LISTEN HERE! 

NOTES and SUGGESTIONS for PRACTICE

With one or two other persons, and/or in small groups

Megan McKenna

There are 1,440 minutes in a day.  We use about 400-500 of them at least to sleep….what about the others?  Take a few here and there to consciously be aware of, to just stop, listen, be open to absorb, connect and become more completely present. Do this, especially before beginning a conversation with someone, a new task or just periodically [once an hour] to stop for 2-3 minutes, breathe and settle yourself, stretch your neck muscles, move your head and just remember you’re in your body—not only your mind.

1. When someone is speaking, LISTEN to understand, to comprehend, to get a sense of what is being said/shared.  The word ‘understand’ is standing under—as though you are physically carrying someone on your shoulders—perceiving reality, situations and others from under them, from their perspective.

2. Let them finish their sentences, their thoughts before reacting or responding. [this is hard!] Studies show that the average amount of time a teacher waits between asking a question and then calling on someone to respond is usually one second, maybe two! We usually respond to those who react quickly. Next time—in a conversation or when speaking to a group, try to wait 7-10 seconds before indicating that someone should respond. Or if in a group, ask them to take a moment/minute to think about their response, feelings, thoughts or reactions.
3. When responding use the pronoun ‘I’, singular, to own your thoughts, feelings, insights and if with others, try to use their name—if you work or are professionally connected to them.

4. If you are not getting what another says, not understanding or losing the train of their words and thoughts, indicate this and ask for clarification, or ask a question to make sure you’re on the same track.

5. Learn to live with and appreciate silences, pauses, even a rest in the conversation [pauses in music/between notes make the music!] Silences can be awkward, just taking a breath, nervousness, a bit of fear, a sense of  lostness, relief, the gelling of an extended idea or feeling. Silences can be ‘read’ and felt.

6. Don’t interrupt unless absolutely necessary—if it seems too much all at once, or if you feel like you need to try to repeat what the other is saying so you have a sense that you know what is being shared…use phrases like, please repeat that, or could you say that another way, or clarify that point please.

7. LIGHTEN UP! Laugh, learn the art of light-hearted response, when to just breathe, or have everyone get up, stand and shake it out—hands and arms, breathe deeply, exhale (at least 3 times), stretch, close eyes, relax, then sit down and begin again.

8. Try not to judge: your face and body language can appear to be listening, even agreeing but in your head you’re thinking of what to say as rebuttal, agree or disagree—try to turn off the voices/words inside your head. Try not to decide if what is being said is ‘good, bad, awful, great, in need of correction, wrong, etc.’ 

9. Try to treat the other[s] as equals, especially in regards to rank, position, religion, education, privilege, and speak/listen as just persons to persons. Akin to this [especially if this is a one-on-one conversation] remember to speak with integrity, honesty, confidentiality, and only share what needs to be shared. Remember, just because something is true, does not mean that it has to be shared, exposed or spoken.

10.  Know when to stop! Enough already. Don’t continue to ‘beat dead horses’. Think about a limit on discussion, the conversation, and time. If you are having others discuss among themselves, start to end the segment with words like: take a moment or two to wrap up your conversation or ask ‘do you need another couple of minutes?’ Then if yes, or no…suggest each person gather their thoughts for themselves and then begin to ask for responses for discussion in a larger perspective. 

11.  Don’t feel like you have to settle things—try to organize or collect on behalf of the group—if you’re leading a discussion—and try to include ‘new’, surprising, engaging, disconcerting, never-thought-of angles that surface. Honor the diversity that emerges, compliment, respond positively if you can. If you’re stunned, taken off balance, say so, on occasion. Think of the conversation in terms of circles, ovals, spiral, but come to a focus, as needed. If you are one-on-one try to draw things together for closure or a sense of ‘this is a good place to end for now’. 

12. Before discussion in a group, state whether or not you’re expecting everyone to contribute or if no one will be required to speak.  Or ask if everyone could say one word, phrase [perhaps an adjective, adverb, noun, verb, etc. if you are looking for a wider expression from the group]. It also helps if there is a short period of time for each person to talk with the person beside them, or with 2 others—once they have put into words out-loud what they think, feel, are wondering, it is easier to share with a larger group. 

13.  Lastly, try to be aware of your own body language, tone of voice, movement, eye-contact and how you physically react to each person [in a group] or to the person you are listening/speaking with—these expressions reveal assumptions you are making and feelings that you might or might not be aware of within yourself. 

SOME PRACTICES to ENHANCE LISTENING

1. Take at least 10-15 minutes in the morning and/or evening to just stop, sit up straight, or in a recliner [comfortable chair],  stand outside, or at a window and just listen to sounds around you and to the silences and absorb them.  Don’t think about them, just feel, sense them and remember to breathe!

2. Every time you sense yourself looking at your watch or a clock, try to stop for a moment and just listen and breathe… notice how you are feeling in your body and what’s in the air around you…only a minute and then go back to what you were engaged in.

3. Before putting the key in the ignition or pushing the button to start your car or before getting out, stop again, refocus and listen and then go onto the next thing, relationship or situation.

4. Pick a time in the day to just turn off your head, drift, feel and listen. Many classical radio stations do this around 1pm and play a piece of music straight through, no interruptions. Or/and eat some nuts, a piece of dark chocolate [very good for you] or have tea, coffee, water and don’t do anything else but chew, swallow and taste and listen.

5. At least once a day go somewhere in the building you work in, or outside and listen to the weather, to birds, noises, construction, voices, whatever is there—especially the silences and practice learning the different kinds of silence and noise.  Breathe and return. 

6. Try to stop for a few minutes [put a note where you’ll see it] and listen to your own heart beat/rate, your breathing and what’s going on in your body—aches, tensions, pressures and where you’re storing things. If sitting, shake your hands/arms—stretch your neck, extend your fingers, bend them, do the same with feet, calves, legs, arms [like they say you should do on a plane, or when you’re checking your heart-rate during exercise]. Listen to your body.

7. And lastly and perhaps most importantly LISTEN TO YOUR SOUL, your SPIRIT and your HEART, your inner essence, your sense of energy, power and integrity. If you believe in a personal God then sit/stand in the presence of the Holy and just be in that presence, known, accepted, freed, living and being.  And be grateful, give thanks, be in awe and honor your own person, and that of everyone else and of God. This takes practice—try it for 10-15 minutes a day.

NOTE:  “A human being is a part of the whole called by us universe, a part limited in time and space. He/she experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest, a kind of optical delusion of his/her consciousness.  This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us.  Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.”  Albert Einstein in THE EXPERIENCE OF INSIGHT, Joseph Goldstein, Shambala, Boston, Ma. 1981.
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