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Transfiguration Sunday/ February 22, 2009
“Listening Changes the Way We Live”

Mark 9:2-9

Pastor Wayne Zschech

“This is my beloved Son; Listen to him!”


Listening is something we are told to do from a very early age. How many of us remember Mom or Dad saying, “Listen to me when I’m talking to you!” in the middle of a lecture? We’re supposed to listen to our teachers, our coaches, our teammates, our supervisors, managers, and bosses. We’re supposed to listen to our children, our friends and neighbors, and maybe even the pastor’s sermon depending on how long it is. And clearly in today’s gospel the voice of God from the cloud commands Jesus’ disciples to “Listen to him!”


But, when did we learn how to listen? We learned how to read in elementary school as well as articulate our thoughts in writing over the years. As we got older we learned how to communicate our thoughts and feelings both in writing and orally in school and other learning institutions. However, when did we learn how to listen? When did we learn how to hear what the other person was saying, everything they were saying with both their mouth and their body language, so as to really listen and understand what the other person was communicating to us? 


I must confess. I’m not a great listener all the time. Yet, over the years, I’ve learned two quotes that help me be a better listener. The first is, “You aren’t able to truly listen if you’re thinking about what you’re going to say when the other person stops talking.” Truly listening to another person means to focus all of one’s attention on what that person is saying and understanding what he or she are trying to convey. Listening requires being both silent with your mouth and with thoughts that are centered on oneself.


If we are to “Listen to Jesus” then it will first require us to focus on what Jesus actually says and seek to understand what he meant rather than how we can make Jesus’ words validate our way of life. How many times do we twist Jesus’ words to reflect and affirm the way we like to live our lives? For instance, children might use the story of when Jesus was scolded by the Pharisees for his disciples not washing their hands before eating as evidence why they shouldn’t have to wash theirs either. Yet, Jesus goes on to talk about it is what is inside a person that defiles you and not what you put inside that defiles. Listening to Jesus first requires us to seek to understand what Jesus said from Jesus’ perspective and not ours.

When that happens, the second quote about listening comes into play. A colleague of mine said, “True listening happens when you do something different as a result of what the other person has said.” In other words, listening evokes an action, and more specifically, a change in behavior from the one who is listening to the other. 

For example, my wife might tell me that she gets nervous when I wait so long to apply the brakes before coming to a stop in traffic. If I just hear what she is saying I might think, “My brakes are fine. I know I’ll be able to stop in time before rear-ending the car in front of me.” Therefore, I say to my wife, “Don’t worry. We’re not in any danger of getting in an accident. Relax and just let me drive.” 


If I was listening to her I might think, “She sounds nervous. Maybe it’s because she’s not the one driving and therefore can’t control the brakes that has her nervous. I don’t want my wife to be nervous on this trip. It’s not a big deal to brake sooner.” And so I say to my wife, “Okay, I’ll brake a little earlier from now on.”


Listening to Jesus means after we understand what he is saying to us we actually do something to change our behavior as a result of what he has said. Listening to Jesus requires a change in the way we live, even if it is in just a small way. Listening to Jesus changes our lives because we focus on Jesus’ words rather than ourselves and the thoughts and desires of our heads and hearts.

Do we know how to listen like this? How do we listen to not only the words of Jesus, but for the voice of God in our lives? We live with so much noise in our world it’s hard to imagine listening for the still, small voice of God’s Spirit to speak in our lives, but it does. Yet, when was the last time we listened for it? We pray, but in our prayers is there time for silence so that God may speak to us? We read God’s word, but do we carve out extra time to spend in silence reflecting on the words we’ve read? How might we begin to listen to Jesus so as to first understand what he is saying from his perspective and not ours and then how might his words cause us to live differently from then on?

Maybe the first step is the one we take in truly listening is to remain in silence. We live our lives with noise all around us be it the car radio, iPod, television, computer, or just the cacophony of voices that inundate us every day. So instead of rushing right into the hymn of the day I invite you to close your eyes and focus on being still. Listen to the sound of your own breath as you draw it in and let it out. Listen to the words of today’s gospel read one more time, but this time, really listen to what God is saying “to you” in this text. What might God be asking of you in this text? With whom do you identify in the story? And finally, what do you hear Jesus saying to you? 


Jesus told his disciples to say nothing of the transfiguration until after his resurrection. We live on this side of that Easter event. We need not keep silent. Our Lord calls us to speak out with what we have listened. It is our time to both listen and then to respond. May our lives reflect a listening relationship with Christ.  
