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THE POWER OF CHRISTIAN LISTENING


The center of Jesus’ ethical teaching is his command to love.  He quotes Leviticus “to love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:29).  And he makes clear that he defines a “neighbor” as anyone in need (Luke3 10:25-37).  Jesus also gave his disciples a new commandment, that we love one another as he first loved us.  In fact, Jesus challenged, “by this love for one another, all will know you are my followers, if you have love for one another”(John 13:35).  So Jesus commands us to care for all in need and to have an observable love for our brothers and sisters in Christ, a love that will be compelling and clearly visible to those outside our Christian community.  
The question I want to explore with you today is, “how do we go about sharing Christ’s love with those around us, especially people in pain?”   In his Letter to the Church at Rome, Paul challenges Christians to empathize with those in pain, to “weep with those weep.”  Empathy means “to feel with” and as followers of Jesus he wants us to show “accurate empathy.’’  How? Through attentive listening.

This morning during our 10:30 worship service we will commission four new Stephen Ministers.  They have now completed over 50 hours of training as Christian caregivers!  The 20th century theologian Paul Tillich once wrote, “The first duty of love is to listen.”  Much of Stephen Ministry centers on caring through careful and attentive listening!


We see an emphasis on listening in Scripture itself!  First we learn that God listens to us!  The entire enterprise of prayer is built on the conviction that God hears us when we pray.  In the exodus narrative, at the burning bush God assured Moses, “I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their taskmaster.  Indeed, I know their sufferings, and I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians” (Ex. 3:7-8a).  

There is also an emphasis as we saw in our responsive reading on our need to listen to one another!  For example the proverb which states, “If one gives answer before hearing, it is folly and shame” (18:13).  Or in the NT James (1:19) writes, “You must understand this, my beloved; let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak . . .”

When you listen to another person, you take his or her feelings and thoughts seriously; you are giving your time, your attention, your focus.  Often when a person is in deep pain, there is no simple “answer” or “solution” to their situation.  A friend’s  spouse has just left them for someone else and they are going through an unwanted divorce.  How can you best share Christ’s love with that person?  With your presence and your willingness to listen to them in their pain.  

Kenneth Haugk, a Lutheran pastor and founder of Stephen Ministry in his book, Don’t Sing Songs to a Heavy Heart, writes, “Listening is the closest thing to a magic bullet you will find in your kit of caring skills.”  Then he quotes people in painful situations; 

“My brother died from a drug overdose.  A few let me tell the story over and over.  They let me be sad without trying to change me.”  

Another said, “When I was divorced, a close friend was an excellent listener.  He was there for me whenever I needed him and did not offer any simple answers or pat advice.”



A woman said, “After infertility treatments, I lost my twins at 21 weeks.  A woman from church whom I knew only casually called and shared that she had lost a child at 34 weeks.  She came over to my house and just sat with me – just sat and listened and cried with me.  That was irreplaceable.”


Another said, “My friends asked me to do things with them I had always done, and they were willing to stop and listen to my pain whenever and wherever it came out.”


A man said, “When one of my parents died, the ones who helped me were the ones who said little.”


When you listen, you are concentrating on the other.  The force of this concentration is healing in and of itself.” (p.74, 5; c.2004; St. Louis, MO; Stephen Ministries).

Think about a painful loss in your own life.  Who was most helpful to you?  What did they do or say?  In my own life, after experiencing the deaths of parents and both my brothers that those who helped me the most said little but allowed me to express my feelings and tell stories about them.  

Personal presence and attentive listening are modeled beautifully for us in the biblical story of Job.  You remember the story – Job, a righteous man, a person of deep faith in God experienced tragoc losses.  His children were killed when a violent windstorm caused the home they were in to collapse.  Job’s livestock and servants were carried off by foreign raiders or simply killed by an act of nature.  Finally, Job experienced a horrible skin disease that left him covered with sores from head to foot.  How did his friends respond?  


We pick up the story at 2:11ff – “Now when Job’s three friends heard of all these troubles that had come upon him, each of them set out from his home – Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the Naamathite.  They met together to go and console and comfort him.  When they saw him from a distance, they did not recognize him, and they raised their voices and wept aloud; they tore their robes and threw dust in the air upon their heads.  They sat with him on the ground seven days and seven nights, and no one spoke a word to him, for they saw that his suffering was very great.”

Job’s three friends empathized with his grief and shared it.  They “felt with” their friend Job by their very presence and by listening to whatever he wanted to express.  The problem is that after Job expressed his grief and frustration in his first long speech, his three friends began offering advice!  And when they moved from a listening posture to advice-giving, they ceased offering effective care to their friend.

That’s so typical of what many of us often do!  The temptation in that awkward and painful situation is to try to “fix” the person by offering advice about what he or she should do next.  If your friend asks you point blank what you’d do, then it’s fine to offer your opinion, but otherwise your willingness to be present and listen is the best gift you can offer. 
Another mistake we make is to interrupt a hurting person by sharing our own similar experiences diverting our focus away from their pain; or begin to evaluate what they’re telling us, when what they need more than anything else is a person’s attentive listening!  In other words, we impose our thoughts, feelings, or beliefs on our friend in order to help them feel better and “get over their pain.”  In so doing, we’ve taken away that person’s opportunity to learn or improve their coping skills.  

Okay, let’s take another specific example.  A friend’s young child or spouse has died and you want to respond to that profound loss.  

First, what should you avoid doing or saying?  Don’t say “I know how you feel” because that’s not true unless you’re clairvoyant!  Each situation is unique!

Don’t try to gloss over the severity of their pain with words like – “you’ll get over this in time” or “just trust in God and it will get better” or “there are other people worse off than you are.”
Don’t try to cheer the person up!  That may lift your mood, but it’s likely to leave the person suffering with the addition burden of trying to make you, the supposed caregiver, feel better.  


Don’t preach a mini-sermon, “it’s for the best” or “it’s God’s will” or “God never gives us any more than we can handle” or other expressions of your own faith.  Those platitudes don’t help!  
What can you do that is helpful to express Christian caring?
You can say, “I’m sorry for your loss.  And I love you.”  And you can ask open-ended questions, like “How are you feeling, how are you coping today?”  

You can write a short note on a blank card expressing your love and sympathy.

You can pray with your friend before your conversation ends, but only if he/she gives permission.  
Finally, you can be present for your friend in an attentive listening mode.  The Apostle James wisely wrote, “You must understand this, my beloved; let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak . . .” (1:19).  

Let us pray:  Loving and Listening God, help us to become distinctly Christian caregivers by practicing the skills of attentive listening.  Work through us that we might incarnate Christ’s love in the live of hurting people.  Through Christ the Lord.  Amen.
