
A REFLECTION ON VULNERABILITY
Ruth Cross writes about letter project: Post Present Future (2018)

In 2012 some members of the Transition movement wrote a letter to their future selves. Five
years later a handmade envelope landed on each person's doormat. It contained their
original letter along with an invitation to reflect and respond to how it felt to read.

For this blog series, I have selected a collection of Transitioner’s letters and their responses.
This is a first attempt at publishing letters to the future. I hope this will be the beginnings of a
simple POST PRESENT FUTURE book, archiving some of the thousands of POST
PRESENT FUTURE letters written between 2009-2019.

By dipping into the intimate worlds contained in each letter, and by presenting an
accumulation of these intimate worlds side-by-side, my intention is to offer something of my
response to the  thousands of these letters that I have read. For me the traces, letter after
letter, speak to a universal longing - for belonging, purpose and connection. I am left with an
overwhelming sense of the commonality of human experience regardless of age, gender,
background. I see parts of myself mirrored within many of the letters, and I hope that they
also spark something within you, their reverberations fostering a sense of humility for what it
is to be human.

To find out more about the background of POST PRESENT FUTURE please read this
blog.

“To share your weakness is to make yourself vulnerable;
to make yourself vulnerable is to show your strength.”

Criss Jami

I have separated these blogs into four themes, teased out from the common threads which
emerge within many of the letters; vulnerability, family, life purpose and belonging.

Although vulnerability flickers through many, almost all, of the letters, for this blog I’ve
chosen a few that for me offer a particular lense to reflect on the nature of vulnerability.

- If you enjoy listening to audio, here is a short clip of me talking about
vulnerability for you to listen to as you explore this blog. It’s meant as an
accompaniment to the written content.

https://ruthcross.wixsite.com/here-now/post-present-future
https://ruthcross.wixsite.com/here-now/post-present-future


The Oxford English dictionary defines vulnerability as ‘the quality or state of being exposed
to the possibility of being attacked or harmed, either physically or emotionally’.
I feel vulnerable when I expose something of my more intimate self to another or to a group.
When I leave myself open. When I show my difference or what I deem to be my flaws.
Sometimes it takes huge courage to show my whole self within certain environments,
particularly spaces which expect me to be more standardised. Breaking free of this
constraint is the root of many people's art or activism work that I most deeply respect. This
blurring of private and public. Much of the performance work I make either as a solo artist or
within communities draws on the phrase “the personal is political”, with the belief that the
very essence of sharing ourselves fully with the world around us, however publically we feel
able, enables another to do the same.

These acts of strength and vulnerability create awareness of certain issues in the public
realm and therefore over time society stretches to accept more diverse and plural ways to
live. It makes me think of the connections between vulnerability, autonomy, dignity, and
justice. I have been inspired by the evolution of the feminist movement in recent years,
young women and men finding new and exciting ways to challenge the outdated patriarchal
systems they experience - such personal and often very vulnerable actions go ‘against the
grain’ but slowly become the foundations for political change.

I have been considering whether people writing to themselves  feel liberated to express
themselves more honestly - and therefore reveal more vulnerability - than perhaps they
would in a public letter?  And if so, how that then makes these letters even more powerful,
as we have the permission to see the private thinking under the surface.

“You can change the world again, instead of protecting yourself from it.”

Julien Smith

This is one of the letters written by a Transition member in 2012. The writer wanted to
remain anonymous.

14/09/12

Transition Conference

Dear Lovely Self,

A letter from your past:

Dare to care



Dare to share

Dream some dreams

And see them through.

Don't stress over leadership stuff -

Share the task and just say 'no'' to pressure.

Make the most of each moment

Let go of outcomes,

And breathe.

Make time to give a bit of love to yourself

and to those around you

Find ways to collaborate with the people

that are having fun on the journey.

Welcome failure as a chance to learn.

and learn to be positive about

your amazing contribution.

Shine on little star, you're going to be ok.

x x With love  x x

And this is their response in 2017.

So, I wrote this letter to myself in the waning years of a transition group that I was involved
with. I found myself holding the baby as other people got stuck into more exciting and
tangible spin-offs, and I ended up formally winding up the group when I was the only
person left standing. Fortunately I don't think my personality was the specific reason that
they left (!); it was more that the activities of the central group weren't attractive enough for
busy people who had more urgent tasks or fun things to do.

As I read the letter, I'm moved by remembering what a tough time that was. I feel a sweet
release as the self-compassion finds and soothes some of the discomfort I still have about
letting the ball drop and not being able to keep the group going. To be fair, the transition
experience wasn't the only thing that went wrong for me at that time in my life, but I still
value this sound advice and the encouragement I'm giving myself.

I can now view the life-cycle of the transition group in a fairly neutral way and I'm positive
about the experience as a whole - I organised some pretty good participative, reflective
and fun events, and some of them remain highlights of achievement for my life. I still



believe that someone else - the right person - might have managed to keep the group
going where I failed, but I'm also able to say that I did what I could - and I did more than
many other people I know.

These days I try to minimise my negative impact on the world or on others, and that's all I
can manage right now. I'm mostly managing to focus on the moment, and let go of
outcomes. I can't say that I'm connecting with others particularly well but I'm taking baby
steps towards more responsibilities and capabilities, and trying not to overstretch. I miss
feeling that I have the potential to contribute to a big positive shift in the world, and I hope
that one day I'll be ready to dare to dream dreams again.

All the best
Anonymous

The second letter is written by Ruth Ben-Tovim, founder and creative director of Encounters,
a leading socially-engaged participatory arts organisation based in Devon, UK. During the
2012 Transition Network conference in London (where Transitioners took part in POST
PRESENT FUTURE), Ruth facilitated a number of creative interventions and activities. I was
pleased that we had chance to talk when Ruth came to write a letter. It was the first of many
conversations about the importance of creativity in social transformation. Shortly after, Ruth
became my mentor when I started to work with Encounters Arts, 2013-2014.

This is Ruth’s response to reading her original letter after five years. She prefered to keep
her original letter private.

Dear Ruth

I didn’t open the letter for a few days, I was nervous, slightly afraid that I’d painted a
picture of my future life that was over ambitious, unachievable and that it would make me
feel like I’d failed in some way. Perhaps imagining for a moment the type of letter you
might send yourself age 15 imagining life at 20. But I realised from reading the letter just
how well I know myself now, that the anxious striving to change myself, the world, is
perhaps more balanced now. The letter I sent myself was like a balm, a gentle reminder to
be grateful for all I have and an accurate projection of what I hoped would come into
fruition. Yes I did a 50th birthday ritual, yes we built our eco home, yes my daughter left
home and went to Uni, yes my grandson now 6 is still my love and joy, yes I am on the
brink, like the world feels like it is now, of a ‘big’ transition. It’s challenging times and I’m
still like my letter suggested just about remembering to breathe  xx Ruth





In this letter, as in her life, Ruth navigates a balance between direction and and self knowing.
What strikes me about her reflections is that although ambitious and driven, she dares to
step into the unknown and open herself to all that life brings - ‘on the brink of change’ and
‘just about managing to remember to breath’.

This is Bjarne from Denmark’s response to his original letter. He prefered for the original
letter he wrote in 2012 not to be published.

Dear Ruth,

thank you so much.

I have just read my letter from back then - and it is a big surprise.
The last couple of years I have been searching and questioning where to go now - and felt
kind of lost, because the ways I thought to be attractive, had a lot of resistance towards
my participation.

A couple of days ago, another door was closed in front of me, which again made me feel
lost, but just this morning I realized where to go. And when I realized it, it was so obvious -
and I had known it all along.

And now I read your email - and my letter for myself from back then.
It is really magical :-)

Thank you for being a part of this.

I see that it is a very personal letter to myself - and not really making sense to so many
others, so I prefer not to publish it.

Thank you so much for keeping it and sending it in the just right moment.

With love
Bjarne

I find Bjarnes' reflection and acceptance of his disappointment and feelings of being lost very
poignant. It captures an emotion which at times we all experience.

While I am focusing on vulnerability and ‘personal is political’; I felt it apt to share with you
the live video stream of me reading my letter to the future written in 2012. Please click on the
image below to watch a recording of me reading my letter aloud to an audience on Facebook
live. The reading is about 20 minutes.



I remember while reading aloud my eyes scanning forwards across the words I’d scrawled
five years before that formed the end of a particularly edgy or revealing sentence and
questioning for a micro-second whether to read the rest of the line. And then something in
me carrying on without pausing. I felt those moments - the fear of exposing too much of
myself - in the pit of my stomach. The sensation would reverberate outwards from my
stomach in flashes that swept through my body, but remain heavy in my solar plexus. These
sensations were a mix of vulnerability, shame and power, due to revealing publicly
something of a once concealed part of my identity. Specifically sharing details of a time when
I was transitioning from having relationships with men to mainly having relationships with
women. I am so grateful for this letter. I remember the excitement, liberation and fear of
judgement that I felt back then - but not as richly as I recorded. It makes me reflect on how
quickly I, and also more touchingly my family (and particularly my grandparents), have
adapted and accepted - and now even defend my sexuality to their more traditional friends.

What would you write in a letter to the future? And how do you feel vulnerability plays out in
your life?

Inspired to write and receive your own letter to the future?

https://www.facebook.com/LifeInTransitionFilm/videos/1952905468318428/


Why not offer this POST PRESENT FUTURE service to a friend? Or even within your
project, school, community group or transition initiative?

All you need is a bunch of envelopes, some nice writing paper and importantly someone to
offer to keep the letters safe for five years and remember to post them!

Some tips:
I only ask people to write their home address on the front of the envelope if they are sure
they won’t move in the next five years. If they think they might, then I ask them to choose a
friend or relatives address who can then pass their letter on. An alternative option is to ask
people to write their email address on the envelope and the person taking on posting
responsibilities can send an email to find each letter writers current address before posting.
(Although, as you can imagine, when you have thousands of letters this can be quite time
consuming!)

An interesting post fact I’ve discovered during the last decade running POST PRESENT
FUTURE:
UK stamps are valid until the monarch on the stamp (currently Queen Elizabeth) dies, and
then will follow a phase out period. I’ve bought thousands of stamps to use in five years. Due
to incremental stamp inflation it’s cheaper to buy the stamps now rather than wait for five
years - it won’t make such a difference on a small scale but if you have hundreds of letters
it’s something to consider.

If you’d like any more tips on running POST PRESENT FUTURE or have ideas or responses
to this blog - please write in the comments section and I shall respond, as it might also be
useful for others.


