Family and Marriage Column 10.21.07R
I Failed to Listen with Understanding

“The first duty of love is to listen.” – Paul Tillich

“The frequent failure of men to cultivate their capacity for listening has a profound impact on their capacity for parenting, for it is mothers more than fathers who are most likely to still their own voices so they may hear and draw out the voices of their children. – Mary Field Belenky, Blythe Mcvicker Clinchy, and Nancy Rule Goldberger, psychologists. (Women’s Ways of Knowing)

 In the process of preparing these columns I am often humbly reminded how much easier it is to talk the walk than to walk the talk.

Recently my wife and I were visited by our three grandchildren who we are allowing our daughter and her husband to raise (they are doing a wonderful job by the way.) My daughter also came along (which makes it MUCH easier for us!)

David, our only grandson, is nearly three – and he is aaaaall boy! Which is good. Wouldn’t want it any other way.

His mother takes care to feed him the right foods and having ice cream is a treat for him. So much so that he really hasn’t developed much of a taste for it. A little bit is sufficient. Which is also good.

The other day we introduced him to frozen vanilla yogurt. David had eaten yogurt as a creamy, cool (but not frozen), colored substance out of a small container. Frozen yogurt was not familiar to him, so he asked his mother what it was. She said it was kind of like ice cream, made of different stuff, but tasting about the same. I then made the mistake of calling it yogurt ice cream.

As he proceeded to eat the yogurt “ice cream” he asked me to show him where the yogurt was in the ice cream – he didn’t see the color he expected. I said it was all yogurt and that the yogurt was white. This didn’t register. And I wasn’t listening very well.

He asked to see the frozen yogurt container, which I showed him. He wanted to be able to see the yogurt “in the ice cream.” I told him once again the yogurt “ice cream” was in fact not ice cream but was all yogurt, and that it was all white. There was no colored yogurt buried beneath the ice cream.

I then proceeded to overwhelm him with this fact, not in a harsh manner (hopefully), but in no uncertain terms. Somehow it bothered me that he wasn’t understanding me. After all, he WAS almost three years old! He took it all very well, didn’t say much more, and ate some more of whatever it was.

His mother, who was near by and listening, kindly pointed out to me that he simply didn’t understand; after all, he was ONLY three years old. Life went on, basically unharmed, at least on the surface, but I had lost an opportunity. Seems like life consists of many lost opportunities. By God’s grace, we survive and more opportunities soon arrive.

I accomplished my goal – he ate something new and didn’t ask any more questions about it. But I failed miserably in teaching him more about yogurt, and more importantly I failed to listen with understanding. In hindsight (of which I have an abundance) it would have been very interesting to understand what he was thinking as he looked at the yogurt “ice cream” and tried to find the colored yogurt in the “ice cream.”

It would have been even better if I had taken the time to truly listen to him. He might have learned that an adult, other than his very caring and wise mother, really wanted to understand what he was trying to say.

We all need that, don’t we, no matter what the age. We need to know that someone cares enough to listen to us with the sincere desire to understand us.
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