
Listening - Speaking - Losing It. A sermon delivered at Mt. Hope on October  6, 2013  by Rev. Steven Schafer. Texts: 

Proverbs 10:19, 17:27-28, 29:11 and James 1:19-20.   

 

 I had a brother-in-law (now deceased) who you probably knew. You didn’t know HIM exactly, but you’ve known 

people LIKE him – or maybe you ARE him. He was one of those people who simply know everything there is to know. If 

the conversation is about cars, he was always able to explain, in detail, how they worked, which was the best buy, which 

was most comfortable, what was the best color for our particular locale… he knew it all. If the conversation was about 

politics or the economy or welfare or the job market or computers or the school system or the church constitution or 

theology, he knew just about all there was to know about each topic. If we were talking about farming, he knew about 

farming. If we were discussing building a storage shed, he knew how best to do it. If we were talking about…. 

anything…. he was the resident expert. See, you know him. I found it just draining to be around him and I always felt (and 

I’m pretty sure this is what he was going for) – I felt rather inadequate and unknowledgeable. I could never figure out how 

he knew so much about so much – unless he was just an expert at the snow-job… 

 I tolerated him for years. He was my sister’s husband, after all. I was going to be around him so I might as well 

make the best of it. …But there was the one time they were visiting us during seminary that I lost it. We lived about 30 

miles north of Boston and they were staying with us and planning to go into the city the next day. Now, Boston is not an 

easy place to find your way around. I had lived there for two years and had gotten lost more times than I could count. So I 

told Tim the best way to get in from where we lived. …But he knew a better way and told me all about it. I began to boil: 

“TIM!!! Let me be the expert just this once!”  

 I’m pretty sure he went into Boston his way. I guess it worked. They got back to our apartment. But somewhere 

along the way, Tim changed my life. Somehow, either consciously or unconsciously, I decided I would be a question 

asker far more often than an information giver. 

 

 Sue and I have a little game we play in social situations – often wedding receptions where they seat the minister 

and his wife with Uncle John and Aunt Mildred, not knowing who exactly to foist the minister off onto. We start talking 

to the people around us and ask all kinds of questions about them and their lives and their work and their kids and their 

homes and their relationship with the happy couple. We show genuine interest in who they are in just about every aspect 

of their lives and then we mentally enumerate how many questions they ask us about who we are and our lives. Often we 

will disengage from the conversation and, as we walk away, say to one another, “And what is your name?” just so 

SOMEONE would show even that small shred of interest, because Uncle John and Aunt Millie certainly didn’t.  

 

 In our very short, two verse passage of scripture for this morning, James gives us three three-word instructions for 

living life in a way that is pleasing to God. These three are stated so succinctly that they are easy to pass over if you are 

reading more than just this two verse section. He says, “EVERYONE” (all who would please God by striving to live 

righteous lives) “should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to anger.”  

 

 Let’s take them one at a time: Quick to Listen.  Listen to what?  Well, according to the context, the next verse 

(21) suggests that we are to listen to the word that is already in our hearts and minds and souls. 

 

 When Dan Rather was still a CBS anchor, he interviewed Mother Teresa. In one of his questions to her he asked 

what she says during her prayers.  She answered, "I listen." So Rather turned the question around and asked, "Well then, 

what does God say?" To that Mother Teresa smiled with confidence and answered, "He listens." 

 

 For the most part, in our world, we have forgotten how to listen. We can’t listen to one another. We are thinking 

of what we are going to say next – hoping that the other person will listen to us. But we’ve been so bombarded with throw 

away messages that our listening ability has become hindered.  

 

Two men were talking over coffee one day. One said: "I’m concerned about my wife. She talks to herself a lot 

these days." The other said: "Mine does too, but she doesn’t know it. She thinks I’m listening.” 

  

 Jesus constantly rebuked the religious leaders of his day for their inability to “hear” him. They heard the truth 

with their ears, but Jesus’ point was that they had never learned to listen with their hearts! It’s possible to have good 

hearing physically, but to be very hard of hearing spiritually. 

 

 Our primary task as Christians is to tune our hearts to hear the word of God as He speaks to us in that still, small 

voice.  



 

I read a critique last summer of modern Christian worship. The author said that contemporary churches try to 

engage all the senses and that there isn't any moment, from the time a person walks in to the time he walks out where there 

isn't music playing or someone speaking or lights changing or arms waving.  He said the exact  same thing is true of 

traditional worship. We get started and we never pause to take a breath. The musician quiets us down from our chatter, the 

call to worship begins, the music starts and away we go until 11:30...  The most difficult time for me in our worship 

services on Sunday morning is the silent prayer time. I never know whether it is too long or too short or if people are 

bored or their minds are wandering and I'll never get them back... I was surprised and confused a year or so ago when 

someone told me that the silent prayer isn't long enough. They needed more time to pray quietly and listen to God... I've 

tried to lengthen it a bit but I'm still nervous you will all fall asleep. 

 

 The next time you meet a stranger, do all you can to listen to him/her. Ask their name and what they do for a 

living and where they grew up and what their family is like and how they happened to be wherever you are. Ask them 

what they think of the political race coming up. Ask them how the Michigan economy has affected people they know. Ask 

them about their kids or grandkids. Ask them about the changing weather… And listen – absorb who they are – get to 

know them in the things they share. Learn again how to listen… Then, after you’ve done that a few times with a few 

people, try it with God as you pray. Call it an “Interrogative Prayer.” “God, I’ve got a few questions for you today… 

What am I doing here? What is it you want me to be accomplishing in my life?  Should I be continuing on the same path 

I’m on or changing directions? What ought my involvement at Mt. Hope be? Am I doing all I can to live a righteous life – 

what can I do better? Is my relationship with my husband/wife as it should be? How can I be a better Christian example?” 

You’ll think of lots of questions if you give it a try… Then listen. You won’t hear God’s voice like you hear mine, but as 

you listen, God will address some of your questions in the quietness of your heart. If you listen – if you aren’t afraid of the 

silence – if you understand how it is that God speaks to sane people – our God will speak to you. Even in prayer we 

oughtn’t to be talking all the time… 

 

 A white preacher was scheduled to give a sermon at an African-American church one Sunday morning. Just as 

sermon time approached, he noticed a strange noise in the congregation. It began as a low mumble and then slowly began 

to increase in volume. The people were almost chanting, he thought. Then he could hear them. They were saying, “Yes, 

Lord, Yes! Yes, Lord, Yes!”  

 The visiting preacher asked the pastor what in the world they were doing. The pastor responded by saying, 

“They’re praying. These folk believe that when God’s Servant comes to bring them God’s word, God really does have a 

message for each of them. They come every Sunday with prepared hearts, expecting to hear from God. When they pray, 

‘Yes, Lord, Yes!’ they are telling God in advance that they will do whatever he tells them to do today even before He says 

it.” 

 

 We need to learn to listen more – to God and to one another… 

 

 James’ second instruction for God-pleasing righteousness: Be SLOW TO SPEAK. 

 

 Perhaps James was thinking of Proverbs 10:19: “When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his 

tongue is wise.” Or Proverbs 17:27-28: “A man of knowledge uses words with restraint, and a man of understanding is 

even-tempered. Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds his tongue.”  I heard that Proverb 

somewhere years ago in a different way that has stuck with me: “Better to keep silent and be thought a fool than to open 

your mouth and remove all doubt.” 

 

 Most scholars believe that James is probably thinking, both in the injunction to be quick to listen and then to be 

slow to speak, to church meetings – not board meetings or business meetings like we have today where groups of church 

leaders decide on the color of paint for the Sunday School walls or what hymnal to use for worship, but meetings where 

they are hammering out exactly what it is the church believes in and how this new Christian religion differs from their 

former Jewish religion and how to operate in a hostile society. But I think the principles can be applied even to today’s 

church meetings…  Have you ever been to a meeting where every person seems to need to weigh in on every issue? 

Doesn’t matter it if it is a big issue or something trivial – everyone has something to say…. In the early church, with their 

“major issue” kinds of meetings, they had the same problem. The idea has always been that, when Christians meet 

together, there is a dependence on the Holy Spirit for guidance. But, it seems from the scriptures (1 Corinthians 14), that 

there were men who simply liked to hear the sound of their own voices in their meetings. They made rash statements and 



were given to making overstated and quick responses to whatever the discussion was instead of seeking the guidance and 

unity of the Holy Spirit. 

  

 James’ concern here is that his readers not fall into that trap. He wants us to learn to consider carefully our words 

before we speak them. He knows that words have tremendous power and that that power needs to be used with respect 

and with care. Words can be used to build others up or to rip them to shreds or to cause long-term devastation… “Don’t 

say so much so often” he would say. 

 

 A young man once approached Socrates, the pre-eminent philosopher of his day, and told him he wanted to pay 

him to teach him the gift of speech making because Socrates was phenomenal at it. Apparently the young man was so 

taken with Socrates that he prattled on and on. Finally, Socrates silenced him by placing his hand over the young man’s 

mouth and said, “My young friend, I will teach you the gift but it will cost you double.”  

“Why?” he asked.  

 Socrates replied, “Because I must teach you two sciences. First I must teach you the science of holding your 

tongue, and then I can teach you the science of the wise use of it.” 

 

 Try this some time: Go to a meeting and count the number of people present. Then commit yourself to making a 

comment only after that number of statements have been made by others. It will surprise you at how hard that is to do – 

and at how much more weight your input carries with everyone present when they see you've said so little. When you 

speak, now they listen - because your words have been few. 

 

 Be quick to listen. Be slow to speak… 

 

 Then the final instruction for today: Be slow to become angry.  

 

 Winston Churchill was known at times to be very quick to become angry. One of his more famous blowups was 

with Lady Astor who was seeking to become the first woman of parliament. Churchill violently opposed her on this. And 

in one of their more heated exchanges, Lady Astor blurted out, “Winston, if I were married to you, I’d put poison in your 

tea.”  

 To which Churchill responded, “And if you were my wife, I’d drink it!” 

 

 Don’t misunderstand James here. He is not suggesting that anger is always wrong. Jesus expressed righteous 

anger. Aristotle, in his book on Ethics, said, “We praise a man who is angry over the right grounds, against the right 

person, in the right manner, at the right moment and for the right length of time.” 

 

 The problem is that too often our pride and self esteem get all tied up in an issue and we respond with unrighteous 

anger – anger that isn’t on the “right grounds, against the right person, in the right manner, at the right moment nor for the 

right length of time.” Our anger is self-centered and filled with ego and pride… THAT’S the kind of anger that ought to 

come much slower than it often does. God will be proud of us if we get angry for a righteous cause and take action – 

defending the rights of others or defending that which is sacred or protesting an unjust war or resisting the persecution of 

the helpless… But God will NOT condone anger that is for the purpose of our own pride or that hurts another. 

 

 How do you talk to your spouse when you disagree? What tone of voice do you use with your kids when they do 

something that isn’t to your liking? How do you relate to co-workers who irritate you? …It’s in an issue like anger where 

true faith will make itself known, or will be shown to be missing. 

 

 I imagine that there isn’t anyone here today who doesn’t relate to at least one of these injunctions.  

--Some of us simply don’t listen to others – we have nothing to learn.  

--Some of us run off at the mouth way too much – we think we have something to say about everything (when everyone 

knows we don’t). 

--Some of us fly off the handle at the least little provocation.  

  

 Once again, as we’ll see over and over again in the book of James, it comes down to self-discipline – KNOWING 

how we ought to live – KNOWING what our attitudes ought to be – KNOWING the right thing to do… and seeking 

God’s help to get there. 

 



 Listen much. Speak seldom. Keep your anger righteous. 



Call: It is good to praise the Lord and make music to His name. It is good to proclaim His love in the morning and His 

faithfulness every day. With me, praise His holy name! 

 

-------------- 

Offertory:  

A simple exhortation from the Psalm writer (4:5) 

“Offer right sacrifices and trust in the Lord.” 


