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How did you learn to listen?

I learnt to listen in the way that I do in response to watching my brother failing to cope with his hearing loss. He was depressed. The closer I got to him the more I realised it was his inability to cope with social situations, a shyness affected by, and increased by, his deafness. Gradually, over a number of years, he began to get more sociable and to adapt. About two years later I was diagnosed with a calcification of the cochlea and told my hearing would deteriorate. 

Co-incidentally I was listening to a lecture on Tibetan medicine, and different types of healing (somatic, dharma, yogic and ultimate healing!) at SOAS. The lecturer was equating disability with different obscurations in the way we respond to the world. Hearing loss he put down to pride. It knocked me for six. My first reaction was: utter rubbish! I didn’t go back for the afternoon session. Although I dismissed it, it stuck with me. I realised I wasn’t as responsive to the world as I wanted to be. I wasn’t as good at getting out there in the world. There was a reluctance in me not just to to socialise, but to engage meaningfully with people. I realised I had to do something about it. 

So I learnt to listen by paying more attention to the way I reacted when with people – to what I was thinking, how involved I was, how quickly I came to an opinion about people, or decided I’d heard what I wanted them to say. I realised how it affected the way I heard – how it obscured the view. The pane of glass was dirty. I didn’t know how but I knew I had to sharpen up what I was seeing. In a meditation workshop once, someone used the metaphor of having an opinion about how ice-cream tastes before actually tasting it.  That was what I was doing with people. I began to more earnestly practise meditation – almost obsessively, whenever I had a gap in my day. I realised, as all people do when they start meditating, that the biggest impediment was not that I was thinking, or indeed what I was thinking, but my reaction to what I was thinking. 

I began to consciously practise when with people – to let myself be more responsive; to be less self-involved in order to be more involved. Listening became synonymous with ‘being with’. Although there might be two or more separate entities in the room, in consciously relaxing and holding the space around us in my awareness (being open!) I found I was less drawn to my own agenda. There were also practical things I took up, such as hearing aids and lip-reading, which is actually body reading (whole face and body). I noticed that I almost knew what people were going to say before they said it, but only when I was relaxed.  Words became less important. I had been obsessed with words. Words are only 2-3% of it, voice is 10-15% and the rest is body language, which includes energy and communication going on beyond words. You can know a person more clearly in silence than when the space is cluttered with conversation. It can be intimate. It’s difficult however when there are fast changes of context. When the conversation slips into a different area it can leave you lost. The quieter, the calmer the space, the easier it is. It’s hard to remain connected in a pub or theatre foyer. 

If it isn’t pride that caused my hearing loss, it doesn’t matter. Pride is something we’re all working on. It’s what education is; what living on a crowded planet forces us to do. So listening is simply putting the other person first. It is love and acceptance. If listening is a fairground ride, it’s fun to nudge noses and jolt, but it’s fun as well to go along side-by-side, to enjoy the ride. It doesn’t have to be a clash of agendas.

What is listening?

For me it’s about cultivating immediacy. It’s a slow process of killing one’s own agenda. Obviously sometimes you go into conversations, meetings or negotiations with an agenda. It’s harder to listen then. 

It’s not a separate thing, listening. It’s listening without sound or to the detail within the sound. It’s kind of indicative of a way I want to live, in a vibrant, immediate, open, responsive, relaxed, loving, tender, generous, compassionate way. If you can have that open-hearted quality when you respond, then understanding what you receive (and I use that word on purpose, rather than  ‘listen’) is easier. It sounds idealistic and grand, but it’s also a necessity. In some ways, losing audio hearing is a blessing, a humbling experience. It re-prioritises your life. What fascinates me is that it doesn’t work with anything not alive. For instance I can’t do it with a TV or radio.

Human hearing is a case of discernment. If we were on Kilburn High Street, your ears would tune out the traffic and hubbub and tune in to my voice. If I put in aids, I’d have to learn how to filter out. It’s not like slipping on a pair of glasses. I haven’t yet learnt how to filter out. I find aids more a barrier to hearing, like putting thumbs in your ears. *

How do we know what to tune in to and what to filter out? It’s partly habit, like tuning out the noise of an airplane overhead. Filtering out is probably subconscious. Opening the senses and hearing a soundscape is like opening the eyes in meditation – not labeling things. We become attracted to certain things and repulsed by others – or mildly irritated. If I were to look around and choose my favourite flower here, I’d probably have no problem. But if you ask me in a room full of people which I prefer, at the extreme you get things like “I don’t like blacks” which is dangerous.  We’re aware of our extreme preferences (our predjudices if you like), but not the subtler ones. And we could work on those. Underlying it all is the idea of me as a separate entity, which of course I have. I’m not you. But that separation is just a functional/relative way of seeing the world - and a useful, necessary one. But it’s not the only way. How important is it to filter? It requires skillful appraisal of what’s necessary, moment by moment. It is necessary but probably not as necessary as we think. 

It’s very easy to generalise a disability, especially with something as sensitive, or as personal, as hearing.  Hearing, any sense perception, is the way we divide the world from ourselves – the space Bram occupies versus the world beyond the boundary I call Bram. So rather than have to hunt out with our senses, seek with our eyes, listen intently with our ears, it’s a question of thinking of them as apertures, gateways, holes that let the world in, that open me out. The more you can relax about sensory perception, the less defined are the boundaries between where Bram is and where the world begins. It’s almost like a distorted pixellated image – like impressionism. 

The work on body awareness and what it means to relax, to every cell of the being, is vital –and to practise it regularly and let it bleed into the world. It isn’t a method I’ve employed, it’s something I’ve fallen into, a great big ride. That sounds grand, but it’s something we all do. Circumstance forced my hand a little bit, nudged me along. 

Why is listening important? 

What else is there ultimately? What’s the opposite of listening? A shoring up, a putting up more and more locks on doors. Listening is the opposite of that, an opening up. Listening is a kind of opening of the pores of the skin, an excuse to live vibrantly and completely, resonantly alive. Listening is like looking at a close-up in long shot: seeing the same mystery when you look at the vastness of the sky and realise there are no boundaries or edges, and taking that way of being in yourself when looking at the detail. Listening is keeping openness of perspective and applying it to a close-up, or entering into something and being aware that that thing doesn’t exist independently. It’s dependent on other things. If I look at that flower, I’m aware it has a stem, which goes into a pot. And I’m aware of the sky above… I’m aware of the big picture when looking at the detail. It’s being aware, when reacting to what someone says, that there’s a whole series of circumstances which led up to that. So even if they say something unpleasant, you have an overview, a facet in your being that understands their humanity. There’s a reason they’ve come to this moment. Listening in that sense is acceptance, it’s non-judgemental. There’s a kind of understanding that it’s born of, a recognition, that either I’ve been in the same situation and responded in the same way, or I could have. There’s a shared humanity. There are probably more similarities between us than there are differences, as human beings. 

Listening is sometimes a bit like an actor going through a career. Each time they interpret a play, they have to decide a style. Listening is like finding the frequency of the situation you’re in and responding appropriately; bringing yourself into the right frequency, on a moment by moment basis. And learning to do it with a lightness of touch, hiding technique. It always surprises me when people say they didn’t realise I had hearing problems. It tells me I must be doing it right. 

*Since this was written Bram has begun to receive lessons and practices to help him filter and sort background noise - it’s early days yet but he’s excited by the possibilities!

