listening
the art of listening: why don’t we really listen?

3.2

the big idea
We should assume we are not good
listeners—because it’s usually true.

ice breaker
How can you tell if someone is a good
listener? What do they do or not do?

related Scripture
Then Eliphaz the Temanite replied to Job:
“Will

you be patient and let me say a word
For who could keep from speaking out?...
Doesn’t your reverence for God
give you confidence?
Doesn’t your life of integrity
give you hope?” Job 4:1-2, 6 (NIV)

challenging wisdom
The art of listening isn’t difficult to master.
And when you have, new worlds open up.
It’s exciting….Learning to listen is a blast. It
makes us fuller, smarter, more empathetic....
– Meghan Biro

1“Listening

We tend to dislike what’s
unresolved
The earliest Jesuit missionaries made it a point to enter new locations
and not speak for six months. Instead, they listened. These missionaries
recognized the importance of understanding where the other people
were before attempting anything else.1 That’s intense and determined
listening!
Each of us enters into a new relationship, workplace, neighborhood, or
dorm as a missionary for Jesus Christ. For us, remaining completely
silent for the first six months is undoubtedly not the most helpful
approach, but the point is that many of us feel uncomfortable with
silence, ambiguity, or doubt. We are especially uneasy about
unanswered spiritual truth. We were “trained” to give solutions as we
received praise or admiration for the right answers—whether they were
math problems in the classroom, Scripture verses in Sunday school, or
defense of biblical truth in public discourse. However, a good listener
can handle unresolved emotion or unanswered questions—leaving them
as they are for the time being.
When we surrender the desire to be an expert and the need to resolve
differences immediately, huge barriers to listening will dissolve. This is
so important because getting to the best answers usually happens
through a process of discovering for yourself—and it requires patience
to allow that discovery to unfold for someone else. When we give
people space to come to their own answers, to sort it all out in their
own minds and at their own speed, the result is worth the wait. We may
know the answer; and at times, the urge to tell someone what we’re
sure would be of help is almost unbearable. But as has been wisely
observed: “Often, helpful people…aren’t.” Sometimes people don’t
really want your answer; they want a friend. This is an opportunity for
each of us to grow in self-control—an under-developed quality in our
culture and a powerful fruit of the Spirit in our lives.

Facts,” The International Listening Association, http://www.listen.org/Default.aspx?pageId=845118.
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This is not to imply that you don’t engage in conversation.
Dialogue is a two-way exchange. However, telling answers is
not listening. Telling answers and giving advice often kills
dialogue. And telling answers—even right answers— is rarely
helpful when we circumvent the very important process of
allowing people to discover the truth for themselves.

1

discuss

When we hear someone pronounce their
personal philosophy, spiritual questions, or
beliefs, we often think: “I have to say
something to this person to answer their
question or correct that error.” What would
you do differently if instead you thought, “I
have to listen to this person”? How would your
approach change in conversation with people?

We can’t give what we
don’t have
Suppose you’re trying to listen to someone who is really
wrestling with questions of faith and doubt. If you’ve never
taken the step of questioning your faith or admitting your own
doubts, you’re more likely to try to get that person to move
too quickly to answers, instead of respecting their process.
Not only might you not have an answer for them, you also
might not have a good model for processing such questions. If
nobody patiently listened to you, it will be hard for you to
listen to another. What was done for us, we tend to do for
others; what wasn’t done for us, we have a hard time doing for
others.

3

discuss

Think about your own spiritual growth. What
has been your experience with your own
questions?

Most of us fixate on what’s literal and obvious when we listen;
we tend to stay on the surface of what people say. But if we
really pay attention as we listen, we may find clues that would
reveal the deeper questions beneath a person’s story.
For example, a person’s objections about things like the truth
of the Bible or the mystery of pain and suffering may be
expressed as philosophical questions. But people rarely think
only in terms of theory. If someone questions God’s fairness,
it’s often because something has happened to him or her that
feels unfair (though that person may not feel safe enough to
share the specifics). Suffering or hurt caused by another
Christian can also be behind the question, and the
“objections” may be a smoke screen for the real issue, which
often takes trust and time to discover. You may have to build
the relational equity to earn the right to speak to it.

2

discuss

When someone raises “objections” to
Christianity, what is your first reaction: to
answer their questions, or to ask more
questions yourself?

How could you begin to explore what is going
on beneath the surface to find out a person’s
underlying issues?

What messages (spoken or implied) about
doubts have you received from others?

We’re less empathetic than
we think we are
A good listener is empathetic—but most of us have a hard
time getting outside of our own frame of reference. When
people express emotion or pain, often our knee-jerk reaction is
to want to move them out of it or to fix them. We don’t join
them where they are; we feel discomfort and want to hurry
them to a different emotion or state of being. Rather than
following the Apostle Paul’s admonition to weep with those
who weep (Romans 12:15), we try to cheer them up— or at
least distract them. If a problem is shared, we even may say, “I
hear you. I used to struggle with that too. But now I….” and
we’re off telling our story instead of staying with them in
theirs. Albert Guinon, the French playwright, put it this way;
“There are people who, instead of listening to what is being
said to them, are already listening to what they are going to
say themselves.”
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We might be able to feel a flash of pity or even sympathy, but
true empathy enters into a person’s pain and questions.
Empathy offers comfort, not pat answers, and tries to
understand and even experience the other person’s feelings. It
starts and stays with where the person is, and really tries to
understand rather than change, remembering that only God
can change a human heart. This can be better understood by
looking at the difference between sympathy and empathy; the
prefix “sym-” means “with” ; the prefix “em-” means “in.” As
well-meaning and important as sympathy is—being with
someone as they feel pain—empathy actually goes beyond
that and enters in to the person’s feelings and perspective,
seeking to understand and care more deeply.
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discuss

5

discuss

When someone shares struggles or questions,
what’s your typical response? Use a continuum
of “fixer” on one side and “empathizer” on the
other. (And just as a gut-check, would a close
friend, co-worker or your spouse put you there as
well?)

Why do you think most of us are
uncomfortable when people share their
problems?

How is your “with” factor (your ability and
willingness just to “be with” someone and
listen to them)? How is your “in” factor (your
ability and willingness to “enter in” to another
person’s perspective, listen to them and seek
to understand them better)?
Meghan Biro, entrepreneur and career consultant, brings
perspective to the importance of listening: “The art of
listening isn’t difficult to master. And when you have, new
worlds open up. It’s exciting….Learning to listen is a blast. It
makes us fuller, smarter, more empathetic...”2
There’s an illustration of this dynamic in the story of Job.
When Job’s tragedies initially crash down on him, his friends
come to visit and comfort him. When they arrive, they see
first-hand his pain, and sit with him in silence for a week (Job
2:13). One might think that was a waste of time. But then
Eliphaz from Teman can’t take it anymore: “Would you mind
if I said something to you? Under the circumstances it’s hard
to keep quiet” (Job 4:2, The Message). After Eliphaz gives Job
his advice, they all take turns talking. And virtually everything
they say through the rest of the book is a mistake. Their
speeches are full of poorly applied theology, explanations, and
criticism rather than empathy. At the end of the book, God
says that Job—even speaking from his pain—was actually
more theologically correct than his well-versed friends who
tried to justify God (Job 42:7).
When the friends simply spent time with Job, they actually did
the right thing: they came alongside him in his grief and pain.
But when they began to speak, it’s clear that they didn’t really
empathize with Job—and they weren’t in tune with God
either. They wanted to explain God and his “plan,” and ended
up blathering useless counsel that brought discouragement and
forced Job to defend himself. If we are not willing to listen
and truly empathize with someone who is experiencing
hardship, pain, or emotion, it’s likely that we’ll be off track
and won’t be able to help them discover answers that will
really help.

Imagine a world where followers of Jesus are known for being
great listeners and learners, with the courage and willingness
to engage others. Maybe we are just one listening moment
away from a meaningful conversation about God with
someone who would never darken the doorway of a church.
It’s worth listening for, isn’t it?

6

practice

Split up into groups of two or three, with one
person communicating a difficult life question
or decision, and the others sharing empathy for
those struggles and doubts. Simply listen to the
situation, do not give answers or advice. Use
phrases like “Tell me more about that” or “That
sounds difficult…” or “How did that make you
feel?”
Discuss what helped the most, and the least, in
communicating empathy.

Biro, “5 Leadership Lessons: Listen, Learn, Lead,” August 4, 2013 article in Forbes, http://www.forbes.com/sites/meghanbiro/
2013/08/04/5-leadership-lessons-listen-learn-lead.
2Meghan
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Practice on Your Own

Getting the Big Idea

Notice conversations this week and
what people do right after they ask a
question. Do they stop and listen?
Do they quickly jump back in to the
conversation? Do they show
empathy, or do they appear anxious
to say something in reply even if
they are silent? Jot down any ideas
you get for what it takes to be a
better listener. Also, experiment with
waiting longer to jump back into a
conversation than you normally do.
How do people respond to that
“space”?

It takes humility to admit that our ability to listen may need
remedial attention. Too often, we hear, but we do not understand;
we think we see the other person’s point, but we’re fixated on our
own. It ultimately comes down to softening our hearts and
slowing down our responses so we give people space to share
their unfinished thoughts and unresolved pain.

Resources to Check Out
• Caring Enough to Hear and Be Heard by David Augsburger

(Regal Publishers, 1982)
• Quick-to-Listen Leaders by David Ping and Anne Clippard

(Group Publishing, 2005)
• Why Don’t We Listen Better? Communicating and Connecting
in Relationships by James C. Petersen (Petersen Publications,
2007)

Q Place Story
Lee met with a young man who had some
questions about faith. He had grown up in a
Christian home but recently seemed to have some
doubts. At first, the questions were somewhat
typical philosophical and intellectual questions:
How can a good God allow pain and suffering?
What about people of other faiths? Doesn’t the
Bible have contradictions? And so on.
But during the conversation, Lee noticed that the
young man was occasionally quite agitated. He
would emphasize certain words, and his body

language was somewhat aggressive. Rather than
give him quick answers, Lee asked follow up
questions, listened intently, and tried to discern his
story. Finally he said, “It seems like you are really
angry with God.” The young man nearly jumped out
of his chair in response, “You bet I am!”
Lee was surprised at the intensity of his reaction.
He continued to listen and ask probing questions to
get at the hurt and anger that was behind this
young man’s questions. Lee realized that their
powerful conversation would never have happened
if he had kept the interaction at an intellectual level,
and not shown curiosity about the deeper story of
this young man’s life.

Getting Ready: Noticing, Praying, Listening
Getting Started: Asking Questions, Loving, Welcoming
Keeping It Going: Facilitating, Serving Together, Sharing

These nine surprisingly simple practices build a foundation of relational trust and open the
gateway for conversations about God to unfold naturally. The goal of the Arts curriculum
is to help Christians cultivate ongoing spiritual conversations.
Each module in the Arts series could be used:
1. By individuals who desire vibrant spiritual conversations with those around them
2. In a triad of facilitators getting ready to launch a Q Place
3. In a small group of Christians wanting to grow in these practices
4. In Sunday school classes and a variety of church-based discipleship groups
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