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I never considered myself a piano teacher. I tried it once, and it didn’t quite “fit” for me. Something was missing. I expected too much out of my abilities, as well as what was expected from my student. That led to many disappointments; for my student, who  relied on me, and for myself, since I was unable to carry out what was asked of me. So when I was asked by Padre Juan to give a few basic lessons to one of his choir members, I accepted, but in the back of my mind I prepared for another disappointment. Not only was I being asked to do something I didn’t think I was good at, but to also do it in a language I didn’t even know. Little did I know how things where about to change when Abel, who is just eighteen years old, and I sat down at the organ for the first time.

Since he is already a guitar player, I knew that he wasn’t completely starting from scratch. I just needed to teach him the proper names of the notes, and to show him where they were on the keyboard. From there, we started looking at their hymns in order for me to show him some simple ways of accompanying them.

What amazed me from that first lesson on was how quickly he took in the few things I showed him and really worked at them until he understood. After about an hour or so of instruction, he would ask me to leave so he could practice. He practiced for at least an hour, sometimes two, playing the same things over and over again until he could play them correctly. I would listen to him from wherever I was around the church, and couldn’t believe that someone so young could have the amount of dedication and patience that he did. I don’t think I was the only one who thought that way either; over the course of two weeks, everyone else in the group had commented on how willing and able he was to practice, and Padre Juan even went so far as to refer to Abel as my “disciple”.

The lessons continued, and we were able to go through several more hymns before the two weeks were over. As his “final exam”, I requested that he play one or two hymns that he felt most comfortable with at our last mass together. He agreed, playing two of them, and came through with flying colours. After mass, both he and I were unable to hold back tears as he whispered “thank you” and gave me a hug. As we stood there, I suddenly realized what I was missing from my previous attempt at teaching.

In our city, and the society we live in, the old cliché “it’s the little things that count the most” doesn’t mean anything anymore. We are in constant competition with ourselves and each other to: be better than anyone else; to learn the most; to be proud of our abilities and what we have - to the point where everyone else has to know, or they’re not worth having. Eventually, we enter a vicious cycle where nothing we do or say or have is good enough anymore because someone else always has the one thing we seem to be missing. We’ve thrown humility right out the window by not stopping to appreciate what we have been given, as well as taking for granted the resources that are so easily available to us. If I’m in need of brush-up lessons, all I need is forty dollars an hour and my old piano teacher is a phone call away. No piano to practice on? Fine; I could buy one, rent one or go to a friend’s house. Tired of practicing after fifteen minutes? Then I’ll stop; I probably don’t need it anyway because I’m that good. All these attitudes of mine were stripped away as I realized that I had just given someone one of the simplest things that I could give; one small tool that opened up a world of possibility. And I didn’t necessarily need all my years of training and a music degree to do it.

That small tool was taken with passion and pure appreciation. There was no expectation on his part from me; just enough knowledge that he could develop later on his own. Since that day, he hasn’t stopped playing the organ at mass. One of the things he said to me was that he had waited for years for the opportunity to learn how to play the keyboard and that he was grateful for the little that I had given him, even though he had to wait for someone to fly thousands of miles so that he could have it. He went on to say that, when he has kids, he will tell them that he learned how to play from a Canadian.

As for me, looking back over two weeks, I became conscious of the fact that I learned how to strip away the layers of expectation I placed on myself, and to just be there in the moment and give what was needed to make a difference. This point was really driven home when I noticed that I had gone from having a translator constantly at my side to being able to communicate with him almost completely on my own, turning to someone only when I couldn’t say what I needed through small gestures, illustrations, and the limited vocabulary I had. I really saw how I have taken for granted both my abilities and the modes of communication that are available to me as I live my life here.

I can honestly say that I don’t know who learned more from whom. I know that Abel will always be appreciative of what I did for him, but I will also be eternally grateful for the way he reminded me that being a true musician is not about being the most able at playing an instrument or having years of training to back it up. It’s about being honest enough and simple enough to reach out and communicate with your entire being and a pure heart. As a token of appreciation, Abel gave me a small rosary, which now hangs off the zipper of my guitar case as a reminder.

