
I'm Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to the Next Right Thing. You're listening to episode 338.
This is a podcast about making decisions, but also about making a life. If you struggle with
decision fatigue, chronic hesitation, or if you just need a few minutes away from the constant
stream of information and the sometimes delightful but distracting hum of entertainment,
well, you're in the right place for discerning your next right thing. I'm an author, a spiritual
director, and an occasional workshop leader.

I live in North Carolina with my family and through my work I've helped thousands of
spiritually thoughtful people overcome decision fatigue so that they can discern their next
right thing in faith, work and life. Today, we'll dive into a favorite topic here at the Next Right
Thing podcast, and that is the ever important and often overlooked skill of listening. It's
something we all do every day, or do we? I would argue if we are hearing people as opposed
to deaf or hard of hearing people, then we are hearing every day, but hearing and listening
are not the same thing and listening and being a listener aren't either.

So how can we become better listeners for the sake of our own formation and for the good
of those around us? We need to be the kind of people who don't just prioritize talking, but
who create a generous space for others to feel heard, especially when we find ourselves in
situations that catch us off guard or things are being said to us that we didn't have time to
prepare for and we weren't expecting. We'll start with five simple phrases to have on hand
for those moments where you may be surprised. Moments you know that it's important to
listen, but you don't feel quite ready. Listen in.
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***

Some of the most common and also most important decisions we'll make are ones for which
we have the least amount of time to prepare. Late at night with your teenager... Spoiler alert,
if you don't have teenagers yet, if you have little kids and they're not grown, they're always
going to want to be talking to you very, very late at night when you are the least ready and
the least awake. But that's when they tend to want to tell you something important about
their lives and you have to decide in the moment what to say or not to say. Or maybe it's in
the middle of an all staff meeting and you're the boss and your employees are giving you
feedback you weren't quite ready to hear it.

Or you're having coffee with a good friend and they launch into a story in which you feel out
of your depth to provide insight or help. Or maybe you and your partner have this looping 
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ongoing communication glitch where you know you're not connecting, but neither one of
you are quite sure how to fix it. Scenarios like this happen all the time, where we receive
information that we didn't expect or didn't know, or we encounter someone else's grief or
frustration and we're not sure what to do with it, or we're hearing feedback that we disagree
with. When these scenarios happen, we tend to do one or all of the following.

We get defensive, we make assumptions, and we talk way too much. In all of these scenarios
and many more like them, we would do well to adopt the mantra of the first rule of medicine
and apply it to our conversations. And that is, do no harm. If you don't know what to say, if
you're surprised by information, if someone's upset and you're not sure how to help, if you
feel exhausted, but this person saying words to you is in your care and you can't just walk
away. Practice doing no harm. The first step of doing no harm when it comes to our
relationships is to make it your number one priority. To provide a space such that it offers
the other person or people the best opportunity to feel heard.

Notice I didn't say it guarantees they will feel heard, but there are things we can say and do
and avoid saying and doing that will at least give us our best chance at having a generative
conversation. The goal is communication, connection, and love. In these kinds of
interactions, it's important to remember that you are not trying to get your point across to
be right. You're not trying to be heard or understood for this particular next right thing. The
goal is equipping yourself with some tools where you're going to be able to offer
understanding to someone else.

Understanding does not require you to agree, change your mind or compromise your own
beliefs. And those are important things to keep in mind for this particular practice. So here
are five ways to extend understanding to someone else, to give them the best chance of
feeling heard. Five phrases to practice doing no harm. Number one, tell me more or say more
about that. This response does a lot of heavy lifting for you as the listener. First, it keeps you
from hijacking the conversation and telling a story of your own, which is a big no in the 10
Commandments of listening that I'm literally just making up right now. Thou shalt not steal
the narrative.

Second, it lets the person know you're interested and you want to hear what they have to
say. Third, it buys time for you if what they've said so far doesn't make sense to you or is
making you angry or bringing up feelings that you don't understand. But it also buys time for
them because sometimes people just need to say all the words with a witness. Number two,
what was that like for you? It's easy to assume how someone is feeling based on how we
believe we would feel in a similar scenario, but we don't always know what something was
like for someone else just by hearing their story. And so instead of assuming, why don't you
just ask, what was that like for you?

Now, a similar statement is number three. It's a little bit more risky, but it could pay off, and
that is you just say, "That sounds..." And then you insert a descriptive word. That sounds 
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difficult, that sounds heavy, that sounds confusing. You're listening to what they say and
you're reflecting back. It's called empathy, and it doesn't always come naturally, but if you're
listening and you want the person to know you're listening, you could reflect back with how
it sounds to you. You're listening and the person seems scared about the story they're
telling, and you might say, "That sounds scary."

And here's the key. If they respond with, "No, actually what's exciting," or a different
descriptor than you came up with, do not under any circumstance be offended. This is not
about you being right or being good or impressive at guessing how they were feeling. The
goal is the other person feels heard. So in this human exercise, not perfection exercise, but
connection exercise, it means that if you reflect something back to the person that you're
listening to and they tell you, "Actually, that wasn't quite it, that's not how I feel." Then
everyone wins because that means you're getting closer to understanding.

The goal is not to perfectly reflect. The goal is to learn more and to connect and for that
person to know that you want to understand. Number four, what do you wish would've
happened? When someone's sharing with you a disappointment, you could ask a curious
question like this to learn more about the root of the disappointment. You may understand
the disappointment, but you may not have clarity as to what they wish would've been
different. So maybe you could just ask. Finally, number five, and this one's really important.
"Thank you for sharing this with me," or, "Thank you for your feedback." Now you have to
mean it but gratitude is a wonderfully disarming posture.

People don't have to tell you things, they could choose to tell someone else or talk behind
your back or keep their stories bottled up inside. Teenagers do not have to tell adults things.
There's plenty that you'll never know at all. So when they do open up and tell you something,
unless they're saying the words, "What should I do?" Refrain as much as possible from
advising them. If you can, thank them for sharing with you. Truly, honestly, thank them. If
your employee shares something with you that you can see was risky for them to share, do
no harm. Thank them. That's not to say that you won't have a follow-up conversation later.
Maybe you'll have some things to offer back, but in the moments when someone is sharing
something with you and it's information you did not previously have, choose to do no harm
and create an environment where they will have the best chance of knowing they've been
heard. Don't get defensive, try to fix it or say too many words. These small phrases, "Tell me
more. What was that like? That sounds...." And then you fill in the blank. "What do you wish
would've happened?" And thank you. They're not always easy to say, but they are simple
enough to remember and could make a world of difference in someone else's life.

Because being heard is not a desire just for a few of us. Being heard is something we all need
and we all want. Being heard, really heard is often more powerful than good advice. So here's
to doing no harm as we discern our next right thing in love. 

***
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Thanks for listening to episode 338 of the Next Right Thing. I hope this simple practice of
listening can be just one more rung on the trellis upon which your rhythm of life can
continue to grow. Because while it's true this is a podcast about making decisions, the bigger
truth is our daily decisions that are making our lives.

If you want more on listening, check out episode 249, A Former Sign Language Interpreters
Guide to Listening, or episode 270, How to Listen When a Friend Asks for Advice. We've
talked about the skill of listening many times over the years on the podcast, and those are
two of my favorites. Well, as always, you can find me online at emilypfreeman.com and on
Instagram at Emily P. Freeman. This podcast is edited by the team at Unmutable and
organized by my content manager, Ashley Sherlock. And finally, in closing, here are a few
words from David Augsburger. "Being listened to is so close to being loved that most people
cannot tell the difference."

Thanks for listening, and I'll see you next time.


