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Active Listening: Tailored Shepherding for Our Unique Flock®

A few simple actions can transform our hearing into deeper listening: (1) preparing our context, (2) preparing ourselves, (3) attending, (4)
remembering our reason for listening, (5) suspending judgment and (6) listening for themesin their story.?

Thefirst step toward active listening isto prepare the context of our conversation for optimal listening. Examples might include ensuring that our
meeting place has a comfortabl e temperature, adequate lighting and minimal distractions. We might turn off the TV or radio, have someone screen
our calsor turn off our cell phone. We might establish connection by placing two chairs facing each other without obstruction rather than having a
large desk as abarrier. We can create amood of confidentiality by closing the door. While such steps aren(® always possible, such actions can help
communicate that what the other person has to share isimportant and that they will have our focused attention.

A second preparation for active listening isto prepare ourselves. Whereas preparing the context seeks to minimize external distractions, preparing
ourselves seeks to minimize internal distractions. Setting aside adequate time in our planner for the conversation is one of the most important means
of self-preparation. What message does it send when we haven® thought enough of their concern to set aside adequate time for them? Other
examples of self-preparation include researching their issue ahead of time, being fully rested and not falling asleep during a conversation. (We may
laugh, but it happens!)

If welbe the type of person whose mind is always going, we might not be able to prevent extraneous thoughts from popping into our head during a
conversation. Having apad of paper nearby offers an efficient way to jot down athought without becoming overly distracted by it. Even if adozen of
them surface during the conversation, no worriesN they@e all written down!

Attending is a nonverbal way of saying, Q@n paying attention to you! OThe most obvious way another person knows wele paying attention is by our
eye contact. Others will seeright through usif we@e staring out the window as they pour out their soul to us. Do we frequently glance at our watch?
Isour body turned away from the other person? Are our arms folded tightly at our chest? These communicate alack of desire for listening whether or
not it@ intentional on our part. But having our body facing the other person, arms uncrossed, good eye contact (occasionally glancing away to keep
them from feeling stared at), smiling and nodding at appropriate times all communicate a desire to engage in the conversation and will encourage the
other person to share their heart with more confidence.

Ministers sometimes lose sight of why they do what they®e doing. Ministry is about giving our life for the cause of Christ and to those for whom he
died. In our unique setting, these individuals are represented by the men and women under our care. Part of our calling is ministering to them in the
ways God has uniquely equipped us.

Suspending judgment isn® about calling something GightOor Qvrong.Olt simply means not jumping to conclusions about another® situation before
having understood their problem from their point of view. Once we®e able to demonstrate true understanding of someone else@ perspective, wele
more likely to be given the right to speak into the person@ life the wisdom God has given us for them. From their vantage point, we will have earned
the Qight to be understood.O

People often share their problems with ministers before having a full sense of what their deeper issues really are. Our active listening helps them to
hear the deeper feelings within their own heart as they share with us. However, if we listen carelesdy, we® missthe opportunity for deep impact.
One practical way to help someone get in touch with their heart isto listen for major themes in their story. Aswe(e listening to a person, we might
ask ourselves afew questions until the themes are clear: OVho is this story about?OQWhat is this person@ greatest concern?0OOWhen did this problem
first begin20QWhere did these events take place?OQWhy is this person so concerned about this problem?0How have they attempted to solve their
problem thus far?0lf we remain unable to discern the major themes of their story, this may be a sign we need to continue listening and asking
ourselves clarifying questions.

Thoughts to Ponder:
0 How might you better prepare yourself for conversations with others?
0 What makes suspending judgment difficult for you? How might you improve your ability to do so?
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These suggestions are based on material from Robert Carkhuff, Helping Skills (Amherst, Mass.: Human Resource Development, 1993).
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