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I want to dedicate this book to:

Stephanie, a fearless traveler who hasn’t even begun
to see how fiercely brilliant she is. I see it.

To the one I love: You see me, and you ask me to
expand every day and I am grateful for it.

To my mother, the original lioness who has always
believed I could be whatever I want to be.

To every single being trying their hardest to
discover who they are, whilst existing in circumstances
that don’t allow for them to feel safe or supported;
you have my deepest admiration.




I am what I am

And what I am needs no excuses

—“I Am What I Am,” performed by
Gloria Gaynor

(written by Jerry Herman)
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Dear Reader,

I’m writing this as I prepare for a production of Jesus Christ Superstar to be presented at the Hollywood Bowl in which I will play the role of Jesus, a choice that’s generated some degree of controversy. This dispute just points out to me, yet again, that sometimes I’m simply more than many people expect or want.

Maybe you’re the same?

We who are just a bit more than others are comfortable with often having to navigate the beliefs of those about us—beliefs people hold because of their own biases, beliefs they use at times to keep us contained and insignificant. This is true for members of just about every marginalized group, as well as for those of us who are willing to be deeply, wholeheartedly, and authentically ourselves. We’re often monitored and patrolled, told to remain small and unobtrusive lest our freedom affect and inspire others. In order to be fully ourselves, we have to release ourselves from the fear of their judgments and ask ourselves, What do I really believe?

And then, we follow that.

But it’s a process of becoming and it’s taken me years and all kinds of experiences, some glorious, many painful, to get here. I’m sure the same is true for you too.

I’ve come to believe passionately in the power of singing and performing. For me, these are deeply sacred acts. It isn’t simply that I open my mouth and sound comes out. It is not just a frivolous indulgence. Singing only makes sense when you know what it is you are trying to communicate, what or whose story you are trying to tell; maybe what you want to share might be a little profound. Performing is not just about me; it’s for my listeners. It’s for the person watching who maybe needs that song tonight. It’s an offering, a spiritual connection, a gift.

Each of us has our own gifts to give, our own offerings that the world and the people around us hunger for. They are waiting for us to share, for us to make a connection. Though it’s hard, we cannot let other people’s judgments keep us from giving what we’re on this earth to give. I believe that when we don’t use our gifts, they fade, so using them to the best of our abilities often means allowing ourselves to be simply more than what others expect.

Yes, I know that is challenging, and I didn’t know how to do it at the beginning. But this is a book about how I have come to own myself during those challenging times.

To be faced with people who themselves do not want to be more feels like conflict. Those who are afraid to approach the fullness of their own humanity are often threatened by those of us who are not. We can’t let that stop us.

This is exactly what we’re called to do, every one of us:

To be the fullest version of ourselves, even when doing so is hard. So even when people try to shout us down. Even when we’re ridiculed for being who we are. We’re called to keep expanding and growing and evolving. To be more, simply more, of who we really are.

And then, to shed our light on the path of those behind us who are struggling to do the same.

Yours in love and spirit,

Cynthia Erivo

JUNE 2025
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Run the First Ten Miles with Your Head
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You Can Run Marathons

I love to run. I really do.

It might be surprising that I’d start a book by declaring my love for anything but music or performing—but I ask that you bear with me. I promise it will make sense once we get there.

So, yes. I love to run. I love the feel of the air on my skin, the pounding of my heart in my chest, the strength of my legs as they propel me forward. I love the feeling of sweat as it gathers on different parts of my body and the cool sensation as it breaks away and slides down my rib cage. I love the work that always precedes the reward, the endorphin high that comes with the miles.

I love going farther than I thought I could, doing what I sometimes worry I won’t be able to do. Surprising myself each time I have doubts, and then surprising myself again when I overcome them.

How did I start? The way any of us starts anything: I saw a sign. (Quite literally.)

One day, while in the park, I saw a notice announcing an upcoming 5K for cancer research. I wanted to do something, to contribute. Why not sign up? I thought. It was for a good cause.

Almost as soon as that thought appeared in my head, another came through: I’m not going to be able to do that. I have never even run a 5K.

Still, I wanted to try. I chose to listen to the first voice because it was the purest and most immediate. It was instinct; it was desire. So, I figured it out. I found a route and I started to run. And I haven’t stopped since.

(That is perhaps one of the most important lessons I’ve learned: Our deepest desires lead us where we want to go. Where we are meant to be.)

In the years since, running has become a meditation. A way of processing. It helps me think, to mull over parts of my daily life, to enjoy silence and feel connected to myself through the sound of my own breath and the movements of my mind. Like a lot of the other things I do, I run because it gives me joy and makes me feel at peace. I have run two official full marathons and four or five half marathons. In training, I log fifteen to twenty-five miles per week. Truthfully, my feet are always in a state of mending. Sometimes, I take it too far and end up with an injury. When I pass that threshold, I pay for it. I am still learning how much is enough, how balance is important.

I often don’t listen to music, books, or podcasts when I run. I was once told by an amazing osteopath, Fabi, that when you run you should be listening to your body, and, for me, he was right. I want my only frequency to be dialed in to my body and what it needs. I listen to my physical self and the deep wisdom and insight it provides as I take each step: What feels strong? What needs support? What feels better than it did last time? How much farther, this time, have I gone? It encourages me to push the finish line farther and challenge myself. It also helps me notice the world around me. It reminds me that I am always evolving, always growing, and that that growth is worthy of reflection and celebration. As humans, no matter where we are in life, we’re all changing, all the time, minute to minute, discovering and rediscovering who we are. We are constantly in a wonderful, dynamic state of becoming. Running echoes that process. It requires change—in breath, in pace, in direction. When a turn shows up, we take it. When there’s a hill, we climb it, and then we feel the ease of the descent and the expanse that appears in front of us. It’s control, and it’s surrender. Control and surrender.

There are days when I cannot wait to get out and run. But there also are days when I don’t want to go outside or even on the treadmill. Those are the days that teach me the most. Those are the days where I have to ask myself, How can I move past a moment of not wanting to do it? What do I need to feel that desire again? I sit with that feeling and then figure out what it is I can do that will get me out that door.

The funny thing is this: On those days when I’ve been able to overcome my own resistance, the run that follows is often absolutely the best.

A few years ago, I wrote a letter to my younger self for a magazine.


Dear Cynthia,

You can run marathons.

In your life and in your work; through the city of New York, on the stage, and onscreen.

It may not feel like it right now, but your spirit and body are ready.

There’s nothing holding you back.

You might think you aren’t far enough yet, but that ache means you’re getting closer.

Please don’t stop. You are so close.

Someday soon, you will be where I am right now.

You’ll think, “How on earth is this possible? How did this all happen?”

It will happen because of the work you’re doing now

The decisions you are making (both good and bad),

The people you choose to let in.

Don’t be afraid of those moments where the world feels like it’s falling out from under you.

It will happen.

And when it does, don’t run.

Let it fall.

When the wreckage comes to rest, you’ll be on new sturdy ground.

The bigger the dream, the bigger the steps needed to achieve it.

Everything is possible.

When you do accomplish a goal, embrace the moment.

Live in it.

Revel in it. The big and the small.

Don’t get wrapped up in “what’s next?”

A lot of your “nows” are pretty spectacular.

If you don’t stop to enjoy them

You’ll miss them.

Remember to love and honor the people who come into your life and care for you.

When you ask for help, they will be there.

Send them light in your waking moments and when you sleep

Wish them warmth, happiness, and safety.

No one can do what we do alone.

Don’t try.

You will meet people from all walks of life.

Become a safe space for them to share their stories.

These are the moments of why you’re really here.

You are a space where people can see themselves in you.

Make sure whatever is reflected back is bright, sparkly, and full of joy and love.

What you give out will come back to you.

Oh—and call your mother more. She misses you but she won’t say it because she doesn’t want you to feel sad. Call her.

Cynthia, you might have noticed a pattern.

LOVE and GRATITUDE

They will carry you to where I am now—and beyond.

And finally, Cynthia, you are enough.

You are going to be more than fine.

Be brave. Be brilliant.



I love to look back at that letter from six years ago and see the wisdom in it, the encouragement, the self-love. I see how the discipline of running has carried over into my creative life, and how, by applying that discipline to my body, I have also trained my mind. (Mental strength, I’ve come to learn, is so much more important than physical ability.)

I also see the clues of what is to come.

I see the belief, the deep knowing that there is something on the horizon. I see the encouragement to stop along the way and acknowledge the beauty of the moment. I see seeds being planted—of confidence, of reassurance, of compassion, of bravery—that will flower exactly when they are needed in the future.

Julia Lucas, my running coach, says the best strategy for a marathon is the 10/10/10 rule.

The first ten miles, you run with your head. You think about what you know, what you’ll do, what course you’re running. You don’t start off too fast but settle into your own rhythm. I see this as corresponding to childhood in a life, that time when we are figuring out who we are and where it is we’re trying to go.

The second ten miles of a marathon, you run with your legs. You lean into what you’ve been practicing, call upon your training, and come fully into your body. For me, this is like early adulthood, when we begin to apply all we’ve learned.

And, for the final stretch, when you think you have nothing left to give, you run with your heart. This is the rest of life, when we let go of everything and allow the strength, the muscle, the energy, the understanding we have built through the entire journey thus far take us across the finish line.

People ask me all the time, “How do you run that far? I want to start and I’m not sure what to do. I’m never going to be able to run that distance.” They sometimes ask me the same question about singing or acting. How did you get that far? I’m never going to be able to get there.

The first thing to remember is that no one is asking you to run that distance, or even half that distance. No one is asking you to do any of it at all. The only person who can ask that question, and answer it, is you. All you have to do is just go outside and start.

That’s it. Start. Put your sneakers on. Even if you only make it to the door, it’s more than you did yesterday. Maybe tomorrow you’ll make it to your front step. And the next day, maybe just down your street. It doesn’t need to be half an hour, an hour, two hours. Five minutes of running is a run. A little bit is enough. And then, as you go, you’ll find that your mind and body might start asking for a little bit more.

This is exactly what life is. A series of steps. You take one, then the next, and the next, and the next, and the next.

And soon, you realize you’re running.
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What Did You Love as a Child?

The seeds of who we truly are often are found in the memories of what we loved as a child. Take a moment and think of what you wanted to be when you grew up, or the thing that made you happiest before the world got involved. These loves—these desires—are our purest dreams, our clearest and most direct looks into our souls.

For me, that was singing.

My mum says I started singing when I was about eighteen months old. “Cynthia started singing when she wasn’t yet two,” she wrote in my baby book, “and she hums when she eats.” I don’t remember that, but I do remember the first time I sang in front of people. I was about five, playing a shepherd in the nativity play. They’d asked me to sing “Silent Night”—I don’t remember why they asked me except for the fact I was not a shy child. But I do remember when I sang it, people stopped and clapped. I could see some smiling faces, and I remember feeling really, really good.

Like, sparkly on the inside.

I use that word because that’s what it feels like when you’re five. I still remember the feeling today. As if I were carbonated. I guess that set me off on a journey of doing more. Wanting more.

I didn’t think I was different at all with my abilities. I just thought, Oh, okay, I can do this, and I assumed everyone else could do it too. But people seemed to like the way I did it.

After that, I began to realize that a stage was one of the few places I could feel that way.

Little me was bossy, bubbly, chatty, would sing absolutely everything, and was nosy—really nosy. I wanted to know about everything, be in everyone’s business, and hear what everyone was talking about. I wanted to see what everyone was doing. I wanted to understand all that I could about the world. None of that was a bad thing, necessarily. When it was time to perform, this all worked to my advantage, and people seemed to accept these characteristics as helpful. But in other situations, these qualities did get me into trouble occasionally.

I was so curious about everything. Sometimes my teachers didn’t know what to do with a fascinated student who asked so many questions. And sometimes others in my class seemed a bit intimidated by a kid who always wanted to know things.

There was one moment I remember really well. I was about twelve and my teacher told me to leave the class. She was getting annoyed with me—I was either asking too many questions or I didn’t quite agree with her about something, I forget which. Teachers were often moving me to keep me from chatting so much. It was in English class, and what made this so memorable was that I loved this teacher, Miss Casey. She was amazing. Her breath always smelled like coffee and she wore a floral perfume I loved. Coffee and lavender. She wore necklaces and a big cardigan with flowy skirts. It was almost as if she danced or floated when she moved around the classroom.

I felt really seen when I was with her.

But on this day when she told me to go, I understood for the first time what rage was. In this moment, my anger burst out. “Why are you telling me to be quiet?” I asked, my voice raised. “I’m asking a question in class because I want to know. I’m not leaving! I refuse to leave. Why do you keep telling me to be quiet?”

What made that moment so painful was that Miss Casey was one of my favorites and this was the one time we didn’t see eye to eye. I was so confused. I felt a deep rage because it was her, the one teacher who usually understood me.

And here she was, not getting me at all. That’s what stung.

That was the day I first started to realize that for some people, I was sometimes too much.

I never felt that sense at home. I loved everything from home. When you’re a kid and your mother makes you food to take to school, some kids are really embarrassed. Not me! I thought, Thank goodness Mum made some food and I’m taking it to school. This is what I would like to eat. I was so proud of where I came from and of my mum and what she could do. Whenever we went on a school trip, it was the best because she would send me with a flask of jollof rice and some chicken. It’s probably why today, even now, I pack little things with me, foods I enjoy so I’ll feel that sense of being loved throughout the day.

But that day with Miss Casey was the day the word too suddenly entered my consciousness.

I talked too much; I was too loud; I was too nosy, too curious.

At first, this confused me and made me feel bad, but later, I learned that the things we get into trouble for as children—the toos—are early signs of our greatest adult strengths. The child who asks too many questions? She becomes someone who seeks to understand and solve problems. The one who’s too talkative? She uses her voice to speak up for herself and others. That other one, who’s too quiet and shy? He’s simply observing and now knows how to interact with any kind of person. (And yes, the one who sings too loud someday finds her audience all around the world.)

It wasn’t until I fully realized this that I saw myself more clearly and better understood who I’ve become, and why. I asked questions and listened and got into
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