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INTRODUCTION 

You responded to the title of this session.  I want you to think for a few minutes 
why you did. 

 
Where in your life is there too much talk, or too many words?  (If only I could 
sing, as Eliza Doolittle, ʻWords, words wordsʼ ...) 

 
 Four possible areas to highlight: 
 

Your world, the world:  cell phones, emails, texts, music blaring, traffic, 
television, computer, etc 

 
Your church:  sermons too long, people telling you what they think or 
what you should do, or usually both; even too much Bible quoting or 
doctrinal point-making,  and not enough silence or listening. 

 
Yourself: Do you often come away from a conversation saying, ʻI talked 
too much.  I did not listen.  I said more than I meant to.ʼ 
 
Your inner self:  the constant inner chatter, inner worry, inner critic, 

 a never-letting-up voice inside your head. 
 
 Do you identify with any of those examples?  Which ones? 
 Are you a person who craves retreat or silence? 
 Do you long for someone to listen to you? 
 Do you find that your best efforts at advice-giving fall on deaf ears? 
 Would you love to silence that internal chatter or critic? 
 Do you wonder why you seldom hear God speak to you? 
 
 
CANON ANNE LONGʼS 3-FOLD APPROACH TO LISTENING 
Linda and I were so helped by a course we took nearly twenty years ago, taught by 
Anne Long, an Anglican minister who taught at the seminary Paul and I attended, that 
we have been teaching this ever since.  In her training of clergy, Anne found that the 
most helpful thing she could teach them was to listen better.  Her approach includes 
the obvious listening to others, but it also incorporates listening to God and listening to 
ourselves.   
 



 

 

What we are covering today, which is simply an introduction, and what you will have 
the opportunity to observe and actually practice,  comes from her courses as well as her 
excellent book, now in its 19th printing, called simply Listening.  It is for sale on the book 
table. 
 
 
DEFINITION OF LISTENING 
My definition of listening is simply this:  I value what you have to say more than what I 
have to say.   
 
I demonstrate that by giving you my undivided attention, and by not talking.  This is a 
living out of Paulʼs admonition in Philippians 2:3b: “Count others better than yourself”. 
 
 
CHRISTIANS AND TALK 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer said: Many people are looking for an ear that will listen.  They do 
not find it among Christians, because Christians are talking when they should be 
listening.  The one who no longer listens to his brother or sister will soon no longer be 
listening to God either.. 
 
If this has been your experience, why do you think that is so?  Christians think they have 
ʻsomething to sayʼ, which they do.   Perhaps this problem, which has been my 
experience and my problem, as well, is that we as Christians question whether it is 
possible that ʻjust listeningʼ is as or more powerful than anything we can say or 
do?  Jesus did say that Mary, who simply sat and listened, had ʻthe one thing needfulʼ, 
contrasted with Marthaʼs active serving.   
 
My own desire to listen better - not unlike a ʻconversionʼ experience - came when I was 
able to see that ʻjust listeningʼ was indeed more powerful, more healing, than anything I 
could say or do.  I find it actually harder work to listen rather than speak.  
 
Since that ʻconversionʼ of mine, I can say that the value of listening has only increased 
over time.  I have come to see listening as a gateway to spiritual depth, self-
understanding, a better prayer life, and greater compassion.  As with the Bonhoeffer 
quote, I have found that there is a profound relationship amongst the three aspects of 
listening: to others, to God and to myself. 
 
Finally, let us look at listening theologically: living out the grace principles 
 
 Radical humility/justification by faith - ʻI bring nothing to the tableʼ, only my  
 presence. 
 
 Radical grace - listening well means giving a graceful space, free from fear of  
 condemnation, total freedom. 



 

 

 
Living sacrifice - as Paul commends in Romans 12:1: I present my body (my 
ears, my attention, my right to speak) as a living sacrifice (no wonder it is hard!). 

 
Imputation - all power to give advice is given to the speaker, not the listener. 

 
 
 


