Lessons Learned from Writing Love Letters to Strangers
by Hannah Brencher
I began leaving love letters all over New York City for strangers to find nearly two years
ago.
Though the idea sounds romantic, it was really a way to forget about my own feelings of
sadness and loneliness for a while and focus on others in the big city who may have been
feeling as let down as me. Every morning since that first love letter, I’ve pinned my
cursive to writing and mailing love letters to people all over the world, packed with words
that hopefully will help, heal, and hold them during a tough time.
With every stroke of the pen and sealing of the envelope, I’ve gathered life lessons that I
know will never leave me no matter where my letters go.
We’re braver than we give ourselves credit.
I used to think bravery always meant being strong, never shedding tears, being the one
who could hold it all together even when everything seemed to be falling apart. We learn
that from the very beginning—how to save face, how to rely on ourselves, how to always
be stronger but never (ever) weaker.
I received a letter request the other morning from a young woman in Israel. She felt
ashamed, a bit cowardly and selfish, to be asking for a love letter for herself. Me? I
thought it was the bravest act I’ve ever encountered.
It takes courage and strength to ask a stranger to write you a love letter, to admit you
don’t know the words to tell yourself to make things better. Courage is being willing to
crumble sometimes, to bring someone else in, to ask for help, to admit that you are only
human and actually do need others to grow stronger.

We’re more alike than we are different.
I’ve never actually liked the statement “walk a mile in someone else’s shoes.” It seems
nearly impossible, and I’m learning more and more with life that it isn’t always necessary.
Most of the time, our stories are clearly different even though we carry the same kinds of
feelings—sadness, loneliness, jealousy, hurt, happiness, and hope. We can relate better
than we ever expect if only we open ourselves up to it. We don’t need to shoulder the
same struggle as someone else to show that person compassion or to be a bright spot in
his day. We just need to care.

There’s a fear: we won’t say the right thing. We’ll make matters worse. We better just say
nothing at all because we really cannot even imagine what that person is going through.
It’s not true.
Even if we cannot seem to walk that mile in someone else’s shoes, we are still capable of
standing beside them to be a supporter until the day they learn to smile again.

Small actions matter more than we know.
Even in writing the first 400 love letters, I never thought I actually made a difference in
the world. I couldn’t believe that I was significant or that it mattered I was here.
Little did I realize—I was making a difference in the lives around me, not just letter by
letter but small action by small action. Showing presence to another person. Answering
the phone instead of texting. Holding the door open. Putting my words out into the
world. These small things often seem too tiny to make a difference, but ripple effects
come from a single action. Impact only needs one person to start touching dozens and
dozens of lives.
Just yesterday, a young man in Australia tweeted that he had just left a love letter at his
university. He sent me a picture. Not even twenty-four hours later, a woman named Ellen
found that love letter and sent me back an email saying she had been dealing with
feelings of doubt and sadness, and so the letter she found was the best thing she could
read to make it better.
Sometimes it takes something as small as leaving a letter, doing a favor, or giving advice
to create a ripple effect.
Sometimes a ripple effect is waiting for you; you simply have to start.

