her daughter at the same time. Thus, she had to accept money from the government—welfare—to simply survive. Barely making ends meet, exhausted, overwhelmed, and having no idea whether her Harry would ever be published or was any good, Rowling opted to thunder away, writing her story.1 What did she have to lose?


HAVE GRIT—DON’T SPLIT!

Author Saul Bellow was once referred to as a “dud” of a writer by one of his college English professors. But he went on to win the Pulitzer Prize for fiction, the Nobel Prize in literature, and many other prestigious honors.



Rowling worked, and worked, and worked. When she finally did write the full draft of the first novel in the series, Rowling did so by day at a small café in Edinburgh, Scotland, and in her small apartment by night.

“We do not need magic to change the world,” she believes. “We carry all the power we need inside ourselves already: we have the power to imagine better.”2 Though her novels are about fantastical magic, Rowling believes that human power is real magic and that it dwells inside a person—available and waiting to be used in the pursuit of something beautiful and good.

After five years of writing and revising, Rowling found an agent named Christopher Little. An agent’s job in the writing and publishing business is to help authors get their manuscripts accepted for publication, and Little attempted just that. He sent Rowling’s manu-script to acquisitions editors at publishing companies. Once, twice, three times.3

Then he sent it to a fourth publisher.

And a fifth and a sixth and a seventh.

The eighth publisher (just like the seven before) said, “No, thanks.”

Little sent Harry Potter to a ninth publisher, who also said the manuscript would not sell enough copies and was therefore not worth publishing.

The tenth publisher said the same. And the eleventh and . . . the twelfth!


FROM WEAK TO PEAK!

Michael Jordan was cut from his varsity basketball team early in his high school career. He later became one of the most successful and popular NBA players of all time.



Twelve publishers all had the chance to read Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone and all twelve thought it wasn’t good enough, wasn’t interesting enough, and would not sell enough copies.4 How did Rowling deal with all the failure she had experienced—both leading up to the writing of her first book and even afterward? She has said, “Failure meant a stripping away of the inessential. I stopped pretending . . . that I was anything other than what I was and began to direct all my energy into finishing the only work that mattered to me.”5 Instead of allowing failure to define her, Rowling said that failure actually focused her. It helped her understand what she truly cared about.

But still. Twelve rejections! Imagine how that must have felt!

Let’s say you really want to be a scientist when you grow up. And you know that being a scientist involves conducting lots of science experiments and then figuring out what your experiments say about how the world works. Cool! But then: You design an experiment, and it fails. It doesn’t tell you anything about anything except that you did something wrong.

So you try again. Your second attempt also fails. You must have made a mistake somewhere, right? Maybe you weren’t meant to be a scientist after all. But you decide to try the experiment one more time. And you’re wrong again!

Imagine trying that same experiment twelve times in total. Would you start to think that maybe you’re just not the person to do it? Would you start to think that it is so not worth it to keep doing the same experiment and to keep getting it wrong? To keep messing up big-time?

Rowling could have given up at this point. But she, and Little, kept going.

Finally, after almost twelve months, the thirteenth publisher, Bloomsbury, read Rowling’s manuscript and offered her a contract to publish the book. However, Rowling’s agent made sure to tell Rowling not to get her hopes up. Rowling reported afterward, “When I went into this, my agent said to me, ‘I don’t want you going away from this meeting thinking you’re going to make a fortune.’ ”6


NOT DIMINISHED . . . FINISHED!

Author of the bestselling classic novel To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee, once threw her manuscript out of her apartment window in New York on a winter night. It would never be good enough, she told her editor, Tay Hohoff. However, Hohoff talked her into getting the manuscript back, making it better, and finishing it. She did, and the book has sold over 40 million copies!



You and I and pretty much anyone else who likes reading knows a very different story now. The Harry Potter series of books has sold over 450 million copies and continues to sell loads more every single day. People all over the world have read and loved Harry Potter. (Sidenote: My uncle-in-law is an employee of UPS, and he experienced the Harry Potter phenomenon firsthand. I’ll never forget his shocked face as he regaled me with the effects on the shipment side: The company had to change their routes and schedules to be able to deliver the insane amount of boxes! There were boxes upon boxes upon boxes—more boxes than the company had ever seen before! It shocked publishers, readers, delivery companies, parents, teachers . . . everyone!)

What if Rowling had decided that if she really was a good writer, she would have gotten an offer for publication from the first publisher to whom her agent sent the book? Or—at the very least—the second? What if Rowling had decided, Well, I guess this writing business is not for me. I’ll just put Harry in a drawer or lock him back up inside my heart. We all would have missed out on the amazing boy wizard who has made us enjoy reading and imagining and believing and taking in a whole new world. We all would have lost something great.

Sometimes, not getting the A+ can be more powerful than getting the perfect grade. Sometimes, the things you really want to do with your life won’t be perfect the first time around (or the second, or even the twelfth). Sometimes, you’ll fail a lot along the way. People may tell you that what you’re pursuing is impossible or stupid and pointless. You may even think that success really is impossible for you: That math teacher is ridiculously hard to please! That English teacher never gives anyone an A on their essay, no matter how good it is! It seems like you’ll never find a friend you truly, deeply connect with.


FROM WEAK TO PEAK!

Writer Stephen King was living in a mobile home and teaching by day but nursing a dream to become a great writer by night. After completing his novel Carrie, he thought it belonged in the trash, where he promptly threw it. However, his wife thought differently, plucked it out, and now, Stephen King’s novels sell hundreds of millions of copies.



But all of these things are possible. Like Rowling, you may have to fail twelve times (or even more) before the possibility reveals itself, but failure is part of the path toward success.

Before we say good-bye to J. K. Rowling, there’s one more fascinating thing to note: after the Harry Potter books went on to sell hundreds of millions, Rowling later wrote a mystery novel for adults. But instead of sending the novel out to publishers with her own name, she used the fake name of Robert Galbraith. And that novel was rejected! Had the publishers known it was written by Rowling, they surely would have accepted it immediately. But the experiment Rowling conducted proved something important: even after a truly great heroine or hero succeeds, failure still happens. Life still has flops in store! What really matters is sticking with the dreams in which you truly believe, fighting for them, and being willing to fail and fail and fail until they one day come to life.

[image: Image] The Flop Files: Oprah Winfrey [image: Image]

When you read her name, you probably immediately think of the very definition of success. There is almost nothing Oprah Winfrey has not accomplished. Massive daytime television show? Check. Bestselling books? Check. Worldwide leader? Check. Force for education and philanthropy around the world? Check. Starting the world’s biggest and most influential book club? Check. Roles in major motion pictures? Check.

But Winfrey was not born the way we know her now. She endured abuse, rejection, failure, and criticism en route to becoming the woman of strength, boldness, and recognition we know her as today. Even when Winfrey began to make her mark on television as a news anchor in Baltimore, Maryland, she still endured demotions, rejections, and failed relationships.

Winfrey asserts that the power of friendship was her biggest success, demonstrating how her best friend, Gayle King, helped her overcome these failures: “She has helped me through demotions, near-firings, sexual harassment, and the twisted and messed-up relationships of my twenties, when I couldn’t tell the difference between myself and a doormat.”7 Imagine the world’s wealthiest female media star feeling like a “doormat” in relationships, or almost getting fired, or getting demoted!

Even after Winfrey broke every record in the book for daytime television, she still endured another kind of failure. In her commencement address at Harvard University in 2013, Winfrey talked about how a year earlier, in 2012, she had launched her own television network: OWN (Oprah Winfrey Network). The only problem was that it had been a flop. Critics were roasting her, and the network was not doing well financially. Winfrey said, “It was the worst period of my professional life.”8

Eventually, her network worked itself out and became a solid success. However, facing failure is never off the table. Winfrey admonished the Harvard grads—and us—not to fear failure but to embrace it, and keep moving forward.
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NELSON MANDELA

To become South Africa’s first black president, Nelson Mandela simply held a big rally to announce his candidacy. Though all the leaders in South Africa were white at the time, they applauded his announcement and agreed that there were many unjust laws enacted in the country. Mandela was never threatened or imprisoned, and his journey toward becoming president was complete with enthusiastic support and kind gestures from those in power. . . .

Not!

Growing up in South Africa, Nelson Mandela saw firsthand the trauma that results from racism. He watched as white police officers and government officials enacted cruel policies toward black citizens under a regime called apartheid. Black citizens were forced to live in tightly controlled areas called townships, they were not allowed to use the same bathrooms or trains as whites, and they were denied access to jobs and protection under the law. In fact, the police often beat, harassed, and abused black citizens for no reason other than the color of their skin.1

This system in South African society was a tragic and destructive way to ensure that whites maintained total power. Mandela decided to do everything he could to tear down that structure.

From an early age, Mandela used everything at his disposal to fight and resist the unjust system. As a student at the University of Fort Hare, Mandela participated in a student protest, so the university kicked him out before he could earn a degree. But Mandela continued to speak out, and in 1944, he joined the African National Congress Youth League, which was a strong political advocate for justice in South Africa.2

Marches, speeches, demonstrations, rallies, and boycotts all ensued. But the system of apartheid, which prevented black people from voting and ensured that power and wealth was limited to whites only, proved to be a formidable foe. Time and time again, Mandela’s fervent work on behalf of justice failed.


PLUCK ENOUGH!

Though Anne Frank died during the Holocaust in Nazi Germany, her words outlasted the failure of the system that claimed her life. Her diary continues to be read worldwide and gives hope to millions.



By 1961, Mandela had begun to support more intense measures, including using explosives in order to gain the attention of the nation. Mandela became a cofounder and leader of a select group called Spear of the Nation, which aimed to use more radical, violent measures to force people to take notice of the systematic injustice and entrenched racism in their society.

Still, the system of apartheid continued to knock Mandela and others down. Again and again and again. Finally, in 1964, Mandela was tried in court for sabotage of the government and was found guilty. His sentence? Life in prison.3

In the courtroom, Mandela spoke his last words as a free man for the next three decades. Addressing the court, he said, “I have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in which all persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal which I hope to live for and to achieve. But if needs be, it is an ideal for which I am prepared to die.”4 This unyielding vision would guide the next three decades of the movement against apartheid and toward equality in South Africa.

Mandela was eventually sent to Robben Island, a stark, dark, and desolate prison for severe crimes—particularly those committed by political prisoners like him. While there, he was initially treated roughly and told he would surely die in that prison. He was allowed a single letter and one thirty-minute visit with someone from outside the prison once every six months. His cell was a six-by-six-foot square block in which he had nothing except a bed mat, a bucket for a toilet, and a single stool.5 When his oldest son died because of a car accident and when his grandmother died, Mandela was not permitted to leave the prison to attend their funerals.6 He was simply prisoner number 46664, according to the government and the guards on Robben Island.


HOLD THE BOLD!

While Mohandas K. Gandhi was imprisoned, he staged repeated hunger strikes as he tried to pressure the British government into granting India independence. His decades-long struggle finally succeeded in 1947.



Or was he?

After all the failures of his cause for justice—after all the pain he had endured and witnessed—and even facing a life sentence, Mandela refused to yield. Instead, Mandela made it his next mission to use his time behind bars to learn as much as he could, which included getting to know the white prison guards—all in the hopes that a free and democratic South Africa would still, somehow, be possible. He refused to become degraded by his life in prison and, instead, strove to transform his sentence into a possibility for reconciliation.

Among other things, Mandela learned that the guards loved watching and playing rugby—a sport dominated by whites in South Africa, which was also symbolic of the racial injustice and power imbalance there. Yet Mandela took an interest in the sport as a way of connecting with the guards.

Over time, Mandela began to reject radicalism and violence and, instead, started to embrace reconciliation as a way for South Africa to move forward as a country. He refused to allow himself to be treated like an animal, and he refused to treat any other human being like an animal; he chose to live in prison as a dignified person worthy of respect and admiration. This included banding together with other political prisoners to support one another, and eventually, he won the respect of many guards (some guards would even ask Mandela for his advice!). One of those guards was a young man named Christo Brand, who came to deeply admire Mandela, seeing him as a father figure. Mandela even wrote letters to Brand’s son every year, on his birthday.7

Mandela also took great pride in seemingly ordinary tasks. He wrote, “To survive in prison, one must develop ways to take satisfaction in one’s daily life. One can feel fulfilled by washing one’s clothes so that they are particularly clean, by sweeping a corridor so that it is free of dust, by organizing one’s cell to conserve as much space as possible. The same pride one takes in more consequential tasks outside prison, one can find in doing small things inside prison.”8 Seeing the mundane as a source of fulfillment created courageous and tender contrast in an otherwise oppressive environment.

Meanwhile, the movement outside his jail cell grew. People demanded Mandela’s release and continued to demand the demolition of apartheid in South Africa. Mandela’s wife, Winnie, was one of the most vociferous, bold leaders of the movement as it swelled and surged.

Finally, in 1990, after twenty-seven years in prison (the last nine of which were spent at a different prison, Pollsmoor, in a suburb of Cape Town), Mandela was released. His sentence was overturned, and he was, for the first time in almost three decades, a free man. Mandela’s movement toward reconciliation while in prison, as well as the swelling support for his release and equal rights outside of prison, had helped to secure his freedom.


PLUCK ENOUGH!

Hilda Solis worked diligently and passionately in politics for 27 years before she was confirmed as Secretary of Labor under President Barack Obama, becoming the first Latina to serve in a president’s cabinet.



Many wondered if Mandela would lead a fight against those who had so traumatized him and his people. But he emerged from prison advocating the message he had developed: reconciliation. When he was elected as South Africa’s first black president in 1994, he shocked the nation by keeping a number of the white government officials who had been a part of the previous regime. Instead of reaching for vengeance, Mandela modeled the strength of cooperation and forgiveness, giving rise to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 1994. This process allowed for courts to reveal crimes that had previously been hidden, and yet create a path forward that would not continue to divide the country.


CRAVE THE BRAVE!

Gary Locke’s grandfather came from a tiny village in rural China. After years of struggle and hard work, Locke was elected the first Asian American governor of an American state (Washington) in 1996.



Imagine being confined to the worst living conditions possible for twenty-seven years. Twenty-seven years! And all because you demanded that people treat you like a human being. And yet, after years of failure and then a life sentence that would seem to ensure that you would never have the chance to succeed in your mission, you emerged with forgiveness and reconciliation in your heart and head.

Mandela showed South Africa and the world what it looks like to never give up in one’s crusade for justice. Failing once, twice, a hundred times never means that justice has failed, only that the finish line has not yet been reached. Martin Luther King Jr., another crusader for equality, once said, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” Mandela embodied this belief.

Though failure may be steadfast and seemingly unconquerable, with time and passion and work toward a better outcome, justice can always succeed.
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ILHAN OMAR

As a Muslim woman running for the United States Congress, Ilhan Omar had an easy path. While she was not born in America, her journey to live in Minnesota was replete with the best life has to offer, including a journey from Somalia to the States aboard a luxury cruise ship. And she had absolutely no trouble getting used to the new environment; she was always treated respectfully and with dignity as she spoke up for her rights as a Muslim woman in America. . . .

Scratch that.

Hand in hand with her father, mother, and six older siblings, a young girl of eight runs by cover of night to escape war. It is 1990, and the country of Somalia is being ripped apart. Murder, threats, violence, and trauma follow the family members as they seek to find peace and safety. Finally, they arrive in a refugee camp in Kenya. There, they live for four years among many other people who have also fled their homes in order to survive. They live in close quarters, dependent on rations to live, but they nurse a small hope that one day they might live in peace and prosperity.1

Fast-forward four years, when Ilhan Omar and her family arrive in Minneapolis, Minnesota, as part of a refugee program. They begin to thrive. They find friends, they slowly acclimate to the new environment, and they start participating in democracy. Omar has said that she will never forget seeing her father wear his best clothes the first time he was able to vote in a United States election. For him, the process was a sacred honor and duty that he regarded with the utmost value.2 Democracy, for Omar’s family, represents a belief that hope is always alive and well, and the chance for justice and progress is always possible. In Ilhan’s words, “Ultimately, love will trump hate.”

Fast-forward again, this time to the year 2016. It is November 7, and Omar is officially announced as the winner of House District 60B in Minneapolis. She took a whopping 80 percent of the vote and became the first Somali American Muslim woman to be elected as a national lawmaker! What seemed more impossible than improbable had become a reality.3

As a young girl, Omar endured the trauma of a war that ravaged her home country, yet this did not dim the hopes for her future pursuits. Watching her parents fight for peace and safety and seeing the way in which her own family continued moving forward in the face of great darkness gave her immense optimism.

When she first arrived in Minneapolis, Omar did not know any English. She has said that she learned English by watching sitcoms on television and trying to make out the meanings of the words she heard. TV shows like Saved by the Bell, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, and Family Matters helped Omar grasp the basics of English.4

Seeing her father participate in democracy and understanding that he considered it his duty to vote inspired Omar to get involved in politics. As an undergraduate at North Dakota State University (NDSU), she majored in political science. However, she did not wait until graduation to start putting her political passion into practice. At NDSU, Omar put together the university’s first Islamic Awareness Week. The week helped students to understand what being a Muslim means, rather than living with total ignorance or a prejudicial conception of Islam.5


SWERVE WITH NERVE!

A British Army officer, Eric Lomax, was tortured in a prisoner of war camp by a Japanese officer, Takashi Nagase, during World War II. However, more than 50 years later, the two men reunited and made amends. With tears and forgiveness, they forged a friendship that overcame the failures of war and violence.



After graduating, Omar continued her rise on the political stage, helping in various roles in Minneapolis, including service as an aide to a city council member, managing a city council race, and working with organizations that encouraged women from East Africa to run for and gain leadership roles. Omar’s work on behalf of women is rooted in her belief that no group in society should ever be silenced nor should anyone have to wait to speak until they are asked. She has said, “I believe women and minorities often wait for permission to be invited to something; we need to stop doing that.”6

Society can send a strong message to the downtrodden: You can only do what your circumstances allow; no more. Stay in your place. However, Omar negates this narrow view. Instead of seeing herself as defined by the tragedy from which she fled, Omar decided to redefine the place where she ended up: Minneapolis, Minnesota, and, by extension, America.


FALL, THEN STAND TALL!

Before finally achieving success with the right for women to vote in 1920, Susan B. Anthony and other suffragettes endured countless attacks and failures and were even imprisoned. They persisted and eventually won their right—but not in Anthony’s lifetime. In fact, she was so dedicated to the cause that she trained the next generation of suffragettes to pick up where she left off and follow her efforts through to victory.



Her work as a powerful, bold, and graceful leader serves as an example not only for women but also for men! Omar’s husband, Ahmed Hirsi, on the night of her election, beautifully shared this insight: “For those men . . . let me tell you something. When you see a strong, African, Muslim woman, don’t be afraid. No, you know what? Appreciate that.”7 This example of a husband deeply supporting the strength and courage of his wife is powerful and prophetic. Men need amazing female role models so they can know that leadership is not limited to certain gender identities; it is limited only by character and vision—both of which Omar possesses in spades.

You may be someone who comes from circumstances that attempt to limit the vision you cast for your future. Or you may think that women are not supposed to fill certain roles or that men are only supposed to act in certain ways. But wait! Omar proves that your voice is crucial, and if you come from a region, a religion, or a background that doesn’t fit the notion of “typical” or “traditional,” then even better! The world needs your voice and your experiences. You may be the next lawmaker from your state and district. Or, like Omar’s husband, you may be the one who helps and encourages someone else who needs the microphone. By supporting one another and helping bold, brave, and kind leaders to emerge, we all grow and succeed.


HOLD THE BOLD!

Danica Roem became the first openly transgender person to be elected to a state legislature when, in Virginia, she defeated incumbent Bob Marshall in 2017. Marshall had won 13 previous elections for the seat over more than 25 years. Many people thought Roem’s win would be impossible, but she proved them all wrong.



On the night of her victory, Omar said, “This was a victory for the young woman being forced into child marriage. This was a victory for every person that’s been told they have limits on their dreams.”8 That means that her victory is yours, is mine—is ours—too. By pursuing a gracious, bold, and compassionate vision for government and lawmaking, we can all help to create a country that thrives on its diversity to make it truly beautiful and great.
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SEABISCUIT

Enduring very little confusion or injury, Seabiscuit was a horse bred for success. And success certainly liked this particular horse! Owners threw out ever-higher bids in pursuit of buying him. And boy howdy, was it worth it! This horse never lost a race in his life, nor did he ever disappoint his owner, trainer, or jockeys. Truly, this horse was the very definition of total success and zero failure . . .

No way—not this day or any day, in any way!

Sometimes, we get the chance to perform on the big stage, and instead of wowing the audience, we make them cringe. We work hard at something and have all the right abilities, but for some reason, we don’t succeed. Have you ever had the experience of studying hard for a test, believing that you knew the information cold, and then being shocked to learn that you failed? Or maybe you practiced basketball or ballet relentlessly—to the point where you could perform every masterful move and maneuver on your own—but once you had to do it in the spotlight, you couldn’t. Failing does not always lead to success just because of hard work and time; often, it takes a special kind of person who notices something in you that you don’t notice in yourself. This is the journey that the racing horse Seabiscuit had to take.

He was born in 1933, during the Great Depression, when many Americans faced bankruptcy and when unemployment was at an all-time high. Seabiscuit was projected to be a strong Thoroughbred racing horse because of his size and strength. In 1935, Seabiscuit made his first foray into racing and finished fourth. Not terrible, but worse than expected. As the races throughout 1935 continued, Seabiscuit’s ranking fell lower and lower. In eighteen races, he was too slow to even place in the finishers’ group. With thirty-five races under his belt—er, saddle—Seabiscuit had won a total of five.1

Imagine taking thirty-five math tests and doing great on only five of them. Or imagine playing thirty-five basketball games and winning only five. Or what if you like acting? Imagine auditioning for thirty-five theater productions and getting a role in only five of them. Seabiscuit was sinking—and fast. Instead of being the horse to watch, he became the horse to toss.

Worried that he would never improve, Seabiscuit’s owners decided that they should try to get back whatever money they could by selling him. They decided to run Seabiscuit in a claiming race for the sum of $6,000 in August of 1936. In a claiming race, all the horses who run are up for sale, and owners can put in their bids to purchase any horse who might be racing that day. Surprisingly, among the many such horses who had been entered to be sold by their owners, Seabiscuit won! But still, a massive rejection occurred: no one watching the race wanted to buy him. Being faster than all the other horses up for sale didn’t erase Seabiscuit’s lackluster performance over the past two years.2
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