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“ … Be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger.”   - James 1:19 

 

Sermon Title:  Caring for all people means listening to all people 

Prepared by Mary Fox, 8/11/19 

You may have noticed in your bulletin that the title of today’s sermon 

“Caring for all people means listening to all people”.  And those of you who 

know me may be thinking that I am the last person you would ever imagine 

delivering a sermon on the topic of LISTENING.  In fact, I mentioned to a few 

friends that I would be delivering our church sermon on this Sunday and 

when I told them it’s about listening well to others, they could barely 

conceal their amusement at this incongruity.  And I don’t blame them … I 

could give you countless examples of times when I’ve failed to listen fully 

to others.  If you’ve experienced sitting through a group meeting with me, 

you’ve undoubtedly experienced it first-hand.  But it’s precisely because 

listening is an area in which I struggle that I elected to focus this sermon on 

the very topic of listening well to others. 

 What I hope to do today is twofold … First I’ll talk a little about how 

the topic of listening fits with our summer series on caring for all people – 

with some examples to back this up.  Secondly, I’ll share some insights … 

gained largely from the source of wisdom second only to the bible (that is, 

the internet) … insights about what it takes to be a good listener.   

 So do you ever have occasion to wonder if anyone really listens to 

anyone anymore?  For instance, have you ever witnessed people in a 

restaurant who are totally absorbed in their smartphones … not exchanging 

a single word or interacting with others at their table, but only tuned into 

their electronic devices?  Not much listening happening there.  Or, have you 

ever attended a meeting or been a part of some other group where 

participants were talking on top of one another, with multiple people 

speaking at the same time?  Not much listening happening there, either.  

And the whole challenge of listening is apparently not new.  Going all the 
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way back to the book of Psalms, we hear this plea ... “How I wish my people 

would listen … Israel, how I wish you would listen to me!” (Psalm 81) 

I own a book entitled “The Sacred Art of Listening”, and in it author 

Kay Lindahl talks about listening from the heart.  She describes listening 

from the heart as a spiritual practice, and calls it – appropriately enough – 

“heart listening”.  The author reminds us that being truly heard is one of the 

greatest gifts we can give each other.  It’s more than simply not interrupting 

others when they’re speaking, and more than simply not finishing other 

people’s sentences for them.  (Although even these things alone would be a 

big improvement for some of us.)  Heart listening calls upon the skills of 

patience, silence, presence, and appreciation.  It involves many of the same 

principles of practicing meditation.   Listening from the heart means being 

fully present and truly open … creating a sort of sacred space in which 

another person can speak from their heart without fearing they will be 

judged, criticized or admonished.   

  Let’s consider how listening to others is an act of love, an act of 

caring for all people.  Listen to this quote from Rev. Janet Dunn (an 

interfaith minister) who writes, “Poor listening diminishes another person, 

while good listening invites them to exist and to matter.”  Did you hear 

that?  … Poor listening diminishes while good listening invites a person to 

matter.  Rev. Dunn goes on to say that listening is one of the highest forms 

of affirmation. A boss who pauses at her assistant’s desk to ask his opinion, 

a father who switches off the radio to listen to his child, a customer who 

stops to ask “how are you?” to a sales clerk — each of these is 

acknowledging someone’s personhood. 

 Jesus often modeled listening as a way to acknowledge 

another’s personhood. In Mark 10, he was surrounded by a huge crowd as 

he left Jericho. Yet when he heard a blind beggar calling out to him, 

Scripture says, “Jesus stopped.” He called Bartimus to himself and listened 

to him.  In fact, Jesus often took time to listen to those whom others 
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ignored… he listened to children, to tax collectors, to women and to 

Samaritans. 

Here’s another more contemporary example that illustrates how the 

sacred art of listening reflects God’s love for all people.  Our Council 

recently asked the congregation for input that will help as we seek our next 

pastor.  The input included a description of a meaningful pastoral 

encounter … the person said that in the encounter, the pastor “didn’t speak 

much, but made it a point to connect – to just listen.”  They described these 

mostly listening interactions as an experience of being touched by God, and 

went on to say “I have never forgotten the feeling of being “seen” and 

assured of God’s love as a result.”  That’s a powerful testament to the way 

in which listening to all people is synonymous with loving all people.   

Let me segue now into three lessons in good listening, borrowing heavily 

from David Mathis, an editor of an online the web ministry (called 

DesiringGod.org). 

#1 The first lesson:  Good listening requires patience.  (Patience is right 

up there with listening in terms of strengths I am sadly lacking … but that 

might be a sermon for another occasion!) 

In terms of patience, German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer describes how 

NOT to listen.  He describes “listening with half an ear that presumes 

already to know what the other person is saying” as “impatient, inattentive 

listening that … is only waiting for a chance to speak.”  I know I’m guilty of 

this and maybe some of you recognize a similar tendency.  We might think 

we know where the speaker is going and so we’re already formulating our 

response.  Or we are feeling anxious about all the seemingly important work 

we need to get to, and we wish they’d get to the point already.   

 Good listening requires concentration, and we have to be in it with 

both ears.  It can require deliberate and focused energy to consciously block 

out distracting thoughts that keep streaming into mind and compelling us 

to interrupt.  But we need to practice patience and hear the other person out 
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until they’re done speaking.  Rarely will the speaker start with what’s 

actually the most important or deepest intent of what they have to say.  We 

need to hear the whole train of thought … all the way to the caboose.     

Lesson #2:  Good listening requires humility 

Rev. Dunn suggests that we fail to listen well because we’re too 

preoccupied with ourselves.  “Instead of concentrating on what’s being said, 

we are busy deciding what to say in response or mentally rejecting the other 

person’s point of view.” 

Ego can be relentless and it is a major interference when it comes to 

being a good listener.   Isn’t it rather presumptuous of us to think we know 

what the other person intends to say?  According to proverbs 18:2, only a 

fool takes no pleasure in understanding, but only expressing his opinion.  

Yet our very ego-centric desire to demonstrate our superior knowledge or 

our compelling need to be the first to respond with the correct answer, 

often interferes with hearing what is truly spoken or to understand the 

meaning that’s intended.   

Let me provide here a very personal example of how ego – that very 

persistent quality often overrides humility – can get in the way of good 

listening.  My experience took place in a classroom setting.  The instructor 

passed out a page with directions in tabular form – a single column down 

the page – and said that we should read it completely through before taking 

any action.  Well, I started to scan the page and realized that if I didn’t 

waste time reading to the end but instead started carrying out the directions 

in the order they appeared I could be “the winner” and champion (that 

doesn’t sound like ego right there, does it?)  The first direction said jump 

up and shout your name, so I did.  The next direction said stand on your 

chair and clap your hands three times, so I did.  I started to realize that I 

was the only one taking these actions and I was feeling pretty darn superior.  

So I continued on down the list …. Well, perhaps you’ve experienced this 

exercise or can guess where its headed, but it turns out that the very final 
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direction on the list said “don’t do any of these actions, just sit quietly and 

wait for further instruction”.  Yep, my ego caused me to look like a complete 

fool.  Had I listened to the whole story … the full train of thought all the 

way to the caboose … I would have understood the real meaning and been a 

lot better off as a result.   

While Proverbs 18:13 tells us that only the fool “gives an answer 

before he hears”, a wiser person tries to listen – and to listen from a 

nonjudgmental point of view, resisting personal feelings of defensiveness.  

A good listener will avoid forming an opinion or a response until the full 

update is on the table and the whole story has been fully heard.  

Good listening flows from a humble heart that counts others more 

significant than ourselves.  From Philippians (2:1-4), “ … have kindness and 

compassion for one another; do not do anything from selfish ambition or 

cheap desire to boast, but be humble; look out for one another’s interests 

and not just your own.”  In other words, listen with humility and hear the 

whole story, all the way to the caboose. 

Lesson #3:  Good listening is ministry in action 

Bonhoeffer writes that there are many times when “listening can be a 

greater service than speaking”.  And Rev. Dunn suggests that good listening 

can often defuse the emotions that may be a part of the problem being 

discussed.  Sometimes releasing these emotions is all that’s needed to solve 

the problem.  The speaker may neither want nor expect us to say anything 

in response.  In advising how to cultivate good listening, Dunn encourages 

us to “put more emphasis on affirmation than on answers.”  She says, 

“many times God simply wants to use me as a channel of his affirming love 

as I listen with compassion and understanding.”  Sometimes what our 

neighbor really needs most is just for someone else to know. 

You’ve probably heard me talk about my Aunt Joanne – and some of 

you have met her.  She has dementia, and in March of last year we had to 

move her to a residence for elder care.  It was around then that Donna 
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Wishart from the Commission on Aging delivered a sermon here on a 

Sunday morning, and something she said inspired me to start a 

reminiscence group at Woodland Acres where my aunt now lives.  About 

every two weeks, I would gather all the residents – around ten (give or take) 

– and introduce a specific topic.  One time it we talked about how they 

spent their summer months as a child, on another occasion we shared 

memories of favorite holiday traditions, and so on.  After I had done this for 

about three months, one of the residents made a comment that stayed with 

me – and Sandy’s message recurred to me as I was preparing this sermon.  

She said “honey, I am so glad to see you come … you know, we all like to be 

listened to.”  There I was thinking it would be great for people to share 

some memories or get to know one another a little better … yet Sandy’s 

comment made me realize that perhaps what’s even more important is 

having an opportunity to be heard and to be acknowledged as a person, 

someone who exists and who matters.  Listening as ministry in action. 

 

Let me conclude by returning to Kay Lindahl’s book, the Sacred Art of 

Listening.  I hope I can succeed in more frequently emulating the practice 

she calls “heart listening”.  {make      shape w/ hands}     Even the name 

evokes a symbol of love.  Listening with our hearts … being present and 

patient, seeking to understand above being understood, creating a space 

that allows others to speak what’s in their hearts … it truly feels like a 

sacred act.  Just as loving God begins with listening to God’s word, so the 

love for our brothers and sisters involves listening to them.  May we all go 

forth with even greater intent to listen with all our heart.  Amen. 
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