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WHY WE GATHER 
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“Holy Listening” 
(John 15:1-17) 

 
Dan Collison  
May 7, 2017 

 
God at Work with Carma Gjerning 
 
Today we continue the “Why We Gather” teaching series in the segment titled “Finding Purpose: 
clarifying, articulating, and acting on one’s personal mission in life.” Our topics to this point have been 
“Scripture and the Power of Personal Narrative,” “The Prayer of Examen,” and “Discernment.” Next 
week and forward we are going to cover “Shared Purpose,” “Being Single,” “Guiding Children,” and 
“Vocation as a Life Theme.” Today’s theme is “Holy Listening” and our teaching will be divided into 
two segments with the first being a conversation with Carma Gjerning, a seasoned Spiritual Director 
and the First Covenant director of Family and Children since 2013. 
 
We are honored to have Carma in our community. She has more than 25 years of ministry 
experience working with urban churches, ministries and individuals, helping them to develop and 
deepening their relationship with God and others as Christ followers. And, she knows and lives the 
practice of holy listening in her daily life. 

 
1) Tell us how Holy Listening has shaped and informed finding purpose on your journey?  

 
 

2) What is Holy Listening? What happens?  
 
 

3) What makes Holy Listening different than counseling, pastoral care, or a great spiritual 
conversation? 

 
 

4) What are the ways a person might experience Holy Listening? 
 
 

5) How does one find or choose a holy listener and what might one expect? (Is it free? How often 
do you meet? Where?) 

 
 

6) Carma, when we first discussed doing a God at Work for the Finding Purpose segment of our 
series and Holy Listening as the specific topic, the first wondering that you had was to swap in 
a unique image in our series artwork, the image of a labyrinth. How does that image invite us 
into Holy Listening? 
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[PRAYER FOR CARMA’S MAJOR SURGURGYSCHEDULED FOR THIS WEEK] 
 

• Explanation of surgery 

• Thank you to Dr. Buckner/Mayo Clinic 

• Thank you to children’s ministry volunteers stepping up for the next six weeks 

• Invitation of Leadership Team and Staff to gather around Carma for Prayer 
 
And, now for today’s scripture John 15:1-17: 
 
DRAMATIC SCRIPTURE READING 
 
1 “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 2 He cuts off every branch in me that bears no 
fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. 3 You are 
already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. 4 Remain in me, as I also remain in you. No 
branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain 
in me. 

5 “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart 
from me you can do nothing. 6 If you do not remain in me, you are like a branch that is thrown away 
and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. 7 If you remain in me and 
my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. 8 This is to my Father’s 
glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples. 

9 “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 10 If you keep my 
commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commands and remain in his 
love. 11 I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. 12 My 
command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. 13 Greater love has no one than this: to lay 
down one’s life for one’s friends. 14 You are my friends if you do what I command. 15 I no longer call 
you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you 
friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you. 16 You did not choose 
me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you might go and bear fruit—fruit that will last—and so 
that whatever you ask in my name the Father will give you. 17 This is my command: Love each other. 

John 15:1-17 (New International Version) 
Introduction 
 
1. This Scripture is taken from a portion of the Gospel of John’s biography of Jesus where Jesus has 

a final meal with a small group of followers the night before his crucifixion. John, chapters 13-17 
frame a profoundly important and holistic theology and vision for the culture of Christian 
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community across time. Today’s Scripture is a key passage within the larger five chapters that 
inform the practice of holy listening for spiritual directors in specific and between Christ followers 
in community more generally. The second half of today’s teaching is going to briefly reflect on this 
Scripture and offer a few ways that we can nurture a culture of holy listening in our community 
more generally.  
 
You may find it interesting to know that when the tabernacle portion of our church building was 
completed in 1887 there was a deeply held community sentiment that Christ followers should be 
concerned about one another’s spiritual growth in a loving way. A famous phrase heard 
throughout the chairs of this space, and circulating throughout the Covenant is “how goes your 
walk?” It was a simple way to connect, inquire, and to care for one another’s spiritual journey. At 
its best, this informal practice was an invitation to know one another and nurture devotional lives. 

 
2. Holiness is about largely about connectedness and intimacy over moral perfection, And, so the 

center point of a devotional life, a holy life, is the first and most obvious point Jesus emphasized in 
our text, and he said it twice is: “love each other.” One blogger took the time to research how 
many times this phrase “each other” (or some translations say “one another”) appears in the New 
Testament and learned it is more than 100 times with Jesus and the Apostle Paul being the two 
primary voices.1 Some variations to the word “love” include “bear one another’s burdens,” 
“forgive,” “be at peace,” “don’t grumble,” “accept,” “patiently tolerate each other,”…it’s an amazing 
list that is a beautiful sermon just in the reading of the list! 

 
3. Holy Listening is a wonderful practice that holds these joyful relational imperatives and here is 

why: holy listening is at its best when we listen to God and one another on each other’s behalf 
without pre-determined answers or agendas and without trying to fix each other. Rather, the work 
is to listen and mirror back to one another the inner journey such that we all own our own path and 
do our own work.  
 
I can’t tell you how many times in more than 25 years of ministry a person has come up and 
wanted me to tell them exactly what they should be doing, or how they should think, or who they 
should vote for, simply because I was a pastor. The problem with this is that it sets both of us up 
for failure. And, such co-dependencies between pastors and parishioners is how Christian religion 
can sometimes become warped and hurtful in that abdicating one’s own spiritual development to 
some person standing in a pulpit gives too much power to the pulpit and causes those in the seats 
from taking responsibility for their own journey as well. 
 
This is why one of the provocative descriptors of holy listening is “being a midwife to the soul.” 
Now, I realize that a distinctly feminine concept may be a challenge for the masculine imagination, 
but it is an essential one—midwife to the soul. 
 

4. As an aside, and because it is important for men to be aware and in touch with the feminine 
imagination, I am always asking the women and feminist voices in our community to inform and 
mentor me. One person suggested that I watch a few shows or full seasons of the PBS show “Call 
the Midwife” to help animate my imagination of one key aspect of the journey of women. It is an 
incredible show, but after a while I just couldn’t quite stomach the intensity of the birthing stories! 
Whew. Its true--men just do not get it!  

                                                 
1 http://overviewbible.com/one-another-infographic/ (accessed 5-6-17) 

http://overviewbible.com/one-another-infographic/
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Yet, I am willing to learn, and I need to learn. And, the masculine imagination can find a more 
abundant and full life by being informed by the feminine, and for men like myself, the feminine in 
me that transcends gender assignment in the practice of holy listening. One Christian author put it 
this way: 
 

“…the midwife is not necessarily a wife, or even a woman…the literal meaning is the person 
who is with the birth giver….the midwife is present to another in a time of vulnerability, working 
in areas that are deep and intimate. It is a relationship of trust and mutual respect...she does 
things with, not to, the person giving birth.”2 
 

The principle idea here is that loving one another includes listening and waiting together, 
sometimes in silence, and sometimes while talking, until the questions behind our questions, 
awaken within one another the deeper matter that is ready to come forward to the front of our 
consciousness. And, that which is being brought forward might be something to be celebrated as 
a part of us that has been hidden, or it might be something to be (as Jesus pointed out in today’s 
text) pruned and gently set aside because it was some aspect of our false self--masking our 
belovedness. 
 

5. In this way, and like a midwife, holy listening is love that is patient more than it is efficient. Love 
stands in the helping role, not in the commanding role. Jesus points this out in today’s text. We 
are to be friends that draw out the best in one another in a space of freedom and equality. One 
key word Jesus used that informs the convergence of mutuality, friendship and patience is 
“remain.” Remain appears more than ten times in today’s text.  
 
The original Greek word that John used for remain has a range of meaning including “abide, stay, 
and wait.”3 And, Jesus pointed out that the action of “remaining” goes in two directions: remaining 
in God, and remaining with one another. Listen to God, while listening to one another. Waiting and 
remaining, even when we can’t seem to hear God, or when what we hear from one another is not 
what we want to hear. We wait. We remain. We stick it out. Not judging, but mirroring. Asking 
questions and probing deeper motivations with a loving spirit until the deeper things in us are 
birthed.  

 
Conclusion 
 
1. I have a confession to make in all of this: the practice of holy listening doesn’t come easily to me. I 

tend to recoil when I am asked to “pursue love over efficiency.” I am an achiever! I often use 
words such as “efficiency of scale,” “working smarter,” “leading a focused and intentional life”- 
These are the kinds of concepts and phrases that I am more automatically drawn to, not “pursue 
love over efficiency.” My struggle is probably why I have chosen to have two spiritual directors to 
bring multiple patient voices and balance to my efficiency and performance hard wiring!   
 
I am committed to learning more and living more of the holy listening Christian tradition because it 
really helps and it really works. It helps me see the world in more generous terms, be a less 

                                                 
2 Margaret Guenther, Holy Listening: The Art of Spiritual Direction, Page 86-87. 
3 http://biblehub.com/greek/3306.htm (accessed 5-5-17) 

http://biblehub.com/greek/3306.htm
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judgemental, and be more patient and loving person to myself as well as others. And, it has been 
immensely helpful in the work of purpose finding. A closing illustration makes my point. 

 
2. Robert Frost is one of the most celebrated poets in the American history. About Frost, President 

John F. Kennedy, at whose inauguration the poet delivered a poem, said, “He has bequeathed his 
nation a body of imperishable verse from which Americans will forever gain joy and 
understanding.”4 One of Frost’ poems is “Two Tramps in Mud Time.” Some consider this a great 
American poem about work. Others think of it more as a poem that reflects on how far one is 
supposed to go in self-sacrifice and the tensions between love and need, work and play. I believe 
it to be a beautiful framework poem bringing together holy listening and purpose finding. Here is 
why: 

 

• The poem begins with the main character splitting wood and being interrupted by two 
strangers that look like weary day laborers, and I quote from the poem: “I knew pretty well why 
he had dropped behind and let the other go on the way. I knew pretty well what he had in 
mind: He wanted to take my job for pay.” 

 

• The lines continue on, teasing out the interesting tensions between financial need and 
emotional need, what is right, and what is a right, what one needs and what one wants. And, 
the poem culminates with these words: 

 
But yield who will to their separation,  
My object in living is to unite  
My avocation and my vocation  
As my two eyes make one in sight.  
Only where love and need are one,  
And the work is play for mortal stakes,  
Is the deed ever really done  
For Heaven and the future's sakes. 

 
-Robert Frost, Two Tramps in Mud Time 

 

• In these final lines Frost frames the intersection of giving ourselves to one another while 
seeking to fulfill our own unique and life giving purpose. It is not one or the other, it is both!  
 

3. Holy listening helps us find both in that it is life giving practice of inviting the presence of God into 
our relationships and our life narratives such that we experience love and listen to one another 
without agenda with the ultimate outcome being that we are increasingly present to our own 
unique life purposes. Frost points toward this generally in the beautiful lines of his poem where 
love is placed on the same plane as finding purpose. Jesus gave us this and more in the 
marvelous container of the vine and branches and the ways we are to love one another and be 
fruitful in the flow of our lives.  

 
Now all that we have to do is take the time to be together and include the practice of holy listening as 
a normal part of how we do life together. 
 

                                                 
4 https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/robert-frost (accessed 5-6-17) 

https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/robert-frost


 

Why We Gather “Holy Listening”  © 2017 Dan Collison Page 6 

Prayer 
 
God of love and holy listening—we invite you into every aspect of our lives including our relationships 
with one another as we seek to be spiritually formed. God our Creator we ask you to help us be 
creative in the ways we listen to you and one another. Jesus, our Redeemer, we pray that you teach 
us how to love sacrificially and in listening service to one another. Holy Spirit, the Voice that speaks 
and summons forth the questions behind our questions and our true selves—teach us how to listen 
better and to remain in you. God, three in One, be patient with us as we seek to be patient with one 
another until that which needs to be birthed is birthed and we are increasingly awakened to our 
unique pathways in life.  
 
In Jesus name. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins may we see holy listening as a life giving Christian practice of inviting the 
presence of God into our relationships such that we experience love and listen to one another without 
agenda with the ultimate outcome being that we are increasingly present to our own unique life 
purpose. 
 
Go in peace. Amen. 
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