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readings: 

Studs Terkel on interviewing: 

"The first thing I'd say... is ... ‘Listen'. It's the second thing I'd say too, and the third, and the fourth.... 

And if you do people will talk. They'll always talk. Why? Because no one has ever listened to them 

before in all their lives. Perhaps they've not ever even listened to themselves." 

 

“Simply put, there is nothing, nothing in the world that can take the place of one person intentionally 

listening or speaking to another. The act of conscious attending to another person — when one once 

discovers the taste of it and its significance — can become the center of gravity of the work of love. It is 

very difficult. Almost nothing in our world supports it or even knows about it.” 

-- Philosopher Jacob Needleman 

 

hymns: 404 what gift can we bring 

398 to see the world 

391 voice still and small 

 

Let’s start with some questions to ponder: 

What does listening sound like? 

How do we usually listen? 

How do we mean to listen? 

Why don't we really listen? 

 

In my early twenties, a roommate handed me a book and told me to read it. My roommate was 

taken with the overall story, and the governmental and social commentary in John Brunner’s 

book The Shockwave Rider, and it is a really good book, I recommend it to folks after I get a 

feel for what they’ll like, because John Brunner had a pretty dim view of where humanity was 

headed. 

 

One thing he saw pretty clearly was how good we’d get at making it possible to remove nearly 

all human interaction from our lives. How good we are at isolating ourselves. He also 

recognized how badly we need to be heard and understood by our fellow human beings, and 

he wrote into that tension. 

 

In the book, he proposed a service which he called “Hearing Aid.” A service which, when you 

called would connect you with another human being for a voice only call in which you could 

pour out your complaints, your dreams or your very soul. At the end of the call, in which the 

listener would not judge, nor react - just listen, they would reply; letting you know you had been 

heard. 



 

It seems unnecessary, it seems like we are always able to talk to someone, yet I can’t say 

more than a week has gone by that I haven’t thought back to Mr. Brunner’s “Hearing Aid” and 

thought how much I’d like to be able to do that. 

 

I don’t know about you, but when I’m in a conversation and the other person is speaking, what 

I usually hear is whatever he or she is saying, layered with what I think about their idea, or their 

eyes, or the way they place their tongue when they make the letter L. I often also “hear” what I 

have to be doing instead of having this conversation, and often also I’ll be rehearsing what I 

want to say to them next. 

 

Can you tell when you’re talking with someone that this is exactly what is going on in their 

heads? Have you ever talked to someone where you could just tell that this wasn’t happening 

in their heads that they were actually paying full attention to you? 

 

Years ago I was a volunteer in a program in which I would help individuals considering whether 

they wanted to get involved with us come to a conclusion powerfully with clear heart and mind. 

Yes, I was helping to sell seats in a training program - I was in effect the closer, coming in after 

the speaker had made the “pitch.” We certainly wanted folks to sign up, but we wanted them to 

do it without pressure or guilt - we wanted them to choose what they wanted and to act on that 

choice with a clear heart and mind. 

 

To help them do that I had to be of clear heart and mind myself. 

 

In preparation I would call my coach and talk first about the intention of the program in general, 

and for that particular evening. Then we'd talk about what growth I saw that I wanted to get for 

myself out of the program and how those intentions might fit together. 

 

After all of the business was covered, my coach would ask one final question. It seemed an 

odd request when I first heard it, but I came to look forward to that question most of all. To 

savor it. 

 

He would ask if I had any concerns or worries that might distract me during the activity. He 

would ask me to share them, and ask me to trust him to take them from me and to worry about 

them for me. 

 

He would listen with such intensity that I imagined I could hear him listening through the 

phone. 

 

I would tell him about my bills, my relationship problems, my health, that idiot driver I 

encountered on the road getting to the event, whatever it was that was on my mind, or likely to 



be a distraction if I were to keep dwelling on it. 

 

The power of his listening to me as I shared left me feeling empty, ready to listen to another 

person with some small fraction of his intensity. 

 

After the event was over and we were debriefing we would go over the program and the 

intentions we set out at the beginning and we'd talk about how well I was able to meet them, 

and how well I thought I'd been able to help our participants. Then after all other business was 

concluded, he would ask me if I wanted my worries back. If I said “yes,” he’d read the notes 

he’d taken back to me; if I said “no,” he’d tear up his notes. 

 

How uncommon is that kind of listening? I actually believe that my coach worried about those 

things for me (at least a little bit) as part of his commitment to me. 

 

How many conversations - not counting here at BUUF this morning - have you had in the last 

week where you felt the other person was totally aware of you and your joys or concerns? 

 

Studs Terkel thinks the answer is zero: “...no one has ever listened to them before in all their 

lives. Perhaps they've not ever even listened to themselves." 

 

I’m sure I’ve gushed at more than a few of you about how incredible the PNWD UU Youth Con 

is - mostly about how amazing the youth are, but have I ever told you about the adults? 

 

There aren’t all that many things to do at a camp run by and for the youth – just be available all 

around the clock if the youth need something they can’t generate themselves, so occasionally 

you can have some time for yourself or to hang out with some really cool fellow adults. 

 

I went to the con this spring -- feel free to get me started on everything else that was amazing 

wonderful and or excellent at that weekend. On Saturday evening I found some time to write 

notes, sometimes letters, to youth who were bridging. Another gentleman was also sitting in 

the room where such things were done and we talked. 

 

We talked about some of the youth we’d been touched by, and told stories on ourselves for 

mis-interactions or our failure to expect how con would be. Most notably we hit on the part 

where we were both struck by the impact we seem to have on the youth. 

 

He and I had both been surprised when a youth we’d spent 3 minutes with on a Friday, or 

walked and talked with while passing from one program to another on a Saturday would come 

to us on Sunday at departure and give us a hug or a handshake and thank us for making their 

weekend so much better. 

 



I asked him to share a story or two about what he remembered having done or said. 

 

He described his first interaction with one of the youth who keeps coming back to thank him. It 

dawned on me as he spoke, that we were looking at it the wrong way. It had nothing to do with 

what he said, but everything to do with how he interacted with the youth; how he listened. He 

had been listening to the youth for that brief moment in a way which they may not have had 

another person do. He listened as an equal, without trying to fix or explain or judge. 

 

He had listened for just a few minutes to another human being in a way that perhaps they had 

never known to another do before. 

 

Why don’t we listen to each other this way all the time? We’ll I’m assuming that you don’t, I 

know I don’t. So why don’t I? It’s HARD WORK, and it’s SCARY. 

 

What if I’m not up to the emotional load that other person is carrying, what if I can’t deal with 

their problem, what if they ask my advice and I give them bad advice -- and I’m off in my head 

again and I don’t really hear what they’re saying. 

 

In Shockwave Rider, John Brunner addresses this - the people who answer the calls to 

Hearing Aid all live in a community, where they live and decompress with one another. They 

have no other job, or debt to society, they only spend a few hours on the phone each day and 

spend the rest of their time interacting with one another and clearing their mental space of all 

the petty distracting bits. 

 

For quite a while now, I have been mentoring a boy -- a young man now I suppose -- the son of 

family friends. He as very scientifically minded, deeply into math computers chemistry and a 

really deep thinker. His parents (she’s an artist and he’s in business and human resources) are 

just as deep thinkers but it’s as if they speak a different language. 

 

I think of what I do as translate. Science and Art or Kid and Parent 

 

This young man wrote me a letter thanking me much more deeply and broadly for my 

contribution to him than I feel I can rightly take any credit for. 

 

In the context of this talk, a particular “translation” event keeps returning to mind. 

 

Usually when I hang out with him, we would talk about a disagreement or some headbutting 

event in the recent days and I’d help him to see his parents’ side, occasionally I’d get a story 

from one of his parents and have to do the same -- help them to see his side. 

 

One evening I showed up for the usual “hang-out” and found mom and son in the living room 



on opposite sides of the room, and for all intents and purposes, opposite sides of the planet. 

 

I sat down and his mom started out with an offer to let me off the hook and we’d just cancel 

that night. He also seemed willing to let me out of this dispute. Of course I couldn’t leave. 

 

I was listening to NPR in the car a few days ago and heard an interview where the interviewer 

was asking someone if she’d been scared at the moment she found herself swimming with a 

school of sharks or some such. I hadn’t really been listening very closely, but her answer got 

my attention. She said that it’s like when an adrenaline junkie is free climbing a rock face, or 

racing an avalanche down a mountainside, you have to be so present to the moment, like 

meditating, that you don’t have time or room in your mind for fear. 

 

I closed the front door, and slid into a chair and started the avalanche. 

 

Both mom and son are dear to me, both wanted me to be on their side. I just wanted to take 

each moment as it came and beat the avalanche to the bottom. 

 

I spent the longest conversation I remember quietly handing off my worries to an imaginary 

coach, and dropping any judgment or solution or explanation as I just listened to each of them. 

 

I’m sure I made some suggestions or pointed out when one or the other was being 

unreasonable or short sighted, but the magic that happened in their dispute was that they 

began to listen to each other. 

 

[pause] 

 

“Simply put, there is nothing, nothing in the world that can take the place of one person 

intentionally listening or speaking to another. The act of conscious attending to another person 

— when one once discovers the taste of it and its significance — can become the center of 

gravity of the work of love. It is very difficult. Almost nothing in our world supports it or even 

knows about it.” -- Philosopher Jacob Needleman 
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