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[0:00:00] 
Nadirah: Welcome to The African American Wisdom Summit, a production of The Shift 

Network. I'm Nadirah Adeye. I'm very excited to introduce our guest, Terrie 
Williams, one of the countries most highly sought-after speakers who have 
shared her unique brand of success and personal development strategies with 
numerous Fortune 500 companies and countless organizations. 

 
 Her book, Black Pain, It Just Looks Like We're Not Hurting, recounts her own 

personal struggle with depression and the impact the stigma of mental illness 
has particularly on the African-American community, and is credited with 
starting an unprecedented national dialogue. She launched The Terrie Williams 
Agency in 1988 with multitalented entertainer, Eddie Murphy, and the late jazz 
legend, Miles Davis as her first clients. 

 
 She has received numerous awards for her communications, excellence, and 

humanitarian efforts including the New York Women in Communications Matrix 
Award in public relations. She was the first and only woman of color to be so 
honored in the 30-year history of the award. "I have been blessed," says Terrie, 
"And I feel that when you are blessed the best way to say thank you is to share 
your blessings with others." 

 
 Terrie, it is such a pleasure to have you join us today. Welcome to the call. 
 
Terrie: Thank you. I am very, very happy to be able to spend this time with you all and 

to learn about just the amazing transforming work that you are doing and 
providing for so many. So thank you. 

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. Can we start by you sharing a bit about your own journey and how 

you came to this path? Because you were doing a lot of other things that weren't 
necessarily specifically related to mental health or depression. So how did you 
find your way to this path? 

 
Terrie: I think that I would probably share that I'm someone who's always been very 

attuned to how people are, how they are feeling, just how they move through 
the world, how they express themselves, the good, the bad, the ugly. I also 
know, because of my upbringing, that everyone of us on the planet has 
something. We wear our masks, our game faces very, very well where it looks 
that all is well but you never really know what's underneath that. Somehow or 
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another I've always been sensitive to what's underneath the mask that people 
wear. It's just something that I was just always attuned to. 

 
 It intensifies what I began to experience that I didn't know at the time that the 

signs of depression were just being very sad and crying a lot. I just knew that 
there was something wrong. I didn't really know that it had a name. I just knew 
that I wasn't quite myself. 

 
 I think the turning point was when I shared my story with Essence Magazine. The 

title was Depression and the Superwoman. I was speaking somewhere and it was 
not related to depression but for some reason I think that that was just God's 
intervention. I shared the fact that I suffered from depression. The then Essence 
editor-in-chief, Diane Weathers, was there with her 13-year-old daughter. She 
came up to me and just spoke about how startled she was to hear that I suffered 
from depression. She asked me to describe it to her daughter, and I did. 

 
 What I learned is that when we go through the fire and we come out on the 

other side there's always a lesson for us. We have to share our story because 
people go through their lives feeling like they are the only one who are 
experiencing symptoms of depression or anything else, a tragic loss or maybe 
not having gotten over it. 

[0:05:01] 
 We wear these masks, these game faces all the time. What I do know is that 

when we do go through the fire and we come out on the other side that's when 
you find out what it is that you're called to do. I just decided to speak about it. 

 
 I was on the program on CNN. I've forgotten why or how it came up but I spoke 

about my own depression. The editor-in-chief, Diane Weathers, heard me speak 
about it. She came up afterwards. She was just stunned. "You? Depressed?" 

 
 Depression looks like everyday people. I mean you might see or hear someone 

do something really, really horrific but it's the faces of the people that you see 
every day. Sometimes it gets acted out. You see somebody stab someone or 
shoot and kill someone. It's always right there on the surface. We never really 
know what a person is going through. 

 
 That's why I just think in general it's a good idea, it's a blessing, whatever you 

want to call it, is to be kind to people because you never know what their 
journey has been or is at that precise moment because we wear these masks 
that are plastered on to our faces that looks like we're fine and we're smiling and 
everything but we're dying. So many of us are dying on the inside. 

 
 All of us have inherited the unresolved pain, wounds, trauma and scars of our 

parents. It's not a good thing or a bad thing. It is what it is. To the extent that we 
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can treat one another with that understanding, I think that it makes the world 
better. You know what I mean? 

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. This is some years now that you've been on this healing journey for 

yourself and speaking about its importance to others. Can you share a little bit 
more about what you've been doing in that time and some of the results that 
have come about from you sharing your own story and other people beginning 
to have their own journeys of healing? 

 
Terrie: I think the most important thing is that more and more people are sharing their 

stories with one another and not being inhibited or ashamed. I do a great deal of 
speaking at a lot of corporations, et cetera, et cetera. I'm called to speak about X, 
Y and Z but there's never a time that I don't speak about how you're doing, how 
we are really doing. 

 
 In the sharing of my story it brings up things in other people that then cause 

them to want to share their stories. There have been numerous professional 
settings where I have spoken about my depression or a particularly tough 
moment for me. Perhaps the tears flow when I'm speaking about it. What it does 
do is it awakens that similar and shared experience in other people. So they get 
up and talk in front of colleagues about what they are going through.  

 
 I mean I have a very, very strong belief in God. I just believe that when we share 

our stories, because we all have a testimony, that it blesses people because then 
people realize that they're not alone. If you look at somebody who's wearing 
their mask, they have it plastered on their faces, it looks like they just own the 
world, they have this, they have that, and they're dying inside. So many people 
are just dying inside. It just takes one person to share their story and the 
floodgates open, literally, not just the stories but the tears in front of colleagues. 

 
 We look at the mask and we make certain assumptions about people. The 

greatest assumption that I think that we can and that we should make is that 
every last one of us, we are dealing with the same kinds of issues. So there's 
nobody who's perfect. There's nobody who has it all together. 

[0:10:01] 
 Sometimes we see it, sometimes we see them blinking and sometimes we don't 

see it, but you can be assured that the other person is just as screwed up as you 
are. That's the truth. 

 
Nadirah: A friend of mine, were having a conversation a few years ago about this idea of 

the strong black woman and how in certain respects it felt like it helped us kind 
of attack our lives. There would be things we felt like we couldn't really handle 
but because we couldn't be less strong than our ancestors were, then we had to 
go for it. So there's the benefit of it but also kind of the trap of it and the 



Terrie Williams | February 8, 2016 | p. 4 

difficulty of realizing that sometimes it makes us not strong, it makes us hard and 
that makes us brittle. 

 
Terrie: Well said. Yes. You're right. 
 
Nadirah: I know you've been working a lot with black women particularly. Can you share 

more about that and some of what arises in those conversations? 
 
Terrie: Well, it's just speaking their truth about how they're really feeling. When you 

hear someone else share a piece of their story it opens you up because you say, 
"Oh, my God, I'm not alone." We are fooled by the masks that we believe that 
we have to wear. That's the thing. 

 
 I speak at a lot of churches. Usually when I go I will ask the preacher whether or 

not they see a therapist. Many of them are. There was a rash of suicides in the 
last two to three years, pastors who were dying by suicide. That's supposed to be 
the person up there who is the everything to everybody. There is no such thing. 

 
Nadirah: You mentioned that being kind to one another is one of the most important 

things that people can do. Can you speak a little bit more about how people can 
be kind to themselves and have a sense of kindness towards others as well? 

 
Terrie: The thing is that we really can't do anything properly unless we honor ourselves. 

That's the reality. We might think that all is well but if we don't start from 
honoring ourselves then we are not doing ourselves justice. People are so very, 
very, very, very wounded. You can tell because of the numbers of murders, 
stabbings, fights, you just never know what might trigger something in someone. 

 
 I'm a smiling person. A lot of times I will walk down the street and just smile at 

someone or it will happen to me. It's always such a warm and loving and human 
kind of thing to do because you feel acknowledged. So I'm always walking down 
the street smiling at somebody. Or when somebody does it to me, it makes you 
literally feel good. It does something to your endorphins when there is that kind 
of an interaction. 

 
 I especially smile at brothers because -- and I'm going to say this because I know 

it to be true -- darker complexion, black people, especially black men, are often 
feared by others. I remember walking down the street in Harlem, I smiled at this 
brother, and I literally saw him turn around as if to see who I was smiling at. It’s 
because, I don't want to say nobody, but people don't acknowledge a brother 
like that. 

[0:15:02] 
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 It's almost like he didn't know what to do with that. I said, "I was smiling at you. 
Just hello." It can transform somebody's spirit instantly if you just acknowledge 
them. It's a moment, and it makes you feel good for that moment. 

 
 I think real power is when your presence, your actions, your words awakens 

something inside of people. It influences them and it literally transforms their 
spirit. There are some people who never get an acknowledgment, never get a 
smile, nothing. 

 
 So those are some of the things that I think we have to really, really be mindful 

of. Instantly you can make a difference in somebody's life. You might be the only 
person who smiles at them that day. If you see somebody who doesn't quite 
seem like themselves just say, "You don't quite seem like yourself today. Are you 
okay?" Just asking makes the difference. Send an email to that person that you 
saw later that day or the next day. "You didn't quite seem like yourself. Just 
checking on you and see how you're doing." Those are the little things that make 
a difference. 

 
 I think it's important that we choose our friends wisely because people’s spirits 

are transferable. Don't ever get into comparing yourself to other people because 
you will never win. It's always easier said than done. Compare yourself to who 
you were last month or last year. I really think that what we all must do is take a 
layer of our mask off to share our journey with somebody else, and then it opens 
up another person to share their journey. 

 
 I have led several sessions within corporations. I will share my story, and 

somehow or another I will say something that will trigger something in 
somebody else who then decides to get up and share their story, and the tears 
start to flow. You're at work, you're not supposed to reveal this other side of 
yourself but if you share something like that usually the tears will flow and 
somebody else's tears will flow because they heard you echo something that 
they know all too well. 

 
 I think that's why I think it's just be kind to everybody that you meet even if you 

happen to think that person is a butt hole. You never know what that person's 
journey is. I always say to be kinder than necessary because everybody that you 
know is fighting some kind of battle. You don't ever know what you might 
innocently say could trigger in somebody. 

 
 I remember some years ago there was a girl at the age of 16-17 she was locked 

up for life. She had been in and out of trouble. She lived with her aunt. I think it 
was her aunt and the niece, her cousin. Long story short, she stabbed her cousin 
37 times, slashed her throat, took her iPad and her cell phone. 
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 This is a question that we should always ask. The question is not "What's wrong 
with you?" The question is "What happened to you?" If you knew that, and the 
chances are you won't, but you can assume something happened somewhere 
along the line, and that person never got over it. Were always quick to say, 
"What's wrong with him?" The question is, and you may not get the answer, but 
to just plant the thought, "What happened to him? What happened to her?" If 
you knew that, that would tell the story and you'd be more compassionate. You 
know what I mean? 

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. When you say to be conscientious about who you have around you 

as your friends because spirits are transferable, can you speak a bit more about 
that because I think a lot of people might think that they are helping someone or 
being aware of some of the things that they've gone through. How can we have 
more discernment so that we're having compassion and also being aware of who 
we're having in our lives? 

[0:20:11] 
Terrie: I think that you can be compassionate without necessarily having someone in 

your life. I think that you can maintain a certain kind of distance, and to try in 
one's own way to really just kind of share one's perception. "I'm not quite sure if 
you know that this is how you are coming across. Is that something that you 
intend for other people to perceive about you?" Just ask the question. 

 
 What I know is that I can't be who I'm supposed to be until I really help you to 

become who you are. You know how we get butterflies in our stomachs? They 
don't always feel very comfortable. It's important to step outside your comfort 
zone so that you take your game to the next level. Understand this. I'd love for 
the listeners to acknowledge that if you don't get up every day with some 
butterflies in your stomach it means that you're going through this life being 
pathetic or you're flatlining. It doesn't always feel good when you start to 
embark on something new and different but if you have those butterflies it 
means I'm stepping my game up. Take it to the next level. I'm sorry for people 
who are just complacent with where they are. It's called flatlining. 

 
 I wrote this piece some time ago. Some of it is in Black Pain, or my first book, The 

Personal Touch. Have the courage to follow your heart, not somebody else's 
dream for you but your own heart, because if not, spiritual suicide is death just 
the same. 

 
Nadirah: It seems as though there are a lot of people have done what they were 

"supposed to do" and have achieved some form of success in the world and yet 
there's still room for being more authentic and being more true to who they are 
and sharing that with others. 
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Terrie: I think that sometimes it's hard to do it on a one to one level. Nine times out of 
10 what you share you think "Oh, I'm embarrassed to say this" or whatever. The 
other person has experienced it as well. I think that in general it's important to 
reach out to people, not just when we want something or need something, 
because so many times people do that. 

 
 I encourage your listeners to reach out and throw a lifeline when somebody 

crosses your mind because it probably means that they need an encouraging 
word. You never know what can open up as a result of that. Just for "No good 
reason." Just say, "I was thinking about you. I hope you're well." I think that 
there are a lot of people who suffer because they don't know how to give or 
receive touch. A lot of people are suffering because they can't do either one. 

 
 I remember reading something a long time ago. I think it was baby monkeys. 

There was some kind of study. The ones who were touched and caressed by 
their mothers were the ones who thrived, and the ones who weren't, died. We 
need touch. 

 
Nadirah: I was surprised when I heard how many people are starved for connection. I'm 

just thinking about what you said about black men needing just the eye contact 
of a visual connection because so many people are deliberately not seeing them. 
And people starving for the physical connection. 

 
 I have a five-year-old. I know how often I hug him and kiss him. He gets lots of 

hugs and kisses from family. As we get older touching other people, it decreases 
so drastically. 

[0:25:19] 
Terrie: That's right. You're so right about that. Touch is something that's so very, very, 

very, very critical. It is what we require to breathe. Excuse me if I mentioned this 
before. I remember walking down the street. I saw this brother and I smiled at 
him. He didn't quite know what to do with that. "Yeah. I'm smiling at you, 
brother. How are you doing?" Too many of our brothers, especially dark 
complexion brothers, they're intimidating to other people. 

 
Nadirah: We discuss a lot of times in some of the communities that I'm a part of is the 

importance of finding safe spaces to begin to heal because so many people do 
need healing. As people are beginning this process of acknowledging that there 
is room for healing and being kinder, gentler to ourselves. Are there some ways 
that we can start making spaces with other people who are looking to heal as 
well and walking on this path? 

 
Terrie: I think that it begins with identifying people who are like-minded. When you 

connect with people who are like-minded, like spirits, I think it's important to 
move toward spending time with people like that. Some of us have people in our 
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lives who are not necessarily where we are. It really is important to have that 
kind of connection. 

 
 You know in your gut whether or not somebody is right for you, you just know. 

Follow your gut. A lot of us, we tend to second-guess our gut. There are a lot of 
people who tend to second-guess their gut. Your first mind always tells you the 
right thing to do, always. We like to push it out of minds and our space. I think 
that that's one of the things to pray for, to ask God to give you the strength, the 
courage to follow your heart. For lack of a better word, your spirit dies if you're 
not following what you know you're supposed to be doing as opposed to what 
somebody else thinks you should be doing. Just slow down. 

 
Nadirah: It does seem as though it gets harder to hear that voice the longer -- 
 
Terrie: Yes. You're so right about that. You are so right about that. For whatever it's 

worth, I think that seeking professional counsel. It could be a psychiatrist, a 
social worker, a psychologist, someone who is a life coach. I think it's 
extraordinarily helpful to have someone to talk to to help you to steer the 
course. It's something that helps you to breathe, getting a really good sounding 
board. 

 
 A lot of people think that there's some kind of taboo thing about talking to a 

therapist but it's a gift that God gives us, that there are people who are talented, 
who are really able to help you to understand some of the emotions that you 
have or things that you're just trying to figure out. It is a blessing. God has given 
people talent to be able to hear and to interpret. We need to benefit by that 
experience and that knowledge. 

[0:30:11] 
 There are far too many people who just believe that it means that you're crazy if 

you're going to talk to a professional. It's a blessing. It is an absolute blessing. 
You can't sit there and point out everything or figure out everything on your 
own. 

 
 So that's something else that I would encourage your listeners to just know that 

it's a great gift that you give yourself to be able to talk to someone whatever it is 
that you may be going through. There's nothing too small. If it's something that 
you're feeling, it's something that you're not able to figure out by yourself, you 
need to talk to someone. Run, don't walk, run. 

 
Nadirah: It does definitely seem to as though as we start to get used to listening to that 

voice and acting on the wisdom that comes from that voice that it does get 
louder. And then we can be guided by that internal wisdom as well. 
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Terrie: You are absolutely right about that. Well said. Very, very well said. Let me 
interview you. That was really well said. 

 
Nadirah: What are some next steps as people are seeing a therapist and they're doing 

their healing in their own lives? Do you have people who start to talk about ways 
that they're impacting their families and their communities? 

 
Terrie: Well, one of the things that I am aware of is that sometimes people begin in a 

church kind of setting but they are starting to have a group of people. 
Sometimes it's centered on reading a book that touched someone in particular. 
In a book club people read it on their own and then they come back together 
and talk about, not just the book but the real life issues that come to the surface. 
It's really just being a leader and knowing that people need to commune with 
one another and to share with one another. The greatest gift that we can have is 
just a circle of people to just talk and share. 

 
 Amazing things happen when people realize that they're not standing on the 

ledge by themselves. Often we are afraid to share certain kinds of experiences 
but no need. It might be a little scary. I think whenever you embark on 
something new and different those butterflies are sure to surface. So I just think 
it's pretty sad if you just don't ever have those little knots in your stomach 
because it means you're flatlining. Does that make sense? 

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. It does. I've feeling my own butterflies recently. I had to tell myself 

"This is the way you feel when you're excited too. Just think about it like that." 
 
Terrie: I like. That's right. Well said. Well said. 
 
Nadirah: It does make a difference. 
 
Terrie: And just jot down some of those little -- what you just said just now or coming 

up, just a few of your own version, and just send it as a reminder to somebody, 
sometimes just thinking about a person and saying something that maybe it's 
been on your mind, on your spirit, and you just send it out there to the universe. 
Usually that person needs to hear it and see it, read it. Sometimes for just no 
good reason I will just send a note off to someone and just say, "Thinking about 
you." I have a few things like some prayers and whatever. I know someone who 
was going through a tough time. Her dog died. He had to be put down. It's 
sending a little note to somebody if their dog died, "My thoughts and prayers are 
with you," because that was their soulmate. There's nothing too little to not 
reach out to someone. You just never know when a person needs to have their 
spirit transformed just from a couple of words from you which takes two 
seconds. 

[0:35:10] 
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Nadirah: So they can feel seen. 
 
Terrie: Exactly. And to know that they matter. There are so many people who have been 

beaten down who feel like they don't matter. When I’m walking down the street 
I smile at people. It's a really nice feeling when it comes back. Sometimes you 
feel like -- what do they call it? Well, never mind. I won't say it because it's a little 
bit of a cuss word. When you smile at somebody and they don't smile back, and 
then you have this like shit-eating grin on your face. Human connection is 
everything. It makes both parties feel good. When you walk down the street and 
you smile somebody and they smile back at you, it's a wonderful feel-good 
moment. We need to have more of those. 

 
 I was just going to say one other little thing. Sometimes we find ourselves 

insecure and feeling jealous. When you have those feelings what it means is that 
you have to create a plan to become the force that you want to be. Your 
insecurities and your jealousy tell you what you really want in life and it's also 
about making new mistakes as we move through our lives. Just don't do the 
same dumb thing over and over again. Learn to make new mistakes. 

 
Nadirah: That seems like that takes a lot of courage because a lot of people, like that mask 

that you're talking about, they're wanting to shore themselves up. So it takes a 
lot of courage to be revealing in the way that you're speaking of, and then from 
that to then also be willing to continue making mistakes and learning new things. 

 
Terrie: Exactly. You are right on point. I think one of the most important things to 

remember is just to remember to leave a legacy. To get to a new level or a new 
tomorrow, it means that something has to end. Until we let go of what's not 
good we'll never find that something that is good. So I think it's important to get 
accustomed or just to normalize the idea of endings so you can expect them 
rather than just being surprised. 

 
Nadirah: So that we can be fully living, not going through life dying, as you're saying. 
 
Terrie: Exactly. Everybody on the planet has the power to help transform somebody 

else's spirit, has the power to transform your own spirit. In a heartbeat, in a 
smile, in a word at the right time you can transform somebody's spirit. That's 
why we are on the planet, to lift one another up. 

 
Nadirah: Thank you, Terrie, for taking the time to speak with us. Thank you all for listening 

to this session. Be sure to join us for the next session. 
 
[0:39:19] End of Audio 
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