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Awkward or not…

Summarizing is crucial listening skill
by Ron Claassen

Listening is the most critical skill in reconciling injustices and
resolving problems.

Have you ever noticed how arguments get louder?  The
reason is that each side recognizes subconsciously that the
other side is not listening to them and so they, again subcon-
sciously, speak louder in hopes that the other side will finally

listen.  Real listening will redi-
rect an argument in the direc-
tion of reconciling injustices or
problem solving.

If you think back on your ex-
periences, you can probably
remember a time when, in the
midst of working on a conflict,
you or the other person said
something like, “So that is what
you meant,” or, “Yes, you fi-
nally have heard my side.”

Matthew 18 says, “…and if
he listens, you have gained a
brother.” (I’m sure the same
applies to our sisters; however,
they might be more inclined to
listen in the first place.)  The
context of this statement is a
series of steps recommended
for dealing with a situation
where one has sinned against
another.   All of the steps focus
on listening and don’t even
suggest the need to agree.
And since the balance of the
chapter focuses on forgive-
ness, it tells us that Jesus
thought listening was a signifi-
cant and critical step in the for-
giveness process.

VORP can only
grow if financial
support grows.  If
you aren’t actively
supporting VORP,
we pray that this
will be the month
you start.

By sending $20 a
month, you will make a
big difference to victims,
offenders, and a commu-
nity in need of restoration
and reconciliation.

This is a great opportu-
nity.  Please send your first
check today!

At first glance, it seems like this is idea of listening is overrated.
When I talk with someone who is very angry at another person,
after listening to them and summarizing to be sure I heard them
correctly, I often ask, “And have you heard what they are say-
ing?”  I usually get an immediate yes and then I ask, “So what
are they saying?”  While it usually takes at least 15 minutes to an
hour to tell their own side, the summary of the other’s side is
usually completed in less than a minute.  Usually it contains an
offensive comment made by the other at some point and a
categorical and often unreasonable-sounding demand.  If they
agree to mediation or ask for advice on how to approach the
injustice/problem, I suggest listening to each other as a first step.
(That is after making some agreement to work constructively to
try to reconcile the injustices or solve the problems.)

What I observe, and experience personally, is that it is very
hard to listen to something we don’t agree with or that de-
scribes hurt caused by us.  I think our preference, if having to
listen at all, is to endure the noise and get on to the next step.
However, real listening calls for us to try to restate in our own
words, as much as possible, what the other has said in order to
check it out with them to find out if we really caught the mean-
ing of what they were tying to tell us.  If this process is done
with an attitude of really wanting to understand what the other
has to say, it is welcomed and usually leads the speaker to
wanting to share at an even deeper level.  It is not uncom-
mon, after a genuine summary, for the speaker to say, “Yes,
and the reason I feel this is….”  When we connect this way, I
observe/experience it as a holy moment.

Many people say they can’t see themselves doing this sum-
mary because, “It just isn’t me.”  And I wouldn’t argue with
them that “it just isn’t me” in situations of conflict.  However,
most of us do use this strategy on some occasions.  If we have
been told a telephone number or address, we think it is very
natural to check and see if we heard it correctly.  So we al-
ready do it in some important situations.  I’m just suggesting
we add some additional important situations in which we au-
tomatically do it.  I certainly agree that if we did it all of the
time, our friends would probably abandon us.

by Robert Van Cobb
with Ron Claassen

This is not a typical case.
VORP rarely works with a do-
mestic violence case.  VORP
accepted this case because
the victim requested it.  The
story was written by Robert
Van Cobb, VORP mediator
and member of Northwest
Church.  Some details have
been changed to protect the
identity of the participants.

This was a new experience
for me, and I was glad that my
wife was with me.  I tend to
be a “bottom line” sort of per-
son and in this situation I soon
became aware that this be-
havior would not be appropri-

See ‘Real Listening…’ on page 2.

VORP helps family restore domestic
tranquility after domestic violence incident

ate, both because of the na-
ture of the case and because
of the culture of the partici-
pants.

The offense was domestic
violence.  I learned that an
argument had taken place,
that the wife had been in-
jured, and that part of the in-
tensity and behavior was the
result of two diabetics who
had not eaten all day and
who had neglected to take
their medication.  As told by
the wife, the husband had
been working with a knife do-
ing some carving when the
argument started, and had
not put it down.  (She made it
clear that he didn’t go pick

up a knife after the argument
started.)  As he gestured with
his hands (and the knife) dur-
ing the argument his wife also
gestured and the tips of three
fingers were badly cut.

In our individual meeting
with the husband we learned
he was very sorry that the ac-
cident had occurred.  He said
the argument was unneces-
sary, but typical of their be-
havior when they neglected
their health.  He wished to be
reconciled to his wife and
desired VORP intervention.

During our meeting with the
wife I confirmed that she had
initiated the VORP process
herself and without pressure.

She felt that the situation had
gotten out of hand and
wanted to put matters right.
She said she did not intend to
get the authorities involved in
this matter.  She had merely
sought medical attention for
her fingertips and the next
thing she knew she was
speaking to a police officer.
He asked her a number of
questions and she had at-
tempted to answer them to
the best of her ability but she
acknowledged she was still in
a confused state, having not
yet eaten and having still not
taken her medication.

See ‘Domestic Violence…’ on
page 2.
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The first time you try it you
will probably feel awkward
and fear that the other will
think it is a ridiculous thing to
do.  However, if you try it, I am
sure you will want to do it
again because that person
will not think it is ridiculous at
all.  They will appreciate that
you want to hear their side.
The scripture is reliable; you
will gain a brother/sister/child/
wife/husband/co-worker, etc.

The prerequisite is that you
really want to or have de-
cided it would be important
for you to hear and really un-
derstand what the other is
saying and how they are ex-
periencing the injustice or
problem. It is okay to listen
even if you don’t yet feel like
you want to hear the other.  If
you wait for the feeling to be
congruent with this decision,
you may never do it.

Having made the decision
to really listen, when the
speaker pauses, say, with a
question in your tone, “You
said… (summarizing the

VORP media-
tors learn and
practice peace-
making skills
they can use in
the home, work-
place, and con-
gregation.

The next VORP
mediator trainings are
scheduled on April 18
& 19; and May 29, June
5 & 12.

For details, call Julius
or Victoria at 291-1120.

Volunteer
Mediators
Needed

She said she hadn’t in-
tended that her husband be
arrested but was advised that
the matter was out of her
hands.  She hoped that the
authorities would soon recog-
nize that this was all a misunder-
standing, but as matters pro-
gressed, she came to under-
stand that it would be neces-
sary to actively pursue clarifica-
tion in this matter.  She wanted
to be reunited and reconciled
with her husband and re-
quested VORP intervention.

During the joint meeting
there was much happiness
among the three children of
the household.  They had not
seen their father for several
weeks and were accustomed
to spending a great deal of
time with him.  There was hap-
piness between the husband
and wife as well.  As the meet-
ing opened the family re-
quested that such a meeting
should be opened with a
prayer.  We formed a circle.  It
was very meaningful for all of
us.  First each was allowed to
speak as they felt led (they said
things that affirmed each other
and the need to work on this
problem) and finally each was
invited to pray orally if they
wished.

There was some discussion
as to whether the children
should remain for the part of
the meeting discussing the in-
cident since they had not wit-
nessed the incident.  It was fi-
nally decided to excuse them
initially in case the conversation
might upset them.  The wife
and husband then in turn ac-
knowledged the incident and
expressed their regrets about
the argument.  The husband
acknowledged his wrong and

thoughts and feelings they
have just expressed).”  By say-
ing, “You said…,” or just sum-
marizing without any lead-in
at all, you leave the focus on
their comments.  If you have
a long lead-in like, “What I
thought I heard you say
was…,” you change the fo-
cus from them to you.  In real
listening, we want the focus to
stay with the speaker so they
can correct us or add more.

I have experienced con-
necting in this way and have
observed people in very seri-
ous conflict take these first
and very critical steps.  I think
we miss many opportunities to
connect through listening.  I
know that in our Peacemak-
ing Model,  listening is a very
important first step.  When
there is a mutual recognition
that the injustices/violations
have been recognized,
people are open to consider
how equity can be restored
and what agreements are
needed for a better future.
For more information on the
Peacemaking Model, visit our
web site at: www.vorp.org.

expressed regret that the wife
had been injured.  The wife
noted that she felt equally at
fault for the argument, and felt
that she had some part in the
injury in that she had been ges-
turing and was not watching
the knife.

During the discussion they
both voiced concern about
the situation in which they
found themselves.  Against their
wishes, the husband was not al-
lowed to visit the wife and chil-

dren, so instead of quickly deal-
ing with the event, they were
now enmeshed in a variety of
court proceedings.

They seemed ready to dis-
cuss the future.  We then dis-
cussed ideas and suggestions
to prevent a recurrence of the
conflict as well as ways of dem-
onstrating their commitment to
each other.

The husband announced he
had already attended a ses-
sion of anger management

counseling and was planning
to continue.  The wife was also
willing to attend counseling.
They also decided that one
way of demonstrating their
commitment to each other
would be to eat correctly and
to take their medication on
schedule.

The VORP agreement was
then completed and signed
and a copy was provided for
the court.

The extended family was
aware of the meeting and sup-
ported the idea.  The next
evening I spoke with the
offender’s mother who advised
me that our efforts seemed to
have helped both the family
and the court situation.  She
said that they all felt a renewed
hope.

Thanks Robert!

“Blessed are the Peacemakers”

Continued from page 1

Domestic violence incident resolved through VORP mediation
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Real listening focuses
on speaker, not self


