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INTRODUCING CONTEMPLATIVE LISTENING GROUP MODEL 
 
For many people, the Contemplative Listening Group Model is the highlight of the mentor group 
experience, so I’d like to go through the guidelines that make them work so well, and give you a picture 
of what the interaction looks like. I’m sure many of you have participated in small group sharing 
before, but the chances are that our model is a bit different from those groups—so I invite you to let 
go of any preconceived notions, listen anew, and just enter into the spirit of this Contemplative 
Listening Model.  
 
Contemplative listening groups are a completely safe, sacred container or space in which to share your 
journey, your thoughts, your experiences, and your heart.  
 
They are also a chance to practice the art of contemplative listening, which is simply being open and 
present to another person with respect and honor, without judgement, assumptions, interpretation, or 
adding anything (positive or negative) to what they say. It is not listening for how you can help; it is 
listening to appreciate exactly where they are in that moment, knowing that they are perfectly capable 
of learning from anything they might encounter on their journey. 
 

These guidelines are designed to support that purpose.  
1. Come prepared with what you will share so that you can be fully present to yourself and 

the members of your mentor group. If you’re trying to figure out what to share, you may 
be distracted and find it harder to be present. Preparing is also a chance to review the past 
month and see where your journey has taken you. 

2. Each group consists of 5-7 people with a mentor facilitator. There may be an associate 
mentor observing the mentor and group process. Associate mentors will also take turns 
facilitating the group from time to time. You will have the same people in your mentor 
group for the entire program. 

3. The mentor may ask someone to be a time keeper to be aware of the designated block of 
mentor group time so that the group can be free to be present and not feel rushed before 
returning to the main meeting room. 

4. Begin with silence and with your laps empty. 
5. The mentor invites the group to begin sharing, when someone is ready. There is no formal 

order to sharing. The next person who is ready simply speaks up. 
6. Each person shares between 3-5 minutes without cross-talk from other members. When 

people share, we hold them in a loving, honoring regard and listen in a contemplative way. 
We don’t comment on others’ shares; we hear with our hearts what they have to say 
without adding anything, and without interpretation or judgment. Because so many people 
who join Art and Practice are in positions where they serve others, there is a tendency to be 
sympathetic or want to help. We listen not for how we can help but to appreciate exactly 
where people are in that moment. Empathetic murmuring or nodding can make the 
container less than completely safe. If there are positive judgments, there might one day be 
negative judgments. We’re going for a space that is absolutely clear and pristine. Helpful 
suggestions, during or after the mentor group, can make the container less pristine.  

7. As a listener, listen with an attentive loving gaze toward the person speaking. Each 
person’s story is living scripture. 



©Mercy Institute of Spiritual Direction, Mercy Center Burlingame  All rights reserved. 

8. Allow a moment or two of silence between shares to notice your own interior movements 
and feelings and to clear yourself for the next person’s share. The silence could be about 
30-60 seconds, and then the next person who is ready shares. There doesn’t have to be a 
prompt from the facilitator. 

9. When the sharing is complete, the facilitator can invite the mentor group to another 
round of sharing and/or silent journaling, as time allows. 

10. In the second round of sharing/journaling, the focus is on what resonated or moved in 
you as you listened to the stories. Again, focus on your own experience and not the other 
person’s share, even if it was inspiring. More like “I felt inspired to communicate with my 
boss” is preferrable to “Janet, what you shared was so courageous. Good for you. It made 
me want to communicate with my own boss.” 

11. The facilitator closes the mentor group with a closing blessing and/or a few moments of 
silence. 

12. Everything shared in the Circle is confidential. What is shared is not for conversations 
outside the Sacred Circle. What is said in the Circle stays in the Circle. Example: One 
woman shared during the Circle that she had gotten engaged. When the Circle ended, the 
others waited for her to share outside the Circle that she was engaged before they 
celebrated with her. This eliminates the possibility of someone sharing something very 
vulnerable in the Circle, and then having another member see them outside the Circle and 
bring up what they shared in an environment that may not be not as safe or protected as 
the Circle is.  

13. When the contemplative listening session is complete, especially in a video conference, 
please return to the main meeting room so that we know when each group is finished. If 
your group finishes earlier than the others, you may take a break until the rest of the groups 
return. 

 
Some of these guidelines may seem silly, or feel awkward at first. We invite you to use them anyway to 
get the full benefit from your mentor group and to create a safe space for others. Many people who 
have questioned the guidelines at first have come back later and said that the contemplative listening 
group was the safest place they had ever experienced, and that they talked about things they had 
never even shared with their spouse.  
 
Contemplative listening is shared often when we meet in mentor groups as a part of the spiritual 
direction practicum, so we invite you to lean back and let the guidelines support you. 
 
Respond to questions for clarification. 
 
(Note: The key to making this introduction work is to be warm, welcoming, safe, and even soft—but 
like gravity about the rules. The most difficult thing for people to get is that they need to curb their 
instinct to take care of people, say or think “Oh you poor thing,” cluck, murmur things like “Oh” or 
“Aw,” smile and/or nod enthusiastically, or come up with ideas about how to help. Again, if there is a 
thumbs up, there could one day be a thumbs down. 
 
Another thing to remember is that this is not a time for spiritual direction, counseling, or consolation. It 
is a time to provide only an empty and pristine container, a sacred but silent space.)  


