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One of the most troubling things I’ve been seeing, especially since the election, is 
that people who have different political beliefs don’t seem to be able to talk to 
each other.  I hear from people who say that they avoid talking to certain 
neighbors or acquaintances –or even some friends and family members.  Or they 
do talk, but they always end up in an argument. 
 
Do you find this troubling, too?  We are people who believe in treating each other 
with kindness and caring, respecting the inherent worth and dignity of every 
person –but boy, with some people, it’s difficult! 
 
The Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh speaks about the practice of compassionate 
listening; the need to listen to the suffering of others.  Learning to listen –without 
offering advice or getting defensive, or attacking the other person’s views, is not 
something that comes naturally to most of us.  I am convinced, though, that we 
need to learn to listen more and better in order to heal the wounds in our 
country, and, ultimately, in the world. 
 
I recently completed a course on Compassionate Listening.  It was led by a woman 
named Leah Green.  She and another woman named Gene Knudsen Hoffman 
were so inspired by Thich Nhat Hanh’s teachings on listening deeply that they 
developed his ideas into a program that they could use to train groups in conflict 
–the Israelis and Palestinians, for example.   
 
Leah recounts:   

As an American-Jewish woman who had lived in Israel and worked in the 
West Bank, my original vision was to strengthen U.S. support for Middle 
East peace by connecting Americans to Israeli and Palestinian 
reconciliation leaders and providing them with a firsthand experience of 
the complexities on the ground. 
 
It became clear over time that my greatest interest was in Israeli-
Palestinian reconciliation and healing. In 1996, after leading nine 
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delegations, I sought out Gene Knudsen Hoffman (1919 – 2010), who 
became my trusted mentor.  I adopted Gene’s framework for 
compassionate listening as an overarching framework for the delegations, 
and Gene and I traveled together to launch the Compassionate Listening 
Project in Israel and Palestine. 

 
Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh, was one of Gene’s teachers, and the 
essence of Compassionate Listening comes from his teachings: a call for 
peacemakers to initiate humanizing contact and cultivate compassion for 
those on all sides of a conflict. 
 

The Compassionate Listening Project has done reconciliation work in other 
parts of the world, too.  I invite you to watch this short video in which Leah 
talks about founding the German-Jewish Compassionate Listening Project. 
 
(3:30 video) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OWmcqg7SjZA 
 
After years of reconciliation work in the Middle East and Europe, Leah and others 
adapted their trainings for peace-building in everyday life.  The Compassionate 
Listening Project teaches powerful skills for peacemaking in our families, 
communities, on the job, and in social change work locally and globally.  They 
began to teach in the U.S. in 1999, and the trainings have continued to develop 
and grow. 
 
This past winter, for the first time, Leah offered a training on-line, via a chat room 
called “Zoom.”  It was wonderful because people from around the world were 
able to participate even though Leah lives in the state of Washington. 
 
(Read Core Practices, p 12, Practicing the Art of Compassionate Listening, by 
Andrea S. Cohen) 
 
(Read Listening Basics, pp 21-30, Practicing the Art of Compassionate Listening, by 
Andrea S. Cohen) 
 
So we’ve heard about listening for Facts, Feelings and Values.  The next step is to 
check in with the speaker.  Out of respect, we don’t want to assume that we know 
what someone’s feelings or values are, so we can say something like, “It sounds 
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like you were surprised to hear Carol talking that way.  Is that right?”  Or, “From 
what you said about loyalties, it seems that you really value your family 
connections.  Would you say that?”  In this way, a person may gain further insight 
into their situation. 
 
In compassionate listening, we learn to separate intention from impact.  What a 
person intends may have nothing to do with us, but sometimes the way we 
interpret what they say leads us to feel angry or upset.  Our reactions are 
designed to protect us.  The fight or flight response is an instinct of our reptilian 
brain.  If uninterrupted, it will prompt us to defend, blame, retaliate or withdraw. 
 
This is an area where some of you might be interested in learning more.  Because 
for many of us, when we’re engaging in a conversation with someone who holds 
different values and different views, we get triggered and we have difficulty in 
managing our reactions.  
 
A key skill in compassionate listening is to notice at the earliest possible moment 
when we’re triggered and start to react.  Often it’s our bodies that give us clues –
maybe our heart starts beating faster, for example.  With that early awareness, 
our more sophisticated brain can make wise choices and help us to stay present 
and focused. 
 
On a personal level, I’ve been challenged over the past couple of years in my 
relationship with a particular family member. (Briefly explain his views.)  A second 
family member tends to alienate him by openly disagreeing with the conclusions 
he’s reached based on his research.  So I could see that THAT wasn’t working.   
 
Last week, when our family gathered in Boston because of a medical issue my dad 
was experiencing, this family member and I had several opportunities to talk one 
on one.  I value the truth, and it can be hard for me to listen to someone saying 
things that don’t fit with my own world view.  But because of what I’ve been 
learning in the Compassionate Listening training, I found that I was able to avoid 
getting triggered. 
 
I was able to move beyond my need to correct him.  Because in this case, my 
higher wisdom was telling me that the facts didn’t matter.  And then I focused on 
his feelings and his values.  He’s alienated from many of his friends.  What I heard 
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was that he had expected his friends to be loyal, that loyalty is an important value 
for him.  I said to him, “I imagine you felt pretty betrayed.”  He said, yes, exactly.  I 
was able to help him clarify what he had been feeling.  Even though the world he 
experiences is very different from the world I experience, we were brought much 
closer together by focusing on feelings and values more than facts. 
 
In the short time we have here together, I can only introduce you to the idea of 
deep listening.  But I’m wondering if some of you might be interested in learning 
more.  If we could get a core group together, we could have an on-going listening 
practice group.  Because it does take practice.  At some future point, we might 
even be able to take compassionate listening out into the community and teach it 
to others.  Maybe eventually start a listening group at a public place like the 
library. 
 
We could be a part of realizing Thich Nhat Hanh’s vision for America –that we 
would have a parliament of listeners –we could have parliaments all over the 
country –who would practice deep listening and teach it to others.  Imagine for a 
moment what that could be like.  If people everywhere felt listened to and 
understood.  Imagine what a world this could be. 
 
 
 


