Family and Marriage Column 1.20.08R

Can You HEAR ME Now?

“The feeling of not being understood is one of the most painful in human experience.” – Michael Nichols

“The greatest compliment that was ever paid me was when one asked me what I thought, and attended to my answer.” – Henry David Thoreau

I recently observed a mother of five children scold her oldest daughter for moving a piece of furniture in a large room where we were meeting together. The daughter had been taking care of her younger siblings (and doing an excellent job of it, by the way) while we worked. As it turned out the daughter was moving the furniture (only slightly) to make room for the younger children to sing a song to their mother. And she moved the furniture back in place when they were through. The mother, without either carefully observing or taking the time to listen to her daughter, had jumped to the wrong conclusion.

Dallas and Nancy Demmitt in their book “Can you HEAR ME now?” talk about the power of listening and how it improves relationships and changes lives. People long to be heard, but nobody seems to be listening. We don’t know how to listen to others, including members of our own family, and often times we don’t even listen to our own hearts.

In this day of increasing technology, the art of listening seems to be disappearing altogether. We live in a “high-tech, low-touch, listening-depressed culture.” Although the methods and amount of communication have increased tremendously, we still aren’t sure anyone is listening to us.

We seem to be in an age of information overload at the expense of true understanding of one another. Just because we know a lot about something or someone, do we really understand it/them?

Quoting the Demmitts, “on the Internet, people reveal their souls to faceless strangers through anonymous and sometimes desperate dialogues that occur at breakneck speeds. In cyberspace, people will take communications risks to try to ease the loneliness, while searching for answers.”

The younger generation is particularly caught up in websites such as My Space, where they reveal “secrets” to the whole world that they would never tell their parents. Why is this? Do they feel that because no one is interrupting them or criticizing them that someone is listening?

We’ve talked here in the past about the need to “be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to become angry, for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.” (Bible). This week we will briefly highlight reasons why listening is so important and next week we will outline some techniques to enhance our listening skills.

Listening clears and prevents misunderstanding. In the scenario above, if the mother had taken the time to listen with her eyes and ears she would have prevented an unhappy beginning to a happy experience. We often assume we know what someone is going to say or do, and we prepare our answer before we listen.

Listening helps prevent emotional reacting. Listening introduces reason into the emotions generated by your own perceptions. I don’t know about you, but I have found that my imagination of what people are going to say is much different and usually much worse than what they actually tell me.

Listening can build or rebuild trust. When we feel someone is truly listening to us with the desire to understand, we are able to share with them to a depth not otherwise possible. They are telling us they consider us “worth” listening to. We actually have value in their eyes.

Listening helps you make personal discoveries. Certainly as we truly listen to others we learn new information. Perhaps more importantly, as we listen to ourselves and to God, we begin to discover who we are and why we are. We also find we have many of the solutions to our own problems within ourselves. We just never listened to the answers before.
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