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“CONVERSATION AS PRESENCE” 
 

HOW DO I LIKE OTHERS TO TREAT ME? 

 

In the book of Tobit we read: “Do to no one what you would not want done to you” (4:15).  In the Ser-

mon on the Mount, Jesus says much the same thing: “So always treat others as you would like them to 

treat you; that is the Law and the Prophets” (Matthew 7:12).  St Paul echoes the same advice in his Letter 

to the Romans, reminding us of the radical call to love one another: “The only thing you should owe to 

anyone is love for one another, for to love the other person is to fulfil the law.  All these, You shall not 

commit adultery, You shall not kill, You shall not steal, You shall not covet, and all the other command-

ments that there are, are summed up in this single phrase: You must love your neighbour as yourself” 

(13:8-9).  (See also Matthew 5:43-48 & Luke 6:27-36 where we are commanded to love our enemies.) 

 

Pope Paul VI reminds us of one fundamental way of being present in love – it is the way of conversation: 

 
The conversation is not proud, it is not bitter, it is not offensive.  Its authority is intrinsic to the truth it ex-

plains, to the charity it communicates, to the example it proposes; it is not a command, it is not an imposi-

tion.  It is peaceful; it avoids violent methods; it is patient; it is generous.  Trust, not only in the power of 
one’s words, but also in an attitude of welcoming the trust of the interlocutor.  Trust promotes confidence 

and friendship.  It binds hearts in mutual adherence to the good which excludes all self-seeking.  In the con-

versation, conducted in this manner, the union of truth and charity, of understanding and love is achieved.  

(Ecclesiam Suam, 81-82.) 

 

The 1971 Pastoral Instruction on the uses of modern means of communication puts it nicely:  

 
Communication is more than the expression of ideas and the indication of emotion.  At its most profound 
level it is the giving of self in love.  (Communio et Progressio, 11.) 

 

As a rule, we all like to be treated with some measure of respect and care.  This is not so much an issue of 

Christian morality as it is an expression of our humanity.  We are built that way.  We long to love and be 

loved.  Our whole lives are a yearning and searching to be in love.  The Incarnation is a resounding affir-

mation of that yearning – and its liberation.  In Christ, God calls us and draws us into Love.  Good con-

versation is part of this process.  We ought to see conversation that way, and promote it with that in mind, 

whether it is conversation with our children, the person driving the car in the other lane, the academic, the 

contemplative, the checkout person in the supermarket, our spouse, ourselves, another person at a Spiritu-

ality in the Pub event, someone we dislike or anyone else.  Good conversation is an act of love.  We 

should seek it with everyone we meet.  And of course the first person we meet each day is ourselves …… 

 

IF I AM A STRANGER TO MYSELF, THE OTHER REMAINS A STRANGER TO ME 
 

One of the better known events of Thomas Merton’s life happened to him while standing at the corner of 

Fourth and Walnut Avenues in Louisville, Kentucky.  As he looked at all the people walking by, and felt 

deeply a shared humanity, it struck him that “there are no strangers!”.  (See Conjectures of a Guilty By-

stander, Doubleday, 1989, 156-158.)  Merton reminds us of a paradox in this: “It is because I am one 

with them that I owe it to them to be alone, and when I am alone they are not ‘they’ but my own self.”   

 

Communion with the other means I must face myself in honesty and love.  In practice, this comes down 

to the simple but elusive work of listening.  In the stuff of life I must listen to what is going on with me, 

and between me and others.  “Strangeness” – whether it is the “strangeness” of the other or the “strange-

ness” of myself – is simply the result of not having met.  The “strangeness” will remain until or unless I 

take the initiative to face “the stranger” in myself.  A good place to start is precisely where you are afraid 

or embarrassed to start.  Go there, and gently but firmly ask open questions like: “What is happening 



here?”  “What is it like?”  “How is it making me think?”  “How does it make me feel?”  And listen!  (For 

further help with inner listening I strongly recommend Eugene Gendlin’s remarkable little book, Focus-

ing.)  A consistent, honest and effective listening to what is happening brings awareness, and awareness 

brings freedom, and freedom brings communion.  This is an excellent basis for engaging others in good 

conversation.  It reminds us of the essential link between conversation and conversion: There can be no 

genuine conversation unless there is at least openness to, if not eagerness for, transformation in and 

through encounter with the other.  (Although the work of transformation is ultimately a work of grace, our 

part cannot be overlooked.  The work of honest facing opens us to the liberating love of God in each mo-

ment.  John’s Gospel reminds us: “You are clean already by means of the word that I have spoken to you” 

(15:3).  The work we do enables us to know exactly what the Gospel is revealing there.) 

 

SPEAKING UNENCUMBERED WORDS 

 

To the extent that I am free, my speech will be free and freeing.  To the extent that I carry around inside 

me much unfaced agenda, my speech will tend to be burdened.  It will carry freight that will often enough 

contradict what I think I am actually saying.  You see, you and I are not the origin of words.  God is.  And 

God’s Word was made flesh (see John 1:14).  For the disciple, speech is both a sacred privilege and a sa-

cred duty.  In my words I bear the Word.  I must be free to do this.  My words my be free to carry the 

Word and release it without obstruction.  And if I am free to bear the Word in words to and for others, I 

will be free to receive the Word in words from others – no matter who they are or what they believe. 

 

In Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables, there is a marvellous example of this.  In a little piece entitled, “The 

bishop confronted by a strange light,” we become party to a conversation.  The two men in that conversa-

tion – the bishop and a certain G., who is dying – represent opposing social and political positions.  Be-

cause each is open to “something bigger,” a moment of grace emerges in which they are both present to 

each other in love.  The Word glimmers briefly in the world in that moment: 

 
The bishop saw that there was no time to lose.  He had come there as a priest.  His mood of extreme aloof-

ness had changed by degrees to one of deep emotion.  Gazing at the closed eyes and taking the old, cold, 

wrinkled hand in his, he leaned towards the dying man. 
“This hour belongs to God,” he said.  “Do you not think it would be sad if we should have met in vain?  ….. 

Now at the age of eighty-six I am on the point of death.  What do you ask of me?” 

“Your blessing,” said the bishop, and fell on his knees. 

 

Language is the servant of love.  To speak is to love.  Conversation is being present to the other in love. 

 

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION 

 

1.  What particular annoys you about the way others might treat you? 

2.  What do you particularly about the way others treat you?  Reflect. 

3.  Is there a connection between what you do not like about yourself and judgements you pass on others? 

4.  Is there anything that strikes you about the scripture references in the above piece?  Reflect. 

5.  Reflect on the idea of “the stranger in myself.” 

6.  Recall an instance in which dealing with something within you helped your relations with others. 

7.  Do you have any experience of conversation also being conversion?  Reflect. 

8.  “To the extent that I am free, my speech will be free and freeing.”  What does this mean to you? 

9.  Reflect on Hugo’s image of the bishop asking for a blessing.  What might this say about conversation? 

10. “Conversation is being present to the other in love.”  What does this mean in practise for you? 
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