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    Introduction


    LISTENING COMES FIRST. In this life, you listen even before you are aware of it. From within the womb an unborn child is already listening to the voices of her parents. After her birth, she will spend the next months hearing the words they speak, whisper and sing to her, until one day she will start echoing those words, one imperfect syllable at a time.


    To master a foreign language we must hear it spoken by others before we can reproduce the sounds our ears have heard. Virtuoso musicians in their early years are immersed in music, hearing the chord progressions and melodies that will lodge in their souls and, one day, sound from their instruments. Much of our formative years is spent in classrooms listening to teachers, in homes listening to our parents and in church listening to the stories the Bible tells us.


    When we meet the primeval universe in Genesis, we learn that it is unformed and chaotic but that somehow it has an ear, because its first action is to listen to the Voice that pierces the darkness. God commands light and the cosmos hears and obeys, and through its acts of listening, order and harmony supplant the watery abyss. Six days into the making of this listening world, God creates the first humans, and their original act is to hear the blessing to ­populate the earth with other image-bearers and God-listeners. Listening is foundational to what it means to be human.


    Throughout the Bible listening is the central act of the people of God. They are those who are gathered and formed by his voice and held together by his word. They hear his promises and judgments, instructions and warnings, reassurances and exhortations.


    The centerpiece of Israel’s prayer life, the Shema, begins with the word hear: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one” (Deuteronomy 6:4 NIV). The Hebrew word shema means “hear.” Jewish children are instructed to rehearse these words as they rise in the morning and as they fall asleep. From dawn until dusk their lives are made by listening.


    You become a disciple by hearing. Listening is the first act of discipleship as fishermen drop their nets and follow when Jesus calls, and listening is the core of their apprenticeship as they listen their way from Galilee to Jerusalem. Paul reminds us that hearing must come before faith, indeed that faith proceeds from hearing. How can someone believe, he presses, in someone they have never heard of? “So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). The apostle James famously counsels his hearers to be quick to listen, slow to speak (James 1:19). Ancient wisdom cautions us that “if one gives answer before hearing, it is folly and shame” (Proverbs 18:13). This is the pattern that life commands. Listen before you speak. Learn before you teach. Hear the call before you lead. Absorb the word before you preach it.


    But somewhere along the way we start to violate the natural order of things. Speaking our minds and asserting ourselves take priority over listening. We interrupt someone else because we are convinced we already know what he or she is going to say. We begin to take up more space than we allow for others. We consider ourselves experts on topics without anything more to learn. We tell God what to give rather than asking what God wants to give. We participate by speaking and sharing, and we assert our identities by taking verbal stands. We shout our messages from the rooftops without knowing who is listening and what they need. We view others as projects rather than people with unique stories to be heard. We consider our great Christian task to be preaching, rather than assuming the listening posture of a servant. We speak volumes, but we listen in snippets.


    When this reversal of the pattern persists, we find ourselves building lives that shelter us from having to truly listen. We may move into churches and neighborhoods full of people whose views parallel our own, avoiding the dissonance created by contrasting voices by constructing theological and social echo chambers. We crystallize our beliefs and cease to ask questions. The great hope of the Internet has been that dialogue will prevail, that people with different theologies, worldviews and politics will log in to learn, grow and communicate with those who disagree with them. Yet it would seem that social media has helped people connect with like-minded people, and the unfortunate consequence has been the intensifying and radicalizing of beliefs and the deeper entrenchment of people’s beliefs. We settle into our own little truth corners.


    What the Bible portrays as a household of faith instead becomes a scattering of encampments, people who warm themselves by their own fires, whoop with their own war cries, listen solely to their appointed leaders and only interact with the other camps when firing arrows.


    Psychology professor David Benner says that a major obstacle to growth in our listening abilities is that most of us already think that we’re good listeners.1 This book is predicated on the assumption that most of us are not good listeners. Therapists I know say that many of their clients meet with them simply because they are not being listened to in their most important relationships. Without diminishing the value of professional therapy, I would argue that the fact that we pay millions of dollars annually for people to listen to us indicates our poverty in this arena. Everyone is talking, but so few people are truly being heard.


    We need to learn how to listen because all the talking in the world will not make our relationships what we want them to be, and it will not make us into the sort of people we want to be. Our longings for intimacy will not be satisfied through one-way conversations and interactions that feel like competitions. Our desire to be transformed will not be met through giving voice to all the noise in our souls. Our identities will not be discovered in finding our own voice independent of others but in helping others find their voices.


    We learn how to listen because we want to learn how to love. We want to learn how to practice hospitality, how to truly welcome people into our lives. We want to be story-hearers and not just storytellers. We want to find the internal quiet and stillness that will open us to being changed. We want to learn how to listen because we want to become more human.


    I didn’t get serious about listening until I realized I wasn’t good looking enough to get women to pay attention to me any other way. I am not proud to admit this. In college I borrowed a copy of Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus from a friend.2 Actually, I took it from her dorm room without telling her because I was embarrassed to be reading it. I still have it. In that book I learned that women are listeners and men are problem solvers. I would later dismiss that as a gender stereotype, but at the time I used it to stop trying to fix everything and just be with people. I wooed women with eye contact, paraphrasing and active listening sounds.


    Listening at the start of a relationship is easy. In the early months there is no way you can anticipate future conversations when you sit gripping the arms of your chair, teeth marks on your tongue, summoning all your will power to keep from interrupting someone saying something you disagree with. In those moments the God-given ratio of two ears to one mouth seems highly unjust. But that is when the work of true listening really begins. It’s one thing to listen at the beginning of our relationships, but it’s another thing entirely to continue to practice the discipline of listening before you speak.


    The question that drives this book is, how would our relationships change, and how would we change, if we approached every situation with the intention of listening first? What if we approached our relationship with God as listeners? What if we viewed our relationship with nature as one of listening? What if we approached our relationships using our ears rather than our mouths? What if we sought to listen to our emotions before we preached to them?


    Even though listening has been central to my ministries as pastor, chaplain and spiritual director, the listening message is one that I still need. They say that pastors preach the sermon they most need to hear, and I am writing this book because I need to hear it myself. I need to remind myself that nothing has changed me like listening. It has not simply been the content that I have received through listening—the words, stories and whispers of others—that has changed me; it is the very act of listening. There is something about settling in and paying attention to someone, or Someone, letting them have the floor and steer the conversation where they want to go, that is in itself transformative.


    The very first word of the Rule of St. Benedict, that famous text that has guided the life of monastic communities since the sixth century, is listen. I want for us to put listening back where it belongs, at the beginning, in every aspect of life and faith. Listening isn’t only something we do in the preparatory stages of life, as though it’s a phase we grow out of once we reach a certain age. Nor is it just a pleasant medicine that we need to inject a little more of into our relationships. Listening ought to be at the heart of our spirituality, our relationships, our mission as the body of Christ, our relationship to culture and the world. We are invited to approach everything with the goal of listening first. We are called to participate in the listening life.

  


  ONE


  The Listening Life


  YOUR LIST OF LIFE-CHANGING BOOKS probably doesn’t include an etymological dictionary. That takes a peculiar kind of nerdiness that few want to claim. Yet I confess that one of the most significant lessons I learned was from an etymological dictionary, that hefty resource that breaks down the origins of words. I’m pretty sure the unabridged edition I dropped onto a library table splintered the legs underneath it, but soon it began to repair some cracks that existed in my mind. Before I opened it, with the help of a burly librarian, I knew that listening has the power to heal divisions. It can bridge the divide between people in conflict, transform stalemates into learning opportunities and unearth solutions from seemingly intractable situations. But I had no idea that listening can heal the rift between those proverbial enemies hearing and doing.


  Those bitter rivals are pitted against each other in a few Scriptures, with doing billed as the heavy favorite. Paul says it’s not those who hear the law but those who do the law who are righteous. James warns those hearers who deceive themselves into thinking they don’t need to be doers. Jesus concludes his Sermon on the Mount by comparing people who hear his words but don’t act on them to a house built on sand.


  Here are clear warnings that hearing by itself cannot be trusted and that doing is the badge of the faithful. It would seem that hearing is but a narrow channel pouring into the deep sea of doing. Yet the etymological dictionary taught me that the sharp distinction between hearing and doing is the result of human beings tearing asunder what belongs together. For this is its lesson: the words listen and obey have the same root. In Latin, the word “obey” would not exist without the word “listen.” The word we translate into English as “obedience” literally means a “listening from below.” Obedience is a deep listening, a listening of the whole person, a hearing with your ears and with your heart and with your arms and legs.


  This etymological thrill ride does not stop with Latin. The deep connection between listening and obedience also appears in Greek and Hebrew, the primary languages of the Bible. The biblical words for “listen” or “hear” can just as easily be translated, and frequently are, as “obey” or “give heed to.” Plus, the root for the words translated in the Greek New Testament as “obey” and “obedience” is—you guessed it—listen. Listening and obedience are inextricably, unabashedly linked, so much so that we can say that those who don’t act on what they hear have not actually listened. As seminary professor Howard Hendricks put it, “Biblically speaking, to hear and not to do is not to hear at all.”1


  Listening as Obedience


  The interplay between listening and obedience expresses itself in our lives all the time. Sound has the ability to “command” us, to summon a response in us, forcing us to take notice. Unlike visual stimuli, certain sounds have an invasive, inescapable quality to them, and we don’t have “earlids” to protect us from them.2 Our sense of hearing is the alarm system of our bodies. As neuroscientist Seth Horowitz writes, our brains process threatening sounds in a tenth of a second, “elevating your heart rate, hunching your shoulders and making you cast around to see if whatever you heard is going to pounce and eat you.”3 Our bodies involuntarily respond to, or obey, particular sounds. Someone screams in pain and our bodies jerk instantly in their direction. An ambulance siren behind us has us moving to the side of the road almost instinctually. The sound of a jackhammer disrupts our train of thought, invading our world without permission. Sound calls us to attention.4 When someone says our name in a loud and crowded room, even if they are not talking to us, we turn toward them. And then there is music. A song sweeps us up with its melody so that we can’t not be moved by it. We all know the power music has to shape our moods and stir our emotions, even causing us to make decisions and take action. Music becomes an imperative that our bodies and emotions respond to. Dance is our obedience to music.


  In our everyday speech, we regularly communicate that listening involves more than the sense of hearing. The complaint I hear most from parents is that their children don’t listen to them. My friend Mark has a spirited two-year-old named Will who, as Mark reports, “is in the phase of asserting his independence from us by doing the exact opposite of what we say. It’s harder to get him to listen now.” When parents say their children won’t listen to them, they mean they won’t obey them. Or who of us hasn’t sat in the driver’s seat, taken a route different from that recommended by the person next to us, gotten lost and later heard, “You should have listened to me!” Meaning, “You should have done what I told you to do.” No one said listening was always fun.


  Psychologist and marriage researcher John Gottman says that one of the leading gauges for measuring a happy marriage is whether spouses allow themselves to be influenced by the other person.5 Are they changed by their relationship, or do they become more entrenched in their old ways? Being influenced by another person is a sure indication of true listening because it means that your choices and actions are following your ears. Apparently, listening is important in marriage. Who knew?


  New Testament scholar Scot McKnight reports that the word listen appears in the Bible over fifteen hundred times and that the most frequently voiced complaint in the Bible is that the people don’t listen.6 Isaiah 48:8 is particularly scathing:


  
    You have never heard, you have never known,


    from of old your ear has not been opened.

  


  
    For I knew that you would deal very treacherously,


    and that from birth you were called a rebel.

  


  When your ears are closed, you do not yield to God’s commands, and you are called a rebel.


  Listening is never passive, a stall or placeholder until doing steps in and saves the day. Biblical listening is a whole-hearted, full-bodied listening that not only vibrates our eardrums but echoes in our souls and resonates out into our limbs. John’s famous picture of Jesus as the Word of God means that Jesus’ entire incarnated life, not only his parables and sermons, is the expression of God’s mind. His life is God’s speech to us. We are correspondingly asked to listen with our lives, and we are not truly listening unless we are responding to Jesus with all our heart, mind, soul and strength. This kind of listening is done on the move.


  Hearing and Listening


  Up until now I have been using hearing and listening interchangeably, and for the sake of ease I will go back and forth between those two words throughout this book. The Bible does not sharply distinguish between the two, though I suspect that when the Lord says through the prophet Isaiah “keep on hearing, but do not understand” (Isaiah 6:9 ESV), he is making a distinction. Hearing, generally speaking, is one of the five senses, the one that centers on our ears and our brain’s processing of the sounds it receives. It is involuntary and momentary. Hearing is something that happens to us. Sounds force our attention, and we “obey” them instinctually through our body’s responses.


  Listening, on the other hand, is something that we choose. Listening is a practice of focused attention. Hearing is an act of the senses, but listening is an act of the will. In listening you center not only your ears but also your mind, heart and posture on someone or something other than yourself. It is a chosen obedience, like soldiers falling into line the moment their commanding officer calls them to attention.


  The Urgency of Listening


  Listening is often presented as a balm for making our relationships go more smoothly and peacefully, for making us more aware of the needs of people around us. The interpersonal reasons are valuable and essential, but I think there are also deep intrapersonal reasons for learning how to listen. When listening has been hard, these personal motivations are what have kept me going. I have devoted and redevoted myself to listening because it is making me into the kind of person I wish to be.


  The beginning of discipleship is listening. At the sound of Jesus’ voice, his first followers dropped their nets and followed him. Of course, discipleship must involve more than one episode of listening; it is an ongoing journey of listening. Disciples are walking listeners. If we think that discipleship is lacking in today’s church, then perhaps we should place an emphasis on people learning how to listen.


  Listening is important enough to Jesus that he devotes his first parable to it (Mark 4:1-20). In Mark’s Gospel Jesus frames the parable of the sower with the opening word “Listen!” and the closing exclamation “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” Overtly about a farmer indiscriminately scattering seed on different types of soil, the story is actually about different types of hearers. There are the path hearers—those who don’t really hear at all, deflecting and dismissing Jesus’ words. There are the rocky listeners, who let the word penetrate a little but then reject it because of adverse voices of struggle and persecution. Third are the thorny listeners, who listen a while longer but slowly allow the subtle power of seductive voices—the accumulation of wealth and the sparkle of material things—to suffocate the word. Finally are the true and fruitful listeners, those who receive the word deep into themselves, where it does its proper work of flowering and bearing fruit.


  This last group would seem to be the ones who, in Jesus’ words, have “ears to hear,” by which he seems to link listening and comprehension, treating ears as organs of understanding. Those with hearing ears have a level of attunement to the deeper meanings embedded in Jesus’ teaching. Later in Mark’s Gospel Jesus cautions his followers to be careful about how they listen, because how they listen will determine how much they understand.


  What seems to separate the different types of listeners is the amount of effort that they put into listening. What we lack in understanding we can make up for in asking questions. The true listeners are those who stay, who crowd around Jesus and ask him the interpretation of the parable. This is the kind of listener God desires: those who pursue and seek and relentlessly question. They sit with Jesus’ words like an old friend that you know yet really don’t know, chewing and digesting, continuing to seek greater clarity and depth of understanding. They don’t just ask the first question; they also ask the second and third questions. They exhaust others with their questions.


  As has been noted by many biblical scholars, the parable of the sower not only describes different types of hearers, but it leads to the very divisions it describes. Jesus’ parables sift out those who are hard of hearing, who merely want to be entertained and see the new rabbinic celebrity. Those hearers scatter after Jesus finishes teaching while the true listeners stay.


  I taught this parable to college students for years, and I marveled at how our classroom setting would inevitably mirror the original setting of the parable. After the class was over, most students would head back to the dorms, but there would be one or two students who stayed and asked question after question or wrote on their manuscripts, laboring to understand what Jesus was saying and the implications it had for their lives. I always wondered whether these were the students with ears to hear.


  Listening makes us into disciples—those who learn, who follow and who submit to the Lord. And listening also makes us into servants. What is a servant if not an obedient listener? We could rephrase Jesus’ famous words about servanthood like this and keep his same meaning: “You know that the Gentile rulers tell people what to do, and their great ones expect to be heard. It is not so among you; whoever wishes to be great must listen, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be listener to all” (see Mark 10:42-43). In Jesus’ upside-down kingdom, the tables are turned. Those in the position to tell people what to do must become listeners. In the Gentile world, listening flows from the bottom up, but in Jesus’ kingdom, listening is top-down.


  Too often we try to gain control with our words. Listening, done well, gives power away. A commitment to listening is one of the best antidotes for power and privilege. A servant listener does not dominate the conversation. Servants take the attention off themselves and focus their attention on the needs and interests of others. The call to servanthood is at the heart of the gospel; it is the call to humble ourselves, to empty ourselves of our own agendas and egos and submit ourselves to the Lord and to others. Servant listening is a practice of presence, in which we set aside what might distract us and what we think should happen in a moment or conversation. It is an act of humility, in which we acknowledge that no matter who we are listening to, we come to learn. Servant listening is an act of surrender, in which we lay down our verbal weapons, our preconceived notions, our quick advice and our desire to steer the conversation toward ourselves. We release our grasp on the terms and direction of the conversation.


  We love to talk about listening. It’s easier than actually listening. There is much lip service paid to listening, but listening is a service of the ear, the mind and the heart. Listening is an act of servant­hood, and serving is hard. There are no accolades in serving. When a servant is doing his job, no one notices. If we wish to imitate Jesus and become servants, we must learn how to listen.


  Too Many Voices


  Things were getting weird. Jesus had dragged a few of his disciples up the hill, and though he climbed the mountain with his normal face, Jesus now wore his mountain face: bleach-white, sparkling like a diamond in the sun. Then some uninvited, strangely familiar guests had crashed the party, men that seemed a little too comfortable on mountaintops with glowing faces. But Peter, unfazed as always in the face of drama, hatched a plan. “Lord,” he said, “this is the most epic reunion in history—you and Moses and Elijah having drinks and talking about old times. So what if James and John and I build you some tents to keep this party going?” Then followed an awkward silence of biblical proportions.


  Fortunately, a talking cloud made the situation less weird. It swept over them, and from within a voice thundered: “This is my Son, the one that I love, and you must listen to him!” And Moses and Elijah called it an early night (see Mark 9:1-8).


  Even with all the visual theatrics and prophetic cameos in the transfiguration, the story is ultimately about listening. Specifically, it is about who we should be listening to. The first voice we must listen to belongs to Jesus, because his voice has divine credentials. We must be careful about how we listen, because life in this world is wildly polyphonic, filled with countless voices that beckon us to do their bidding.


  I had a memorable lunch a few years ago with my friends Mike and Claudia, who had recently returned from Malawi, a small country in southeastern Africa. We were sitting in a booth at one of those chain restaurants that has a twenty-seven-page menu. That booth was my front-row seat to culture shock. Mike and Claudia picked up the menu and quickly developed the proverbial African-wildebeest-in-headlights glaze. The server came and went several times, trying to take our orders, but Mike and Claudia could not make a decision, paralyzed by the sheer variety of options. Claudia explained, “In Malawi, you have your choice of chicken or chicken. There are just so many choices here! Every­thing sounds so good.”


  We have an infinite buffet of options, and everything sounds so good. Whether we realize it or not, we are persistently serenaded by a cacophony of voices that battle for our souls, each seducing us with promises of fullness. Marketing experts say that Americans living in large cities are exposed to as many as five thousand advertisements per day.7 In such a world, we have the freedom to be the ultimate selective listeners. If one voice doesn’t deliver what it promised, we can always listen to another voice that offers us more satisfaction. As a result, our attention spans become shorter and our tastes become more fastidious and demanding. We can become consumers who are impossible to please because we think that there is always a more appealing voice speaking somewhere else, promising us more happiness.


  The sort of people that we become is, in large part, determined by the voices that we choose to listen to. Truly, we do not have a choice of listening versus not listening. We all obey certain voices, and thus the question is not “Will I listen?” but “Which voices will I listen to?” But it is not only a matter of choosing to listen to good voices over bad ones. If only it were as simple as the proverbial whispering angel and devil on our shoulders. It is also a matter of whether we will choose to listen to different voices, voices that don’t sound the same as our own. Will we listen to the voices of different cultures, ethnicities, backgrounds and beliefs? Will we listen to the voices that unsettle us and might make us feel anxious or guilty? If we choose to listen only to voices that echo our own, we will be limited in our growth and stunted in our spirituality. Choosing to tune in to only one or two stations may be comfortable, but it is not transformative. The voices we want to hear are not always the same as the voices we need to hear.


  Open and Closed Doors


  The book of Revelation picks up the language of the sower parable, repeating Jesus’ refrain “Let those with ears to hear listen!” In a message to the church of Laodicea, Jesus declares, “Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you” (Revelation 3:20). The true listeners hear his voice and invite him in.


  This text gives us another image to work with: listening as hospitality. In listening we open the door and receive a guest. When we listen we welcome others into our space. We open ourselves. When we listen, we invite others into places of vulnerability and potential intimacy. If we do it right, we won’t fully know what we are getting ourselves into; we don’t know who will come in and what they will bring with them. We are opening ourselves to surprise, to receiving strangers, to hearing the unexpected. We are opening ourselves to being changed. Jesus said he would come in and eat with those who hear his voice, and in his culture eating was an intimate act, something shared with people on your same social plane. Eating, and listening, level the playing field.


  Revelation provides us a picture of listening that involves opening the door and letting another in. But if we’re honest with ourselves, many times we keep the doors closed. Here are a few reasons why.


  We’re filled with noise. Life in this world sometimes has the feel of an emergency response scene: a cacophony of blaring sirens, screams, barking dogs and crisscrossed messages. It seems like there is no escape from noise. A writer for The New Atlantis called the relentless stimulation we encounter through our personal technology—emails, texts, videos, podcasts—“the great electronic din.”8 It’s like eating every meal in a loud, packed restaurant. We are tempted to close our ears just to protect ourselves. Yet the noise creeps in, making it exceptionally difficult to create the internal quiet necessary for true listening.


  Many of us lament how difficult it is to find stillness and to carve out calm amid the chaos. But the absence of quiet may actually reveal a resistance to quiet. Are we afraid of the voices in our heads that might start speaking if we took the time to be silent? Would we be turning up the volume on our fears, regrets and insecurities? We may subconsciously choose to be immersed in outer noise because it is more comfortable than facing the internal chatter.


  We’re lonely. Mother Teresa called loneliness the leprosy of the Western world, maybe even more devastating than Calcutta poverty.9 Loneliness drives us to talk about ourselves to excess and to turn conversations toward ourselves. It makes us grasp on to others, thinking their role is to meet our needs, and it shrinks the space we have in our souls for welcoming others in. That loneliness would keep us from listening, and others from listening to us, is a tragedy, because being listened to is one of the great assurances in this universe that we are not alone.


  We’re afraid to change. To listen is to be to open change. If you enter a conversation without any possibility of having your mind changed, then you won’t truly listen. Another way of putting this is that fear keeps us from listening. I know my own tendency to cling to beliefs and coping mechanisms because I fear the instability and uncertainty that will result if I release my grasp. But if we are truly prepared to listen, we have to be open to the possibility that some of our choices and beliefs limit us. We have to be open to admitting that we are wrong.


  We’re fragmented. True listening requires attention, an offering of ourselves for a period of time. We can be physically present with another person while our minds and hearts are far away. We may have internalized the cultural lie that our value is wrapped up in how busy we are. The more we do, the more we are in motion, the more significant we are. Further, our inner worlds so easily echo the pace and frenzy of our outer worlds, and we are busy and scattered, constantly multitasking but doing nothing particularly well, including listening.


  Technology and the Erosion of Listening


  It seems that if you want to be a spiritual writer these days, you have to include at least a small rant about the way technology is ruining everything we hold dear. The Roman Empire fell when the Vis­igoths invaded from the north, and our modern Western civilization began to fall when Steve Jobs introduced the iPhone. But I don’t believe that in order to be spiritually mature we have to eschew technology, write letters by hand and take long, daily walks into the woods. After all, I recently did a Skype chat with some family members where I held my cat up to the screen so they could say hi to her. I never want to again live in a world where that isn’t a thing.


  I do believe that genuine, if incomplete, connection is possible through mediating technology, and many people who I originally met online have now become good friends. Further, there are phenomenal online tools for deepening your spirituality and connecting to ancient church traditions.


  That being said, I’m convinced that life in our wired society is contributing to the erosion of our capacity for listening. For all the doors that our personal technology opens for us, it is closing other doors, one of which is our ability to listen. Some of this is obvious. The best kind of listening involves not only our sense of hearing but all our senses, and if our eyes are focused on a screen and our fingers are sending texts, then we’re not able to fully listen to the person right next to us.


  What is less obvious is how the Internet, smartphones and social media are changing the physical characteristics of our brains by rerouting our neural pathways. We like to think that we are the ones acting on our devices, but the truth is that our devices also act on us. Many neurological studies demonstrate that our technology is reshaping our brains so that it not only seems more difficult to concentrate on one thing, it is harder to concentrate on one thing. If we’re immersed in technology day after day, our brains are automatically branching out to do several tasks at once, making it difficult to focus our attention on any one thing. Technology writer Linda Stone says that our brains seem stuck in “continuous partial attention.”10 In other words, we are actually taking on the characteristics of our technology, our brains echoing the patterns of social media. Our brains buzz with tweets and sound bites and rapid-fire video, popping with short bursts of disparate information, leaving us at times close to circuit overload. Our technology is producing a splintering effect in us and stripping us of the ability to be fully present.
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