Listening, not Talking

A "Listening Church," as we call it in the Church Wellness Project, understands that talking AT people rarely works, and that dismissing their filters, resistance and hesitation as wrong-headed or unimportant is self-defeating. 

It is critical that we understand our various constituencies - how they think, what they care about, how they respond to ideas, especially new ideas, and what, for a host of reasons, they are able or unable to receive. 

Otherwise, we end up talking into the wind, thinking that we have said something but not knowing whether anyone heard it. Taking pride in the excellence of our thinking and phrasing is far less important than knowing whether a transaction actually took place: did the intended audience hear, did they listen, did they receive, did they respond? 

This can be challenging work for church leaders, who are accustomed to a one-way process: they think, they prepare, they speak. Many see themselves as being proclaimers of truth, and they assume people are waiting willingly, perhaps eagerly, to hear that truth. We should reconsider that assumption. Like it or not, people nowadays tend to see truth as relative, as something they will discover and decide whether to accept, and as likely to come from many sources, not just church. 

I don't think we should be offended by such attitudes. If anything, they are forcing us back to the way Jesus taught and ministered . Like him, we will become story-tellers, rather than dogmatists. We will enter a village, as it were, and start by discerning people's needs, rather than striding in with a pre-set plan for "saving" the unwashed. 

In listening, we will turn our heart to the other, rather than get aggressive or defensive about our institution. In gauging our impact, we will echo Jesus when he asked how people were receiving him. In seeking two-way transactions, rather than one-way proclamation, we will avoid the trap of needing to be right and instead taste the freedom to think freshly. 

We still need to have something to say, of course. Shallow and self-serving thoughts still won't do. We still have an obligation to help people come to know Jesus Christ. But our methods, going forward, will be shaped more and more by our culture and less by inherited ways that probably weren't working all that well, anyway.
