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L  istening is some-

thing we all do in 

everyday life, even 

though not all of us 

use verbal language; 

but to what extent do 

we really listen atten-

tively, in a way that 

that is conducive to 

healing? This edition 

of Chrism looks at the ways in which we can listen to people and to God, and 

the healing benefits that can accrue from committed and careful listening.  
 

My academic career has involved a great deal of lecturing, but it has also required 

careful listening: to students and colleagues in pastoral situations, in large meetings 

and in working groups. We need to listen in order to learn and develop. The same is 

true of being a Reader in the Church of England. I well remember the sermon 

preached at my licensing service. The theme was ónow that you are licensed to 

preach, donôt forget to listen; and I happened to be struck dumb for several days 

afterwards ï by a viral throat infection ï an experience that truly reinforced the mes-

sage of the sermon. More recently, I have been interested in how best to educate 

people to provide holistic care, and have demonstrated that óattentive presenceô is an 

essential attribute for the spiritual aspect of holistic caring (Leathard HL & Cook MJ 

(2009) Learning for Holistic Care. Journal of Advanced Nursing 65(6), 1318 ï 27).  
 

Quite fortuitously, Chris McKennaôs keynote lecture from the CSTH Summer 

School (pp 12 ï 14), which illuminates the need to focus empathically on what is 

said by patients in psychotherapeutic encounters, is highly complementary to our 

deliberately themed articles and meditation. Equally, the óOpening the Doorsô report 

to General Synod emphasises the importance of listening attentively to people with 

learning disabilities and autistic spectrum disorders if our church is to include them 

as it should. All of these point to the importance of listening in the process of heal-

ing. 
 

Our former Wardenôs name now appears in small print on the back page as 

óEditorial Adviserô, and this month I want to acknowledge gratefully Bishop Jack 

Nichollsô significant contributions through introducing me to the Revd Dr Simon 

Cocksedge, who has written on óListening as Work and Prayerô, and for suggesting 

that I get in touch with the nuns at óHyningô for an article on óListening to Godô. His 

advice has led to two truly inspiration articles.Ç 
 

Professor Helen L Leathard, Editor 

LISTENING AND HEALING 

 
 

Listening & Healing  
 

This edition of Chrism is about  the impor-

tance of listening in the practice and ministry 

of healing. Revd Dr Simon Cocksedge writes 

of his passion for listening, how it plays an 

essential part in his life and how the art of 

attentive listening is cultivated in his medi-

cal students. Members of religious orders 

are especially practised and skilled in the art 

of listening to God, and we are privileged to 

have an article by a member of a busy and 

thriving community. Revd Dr Russ Parker, 

from Acorn, writes of listening as sacra-

ment, communion and reconciliation. Anto-

nia Lynnôs meditation on aretǛ and inscape 

is redolent of listening; and it is  fortuitous 

that Chris McKennaôs CSTH Sumer School 

keynote lecture on óPrivate Madnessô rein-

forces our theme of the importance of lis-

tening for healing. 
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LISTENING AS WORK AND PRAYER 

To start with, listening as prayer: which 

might just as easily be thought of as 

prayer as listening. Listening in prayer 

underpins my life and my work ï time 

spent in silent prayer each day, and in 

corporate prayer and worship, must be 

central for all Christians and, of course, 

there is a long tradition of this going 

back to Jesus himself. For me, a daily 

morning time of listening alone to God 

in prayer enables me to listen to others 

in my everyday work. Equally, listening 

to others in my everyday work and ac-

tion informs and feeds my listening to 

God in prayer.  
 

Prayer and action are never far apart in 

our lives. Mother Mary Clare from 

Fairacres noted that: óThere is no sepa-

ration between the apostolates of prayer 

and action. They are two aspects of a 

harmonious whole, two manifestations 

of a God-centred life. Action and prayer 

are different modes of expressing the 

same truthô.  
 

There are many different models, with 

differing balances of prayer and action. 

Christ himself offered a pattern of times 

of solitude followed by activity; Francis 

of Assisi lived a rhythm of solitude for 

months at a time followed by intense 

activity and evangelism; other religious 

have prayer as their main work. Which-

ever model fits for each of us, listening 

in prayer leads to, and balances with, 

action. 
 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu has been a 

significant figure in South Africaôs rela-

tively peaceful transition from apartheid 

to democracy. There are two aspects of 

his work that I want to mention: firstly a 

march that he organised, and secondly 

his work for truth and reconciliation.  
 

Archbishop Desmond was desperately 

upset by the number of people who had 

died at a rally and he went off to pray on 

his own. After a sleepless night in 

prayer, he began to arrange a protest 

march ï and amazingly the white gov-

ernment agreed to let it happen and, 

equally amazingly, 30,000 people came 

on a Wednesday ï and similar marches 

then happened in other cities involving 

people from many different backgrounds 

ï black, white and coloured came to say 

óWe are people and we are South Afri-

canô.  

The call for a peaceful march, which 

was a significant factor in the journey of 

South Africa from apartheid to democ-

racy, came out of prayer ï listening in 

prayer led to life-changing action. Lis-

tening to God in prayer needs to be the 

basis for all we do. 
 

Archbishop Desmond became central to 

re-building South Africa by his work 

with the Commission for Truth and Rec-

onciliation. He insisted that people listen 

to each other, talk, begin to forgive, and 

start to journey together in a new way, 

trusting not blaming. 
 

This insistence on reconciliation, 

through listening in trust without blame, 

enabled people to grow together and to 

work together. Listening to each other 

emerges from listening to God in prayer 

ï prayer leading to action through listen-

ing to each other. It did for Archbishop 

Desmond and I believe that to be true 

for each of us. 
 

So: the work of listening in prayer, and 

the work of listening to each other.  
 

In Lukeôs gospel (9, 40 - 48) we hear 

about a woman with a haemorrhage who 

touches Jesus and is healed. At the end, 

Jesus blesses her ï óGo in peace, your 

faith has made you wellô. But it wasnôt 

just her faith that made her well. She 

had to come, she had to want to be near 

Jesus ï whatever she was thinking ï and 

Luke doesnôt tell us why she thought she 

would be healed, or why she thought 

simply touching would be enough. She 

had to want to come to see Jesus in the 

first place, even if she couldnôt put into 

words what she needed. And Jesus had 

to respond. 
 

I think it is this which tells us something 

about listening ï about how we listen to 

each other and attend to each other, par-

ticularly in the context of healing and 

medicine. In this gospel story, the 

woman had to want to come to the 

healer ï she may not have fully under-

stood why or how or if she might be 

healed ï in much the same way that 

someone coming to see their family doc-

tor or parish priest might not be fully 

consciously aware of all that they are 

bringing to that encounter. Similarly, 

Jesus as the healer was busy in the 

crowd ï but he was still alert to the 

needs of others, alert to the womanôs 

 

I   am passionate about listening. It has grown up on me gradu-

ally but it seems to be taking over my life: listening in prayer, 

listening as a family doctor and teaching student doctors about 

listening. This article explores this work of listening which I en-

counter in my everyday life in an attempt to understand some 

spiritual implications.  

Revd Dr Simon Cocksedge is a GP in 

Derbyshire, a Senior Teaching Fellow 

at the University of Manchester, and 

non-stipendiary curate of Chinley, Bux-

worth and Hayfield. 

In a busy life, Simon Cocksedge combines healing roles of doctor and 

priest. Here he explains his passion for listening, how it plays an es-

sential part in his life and how the important art of attentive listening 

is cultivated in his medical students at Manchester University.  

A daily morning time of listen-

ing alone to God in prayer en-

ables me to listen to others in 

my everyday work. Equally, 

listening to others in my every-

day work and action informs 

and feeds my listening to God in 

prayer.  
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needs. He listened and heard her touch 

of his cloak.  
 

And that is an image of a listening clini-

cian ï someone who, in the hustle and 

bustle of a busy surgery, with much to 

be done, can be alert to unspoken or half

-hinted at needs, and can attend to them. 

So that, when someone, who has come 

in with a cold perhaps, says óIôm feeling 

a bit tired as wellô doesnôt just respond 

ódonôt worry, itôll sort itself outô but 

instead looks at them and says 

óTiredé.?ô Or says óAh ha, how do you 

mean?ô and opens a dialogue about 

tiredness, gives time to listening. One of 

the ways in which I listen is in my work 

as a family doctor. One young woman 

came to see me with a cold, but the con-

versation we actually had was about her 

termination 7 months earlier - the baby 

would have been due that day if she had 

kept the pregnancy. óAll my friends are 

having babies, I feel so empty ï you 

should feel 9 months full and yet youôre 

emptyô.  
 

Giving priority to listening as part of 

everyday work in a healthcare context is 

vital, just as it is in everyday life. We 

know in healthcare that if listening does-

nôt take place, things get missed, needs 

are not addressed and peopleôs health 

suffers. We also know that listening like 

this neednôt take long, even though that 

is one of the things doctors and nurses 

worry about. But we also know that 

health professionals are very good at not 

listening ï they have lots of different 

ways of not listening. These include 

putting off the listening to another time, 

reassuring someone, changing the sub-

ject, interrupting, nodding but allowing 

their mind to wander, using body lan-

guage such as standing up or a closed 

posture, reducing sympathy, being direc-

tive or making a plan.  
 

The worry about these methods of not 

listening ï and Iôm sure they donôt just 

apply to doctors - is that these tech-

niques may become part of our routine, 

part of our default, so that we routinely 

donôt listen to other people. All of us, 

not just health professionals, need to be 

constantly alert, both to our listening 

and to our not listening. 
 

In the first book of Samuel (1Samuel 3, 

1 - 10) we hear of Eli, an old priest, and 

Samuel, young and keen to serve the 

Lord. Eli says something to us about not 

letting our lamps grow dim over time, 

about staying alert to Godôs possibili-

ties. In the context of listening, this is 

about remaining aware of others and 

their needs, of hearing what they need to 

share with us without the routine block-

ing and interrupting and changing the 

subject that are so easy for us. It is about 

offering others the gift of our time in 

listening. Both Eli and Samuel help us 

think about learning and teaching. Al-

though Samuel is young and energetic 

and full of gifts, he is unable to hear the 

Lord without the help of the old and dim 

lamp that is Eli ï Samuel needs to be 

taught and to learn from Eli, however 

Eli regards himself.  
 

 

When I first started in general practice 

25 years ago, no-one had taught me to 

listen. Weôd had a couple of hours dur-

ing psychiatry as students, so I felt thor-

oughly ill-equipped to listen as a new 

GP, and undertook further training out-

side medicine. But there has been a big 

change in medical training in the last 

decade. 
 

When medical students first come to 

Manchester, we get them thinking about 

and practicing simply listening to other 

people ï what works and what doesnôt 

work. How it helps to see someoneôs 

face, look them in the eye, get your posi-

tion right, introduce yourself, use open 

questions, pause, summarise and so on. 

These are all skills for listening that eve-

ryone uses in everyday life. Unless stu-

dents think about them - unless they 

become aware of what they are doing 

when they listen in a professional 

healthcare conversation ï they will not 

have the resources to handle listening 

when it gets difficult, as it often does. 

All this education about basic listening 

happens early in their course, so that 

students can start to hear peopleôs stories 

and listen to their concerns from the 

start of their training. As the course goes 

on, there are sessions not just on listen-

ing, but on sharing information, commu-

nicating with colleagues, breaking bad 

news, communicating when people 

donôt have English as their first lan-

guage, or when they have mental health 

or life shortening illnesses. Two exam-

ples from our courses demonstrate the 

central importance of listening both for 

the everyday work of doctors and other 

health professionals, and for those who 

have the responsibility of educating 

them: firstly Steve and then Spike. 

 

Steve and SPIKES 

Steveôs condition affects speech and 

movement. He speaks very slowly and 

you have to listen very hard to hear him 

properly and give him plenty of time. 

Steve helps with our teaching. For 30 

minutes or so, he is with a group of 

about 10 students who take turns to ask 

him a few questions about himself. 

Steve tells them, slowly but fully, and 

the students tell us they learn things like 

this: 
 

óYou just have to be a bit more patient, a 

bit more sensitive and take a bit more 

time.ô  
 

óEveryone focuses on how heôs speaking 

rather than on what heôs saying to you ï 

once you get past that, heôs just there: 

itôs like having a normal conversation. 

But itôs so easy to slip into pre-

conceptions and assumptions.ô 
 

óI was scared when I started ï Iôve never 

met anybody whoôs been like that. When 

he started talking, I realised óthis guy, 

heôs just like anybody elseô. Then I just 

felt guilty for having a preconception 

that I wouldnôt be able to make myself 

understood.ô  

One young woman came to see 

me with a cold, but the conver-

sation we actually had was 

about her termination 7 months 

earlier - the baby would have 

been due that day if she had kept 

the pregnancy. óAll my friends 

are having babies, I feel so 

empty ï you should feel 9 months 

full and yet youôre emptyô.  

Unless medical students become 

aware of what they are doing 

when they listen in a profes-

sional healthcare conversation, 

they will not have the resources 

to handle listening when it gets 

difficult, as it often does. 
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worries about his dad who wants to 

throw him out, and worries about his job 

as he generally doesnôt make it to work 

on a Friday after payday on Thursday. 
 

If we believe with Origen that all crea-

tion is prayer and that God is in all crea-

tion, then Jesus Christ walks into my 

surgery 30 times a day and shares prob-

lems about binge drinking or whatever. 

And so when I listen in my everyday 

work, this is a fundamentally prayerful 

action because as I listen to my 

neighbour, I am listening for the voice 

of God. So if I donôt listen, if I am not 

alert to the message behind the words, if 

I am not listening out for the needy 

touch in whatever way it comes, I may 

not hear the voice of Jesus, in the same 

way that Eli did not hear Godôs voice in 

Samuel. 

I think that applies to you as well, what-

ever your work or your stage in life ï if 

you are not listening and attending and 

alert, you too will not listen to that 

needy touch, you too will not hear the 

voice of Jesus in other people, you too 

will block or not recognise Godôs voice. 

And the trouble is that that is the funda-

mental voice for each of us, that is the 

centre of what we are about as a Chris-

tian family, and that is why listening is 

crucial work for all of us. Listening to 

God in prayer has to be the first step, the 

first action, the first work, the founda-

tion stone from which all other work and 

action and listening emerge. But listen-

ing to God through listening to other 

people, through attending to other peo-

ple, through fully hearing other people ï 

that listening is the crucial next step. I 

think, also, that this listening work is 

crucial not just for Christians but for all 

humanity which is why I am passionate 

not just about the work of listening to 

God in prayer, and the work of listening 

to God in other people, but also about 

the work of teaching others to listen. Ç 

prayer can lead to action in very visible 

ways, such as for Archbishop Desmond 

and the people of South Africa. Weôve 

explored family doctorsô work and the 

need to listen hard, to be alert to peo-

pleôs needs, to be attentive to someoneôs 

touch which may present in so many 

different ways - as Jesus was alert to the 

touch of the haemorrhaging woman. 

And we have considered how good doc-

tors are at not listening, at blocking lis-

tening, at turning people away deliber-

ately by their words and actions, and 

also at turning people away not deliber-

ately but unconsciously ï as Eli did not 

at first hear or understand what was be-

ing said to Samuel. And it is both con-

sciously not listening and unconsciously 

not listening or hearing or attending that 

it is the job of the educator to address ï 

and Iôve shared with you something 

about how we go about this at Manches-

ter University Medical School. 

So what spiritual consequences might 

there be in this listening work? Firstly, I 

find it helpful to think of the whole cos-

mos as prayer ï this is a Patristic way of 

thinking. For the early Fathers, it was a 

duty to pray everywhere because the 

universe was seen primarily as a place 

of worship. Origen wrote this in the 

third century: óEvery Christian, even if 

he lacks any education, knows that every 

place is a part of the universe and that 

the universe itself is the temple of God. 

He prays in every place. é He prays 

unceasingly who combines prayer with 

necessary duties and duties with prayer. 

Only in this way can we find it practica-

ble to fulfill the commandment to pray 

always. It consists in regarding the 

whole of human existence as a great 

single prayerô. So the whole universe 

can be seen as prayer and combining 

prayer and work, prayer and action, is 

for me central to my faith, central to my 

living out of my Christian belief.  
 

Secondly, medicine is the field of work 

to which I have been called. And being a 

family doctor opens lots of doors. It 

gives doctor and patient permission to 

share at a very fundamental level ï and 

people do share. Simon came to see me 

the other day ï heôs 22 and very anxious 

ï ódoc youôve got to help meô and out 

came the story of binge drinking and 

óThe only problem was of me maybe 

having to be a bit more patient. é  I was 

having the conversation I would have 

had with anybody and I realised it was a 

barrier being reduced and I was a bit 

shocked it was in me.ô 
 

So our students firstly learn specific 

listening skills such as taking more time 

in communicating with disabled people. 

Secondly, they learn about respecting 

people, about not making assumptions 

and not being judgmental. All of which 

seem to be fundamental changes in atti-

tude which we hope they will take into 

the workplace as doctors. 
 

Spike ï well actually SPIKES ï is a 

mnemonic to help people when they 

have to break bad news. We run a series 

of sessions based on this mnemonic ï all 

students practice breaking bad news 

with an actor who is being a patient. 

SPIKES stands for setting, perception, 

invitation, giving knowledge, sharing 

emotion/empathy, closing with a strat-

egy/summary. 
 

The great thing about SPIKES is that 

people remember it and our research 

shows that this teaching makes a differ-

ence to studentsô behaviour. And the 

other great thing about SPIKES is that it 

is based on listening ï a mnemonic for 

how to tell people bad news is based on 

listening. S ï get the setting right and 

then, the most important letter of 

SPIKES, P for perceptions ï you listen, 

you listen to your patientsô concerns, 

you listen to what they know so far, you 

listen to what they have been told al-

ready, you listen to what they are ex-

pecting, you listen to what they are wor-

ried about.  
 

And of course it works in everyday life 

too ï if we all hear each othersô  percep-

tions fully, if we all listen to each otherôs 

fears and view points and hear why they 

think as they think without trying to give 

our own views and thoughts ï if each of 

us fully listens like this, we will begin to 

understand each other. And that respect-

ful understanding of each other has to be 

the basis of all peaceful co-existence and 

progress.  
 

So: SPIKES and Steve, two examples of 

why I am so passionate about listening 

as part of the work of health profession-

als and their education.  
 

The title of this article is ólistening as 

work and prayerô. Weôve seen how lis-

tening to God in prayer is fundamental 

to being a Christian and how listening in 

 Listening to God in prayer is 

fundamental to being a Christian 

and listening in prayer can lead 

to action in very visible ways. 

Caring Conversations after Carol Service 
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In our own lives there are many mo-

ments when Jesus calls to us and invites 

us to be healed.  Perhaps, like Thomas, 

we may need more time and proof than 

other people but it might be good to 

reflect on a few ways we can listen to 

God and receive the invitation to be 

healed, even if our wounds or indeed, 

the scars are still there.  Cardinal John 

Henry Newman experienced periods of 

illness in his life that he would come to 

see later as providential.  After being 

dangerously ill after travelling in Sicily 

in 1833 he came to understand that God 

still had work for him to do in England.  

Listening to God in this time of illness 

changed his perspective on life.  Not 

long after this event he was to become a 

founder member of the óOxford Move-

mentô and eventually this would lead to 

his conversion to the Roman Catholic 

Church.   He wrote óGod can bless the 

most unpromising circumstances; He 

can even lead us forward by means of 

our mistakes ... He continually leads us 

forward in the midst of dark-

ness ...ô (Essays ii 342 ï 3). When we go 

through a difficult time, whether it is 

because of ill health, family bereave-

ment, anxiety about someone else or 

troubles at work, God can make sense of 

the mess we appear to be living in.  In  

 

fact, because he loved us so much, he 

became part of our messy human condi-

tion and redeemed it.   

In our own lives we are also called to 

listen to God speaking to us, inviting us 

to reflect on what he is asking of us.  

This listening can be frightening be-

cause God is not asking for a superficial 

response, a maybe, or a yesé but, or 

yes é if; he is asking for a total re-

sponse.  He is asking for what T. S. 

Eliot refers to in his poem óLittle Gid-

dingô, (No. 4 of 'Four Quartets') óQuick 

now, here, now, alwaysðA condition of 

complete simplicity (Costing not less 

than everything)ô.   
 

For Christians in this busy world, it is all 

too easy to be so busy that we forget to 

listen, to forget the really important 

things in our lives; and we can become 

obsessed with things that take us away 

from a real, deep listening and we listen 

with half an ear so to speak!  As mem-

bers of a monastic community we are 

reminded to listen to God in our prayer, 

our living out of the community life, and 

in our reception of guests.  It is these 

three areas I would like to focus on dur-

ing this article and suggest one or two 

ways that healing can come about 

through this experience of listening.  
 

Prayer 
 

As Christians, the most important part of 

our relationship in listening to God is 

our prayer.  For us, as monastics, this 

relationship is lived out in two ways; our 

celebration of the Divine Office and our 

practice of óLectio Divinaô (Lectio).  As 

a community we sing the Divine Office 

5 times a day, and we are encouraged to 

spend time in Lectio or spiritual reading 

for over an hour a day.   As human be-

ings we are all too prone to the sin of 

pride and we tend to believe that we are 

always right (this is certainly a fault of 

the writer of this article!) and listening 

takes more discipline than speaking, I 

think.  When we pray the Office we do 

this choir by choir, one side sings, the 

other side listens and responds with the 

next verse from the psalm.  This encour-

ages us to listen on a basic level of tim-

ing, to the sister who is cantor, to the 

others on our side, and then to the other 

side of the choir.  We listen and we learn 

to support the cantors, the other sisters, 

even if we donôt get it right all the time.  

If we let this listening skill develop in us 

it can help us in our relationships out-

side choir, and with our families, friends 

and guests.  It can heal the wounds that 

pride inflicts upon us and leads to us a 

healing of the spiritual deafness that 

grows in us all.  Dom Columba Mar-

mion writes about the Divine Office 

that: óWhen the Divine Office is recited 

with fervour, it is the Holy Spirit who 

throws light upon some text of the 

Psalms or of the Liturgy; this text then 

LISTENING TO GOD 
As already mentioned by Simon Cocksedge, listening to God  necessarily sits 

alongside listening to people in the ministry of healing.  Members of reli-

gious orders are especially practised and skilled in the art of listening to 

God and we are privileged here to have this article by a member of a busy 

and thriving community. Sr. Michaela is a member of the Bernardine Cister-

cian of Esquermes and lives at the Monastery of Our Lady of Hyning, War-

ton, Lancs., where she works actively in the guesthouse and the kitchen, also 

doing a good deal of retreat work.  She was a teacher of Religious Studies 

and I.C.T at the former monastery of the community in Slough, Berks. She 

also looks after the community web-site; www.bernardine.org . 

W hen Jesus appears to Thomas in one of the resurrection 

accounts in Johnôs Gospel, he shows Thomas his wounds and he 

says to Thomas "Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your 

hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe." (John 20:27 

NIV)  The King James Version has ñthrustò rather than put.  To me, it 

conjures up a graphic image of Jesus standing there with gaping 

wounds, wounds that were open still, raw, not bandaged or covered with 

healing tissue even.  Jesus was raised and glorified, the victor over 

death, yet still he bore the scars of his death on a cross.  Thomas is hesi-

tant, he wants proof, and he needs to see the wounds to check it really is 

Jesus.  It is the experience of the wounds of Jesus that lead to healing.  

Encountering the wounded Jesus, who is at the same time the Risen 

Christ, is a healing experience for Thomas.  He has listened to Jesus, and 

this listening to Jesus, brings about the healing of his doubt.   

In the chapel 

Monastery of Our Lady of Hyning 

We are called to listen to God 

speaking to us, inviting us to re-

flect on what he is asking of us.  

This listening can be frightening 

because God is not asking for a 

superficial response, a maybe, or 

a yesé but, or yes é if; he is ask-

ing for a total response.   

http://www.bernardine.org
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memories of one's past life.  If 

our happy and joyful memories 

outweigh our painful and sad 

memories, then we are able to 

face life positively.  If our hurts 

and traumas outweigh our 

happy experiences there is a 

danger of becoming pathologi-

cally fearful and suspicious; life 

can be viewed from a negative 

perspective.  However, through 

the healing of memories, people 

can be set free from fears, from 

negativity, from bitterness that 

separates us from God and each other 

and the very best of ourselves.  St. Cath-

erine of Sienna said that: óIf we are the 

person God meant us to be we will set 

the world on fireô (Doctor of the Church, 

Dominican Mystic; 1347-1380). Some-

times we are limited and turn out to be 

wet blankets rather than a living flame.  

We are held back by a past event, trau-

matised by a childhood fear of rejection, 

abused by someone we trusted; and this 

prevents us being the person we were 

called by God to be.  Allowing the past 

to be healed in prayer, to accept the past, 

to walk through that memory with God 

walking with you while you ask for 

healing can be a very powerful experi-

ence and it is one way that prayer can 

lead to healing.    

 

Community living  
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Living with a group of people we have-

nôt chosen to live with, from a range of 

ages and characters and backgrounds 

can be a source of real blessing and a 

source of difficulty.  We are all called 

by the same God to live the Bernardine 

life and we share in the joys and sorrows 

of each other.  One aspect that helps us 

to grow as a community is our ability to 

listen to each other and to respect the 

opinions and values of the other.  We 

are all wounded individuals; all with our 

own faults and failings, yet all made in 

the image and likeness of God and so 

reflect his glory to each other.  St John 

of the Cross wrote: óWhen you regarded 

me, your eyes imprinted your grace in 

to God as you really are and you know 

that you are received as you really are, it 

will bring you to healing on many dif-

ferent levels.  

 

How can we develop this idea more?  If 

we want to be healthy, eat well, live a 

long time, there are certain things we 

need to do on a biological level.  It 

might involve eating our 5 fruit and 

vegetables a day, taking regular exer-

cise, keeping our mind active, etc.  This 

is what the health experts tell us today. 

Of course that might well change by 

next year!  Prayer then, is part of the 

process of keeping our spiritual bodies 

healthy and well balanced.  When we 

have sinned, confessing and acknowl-

edging this sin can literally take a 

weight off oneôs mind.  It can be clean-

sing to admit when we have sinned 

against God or someone and let our-

selves receive Godôs cleaning water of 

forgiveness. óThe Messageô translation 

of Isaiah 45:3 contains wonderful clean-

sing imagery: óOpen up, heavens, and 

rain. Clouds, pour out buckets of my 

goodness! Loosen up, earth, and bloom 

salvation; sprout right living. I, God, 

generate all thisô.  God pours out buck-

ets of his grace upon us when we pray. 

The problem is we are often too busy 

fielding our umbrellas to keep the water 

off!  Prayer is a wonderful opportunity 

to become soaked with Godôs grace.  

Our wounds can be healed with clean-

sing water and prayer is the perfect op-

portunity to let God give us a good 

soaking!   
 

Sometimes prayer can be healing in an-

other way; a healing of memories that 

we find too painful at times to deal with.  

Each one of us has a subconscious area 

within the mind that is hidden from 

view.  It is like a box of memories that 

we would rather not open.  It can be like 

Dr. Whoôs TARDIS, bigger on the in-

side than on the outside! This memory 

box area contains all the happy and sad 

particularly strikes the soul, 

and by this vivid, penetrating 

and effectual action of the 

Spirit of Jesus, it hereafter 

becomes a principle of light 

and joy, and like a wellspring 

of living water where the soul 

may constantly allay its thirst, 

renew its strength, and find the 

secret of patience and inward 

gladnessô (Dom Columba 

Marmion 1858 - 1923, Christ 

the Ideal of the Monk, 

2,14,1.  Spiritual Writings P. 

Lehielluex - Maredsous Abbey, 1998). 
 

This listening at Office is deepened by 

our practice of Lectio.  Traditionally it 

involves a slow reading of a chosen text 

from the Bible or the writing of a 

Church Father or Mother, allowing the 

words to speak to the person praying in 

a variety of ways.  It involves an inner 

listening to the Word of God and letting 

Godôs word speak to you as you pray.  It 

involves 4 stages; ólectioô, (reading) 

ómeditatioô, (reflection) óoratioô (prayer) 

and ócontemplatioô (contemplation).   

Space wonôt allow me to develop the 

practice of these stages of prayer, and 

though there may be a movement 

through these stages, it is part of a whole 

process of receptivity, being open to 

God and being ready to listen to his 

word through silent contemplation.   

How can this help healing?  Reflection 

on Godôs word, a silent, prayerful open-

ness, leads us to discoveries about our-

selves, about our world, about our rela-

tionships and most of all about our rela-

tionship with God.  Carl Jung wrote óWe 

can only change that which we have 

acceptedô. In prayer we learn to accept 

our weaknesses and learn to listen to 

what God is saying. We learn to accept 

that our wounds are part of who we are 

but they do not have to imprison us.  In 

this listening process we are given the 

grace to become more human and there-

fore more Christ-like.  In prayer, in our 

Lectio, we are transformed into what we 

contemplate; we become what we see.  

We contemplate the face of God and we 

begin to reflect God in our world 

through our redeemed, healed, and even 

through our imperfect humanity.  

Through prayer, when you offer yourself 

Monastery of Our Lady of Hyning 

  

As Christians, the most impor-

tant part of our relationship in 

listening to God is our prayer.   
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me, in this you loved me again, and thus 

my eyes merited to also love what you 

see in me...let us go forward together to 

see ourselves in Your beautyô (Spiritual 

Canticle 32, 33). Listening to each other 

in community involves giving a part of 

yourself to the other, seeing a part of 

yourself in the other, and accepting the 

other and being accepted in return.   It 

means accepting the weaknesses and 

wounds of each other, and being healers 

for the woundedness of the other.  The 

ideal sounds great, I know, but the real-

ity can be very painful indeed.   It is our 

very incapacity and weakness which 

becomes the life-giving force that can 

deepen both our inner desire and our 

dependency on God alone.   

Because we can become compassionate 

through understanding our own weak-

ness, everybody else can be included in 

our compassion, and all judgments of 

others become a waste of time.  We are 

then ready to allow God to heal in us, in 

others and in our world, the fragmenta-

tion that is evident in all the rest of the 

world.  Instead of hating things out 

there, or in others, or excluding others 

and dismissing others, we can allow 

Godôs love to heal us here and now.  We 

can stop rejecting ourselves and others, 

and realise that it is only our unimpor-

tant human ego that needs to feel supe-

rior, separate, and be better than anyone 

else.   
 

God loves others as much as he loves us, 

and he canôt love us anymore than he 

does as his love is already perfect.  Lis-

tening to others leads to loving others; 

and to being loved totally, and uncondi-

tionally, by God who is Love incarnate.   

When we accept that unconditional love, 

then we can accept who we truly are, 

with all our wounds and scars; and be-

come the person God has called us to be.  

His redemptive love heals us, strength-

ens us and empowers us.      

Hospitality  

Hospitality and the reception of guests 

has been part of the Benedictine charism 

since the time of St. Benedict.  The au-

thor of the letter to the Hebrews wrote: 

óStay on good terms with each other, 

held together by love. Be ready with a 

meal or a bed when it's needed. Why, 

some have extended hospitality to angels 

without ever knowing it!ô (Hebrews 13: 

1-2 óThe Messageô translation). St. 

Benedict writes in his Rule for begin-

ners, óLet all guests who arrive be re-

ceived like Christ, for He is going to say, 

"I came as a guest, and you received 

Me." (Matt. 25:35; Rule of St. Benedict 

chapter 53 verse 1ff.)  In receiving 

guests we are receiving not just angels 

but Christ, and our main work at Hyning 

involves the reception of guests; and this 

involves especially listening to their 

needs.   Through listening to their needs, 

we also learn more about each other.  

Often we receive far more through their 

words of wisdom, their experience of 

the paschal mystery in their lives, their 

joys and sorrows, than we ever give 

them in return.   
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All real listening builds up a relation-

ship.  If you keep listening to the jour-

ney of someone else, the respect and 

love of someone else, if you keep re-

ceiving the love, trusting the love, you 

may start to experience within yourself a 

sense of healing acceptance.  One may 

start to respond to the trust being shown 

by someone confiding their spiritual 

journey to you.  One might start to re-

flect that someone thinks I am worth 

listening to, even with all my faults, 

limitations, and unworthiness.  We may 

be weak or bad tempered. We all have 

faults, but in a relationship with each 

other and our guests we can be óChristô 

for another person, even for a short 

space of time and this can heal and help 

us to grow.  We all have experiences 

and shortcomings that prevent us from 

becoming the person we would like to 

be and to set the world on fire. Yet in 

the encounter with another, we are lis-

tening to God in them and through them 

and this can lead to growth on our own 

spiritual journey.  

We may have met angels without know-

ing it, but we certainly have the opportu-

nity every day to be Christ for another 

person.   Khahil Gibran wrote: óAnd 

there are those who talk, and without 

knowledge or forethought reveal a truth 

which they themselves do not under-

stand.  And there are those who have the 

truth within them, but they tell it not in 

words.  In the bosom of such as these 

the spirit dwells in rhythmic silence.  

When you meet your friend on the road-

side or in the market place, let the spirit 

in you move your lips and direct your 

tongue.  Let the voice within your voice 

speak to the ear of his ear; For his soul 

will keep the truth of your heart as the 

taste of the wine is remembered when 

the colour is forgotten and the vessel is 

no moreô  (The Prophet, chapter on 

Talking.) 

 

Conclusion 
 

We live in a world of noise; from hours 

of TV and radio, from mobile phone in 

the street, on the train, iPods in ears, 

iPads on laps, we are constantly listen-

ing to óchatteringô and ótweetingô, and 

good as all these things can be, we have 

lost the art of real listening.  We need to 

listen to the voice of God in silent 

prayer, rather than on iPray.  We need to 

listen, not to respond with our own 

thoughts, but with the ears of our heart 

to the voice that is yearning for someone 

to hear what they are really saying.  We 

need to listen to the Word of God in the 

other, with others and through others.  

Like Mary in Luke 10, we need to listen 

to Christ and if we do that, all other 

things will fall into place as Jesus said to 

Martha, óOnly one thing is necessary 

and that can never be taken from herô.   

 

To be healed, to be truly ourselves, to 

be the person who will set the world 

on fire, we need to let God in and lis-

ten to Him and He will do the rest.   Ç 

One aspect that helps us to grow 

as a community is our ability to 

listen to each other and to re-

spect the opinions and values of 

the other.   
 

Listening to each other in com-

munity involves giving a part of 

yourself to the other, seeing a 

part of yourself in the other, and 

accepting the other and being 

accepted in return.    

In receiving guests we are re-

ceiving not just angels but 

Christ, and our main work at 

Hyning involves the reception of 

guests; and this involves espe-

cially listening to their needs.  
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In my experience, nearly everyone I talk 

with says that they regard listening as an 

important resource for their own work 

and personal growth.   However, the 

practice of listening does seem to be in 

short supply.   Bill Kirkpatrick, in his 

book: óThe Creativity of Listeningô, 

remarked that we live in a growing cul-

ture of non-listening and as a result there 

is an increasing depersonalisation and a 

corresponding number of individuals 

feel themselves disenfranchised1. Not 

surprisingly, many believe this is true in 

the context of health care itself.    
 

Judith Woods in a recent article in the 

Daily Telegraph referred to her own 

experience in hospital where she felt 

bullied and woefully neglected.  She 

tells how she was denied simple pain 

relief even as she wept and begged for it 

and then was forcibly discharged only to 

end up in Accident and Emergency at 

another hospital within 24 hours2.   In 

conversation with the Health Secretary, 

Andrew Lansley, he remarked in re-

sponse to her comments that the central 

need was not so much with the medical 

staff but with the ancillary care team 

who fail to listen well to their patients. 

There is, however, a growing movement 

within professional health care which is 

championing the return to a more com-

passionate aspect of care and to training 

its staff in active listening skills in order 

to improve patient care. 
 

Dr Alicia Conill, a clinical Associate 

Professor at the University of Pennsyl-

vania School of Medicine, had one such 

wake-up call in her professional career.   

Once, when on her rounds in the wards 

she came across a patient who asked her 

to help her put on her socks.  Instead she 

launched into a routine of asking the 

patient how she was that day and did she 

know that her sugars and blood pressure 

were better today.   Her monologue was 

interrupted by the patient saying: óSit 

down doctor. This is my story not your 

storyô.   The doctor sat down and helped 

the lady put her socks on following 

which the lady opened up and told her 

the problems in her life.  óAll I wanted 

was you to listen to me Doctorô, she 

said. Dr Conill came to realise that lis-

tening to someoneôs story costs less than 

expensive diagnostic testing but none-

theless was key to healing and diagno-

sis3.   

 

Within the Christian Healing tradition 

there is, of necessity, a great focus on 

how Jesus healed and how it consisted 

of a constantly moving see-saw balance 

of cure and care.  Whilst being awed at 

his power to heal we must not forget the 

example of his humanity from which we 

can learn good practice. I am convinced 

that at the core of his compassion which 

so moved him to do wonders lies that 

unsung but indispensable grace of the 

listening heart.    
 

Consider the three stories in the Gospels 

of the men grappling with blindness.  

There is the man born blind in John 

(chapter 9) where Jesus puts a mixture 

of mud and saliva on his eyes and ex-

horts him to go and wash in the Pool of 

Siloam. He does not lay hands in prayer. 

There is the man brought by his friends 

(Mark 8: 22-26).  Jesus abandons the 

friends and walks the man out of town 

and using the familiar routine with sa-

liva he lays hands on him twice before 

he is healed and then he is encouraged to 

avoid the crowds and go home.   Finally 

there is the beggar Bartimaeus at the 

gates of Jericho (Mark 10: 46-52). This 

time Jesus initiates the prayer encounter 
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