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Discovering Unrecognised Gifts

Andrew Bligh lives in the Townsville community. When working with people, he likes to seek out the passion that is within each person for a particular interest, assisting the person to find an identity for themselves. His article shows what is possible when a worker, and the person who is supported, have a relationship, not just a set of rules. 
E
very individual has gifts – talents and contributions to make – that are often not found the first time we meet a person. Remember when you first met your friends or the people that you work with – do you value them differently now that you know them well? People with disabilities too have these gifts, talents and contributions to make, but they are often overlooked or not valued, and the human service systems that we work in often don’t allow the time for these gifts to be discovered.

I am reminded of the story of a man who once sat alone in his flat with one chair, watching ‘life’ on television from within his four walls. He was a man who was strong of mind, body and hope but at the same time, felt weak from lack of opportunity to discover what it was that he sought from life. He had much to offer – but no one to offer it to.

He encountered a worker who saw his gifts of empathy, kindness, strength and enthusiasm. The worker had been prepared by the system to anticipate working with a man who was ‘not smart’ and supposed to be in need of great assistance to ‘fit’ into the community. The system had failed to take the time to find out about the real person within the man. Talking and laughing, the man and the worker discussed the endless possibilities of what could be, and the man hatched a plan. The man’s plan included enhancing his physical strength at the local gym and his eventual progression to a high fitness water-sport that would require turning the disability-stereotype on its ear.

A local gym was found and the man put his plan to work. His strength increased as he demonstrated knowledge of the gym environment that others had been unaware he had. The man impressed others and made friends easily. They shared and appreciated his enthusiasm, and improved along with him. They responded to his openness and shared his world and their commonalties. The man was soon surrounded by people who wanted his time and knowledge, and sought his friendship. 

But he was not content with what he had; he had merely become aware of what was possible.  Instead of the easy option of what had been achieved so far, the man and the worker continued the plan to find the best in the man. Both were convinced there was more to be found and to become immersed in. This is where it led:

The team-sport of outrigger canoe paddling on open seas is a demanding, dangerous sport. It requires fitness, motivation and teamwork. The man with a disability who had sat alone in his flat is now sitting in an open canoe on the high seas, struggling against tide and tiredness. The man is battling demons of the mind and body that threaten to tear him and the rest of the crew apart. Only this man, his strength, newfound motivation and a willingness to contribute his enthusiasm will prevail. The man not only prevails but he also leads the team to winning more than just medals: the man wins self-belief, friendships and an affectionate nickname; he wins the right to belong to a group; to tell and share stories of the battle; and to bask in the warmth of achievement.

The man’s friends tell of the time they battled neck-and-neck with a rival boat for five kilometers, slowly losing the fight. The strength was sapping from their muscles when a call came from the back of the boat. It was the man, firing them to struggle on. The battle is fought, words are screamed, and the man drives the crew to the finish. The battle is relived at a barbecue amongst friends. Each time the story is told, and with each drink that is shared, the distance of the race becomes longer, the fight harder, and the win more exhilarating. At dawn on a cold morning, the man strolls down to the beach, chats with other club members, and gathers the gear as the guys discuss the last party they attended together. They laugh at the things they did, the things they should have done, and the things that they’ll do next time they are together. 

The man no longer sits alone within his four walls – his friends won’t let him, and his life does not allow it, nor does he want to sit alone. Now a valued club member, the man’s previously unrecognised talents have become the fuel to propel him into his community of interest. The system may not have had the time to find the man’s talents, but together, the worker and the man found and nurtured them, and now the man’s community and his friends welcome those talents, and benefit from his enthusiastic contributions.


