Deep Listening

Changing the World: Justice, Action, and the Meaning of Life

Opening Retreat, Jan. 7 – 8, 2013

Introduction: 

Mary Rose O’Reilley, in her wonderful book Radical Presence: Teaching as Contemplative Practice, writes of the power of close listening:  “One can, I think, listen someone into existence, encourage a stronger self to emerge or a new talent to flourish.”  And in learning to listen well, one can also learn to be listened to, “to be able to stand being heard.  It’s frightening because true attention… invites us to change.”  She continues with this:  

Attention: deep listening.  People are dying in spirit for lack of it.  In academic culture most listening is critical listening.  We tend to pay attention only long enough to develop a counterargument; we critique the student’s or the colleague’s ideas; we mentally grade and pigeonhole each other.  In society at large, people often listen with an agenda, to sell or petition or seduce.  Seldom is there a deep, openhearted, unjudging reception of the other.  And so we all talk louder and more stridently and with a terrible desperation.  By contrast, if someone truly listens to me, my spirit begins to expand

______________________________________________________________________________

This part of our time together over these two days will be an opportunity to help each other to explore who we are as people, nurture our deepest commitments, build community, and clarify our calling to be who we are and to do what we do with our lives.

For these conversations,
 we’ll divide into pairs and take turns listening to each other explore substantive, potentially very “personal,” questions in depth. Together, glance through the questions, and decide who will talk first.  The listener might want to read the questions before beginning and mark a few within each section that you want to be sure to ask. 

Listen to your partner carefully for the full time allotted, asking some of the following questions and/or, if you choose, some others of your own.  This is not intended to be primarily a two-way “conversation” (although there will of course be some natural give-and-take).  Rather, you are to devote all of your attention to your interview partner for the entire time, providing a space of attuned hospitality to whatever your partner wishes to share with you as s/he explores the landscapes into which the questions lead. 

When the time is right, take a short break and then switch roles.  The new listeners should again simply listen and attend, and the new speakers should use their turn to explore their paths of vocation, spirit, and servant-leadership.  By the time you are finished, be sure to have an understanding with your interview partner(s) about what you would like to remain confidential.

Session 1

1) What’s your name, where are you from, and how did you come to be here (at Gustavus)?  Do you know what your name means?  What does your name mean for you, in terms of how you think about who you are as a person and/or about what you’re doing with your life?  What would you most want other people to think of when they hear your name spoken aloud, or see your name in print (in other words, what do you want your name, your life, to “stand for”)?

2) Please tell me about a key person or relationship, event or experience that has been really important in your becoming the person you are, or in shaping the things you care about.  What has that person, relationship, event, or experience taught you about who you are or what you have to offer to the world?

3) What’s been an especially important place or space for you?  That is, where do you really love to spend time, a place where you feel most yourself, most truly alive and at peace?

4) What’s something that, as a little kid, you just loved to spend time doing – the kind of thing that absorbed your attention, your whole being, such that you weren’t even aware of the passage of time?  How about now?  What would you say are some of your gifts and talents at this point in your life?  What are you really good at?  What brings you deep, true joy?

5) When would you say you first encountered someone who was really different from yourself?  What other experiences of “otherness” (your own or someone else’s) have been important to you so far in life?  Have you ever been the one to feel different?  Was there pain or suffering involved in that experience?  If so, where did that come from, and how have you dealt with it?  If you feel like you’ve always only been around (and surrounded by) people pretty much like yourself, what do you think you might be missing out on?  What would you say is a stereotype you hold that you think you need to overcome?

6) When and how do you feel most at peace, most at home “in your own skin”?  In what moments, activities, and life experiences have you felt most in touch with your authentic self, your true self, the “real you”?  What brings you a sense of deep satisfaction, a sense that “YES, this is what I should be doing with my life; this is really who I am and who I’m meant to be?”
7) Can you tell me about what obstacles or challenges you encounter in figuring out “who you are,” in being true to yourself, and/or in living out your deepest commitments  (e.g., confusion, discouragement, frustration, failure, loss or lack of support, etc.)?  

8) What’s a really important decision or choice you’ve had to make in your life so far?  Have the decisions or choices you’ve made in life ever “cost” you anything?  What have you gained, or how have you grown, from the hardest decision(s) you’ve had to make so far?

9) What’s your greatest fear, concern, or worry at this point in your life?  Where does that come from?  How does it affect you, or the way you live your life?  What do you think might help you to face it, or live with it more healthily?

10) “Be patient toward all that is unresolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves….Live the questions now” (Rilke).  What do these words mean to you at this point in your life?  What questions are you living? Do you find “loving and living the questions” to be frustrating, or liberating, and how so? 

11) Does the notion of “the sacred” have meaning for you in your life?  Do you think of yourself as having a spiritual life (not necessarily “religious,” although it might be that as well)?  If so, how would you describe it?  If not, how would you describe it?  How, if at all, does it inform your service and leadership and other aspects of life at Gustavus?  How, if at all, is it connected to or disconnected from the way you live your life?

12) What else would you like me to ask you?  What else would you like me to know about you?
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This session builds on and helps you to go even deeper with some of the listening you helped each other to do yesterday.  Remember, this is meant to be an opportunity to help each other to explore who we are as people, nurture our deepest commitments, clarify our “callings,” and build community.  

As you did yesterday, you’ll take turns listening to each other explore these questions in depth and at length.  Together, decide which of you will talk first.  Glance through the questions together to get a feel for what’s ahead, maybe marking the ones you want to be sure to ask.  Listen to your partner carefully – with deep attention and presence – for the full time allotted, asking some of the following questions (and/or some of your own).  Devote all of your carefully and undivided attention to your interview partner, then at the right time take a short break and switch roles.  When each of you is finished, create an understanding with your partner of what you would like to remain confidential.

Remember, when it’s your turn to listen…REALLY LISTEN.

1) Tell a story about sometime when you’ve made a difference in someone else’s life.  What was that like?  What did that experience tell you about yourself?   Who would you say looks up to you?  Are you, or have you been, a hero, mentor, or role model for someone else?  Tell me about that.  What has that taught you about yourself?

2) When you look at the world around you, what do you see?  What does the world most need, or what is it about the world that you think most needs changing?  How possible is this (that change might happen)?  What seems to stand in the way?   What does the world need from you, and what do you think you might have to offer?  How might your life help to bring change about?  What do you believe needs to change in your own life?  What seems to stand in the way?  What might help?

3) What inspires you?  What gives you hope?  Where does hope come from for you?  What does hope feel like for you (or smell or taste, sound or look like)?  (Really, do try to think of it this way!…try to help me to get as rich and robust of a sense of what “hope” means to you as you can!)

4) How is your life a blessing to others, including generations to come?   How would you like it to be a blessing to others, and to the future?  In what way is the way you live your daily life connected to, or disconnected from, the needs of others?

5) What risks do you feel yourself being prodded to take in your life? Where is that (the “prodding”) coming from?   What’s holding you back?  When you hear the phrase, “Just go for it!” what is the “It” for you?  What’s the worst thing that could happen if you were to “just go for it?”   What’s the best thing that could happen?  What step could you take that might make a next step possible (and the next, and the next…)?

6) What are your wildest, most soaring and life-giving dreams for your life? For the people you love?  For your “enemies?” For the world?  What might your life look like if you were living out those dreams?  As you imagine the future, what images come to mind of the kind of life you hope to be leading and of the kind of world you’d like to help to create?

7) So, Who are you, really?  ……….  What do you believe is the meaning and purpose of your life?  Why are you here?  Who were you created to be?  If you were to craft a mission statement for yourself, what would it be, and why? ………  How are your deepest senses of identity, purpose, and meaning lived out in your life and in your work as a servant-leader – or not? …… If these feel like impossibly huge or unanswerable questions– why do you think that is?  Are you OK with not knowing for sure?  What would help to become OK with not knowing for sure?       

(Author Gregg Levoy, who visited campus a few J-terms ago, writes: “The deep questions may not have singular answers but multitudes of them…[so] even the questions ought to be framed as if this were the case.  Rather than asking ‘Who am I?’ we might ask, ‘In how many ways can I be myself?’ Rather than asking ‘Where is my place in the world?’ the question might be better put, ‘In how many ways can I experience a sense of belonging to the world?’”  What do you make of Levoy’s suggestion, of his way of asking these Big Questions?)

8) What do you think that listening – “deeply” or otherwise – has to do with making a difference or “changing the world?”  What has this Deep Listening process been like for you?

9) What is the question or concern that seems to be tugging or whispering at the edge of your awareness?

10) What else would you like me to ask you?  What else would you like me to know about you?
� Mary Rose O’Reilley, Radical Presence : Teaching as Contemplative Practice (Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook, 1998), pp. 17–21.





� This exercise is influenced by, among others, Jim Keen’s “Lives of Commitment” workshop; Matthew Fox, The Reinvention of Work: A New Vision of Livelihood for Our Time (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1994); Claudia Horwitz, The Spiritual Activist: Practices To Transform Your Life, Your Work, and Your World (New York: Penguin Compass, 2002); and Parker Palmer, The Courage To Teach (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998).








