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EExxppaanndd  YYoouurr  DDeeffiinniittiioonnss  ooff  LLiisstteenniinngg  
 
The Chinese character for listening is an action verb. 
 
Beginning on the left-hand side are squares that represent two 
ears; in the upper right the squares represent two eyes; 
underneath them is a line for undivided attention; and in the lower 
right-hand side is the heart. 
 
Listening is more than hearing words. It requires our ears, eyes, 
heart and undivided attention.  
 
 
 
The following is adapted from work on listening by Kay Lindahl.  
 
 
Listening as a CHOICE 
Whether we do so consciously or not, listening to someone else is always a choice. 
 
• Does the topic we are listening to engage us or make us uncomfortable? It’s always 

easy to tune out people or messages we don’t want to hear.  

• Do you like the person who is talking or have negative feelings or beliefs about 
them? Our own internal dialogue can override our ability to listen.  

• Are you physically present when others are speaking but not really there in spirit? 
Do you often find your mind drifting to other things like shopping lists, the next 
topic or what you are going to say in response? 

 
Listening isn’t simply about being quiet and hearing words. Listening is not a passive 
activity. It requires commitment and energy. Listening is a CHOICE. 
 
 
Listening as a GIFT  
It is one of the greatest gifts we can give one another. Think of a time when you felt 
someone really listened to you. You probably felt connected to the listener. You may 
have also felt understood, refreshed and valued.  
 
Try thinking about listening as a gift that you can give or receive. When you do so, it 
places a renewed sense of value on it. Slow down and savor conversation. Open up to 
receiving the gift and extend the hospitality of listening.  
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• During what might seem like a casual conversation, pay extra attention. 

• At work, really listen when a coworker makes a comment. 

• At home, stop what you are doing to focus your attention and listen to a family 
member when they are talking to you.  

Listening is a GIFT. 

 

Listening as an ART  
Art is more than painting, music and sculpture.  We also describe some actions as art, 
such as the art of teaching or the art of medicine. When an action rises to the level of 
art, there is something special involved that goes beyond technique. It is that elevated 
experience that can raise listening to an art, too.  
 
Tools and skill building can make us better technical listeners—understanding the Field 
of Influence and Meaning, active listening, empathic listening, non-verbal and body 
language, for example. But listening as an art presumes more than the application of 
technique. It implies a commitment to deeply listening to one another in a way where 
people are “not only present to each other, but they also are present to something 
beyond their individual selves.”  Listening is an ART. 
 
When true listening takes place, there is often a deep sense of time slowing down. 
Connections are made, energy is replenished. People report a feeling of being in “the 
zone.” Both the speaker and the listener are nourished by these exchanges. According 
to Kay Lindahl, “not only is there the connection, but there is also a sense of opening to 
something new. . .  Our capacity for listening expands.” 
 
 

Adapted from The Sacred Art of Listening: Forty Reflections  
for Cultivating a Spiritual Practice by Kay Lindahl   


