The Gift of Being Heard

By Stephen Judd

Think about the last conversation that left you feeling understood. The other person may
not have offered a brilliant answer. Perhaps no problem was solved. Yet you walked away
lighter because someone gave you time, paid attention, and allowed you to finish.

Now think about the opposite experience. You were explaining something important when
the other person interrupted, checked a phone, or began telling a bigger story. You may
have continued talking, but something in you pulled back.

We know the difference when we are speaking. The challenge is remembering it when
someone else has the floor.

Listening deserves a place in our personal development because it touches nearly every
relationship we have. It helps us learn, make wiser decisions, avoid misunderstandings,
and care for people more thoughtfully. We may spend considerable effort improving what
we say. We would do well to give similar attention to how we listen.

James 1:19 places readiness to hear ahead of readiness to speak and warns against quick
anger. That order has practical value at the dinner table, in a staff meeting, and during a
difficult conversation. Understanding needs room to develop before our response takes
over.

Make Room Before You Make a Point

A person can be within arm’s reach and still feel unavailable. An open laptop, a hand on the
doorknob, or repeated glances at the clock can communicate that the conversation is an
inconvenience.

Listening begins with making room. Put the phone aside. Turn toward the person. Stop
typing. When possible, move away from competing noise. These small choices help our
attention catch up with our intentions.

If the timing is poor, be honest and specific: “I want to give this my attention. Can we sit
down after dinner?” Then keep that appointment. A clear invitation followed by
dependable attention is better than a distracted conversation that leaves someone
wondering whether anything registered.

We cannot be available every moment. We can become people who make it reasonably easy
to be heard. That may mean leaving a little margin between appointments or recognizing
that an unexpected conversation deserves a few minutes of our day.



Before the next meaningful conversation, ask yourself: “What do I need to put down so I
can pay attention?” Sometimes the answer is a device. Sometimes it is our own agenda.

Let the Whole Thought Arrive

One of the hardest parts of listening is resisting an early answer. A few familiar words can
send our minds racing toward advice, a personal experience, or a conclusion about what
the speaker means.

But the first sentence may only open the door. Someone begins by describing a scheduling
problem and eventually admits feeling overwhelmed. A complaint about an unanswered
message turns out to involve a deeper concern about being overlooked. If we solve the
scheduling issue too quickly, we may never hear what brought the person to us.

Let the thought develop. Resist finishing sentences, even when you believe you know where
they are going. When the speaker pauses, allow a moment before answering. A pause may
mean the person is gathering courage rather than surrendering the floor.

If you interrupt, repair it simply: “I jumped in too soon. Please finish.”

Proverbs 18:13 warns against answering before hearing. Much unnecessary conflict begins
when we respond to a conclusion we supplied ourselves. Giving someone a little more time
can spare both of us a long explanation later.

Ask Questions That Open the Conversation

Thoughtful questions help people explain themselves. They also expose gaps in our
understanding before those gaps become judgments.

Consider the difference between “Why didn’t you handle that better?” and “What made that
situation difficult?” The first pushes a person toward a defense. The second invites an
explanation.

Useful questions are often uncomplicated: “What happened next?” “Which part concerns
you most?” “What were you hoping would happen?” “Is there something I'm missing?” Ask
one question at a time and leave space for the answer.

Be careful with questions that contain a verdict. “Don’t you think you’re overreacting?” is
an argument wearing a question mark. It may end the explanation while leaving the
underlying concern untouched.

Curiosity also needs restraint. We do not have to extract every detail, especially when
someone is discussing a painful or private matter. Ask what helps you understand and
support the person. Respect what they are not ready to share.

A useful personal goal is to ask one sincere follow-up question before offering your own
opinion. That small habit can move a conversation beyond the surface.



Check Your Understanding

Hearing familiar words can create an illusion of understanding. We assume that another
person uses those words the way we do, or that their concern resembles something we have
already experienced.

A brief summary gives them an opportunity to correct us.

Imagine a coworker says, “Everything around here happens at the last minute.” You might
respond, “The short notice is making it hard for you to prepare. Have I understood?” The
answer may be, “Yes,” or it may be, “Actually, I'm frustrated because nobody asks whether
I'm available.” Either answer helps the conversation become more accurate.

Use your own words and keep the summary natural. There is no need to repeat every
sentence or turn a friendly conversation into an interview. A simple “So the expense isn’t
your main concern; it’s the uncertainty?” may be enough.

When someone corrects your understanding, receive it gladly. The correction has saved you
from answering the wrong concern.

Before offering advice in an important conversation, ask yourself whether you could
explain the other person’s concern in a way they would recognize. If you cannot, listen a
little longer.

Leave Room for Their Experience

Most of us have a story that relates to what someone else is saying. Sharing it can build
connection. Sharing it too soon can quietly take possession of the conversation.

A friend mentions a difficult recovery, and we describe our surgery. Someone tells us about
a disappointment, and we explain the worse disappointment we survived. Our intention
may be encouragement, but the other person now has to listen while still waiting to be
heard.

Before introducing your experience, consider whether it will serve this person at this
moment. Have they finished? Will your story help them explain what they are facing, or
will it pull attention toward you?

Sometimes the most helpful response is brief: “That sounds difficult. How are you
managing today?” Later, your experience may offer encouragement or practical help. There
is no need to rush it into the first available opening.

This is especially worth remembering with people we know well. Familiarity can make us
assume that we have already heard the story. A spouse, child, or longtime friend still
deserves the opportunity to explain what this particular day has been like.



Listen Through the Disagreement

Listening becomes harder when something said irritates us. A sharp tone, an unfair word,
or an opinion we strongly oppose can draw all our attention toward preparing a response.

At that moment, slow the conversation down within yourself. Notice what stirred your
reaction. Then ask whether you understand the concern beneath the words.

You can acknowledge frustration without accepting an accusation: “I can see that the
change has been upsetting. Help me understand what has been hardest.” You can also
disagree clearly after hearing the person: “I understand why you see it that way. My
concern is...”

The ability to describe another viewpoint fairly does not require adopting it. It does require
enough humility to let the speaker explain it.

Pay attention to content even when the delivery is awkward. Some people speak slowly,
search for words, repeat themselves, or become emotional. Their manner may require
patience, but it should not disqualify their contribution.

If a conversation becomes insulting or too heated to continue productively, suggest a pause
and a time to return. Respectful listening can include a clear boundary. The aim is to make
understanding possible, including when agreement remains out of reach.

Find Out What Kind of Help Is Needed

Those who care about people often want to fix things quickly. We hear a problem and begin
assembling solutions. Yet the person may need time to sort through what happened before
deciding what to do.

A helpful question is, “Would you like me to help think through some options, or would it
help to talk about it first?”

That question gives the other person a voice in the help being offered. They may welcome
advice. They may need encouragement, practical assistance, or simply a few uninterrupted
minutes.

As people explain a situation, they sometimes begin recognizing their own next step. We
can support that process without claiming responsibility for every decision. “What do you
think you need to do next?” may be more useful than an immediate instruction.

When advice is welcome, offer it modestly and specifically. Ask, “Would it help if I shared a
thought?” Then keep listening to the response. Good counsel should remain responsive to
the person receiving it.



In ministry and friendship, prayer can be a meaningful response. Let it grow out of what
you have taken time to hear. Understanding someone’s actual concern helps us pray with
greater care and offer assistance that fits the need.

Let Your Attention Lead to Action

A meaningful conversation should influence what happens afterward. If someone has
trusted us with a concern, our follow-through helps show that their words mattered.

Remember the appointment. Send the information you promised. Make the adjustment
you agreed to make. Ask later about the situation they described, while respecting their
privacy.

In practical conversations, close by confirming responsibilities: “I'll make the call
tomorrow, and you’ll send the details tonight. Is that right?” This gives both people a
chance to correct assumptions before they become disappointments.

Discretion matters too. Being trusted with someone’s story does not give us permission to
repeat it. Resist turning another person’s difficulty into an interesting conversation
elsewhere.

When you realize you missed something, return to it. “I've been thinking about our
conversation. I answered quickly, and I don’t believe I understood. Could we talk again?” A
sincere effort to repair a missed opportunity can itself communicate care.

Practice for One Week

Choose one conversation each day in which to practice deliberately. Start close to home,
where the benefit is immediate and old habits may be easiest to overlook.

On the first day, put away distractions. On the second, concentrate on allowing the speaker
to finish. On the third, ask a thoughtful follow-up question. On the fourth, summarize an
important concern and invite correction. On the fifth, notice the urge to introduce your
own story and let the other person continue. On the sixth, ask what kind of support would
help. On the seventh, follow up on something you heard during the week.

At the end of each day, take a minute to reflect. Where did your attention wander? When
did you assume too much? What did you learn because you stayed with the conversation a
little longer?

Ask someone close to you, “What could I do to become a better listener?” Receive the
answer without explaining why their impression is mistaken. Their experience of talking
with you may reveal something your intentions have hidden.

There will always be more to learn. We will interrupt, misunderstand, and occasionally
miss the moment. Growth comes as we notice, repair, and practice again.



Someone in your life has something they need to say. In your next conversation, give them
room to say it. Let them finish. Ask enough to understand. Then respond with care to the
person who has trusted you with their words.



