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THE UNIQUE YOU
If I Were Your Daddy … I’d teach you 
that everyone has a unique talent and life 
purpose. I’d resist the temptation to mold you 
into somebody and instead, I’d encourage 
and support the individual you are.

Fatherhood, to me, is defined by my belief that hardwired into every 
person is a complete and perfect inner architecture of talent and purpose. 
But helping children discover theirs can be like solving a puzzle: it requires 
a vigilant watch for clues as the young person before you grows. It is the 
Greatest Treasure Hunt Ever. My three kids had strengths very different from 
my own, so I paid close attention to what each naturally liked doing or was 
good at. I paid special attention to what they were doing when they seemed 
happiest. As they became teenagers, I watched for those occasions when 
time seemed to disappear and their activities became childlike, engrossing 
them in the moment. I viewed these moments as telltale indicators of their 
gifts, inclinations, and talents.

In my experience as a psychiatrist and parent, I’ve found it equally 
true that children are often born with certain shortcomings—handicaps 
or challenges. These challenges may initially seem disheartening, but they 
can become part of a child’s unique qualifications to be, to do, and to see 
things like no one else. While it might be tempting to view a challenge as 
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unfortunate, a genetic burden, it can actually become part of the very fiber 
that drives a person toward greatness and uncommon success.

Our second child, Jon, came into 
this world an extremely anxious little 
boy. One day when he was about four 
years old, I heard terrified screams. 
Running into his room I found him 
pressed against the wall in horror. A 
mosquito was buzzing around. It wasn’t 
really threatening him or even physically 
near him, it was just there. After I killed 
the mosquito, I tried to calm Jon down, 
but when the standard approaches failed, 
I took a different tack.

I said, “Hey, Jon, let’s use our minds to see what we’re really afraid of. 
Let’s study bugs and things and find out all about them.” Still quivering, he 
helped me dig out the encyclopedia. We looked up and read about several 
kinds of bloodsuckers, including mosquitoes. “Oh, look! A leech!” My son 
was simultaneously captivated and horrified. With his little face twisted up 
in a painful grimace, he could barely look at the page. “It says here that 
leeches are used for medicine to help people,” I read, “and that they live 
only in South America, which is very far away.”

So began the process of learning how to deal with his anxiety through 
the intellect: gathering facts to determine whether his feelings, particularly 
the unsettling and fearful ones, had merit.

Another time when Jon was a little older he was getting ready to go to 
overnight camp for the first time, and predictably his anxiety was running 
high. He had a hundred tension-filled “What if …?” questions and kept 
asking them repeatedly. My wife, Carol, and I knew it was important for 
him to go—to stretch beyond his comfort zone and conquer his fears. 
Steadily reassuring him, we managed to get him in the car and get on our 
way. As we drove, we continued to talk him through his worries, but that 
didn’t seem to help. As we got close to the camp, we were suddenly passed 
by a motorcycle gang—none other than Hell’s Angels. Without warning 
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my own sense of humor emerged and I said, “Son, see those guys?”

“Yes,” he said.
“Those are your camp counselors.” And I waited.

After a moment of stunned silence (while he figured out that I was 
joking) we broke through and he laughed, and it detoxified the whole 
experience. Happily, he went on to have a great summer.

Jon’s strong tendency toward anxiety required Carol and me to help him 
develop tools to combat it. He learned to apply his intellect and think things 
through before reacting, and he learned 
that humor was a powerful medicinal 
tool. Throughout his successful career he 
has used both these tools, and learning 
them came as the direct result of being 
born an anxious kid. He had to master 
his early challenges or they would have 
mastered him. His own journey revealed 
his personal inner architecture, composed 
as it always is of both challenges and 
strengths, all perfectly designed. Through 
them emerged his unique perspectives 
and accomplishments, and today he’s tremendously successful in television, 
film, and other media. Watching how he contributes to the world, I see 
him using qualities once perceived as shortcomings but now transformed 
into advantages.

STRENGTHS TO THE FOREGROUND

Jon’s older brother’s story is also uniquely his own but equally telling. 
At the age of thirteen, Peter seemed like a lost teenager. He had few friends 
and his grades had been falling steadily at the prep school he attended. 
We did all the typical concerned-parents things, helping him with his 
homework and going to his school to check in with his teachers. We still 
didn’t know what was going on, so we began pulling in reinforcements.
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We had Peter tested physically, neurologically, and emotionally by one 
psychologist after another. Some of them specialized in education, while 
others focused on other aspects of life. We didn’t know about his specific 
learning style at the time, but we did discover that Peter had an auditory 
processing problem. Identifying the problem was one thing; solving it 
proved to be another thing altogether. No matter how many experts poked, 
prodded, and pontificated, there wasn’t a clear solution to his challenges 
and his unconventional style of learning.

When each of Peter’s grades became a D, it was time to consider 
switching schools, and we found ourselves looking at the local public 
school. I called the principal and explained my son’s situation and asked if 
we could come in for a tour. The principal agreed, but suggested that I not 
accompany my son. “Just drop him off at the door,” he said, “and we’ll take 
it from there. By the way, what’s his favorite subject?”

“Hmm,” I responded, because there wasn’t a good one. “Wrestling,” I 
came up with. “He’s undefeated.”

While I knew my son needed a new environment, this experienced 
educator knew even more: Peter needed a fresh school experience anchored 
on an interest and a strength. When we arrived at the school the next day, 
Peter was met at the front door for his tour by the captain of the wrestling 
team. This young man took him to his classes and pointed him out to 

all the other wrestlers. This was just what 
Peter needed to hear. Then at lunchtime 
he met the whole team, and by the time 
he was done with that day of school he 
had a whole group of friends who were 
on the wrestling team. They took him 
to the gym, suited him up, and he got 
to wrestle a senior, the high point of his 
junior high career.

Peter came back totally empowered 
by his gift for athletics. He was not a great 

scholar, but he was a personable kid who was a great athlete. He blossomed 
in this new setting because his peers valued his strengths and because he 
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had something tangible to feel good about. His learning handicap seemed 
to fade into the background. He—we—just dealt with it as part of the 
stream of his life, instead of it being our whole focus as it had been before. 
Because the new environment actually supported his talents, he became 
happy, relaxed, and fulfilled. Freeing all that emotional and physical energy 
allowed him to concentrate on working with and strengthening his natural 
skills and talents. These skills—the strategic thinking, discipline, and focus 
learned through sports—became his strongest qualities as an adult. Going 
from zero to the hero emboldened him to believe he could accomplish 
whatever he wanted, and gave him the knowledge that he could tackle 
challenges that people said he couldn’t. It gave him chops and provided the 
platform for extraordinary self-confidence as an adult. Today he boldly and 
successfully maneuvers as an international businessman, outearning me in 
the process!

THINKING OUTSIDE THE “BASICS” BOX

Generally speaking, if you struggle with the three R’s (reading, writing, 
arithmetic) in the conventional U.S. education system, you’re discounted 
at best and punished at worst. Understandably, those who are not three-
R-gifted often suffer self-esteem issues. This is 
what I saw developing in our daughter, Rose, 
whose high school performance was less than 
noteworthy.

I decided that a good way to boost her 
self-esteem was to find tangible ways for her 
to operate from her strengths, even in the 
midst of a three-R world.

So I said to her, “Rosie, let’s follow 
your strengths. Just fill in the blank in 
this sentence: “I am happiest when I am 
__________ .”

At first she answered, “Hanging out with my friends,” but as I kept 
repeating the question, she soon articulated real interests, which of course 
were her aptitudes: the visual arts, performance, music, voice. From that 
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day forward, we consciously set about reinforcing those areas.

One day I asked her to come to my office, where I pulled from the back 
of my shelf a dusty but prized object. “I’m giving you this camera,” I said. 
“This is my camera, but it’s not just any old camera. This camera marched 
with Martin Luther King. I want you to understand that this is a historic 
camera.”

My daughter stood motionless, listening curiously. I slid the camera 
across to her as if it were an offering. “I’ll pay for all your film and 
developing. Just go and shoot.” Picking it up she looked it over.

“Thanks, Dad,” she said with a smile.

That camera was, I think, a breath of life for her. The artistic, creative, 
and genius part of her that lay partially dormant was about to be awakened. 
Indeed, that camera rarely left her person. As I requested, she went out and 
shot pictures. She became her high school photographer and won awards 

for her work. It was as if I had opened a 
door and the sun rushed through it, and 
she could see for the first time what she 
was good at and what people liked her 
for doing. Born along with this were her 
confidence and personal power.

If I had demanded that her every 
grade be an A and positioned her to 
get into Barnard or Vassar or what have 
you, I‘d have done her a great disservice. 
Hers was a visual gift. What might 
have happened if I’d made her focus on 
linguistic or numeric outlets? I’d have 
pushed her into certain mediocrity at 
best, and she’d have been frustrated 
and confused. At worst, she might have 

moved into reactive mode through drugs or other destructive behavior, and 
her self-worth would have plunged. This is the scenario I see in at least half 
of the teenage drug abuse cases I treat in my psychiatric practice.

I didn’t just give my daughter the camera and then disappear. I wanted 
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to see what she was doing. I wanted to see her work. While art isn’t an 
aptitude of mine, working diligently and doing well are, so I helped her 
apply herself and excel in her gifted area. We discussed her art and I gave 
her honest feedback. I wouldn’t issue undue praise when it wasn’t deserved, 
yet I was highly sensitive to never send the message “It’s not good enough.” 
Instead, I asked questions to propel her forward: “What was your intent 
in this piece?” “What could you have done differently?” “What did you 
learn?” “What part did you like the best?” By challenging her to think 
critically to find a solution rather than feeling bad about herself when it 
didn’t turn out so well, she learned to separate results from self-worth, and 
to not invest negative emotion into failed attempts—failures that might 
make her timid. I helped her understand that temporary “failure” is a ticket 
to learning. When her art pieces were interesting, as most of them were, 
my strongest message was always, “Great! Let’s see what else you can do.”

I shared with her something I learned from one of my sports heroes, 
Larry Byrd. Before every game, he would go out and shoot 300 foul shots. 
Now, this may seem like a lot of work, but as a result he was the best foul 
shooter in the NBA. Embedded in that story 
was this message: no matter who you are, no one 
is naturally excellent. People who excel get there 
by doing it a lot, even if it’s an area where they 
have a lot of natural talent. So with your kids, 
if they love something, you want to encourage 
them to do it a lot.

The message I consistently and clearly 
conveyed to Rose was that I expected her to 
work hard and shine. It’s a value I model in my 
own life, and I expected the same from her. But 
because I placed my expectations in areas that 
were completely in sync with who she is—her 
authentic self—she did excel. She learned to push against the edges of her 
own capabilities as opposed to pushing against me. It would have been 
simply a crime to pressure her to succeed in a direction that did not fit her. 
Instead, I assisted her to develop her own commitment to excellence, one 
that was internally based rather externally motivated by the wish to please 
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A successful life is one that is lived through understanding and 
pursuing one’s own path, not chasing after the dreams of others.”
Chin-Ning Chu, strategist, author, speaker, and descendant of Chu Yuan-Zhang,  
the pauper who became the first emperor of the Ming Dynasty

me or anyone else.

Rose went on to study art full-time at an acclaimed visual arts program. 
Her poignant photographs often move people to tears. She’s won award 
after award and is exceedingly happy. I marvel that the once-frustrated 
student, confused about herself and unaware of her gifts, has developed 
into the fully engaged and thriving young woman I see today. 

What I’ve learned from all three of my children is the importance 
of letting each person choose his or her own destination, so that person 
believes in where he or she is going. Any goal can be a destination, but 
one fueled by a heartfelt belief that emanates from within has the power 
to turn a destination into a destiny. As children grow and develop, they’ll 
own the whole of the experience when they pick their path and then walk 
it—navigating the obstacles and absorbing the accolades en route. When 
they discover and pursue their inner architecture of talent and purpose, 
they learn early that they are capable of great things. And this frees them to 
truly enjoy the journey of life.
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Henry with (wife) Carol, and (children) Peter, Jon, and Rose

Dr. Henry David Abraham, a retired Harvard Medical School faculty member 
and a Distinguished Life Fellow of the American Psychiatric Association, has 
contributed significantly to the wider medical and academic communities in the 
areas of psychiatric medicine and substance abuse. His book, What’s a Parent To 
Do? Straight Talk About Drugs and Alcohol, draws from his twenty-five-plus years 
as a specialist in drug abuse.

His interests run far and wide. They include the prevention of nuclear war, 
his efforts for which resulted in Abraham being named co-recipient of the 1985 
Nobel Peace Prize for the International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear 
War created by the Physicians for Social Responsibility. Ensuring that society’s 
underdogs have access to medical care is another of his causes.

In a different professional vein, Abraham writes plays, situational 
comedies, documentaries, and works of fiction. His latest novel, Nanokill, was 
critically acclaimed, and he has won an Emmy and two Peabody awards for his 
television work.

Abraham credits myriad sources for not only his success but his survival: his 
many public school teachers, the scholars at Muhlenberg College in Pennsylvania 
and the scientists at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine. Serving 
as ballast for his professional pursuits has been the steady love of his wife of more 
than thirty years, Carol, and their three children. 

www.drabraham.com
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