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Only when pastors hear beyond the words, can they care-fully minister. Pastors listen all the
time. Or do they? Listening is more than a developed skill; it is an awesome gift of hospitality
offered to others. According to Dr. Emma Justes, hearing beyond the words signifies an intimate
relationship characterize by humility, thoughtful availability, vulnerability, and mutuality. Listening
requires focused attention and openness. To help the reader learn this essential skill, the author
includes exercises at the end of each chapter to build needed competency for this healing
ministry.

About the AuthorBARBARA PARK (1947–2013) is beloved by millions as the author of the wildly
popular Junie B. Jones series. She is also the author of award-winning middle-grade novels and
picture books, including Skinnybones and Mick Harte Was Here. We are thankful for the laughter
she’s given us and to millions of children.
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comprehension.INTRODUCTIONThe problem with listening is that it is so easy not to do. None
of us, myself included, listen as consistently well as we might. Listening is very hard work.
Listening affects all aspects of our everyday lives from the smallest one-to-one relationships to
family, group, committee, congregational, and workplace relationships, as well as community,
governments, and even international relationships. Listening plays a vital role in ministry in all of
its forms: caregiving, education, chaplaincy, mission, administration, evangelism, and preaching.
Effective ministry requires us to be able to listen well. We can't avoid the need to be able to listen
care-fully in order to relate effectively."Communication" surrounds us and intrudes on our lives.
People speak loudly into their cell phones in public places. Technology makes it possible for us
to be in communication with people anywhere, at any time. We are deluged with communication
around the clock. People "talk over" one another, even on public television. This amount of
"communication" and the number of so-called talk shows would lead one to think that a lot of
listening is going on. Not necessarily. Quality listening is not taking place. Outward signs do not
ensure inward realities. In spite of all this connection with one another, what we are missing is
feeling connected. We have adapted to the babble by blocking out a lot of the interference with
which we are constantly bombarded. Even cutting down on this interference does not mean that
we will be able to listen more deeply in today's world. It is a paradox that we are surrounded by
continuous communication and yet feel disconnected, isolated, and alienated.The cell phone
commercials that feature the man who travels into every kind of setting asking, "Can you hear
me now?" symbolizes for me the state of communications among those longing to be heard and
the constant search for someone who will "hear me now."We long to be connected with one
another. Part of this deep longing is to be listened to, to be received by another person and feel
connected in a way that is not superficial or minimal. Whenever I have deeply heard someone's



pain or struggle and have been able to reflect that hearing back to the person effectively, the
response of the person who is heard is often deep relief. When I have experienced someone
deeply listening to me, I have known that response of relief and found a feeling of connection.
When we are heard, we experience being "seen."Longing for the connections, and the
belonging that listening offers to us, draws us to community. Communities of faith in particular,
ideally, are places where we are received and feel connected; where we are nurtured and we
take the risks of growing. Being welcomed, received, and heard builds the realities of community.
Within community—as part of community—people learn to speak and learn to listen. Listening is
not acquired without community. Community is not created without listening.Across cultures we
cannot hear one another without struggling with the cultural differences within and surrounding
what is said. Males and females have difficulty hearing one another across acquired and
reinforced gender barriers.1Children and their parents have great difficulties in listening to one
another across generations. It is also true that pastors and parishioners do not hear one another
much of the time. Nonlistening happens even in situations in which listening is the thing that is
intended, such as in pastoral care and counseling, and for parishioners, in listening to
sermons.Assumptions we make, expectations we have, and stereotypes we hold about others
and their circumstances affect how well we listen to them. Past experiences of listening and
current issues with which we struggle are factors that influence our listening.True ListeningThe
focus on listening here is on truly hearing another person, deeply listening. I use different
phrases throughout the book to make it clear that I mean a different kind of listening—true
hearing, caring listening, effective listening, pastoral listening, and healing listening. I will use
such phrases to emphasize that what is being addressed is not simply the act of listening to
words to which we are all accustomed. The hearing of words and the receiving of the speaker
are far from being the same thing; most of our listening takes place somewhere in between
these two extremes.Teenagers today have an interesting way of expressing their understanding
of what they have heard: "I feel you." The question form, which asks about whether someone
has been understood (heard), is, "Do you feel me?" Or in its abbreviated forms, "You feel me?"
or even, "Feel me?" These young people seem to have grasped a dimension of listening that
may be less consciously available to adults. Hearing does not enter into the feeling realm unless
it is truly listening. The teens' way of saying they have heard acknowledges the feeling
dimension to the deep listening and authentic understanding that this book encourages.2 The
feeling content in what is spoken and what we hear may be more important than the words used
for speaking.Listening and HospitalityOver the years, I have encouraged students to think of
listening as an act of receiving—making use of the gesture of an open palm, facing up, extended
as if to receive something. The use of this gesture became the impulse for me to explore the
connections between hospitality and listening, since the basic movement of hospitality is also
receiving. As I have thought about listening, experienced listening and being heard, and as I
have taught the importance of listening, I began to see the power of a connection between
listening and hospitality. This connection was enhanced by my discovery of the great value given



to hospitality in scripture. Hospitality and listening fit well together, and I believe that listening can
be enhanced by some gifts found in understanding hospitality.Because of the centrality of
receiving in listening, listening can be understood as an act of hospitality. Listening, like
hospitality, not only involves receiving another person, but includes being welcoming and open
to the speaker who is in our presence. Ability to listen is rooted in the person or character of the
listener, as is hospitality.Neither listening nor hospitality is lodged solely in practice, but each is
also a matter of being. Listening is not a matter of precise procedure, nor is it entirely a matter of
"Whoever has ears let them hear."3 As this saying indicates on the surface, there is a need for
ears in order to hear. However, having ears doesn't always mean we hear.4 "Whoever has ears"
otherwise may mean "those who welcome me and my words into their lives," or "those who
recognize the true meaning of what is said and welcome it." Receiving, whether in the practice
of hospitality or in listening, does not happen with closed hands, crossed arms, or a clenched
heart. Being able to receive another with listening hospitality requires willingness and ability to
be open to the other—with hands, arms, and hearts open and ready to receive.A Story of
Missing ListeningA woman came to my house weekly over a period of months. This woman
never invited me to tell her about myself, or left me any openings in which to do so. I would listen
as she struggled to bring the gospel, as she understood it, to me and convince me of the
correctness of her faith and the importance of my accepting it. She had no idea who I was or
what I already knew about God or already believed. I wanted to see if she would ever ask.Finally
we met under other circumstances and she discovered that I was a seminary professor. She
didn't return to our house. I did not remain silent about myself to embarrass her or in any way
diminish her faith. I didn't intend to make this experience an experiment. It was only after many
visits that it dawned on me that her approach was clearly general and did not include the
specifics of my life and me. I have long believed what Carroll Wise said in defining pastoral care,
which points toward the particularity of the individual. I realized that I was curious about what this
woman brought and was impressed with her diligence and enthusiasm, but I did not feel
"touched." What I suspect is that my visitor made assumptions about me and who I was, and
from these assumptions she brought her message. This visitor helped me see how very
important listening is, before evangelism.The generalized approach taken by my visitor is much
like the approach of the pastor who described a hospital visit, "I offered some words of comfort
and then left." Maybe those same "words of comfort" had been offered to every hospitalized
parishioner in that pastor's ministry experience. Within failures to listen are assumptions about
what people "need," which always are just that—assumptions.The Heart of Caring MinistriesWe
identify ourselves as people who "love to tell the story," which was clearly my visitor's approach.
It is important to remember that in order to tell the story effectively, we need to know the person
to whom we tell the story—to have some sense of where that person is on their faith journey.
This cannot be discovered apart from listening. Carroll Wise's definition of pastoral care as
communicating the gospel to persons at the point of their need has been a staple in my teaching
of pastoral care.5 If we are to effectively provide pastoral care, it becomes necessary to first



know what a person's point of need happens to be. Otherwise, care becomes a generalized shot
in the dark with no target and no consideration of the individual to whom care is being
offered.Pastoral ListeningPastoral listening takes place in a variety of contexts. First, pastoral
listening occurs in the context of all of the functions of ministry, which are located in the contexts
of a wide variety of human communities. Pastoral listening takes place in the context of listening
to God and of God listening to us.In every area of ministry careful listening is a key to effective
ministry. Preaching may seem to be an exception to this claim, but in order to bring the Word of
God to the people of God it is necessary to know where the people of God are at this time and in
this place. Listening to the people is a prelude to preaching. The preaching pastor who knows
the people to whom she or he brings the message of the sermon, knows how to address it to
these particular people. The gospel is not generic, but connects with people in particular ways
as it relates to their lives. Hearing the people is the way they are known; their struggles, pains,
and needs are revealed in listening to them.Not Being HeardAs we think about listening and
strive to improve our listening, it is necessary to give some attention to the experience of not
being heard. It is important to recognize what other persons experience when we are not
listening to them. When we experience the frustration of feeling we are not being heard, we
seldom break the rules of politeness and challenge the one who is merely seeming to listen to
us. As speakers we are able to recognize nonlistening even when it is not so obviously conveyed
as with a glance at a watch, wandering eyes, or even yawns.We can sense when another is not
listening to us. We can experience this even when there are the signals to the contrary, such as
sustained eye contact, repeated nods, or verbal affirmations like "uh huh" or "I see." We go on
speaking even when we have a sense that we are not being heard. Perhaps we keep talking with
the hope that what we sense and suspect is wrong and that indeed we are being heard. Or we
continue to speak with the hope that something will catch the listener's attention.Awareness of
the experience of those who speak to us and are not heard is important for encouraging our
efforts to become the best listeners we can be. Remember, if you are able to sense that
someone is not listening to you, speakers will be able to sense when you are not listening to
them.Levels of ListeningEven though we all come with different levels of listening abilities, all of
us can improve our listening skills. As ministers we want to be able to evaluate our listening—
how are we doing as listeners? We also want to be able to tell whether someone to whom we
are listening actually experiences being heard. This book is written with the recognition that we
do not come with the same degree of listening skills; nor do we, whatever our skill levels, listen
with the same degree of focus all of the time. The poorest listener may have brilliant moments
when her or his attention is captured and held rapt. The whole message is heard loud and clear,
and appropriate response is given.The best of listeners, however, will have moments of stress or
distraction that draw them away from their usual gifts in listening and into moments of, perhaps,
more self-preoccupation. Being a consistently effective listener includes moments in which we
lapse into poor listening. Being an effective listener includes learning how to recover and return
to the person we are failing or have failed to hear, to listen with renewed attention. As we



examine our own listening, we do well to have compassion for ourselves as listeners,
recognizing our personal and ministry contexts that influence our listening.OverviewThis book is
intended for use as a workbook for seminary classes in areas of pastoral care and counseling.
But it is not intended only for the audience of the seminary class, since it is designed so that it
also can be used by individuals or by any groups in the church interested in improving their
listening abilities. It will be helpful not only to pastors, but also to groups within a congregation or
parish who want to do their work together more effectively: church boards or committees, for
example. The exercises are easily adaptable for a variety of church and personal uses.Before we
get into the first chapter of the book, I offer the reader some exercises intended to prepare
readers for being ready to listen. These are found within the Introduction in a section called
"Exercises to Get Started." The first chapter brings us to a discussion of foundations for listening
and an understanding of the importance of hospitality in the Jewish and Christian faith traditions.
Qualities found in hospitality form the basis for each of the following chapters. Chapter 2
discusses what is necessary in order to prepare to listen effectively. Chapter 3 encourages
listening to what is not actually being said, in receiving physical communications that may
significantly alter what is heard. Often feelings are not named and yet can be seen as the person
speaks. The last two chapters present concerns about the limits of the listening pastor and the
gift of listening for God as one listens to others.We will look at ways to improve listening skills
using focus questions and exercises related to each chapter. Following each chapter there are
focus questions. These questions encourage further consideration and application of that which
was presented in the chapter. The exercises following each chapter (and this introduction) are
designed to increase one's awareness of one's listening effectiveness and discover barriers to
one's hearing as ways to improve one's listening skills. There is an additional short section at the
end of the book that includes more skillbuilding exercises. Readers also are encouraged to keep
a listening journal to use for recording progress and growth in listening discoveries and skills.
The journal can provide a place to keep track of self-developed programs designed for
diminishing barriers to listening. The journal can also be a place to write prayers that you use for
preparing yourself for listening—prayers for yourself, your focus and clarity, and prayers for those
you visit. Some people find journal keeping to be burdensome; others have discovered that
tracking oneself can be of value. Try it. You may like it.Some of the exercises provide a place for
feedback from those to whom you listen as a way to further assess your self-perceptions. The
exercises offer opportunities to observe the listening of others and intentionally focus on how it
feels to be "half listened to." The chapters and exercises take readers through stages toward
more effective listening, with the recognition that growth in effective listening is a lifelong process
that continues to be a challenge.Introductory Exercise:Noticing When You Are HeardIntuitively,
you know when you are not being heard. Those with preaching experience can observe the
congregation even while preaching a sermon and notice those who at least appear attentive.
(They may not realize that you can notice.) What is it in their demeanor that tells you they hear
the meaning of what you are saying? Nods of heads, smiles, an attitude of attentiveness, looking



at you with apparent focus? In the African American church there are signs that are verbalized in
amens, in encouraging exclamations such as "Preach!" or in physical signs of hands raised in
agreement, or persons standing up. These are signs that tell us that we are being heard as we
speak. Culture makes a difference in the ways people show attentiveness. Eye contact, for
example, is considered rude rather than attentive in some cultures.We also detect signs of
nonlistening in bored expressions and apparent nonattentiveness—looking elsewhere, sleeping,
reading, appearing obviously distracted.6 We have ways of knowing when others do not listen to
us. Being in the position of speaking to a group of people is only illustrative. These comments
apply in one-to-one conversations as well. Often we do not tune in to this information because
we do not want it to be distracting. More important, we do not want to be hurt. We do not want to
admit to ourselves that the other(s) are not listening.The ExerciseSpend a designated period of
time—a few days, a week (not just a few hours)—that will span a variety of contacts with other
persons. Set your time boundaries. Observe how others listen to you. Be especially aware of
those times when others convey that they are not listening. At those points focus on what it is
that tells you the person is not listening. Is it glazedover eyes or a fixed facial expression? Is it
smiling when you speak of a tragedy? Something in their manner tells you that he or she
"checked out." Identify what it is that tells you the person is not listening, even if you feel you are
just guessing.The Written AssignmentKeep a list of descriptions of what signaled you that
another person was not hearing you. Be aware that family members may be the best subjects for
this exercise. For your own benefit you might also keep notes of those moments when someone
was hearing you and how you knew this was the case. This exercise is a good place to make use
of keeping a listening journal. Use your list to write in essay form what you have learned about
listening from this exercise. What were the signs you noticed? What were the feelings you
noticed? This is an exercise about you and your self-awareness. Keep this as your focus.This
information that enables you to know when someone is or isn't listening to you is information you
already have internally. All of us tend to fail to make use of it as a way to improve our own
listening. This is your opportunity to discover and make use of what you already know.Exercises
to Get StartedNonverbal CommunicationsThis exercise offers an opportunity to practice your
skills in attending to nonverbal communications. Turn off the sound on the television and watch
people who are speaking. This might be watching anything from a politician to a television
evangelist, a sitcom or portion of a movie. What is your response to the nonverbal signals you
"hear" from facial expressions, gestures, and so forth? What is the speaker communicating
without the benefit of the sound? It might be interesting to tape the same segment you are
watching and evaluating and later play it back with sound. How do the messages from the
nonverbal and the sound version coordinate?Becoming Open to ListeningThe aim of this
exercise is to prepare you for moments when receiving what is said may be increasingly difficult.
By practicing listening in a nonthreatening setting, you can develop "muscles" for being able to
welcome and receive when it is difficult to do so. Settle somewhere where you can be
comfortable, relaxed, and undisturbed. Select some enjoyable music. Listen to the music and



make an effort to open yourself to receive the music. Do more than your accustomed listening.
Welcome the music and receive it; be attentive to it; give it a place in your self. Keep paying
attention to your quality of listening. How hospitable are you being to the music?Choosing a
Place to GrowPick a subject that you know little or nothing about but that may just be an issue
you need to listen to in your ministry. Identify the source of your interest in this subject. What
draws you to choose this particular subject? Make a note of what you discover about making this
choice. Develop a plan for how you will learn about the subject. Put your plan in writing (in your
journal) and follow through on it. This kind of plan could be a short-term plan or a long-term plan
that might mean several years of study (not full time). As you learn more about the subject make
some notes on your progress in feelings and attitudes about the subject. Place yourself in a
context in which you will be able to have experiences related to the subject. For example, if you
know little about prison life, arrange to visit a prison. This could be arranged through church
groups that have programs of prison visitation or through a prison chaplain. If you know little
about domestic violence, contact a shelter for battered women to arrange to speak with one of
the staff. (For the sake of the safety of the women at the shelter, you probably will not be allowed
to visit the shelter or speak with the women there.) Another option would be to locate an open
Alcoholics Anonymous meeting to attend as an observer. Be certain it is an open
meeting.Trusting in VulnerabilityWith a partner, arrange to take a walk guided by your partner
while you wear a blindfold. The objective of this exercise is to work toward being more
comfortable with being vulnerable. When you are guided by someone else and not able to see
for yourself where you are going and whether you are safe, feelings of vulnerability emerge.
There is some similarity between the experience of this exercise and being willing to let the
speaker take you where she or he might choose rather than following your guidance through
questions, for example. You might experience resistance to trusting your partner, just as you
would experience resistance to allowing the speaker to lead the conversation.You and your
partner could reverse roles and you take the lead in guiding your blindfolded partner around. The
guide should not limit the trip you take to a smooth route, but allow the partner to encounter
stairs, rocky paths, twists and turns. The partner who is blindfolded should not be able to see
around the blindfold or the purpose of the experience is lost.In your journal write briefly about
your experience of being led around and being vulnerable to the leading of your partner. Also
write about your feelings in being the one who is the leader, on whom your partner relies for a
safe journey. You might want to share your reflections with your partner.Testing Your Inner
SensesThis exercise requires at least one partner and can be enhanced by having several
partners in succession. Select people who differ in gender, height, race, or culture from you and
from one another, in addition to selecting one who is most like you.This is a simple exercise that
involves merely walking toward one another. This exercise enables the participants to discover
the inner sense they have about their own personal space and to evaluate their ability to sense
and respect the space of each partner. The space you need is likely to vary from one partner to
another (if they are different from one another).Here are the specifications: You are to walk



toward one another, looking at one another until you reach a zone of discomfort. When you feel
you have gotten too close, back up and adjust your distance. You and your partner will have to
work together on this, with each of you deciding what distance feels comfortable to you. It may
be that your partner and you do not find a distance that is agreeable to both of you. How do you
work out a compromise? The distance one finds comfortable depends on one's life experiences,
culture, size in relation to the partner, and the gender and race of the partner in relation to yours.
There is no judgment involved in the distance each partner elicits.You may discover that if you
stand side by side rather than face-to-face, you will be able to feel comfortable with much less
distance between you. Notice and write about your experience of your inner sense of the space
you need and how it has differed with different partners. This sense of space is the same kind of
sense you have about other issues in your experience of listening. Perhaps this exercise can
help you trust what you sense. Take time to discuss the experiences with your
partners.CHAPTER ONELISTENING AS CHRISTIAN HOSPITALITYIntroductionThe Scriptures
use many different forms of the words listen, listened, hear, and heard. I located almost fifteen
hundred references. The phrase often repeated to the people of Israel, "Hear, O Israel . . ."
alerted the people to listen, to attend to the important words that would follow. The prophetic
tradition that declared, "Thus says the Lord," emphasized the act of listening as the people were
called to attention with these introductory words. In the ministry of Jesus, his parables frequently
ended with the phrase, "Let whoever has ears to hear listen." How can we, then, ignore the
importance of listening?Whereas we have a strong scriptural tradition that emphasizes listening
and hearing, I turn to the biblical image of hospitality for a theological grounding of the practice
of listening, because hospitality bespeaks the kind of relationship best suited for listening and
hearing. As I have worked with listening I have seen that there are some clear commonalities
between hospitality and listening. Both deserve more importance in ministry. Therefore, in this
chapter we will examine selected passages of scripture that deal with hospitality in order to
explore how it can enrich our understanding and practice of listening.The qualities required in
hospitality—its essence—I propose are also those elements that are necessary for effective
listening. An examinationof hospitality gives us a deeper, more nuanced understanding of
listening. My purpose in exploring the relationship between hospitality and listening, at its heart,
is to enable, encourage, and support the practice of more effective listening.This chapter
explores the meaning and practice of hospitality in a Christian context, identifying its implications
for listening to one another. My hope is that seeing the connections and gaining greater
understanding of hospitality will enhance the practice of listening on the part of those in
ministry.So what can we learn from an understanding of hospitality that will help us move toward
better listening? Throughout this chapter I invite you to keep listening in mind as we discover
more about hospitality. What we discover here about hospitality will lead to the practice of more
effective listening.A Scriptural Base for HospitalityIt took many years of reading the Bible before I
began to become aware of the importance of hospitality in its message. Now I find it difficult to
miss the significance of hospitality as I read the Scriptures. A familiar and foundational story of



hospitality from the Scripture is found in the eighteenth chapter of Genesis. The story begins
when three strangers arrive at the tent of Abraham and Sarah in the desert.Dr. Dennis Groh
describes the appropriate approach to a tent in the desert. Recognizing that the desert is itself
less than hospitable, hospitality among those who travel the desert becomes extremely
important. The one who approaches another's tent is required to sit at a distance from the tent
and wait to be noticed. To approach unacknowledged can be seen as a threatening gesture.
Once acknowledged, the host goes out to welcome the strangers who are then free to approach
the tent.1 Readers of Genesis 18 would benefit from holding this context in mind. Hospitality is
culturally sensitive, which makes it important to be aware of the context in which hospitality is
being experienced or observed.In Genesis 18 Abraham noticed three men standing in the
desert.2 Abraham ran to greet them (v. 2). He welcomed the men to his tent and offered them
water to wash with. Abraham was insistent in encouraging them to accept his hospitality and
sensitive in acknowledging that they were on a journey and he did not intend to detain them
once they were refreshed (vv. 4-5). Sarah and their servants were enlisted to join in the quick
preparation of a feast for these guests. The best flour and a plump calf were chosen to serve
these strangers in the desert (vv. 6-8).Hearing Beyond the WordsHearing Beyond the
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comprehension.INTRODUCTIONThe problem with listening is that it is so easy not to do. None
of us, myself included, listen as consistently well as we might. Listening is very hard work.
Listening affects all aspects of our everyday lives from the smallest one-to-one relationships to
family, group, committee, congregational, and workplace relationships, as well as community,
governments, and even international relationships. Listening plays a vital role in ministry in all of
its forms: caregiving, education, chaplaincy, mission, administration, evangelism, and preaching.
Effective ministry requires us to be able to listen well. We can't avoid the need to be able to listen
care-fully in order to relate effectively."Communication" surrounds us and intrudes on our lives.
People speak loudly into their cell phones in public places. Technology makes it possible for us
to be in communication with people anywhere, at any time. We are deluged with communication
around the clock. People "talk over" one another, even on public television. This amount of
"communication" and the number of so-called talk shows would lead one to think that a lot of
listening is going on. Not necessarily. Quality listening is not taking place. Outward signs do not
ensure inward realities. In spite of all this connection with one another, what we are missing is
feeling connected. We have adapted to the babble by blocking out a lot of the interference with
which we are constantly bombarded. Even cutting down on this interference does not mean that
we will be able to listen more deeply in today's world. It is a paradox that we are surrounded by
continuous communication and yet feel disconnected, isolated, and alienated.The cell phone



commercials that feature the man who travels into every kind of setting asking, "Can you hear
me now?" symbolizes for me the state of communications among those longing to be heard and
the constant search for someone who will "hear me now."We long to be connected with one
another. Part of this deep longing is to be listened to, to be received by another person and feel
connected in a way that is not superficial or minimal. Whenever I have deeply heard someone's
pain or struggle and have been able to reflect that hearing back to the person effectively, the
response of the person who is heard is often deep relief. When I have experienced someone
deeply listening to me, I have known that response of relief and found a feeling of connection.
When we are heard, we experience being "seen."Longing for the connections, and the
belonging that listening offers to us, draws us to community. Communities of faith in particular,
ideally, are places where we are received and feel connected; where we are nurtured and we
take the risks of growing. Being welcomed, received, and heard builds the realities of community.
Within community—as part of community—people learn to speak and learn to listen. Listening is
not acquired without community. Community is not created without listening.Across cultures we
cannot hear one another without struggling with the cultural differences within and surrounding
what is said. Males and females have difficulty hearing one another across acquired and
reinforced gender barriers.1Children and their parents have great difficulties in listening to one
another across generations. It is also true that pastors and parishioners do not hear one another
much of the time. Nonlistening happens even in situations in which listening is the thing that is
intended, such as in pastoral care and counseling, and for parishioners, in listening to
sermons.Assumptions we make, expectations we have, and stereotypes we hold about others
and their circumstances affect how well we listen to them. Past experiences of listening and
current issues with which we struggle are factors that influence our listening.True ListeningThe
focus on listening here is on truly hearing another person, deeply listening. I use different
phrases throughout the book to make it clear that I mean a different kind of listening—true
hearing, caring listening, effective listening, pastoral listening, and healing listening. I will use
such phrases to emphasize that what is being addressed is not simply the act of listening to
words to which we are all accustomed. The hearing of words and the receiving of the speaker
are far from being the same thing; most of our listening takes place somewhere in between
these two extremes.Teenagers today have an interesting way of expressing their understanding
of what they have heard: "I feel you." The question form, which asks about whether someone
has been understood (heard), is, "Do you feel me?" Or in its abbreviated forms, "You feel me?"
or even, "Feel me?" These young people seem to have grasped a dimension of listening that
may be less consciously available to adults. Hearing does not enter into the feeling realm unless
it is truly listening. The teens' way of saying they have heard acknowledges the feeling
dimension to the deep listening and authentic understanding that this book encourages.2 The
feeling content in what is spoken and what we hear may be more important than the words used
for speaking.Listening and HospitalityOver the years, I have encouraged students to think of
listening as an act of receiving—making use of the gesture of an open palm, facing up, extended



as if to receive something. The use of this gesture became the impulse for me to explore the
connections between hospitality and listening, since the basic movement of hospitality is also
receiving. As I have thought about listening, experienced listening and being heard, and as I
have taught the importance of listening, I began to see the power of a connection between
listening and hospitality. This connection was enhanced by my discovery of the great value given
to hospitality in scripture. Hospitality and listening fit well together, and I believe that listening can
be enhanced by some gifts found in understanding hospitality.Because of the centrality of
receiving in listening, listening can be understood as an act of hospitality. Listening, like
hospitality, not only involves receiving another person, but includes being welcoming and open
to the speaker who is in our presence. Ability to listen is rooted in the person or character of the
listener, as is hospitality.Neither listening nor hospitality is lodged solely in practice, but each is
also a matter of being. Listening is not a matter of precise procedure, nor is it entirely a matter of
"Whoever has ears let them hear."3 As this saying indicates on the surface, there is a need for
ears in order to hear. However, having ears doesn't always mean we hear.4 "Whoever has ears"
otherwise may mean "those who welcome me and my words into their lives," or "those who
recognize the true meaning of what is said and welcome it." Receiving, whether in the practice
of hospitality or in listening, does not happen with closed hands, crossed arms, or a clenched
heart. Being able to receive another with listening hospitality requires willingness and ability to
be open to the other—with hands, arms, and hearts open and ready to receive.A Story of
Missing ListeningA woman came to my house weekly over a period of months. This woman
never invited me to tell her about myself, or left me any openings in which to do so. I would listen
as she struggled to bring the gospel, as she understood it, to me and convince me of the
correctness of her faith and the importance of my accepting it. She had no idea who I was or
what I already knew about God or already believed. I wanted to see if she would ever ask.Finally
we met under other circumstances and she discovered that I was a seminary professor. She
didn't return to our house. I did not remain silent about myself to embarrass her or in any way
diminish her faith. I didn't intend to make this experience an experiment. It was only after many
visits that it dawned on me that her approach was clearly general and did not include the
specifics of my life and me. I have long believed what Carroll Wise said in defining pastoral care,
which points toward the particularity of the individual. I realized that I was curious about what this
woman brought and was impressed with her diligence and enthusiasm, but I did not feel
"touched." What I suspect is that my visitor made assumptions about me and who I was, and
from these assumptions she brought her message. This visitor helped me see how very
important listening is, before evangelism.The generalized approach taken by my visitor is much
like the approach of the pastor who described a hospital visit, "I offered some words of comfort
and then left." Maybe those same "words of comfort" had been offered to every hospitalized
parishioner in that pastor's ministry experience. Within failures to listen are assumptions about
what people "need," which always are just that—assumptions.The Heart of Caring MinistriesWe
identify ourselves as people who "love to tell the story," which was clearly my visitor's approach.



It is important to remember that in order to tell the story effectively, we need to know the person
to whom we tell the story—to have some sense of where that person is on their faith journey.
This cannot be discovered apart from listening. Carroll Wise's definition of pastoral care as
communicating the gospel to persons at the point of their need has been a staple in my teaching
of pastoral care.5 If we are to effectively provide pastoral care, it becomes necessary to first
know what a person's point of need happens to be. Otherwise, care becomes a generalized shot
in the dark with no target and no consideration of the individual to whom care is being
offered.Pastoral ListeningPastoral listening takes place in a variety of contexts. First, pastoral
listening occurs in the context of all of the functions of ministry, which are located in the contexts
of a wide variety of human communities. Pastoral listening takes place in the context of listening
to God and of God listening to us.In every area of ministry careful listening is a key to effective
ministry. Preaching may seem to be an exception to this claim, but in order to bring the Word of
God to the people of God it is necessary to know where the people of God are at this time and in
this place. Listening to the people is a prelude to preaching. The preaching pastor who knows
the people to whom she or he brings the message of the sermon, knows how to address it to
these particular people. The gospel is not generic, but connects with people in particular ways
as it relates to their lives. Hearing the people is the way they are known; their struggles, pains,
and needs are revealed in listening to them.Not Being HeardAs we think about listening and
strive to improve our listening, it is necessary to give some attention to the experience of not
being heard. It is important to recognize what other persons experience when we are not
listening to them. When we experience the frustration of feeling we are not being heard, we
seldom break the rules of politeness and challenge the one who is merely seeming to listen to
us. As speakers we are able to recognize nonlistening even when it is not so obviously conveyed
as with a glance at a watch, wandering eyes, or even yawns.We can sense when another is not
listening to us. We can experience this even when there are the signals to the contrary, such as
sustained eye contact, repeated nods, or verbal affirmations like "uh huh" or "I see." We go on
speaking even when we have a sense that we are not being heard. Perhaps we keep talking with
the hope that what we sense and suspect is wrong and that indeed we are being heard. Or we
continue to speak with the hope that something will catch the listener's attention.Awareness of
the experience of those who speak to us and are not heard is important for encouraging our
efforts to become the best listeners we can be. Remember, if you are able to sense that
someone is not listening to you, speakers will be able to sense when you are not listening to
them.Levels of ListeningEven though we all come with different levels of listening abilities, all of
us can improve our listening skills. As ministers we want to be able to evaluate our listening—
how are we doing as listeners? We also want to be able to tell whether someone to whom we
are listening actually experiences being heard. This book is written with the recognition that we
do not come with the same degree of listening skills; nor do we, whatever our skill levels, listen
with the same degree of focus all of the time. The poorest listener may have brilliant moments
when her or his attention is captured and held rapt. The whole message is heard loud and clear,



and appropriate response is given.The best of listeners, however, will have moments of stress or
distraction that draw them away from their usual gifts in listening and into moments of, perhaps,
more self-preoccupation. Being a consistently effective listener includes moments in which we
lapse into poor listening. Being an effective listener includes learning how to recover and return
to the person we are failing or have failed to hear, to listen with renewed attention. As we
examine our own listening, we do well to have compassion for ourselves as listeners,
recognizing our personal and ministry contexts that influence our listening.OverviewThis book is
intended for use as a workbook for seminary classes in areas of pastoral care and counseling.
But it is not intended only for the audience of the seminary class, since it is designed so that it
also can be used by individuals or by any groups in the church interested in improving their
listening abilities. It will be helpful not only to pastors, but also to groups within a congregation or
parish who want to do their work together more effectively: church boards or committees, for
example. The exercises are easily adaptable for a variety of church and personal uses.Before we
get into the first chapter of the book, I offer the reader some exercises intended to prepare
readers for being ready to listen. These are found within the Introduction in a section called
"Exercises to Get Started." The first chapter brings us to a discussion of foundations for listening
and an understanding of the importance of hospitality in the Jewish and Christian faith traditions.
Qualities found in hospitality form the basis for each of the following chapters. Chapter 2
discusses what is necessary in order to prepare to listen effectively. Chapter 3 encourages
listening to what is not actually being said, in receiving physical communications that may
significantly alter what is heard. Often feelings are not named and yet can be seen as the person
speaks. The last two chapters present concerns about the limits of the listening pastor and the
gift of listening for God as one listens to others.We will look at ways to improve listening skills
using focus questions and exercises related to each chapter. Following each chapter there are
focus questions. These questions encourage further consideration and application of that which
was presented in the chapter. The exercises following each chapter (and this introduction) are
designed to increase one's awareness of one's listening effectiveness and discover barriers to
one's hearing as ways to improve one's listening skills. There is an additional short section at the
end of the book that includes more skillbuilding exercises. Readers also are encouraged to keep
a listening journal to use for recording progress and growth in listening discoveries and skills.
The journal can provide a place to keep track of self-developed programs designed for
diminishing barriers to listening. The journal can also be a place to write prayers that you use for
preparing yourself for listening—prayers for yourself, your focus and clarity, and prayers for those
you visit. Some people find journal keeping to be burdensome; others have discovered that
tracking oneself can be of value. Try it. You may like it.Some of the exercises provide a place for
feedback from those to whom you listen as a way to further assess your self-perceptions. The
exercises offer opportunities to observe the listening of others and intentionally focus on how it
feels to be "half listened to." The chapters and exercises take readers through stages toward
more effective listening, with the recognition that growth in effective listening is a lifelong process



that continues to be a challenge.Introductory Exercise:Noticing When You Are HeardIntuitively,
you know when you are not being heard. Those with preaching experience can observe the
congregation even while preaching a sermon and notice those who at least appear attentive.
(They may not realize that you can notice.) What is it in their demeanor that tells you they hear
the meaning of what you are saying? Nods of heads, smiles, an attitude of attentiveness, looking
at you with apparent focus? In the African American church there are signs that are verbalized in
amens, in encouraging exclamations such as "Preach!" or in physical signs of hands raised in
agreement, or persons standing up. These are signs that tell us that we are being heard as we
speak. Culture makes a difference in the ways people show attentiveness. Eye contact, for
example, is considered rude rather than attentive in some cultures.We also detect signs of
nonlistening in bored expressions and apparent nonattentiveness—looking elsewhere, sleeping,
reading, appearing obviously distracted.6 We have ways of knowing when others do not listen to
us. Being in the position of speaking to a group of people is only illustrative. These comments
apply in one-to-one conversations as well. Often we do not tune in to this information because
we do not want it to be distracting. More important, we do not want to be hurt. We do not want to
admit to ourselves that the other(s) are not listening.The ExerciseSpend a designated period of
time—a few days, a week (not just a few hours)—that will span a variety of contacts with other
persons. Set your time boundaries. Observe how others listen to you. Be especially aware of
those times when others convey that they are not listening. At those points focus on what it is
that tells you the person is not listening. Is it glazedover eyes or a fixed facial expression? Is it
smiling when you speak of a tragedy? Something in their manner tells you that he or she
"checked out." Identify what it is that tells you the person is not listening, even if you feel you are
just guessing.The Written AssignmentKeep a list of descriptions of what signaled you that
another person was not hearing you. Be aware that family members may be the best subjects for
this exercise. For your own benefit you might also keep notes of those moments when someone
was hearing you and how you knew this was the case. This exercise is a good place to make use
of keeping a listening journal. Use your list to write in essay form what you have learned about
listening from this exercise. What were the signs you noticed? What were the feelings you
noticed? This is an exercise about you and your self-awareness. Keep this as your focus.This
information that enables you to know when someone is or isn't listening to you is information you
already have internally. All of us tend to fail to make use of it as a way to improve our own
listening. This is your opportunity to discover and make use of what you already know.Exercises
to Get StartedNonverbal CommunicationsThis exercise offers an opportunity to practice your
skills in attending to nonverbal communications. Turn off the sound on the television and watch
people who are speaking. This might be watching anything from a politician to a television
evangelist, a sitcom or portion of a movie. What is your response to the nonverbal signals you
"hear" from facial expressions, gestures, and so forth? What is the speaker communicating
without the benefit of the sound? It might be interesting to tape the same segment you are
watching and evaluating and later play it back with sound. How do the messages from the



nonverbal and the sound version coordinate?Becoming Open to ListeningThe aim of this
exercise is to prepare you for moments when receiving what is said may be increasingly difficult.
By practicing listening in a nonthreatening setting, you can develop "muscles" for being able to
welcome and receive when it is difficult to do so. Settle somewhere where you can be
comfortable, relaxed, and undisturbed. Select some enjoyable music. Listen to the music and
make an effort to open yourself to receive the music. Do more than your accustomed listening.
Welcome the music and receive it; be attentive to it; give it a place in your self. Keep paying
attention to your quality of listening. How hospitable are you being to the music?Choosing a
Place to GrowPick a subject that you know little or nothing about but that may just be an issue
you need to listen to in your ministry. Identify the source of your interest in this subject. What
draws you to choose this particular subject? Make a note of what you discover about making this
choice. Develop a plan for how you will learn about the subject. Put your plan in writing (in your
journal) and follow through on it. This kind of plan could be a short-term plan or a long-term plan
that might mean several years of study (not full time). As you learn more about the subject make
some notes on your progress in feelings and attitudes about the subject. Place yourself in a
context in which you will be able to have experiences related to the subject. For example, if you
know little about prison life, arrange to visit a prison. This could be arranged through church
groups that have programs of prison visitation or through a prison chaplain. If you know little
about domestic violence, contact a shelter for battered women to arrange to speak with one of
the staff. (For the sake of the safety of the women at the shelter, you probably will not be allowed
to visit the shelter or speak with the women there.) Another option would be to locate an open
Alcoholics Anonymous meeting to attend as an observer. Be certain it is an open
meeting.Trusting in VulnerabilityWith a partner, arrange to take a walk guided by your partner
while you wear a blindfold. The objective of this exercise is to work toward being more
comfortable with being vulnerable. When you are guided by someone else and not able to see
for yourself where you are going and whether you are safe, feelings of vulnerability emerge.
There is some similarity between the experience of this exercise and being willing to let the
speaker take you where she or he might choose rather than following your guidance through
questions, for example. You might experience resistance to trusting your partner, just as you
would experience resistance to allowing the speaker to lead the conversation.You and your
partner could reverse roles and you take the lead in guiding your blindfolded partner around. The
guide should not limit the trip you take to a smooth route, but allow the partner to encounter
stairs, rocky paths, twists and turns. The partner who is blindfolded should not be able to see
around the blindfold or the purpose of the experience is lost.In your journal write briefly about
your experience of being led around and being vulnerable to the leading of your partner. Also
write about your feelings in being the one who is the leader, on whom your partner relies for a
safe journey. You might want to share your reflections with your partner.Testing Your Inner
SensesThis exercise requires at least one partner and can be enhanced by having several
partners in succession. Select people who differ in gender, height, race, or culture from you and



from one another, in addition to selecting one who is most like you.This is a simple exercise that
involves merely walking toward one another. This exercise enables the participants to discover
the inner sense they have about their own personal space and to evaluate their ability to sense
and respect the space of each partner. The space you need is likely to vary from one partner to
another (if they are different from one another).Here are the specifications: You are to walk
toward one another, looking at one another until you reach a zone of discomfort. When you feel
you have gotten too close, back up and adjust your distance. You and your partner will have to
work together on this, with each of you deciding what distance feels comfortable to you. It may
be that your partner and you do not find a distance that is agreeable to both of you. How do you
work out a compromise? The distance one finds comfortable depends on one's life experiences,
culture, size in relation to the partner, and the gender and race of the partner in relation to yours.
There is no judgment involved in the distance each partner elicits.You may discover that if you
stand side by side rather than face-to-face, you will be able to feel comfortable with much less
distance between you. Notice and write about your experience of your inner sense of the space
you need and how it has differed with different partners. This sense of space is the same kind of
sense you have about other issues in your experience of listening. Perhaps this exercise can
help you trust what you sense. Take time to discuss the experiences with your
partners.INTRODUCTIONThe problem with listening is that it is so easy not to do. None of us,
myself included, listen as consistently well as we might. Listening is very hard work. Listening
affects all aspects of our everyday lives from the smallest one-to-one relationships to family,
group, committee, congregational, and workplace relationships, as well as community,
governments, and even international relationships. Listening plays a vital role in ministry in all of
its forms: caregiving, education, chaplaincy, mission, administration, evangelism, and preaching.
Effective ministry requires us to be able to listen well. We can't avoid the need to be able to listen
care-fully in order to relate effectively."Communication" surrounds us and intrudes on our lives.
People speak loudly into their cell phones in public places. Technology makes it possible for us
to be in communication with people anywhere, at any time. We are deluged with communication
around the clock. People "talk over" one another, even on public television. This amount of
"communication" and the number of so-called talk shows would lead one to think that a lot of
listening is going on. Not necessarily. Quality listening is not taking place. Outward signs do not
ensure inward realities. In spite of all this connection with one another, what we are missing is
feeling connected. We have adapted to the babble by blocking out a lot of the interference with
which we are constantly bombarded. Even cutting down on this interference does not mean that
we will be able to listen more deeply in today's world. It is a paradox that we are surrounded by
continuous communication and yet feel disconnected, isolated, and alienated.The cell phone
commercials that feature the man who travels into every kind of setting asking, "Can you hear
me now?" symbolizes for me the state of communications among those longing to be heard and
the constant search for someone who will "hear me now."We long to be connected with one
another. Part of this deep longing is to be listened to, to be received by another person and feel



connected in a way that is not superficial or minimal. Whenever I have deeply heard someone's
pain or struggle and have been able to reflect that hearing back to the person effectively, the
response of the person who is heard is often deep relief. When I have experienced someone
deeply listening to me, I have known that response of relief and found a feeling of connection.
When we are heard, we experience being "seen."Longing for the connections, and the
belonging that listening offers to us, draws us to community. Communities of faith in particular,
ideally, are places where we are received and feel connected; where we are nurtured and we
take the risks of growing. Being welcomed, received, and heard builds the realities of community.
Within community—as part of community—people learn to speak and learn to listen. Listening is
not acquired without community. Community is not created without listening.Across cultures we
cannot hear one another without struggling with the cultural differences within and surrounding
what is said. Males and females have difficulty hearing one another across acquired and
reinforced gender barriers.1Children and their parents have great difficulties in listening to one
another across generations. It is also true that pastors and parishioners do not hear one another
much of the time. Nonlistening happens even in situations in which listening is the thing that is
intended, such as in pastoral care and counseling, and for parishioners, in listening to
sermons.Assumptions we make, expectations we have, and stereotypes we hold about others
and their circumstances affect how well we listen to them. Past experiences of listening and
current issues with which we struggle are factors that influence our listening.True ListeningThe
focus on listening here is on truly hearing another person, deeply listening. I use different
phrases throughout the book to make it clear that I mean a different kind of listening—true
hearing, caring listening, effective listening, pastoral listening, and healing listening. I will use
such phrases to emphasize that what is being addressed is not simply the act of listening to
words to which we are all accustomed. The hearing of words and the receiving of the speaker
are far from being the same thing; most of our listening takes place somewhere in between
these two extremes.Teenagers today have an interesting way of expressing their understanding
of what they have heard: "I feel you." The question form, which asks about whether someone
has been understood (heard), is, "Do you feel me?" Or in its abbreviated forms, "You feel me?"
or even, "Feel me?" These young people seem to have grasped a dimension of listening that
may be less consciously available to adults. Hearing does not enter into the feeling realm unless
it is truly listening. The teens' way of saying they have heard acknowledges the feeling
dimension to the deep listening and authentic understanding that this book encourages.2 The
feeling content in what is spoken and what we hear may be more important than the words used
for speaking.Listening and HospitalityOver the years, I have encouraged students to think of
listening as an act of receiving—making use of the gesture of an open palm, facing up, extended
as if to receive something. The use of this gesture became the impulse for me to explore the
connections between hospitality and listening, since the basic movement of hospitality is also
receiving. As I have thought about listening, experienced listening and being heard, and as I
have taught the importance of listening, I began to see the power of a connection between



listening and hospitality. This connection was enhanced by my discovery of the great value given
to hospitality in scripture. Hospitality and listening fit well together, and I believe that listening can
be enhanced by some gifts found in understanding hospitality.Because of the centrality of
receiving in listening, listening can be understood as an act of hospitality. Listening, like
hospitality, not only involves receiving another person, but includes being welcoming and open
to the speaker who is in our presence. Ability to listen is rooted in the person or character of the
listener, as is hospitality.Neither listening nor hospitality is lodged solely in practice, but each is
also a matter of being. Listening is not a matter of precise procedure, nor is it entirely a matter of
"Whoever has ears let them hear."3 As this saying indicates on the surface, there is a need for
ears in order to hear. However, having ears doesn't always mean we hear.4 "Whoever has ears"
otherwise may mean "those who welcome me and my words into their lives," or "those who
recognize the true meaning of what is said and welcome it." Receiving, whether in the practice
of hospitality or in listening, does not happen with closed hands, crossed arms, or a clenched
heart. Being able to receive another with listening hospitality requires willingness and ability to
be open to the other—with hands, arms, and hearts open and ready to receive.A Story of
Missing ListeningA woman came to my house weekly over a period of months. This woman
never invited me to tell her about myself, or left me any openings in which to do so. I would listen
as she struggled to bring the gospel, as she understood it, to me and convince me of the
correctness of her faith and the importance of my accepting it. She had no idea who I was or
what I already knew about God or already believed. I wanted to see if she would ever ask.Finally
we met under other circumstances and she discovered that I was a seminary professor. She
didn't return to our house. I did not remain silent about myself to embarrass her or in any way
diminish her faith. I didn't intend to make this experience an experiment. It was only after many
visits that it dawned on me that her approach was clearly general and did not include the
specifics of my life and me. I have long believed what Carroll Wise said in defining pastoral care,
which points toward the particularity of the individual. I realized that I was curious about what this
woman brought and was impressed with her diligence and enthusiasm, but I did not feel
"touched." What I suspect is that my visitor made assumptions about me and who I was, and
from these assumptions she brought her message. This visitor helped me see how very
important listening is, before evangelism.The generalized approach taken by my visitor is much
like the approach of the pastor who described a hospital visit, "I offered some words of comfort
and then left." Maybe those same "words of comfort" had been offered to every hospitalized
parishioner in that pastor's ministry experience. Within failures to listen are assumptions about
what people "need," which always are just that—assumptions.The Heart of Caring MinistriesWe
identify ourselves as people who "love to tell the story," which was clearly my visitor's approach.
It is important to remember that in order to tell the story effectively, we need to know the person
to whom we tell the story—to have some sense of where that person is on their faith journey.
This cannot be discovered apart from listening. Carroll Wise's definition of pastoral care as
communicating the gospel to persons at the point of their need has been a staple in my teaching



of pastoral care.5 If we are to effectively provide pastoral care, it becomes necessary to first
know what a person's point of need happens to be. Otherwise, care becomes a generalized shot
in the dark with no target and no consideration of the individual to whom care is being
offered.Pastoral ListeningPastoral listening takes place in a variety of contexts. First, pastoral
listening occurs in the context of all of the functions of ministry, which are located in the contexts
of a wide variety of human communities. Pastoral listening takes place in the context of listening
to God and of God listening to us.In every area of ministry careful listening is a key to effective
ministry. Preaching may seem to be an exception to this claim, but in order to bring the Word of
God to the people of God it is necessary to know where the people of God are at this time and in
this place. Listening to the people is a prelude to preaching. The preaching pastor who knows
the people to whom she or he brings the message of the sermon, knows how to address it to
these particular people. The gospel is not generic, but connects with people in particular ways
as it relates to their lives. Hearing the people is the way they are known; their struggles, pains,
and needs are revealed in listening to them.Not Being HeardAs we think about listening and
strive to improve our listening, it is necessary to give some attention to the experience of not
being heard. It is important to recognize what other persons experience when we are not
listening to them. When we experience the frustration of feeling we are not being heard, we
seldom break the rules of politeness and challenge the one who is merely seeming to listen to
us. As speakers we are able to recognize nonlistening even when it is not so obviously conveyed
as with a glance at a watch, wandering eyes, or even yawns.We can sense when another is not
listening to us. We can experience this even when there are the signals to the contrary, such as
sustained eye contact, repeated nods, or verbal affirmations like "uh huh" or "I see." We go on
speaking even when we have a sense that we are not being heard. Perhaps we keep talking with
the hope that what we sense and suspect is wrong and that indeed we are being heard. Or we
continue to speak with the hope that something will catch the listener's attention.Awareness of
the experience of those who speak to us and are not heard is important for encouraging our
efforts to become the best listeners we can be. Remember, if you are able to sense that
someone is not listening to you, speakers will be able to sense when you are not listening to
them.Levels of ListeningEven though we all come with different levels of listening abilities, all of
us can improve our listening skills. As ministers we want to be able to evaluate our listening—
how are we doing as listeners? We also want to be able to tell whether someone to whom we
are listening actually experiences being heard. This book is written with the recognition that we
do not come with the same degree of listening skills; nor do we, whatever our skill levels, listen
with the same degree of focus all of the time. The poorest listener may have brilliant moments
when her or his attention is captured and held rapt. The whole message is heard loud and clear,
and appropriate response is given.The best of listeners, however, will have moments of stress or
distraction that draw them away from their usual gifts in listening and into moments of, perhaps,
more self-preoccupation. Being a consistently effective listener includes moments in which we
lapse into poor listening. Being an effective listener includes learning how to recover and return



to the person we are failing or have failed to hear, to listen with renewed attention. As we
examine our own listening, we do well to have compassion for ourselves as listeners,
recognizing our personal and ministry contexts that influence our listening.OverviewThis book is
intended for use as a workbook for seminary classes in areas of pastoral care and counseling.
But it is not intended only for the audience of the seminary class, since it is designed so that it
also can be used by individuals or by any groups in the church interested in improving their
listening abilities. It will be helpful not only to pastors, but also to groups within a congregation or
parish who want to do their work together more effectively: church boards or committees, for
example. The exercises are easily adaptable for a variety of church and personal uses.Before we
get into the first chapter of the book, I offer the reader some exercises intended to prepare
readers for being ready to listen. These are found within the Introduction in a section called
"Exercises to Get Started." The first chapter brings us to a discussion of foundations for listening
and an understanding of the importance of hospitality in the Jewish and Christian faith traditions.
Qualities found in hospitality form the basis for each of the following chapters. Chapter 2
discusses what is necessary in order to prepare to listen effectively. Chapter 3 encourages
listening to what is not actually being said, in receiving physical communications that may
significantly alter what is heard. Often feelings are not named and yet can be seen as the person
speaks. The last two chapters present concerns about the limits of the listening pastor and the
gift of listening for God as one listens to others.We will look at ways to improve listening skills
using focus questions and exercises related to each chapter. Following each chapter there are
focus questions. These questions encourage further consideration and application of that which
was presented in the chapter. The exercises following each chapter (and this introduction) are
designed to increase one's awareness of one's listening effectiveness and discover barriers to
one's hearing as ways to improve one's listening skills. There is an additional short section at the
end of the book that includes more skillbuilding exercises. Readers also are encouraged to keep
a listening journal to use for recording progress and growth in listening discoveries and skills.
The journal can provide a place to keep track of self-developed programs designed for
diminishing barriers to listening. The journal can also be a place to write prayers that you use for
preparing yourself for listening—prayers for yourself, your focus and clarity, and prayers for those
you visit. Some people find journal keeping to be burdensome; others have discovered that
tracking oneself can be of value. Try it. You may like it.Some of the exercises provide a place for
feedback from those to whom you listen as a way to further assess your self-perceptions. The
exercises offer opportunities to observe the listening of others and intentionally focus on how it
feels to be "half listened to." The chapters and exercises take readers through stages toward
more effective listening, with the recognition that growth in effective listening is a lifelong process
that continues to be a challenge.Introductory Exercise:Noticing When You Are HeardIntuitively,
you know when you are not being heard. Those with preaching experience can observe the
congregation even while preaching a sermon and notice those who at least appear attentive.
(They may not realize that you can notice.) What is it in their demeanor that tells you they hear



the meaning of what you are saying? Nods of heads, smiles, an attitude of attentiveness, looking
at you with apparent focus? In the African American church there are signs that are verbalized in
amens, in encouraging exclamations such as "Preach!" or in physical signs of hands raised in
agreement, or persons standing up. These are signs that tell us that we are being heard as we
speak. Culture makes a difference in the ways people show attentiveness. Eye contact, for
example, is considered rude rather than attentive in some cultures.We also detect signs of
nonlistening in bored expressions and apparent nonattentiveness—looking elsewhere, sleeping,
reading, appearing obviously distracted.6 We have ways of knowing when others do not listen to
us. Being in the position of speaking to a group of people is only illustrative. These comments
apply in one-to-one conversations as well. Often we do not tune in to this information because
we do not want it to be distracting. More important, we do not want to be hurt. We do not want to
admit to ourselves that the other(s) are not listening.The ExerciseSpend a designated period of
time—a few days, a week (not just a few hours)—that will span a variety of contacts with other
persons. Set your time boundaries. Observe how others listen to you. Be especially aware of
those times when others convey that they are not listening. At those points focus on what it is
that tells you the person is not listening. Is it glazedover eyes or a fixed facial expression? Is it
smiling when you speak of a tragedy? Something in their manner tells you that he or she
"checked out." Identify what it is that tells you the person is not listening, even if you feel you are
just guessing.The Written AssignmentKeep a list of descriptions of what signaled you that
another person was not hearing you. Be aware that family members may be the best subjects for
this exercise. For your own benefit you might also keep notes of those moments when someone
was hearing you and how you knew this was the case. This exercise is a good place to make use
of keeping a listening journal. Use your list to write in essay form what you have learned about
listening from this exercise. What were the signs you noticed? What were the feelings you
noticed? This is an exercise about you and your self-awareness. Keep this as your focus.This
information that enables you to know when someone is or isn't listening to you is information you
already have internally. All of us tend to fail to make use of it as a way to improve our own
listening. This is your opportunity to discover and make use of what you already know.Exercises
to Get StartedNonverbal CommunicationsThis exercise offers an opportunity to practice your
skills in attending to nonverbal communications. Turn off the sound on the television and watch
people who are speaking. This might be watching anything from a politician to a television
evangelist, a sitcom or portion of a movie. What is your response to the nonverbal signals you
"hear" from facial expressions, gestures, and so forth? What is the speaker communicating
without the benefit of the sound? It might be interesting to tape the same segment you are
watching and evaluating and later play it back with sound. How do the messages from the
nonverbal and the sound version coordinate?Becoming Open to ListeningThe aim of this
exercise is to prepare you for moments when receiving what is said may be increasingly difficult.
By practicing listening in a nonthreatening setting, you can develop "muscles" for being able to
welcome and receive when it is difficult to do so. Settle somewhere where you can be



comfortable, relaxed, and undisturbed. Select some enjoyable music. Listen to the music and
make an effort to open yourself to receive the music. Do more than your accustomed listening.
Welcome the music and receive it; be attentive to it; give it a place in your self. Keep paying
attention to your quality of listening. How hospitable are you being to the music?Choosing a
Place to GrowPick a subject that you know little or nothing about but that may just be an issue
you need to listen to in your ministry. Identify the source of your interest in this subject. What
draws you to choose this particular subject? Make a note of what you discover about making this
choice. Develop a plan for how you will learn about the subject. Put your plan in writing (in your
journal) and follow through on it. This kind of plan could be a short-term plan or a long-term plan
that might mean several years of study (not full time). As you learn more about the subject make
some notes on your progress in feelings and attitudes about the subject. Place yourself in a
context in which you will be able to have experiences related to the subject. For example, if you
know little about prison life, arrange to visit a prison. This could be arranged through church
groups that have programs of prison visitation or through a prison chaplain. If you know little
about domestic violence, contact a shelter for battered women to arrange to speak with one of
the staff. (For the sake of the safety of the women at the shelter, you probably will not be allowed
to visit the shelter or speak with the women there.) Another option would be to locate an open
Alcoholics Anonymous meeting to attend as an observer. Be certain it is an open
meeting.Trusting in VulnerabilityWith a partner, arrange to take a walk guided by your partner
while you wear a blindfold. The objective of this exercise is to work toward being more
comfortable with being vulnerable. When you are guided by someone else and not able to see
for yourself where you are going and whether you are safe, feelings of vulnerability emerge.
There is some similarity between the experience of this exercise and being willing to let the
speaker take you where she or he might choose rather than following your guidance through
questions, for example. You might experience resistance to trusting your partner, just as you
would experience resistance to allowing the speaker to lead the conversation.You and your
partner could reverse roles and you take the lead in guiding your blindfolded partner around. The
guide should not limit the trip you take to a smooth route, but allow the partner to encounter
stairs, rocky paths, twists and turns. The partner who is blindfolded should not be able to see
around the blindfold or the purpose of the experience is lost.In your journal write briefly about
your experience of being led around and being vulnerable to the leading of your partner. Also
write about your feelings in being the one who is the leader, on whom your partner relies for a
safe journey. You might want to share your reflections with your partner.Testing Your Inner
SensesThis exercise requires at least one partner and can be enhanced by having several
partners in succession. Select people who differ in gender, height, race, or culture from you and
from one another, in addition to selecting one who is most like you.This is a simple exercise that
involves merely walking toward one another. This exercise enables the participants to discover
the inner sense they have about their own personal space and to evaluate their ability to sense
and respect the space of each partner. The space you need is likely to vary from one partner to



another (if they are different from one another).Here are the specifications: You are to walk
toward one another, looking at one another until you reach a zone of discomfort. When you feel
you have gotten too close, back up and adjust your distance. You and your partner will have to
work together on this, with each of you deciding what distance feels comfortable to you. It may
be that your partner and you do not find a distance that is agreeable to both of you. How do you
work out a compromise? The distance one finds comfortable depends on one's life experiences,
culture, size in relation to the partner, and the gender and race of the partner in relation to yours.
There is no judgment involved in the distance each partner elicits.You may discover that if you
stand side by side rather than face-to-face, you will be able to feel comfortable with much less
distance between you. Notice and write about your experience of your inner sense of the space
you need and how it has differed with different partners. This sense of space is the same kind of
sense you have about other issues in your experience of listening. Perhaps this exercise can
help you trust what you sense. Take time to discuss the experiences with your
partners.INTRODUCTIONThe problem with listening is that it is so easy not to do. None of us,
myself included, listen as consistently well as we might. Listening is very hard work. Listening
affects all aspects of our everyday lives from the smallest one-to-one relationships to family,
group, committee, congregational, and workplace relationships, as well as community,
governments, and even international relationships. Listening plays a vital role in ministry in all of
its forms: caregiving, education, chaplaincy, mission, administration, evangelism, and preaching.
Effective ministry requires us to be able to listen well. We can't avoid the need to be able to listen
care-fully in order to relate effectively."Communication" surrounds us and intrudes on our lives.
People speak loudly into their cell phones in public places. Technology makes it possible for us
to be in communication with people anywhere, at any time. We are deluged with communication
around the clock. People "talk over" one another, even on public television. This amount of
"communication" and the number of so-called talk shows would lead one to think that a lot of
listening is going on. Not necessarily. Quality listening is not taking place. Outward signs do not
ensure inward realities. In spite of all this connection with one another, what we are missing is
feeling connected. We have adapted to the babble by blocking out a lot of the interference with
which we are constantly bombarded. Even cutting down on this interference does not mean that
we will be able to listen more deeply in today's world. It is a paradox that we are surrounded by
continuous communication and yet feel disconnected, isolated, and alienated.The cell phone
commercials that feature the man who travels into every kind of setting asking, "Can you hear
me now?" symbolizes for me the state of communications among those longing to be heard and
the constant search for someone who will "hear me now."We long to be connected with one
another. Part of this deep longing is to be listened to, to be received by another person and feel
connected in a way that is not superficial or minimal. Whenever I have deeply heard someone's
pain or struggle and have been able to reflect that hearing back to the person effectively, the
response of the person who is heard is often deep relief. When I have experienced someone
deeply listening to me, I have known that response of relief and found a feeling of connection.



When we are heard, we experience being "seen."Longing for the connections, and the
belonging that listening offers to us, draws us to community. Communities of faith in particular,
ideally, are places where we are received and feel connected; where we are nurtured and we
take the risks of growing. Being welcomed, received, and heard builds the realities of community.
Within community—as part of community—people learn to speak and learn to listen. Listening is
not acquired without community. Community is not created without listening.Across cultures we
cannot hear one another without struggling with the cultural differences within and surrounding
what is said. Males and females have difficulty hearing one another across acquired and
reinforced gender barriers.1Children and their parents have great difficulties in listening to one
another across generations. It is also true that pastors and parishioners do not hear one another
much of the time. Nonlistening happens even in situations in which listening is the thing that is
intended, such as in pastoral care and counseling, and for parishioners, in listening to
sermons.Assumptions we make, expectations we have, and stereotypes we hold about others
and their circumstances affect how well we listen to them. Past experiences of listening and
current issues with which we struggle are factors that influence our listening.True ListeningThe
focus on listening here is on truly hearing another person, deeply listening. I use different
phrases throughout the book to make it clear that I mean a different kind of listening—true
hearing, caring listening, effective listening, pastoral listening, and healing listening. I will use
such phrases to emphasize that what is being addressed is not simply the act of listening to
words to which we are all accustomed. The hearing of words and the receiving of the speaker
are far from being the same thing; most of our listening takes place somewhere in between
these two extremes.Teenagers today have an interesting way of expressing their understanding
of what they have heard: "I feel you." The question form, which asks about whether someone
has been understood (heard), is, "Do you feel me?" Or in its abbreviated forms, "You feel me?"
or even, "Feel me?" These young people seem to have grasped a dimension of listening that
may be less consciously available to adults. Hearing does not enter into the feeling realm unless
it is truly listening. The teens' way of saying they have heard acknowledges the feeling
dimension to the deep listening and authentic understanding that this book encourages.2 The
feeling content in what is spoken and what we hear may be more important than the words used
for speaking.Listening and HospitalityOver the years, I have encouraged students to think of
listening as an act of receiving—making use of the gesture of an open palm, facing up, extended
as if to receive something. The use of this gesture became the impulse for me to explore the
connections between hospitality and listening, since the basic movement of hospitality is also
receiving. As I have thought about listening, experienced listening and being heard, and as I
have taught the importance of listening, I began to see the power of a connection between
listening and hospitality. This connection was enhanced by my discovery of the great value given
to hospitality in scripture. Hospitality and listening fit well together, and I believe that listening can
be enhanced by some gifts found in understanding hospitality.Because of the centrality of
receiving in listening, listening can be understood as an act of hospitality. Listening, like



hospitality, not only involves receiving another person, but includes being welcoming and open
to the speaker who is in our presence. Ability to listen is rooted in the person or character of the
listener, as is hospitality.Neither listening nor hospitality is lodged solely in practice, but each is
also a matter of being. Listening is not a matter of precise procedure, nor is it entirely a matter of
"Whoever has ears let them hear."3 As this saying indicates on the surface, there is a need for
ears in order to hear. However, having ears doesn't always mean we hear.4 "Whoever has ears"
otherwise may mean "those who welcome me and my words into their lives," or "those who
recognize the true meaning of what is said and welcome it." Receiving, whether in the practice
of hospitality or in listening, does not happen with closed hands, crossed arms, or a clenched
heart. Being able to receive another with listening hospitality requires willingness and ability to
be open to the other—with hands, arms, and hearts open and ready to receive.A Story of
Missing ListeningA woman came to my house weekly over a period of months. This woman
never invited me to tell her about myself, or left me any openings in which to do so. I would listen
as she struggled to bring the gospel, as she understood it, to me and convince me of the
correctness of her faith and the importance of my accepting it. She had no idea who I was or
what I already knew about God or already believed. I wanted to see if she would ever ask.Finally
we met under other circumstances and she discovered that I was a seminary professor. She
didn't return to our house. I did not remain silent about myself to embarrass her or in any way
diminish her faith. I didn't intend to make this experience an experiment. It was only after many
visits that it dawned on me that her approach was clearly general and did not include the
specifics of my life and me. I have long believed what Carroll Wise said in defining pastoral care,
which points toward the particularity of the individual. I realized that I was curious about what this
woman brought and was impressed with her diligence and enthusiasm, but I did not feel
"touched." What I suspect is that my visitor made assumptions about me and who I was, and
from these assumptions she brought her message. This visitor helped me see how very
important listening is, before evangelism.The generalized approach taken by my visitor is much
like the approach of the pastor who described a hospital visit, "I offered some words of comfort
and then left." Maybe those same "words of comfort" had been offered to every hospitalized
parishioner in that pastor's ministry experience. Within failures to listen are assumptions about
what people "need," which always are just that—assumptions.The Heart of Caring MinistriesWe
identify ourselves as people who "love to tell the story," which was clearly my visitor's approach.
It is important to remember that in order to tell the story effectively, we need to know the person
to whom we tell the story—to have some sense of where that person is on their faith journey.
This cannot be discovered apart from listening. Carroll Wise's definition of pastoral care as
communicating the gospel to persons at the point of their need has been a staple in my teaching
of pastoral care.5 If we are to effectively provide pastoral care, it becomes necessary to first
know what a person's point of need happens to be. Otherwise, care becomes a generalized shot
in the dark with no target and no consideration of the individual to whom care is being
offered.Pastoral ListeningPastoral listening takes place in a variety of contexts. First, pastoral



listening occurs in the context of all of the functions of ministry, which are located in the contexts
of a wide variety of human communities. Pastoral listening takes place in the context of listening
to God and of God listening to us.In every area of ministry careful listening is a key to effective
ministry. Preaching may seem to be an exception to this claim, but in order to bring the Word of
God to the people of God it is necessary to know where the people of God are at this time and in
this place. Listening to the people is a prelude to preaching. The preaching pastor who knows
the people to whom she or he brings the message of the sermon, knows how to address it to
these particular people. The gospel is not generic, but connects with people in particular ways
as it relates to their lives. Hearing the people is the way they are known; their struggles, pains,
and needs are revealed in listening to them.Not Being HeardAs we think about listening and
strive to improve our listening, it is necessary to give some attention to the experience of not
being heard. It is important to recognize what other persons experience when we are not
listening to them. When we experience the frustration of feeling we are not being heard, we
seldom break the rules of politeness and challenge the one who is merely seeming to listen to
us. As speakers we are able to recognize nonlistening even when it is not so obviously conveyed
as with a glance at a watch, wandering eyes, or even yawns.We can sense when another is not
listening to us. We can experience this even when there are the signals to the contrary, such as
sustained eye contact, repeated nods, or verbal affirmations like "uh huh" or "I see." We go on
speaking even when we have a sense that we are not being heard. Perhaps we keep talking with
the hope that what we sense and suspect is wrong and that indeed we are being heard. Or we
continue to speak with the hope that something will catch the listener's attention.Awareness of
the experience of those who speak to us and are not heard is important for encouraging our
efforts to become the best listeners we can be. Remember, if you are able to sense that
someone is not listening to you, speakers will be able to sense when you are not listening to
them.Levels of ListeningEven though we all come with different levels of listening abilities, all of
us can improve our listening skills. As ministers we want to be able to evaluate our listening—
how are we doing as listeners? We also want to be able to tell whether someone to whom we
are listening actually experiences being heard. This book is written with the recognition that we
do not come with the same degree of listening skills; nor do we, whatever our skill levels, listen
with the same degree of focus all of the time. The poorest listener may have brilliant moments
when her or his attention is captured and held rapt. The whole message is heard loud and clear,
and appropriate response is given.The best of listeners, however, will have moments of stress or
distraction that draw them away from their usual gifts in listening and into moments of, perhaps,
more self-preoccupation. Being a consistently effective listener includes moments in which we
lapse into poor listening. Being an effective listener includes learning how to recover and return
to the person we are failing or have failed to hear, to listen with renewed attention. As we
examine our own listening, we do well to have compassion for ourselves as listeners,
recognizing our personal and ministry contexts that influence our listening.OverviewThis book is
intended for use as a workbook for seminary classes in areas of pastoral care and counseling.



But it is not intended only for the audience of the seminary class, since it is designed so that it
also can be used by individuals or by any groups in the church interested in improving their
listening abilities. It will be helpful not only to pastors, but also to groups within a congregation or
parish who want to do their work together more effectively: church boards or committees, for
example. The exercises are easily adaptable for a variety of church and personal uses.Before we
get into the first chapter of the book, I offer the reader some exercises intended to prepare
readers for being ready to listen. These are found within the Introduction in a section called
"Exercises to Get Started." The first chapter brings us to a discussion of foundations for listening
and an understanding of the importance of hospitality in the Jewish and Christian faith traditions.
Qualities found in hospitality form the basis for each of the following chapters. Chapter 2
discusses what is necessary in order to prepare to listen effectively. Chapter 3 encourages
listening to what is not actually being said, in receiving physical communications that may
significantly alter what is heard. Often feelings are not named and yet can be seen as the person
speaks. The last two chapters present concerns about the limits of the listening pastor and the
gift of listening for God as one listens to others.We will look at ways to improve listening skills
using focus questions and exercises related to each chapter. Following each chapter there are
focus questions. These questions encourage further consideration and application of that which
was presented in the chapter. The exercises following each chapter (and this introduction) are
designed to increase one's awareness of one's listening effectiveness and discover barriers to
one's hearing as ways to improve one's listening skills. There is an additional short section at the
end of the book that includes more skillbuilding exercises. Readers also are encouraged to keep
a listening journal to use for recording progress and growth in listening discoveries and skills.
The journal can provide a place to keep track of self-developed programs designed for
diminishing barriers to listening. The journal can also be a place to write prayers that you use for
preparing yourself for listening—prayers for yourself, your focus and clarity, and prayers for those
you visit. Some people find journal keeping to be burdensome; others have discovered that
tracking oneself can be of value. Try it. You may like it.Some of the exercises provide a place for
feedback from those to whom you listen as a way to further assess your self-perceptions. The
exercises offer opportunities to observe the listening of others and intentionally focus on how it
feels to be "half listened to." The chapters and exercises take readers through stages toward
more effective listening, with the recognition that growth in effective listening is a lifelong process
that continues to be a challenge.Introductory Exercise:Noticing When You Are HeardIntuitively,
you know when you are not being heard. Those with preaching experience can observe the
congregation even while preaching a sermon and notice those who at least appear attentive.
(They may not realize that you can notice.) What is it in their demeanor that tells you they hear
the meaning of what you are saying? Nods of heads, smiles, an attitude of attentiveness, looking
at you with apparent focus? In the African American church there are signs that are verbalized in
amens, in encouraging exclamations such as "Preach!" or in physical signs of hands raised in
agreement, or persons standing up. These are signs that tell us that we are being heard as we



speak. Culture makes a difference in the ways people show attentiveness. Eye contact, for
example, is considered rude rather than attentive in some cultures.We also detect signs of
nonlistening in bored expressions and apparent nonattentiveness—looking elsewhere, sleeping,
reading, appearing obviously distracted.6 We have ways of knowing when others do not listen to
us. Being in the position of speaking to a group of people is only illustrative. These comments
apply in one-to-one conversations as well. Often we do not tune in to this information because
we do not want it to be distracting. More important, we do not want to be hurt. We do not want to
admit to ourselves that the other(s) are not listening.The ExerciseSpend a designated period of
time—a few days, a week (not just a few hours)—that will span a variety of contacts with other
persons. Set your time boundaries. Observe how others listen to you. Be especially aware of
those times when others convey that they are not listening. At those points focus on what it is
that tells you the person is not listening. Is it glazedover eyes or a fixed facial expression? Is it
smiling when you speak of a tragedy? Something in their manner tells you that he or she
"checked out." Identify what it is that tells you the person is not listening, even if you feel you are
just guessing.The Written AssignmentKeep a list of descriptions of what signaled you that
another person was not hearing you. Be aware that family members may be the best subjects for
this exercise. For your own benefit you might also keep notes of those moments when someone
was hearing you and how you knew this was the case. This exercise is a good place to make use
of keeping a listening journal. Use your list to write in essay form what you have learned about
listening from this exercise. What were the signs you noticed? What were the feelings you
noticed? This is an exercise about you and your self-awareness. Keep this as your focus.This
information that enables you to know when someone is or isn't listening to you is information you
already have internally. All of us tend to fail to make use of it as a way to improve our own
listening. This is your opportunity to discover and make use of what you already know.Exercises
to Get StartedNonverbal CommunicationsThis exercise offers an opportunity to practice your
skills in attending to nonverbal communications. Turn off the sound on the television and watch
people who are speaking. This might be watching anything from a politician to a television
evangelist, a sitcom or portion of a movie. What is your response to the nonverbal signals you
"hear" from facial expressions, gestures, and so forth? What is the speaker communicating
without the benefit of the sound? It might be interesting to tape the same segment you are
watching and evaluating and later play it back with sound. How do the messages from the
nonverbal and the sound version coordinate?Becoming Open to ListeningThe aim of this
exercise is to prepare you for moments when receiving what is said may be increasingly difficult.
By practicing listening in a nonthreatening setting, you can develop "muscles" for being able to
welcome and receive when it is difficult to do so. Settle somewhere where you can be
comfortable, relaxed, and undisturbed. Select some enjoyable music. Listen to the music and
make an effort to open yourself to receive the music. Do more than your accustomed listening.
Welcome the music and receive it; be attentive to it; give it a place in your self. Keep paying
attention to your quality of listening. How hospitable are you being to the music?Choosing a



Place to GrowPick a subject that you know little or nothing about but that may just be an issue
you need to listen to in your ministry. Identify the source of your interest in this subject. What
draws you to choose this particular subject? Make a note of what you discover about making this
choice. Develop a plan for how you will learn about the subject. Put your plan in writing (in your
journal) and follow through on it. This kind of plan could be a short-term plan or a long-term plan
that might mean several years of study (not full time). As you learn more about the subject make
some notes on your progress in feelings and attitudes about the subject. Place yourself in a
context in which you will be able to have experiences related to the subject. For example, if you
know little about prison life, arrange to visit a prison. This could be arranged through church
groups that have programs of prison visitation or through a prison chaplain. If you know little
about domestic violence, contact a shelter for battered women to arrange to speak with one of
the staff. (For the sake of the safety of the women at the shelter, you probably will not be allowed
to visit the shelter or speak with the women there.) Another option would be to locate an open
Alcoholics Anonymous meeting to attend as an observer. Be certain it is an open
meeting.Trusting in VulnerabilityWith a partner, arrange to take a walk guided by your partner
while you wear a blindfold. The objective of this exercise is to work toward being more
comfortable with being vulnerable. When you are guided by someone else and not able to see
for yourself where you are going and whether you are safe, feelings of vulnerability emerge.
There is some similarity between the experience of this exercise and being willing to let the
speaker take you where she or he might choose rather than following your guidance through
questions, for example. You might experience resistance to trusting your partner, just as you
would experience resistance to allowing the speaker to lead the conversation.You and your
partner could reverse roles and you take the lead in guiding your blindfolded partner around. The
guide should not limit the trip you take to a smooth route, but allow the partner to encounter
stairs, rocky paths, twists and turns. The partner who is blindfolded should not be able to see
around the blindfold or the purpose of the experience is lost.In your journal write briefly about
your experience of being led around and being vulnerable to the leading of your partner. Also
write about your feelings in being the one who is the leader, on whom your partner relies for a
safe journey. You might want to share your reflections with your partner.Testing Your Inner
SensesThis exercise requires at least one partner and can be enhanced by having several
partners in succession. Select people who differ in gender, height, race, or culture from you and
from one another, in addition to selecting one who is most like you.This is a simple exercise that
involves merely walking toward one another. This exercise enables the participants to discover
the inner sense they have about their own personal space and to evaluate their ability to sense
and respect the space of each partner. The space you need is likely to vary from one partner to
another (if they are different from one another).Here are the specifications: You are to walk
toward one another, looking at one another until you reach a zone of discomfort. When you feel
you have gotten too close, back up and adjust your distance. You and your partner will have to
work together on this, with each of you deciding what distance feels comfortable to you. It may



be that your partner and you do not find a distance that is agreeable to both of you. How do you
work out a compromise? The distance one finds comfortable depends on one's life experiences,
culture, size in relation to the partner, and the gender and race of the partner in relation to yours.
There is no judgment involved in the distance each partner elicits.You may discover that if you
stand side by side rather than face-to-face, you will be able to feel comfortable with much less
distance between you. Notice and write about your experience of your inner sense of the space
you need and how it has differed with different partners. This sense of space is the same kind of
sense you have about other issues in your experience of listening. Perhaps this exercise can
help you trust what you sense. Take time to discuss the experiences with your
partners.CHAPTER ONELISTENING AS CHRISTIAN HOSPITALITYIntroductionThe Scriptures
use many different forms of the words listen, listened, hear, and heard. I located almost fifteen
hundred references. The phrase often repeated to the people of Israel, "Hear, O Israel . . ."
alerted the people to listen, to attend to the important words that would follow. The prophetic
tradition that declared, "Thus says the Lord," emphasized the act of listening as the people were
called to attention with these introductory words. In the ministry of Jesus, his parables frequently
ended with the phrase, "Let whoever has ears to hear listen." How can we, then, ignore the
importance of listening?Whereas we have a strong scriptural tradition that emphasizes listening
and hearing, I turn to the biblical image of hospitality for a theological grounding of the practice
of listening, because hospitality bespeaks the kind of relationship best suited for listening and
hearing. As I have worked with listening I have seen that there are some clear commonalities
between hospitality and listening. Both deserve more importance in ministry. Therefore, in this
chapter we will examine selected passages of scripture that deal with hospitality in order to
explore how it can enrich our understanding and practice of listening.The qualities required in
hospitality—its essence—I propose are also those elements that are necessary for effective
listening. An examinationof hospitality gives us a deeper, more nuanced understanding of
listening. My purpose in exploring the relationship between hospitality and listening, at its heart,
is to enable, encourage, and support the practice of more effective listening.This chapter
explores the meaning and practice of hospitality in a Christian context, identifying its implications
for listening to one another. My hope is that seeing the connections and gaining greater
understanding of hospitality will enhance the practice of listening on the part of those in
ministry.So what can we learn from an understanding of hospitality that will help us move toward
better listening? Throughout this chapter I invite you to keep listening in mind as we discover
more about hospitality. What we discover here about hospitality will lead to the practice of more
effective listening.A Scriptural Base for HospitalityIt took many years of reading the Bible before I
began to become aware of the importance of hospitality in its message. Now I find it difficult to
miss the significance of hospitality as I read the Scriptures. A familiar and foundational story of
hospitality from the Scripture is found in the eighteenth chapter of Genesis. The story begins
when three strangers arrive at the tent of Abraham and Sarah in the desert.Dr. Dennis Groh
describes the appropriate approach to a tent in the desert. Recognizing that the desert is itself



less than hospitable, hospitality among those who travel the desert becomes extremely
important. The one who approaches another's tent is required to sit at a distance from the tent
and wait to be noticed. To approach unacknowledged can be seen as a threatening gesture.
Once acknowledged, the host goes out to welcome the strangers who are then free to approach
the tent.1 Readers of Genesis 18 would benefit from holding this context in mind. Hospitality is
culturally sensitive, which makes it important to be aware of the context in which hospitality is
being experienced or observed.In Genesis 18 Abraham noticed three men standing in the
desert.2 Abraham ran to greet them (v. 2). He welcomed the men to his tent and offered them
water to wash with. Abraham was insistent in encouraging them to accept his hospitality and
sensitive in acknowledging that they were on a journey and he did not intend to detain them
once they were refreshed (vv. 4-5). Sarah and their servants were enlisted to join in the quick
preparation of a feast for these guests. The best flour and a plump calf were chosen to serve
these strangers in the desert (vv. 6-8).CHAPTER ONELISTENING AS CHRISTIAN
HOSPITALITYIntroductionThe Scriptures use many different forms of the words listen, listened,
hear, and heard. I located almost fifteen hundred references. The phrase often repeated to the
people of Israel, "Hear, O Israel . . ." alerted the people to listen, to attend to the important words
that would follow. The prophetic tradition that declared, "Thus says the Lord," emphasized the
act of listening as the people were called to attention with these introductory words. In the
ministry of Jesus, his parables frequently ended with the phrase, "Let whoever has ears to hear
listen." How can we, then, ignore the importance of listening?Whereas we have a strong
scriptural tradition that emphasizes listening and hearing, I turn to the biblical image of
hospitality for a theological grounding of the practice of listening, because hospitality bespeaks
the kind of relationship best suited for listening and hearing. As I have worked with listening I
have seen that there are some clear commonalities between hospitality and listening. Both
deserve more importance in ministry. Therefore, in this chapter we will examine selected
passages of scripture that deal with hospitality in order to explore how it can enrich our
understanding and practice of listening.The qualities required in hospitality—its essence—I
propose are also those elements that are necessary for effective listening. An examinationof
hospitality gives us a deeper, more nuanced understanding of listening. My purpose in exploring
the relationship between hospitality and listening, at its heart, is to enable, encourage, and
support the practice of more effective listening.This chapter explores the meaning and practice
of hospitality in a Christian context, identifying its implications for listening to one another. My
hope is that seeing the connections and gaining greater understanding of hospitality will
enhance the practice of listening on the part of those in ministry.So what can we learn from an
understanding of hospitality that will help us move toward better listening? Throughout this
chapter I invite you to keep listening in mind as we discover more about hospitality. What we
discover here about hospitality will lead to the practice of more effective listening.A Scriptural
Base for HospitalityIt took many years of reading the Bible before I began to become aware of
the importance of hospitality in its message. Now I find it difficult to miss the significance of



hospitality as I read the Scriptures. A familiar and foundational story of hospitality from the
Scripture is found in the eighteenth chapter of Genesis. The story begins when three strangers
arrive at the tent of Abraham and Sarah in the desert.Dr. Dennis Groh describes the appropriate
approach to a tent in the desert. Recognizing that the desert is itself less than hospitable,
hospitality among those who travel the desert becomes extremely important. The one who
approaches another's tent is required to sit at a distance from the tent and wait to be noticed. To
approach unacknowledged can be seen as a threatening gesture. Once acknowledged, the host
goes out to welcome the strangers who are then free to approach the tent.1 Readers of Genesis
18 would benefit from holding this context in mind. Hospitality is culturally sensitive, which
makes it important to be aware of the context in which hospitality is being experienced or
observed.In Genesis 18 Abraham noticed three men standing in the desert.2 Abraham ran to
greet them (v. 2). He welcomed the men to his tent and offered them water to wash with.
Abraham was insistent in encouraging them to accept his hospitality and sensitive in
acknowledging that they were on a journey and he did not intend to detain them once they were
refreshed (vv. 4-5). Sarah and their servants were enlisted to join in the quick preparation of a
feast for these guests. The best flour and a plump calf were chosen to serve these strangers in
the desert (vv. 6-8).CHAPTER ONELISTENING AS CHRISTIAN HOSPITALITYIntroductionThe
Scriptures use many different forms of the words listen, listened, hear, and heard. I located
almost fifteen hundred references. The phrase often repeated to the people of Israel, "Hear, O
Israel . . ." alerted the people to listen, to attend to the important words that would follow. The
prophetic tradition that declared, "Thus says the Lord," emphasized the act of listening as the
people were called to attention with these introductory words. In the ministry of Jesus, his
parables frequently ended with the phrase, "Let whoever has ears to hear listen." How can we,
then, ignore the importance of listening?Whereas we have a strong scriptural tradition that
emphasizes listening and hearing, I turn to the biblical image of hospitality for a theological
grounding of the practice of listening, because hospitality bespeaks the kind of relationship best
suited for listening and hearing. As I have worked with listening I have seen that there are some
clear commonalities between hospitality and listening. Both deserve more importance in
ministry. Therefore, in this chapter we will examine selected passages of scripture that deal with
hospitality in order to explore how it can enrich our understanding and practice of listening.The
qualities required in hospitality—its essence—I propose are also those elements that are
necessary for effective listening. An examinationof hospitality gives us a deeper, more nuanced
understanding of listening. My purpose in exploring the relationship between hospitality and
listening, at its heart, is to enable, encourage, and support the practice of more effective
listening.This chapter explores the meaning and practice of hospitality in a Christian context,
identifying its implications for listening to one another. My hope is that seeing the connections
and gaining greater understanding of hospitality will enhance the practice of listening on the part
of those in ministry.So what can we learn from an understanding of hospitality that will help us
move toward better listening? Throughout this chapter I invite you to keep listening in mind as we



discover more about hospitality. What we discover here about hospitality will lead to the practice
of more effective listening.A Scriptural Base for HospitalityIt took many years of reading the Bible
before I began to become aware of the importance of hospitality in its message. Now I find it
difficult to miss the significance of hospitality as I read the Scriptures. A familiar and foundational
story of hospitality from the Scripture is found in the eighteenth chapter of Genesis. The story
begins when three strangers arrive at the tent of Abraham and Sarah in the desert.Dr. Dennis
Groh describes the appropriate approach to a tent in the desert. Recognizing that the desert is
itself less than hospitable, hospitality among those who travel the desert becomes extremely
important. The one who approaches another's tent is required to sit at a distance from the tent
and wait to be noticed. To approach unacknowledged can be seen as a threatening gesture.
Once acknowledged, the host goes out to welcome the strangers who are then free to approach
the tent.1 Readers of Genesis 18 would benefit from holding this context in mind. Hospitality is
culturally sensitive, which makes it important to be aware of the context in which hospitality is
being experienced or observed.In Genesis 18 Abraham noticed three men standing in the
desert.2 Abraham ran to greet them (v. 2). He welcomed the men to his tent and offered them
water to wash with. Abraham was insistent in encouraging them to accept his hospitality and
sensitive in acknowledging that they were on a journey and he did not intend to detain them
once they were refreshed (vv. 4-5). Sarah and their servants were enlisted to join in the quick
preparation of a feast for these guests. The best flour and a plump calf were chosen to serve
these strangers in the desert (vv. 6-8).
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