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INTRODUCTION

Listening to God is at the heart of the gospel message. God the Father said of Jesus, “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” (Mark 9:7). To listen means not just to hear, but to give heed to, to pay attention to. Spiritual listening means paying attention to God. Jesus told his disciples, “Pay attention to how you listen!” (Luke 8:18, NRSV, emphasis added). Long before Jesus spoke these words, Moses told the people of God, “Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the LORD your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him” (Deuteronomy 30:19-20, emphasis added).

Jesus said that his followers are like sheep, and he is like a shepherd (John 10:14). He said that sheep listen to the voice of the shepherd and not to a stranger, implying that we will follow him because we know his voice (John 10:3-5). But recognizing the voice of Jesus is a learned art. Unless we know how to distinguish the voice of Jesus from the voices of strangers, we will not be able to respond to Jesus’ leading. Part of our spiritual journey is learning to listen to God, to pay attention to the gentle whispers of God’s Holy Spirit.

That is what this book is about. It is about listening to God and accompanying others as they listen to God. It is about listening in love. In this book we will look at scriptural passages that show how Jesus interacted with his contemporaries, and from these interactions we will learn how the Holy Spirit might speak to us today. We will consider how we can distinguish between the voice of God and the many other voices that shout out around us. We will learn to listen attentively so we can hear God’s quiet voice in the midst of the noise of our lives.

In the process of learning the art of spiritual listening, we will look at the recently rediscovered art of spiritual direction. Because listening to God is a lifelong learning experience, we need guides and mentors to help us along the way. That is what spiritual direction is about. The term spiritual direction is not found in Scripture, but the Bible is full of examples of spiritual direction. The Bible tells stories of “directors” who taught, led, and guided others, as well as stories of “directees” who were mentored and counseled by friends, mature Christians, and church leaders.

Spiritual direction is a term that is once again coming into popular use, although the practice of spiritual direction has been around for centuries. It began when some of the early Christians—Desert Mothers and Fathers—moved out to the desert to get away from the distractions of life in order to listen to God more attentively. Others followed them, wanting to learn for themselves how to listen to God. The Desert Mothers and Fathers then became the first spiritual directors. This kind of mentoring relationship has continued throughout church history (thankfully, no longer in the desert!). Today spiritual direction is being reclaimed with its original meaning: two people intentionally looking at one person’s life to see how God is leading that person.

When I first heard the term spiritual direction, I was decidedly not interested. I assumed (incorrectly) that it described a relationship in which one person directs another. I also assumed (this time correctly) that spiritual direction is rooted in the Catholic Church. Since my own tradition is Protestant, I assumed (incorrectly) that spiritual direction was not for me. As I ventured further, almost accidentally, into spiritual direction literature, I found that I had been giving and receiving spiritual direction most of my life, and I never knew it. Discovering the principles of this ancient tradition has deeply enriched my own life and experience of listening to God.

Christian relationships (and the art of spiritual listening) take many forms: friendship, discipleship, mentoring, preaching, and teaching. Spiritual direction is distinct because it is intentional, it focuses specifically on one person’s relationship with God, it usually (but not always) happens between an “older” Christian and a “younger” Christian, and it is rooted in an individual’s current experience (“Where is God in all of this?”) rather than in a program or a preplanned syllabus. A spiritual director is a companion to the one who is journeying deeper into a relationship with God and learning to listen more attentively to the voice of Jesus in daily life. God expresses his love to the traveler through the spiritual director. Listening becomes an expression of that love. Wisdom, direction, and even correction may come through the director, through Scripture, through prayer, or through silence, but ultimately it comes from God. Spiritual direction is intensely personal and touches the depth of our faith experience.

Because spiritual direction is such an effective way to enhance our ability to listen to God, this guide will introduce the elements of spiritual direction as they are seen in Scripture. This is a very gentle introduction to spiritual direction. The appendix at the end of the guide gives additional information for those who would like to know more about the ministry of spiritual direction.

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

At its heart, this book is about being spiritually attentive to what God is doing in our lives. Each chapter has several parts to help focus our attention. First, a Bible study will lead you into an experience of encountering God in Scripture. Interspersed between questions about the Scripture passage, you will find comments about what it means to listen to God in everyday life and about the benefits of having a companion who listens to you as you learn to listen to God. These Bible studies may be done individually or in a group setting, and the interspersed comments can be incorporated into the discussion or read individually before or after the group study.

Following each Bible study are several suggestions for further steps you can take on your own to further develop your ability to listen to God. First, space is provided for you to identify any specific invitation God seemed to be extending to you as you did the study. Then there are suggestions for further personal reflection on the chapter’s topic. The section in each chapter called Taking Another Step on the Journey is intended to give you some ideas about things you can do to continue growing in your experience of listening to God in your own life.

You may want to consider working through one chapter each week. You can do the study alone or with friends. Then during the week you can reflect on God’s invitation to you from the study, spend some time responding to the suggestion for further reflection, and consider what further steps you would like to take on your own journey. Many of the suggestions for further steps are ones you can do in your own “quiet times.” You can write directly in the book or keep a separate journal. Just as spiritual direction is a uniquely personal experience, you will want to use this book in a way that is unique and personal to you.

Finally, each chapter concludes with suggestions of ways you can become a better listener and a more effective spiritual companion to others. You may not see yourself as a spiritual director, but I hope those who use this book will want to become spiritual friends to others in their lives. As you listen in ways suggested in this guide, your friend may not even realize how intentional you are being as a listener. But your friend probably will feel loved and drawn closer to God when he or she is with you. This is a gift you can give even in what may seem like casual conversations.

It is even better if you can listen to a friend in a relationship that is openly intentional. You might say to a friend, “I’ve really enjoyed hearing about your spiritual growth. Would you like to get together once or twice a month and focus on what God is doing in your life? I’d be glad to listen and dialogue with you if that sounds like a good idea.” Another way to move in this direction is to suggest that the two of you get together and take turns—one person primarily listening while the other shares what God is doing in his or her life and then switching roles. We often do this naturally, but I have found that it is very life-giving and helpful to be openly intentional about what is happening. The important thing is to be alert to how God might want to use you to express love and grace in the friendships you have. Begin by asking gentle questions and let the Holy Spirit lead you to deeper questions when your friend is ready.

As you learn the art of spiritual listening in your own life and how to be a spiritual listener for others, remember the Old Testament story of Samuel. When Samuel was a young boy, he heard someone call his name, but he did not recognize that it was God who called. Samuel’s mentor, Eli, said to him, “Go and lie down, and if [God] calls you, say, ‘Speak, LORD, for your servant is listening’ ” (1 Samuel 3:9).

May God grace us to be people who say to ourselves and to others, “Listen! God is speaking.”


ONE

LISTENING FOR GOD’S PRESENCE

JOHN 4:4-26

Several years ago I served on a pastoral search committee. Our job was to find a new pastor for our small church. At first all we had to work with were résumés of people who might qualify for the position. Each résumé attempted to describe on paper who this individual was, listing his or her qualities, abilities, and gifts. As I read through the information, I tried to picture the person each résumé represented. It was not very satisfying. The candidates all sounded similar on paper.

Next we listened to tapes of presentations by some of the people we were considering. Now I was able to engage a little more. Then some members of the committee visited the candidates in their homes and came back with reports. That was even better because we could talk with someone who had actually met the person behind the résumé.

Finally, we met one of the candidates in person. He came to our church. We ate with him. We talked with him. We interacted with him in person. After I met him face to face, the résumé seemed very unimportant. Words on a piece of paper did not come close to the experience of meeting him personally.

My experience with résumés and committee reports parallels our experience of relating to God. From the account of Creation in Genesis and throughout the Old Testament, we read that God communicated with human beings through words and signs, reaching out to them and engaging them in their daily lives. But they could not see God. They could hear about him, but with a few exceptions, they could not relate to him face to face. Then God did an amazing thing. God became a human being so people could see for themselves what he was like. The gospel of John says, “In the beginning was the Word” (John 1:1). Then “the Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood. We saw the glory with our own eyes, the one-of-a-kind glory, like Father, like Son, Generous inside and out, true from start to finish” (John 1:14, MSG). In other words, God the Father became Jesus the Son so that human beings could see what God is really like. For those of us who long to have a relationship with God, this is very, very good news.

BREAKING GROUND

When did you first think about God and wonder what he was like? How have your impressions of God changed over the years?

*What word or words describe who God is to you now?

LEARNING TO LISTEN

In the four gospel accounts of Jesus’ life, we see what God is like. We see how God wants to relate to us. I used to wish that God would speak to me through a burning bush as he did with Moses (Exodus 3:2) or guide me with a pillar of fire as he did the Israelites (Exodus 13:21). I’d even settle for hearing his words through a donkey as when he


Read John 4:4-26.
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