SHARING RICHES

Malcolm Hunt is founder and co-ordinator of the Co-Listening Network, a compassionate listening and community connection organisation. Malcolm believes that ordinary people can be the catalysts for great change through deep listening. In this article Malcolm suggests that it is in recognising and sharing people’s strengths, including our own, that we find hope.  

It was three weeks before Christmas. I had accepted a position as manager at an aftercare home for men and women facing mental health challenges. ‘Aftercare’ was a misnomer. I still remember the churning feeling in my stomach as I walked up the stairs of the very large old Queenslander for my interview, and was met on the porch by some of the people who lived there. There was an air of hopelessness and helplessness, and a heaviness that pervaded the building. I was overwhelmed by requests for cigarettes, coffee and money, and the question, ‘Are you going to stay here?’

I stayed for three years. Thirty-six people, who had spent thirty to forty years in institutionalised life, were leading lives of quiet desperation in somewhat questionable conditions. These gentle folk drifted through the building like grey spectres. By well ingrained habit they congregated four times a day at the office door. There they received medication and their ration of cigarettes and coffee money to use in a coffee dispenser, which had been installed in the dining room ‘for the residents’ convenience’. The challenge to build a good life for these people was enormous and soon the weight of hopelessness began to press heavily upon me.

Christmas went and monsoonal January arrived with its sauna-like weather. I had come to sit on the porch with four of the people to watch the torrential rain burst like a waterfall through the eroding guttering. Tom looked at me with excitement and I sensed something wanted to burst forth in him as well. ‘How did you come to this place, Tom?’ I asked. For the next hour Tom told me his story. There was moisture at the corner of his eye when he said: ‘You know, you are the first person here to ever listen to my life story.’ 

This small revelation moved me to hope. Tom taught me that I had the gift of listening. Soon the porch of that old Queenslander took on new meaning, as it became a place to share stories. 

One morning arriving at work ahead of a busy schedule, I found that one of the staff members was off sick. This created a problem, as we needed to take someone to hospital for some important tests. Lilly had waited for months for this appointment and could not afford to miss it. I was not in a position to take her myself. As I was contemplating this with some exasperation, I remembered how during our time on the porch together, one of the people had told me of his passion for buses and trains and of his detailed knowledge of bus and train timetables. Dan had told me that he often went out during the day by himself, catching trains and buses to various destinations.  Would Dan have the confidence to take Lilly to the hospital? His face lit up with delight when I asked him and he began to recite the bus times and connections to the local hospital. Lilly felt very comfortable going with Dan and both prepared for their journey.

At the end of the afternoon Lilly and Dan returned home beaming. Dan had not only accompanied Lilly by bus to the hospital but stayed with her in the waiting room, keeping her company and sharing coffee and cakes with her afterwards. Dan had a gift: the precious gift of travel companion that had lain hidden within his story.

We live in a society with a strong focus on problem solving: find a problem and solve it. Much of our education system is geared towards problem solving, thus we enter adult life problem-focused rather than strength-focused. British politician Benjamin Disraeli said, 

‘The greatest good you can do to another person is not just to share your riches but to reveal to him his own.’

On the porch of the old Queenslander I had found the riches of many of the men and women who lived there: gifts hidden beneath the debris of their past, buried beneath the diagnostic labels, stereotypes and ignorance. Elsie realised her gift of music and could play some of the great classics on piano. Edmond found his gift in painting and went on to win an art prize. Ronnie revealed himself to be a gifted baker when he made cup-cakes for himself and his fellow house-mates. To find these gifts we need to listen – really listen. Quaker writer Douglas Van Steere suggests that deep and compassionate listening to another unearths the riches from the soul, 

‘To ‘listen’ another’s soul into a condition of disclosure and discovery may be almost the greatest service that any human being ever performs

 for another.’

