A Heart to Listen in Advent

As this year draws to its close, it is heartening to think about all those who have taken the opportunity to enhance their listening skills through Diocesan Recognised Parish Assistant and other courses. A number of listening tutors have participated in training days enabling them to become acknowledged Acorn trainers as the Training Team works together with the Acorn Christian Healing Foundation to cement our working partnership.
Now, with Advent upon us, we have the opportunity to intentionally refocus our very being on the truly joyful and wondrous events that lead up to our celebration of Christ’s birth. For many, it can be the time when we can have a mental and spiritual ‘clean up’ so that we can prioritise those things that God wants us to really focus on as we draw towards the day when we celebrate the birthday of Jesus.

For me, and I hope for others, too, this will mean that we review how we use one of the most valuable gifts God has given us ~ that of prayerfully using our listening hearts in our ministry to others. Some of us, including myself, have to continue to consciously practice our listening skills so we can say we are listening to others, ourselves, and most importantly to God in the best ways we can. And as the saying goes, if we don’t use these skills regularly, we can lose them, although, at this time of year, we can sometimes be overwhelmed by the bustle, noise and clamour of Christmas preparations.

It might feel like offering space for good listening may be a bridge too far just now and making connections today with folk who lived over two thousand years ago may feel challenging. The story of ordinary, everyday people living at the time of Jesus’ birth, of course, is a very different one to our present lives. But, set in its own context, it isn’t too difficult to imagine that Mary, Joseph, the Shepherds and Kings would have argued that they had busy lives, too. The inn keeper, with his premises filled to overflowing must have been exceedingly busy.

Yet, the Nativity story is full of examples of amazing listening. Imagine if Mary and the Shepherds had been too busy to listen to the Angels or the Kings hadn’t listened carefully enough to Herod so that they could choose to not follow his request. And, in faithfully listening to God, Joseph was able to take Mary and the baby Jesus off to safety.
So, amid our modern, hectic lives, perhaps we can notice those times when God may be asking us to just stop and listen to him or to others who are in need of this precious ministry. Perhaps we can focus particularly on one or two people who may live alone or who may only rarely come to our notice. Who can say what a great gift they may receive through just a few minutes of heartfelt listening?

Russ Parker, Acorn’s previous director, says that all the prayers we offer to God are on the correct assumption that he is listening closely to what we are saying and that Jesus, himself, told us that everything he did was out of his listening and observation of what he saw his Father doing. Referring to us living in a world clamouring for our attention, Russ says he is reminded that, out of all the therapies we give to others, listening is the only one that does no harm or damage to the other.

This may be a good reminder for us too, as we remember all the wonderful gifts we have from God. Let us share our God given gift of listening during this Advent time.
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