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 WEB EDITION :: Columnists

A truly moving experience
Petra Gimbad

Writing about my experience as a volunteer with the Taihen theatre group is difficult. Consisting 
of physically disabled performers, spending time with them has opened my eyes and heart to my 
own prejudices, the lessons I had to learn from them and self-acceptance.

I shall write about one experience which stands out for me personally, hopefully to portray the 
essence of what this group has done for me.

A week ago, I attended a rehearsal. One of the performers said something that rammed bullets 
through my head and heart.

Most of the performers at that particular centre are wheelchair-bound. It is a wonderful 
experience to watch a human being transition from not being able to roll over, to being able to 
walk with assistance.

That day, I was instructed by one of the other volunteers to assist one of our performers to walk 
back to her wheelchair. She leaned her body against mine as she tensed and relaxed her limbs 
in turn to propel her body forward.

After she sank back into her wheelchair, I teased her for being a pain. There was a look on her 
face which I did not recognise.

"What is it?" I asked.

She spoke agitatedly. I asked her to repeat, again and again. This particular performer has a 
speech difficulty. I still struggle to comprehend her words. This lack is entirely mine and not hers 
- she is amazingly sharp by any standards.

Finally, I understood. She said: "I do not want you to suffer. I do not want anybody to suffer 
because of me."

"No, no, you're not making anyone suffer. I was just joking!"

She was insistent and repeated herself again and again. It was an effort to restrain my tears.

This experience works on a few levels for me.

Firstly: I had never before heard someone say anything like that with such sincerity. While it is in 
the nature of human beings to be kind to the ones we love, at times we inflict cruelty on those 
closest to us.

I will never forget her voice or her face. She was determined that her existence would not cause 
pain in word or deed. Perhaps I might never meet such a person again.

Secondly: she made me look at myself and my life habits. It is so easy to say or do something 
hurtful. I may argue that I do not say hurtful things to a person's face, but the very intention itself 
lacks compassion. This realisation will take a while to put into practice.

Thirdly: when I reached home, I locked myself in the bathroom and cried for a long time. She 
made me feel ashamed of myself, for flippantly hurting her even if it was not intentional. 

Also, a part of me felt released - we all carry hurts from the past. Somehow, her telling me that 
she did not wish to cause me suffering enabled a lot of my hurt to fly free and heal. 

It is a wonderful gift to receive so unexpectedly. I feel undeserving. May her gift not go to waste.

Working with the performers taught me that my earlier perception of myself as an open-minded 
and accepting human being was a sham. This is hard to admit. When I met them, I realised that 
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in spite of what I told myself, I had always thought of them as incomplete human beings.

Needless to say, they are not. Yet - what I thought I knew and what I later discovered were 
different.

It also taught me how to love human beings in different forms. These performers have dignity. 
They are smarter than I am and do not hesitate to make clear their disagreement. They taught 
me that I do not always know best.

I learnt that "normal" movement is just one way in which human beings move. There is beauty to 
be found in a body which has experienced cerebral palsy, moving across the ground. It is an 
honour as well to be allowed to watch their struggle as they perform movements we take for 
granted.

The mere act of rolling over becomes artistic because they know more about art than I do. They 
perform from the heart with love. With an English degree and a background in classical piano, I 
am an incredibly critical person. They taught me that the foundation of art lies in expressing your 
love through a medium. The ability to do so sincerely is what ultimately affects your audience.

My work with them ends in April, but I know that this experience is merely the tip of the iceberg. 
With a month more to go, I know there are more realisations to come and many more lessons to 
learn. 

These are all things to be grateful for. They are worth every tear. May I be worthy of what they 
chose to share with me.

The Taihen theatre group will present their show from April 6-8. Volunteers are needed to assist 
the performers for this event. For details on the performance or volunteering, please contact 
Nala at 012-2332170.

Petra Gimbad likes feminism, social justice, and working on the online magazine, Vox. She is a 
law student in her spare time. Comments: feedback@thesundaily.com
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