What is your gift?
By Puanani Burgess
This is usually the most difficult story for people to tell. The belief is that if you talk about your gifts, then you will be “bragging on yourself,” which in many cultures is not appropriate behavior. The emphasis is for people to tell what their gifts are, rather than their skills, degrees, or titles. The importance of this story is to enable them to wonder what their family, organization, or community would be like if it were gift-based and not just skill-based. 

Most of us, when applying for a job, are only asked to detail our skills and experi-

ences, not our gifts. My theory is that gift-based organizations do work that is more 

spiritual and satisfying and long-term.

In one of the circles I did with twelve 11th and 12th graders at my local high school, 

I was taught an important lesson, which has shaped my work and perspectives. I 

call the story of this lesson, “The Gift.”
We were in one of the classrooms, seated in a circle of chairs. I explained the 

process to them and in keeping with one of the fundamental principles of how I do 

my work, I went first. When the circle got to a young man, an 11th grader, he told 

the story of his names and community well, but when he started to tell the story 

of his gift, he put his head down and said, “What, Miss? What kind gift you think 

I get, eh? I stay in this special ed. class and I get a hard time read and I cannot 

do that math stuff. And why you make me shame for, ask me that kind question? 

‘What’s your gift?’ If I had gift, you think I be here?” Then he just shut down and 

shut up, and I felt really shame, because I made him shame. So I shut down and 

shut up. When the circle was done, I just packed my things up and left quickly, no 

apologies, no nothing.

Two weeks later, I am in our local grocery store, Tamura Store, it’s a place where 

you can see everybody you like see and everybody you no like see. And I see him 

down one of the aisles and his back is toward me and I stop. I think, “RUN!” I’m 

not going down this aisle and get yelled at again if he sees me.” So I backed up as 

fast as I could and tried to run away from him. Then he turns around and he sees 

me, and he throws his arms open, looks at me and says,and he says, “Aunty! I have been thinking about you, you know. Two weeks I been thinking: ‘What’s my gift? What my gift? That aunty tole me I have one gift, so I bettah fine ’um. So, I been thinking, thinking, thinking.”
Then, I say to him, “OK bruddah, so what’s your gift?” He says, “You know, I cannot do that math stuff and I cannot read so good, but Aunty, when I stay in the ocean, I 

can call the fish, and the fish he come, every time. Every time I can put food on my 

family table. Every time! And sometimes when I stay in the ocean and the Shark 

he come, and he look at me and I look at him and I tell the shark, ‘Uncle I not going take 

plenty fish. I just going take one, two fish, just for my family. All the rest, I leave for 

you.’ And so the Shark he say, ‘Oh, you cool, brother.’ And I tell the Shark, O Uncle, 

you cool.’ And the Shark, he go his way and I go my way. I think that’s my gift.”

And I look at this boy and I know what a genius he is. But in our society, the way 

schools are run, he is rubbish. So when I talk to teachers and principals of schools, 

I tell them his story and ask them, “What would this kid’s life have been like if 

this curriculum was gift based?” What if we could identify the gift of each child 

and teach to that gift? From this story I began to ask, “What would happen if the 

schools were gift based, that we would find and teach to the gift of each child and 

each teacher would teach from their gifts.”
This story has created a conversation in my community about developing a gift-

based school, one in which everyone, students, teachers, groundskeepers, princi-

pals, office staff, cafeteria works, counselors, and so forth would work from their 

gift. I think the implication of answering the questions “What is your gift?” “What 

is the gift of your community or organization?” would lead us down an interesting 

development path. So this for me is a very native 

approach—being able to see the giftedness in 

every aspect of life, and in every person.

So, What is your gift? How do you live your gift?

