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For Joyce  

 
3rd December 2015 to 3rd April 2016 

 

1 Meditation 
 

Before I can listen to you, I have to be able to listen to myself. Why is this? It is 

because I can only understand your feelings on the basis of my own. I have direct 

and immediate access to my own feelings. Yours are hidden from me.  
 

You convey these hidden feelings to me in words, images, sounds and gestures,  

and I receive them both by feeling with you and by feeling in response to you.  

My feelings enable me to make sense of yours, but I have to be able to tell which of 

my feelings echo yours and which are my own responses.   
 

I call it meditation when I listen to myself with self-empathy and self-acceptance, 

when I attend to the flickering insouciance of life in my heart and feelings.  
 

I call it meditation when I have the courage of my emotions, when I listen to their 

wisdom, and when I put myself in the hands of the unknown.  
 

Or sometimes I call it: 

 

 Prayer 
 

Day after day, I find a little time to be alone.  

I sit down quietly and listen to my feelings.  

Beyond being present, there’s nothing to be done.  
 

Though I do nothing, everything will happen,  

By no power of mine, but out of darkness.  

It is like coming home. Little by little,  
 

A sense of peace may come, a sense of stillness.  

Once in a while, there may be something more, 

A sudden breath, a light, an open line.  
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I call it meditative listening when I listen to you, when I invite you to listen to yourself 

with empathy and acceptance, and when you attend to the flickering insouciance of 

life in your heart and feelings.  
 

I call it meditative listening when I am there for your emotions in all their power and 

wisdom, and when by my serenity and confidence I make it safe for you to go 

deeply into the workings of the heart.  
 

I am inclined to believe that nobody learns meditation without first receiving 

meditative listening. There is a process of transmission. Listening flows across the 

centuries in an unbroken line.  
 

When somebody listened to me, I learned to listen to myself. Having learned to 

listen to myself I can now listen to you. If you didn’t know already how to listen to 

yourself, perhaps you might learn it from me. You would then be able to listen to 

some other, unknown person who would turn up later. And so on.  
 

Meditative listening belongs to a tradition built on two observations: first, that we can 

come up with our own life-forward steps; and second, that these steps are more 

powerful and more exact than any steps that some guide might press upon us.  
 

These two observations are the basis for commitments that are moral, political and 

pragmatic. It is right that you should get to find your own solutions. It puts power 

where power belongs, in the hands of the individual. And whilst I accept that there 

are other ways to help people, I foresee nothing but confusion if my commitment to 

your finding your own steps is wavering, inconsistent or shilly-shallying.  
 

I begin, therefore, by inviting you to meditate in your own way.  
 

How are you going to listen to yourself with empathy and acceptance? How are you 

going to come into the presence of the secret gods and know the visionary powers of 

the heart?  
 

I don’t know. There is no need for me to tell you. You will find out for yourself what 

is right for you.  
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2 Meditative Listening 
 

Everybody knows that it helps people when you listen to their thoughts and 

feelings, when they have a sense that you understand their lives and motivations, 

and when you meet them with kindness and compassion.   
 

Listening belongs to everybody. It is for all of us, men and women. Listening meets 

us where we are in our lives and invites us to accept ourselves just as we are.   
 

The speaker and the listener each have their doubts and struggles, just like 

everybody else. For that reason, the meeting of speaker and listener is a meeting of 

equals. And anybody can learn to be a listener. 
 

Almost every human being, given an attentive listener, finds that a line of thoughts 

and feelings begins, has its own direction, and grows deeper little by little. One 

thought leads to another, one feeling deepens into another. Little by little, there are 

many developments. This is the natural line.  
 

All that is needed for the natural line to unfold is the presence of somebody who is 

willing to listen wholeheartedly.  

 

The cycle of meditative listening 
 

There is a gentle rhythm of listening, feeling-in, and checking understandings.  

I call it the cycle of meditative listening: 
 

The speaker feels for what comes next  

And finds a way to convey it.  

The listener takes in what is said  

And finds a way to receive it.   
 

In what sense is this cycle meditative?  
 

It is a kind of meditation for the listener. The listener turns thoughtfully towards  

the speaker, absorbed in welcoming and accepting the speaker’s thoughts and 

feelings. It is also meditative for the speaker, who may fall into a mood of thoughtful 

and honest self-examination and come to feel a deepening self-acceptance.  
 

Sometimes the speaker will fall into a meditative silence, wondering:  
 

How is this for me?  

How does this feel to me?  
 

The speaker has come to a threshold and is in the presence of the unknown. It is  

like standing at the gates of dawn, like waiting for light to flood the morning sky.     
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Listening is very easy to understand:  
 

You listen carefully to what people tell you,  

You try to imagine what it’s like for them, and  

You try to convey this.  
 

You can learn how to listen in ten minutes – and after a lifetime will still be at  

the beginning.  
 

When I am listening, I keep my awareness the whole time on the natural line, the 

emerging thread of the speaker’s thoughts and feelings. If it breaks, how did I break 

it? If the water runs shallow, how did I make the depths unsafe?  
 

Usually the speaker has felt a gap, a slight jarring, a lapse or a tiny gulf of absence. 

Happily, most of these lapses are easily made good. The stream of thoughts and 

feelings flows once more.  
 

Sometimes there are much more serious breaks. The thread is cut. The river dries up.  

There is a painful fracture. So it is that listening re-makes the listener. Faced with 

such a fracture, I may feel bruised or anxious. I wonder how the break came. I want 

to know how I let the speaker down. I search for a path of restoration. I learn 

something about one of my blind spots. I am forced to face some truth about myself. 

Listening cuts away my evasions.  
 

Empathy is the foundation of the ethical life.  
 

By empathy, we shelter the rose of life from being trampled on by the pigs. But how 

about the times when I am one of the pigs? Until I relate to myself with self-empathy 

and self-acceptance, my empathy for others breaks down utterly. 

 

Three empathic intentions 
 

When I practise meditative listening, I have three empathic intentions. 

 

1 I intend to check my understanding of what is said 
 

If the speaker talks to me and I am simply present in silence, the speaker is bound  

to wonder before long whether I am really following along step by step. Am I seeing 

the world as I always do or taking the risk of seeing things as the speaker does?  
 

If the silence goes on, the speaker will very soon begin to have florid fantasies about  

me, filling the void with ghosts.    
 

So it is likely to be very helpful if I say back to the speaker each small piece of what 

is said. I want to check that I understood what was meant. I want to get a sense of 

the whole thing. I want to know how the speaker feels at every point. 
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2 I intend to offer simple acceptance  
 

Even though I check whether I understood what was said in the way it was meant, 

the speaker may suspect me of hidden judgements. Perhaps I approve of this and 

scowl inwardly at that.  
 

Such fears tend to break the natural line. They divert the speaker, making it almost 

impossible to keep faith with the spontaneous unfolding of thoughts and feelings. 

Why? Because there is an almost irresistible pressure to censor things. It is only 

human to want to appear in a good light.  
 

Acceptance matters, therefore, and has to be for real. If my acceptance is a fake – if  

I am only pretending to feel accepting – it is useless. I’m sure to betray myself sooner 

or later. So I need to be as free as possible from praise or blame.  
 

There is no method for conveying acceptance. It will be apparent in subtle ways:  

in the language of my body, in my tone of voice, manner and choice of words. The 

speaker is likely to be extremely sensitive to my presence and will pick up countless 

small, involuntary signs which show whether I am listening with understanding and 

acceptance.  

 

3 I intend to be myself    
 

I want there to be nothing between me and the speaker. I want us to form a plain, 

real relationship.  
 

Sometimes the speaker may ask a direct question:  
 

How do you feel about this? Or, 

How do you feel about me? 
 

When I answer, I need to be concise, clear and truthful.  
 

Sometimes it may feel as if we have lost one another, as if we are out of touch.  

A shadow has fallen between us. The natural line is easily lost at such times.  

What can I do? I may make a tentative guess at what the speaker is feeling. I may  

say a few words about my own feelings. I hope to be gentle and accepting.  
 

And always, we are in touch with one another at some nonverbal level, just by  

being together. So we can be silent together. I need to stay awake, however, ready  

to respond when an opening happens along.  
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3 The Open Listening Circle 

 

Sometimes I invite a group of people to form an open listening circle. This is a circle of 

people who gather together, intending to listen to one another with understanding 

and acceptance.  
 

The open listening circle is informal. Because of this it is very subtle. It calls for great 

sensitivity on the part of the participants:  

 

As we sit here together there are  

Four things you might like to do. 
 

You might hear what others say,  

Aware of their moods and feelings.  
 

You might say what you hear, 

A naked saying that adds nothing. 
 

You might close your eyes to attend   

To a feeling that stirs within you. 
 

And when something forms from that feeling 

You might say a few words yourself.  
 

If nobody says anything, we will have a very quiet time together.  

Even so, many good things will happen in the silence.  

 

The texture of our listening is like weaving. As threads of word and silence pass  

to-and-fro across the circle, the cloth grows stronger and more beautiful, minute  

by minute.  
 

A robust sense of community may arise in the circle. When we part we are often left 

with an abiding feeling of trust in one another.  
 

I like to offer people a little preparation before forming an open listening circle.  

It seems good if they have some experience of the kind of meditation in which  

you do nothing at all other than listening to your feelings. And it helps if the circle 

has witnessed the kind of listening I call meditative, which is simply an unclouded 

offering of wholehearted empathy.  
 

This kind of listening is nothing fey or weird. For thousands of years, ordinary men 

and women have gathered in small groups at times of conflict, mourning or 

celebration. They have stayed with deep feelings, allowed ingrained differences  

to move towards resolution, and come up with practical steps of common action.  
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An afternoon of Meditative Listening  
 

With Rob Foxcroft 
 

Date  __________ 2016  

Times  1300 for 1330–1630       

Place  __________ 

Fee  £30-00 (deposit £10-00)        

Bookings To __________ on __________ or __________@__________ 
 

Please book early, as there are only nine places available.  

Please aim to arrive at 1300, in good time to start promptly at 1330.   

__________________________________________________ 
 

1315 Meditation   
 

1315  Arrive and settle down 

1330  Welcome + names + confidentiality  

1340  Talk: meditation 

1345   Meditation    
 

1400 Meditative Listening 
 

1400  Talk: meditative listening 

1410  Demonstration 

1430  The conversation about process 

1445  Interval: drinks available 
 

1510 The Open Listening Circle  
 

1510  Return to seats  

1515  Talk: the open listening circle  

1525  The open listening circle 

1625  Closing words 

1630  End of workshop    

__________________________________________________ 
 

The Centre for Meditative Listening 
 

Rob Foxcroft, Director              

19 Balmoral Drive, Bearsden, G61 1DJ, Scotland, UK        

0141 943 1449   ~   rob@robfoxcroft.com   ~    www.robfoxcroft.com 


