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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
"My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish." 
 
For many, these are some of the most comforting words in scripture, and certainly a favorite image -- Jesus as the Good 
Shepherd. An icon of Jesus the Good Shepherd hangs near the door in my office, and lately I've tried to make a conscious 
effort to give him a little glance on the way out of the room. 
 
I say a conscious effort because I have to remind myself that this comfortable image of Jesus is one that asks something of us 
-- that if we are his sheep, those entrusted to his care, those he seeks after, and those to whom he speaks, we have to make the 
effort to listen for his voice. 
 
I don't think I'd get much pushback from you if I said that the world isn't very good at listening anymore. 
 
Listening is certainly underappreciated in the way our society tends to value things. Louder is often heard to be better; the 
more we can get of something -- like noise or commentary or opinions -- the more we think we need; and in an age when 
anyone and everyone can post instant updates on a plethora of platforms and create content based upon the sound of our 
own voice or in our own image, we are all, consciously or subconsciously, being invited -- begged, even -- to speak much 
more than we are being invited to listen. But the more we speak, the less anyone else can speak, even the Good Shepherd. 
 
The ever-increasing amount of information that is created mostly by the individual isn't completely to blame for our lack of 
listening. Silence is surprisingly harder to maintain than noise is, and that's probably always been the case. We might even 
conclude that it's only natural, it's only human nature to speak more than it is to listen, and to fill the silence more than to 
seek it out. 
 
But listening does require our silence -- it requires discipline, a concerted effort, and a certain amount of willpower to 
sustain. This means often breaking certain patterns which we easily develop, like not allowing for a silent break in 
conversation for the fear of it becoming awkward. Or in the Church, resisting the urge to race through the liturgy without 
giving any thought as to the prayers we've just said. 
 
Silence and listening are exceptionally important in our prayers. Our previous bishop, Sean Rowe, often provided a good 
example of how we might spend more time listening as we pray. Almost every time I heard him prepare to pray a collect or 
pray before a service in the sacristy, he would invite us to prayer and say the customary "let us pray." 
 
However, instead of immediately beginning his prayer, Bishop Rowe would pause. 
 
Silently.  
For quite some period of time. 
Probably upwards of thirty or forty seconds. 
 
The first time I witnessed this gap between words I thought he'd lost his place in the prayer book. Instead, the bishop was 
purposefully silent, his eyes closed, waiting, a thoughtful expression on his face -- he was listening. 
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When we take the time to listen, it is only then when we are fully present. This is true whether just two people are speaking 
or a dozen people are laughing around a crowded dinner table. When we listen, we are honoring those with whom we speak, 
which is also true when we pray -- to listen for God is to honor the God who still speaks. We may not be accustomed to 
hearing the voice of God, but lest we imagine that our prayers are one-sided, or that we're supposed to do all the talking, we 
might need to break another pattern -- because we as Episcopalians can appreciate the crafted phrase and the spoken prayer 
more than most. Our liturgies would be impossible without the spoken word, and we often fall into the habit of being lulled 
into a sense of complacency given how many of our prayers repeat each week. But are we really present then? Are we leaving 
room for the voice of the Good Shepherd to speak? And, like any conversation, would we really be satisfied if only we were 
doing the talking? 
 
Instead, in our prayers, there must be silence. 
 
There must be waiting. 
 
There must be listening. 
 
Because from the silence, God draws near. In the waiting, God is made known. As we listen, God speaks. 
 
* * * 
 
Yes, God is still speaking to the Church and to the world. That may sound kind of matter-of-fact, but it's a reality we often 
take for granted. Just like a long silence in a conversation, we may not be all that comfortable with the idea of God speaking 
to us. To listen openly for God isn't necessarily a comfortable thing -- it can be a place of vulnerability, where we are 
defenseless in our silence to justify ourselves before God; it can be a place of awkwardness, where we may not feel like we 
know the "right way to do it"; it can be a place of frustration, where we may not hear anything at all for some time. 
 
But more so, this waiting for God, this listening for the Almighty can be a place of quiet joy, of abiding in the presence of 
God without the need or pressure of our own words in the midst of holy silence. I can't tell you what to expect other than 
that you are in good company with the psalmist, numerous prophets, and countless other saints when you listen for God, 
and that, given some time, God will call you by name. It is a voice and a presence you will know because Christ Jesus knows 
you -- the Good Shepherd calls his flock, and his sheep know his voice. Jesus calls us, Jesus speaks to us, Jesus is with us... 
 
when we pray 
when we are afraid 
when we rejoice 
when we don't know where to turn next 
when we are giving thanks 
when the enemy is near 
when we are gathered in his Name 
when we walk through the valley of the shadow of death. 
 
He is there, present, seeking you, speaking to you. I'll invite you to join me in listening for Christ's voice, Christ's presence in 
some of our remaining prayers today and right now with a few of those longer pauses. Resist the urge to fidget in your pew 
or check your phone. Take a few deep breaths, calm your heart and your mind, relax the tension in your body, close your 
eyes if that may help; let go of the noise that may be seeking you out. And more than anything, know that Christ Jesus, the 
Good Shepherd, speaks to you and calls you by name...and listen. 

 


