Living on Purpose by Hearing One Another Out

To listen a soul into disclosure and discovery

is the greatest service one human being can offer to another. 

-Quaker saying
The greatest gift that human beings have to offer each other is to join together for the purpose of literally hearing one another out, which takes place whenever we communicate with mutually listening hearts as well as with individually talking heads. In terms of human service, this means listening to one another in a way that calls forth into form our deepest expressions of mutual compassion.

The most fulfilling life is a life that is lived compassionately by serving the greatest desires of one’s soul, mind, and body in that order. The soul’s greatest desire is to be a beneficial presence to all concerned via the compassionate sharing of its love. The mind’s greatest desire is to discern how best the soul’s compassionate nature may be expressed. The body’s greatest desire is to experience such expression. Yet most of us listen primarily to our bodies and minds in reverse of their order, and only secondarily (if at all) do we listen to our souls. Though this does not in any way diminish our souls themselves, it does short-circuit their compassionate expression. And because our soul-starved minds and bodies are thereby beset with the fears that in turn attract sorrow, loss, and pain into our lives, so long as we put our minds’ and bodies’ requirements first, we will continue to experience the self-diminishing imbalance that presently characterizes our lives as individuals and as a species.

Living in appropriate service to the soul-mind-body’s interrelated priorities empowers us to flourish in the world without drowning in it, as we thereby honor the well-known commandment to be fulfilled in the world while not being fully of it. We dishonor this commandment whenever we tend to become too full of ourselves to be fully with one another.

The operational objective of our monthly Vocational Awakening Dialogue sessions is, therefore, to be as fully with one another as possible, hearing one another out by listening with our hearts as we speak our minds. Calling one another’s soul expressions forth via heart-felt listening is our antidotal alternative to the mental intoxication of overbearing headiness.

As we participate in our monthly Dialogue sessions, we commune in our shared intention to be living on purpose rather than at the effect of our circumstances. We thereby nurture ourselves as a community of shared intention, whose communion is deepened by our listening out from one another the emerging substance and form of our respective ministries, as well as the substance and form of our New West Seminary community as a whole. Together, all of us can hear each of us and each of us hear all of us far better than any of us can do either.

Hearing one another out is quite different than the common practice of figuring ourselves out. As we heartfully and mindfully listen to ourselves and to one another, we expand our awareness of and relationship to the contextual common ground of our being. When we instead merely figure ourselves out, we contract our relationship to our common ground.

The ground of being that underlies all existence has been characterized by theologian Paul Tillich as the essence of what is meant by the word “God.” Accordingly, the core mission of our Vocational Awakening Dialogue sessions is no less than an exploration into God. 

My favorite invocation of such exploration is that of Sky Garner, who participated in the very first series of sessions such as ours, which I initiated in 1965: 

“Let us walk gently among each other’s minds, cultivating delicate rhythms.”

-Noel Frederick McInnis

