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Abstract: 

How vulnerability plays a role in our willingness and ability to speak publicly, and how 

such changes our perspective as public speakers. This paper cites an example from personal 

experience of being vulnerable a during public speaking event, and how the audience responded, 

and how it impacted this speaker. 
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Vulnerability in Public Speaking 

Although I have not given hundreds of public orations, I have done so many times. I have 

learned there are dozens of public speaking experts out there, each with dozens of very important 

things each speaker should remember to do well when speaking. My own experience says there 

are just a few things to remember and to do well when speaking publicly. Most certainly one of 

those few is to, via story-telling, reveal real vulnerabilities. Audiences value self-deprecating 

speakers, and respect the speaker and their content for exhibiting such.  

Soon I will have the profound opportunity to introduce a speaker at a luncheon event 

which has a military audience consisting of veterans, currently serving troops, and their 

supporters. The speaker is a very well-known military historian, Col. Jon Hoffman, USMCR, 

Retired. I have personal experience with this historian and author, and begged to give his 

introduction; happily, I was accommodated.  

The story I will tell will be one I have told to smaller audiences and has always been 

well-received, both regarding what it says about this historian, and perhaps what it says about 

me. I think it very important to tell stories when speaking to any group, as part of the entire 

narrative or presentation. I try to tell no more than three, and no less than one. I use stories to 

illustrate each point. Everyone likes a story, especially if there is something humorous in it, and 

they tend to remember it, as well. “Now I’ve come to view perfection as counter to growth, risk, 

learning, and innovation and, most importantly, authenticity,” (Moussavi-Bock, 61). 

The primary point to remember when hearing this story, or when telling one which on the 

surface appears to make the speaker look weak, or negative in some way, is that everyone 

respects a leader who admits imperfection, it makes them trustworthy. This is very important to 
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audiences, and building a trust or connection with audiences is what makes a speech or 

presentation valuable.  

Certainly, God approves, as it shows our trust in Him to make our image good despite our 

limitations. “But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in 

weakness.’ Therefore, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of 

Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, 

hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong,” (English 

Standard Version, 2 Cor. 12:9-10). 

When I came to the last week or so of research of my first book, a book about the 

Christian faith of one of America’s most respected military icons, Puller Chronicles, I stumbled 

upon a shocking bit of information that I could not ignore. Although it was not directly related to 

my book’s intent, if I ignored this very surprising information it could be found by a sensational 

writer, and would be used to discredit our hero, LtGen Lewis “Chesty” Puller, USMC. As soon 

as I decided to take ownership of this new information, I also knew I needed immediate guidance 

from two very important experts on our icon: his family’s parish priest, and the only historian 

who had the courage and expertise to write a book about him, a book that is boilerplate to any 

senior military officer – Col. Hoffman, author of Chesty.  

Although I had exchanged introduction-type emails with the colonel, asking for his 

immediate attention, a meeting to occur at his absolute earliest convenience, was terrifying to 

me. Who was I to ask for a command audience with the Deputy Director of the Pentagon’s 

history department? On the other hand, I knew in my heart if he understood what the meeting 

was about, he would make time to help me vet this shocking news. Military leaders want to lead, 
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they want nothing to go astray that they could have helped stay on the straight and narrow – 

especially including Chesty’s immortal reputation! 

So, after having realized this news at two in the morning, I emailed both the priest and 

the colonel sometime around six a.m. I then dressed in my best Ann Taylor black dress and Nine 

West black heels. By eight a.m. I had made it from Portsmouth to Saluda. The parish priest and I 

had a long discussion after reviewing the documents I had uncovered, and lots of prayer at the 

church alter. Then I set off toward Arlington. Eventually I had word from the colonel he could 

see me as soon as I could get there. I arrived at his nondescript secure office in the middle of the 

afternoon. 

I was absolutely shaken. I finally found a parking space and had to walk down a long, 

very steep hill to get to his building’s front door. In high heels, and nervously walking too fast, I 

realized soon I was in trouble. As I approached the door, I couldn’t seem to slow down, and 

suddenly stumbled, face-forward, into the pavement. I was horrifically embarrassed. Many 

people walked right by me, but only one person offered to help me back to my feet. As I stood I 

realized my expensive stockings were shredded at the knee, and blood was pouring down my left 

let and into my beautiful shoe. My palms were covered in blood, and my hair had pavement 

pebble in it. And the most important writer I had ever read was awaiting my arrival inside and 

upstairs.  

You never get a second chance to make a first impression. I know this so well, and 

therefore never go anywhere important without looking my best. But I could not make him wait 

till I found a restroom and drugstore for new stockings. I went in. I got on the elevator, which 

was full of important military types; suits, uniforms. They tried to make small talk and act like 

they didn’t notice my anxious disheveled self. Thankfully. 
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After passing security, I arrived at the desk of his office’s receptionist. I introduced 

myself, and she notified the colonel of my arrival. Soon I looked to my right, and at the end of a 

long hall, he appeared out of a corner office. At first, he strode toward me, happily. Then he 

realized my condition, slowed to a stop, cocked his head to one side and said, “Meriwether? Are 

you ok?” This is where I pause, give a smile to the audience, and let that sink in. 

I said, “Sir, I just fell on my face walking into the building. I am sorry for my appearance, 

please forgive me.” What else could I say? Oh, it was awful. I wanted to be my confident self, 

and get right to the matter at hand. Instead, I felt almost disoriented, and very unprofessional. He 

ushered me into his massive office, and I sat down. I dusted my poor ripped dress as best I could. 

I then asked him to please not judge me for my appearance, but that I just couldn’t ask him to 

wait.  

Happily, he turned to the subject and said, “I wouldn’t judge you, Meriwether. And I 

must say, I had no hint of this news.” Considering he had spent many hours a week for several 

years collecting information on his book about Chesty, I felt both very proud I had uncovered 

something important and new, and very happy I had chosen to approach him, because it was 

clear he would help me sort out the story, and help me find the best way to write about it. But 

something of a grin never left his face the entire meeting; I must have been a comical sight! 

So, that story tells so much about Col. Hoffman as a professional and as a leader, but it 

also reveals that I am most definitely infallible (and perhaps persistent). I would prefer that 

image of myself be revealed to my audience, than scrubbing a not-so-pretty illustration from the 

story. It gives me an authentic voice, as being not just giving praise to the colonel, but giving an 

illustration of his character in unexpected circumstances. That would not be so convincingly 
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revealed by simple compliments and platitudes about him. My experience of public speaking, 

especially using stories such as this, is improved mightily by vulnerability. 
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