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Chapter 1


Listening: Generating the Possible


A new world is not only possible, she is on her way. On a quiet day I can hear her breathing.


—Arundhati Roy


To listen—or to listen justly—is to intentionally launch ourselves into unknown territory, to dwell in the unfolding possibility of every encounter, with the desire and willingness to be changed. Welcome to this journey.


Listening is a small action with enormous impact. There is ample evidence in millennia of changes in the natural world, including among humans, that deep and lasting change often begins with small, nearly indiscernible shifts. To listen justly is to be a small catalyst of profound change.


Listening is not another tool in the communication toolbox; it is foundational to all personal and social change when it is done justly, equitably, and lovingly. Listening in this way is a deeper form of listening than our distracted, transactional ways of interacting with each other. It is an intentional, mindful practice of listening to both ourselves and others, aware of our internal processes, the impact of sociocultural factors on our communication styles, and the unconscious manifestations of ego that influence what is said, distort what is heard, and create a barrier to understanding. Listening justly entails being present in the moment, without judgment, agenda, or ego, and with curiosity and humility.


Many of us humans already believe that we are good listeners. We practice “active listening” by nodding, affirming, restating, or observing body language and believe that we are therefore doing it well. These are all good listening and communication skills but can be prescriptive and performative, preventing or delaying an authentic connection, trust, and understanding. We may be oblivious to interior mental states that are revealed in body language or fail to recognize that life experiences and cultural norms strongly impact how we display, guard, and sometimes even hide our emotional lives. We may be unaware that the listening habits we see as strengths are actually impediments to listening justly, such as offering unsolicited assessments, solutions, or advice.


To move beyond performative listening and other barriers to connection, we are challenged to become consciously aware of the assumptions, beliefs, and behaviors that feed our perceptions of separation and “otherness.” Core values and mindful self-reflection must therefore ground our listening. At every step of communicating with ourselves or another, we can engage in mindful reflection rather than unconscious reaction or rote behaviors in order to listen with awareness and presence. From this grounding, listening becomes radical in the original sense of the word: to affect the root or fundamental causes of our human difficulties in accepting and understanding each other. It transforms into an experience of justice, of entering into “right relationship,” and also an act of love, providing a space of unconditional acceptance into which people can pour their stories.


Additionally, listening is a core component of healing individuals, communities, and the planet. One of the true gifts of listening in this way is that it is a profound and transformative experience for the one listening as well as the one who is being fully heard and held: everyone benefits by listening justly.




“Being heard is so close to being loved that for the average person, they are almost indistinguishable.”


—David Augsberger





The benefit of listening in these ways is that they are adaptable to any setting in which there is a willingness to enter into meaningful communication. This includes listening to ourselves as well as listening in all of our daily interactions with family, friends, colleagues, people we don’t know, and the natural world. It can be done in one-to-one interactions, as well as in group processes, such as professional collaborations, restorative and transformative justice practices, and other forms of conflict resolution. This book explores the many contexts, processes, and practices of listening justly.


The insights provided in this book are not about only listening. They also are guidance for speaking wholeheartedly and raising our voices as a moral necessity to name injustice, prevent harm, and invite healing dialogue. To do this with both integrity and efficacy, however, we must listen closely to our own pain and to the pain of those of us who are suffering, doing harm, and creating havoc and destruction for humanity and the planet through unconscious, unskillful behaviors. Listening with fierce compassion dissolves the barriers between us and allows undreamed solutions to emerge.


This book is organized to adapt to the reader’s needs and interests. Listening is a nonlinear, circular process of constantly refining our listening skills as we ground ourselves in core values, cultivate awareness, listen, respond, learn, and then try again. The goal is increased awareness: we are always becoming better listeners. The process is the point. The chapters can therefore be read sequentially, or you may wish to skip back and forth among them. Listen to your own needs and longings and explore the book in whatever way resonates with you.


The next two chapters are foundational: Chapter 2 provides a glance at the growing evidence from many fields that listening has profound implications for our individual, collective, and planetary well-being. Chapter 3 turns to an exploration of the core values that are the bedrock of just listening. Chapter 4 makes the transition from listening foundations to listening as praxis: a collection of practices intended to make change in the world. The following chapters, 5 through 9, focus on one of these practices at a time: self-reflection, identifying challenges, responding wholeheartedly, self-care, and listening to transform harm. At the end of these chapters you will find recommendations for relevant “micro” practices to try. Stories throughout the book illustrate practices and featured listening concepts. We tie all of this together in Chapter 10, closing with a reflection on the quantum power of listening to birth social change and to transform our world into one of harmony and wholeness, ushering in the possible.


It is important to note that, when we use the words “listening,” “just listening,” or “listening justly” throughout the book, we mean these various ways and capacities of listening.


The information and methods outlined in this book are based on current evidence-based research and cutting-edge advances in a range of fields, from social and neurosciences and evolutionary biology, to emergent inter-spiritual insights. This work is unfolding rapidly, even since the inception of this writing project. Therefore, this content is offered generously, with humble awareness that it is incomplete. It is our hope that these perspectives and practices will continue to expand and be enriched by others’ contributions. Take this book and make it your own, adapting it to reflect cultural norms, insights, and new understandings as they arise.


About the Authors and Contributors


This Little Book is a collaborative labor of love by a team of “Listeners,” connected with each other through a program called JUST Listening. JUST Listening provides communication training to public benefit organizations and supports multiple volunteer programs that offer listening in spaces where people who are rarely listened to gather. The largest of these volunteer programs is at the State Correctional Institution (SCI) at Phoenix, in the suburbs of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where a core team of incarcerated and non-incarcerated Listeners has developed a customized listening curriculum. In our work together, over two hundred incarcerated people at the prison were trained as Listeners from 2016 to 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic closed the prison to outside volunteers. The intense prison environment simply magnifies the challenges all of us encounter in our daily interactions. Stories and insights gained from this collaboration are scattered throughout the book and are relevant for all of us, whether or not we have any personal experience of carceral settings.


All of the contributors and coauthors of this book have completed training on how to listen justly as elucidated in this book, including Listeners who are incarcerated at SCI-Phoenix. Although isolated from one another during the pandemic, we worked across the divide of quarantines, prison walls, and later, international borders, to write this book. The many stories, quotes, and practices that punctuate the following chapters come from the direct experience of all of us, true collaborators in this effort. Occasionally in the book, we use the term “JL Listener” to refer to one of us authors or contributors.




“My improved listening has allowed others to be more open, more honest, and more expressive with me, resulting in better relationships. Every conversation is an opportunity for growth.”


—JL Listener







The Possible


We are living in extremely challenging times, collectively experiencing chaotic, toxic, and divisive interpersonal and systemic upheaval. We are reminded every day that many social interactions around the globe are characterized by intolerance, contempt, hatred, and extreme binary thinking. In the midst of these disturbances, however, are also growing pockets of human activity that are moving us closer to a social order characterized by empathy, inclusion, equity, justice, and love. Listening justly is a small but essential and integral part of this movement into wholeness and unity, of being the change for which we long. The methods and practices articulated in this Little Book transform everyday encounters into potent vehicles for personal and social change and transformation. Every single human encounter can shift the scales and bend the moral arc of the universe toward justice.1


Every. Single. One.


“No dark fate determines the future. We do. Each day and each moment, we are able to create and re-create our lives and the very quality of human life on our planet. This is the power we wield.”2


Let us embrace this power together as we journey through this book. Let us listen.











Chapter 2


Listening into a New Way of Being: The Evidence


If what we aspire to is justice for all, then let it be for all of creation.


—Robin Wall Kimmerer


In the past half century, listening research has expanded from an early focus on listening in the contexts of education and business to a wide variety of disciplines including biology, neurosciences, healthcare, behavioral and social sciences, conflict resolution, restorative and transformative justice, and spirituality. This chapter offers a glance at the current knowledge in areas where listening has demonstrably high impact and has served as a catalyst for personal, organizational, and systemic transformation.


Listening for Individual and Collective Well-Being


The need for social connection and belonging is a basic human need rooted in our neurobiology; we are hardwired for interdependence. Disconnection and the absence of meaningful social interaction not only cause emotional pain, they can result in physical pain, illness, early death, and potentially destructive behaviors. This has vast implications for individual physical and mental health, as well as societal well-being. Attempts to achieve belonging by “fitting in”—changing our authentic self to feel accepted—are personally and socially harmful. The alarming rise in white supremacy and other extremist and terrorist groups, for example, is reliant upon the intentional exploitation of fears and feelings of isolation.1


Miscommunication and feeling misunderstood, unheard, and unseen also cause physical and emotional stress, contributing to an already-high level of chronic stress in some cultures. The toxic consequences are again severe for both individuals and society at large and include: increased illness, difficulty in learning, lowered self-esteem, and increased perceptions of threat among many.2


Listening is the taproot of healthy relationship formation, nurturing a sense of belonging and trust: one vital way to address our collective dis-ease is to listen our way back to one another and our planet. There is ample evidence that listening provides a sense of agency for children, adults, and communities. Being heard facilitates emotional regulation and stability. When we are listened to, we display enhanced problem-solving ability, surfacing more innovative and alternative solutions than those generated alone. Listening and bearing witness are also demonstrably effective for integrating grief, healing trauma, reducing harm, and breaking cycles of addiction.3




Being in relationships in which we are heard, seen, and valued as we are is therefore essential for healthy human development and societies. As neuroscientist Mark Brady writes, listening “is supremely instrumental and essential for lifelong learning, neural plasticity, and for cultivating the empathy circuitry necessary for forming close connections.”4 Happily, in the midst of our fractured world, we can routinely build webs of connection and create listening spaces in which individuals and groups can experience safety, compassion, non-judgment, and empathy. We can listen our way into new and just ways of being . . . together.


Listening to Transform Conflict


New insights and evidence within the field of neurophysiology about our physiological responses to conflict and harm-doing are shaping how we structure practices intended to transform those responses. When we are hurt, insulted, blamed, threatened, or have our deeply held viewpoints challenged, our physiological circuitry shuts down, communication deteriorates, and our bodies create an intense biochemical cocktail designed for fight, flight, or freeze. In this primal state, our brains register the same degree of danger as if we were “being chased by a bear,” and we cannot truly hear anyone.5 This invaluable research is indispensable in cultivating intentional interpersonal and communal skills and practices to honor dignity, lower hostility, bridge divides, allow for dialogue, and generate peace.


Though listening is not the sole solution, being heard and understood can shift our cognitive chemistry so that conflict transformation and harm repair become possible and dignity violations, which under-gird so much of our conflict, begin to heal. Listening is thus foundational to the work of transforming conflict and harm.6


Specific practices for transforming conflict and harmful behaviors have been in use for millennia. In more recent times, these ancient forms of individual and communal healing have seeded a variety of transformative practices that are discussed in Chapter 9 through the lens of listening justly.


Listening to Nature




“Paying attention acknowledges that we have something to learn from intelligences other than our own . . . it takes humility to learn from other species.”


—Robin Wall Kimmerer





We live in the waning era of the Anthropocene, a time of unprecedented change in the natural world initiated by humans. Our separation from nature has made much of humanity deaf to the guidance available to us from the nonhumans with whom we are deeply, inextricably connected and interdependent. Thus, we are headed into climate and species crises of our own making. Authors from multiple fields are discussing our unique time as one of a great turning to a new paradigm: we are listening anew to ancient and emergent voices rooted in wholism and symbiosis. Hope abounds when we look and listen.


Many cultures throughout the world have long attuned to the rhythms of the earth, absorbing the wisdom of the planet and living peaceably and sustainably upon it. Increasingly, more humans are embracing ancient insights from Native American, First Nations, and other Indigenous groups, recognizing that our future as a species depends upon humbly taking our place as fellow creatures, not masters, of earth. Our collective appreciation of the need to listen deeply to the more-than-human world and be instructed by and integrate its wisdom is growing rapidly as the pace of environmental change accelerates.7


The ways and wisdom of the more-than-human world provide a template for healthy communication: cooperation, collaboration, reciprocity, complementarity, and generosity. This guidance is available to us anywhere we find ourselves, even in the starkest environments: we have merely to pay attention, look, and listen. An incarcerated JL Listener finds unerring guidance for his life and relationships in his keen listening to the world around him. He shares: “How, you may ask, can someone in prison take a walk about nature? Yes, there are limits, but I have seen some astonishing things from behind a prison wall.” As he walks, he listens from a stance of deep mutuality, recognizing simple interactions with the occasional bird, butterfly, blade of grass, or autumn leaves, as guidance and gift. Listening in this way has cultivated generous, nonjudgmental awareness for him: “When I walk in the yard, if someone is in need of an open ear, I am there to listen, to listen as an act of love.” The world is full of wonder and guidance if we listen to it deeply.


Some of our most intractable human problems— racial injustice, planetary pollution, gross income inequality, hunger, violent extremism, and war—can find solutions in the intelligences and processes of the nonhuman world. But first, we need to listen, learn the language, and then live collaboratively into a new way of being in health and harmony with all life.
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