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Listen If You Care

A dog is loved by old and young, he wags his tail and not his tongue. – Anonymous

Men, like fish, would be safer if they kept their mouth shut. – Anonymous 

When Dr. Gary Chapman, noted marriage and family counselor, was asked what was at the top of his list of things we could do to succeed in marriage, his answer was short and simple: learn to listen.

Let’s start with a humorous example: Joe gave a ride to Henry, a new acquaintance, to some distant location. Henry asked a few simple questions about Joe. Joe talked for the rest of the trip about his family and other interests, and at the end of the trip complemented Henry on being such a Great Conversationalist.

Consider the following poem by Nixon Waterman:

           If I knew you and you knew me –
           If both of us could clearly see,
           And with an inner sight divine
           The meaning of your heart and mine
           I’m sure that we would differ less
           And clasp our hands in friendliness;
           Our thoughts would pleasantly agree
           If I knew you and you knew me.

           If I knew you and you knew me,          
           As each one knows his own self, we
           Could look each other in the face
           And see therein a truer grace.
           Life has so many hidden woes,
           So many thorns for every rose;
           The “why” of things our hearts would see,
           If I knew you and you knew me.

The art of listening doesn’t come natural to most of us. Robert Fisher, in his book “Quick to Listen, Slow to Speak,” suggests four attributes to keep in mind if we want to be good listeners.

First, listening must be Intentional. Listening is defined as making a conscious effort to hear, to give attention. If the need to listen occurs spontaneously upon meeting someone, we must make an effort to pay attention to what is being said. In our marriage and family relationships we will benefit by intentionally planning certain times when we listen to our spouse or our children.

Pick a time with minimal distractions and when the atmosphere will be positive. If you have small children, perhaps early in the morning is a good time to sit down with your spouse and spend a quality 15 to 30 minutes listening to each other. (For some who like to talk, that means equal time letting the other talk.)

Second, practice listening Attentively. Maintain eye contact. Ask questions. Provide feedback to clarify any uncertainties and eliminate understandings. Attention can be translated into love. We care enough about the other person to value what they have to say. Remember, we can disagree in love and still value what the other is saying.

Third, listening should also be done Understandingly. Even when we disagree, we must still try to understand what the other person is saying, and its context. If the other person is upset or tired, keep that in mind. 

Don’t listen defensively. Truly try to understand the other person’s position. Don’t be thinking about your reply while they are talking. It’s amazing how many times we may be closer to agreement than we realized simply because we didn’t take the time to listen understandingly.

The final attribute: listening should be done Actively. This includes providing feedback during the conversation. More importantly, however, we must close the conversation with a clear understanding of what is to be done next and who is to do it. Even if the discussion was simply to exchange information, subsequent action may be appropriate if only to demonstrate that we actually heard what was said. If we say we are going to do something, do it, or the next conversation may not be as pleasant.

Let’s show others we care by listening to them. Remember: IAUA. Listen Intentionally, Attentively, Understandingly, and Actively. Onward to those rewarding and satisfying relationships we all want.
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