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SCRIPTURE READING 
James 1: 19-27 
 
19 You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to 
anger; 20 for your anger does not produce God’s righteousness. 21 Therefore rid yourselves of all 
sordidness and rank growth of wickedness, and welcome with meekness the implanted word 
that has the power to save your souls. 
 
22 But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. 23 For if any are 
hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; 24 for 
they look at themselves and, ongoing away, immediately forget what they were like. 25 But those 
who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget 
but doers who act—they will be blessed in their doing. 
 
26 If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their tongues but deceive their hearts, their 
religion is worthless. 27 Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care 
for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world. 
 
 
“Listening is an act of love. Listening is an act of love,” wrote David Isay. David is the founder of 
the project called StoryCorps that started in New York City in 2003. It all came from the idea of 
gathering people’s stories. He was interviewed by Krista Tippet on her program On Being where 
she said, “As Dave sees it, the StoryCorps booth — settings where two people ask the questions 
they’ve always wanted to ask each other — these are sacred spaces. Listening, he’s learned, is 
an act of love. And eliciting and capturing our stories is a way of insisting that every life matters.” 
David’s program has collected over 60,000 stories from across the country all with the hope to 
give people a chance to be listened to. 
 
I’m not sure if David Isay would place his project within a church context, but he certainly 
describes his work of collecting stories as a calling and describes the interviews as sacred 
spaces. I agree with him, it is sacred work. I would argue it is our sacred calling too. As people of 
faith, we place our trust in following Jesus, a man who would travel from town to town and 
village to village teaching and listening. Have you ever noticed how Jesus would teach with a 
parable and ask others a question? He would give room for a response. And we see this in 
Scripture too. All of Scripture is a collection of our shared sacred stories; from our earliest 
beginnings and experiences with God to the coming of the Christ to the foundation of the early 
church. The church values and holds sacred these stories and experiences, yet we seldom take 
the time to value and hold sacred the stories and experiences of those in our pews or in our lives. 
 
Every person is sacred, created in the image of God. Every person has a story, one that needs to 
be listened to and held in the greatest of care, respect and compassion. It all comes down to 
one word. It is a word mentioned in Scripture and has been echoed by the saints over the 



course of church history. Saint Benedict in his Rule for the brothers began his entire book with this 
essential word for someone following in the Christian way. “Listen,” is what he wrote. Actually he 
wrote not only listen, but “listen carefully and incline the ear of your heart.” It’s what James 
wrote in his New Testament letter, “Let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger.” 
If we memorized this one line, the world would be in a better place. 
 
“Be quick to listen,” is what James wrote. It might come as a surprising command in the faith 
calling people to evangelism, to speak about our faith openly and always. We are far more 
encouraged to speak than we are to listen. As New Testament professor from Baptist Seminary, 
Sandra Polaski wrote, “From this unexpected starting place James develops an argument that 
may make us uncomfortable. He creates a set of connections and oppositions that links "mere" 
hearing to quick, angry, and unprofitable speech, and ultimately to self-deception. On the other 
side are "doing" and meekness (and no mention of speech at all!), which lead to blessedness. 
Those of us whose work for God consists largely in crafting theological language and speaking it 
are beginning to squirm.” 
 
James speaks to this in the final lines of our reading this morning. “If any think they are religious, 
and do not bridle (or restrain) their tongues but deceive their hearts, their religion is worthless.” 
That’s quite the claim, yet he finishes his thought by saying that “Religion that is pure and 
undefiled before God is this: to care for the orphans and widows.” Out of listening we move to 
action and work. It is out of listening or praying, we begin to hear the cry of our neighbor or the 
suffering of those in need, we also begin to hear God’s whisper or nudge to get up and respond. 
It’s always a dance between prayer and work, always listening and responding to the needs of 
the world in prayer and in doing. 
 
I spent two years learning how to listen. It seems like I should be better at it by now. This May I 
graduated from the Spiritual Direction Internship, which is a two year certificate program offered 
by the Sisters of Saint Benedict in Beech Grove. The whole point of spiritual direction is listening. 
As the director you listen to the person sharing, called your directee, while listening for direction 
from God’s Spirit. As director, you are simply present to the person across from you and the Spirit 
that is present whenever two or more are gathered together. The director is really God and we 
listen together to discern where the Spirit is moving in the directees life. I learned very early in this 
program that while it sounds really simple to sit with someone and just listen, it’s actually quite 
hard. 
 
I also learned that to really listen to someone else, we first need to listen to God in silence. 
Silence can really be another form of prayer. Yes, praying includes us speaking to God, but we 
also need to listen for God. The silence prepares us to listen to God and to others. I had a friend 
who recently attended a Quaker worship service. While it was a small service, it was filled with, 
not noise or hymns or words, but 50 minutes of silence. In a few minutes as I close my sermon, 
we’re going to take sometime in silence to listen to God and to prepare to listen to others. We’re 
not going to take a 50 minutes, but just one minute to listen for God, as we prepare to listen for 
others. In reality we know that it’s hard to listen to others. There are so many distractions all 
around us, so many things calling for our attention. 
 



Henri Nouwen who was a Catholic priest and spiritual director wrote, “To listen is very hard, 
because it asks of us so much interior stability that we no longer need to prove ourselves by 
speeches, arguments, statements, or declarations. True listeners no longer have an inner need to 
make their presence known. They are free to receive, to welcome, to accept. Listening is much 
more than allowing another to talk while waiting for a chance to respond. Listening is paying full 
attention to others and welcoming them into our very beings. The beauty of listening is that, 
those who are listened to start feeling accepted, start taking their words more seriously and 
discovering their own true selves. Listening is a form of spiritual hospitality by which you invite 
strangers to become friends, to get to know their inner selves more fully, and even to dare to be 
silent with you.” 
 
I do believe this is what James believed as he wrote not just to be quick to listen, but slow to 
speak. There’s a lot of difference between listening and hearing. To hear is to perceive with the 
ear the sound made by someone or something, basically you are aware of the noise someone is 
making. To listen is to give one’s attention to, to take notice of and act upon what someone 
says. Most people do not listen with the intent to understand; they listen with the intent to reply. 
When we focus on responding, we don’t listen. We’re not present. Listening is an act of love 
where you give your time, your attention, your ears, and hopefully your heart to another. The 
very act of listening to someone could change their lives. 
 
There is a story I once heard of an Australian man who has been called an “angel.” His real 
name is Don Ritchie, who for the past 50 years has lived across the street from a rock cliff at the 
entrance to Sydney Harbour called “The Gap.” While this rock cliff is famous for its views, it’s also 
famous for another reason. Since the 1800’s, people have come to this place to jump off the cliff 
and end their lives. There’s only a small fence separating people from the edge. One person a 
week commits suicide there. Yet there is one man there who has been trying to make a 
difference. “You can’t just sit there and watch them,” Don said in an interview. “You gotta try 
and save them. It’s pretty simple.” 
That’s what Don has been doing for 50 years. He has saved 160 people according to official 
records, but many people believe that number is much higher, maybe even 500 people that he 
has saved. How does he do it? What is his miracle method? Each morning, as he gets out of bed 
he looks out his window, and throughout the day, keeping watch to see if someone is alone and 
close to the edge. If he notices this, he rushes out of his house to interact with the person. A news 
article describes those moments well, “In those bleak moments when the lost souls stood atop 
the cliff, wondering whether to jump, the sound of the wind and the waves was broken by a soft 
voice. ‘Why don't you come and have a cup of tea?’ the stranger would ask. And when they 
turned to him, his smile was often their salvation.” That’s all he did. He offered them a cup of tea, 
a smile, and most importantly, someone to not just hear them and their pain, but someone who 
would really listen. Don in his interview spoke “fondly of one woman he saved, who came back 
to thank him. He spotted her sitting alone one day, her purse already beyond the fence. He 
invited her to his house to meet Moya, his wife, and have tea. The couple listened to her 
problems and shared breakfast with her. Eventually, her mood improved and she drove home. A 
couple of months later, she returned with a bottle of champagne. And about once a year, she 
visits or writes, assuring them she is happy and well.” 
 



The article continues, “Don remains available to lend an ear, though he never tries to counsel, 
advise or pry. He just gives them a warm smile, asks if they'd like to talk and invites them back to 
his house for tea. Sometimes, they join him. "I'm offering them an alternative, really," Ritchie says. 
"I always act in a friendly manner. I smile." It’s amazing what a simple cup of tea, a smile, and a 
listening ear can do for another person. While this cannot save everyone, which is true even for 
the Australian angel, it is true that simple kindness and a listening ear can be surprisingly 
effective. 
 
Maybe the words offered to us in James are surprisingly effective and relevant to our world 
today. “Let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger.” My how that would 
change our world today, but more importantly, it would change lives too. If we really believe 
that listening is an act of love, then what would it mean to someone in your life if you invite them 
to sit down, have a cup of tea or coffee, and talk; with our role being to listen; where we are 
present with them, not worrying about the next event on my schedule; where we don’t judge or 
label the person we’re listening to; where we keep ourselves from becoming angry when they 
might say something we disagree with or don’t understand. Maybe we could even take it to the 
next level where we are compassionately listening and we respond by acting compassionately. 
(That will be next week.) 
 
My challenge to you today is this: Listen. Listening is an act of love. Who in your life could really 
use a listening ear right now? I invite you to reach out to them this week, invite them to a cup of 
coffee or tea, it can be ice cream or something else I suppose, Graeter’s is down the street, and 
then “be quick to listen and slow to speak.” I think you will find that you can change a life when 
listening becomes an act of love. 
 
Let’s enter into a time of silent reflection and listening. I will break the silence with spoken 
prayer….. 
 
Silence 
 
Let’s pray: 
Almighty and Vulnerable God, who spoke and speaks today, you spoke and creation came to 
be, you speak today and remind us of your love. Extend our listening, God, to experience your 
song of truth and hope that you have placed in each of our stories. Extend our listening, God, to 
sense the movement of your Spirit in others. Extend our listening, God, that we may receive, 
affirm, and listen to everyone we meet. Extend our listening, God, to the deepest reaches of our 
own souls that we might listen for you. May our listening honor the sacred stories of others while 
glorifying you. In the name of Jesus our Christ we pray. Amen. 
 


