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— Listening Prayer —

Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.
— 1 Samuel 3:9 —

When we think about prayer, listening is not generally the first thing that
comes to mind. Most of us think of talking — we talk, God listens. It
reminds me of the learned professor and the humble monk. The professor
had heard of the monk’s wisdom and came to visit. But as soon as he
arrived, he immediately began to talk about his own opinions and ideas.
He talked and talked while the monk quietly listened. The monk politely
asked if the professor would like some tea. The professor said, “Yes” and
kept on talking. The monk handed the professor a teacup and began to
pour from a pot while the professor talked on and on. As the tea rose to
the lip of the cup the monk kept pouring while the professor kept talking.
Suddenly the professor jumped to his feet and said with a bit of irritation,
“Can’t you see that the cup is overflowing?” The monk calmly replied,
“The cup is like your mind. It can’t receive anything new because it’s
already full.” The professor had come to “visit” but had no plans to “listen.”

When we pray, do we come to talk, or to also listen? Why do we think
prayer has ended when we finish talking? And is it not odd that in our
relationship with God, even though his words are the most powerful, our
words still dominate the prayer? Why do we think of prayer as a monologue,
only considering our part of the conversation? True conversation does
not take place when only one person speaks. It takes two to have a
relationship and a conversation, and if prayer is a conversation, we should
learn to quietly and silently listen as well as speak.

Henri Nouwen reminds us that —

The Desert Fathers did not think of solitude as being alone,
but as being alone with God. They did not think of silence
as not speaking, but as listening to God. Solitude and
silence are the context within which prayer is practiced. 1

Desert Father John Climacus (606 AD) wrote that while “talkativeness
is the darkening of prayer, intelligent silence is the mother of prayer.” 2
Respectful silence gives birth to prayer

THE CONTEXT OF LISTENING PRAYER:
Mark Thibodeaux suggests that prayer evolves through four stages. 3
1. Talking at God — Using “ready-made” prayers written by
someone else can express what | am feeling. This kind of prayer
begins when | am a child and can be enjoyed throughout my life.
It can be very helpful to think through prayers written by others.



Talking to God — Sometimes called “extemporaneous” or
“spontaneous” prayers, here | find my own voice and feel
comfortable telling God exactly how | feel right now. It is
meaningful to know that God wants to hear what is on my mind.
Listening o God — The sign of a mature person is the ability
to stop talking and begin to really listen. My faith matures as |
become familiar with God’s voice in scripture, in nature, in life
experiences (providence), and in opportunities to be with God’s
people or serve in his kingdom. It requires my time, patience,
and practice.

Being with God — Like any intimate relationship, the time comes
when simply being in each other’s presence is most important. In
a long-term prayer relationship, the words of prayer become less
significant. Simply resting in God’s presence is the goal.

I have calmed and quieted myself,
| am like a weaned child with its mother.
— Psalm 131:2 —

THE PRACTICE OF LISTENING PRAYER:

Listening to God is not so much a method as it is a relationship. It is a
walk together where the relationship grows ever closer, and the thoughts
more and more follow the same track. Sometimes words are exchanged
on the walk, sometimes the walk is quiet, but always the focus is on God
and my relationship with God. To listen in prayer is to receive wisdom by
those prepared to obey what they hear. This is what friendship with God
means — “You are my friends if you do what | command” (John 15:14).
Listening Prayer begins and remains rooted in scripture. Consider one or
two of the following ideas for your time of Listening Prayer.

1.

The Word — Read short texts of scripture ... Pause ... Reflect ...
Listen. Note which passage gets your attention. What resonates,
intrigues, or confronts you? Ask, “Lord, what do you want me to
find/see/hear in this text?” Allow time for silent listening.

The Wait — Do we believe God can be at work while we are at
rest, or do we think we have to be busy for him to work? “When
you are on your beds, search your hearts and be silent” (Psalm
4:4). “Be still and know that | am God” (Psalm 46:10). The
Jerusalem Bible translates this as ‘pause awhile.” This waiting
shows itself in prayer with a heart that expects God to provide, to
give, to share. Ask God, “What do you want me to experience?”
And then pause, walit, listen.

The Thanksgiving — Keep a growing list of names, scriptures,
hymns, and insights for which you are grateful. Slowly review and
picture God’s joy and presence.

The Requests — Picture the faces of people you love. Enjoy
thinking about them. Ask God to strengthen and guide them and



then wait to see if you are moved to be a part of God’s answer.
Take joy in God’s presence and pause, waiting and listening. Ask
for his strength, wisdom, and guidance. Ask and then patiently
listen before you move on.

5. The Forgiveness — With Jesus’ prayer in mind (“forgive us ... as
we forgive”) consider the following thoughts:
“Forgive Me” — Listen for your sins to come to mind and know
that God forgives you.
“Forgive Them” — Look for the faces of those who hurt you.
Resolve to forgive.
“Protect Me” — Ask God to bring to mind your vulnerable places.
Face them honestly.
“Protect Them” — Picture God using you to serve and help the
people you encounter each day.

For Each of These — Ask ...Listen ...Wait ...Visualize ...
Receive ...Give Thanks.

LISTENING PRAYERS IN SCRIPTURE:

WaitinGg
Psalm 37:7 — Be still before the LorD and wait patiently for him.
Psalm 62:1, 5 — Truly my soul silently waits for God ...
My soul, wait silently for God alone, for my
expectation is from Him.

Proverbs 8:34 — Blessed are those who listen to me, watching
daily at my doors, waiting at my doorway.

Psalm 33:20 — We wait in hope for the LORD; he is our help
and our shield.

Psalm 130:5-6 — [/ wait for the Lorp, my whole being waits,
and in his word | put my hope. | wait for the Lord, more than
watchmen wait for the morning, more than watchmen wait
for the morning.

Romans 8:25 — But if we hope for what we do not yet have,
we wait for it patiently.

REsSTING

Psalm 62:5 — Yes, my soul, find rest in God; my hope
comes from him.

Psalm 116:7 — Return to your rest, my soul, for
the Lorp has been good to you.

EnvoyinGg

Psalm 16:11 — You make known to me the path of life;
you will fill me with joy in your presence.

Psalm 37:4 — Take delight in the Lord, and he will give
you the desires of your heart.



Isaiah 61:10 — / delight greatly in the Lord; my soul
rejoices in my God.

Philippians 4:4 — Rejoice in the Lord always. | will say it
again: Rejoice!

THE RESULT OF LISTENING PRAYER:

Listening Prayer can quiet our hearts and help us to listen for God’s voice.
It allows him to set the agenda for prayer. As Henri Nouwen has written,
“The ‘real’ work of prayer is to become silent and listen.” 4

The word wait comes from a root word meaning “to
watch.” Originally to wait meant to apply attentiveness
or watchfulness throughout a period of time and was
a highly regarded experience. To wait on God meant
to watch keenly for God’s coming. Watchers and
waiters were nearly synonymous. °

1. A MoRre PeaceruL LiFE — Living life in a slower, more thoughtful
manner can help us become more aware of God’s constant
presence. Walking through life with a listening frame of mind can
teach us to wait on God, and to trust his timing. “Waiting is giving
God room. It cannot tolerate trying to drag God down out of the
heavens on cue.” ©

2. ReveaLs My HEART — Silence is not always comfortable, but if we
allow it to exist, not covering it up with noise and busyness, God
can use our silent moments to show us what is inside. Emilie
Griffin puts it this way —

In silence we put ourselves in touch with God and also

with our deeper selves. Thoughts long buried come to

the surface. Long-repressed feelings bubble up. Silence

exposes certain issues in our lives, and almost without

effort, what is most important comes to the forefront. 7
Through my willing silence God can research my heart and
lovingly (though sometimes painfully) face me with myself. But
will I have the courage to listen? As Jesus says, “Whoever has
ears to hear, let them hear” (Mark 4:9, 23).

3. HEearing Gob — If we think God’s thoughts (Phil 4:8) and allow
his Spirit to occupy our soul (Act 2:38), if we listen to his words
(Rom 10:17) and adopt his manner of life (1 Cor 6:20), if we
allow him to enlighten our hearts (Eph 1:18) and transform our
minds (Eph 4:23), then we can recognize his voice (God’s will).
As Paul said, “offer your bodies” “worship” “don’t conform” “be
transformed” “then you will know ...God’s will.” (Rom 12:1-2).



4. GROWTH AND CHANGE — Listening prayer speaks to the information/
transformation issue. We have the information. We know how
we should live, and yet it is so difficult for us to live by our own
standards. But sitting quietly in God’s restful presence, waiting,
listening, and pondering God’s will for our lives can slowly bring our
hearts into alignment with his heart until we find ourselves doing
what we at first found to be so difficult. C. S. Lewis described this
process —

A good many people have been bothered by ... our
Lord’s words, “Be ye perfect.” Some people seem to
think this means, “Unless you are perfect, | will not
help you” ... But | do not think He did mean that. |
think He meant, “The only help | will give is help to
become perfect. You may want something less: but
I will give you nothing less ...” The moment you put
yourself in My hands, that is what you are in for. 8

5. A DEeePER LISTENING HEART — “We get better at what we repeatedly
do”is a principle | have found to be true in sports, education and,
in this discussion, silence. As we become more comfortable with
a quiet, listening style of prayer we discover that “There is no path
to God that is not first God’s path to us.” 9 God has been there
all along, omnipresent, everywhere, seeking us, all the time. And
our quiet, reflective moments in God’s presence can open our
blind eyes. And so, David writes, “For God alone my soul waits
in silence” (Psalm 62:1 ESV). A heart that is learning to listen is
“ushered into ... ‘the prayer of quiet’ ... a listening stillness.” 10
One of my elders recently gave an analogy for this quiet, listening
relationship with God — ‘It is like the silent companionship of my
grandson sitting next to me, leaning his head against my head
showing trust, safety and love — all without words.” 11

Listening Prayer enjoys the presence of God — watching, waiting,
expecting, listening.
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