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Intimate Whispers

“He who has ears, let him hear…”.  

Restoring the practice of listening in prayer

Is Anybody Out There?
Sadly, it seems that a great many of us are either ignorant, confused, scared or skeptical about the importance and incredible joy of not only speaking to God in prayer, but of actually hearing from Him.  While the sources of these ills are many,  I hope to calm most fears somewhat and bring clarity and understanding where it is most needed.  More specifically, I’ll be doing this by  explaining the historical origins or this problem, summarizing the thematic precedence of God’s voice in scripture, and then sharing wisdom from my experience and others
 on the common questions most of us tend to have, questions like: In what ways does God speak?  How can we begin to hear Him?  And lastly, how do we deal with the various struggles that come up in the process? 

By the end of this paper I am hoping that we will be encouraged and eagerly excited to begin (or to continue more deeply) to listen to the very real Presence of the living God.  I write ‘we’ because I know that I too will need to be reminded of this awesome reality time and again, and so one of my desires is to write a paper that I can read myself and share with others in the future.

The Roots of our Predicament


Why is it, we might wonder, that the most obvious possibility of prayer being a two-way communication rarely comes to our mind?  Surely we have many other friends who are quite patient to let us endlessly chatter, but if we never allowed them to speak, the friendship would not only be stale, it probably wouldn’t last very long.  And yet when it comes to God, who is supposed to be our dearest and closest friend, we most often share a string of words and then hang up the phone with a loud ‘Amen’.  While there are likely many reasons that we tend to ignore, fear, or feel skeptical about God’s voice, I believe it’s origins can be traced to three primary causes; the flesh, the world and the dragon.

The Flesh

The first cause lies in our human nature.  According to Christian doctrine, that very nature (or at least a substantial aspect of it) is opposed to God.  Each of us largely wants to be our own God, heeding only our own voice.  And so, to a certain degree, it is really quite ‘natural’ that we would ignore or be afraid of listening to Him.  For with God, to truly listen is to obey.  And to obey, besides firstly having to admit that we are not God, is to have to change –often to suffer.  This human dilemma can be more fully understood by reviewing the history of God’s voice in scripture. 

According to the biblical narrative
, before man and woman had eaten of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, before they were full of shame and blame, they were free to walk and converse intimately with the God who had created them.  However, after disobeying by eating of the tree’s fruit, they hid and were afraid of His voice.  His voice was a reminder of their sorry situation.  Since that point in human (or each person’s) history, we have had to wrestle with the consequences of alienation from God and the rest of creation.  The many chapters following this garden scene tell of a people who sometimes heard, sometimes hid and sometimes hated the voice of God.  Richard Foster, in his classic Celebration of Discipline, writes of Moses’ friendship with God—one scene during this long period of history—and contrasts his relationship with the reaction of the rest of the Israelites to God’s voice,

“As a people, however, the Israelites were not prepared for such intimacy.  Since they learned a little about God, they realized that  being in his presence was risky business and told Moses so: ‘You speak to us, and we will hear; but let not God speak to us, lest we die.’  In this way they could maintain religious respectability without the attendant risks.  This was the beginning of the great line of prophets and the judges, Moses being the first.  But it was a step away from the sense of immediacy, the sense of the cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night.”
 

Despite this and many other similar (or worse) reactions by the Israelites, God continued to long to converse with those who would listen.  “Call to me and I will answer you and tell you great and unsearchable things you do not know.” (Jeremiah 33:3).  And thankfully, there were some who would listen. “The LORD came and stood there, calling as at the other times, ‘Samuel! Samuel!’.  Then Samuel said, ‘Speak, for your servant is listening.’” (1 Sam 3:10)  The rest of the Old Testament could perhaps be summarized by describing it as a dance of kings, prophets, leaders and the rest of the people to the alternating tunes of God’s voice, the surrounding culture’s voice and their own voice.
Finally a day came when the voice of the Lord, the Word, came as present to the senses as possible –it came as a man.  Jesus.  This is the one John speaks of when he writes, 

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. 

Jesus himself lived and spoke by listening to what His Father was saying, and this greatly pleased the Father.
  However, most did not accept him or his strange, hard words.  Yet there were a few who did, a few who befriended him and found that his words were wonderful, indeed –that they were Spirit and life.
  But then, right when they were beginning to grasp onto him in trust, he told them he would be going away –but not without a purpose.  By returning to His father, he explained, he would then be able to send another friend –his very Spirit, to be with them more intimately than ever.  This comforting, counseling Spirit of Truth would not only live inside of them, it would unite them together with Him and his Father—being with them forever.  The glory and reality of these words did not apparently take root in them until Pentecost, when the Spirit of God was poured out upon them –and they finally understood.  Then the old prophecy of the prophet Joel came to mind, and they saw his words beginning to be fulfilled,

”‘In the last days, God says, 

I will pour out my Spirit on all people. 

Your sons and daughters will prophesy, 

your young men will see visions, 

your old men will dream dreams. 

18 Even on my servants, both men and women, 

I will pour out my Spirit in those days, 

and they will prophesy…” 

Many wonderful things began to happen, and His Spirit spoke to them and guided them, as recorded in the book of Acts.  Later teaching, as we glimpse through the epistles, reinforced this glorious reality of Christ’s indwelling Presence and helped the early church to grow in hearing, speaking and walking by the voice of the Spirit.
  The same God, the same Lord, the same Spirit speaks to those who will listen today.  Yet we still have great resistance within our nature and often find it to be quite a battle.

The World

The second primary cause for our unfamiliarity with the idea of listening to God comes from a later development in human history.  This aspect of history is fascinating and yet too complex to examine thoroughly in this paper, but I’ll try and simplify the key issues and players.  During the middle ages the Catholic church had become increasingly corrupted by a greed for power and wealth.  Only the highly educated had access to the scriptures, and authority and power was accepted by most to reside in particular ecclesiastical leaders and the sacraments they blessed.  Various attempts at reform began to break out throughout Europe, culminating in what we now call ‘the Protestant Reformation’, primarily instigated by Martin Luther.  The most significant change brought out by this reformation was Martin Luther’s reviving the doctrine of salvation by grace through faith alone, a liberating word for those endlessly striving for God’s love.

However, one of the many other gradual results of this reformation was the translating of scripture into the vernacular (exponentially helped by the invention of the printing press) and thus a shift in authoritative focus from the pope (and other leaders) to the words of scripture.  This newfound emphasis on scripture brought great change and liberation for many people, as well as various forms of abuse and neglect.

One particularly important factor that Luther seemed to neglect somewhat was the reality of the person and power of the indwelling Holy Spirit.
  Perhaps he and others were so content to finally have God’s most clear and certain words (the scriptures) available to them that they had little desire or need for more. However, it seems to me that Jesus’ instruction to the woman at the well that “God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24) had been whittled down to merely worship “in truth”.  

This problem became more complicated during the latter period known as the ‘Enlightenment’.  Leanne Payne in her excellent book Listening Prayer, is worth quoting at length on this matter,

“Most Christians today suffer to one extent or another from the ‘Post-Enlightenment’ mindset—the Cartesian-Kantian split between thought and experience.  Rene Descartes was the seventeenth century French philosopher who attempted to ground human experience in his own confidence in reason: ‘I think, therefore I am.’  Immanuel Kant was the eighteenth-century German philosopher whose rational system epitomizes enlightenment though.  For Kant, the human mind is not equipped to know God either through reason or through metaphysical knowledge.  He acknowledged Christ only as a moral teacher and proclaimed that we only know God through our ethical impulses, not through reason.  His and Descartes’ ideas underlie the confusion in many Christians’ thoughts yet today.  

This split in most Christians is characterized by an acceptance of their conceptual knowledge about God as reality while they simultaneously deny the primary ways of loving, knowing, and walking with God.  These latter ways are more closely allied to intuitive knowledge, without which we lose the good of reason, the good of conceptual knowledge.  These Christians substitute the secondary for reality…

As a result of this split between intuitive and rational knowledge we live in an age when few—even among committed Christians—believe in Christ’s real presence with and within us.  Soren Kierkegaard, in the last century, cried out a warning to a church sunk in post-Enlightenment thought: ‘We’ve forgotten how to exist, to be.’  But we have seemed incapable of hearing it.  We can only think about being.  We can think in terms of Christian dogma, but find it hard to love and obey God because that requires a heart no longer suffering the split.  By denying the intuitive ways of knowing we can no longer hear God’s voice.”
  

This issue becomes even more pronounced for those of us who live within cultures that are incredibly materialistic (emphasizing only the visible, material aspect of the world) and sees things only through scientific eyes (trusting only that which can be ‘proved’ by modern scientific methodology).
  This triple order of confusion and deception in the world can often lead to utter blindness and deafness to the things of God.

The Dragon

The third cause is quite simply the fact that we have an adversary who does not wish for this type of intimate communion to take place.  Despite each new season of growing in hearing from and communing with God, I am frequently surprised and saddened at how easily I ‘forget’ the wonderful fact of His real Presence, taking Him for granted or worse. There are truly dark powers which would much rather Christians be luke-warm (the kind that, as shocking as it sounds,  God says he will spit out of his mouth
).  This might sound radical to some or basic to others, but the fact is we all need to daily remember that we are involved in a lifelong cosmic battle.
  As CS Lewis says in his preface to Screwtape Letters, there are two errors equally desirable to the enemy: the first is for us to have an unhealthy interest in his existence, the second is to disbelieve in him.  Acknowledging this fact, we must soberly realize that we may have to fight various battles to enter into deeper communion with God.  

So we find that part of the root causes for our ignoring this more intimate knowing and hearing from God is deeply ingrained in us, the other is largely that chapter of ‘world’ (and thus ecclesiastical) history we find ourselves in, and the last is the spiritual battle at hand.  Each root will have affected us variously depending upon our ethnic origin, denominational background and many other factors like family background, personality and spiritual maturity. 

Some Ways In Which God Speaks

 Now that we have seen by the light of the biblical story that it is clearly God’s desire to commune and speak with his creatures and now that we understand somewhat better why this reality is so difficult for many of us today to enter into, we might next ask “What are the ways that God speaks and how can I begin to listen?”  and that would be a good question to ask.  But before I too foolishly race into describing some of the ways in which God has spoken to his people, let me say two things.  

First of all, God is who He is and will be who He will be and therefore can speak any blessed way he so desires!  Yay!  Who wants anything less than an infinite God?  Far be it for me to try and limit him.  I am continually amazed to find out the many wonderful ways our Father reveals himself to us his children.   

Secondly, it is not my intent, nor would it be possible in this paper, to go into too much detail about the subsequent examples of God’s communications.  In one sense, all that exists and all that ever happens is some form of God’s self-revelation.  Rather. my current interest is to steer between the clear and concrete cliffs of (but as we have just learned, too often exclusively mentioned) Scripture and the more ecstatic, supernatural wilds of mystical experience.  You might say I will be focusing on the ‘intimate whispers’ and revelations of God –those communications that we might desire and even expect to happen daily while in a quiet place of prayer, or hopefully when conversing with God throughout the day.  This way of God’s speaking will become more clear as we continue.

Scripture

While I don’t wish to dwell on this initial mode of God’s revelation for long, as just mentioned, it would be absolutely foolish to totally pass over it.  God’s word, scripture, the Holy Bible, or whatever name we give to this collection of uniquely inspired writings definitely has a special place in the modes of God’s voice.  These are the stories, the love letters, the collective wisdom between God and his people during their formative years, or shall I say during our formative years.  Coming from those who knew Him intimately, who walked and talked with him and even touched and kissed the Word made flesh, they are the inner circle of human writings when it comes to authoritative truth.  The scriptures were carefully, prayerfully and thoughtfully selected over many years of passionate dialogue.  Every truly wise saint reminds us of how precious and fundamental the holy scriptures are.  

The wise also remind us that all other revelations need to be looked at in the light of this core revelation, and that if ever subsequent revelations contradict the scriptures –they are to be abandoned no matter how marvelous they may seem to be.  We are often weak, confused and self-centered people and it is an incredible grace to have something more concrete to turn to.
  For we do have to admit the potential influence of the powers of the world, our flesh and the devil.  This does not mean, as has often been mistaken, that if we do not find our unique encounter with God within the bible it is to be disqualified –this is only if it’s meaning and thrust moves us away from the truth revealed in God’s word and particularly away from a loving trust in the person of Jesus.

The words of scripture can be a powerful way of hearing from God.  Many others have written on this topic, so I will only say one last thing; pray and ask God to speak to you before reading.  We so often read without truly hearing, like the many who heard Jesus’ words when they first left his lips years ago.

Creation

Often referred to as ‘God’s second book’, creation is a wonderful way to hear from God.  The word ‘creation’, implying a Creator, is a much more meaningful word than the more frequently used word ‘nature’ and we need to bring it back into our vocabulary.  Much in the same way that we can get to know an artist, musician or dancer by lovingly attending to their work, so can we get to know God by listening to and through His.  

“So give your attention to the created order.  Look at the trees, really look at them.  Take a flower and allow its beauty and symmetry to sink deep into your mind and heart.  Listen to the birds—they are the messengers of God.  Watch the little creatures that creep upon the earth.  These are humble acts, to be sure, but sometimes God reaches us profoundly in these simple ways if we will quiet ourselves to listen.”

Once, after reading CS Lewis’ delightful book ‘Miracles’, I was led to try a fun experiment that lasted for around a week.  I wish it had never stopped.  I realized that I most often called things by names that really had no meaning or significance to me and I wondered what would happen if I looked at God’s creatures without the ability to ‘write them off’ with a name.  In other words, by humbly admitting that I didn’t really know what a creature ‘was’, I would have to stand before it naked and vulnerable.  So I would look at various creatures, like the sun, trees, moon and clouds and in a sense think “who/what are you?”.  The experience of what would happen is too wonderful for words, but I can say that I sometimes looked up at the sun and thought “oh look!, our planet’s star –the blazing sphere of God’s glory!”  I suppose that this is similar or the same as the poet’s art, finding words that more fully reveal the magic in the world –and thus they reveal the Magician.

Dreams

Anyone who has the least familiarity with the scriptures will agree that God seems to frequently speak in dreams.  There is no reason to believe that He has stopped, except for perhaps if we want to give total credit to the human psyche by viewing it as a closed system, impenetrable by God.  Again, this topic is immense and many others have written extensively about it.  While it is important to educate ourselves about the topic, I can’t help but think if we simply approach God as a child and bring our dreams before him, he will bring all the understanding we need.  “Do not interpretations belong to God?  Tell me your dreams.”

One of the most obvious times God was speaking to me through a dream involved greatly helping one of my friends.  In short, my dream involved one of my friends (who had recently come out of a rehabilitation center because of drug use) asking me if there would be beer at a party I was asking him to come to (I think he was hoping there would be).  The next day I called this friend, who I had not talked to for about six months (that is another miraculous story) and told him about the dream.  When I finished he said to me “Leif, that is so strange.  Last night was the first night since I got out of rehab that I had a beer…”  It seems that God was trying to keep him safe through a trusted friend.  What a loving God we have!

Signs and Wonders

Under this heading I am including all of the more clearly supernatural ways God speaks: miracles, angels, prophetic signs, His audible voice, mystical experiences, etc.  The mode of God speaking through others prophetically could fit here also, but it is so closely linked to the following section that I will say no more.  Clearly this topic is vast and wonderful.  There are too many accounts in the bible, in church history and even today (though mostly in cultures or denominations which are more open to these things) to doubt their continuing reality.  Yet it is strange how we can, by avoiding certain populations, be blind to their happening.  So let us be a hungry, believing people who want to see God’s kingdom come and will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  

Intimate Whispers

Finally we’ve come to the mode of God’s voice for which this paper was meant to be written.  But alas, I’ve run out of space.  Too bad –just kidding.  The sub-title ‘intimate whispers’ is simply my choice of words to describe what most others tend to call ‘meditation’ or ‘hearing God’s still small voice’ or ‘listening prayer’.  It stands out from the other modes of God’s revelation in that this is the mode in which we hear while are awake (unlike dreams),  it is on the inside of us (unlike signs and wonders, usually), it is supernatural (unlike Creation) and because God is speaking to us personally (unlike scripture, in it’s narrow sense).

Faith, Imagination and the Double Knowledge


There are some essential ingredients that need to be discussed before we begin to attempt to listen to God.  These ingredients mixed together can be seen as making the healing salve that might restore sight and hearing to the blindness and deafness caused particularly by the world, as discussed earlier. 

The first ingredient is the gift of faith.  This vital virtue and gift tends to be understood nowadays as either a blind/ignorant decision to believe (usually those not following Christ) or as merely cognitive belief (usually Christians).  The word is actually much richer than these interpretations and in the NT is variably translated as faith, belief or trust.  I have come to think of it as a combination of heartfelt or relational trust and mental belief fused together by the will.  It is this that the author of Hebrews writes of when he says, “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see…For without faith it is impossible to please God because anyone who comes to Him must believe that He exists and that He rewards those who earnestly seek Him.” and that Paul speaks of when he writes “So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal…We live by faith, not by sight.” 
 


For our purposes faith is particularly important in that the first step in listening to someone is to believe that they are present and speaking.  By now each of us should at least ‘theoretically’ believe this is true about God, but often when we honestly look at our heart we find that we don’t really believe that God is present, waiting to commune with us.  So how can we step personally and practically into what we ‘theoretically’ believe is true?  Hold on a bit longer.


The next ingredient, highly related to faith, is the wonderful gift of  imagination.  Now many who just read those words will have heard something completely different than what I am meaning.  What I am actually meaning is the faculty of our minds which enables us to see (or sense in other ways) that which is outside the range of our normal senses.  It is not merely picture-making, visualization or fancy. 


“The truly imaginative experience is an intuition of the real.  At its highest level, it is the experience of receiving from God, whether by word, vision, or—greatest of all—an incarnation or infilling of the Holy Spirit.  The true imagination is engaged when we worshipfully listen in creaturely awe and obedience to God with our heart.”

In a simpler sense, we use our imagination in practical situations everyday.  Every time we use our memory we are using our imagination, or tell a story, or relay basic events and descriptions to someone, or imagine what we will do this day and where we will go, or even when we are scratching our back and just can’t see it!   

“What do I mean by the light of imagination, and what kind of reality doe sit reveal?  This question, let us note, comes to be asked in the light of intelligence (source of all meaning), and insinuates that the criterion of reality is to be found in the light of perception and nowhere else.  But the light of imagination can only find room for itself and what it reveals by challenging both the one and the other.  To the senses it says: listen to the Presence, feel it, touch it, breathe it in.  And to the intellect it says: open up beyond the heavy material world to a Presence and presences that refuse to be controlled by your limiting categories, a Presence that you are longing to encounter and affirm, for it enriches and completes the meaning, the rationale, of creation.”

So how do we begin to put this amazing faculty of ours to work in the life of prayer?  Ah ah ah, just wait a little bit more.


The last ingredient that I believe is fundamental to our entering into listening prayer is what many of the saints have called ‘the double knowledge’.  The double knowledge is composed of knowing God and knowing ourselves.  They are intimately woven together and any true progress in one will result in progress in the other. This is NOT, as many today have foolishly believed, because we and God are the same, but for a much more wonderful reason than that lonely and vain conclusion.  Rather, as we grow in truly knowing our deepest selves, looking behind the motives and particulars of our lives, we come to see that all the good things about us are really ultimately gifts from God.  But even more, if we are brave and given the grace, we see our selfishness and weakness and poverty.  However, as we honestly acknowledge these realities, we come to see that God meets our selfishness with his limitless patience and merciful love; our weakness with his faithful strength; our poverty with his amazing riches.  This can happen the other way around also.  We meditate upon His glorious character –we are humbled—and to the degree that we are humbled—“he will lift us up”, filling us with His Presence.  Now we can begin to see how these three ingredients might mix to create a salve that opens the eyes and ears of our heart.


There really is no proper order, that I can tell, to mixing these ingredients together.  Using our imagination we can began to see and hear our souls and then know God’s response and then be strengthened in faith.  Or perhaps we begin by trusting in Him and then our imagination is kindled and we increase in the double knowledge.  Who knows how this mysterious dance works, but somewhere and somehow and sometime when we open up to Him, we begin to hear and see the Lover of our soul.  A trusting, softened heart and an “invisible seeing” imagination turn out to be some of our greatest allies.

The Basics of Beginning Listening Prayer


Now we are ready to begin the basic steps of preparing ourselves to listen to God as He speaks through our imagination to our softened heart as we trust in him.  The first step is to find a quiet place and time when we will not be disturbed.  This can be a special room, chair, sanctuary, place in nature or wherever.  The less distractions the better (though even these can be ‘used’ to lead us to God).


The next step is to make sure our bodies are neither too uncomfortable (for this will distract us), nor too relaxed (for we’ll likely fall asleep!).  The suggestions for this are many and varied, we need to patiently experiment until we find what position (standing, sitting, kneeling, walking, a yoga position, laying down, etc) best facilitates peace and alertness.  If we need something to start with, many suggest sitting in a chair with good back support, feet flat on the ground and hands face up to remind us of being receptive to God.  But it really will depend on who we are, what mood we are in, etc.

There really is no ‘order’ after this point, I share the following simply as an example of how one might begin.  The only general order that most teachers of meditation tend to write about is that of detachment and, if they are Christians, attachment.  Detachment is basically the process of letting go of the things of this world, of ourselves, “taking up our cross”, while attachment is laying hold of the things of God by trust and being filled by His truth and Spirit.
  Yet, like the double knowledge, this ends up being a mutually enriching dance.

Now that we are settled, I find it best to begin to spend some time sharing with God any things on my mind that will likely be haunting me, asking Him for his help, guidance, protection, etc.–we just speak to him as we would a friend.  

Sometimes we are so hurried, anxious or stressed-out that we don’t even have a clue what is happening inside of ourselves.  It might be good therefore, even if we think we know ‘how we’re doing’, to spend some time listening simply to ourselves. This process, which in a sense is trying to come to the place of our true selves (“love must be sincere”, Romans 12:9), is often called centering.  The self-knowledge we gain here will often lead to further prayer to God and often hopefully to what is a delightful stage –thinking about, meditating on and adoring the character of God.  Richard Foster offers,

“Sometimes it is good to close the eyes to remove distractions and center the attention on Christ.  At other times it is helpful to ponder a picture of the Lord or to look out at some lovely trees and plants for the same purpose.  Regardless of how it is done, the aim is to center the attention of the body, the emotions, the mind, and the spirit upon ‘“the glory of God in the face of Christ’(2 Cor.4:6)”

One way of thinking about this next stage could simply be called remembering or, by the more tradition name,  recalling.  Here we are not trying to psychologically manipulate ourselves into believing in and seeing God, but rather because we are so self-centered and forgetful, we need to practice the discipline of remembering who God actually is.  If we sometimes forget even the people who are in the same room with us, how much more so the invisible and holy God.  It is also helpful because, again like with people, we tend to build up false images of who God is and, if not corrected, these can become dangerous idols.  So now recall to your mind all the clear and concrete truths that scripture has taught, in story and in maxim and wherever, and let these truths expand in your mind and heart.  If possible aid this expansion by your imagination.  Imagine a story about Jesus, imagine God surrounding the universe and being present in all places.  Have some fun and freedom with your imagination, trying to move beyond simple verbiage.  Because we are just beginning, remembering God’s omnipresence, faithful love, mercy and unlimited patience are particularly good starting places.  


While it might sound strange, most of what has been described so far is actually just to help us to finally come to a place of solitude and silence, where we are ready to listen.  To do this we had to first find out what was still ‘talking’/stirring within us and bring that to God; hopefully now centered, we then tried to turn the ears and eyes of our heart to the God who is really here by remembering who He really is.  Now we are more ready to actually listen, or perhaps, while opening our hearts and imagination to who He is, we have already begun to hear from Him.  For I don’t know if there is really a particular starting point of His speaking, perhaps it has been his super-silent and sweet voice that has drawn us to even begin this at all.

So now we simply listen.  We are trying to hear the Voice who John says is “Love”, yet mysteriously is also a real Person.
  Likely, many different thoughts and images (and more) will come to mind.  The question of discerning their source will come up momentarily, but for now allow them to come.  Like in the exterior world of voices, maturity comes by knowing which voices to believe and which ones to reject.  Will we hear and trust the words of God or those that clash with His?  Maturity also comes with time and thus perseverance.  Patience and trust seem to be one of the most difficult things for me, and I think for many in this generation.  We are the microwave generation, wanting and getting most things ‘now’—but the best things come to those who wait. “Wait for the LORD; be strong and take heart and wait for the LORD.”
  There is little more to say than to be still, wait, trust, and listen –but the last section of this paper may help answer other questions that arise.

What might we hear from God during this time?  Just about anything really.  For me I most often hear/see images or scenes.  Hundreds of times while listening in prayer by myself or while listening in prayer for another, an image will unexpectedly (i.e. not by my own creation) enter my imagination.  Sometimes the meaning is clear and needs no interpretation, like an image in which I found I was looking at Jesus’ feet and it immediately brought to my heart the fact that that is where I wanted to be –at his feet in adoration.  Another time, I saw an picture of a chandelier reflecting light in many directions and ‘heard’ the interpretation that the body of Christ was like this chandelier –unique, beautiful and reflective of God’s light.  Once I saw a pool of water, like Galadriel’s pool in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, and upon looking in it was shown three scenes.  This was a powerful experience, yet each of the scenes required prayer and interpretation with the help of my wife.  I must confess though that there have been many times in which I think the images/scenes/etc. were simply from my own picture-making ability.  However, I could always tell the difference sometime later–some kind of absence of fruit of the Spirit I think.  We’ll discuss how to tell the difference a little further on.

One of the most helpful things for me in discerning God’s voice is to think of an upside-down triangle.  The wider end of this triangle is general truth, truth from God that applies to all people –like the scriptures.  Yet, as you move down towards the point, the truth is more and more specific to a particular person.  The words and images that are most powerful, that I think God is truly speaking in that moment, are the ones that hit us right – where – we – are.  This is when the true gift of prophecy, the essence of listening prayer, is at work.
Chronicling and Sharing Our Experience

When we finish our time of prayer, it is a good idea to journal anything we may have received during this time; about the process, about our questions and concerns, etc.  Then we can come back to these and be encouraged by the treasures God gives and by the growth we have had.  If the content had to do with another person or group, we will also want to pray about God’s timing to share these words.  This sharing, done in love, is the gift of prophecy in action.  I’m slowly learning that its important to know when and when not to open thy mouth.

Sometimes however the words or images we have received cannot be written down either because they seem indescribable or because we were a little less conscious during the experience, yet fear not, for as Teresa of Avila encourages her sisters at the convent,

“’But’, you will say to me, ‘if the soul is not going to remember these sublime favours which the Lord grants it in this state, how can they bring it any profit?’ Oh daughters, the profit is so great that it cannot be exaggerated, for, although one cannot describe these favours, they are clearly imprinted in the very depths of the soul and they are never forgotten…”

Problems and Some Helpful Wisdom

Next we will be addressing some of the other basic problems that tend to arise when we begin to practice listening in prayer.  The first is the concern that what we are hearing is not from God but from ourselves, or worse.


Two years ago I went to conference
 led by the same author who I am indebted to for many of the ideas within this paper –Leanne Payne.  Before this conference I had started a little experiment during my quiet times with God.  I would imagine, sometimes by writing in my journal or sometimes in my mind or even out loud, what a God of love might be saying to me at this moment.  I, like all of us was hungry to know.  It would usually start off awkward and then either not get off the ground or become surprisingly profound.  When the experiment went well one of my constant fears was that it was “too good to be true” and I didn’t have any grounds for believing it was really God I was hearing, “it’s just me” I would think.  But, while in the shower during this conference, I asked God that same question and was surprised and delighted by His answer.  In short it was “Yes and no.  Yes it is me you are hearing and yet no only because the degree that you are hearing is really only a faint echo of the force with which I mean it & how true it is.”  In other words, if I heard “I love you”, God was saying it but a million times more sweetly, seriously, meaningfully, etc.  This is one of the things that helped me to combat the ‘Is this me or God I’m hearing” anxiety. 


When I read the following quote from Leanne, it was probably the most helpful bit of wisdom I’ve encountered in dealing with this concern,

“Earnest Christians who have never entered into this third step of prayer invariably say to me, ‘Oh, but I am so afraid it would be just me speaking!’ Although there is validity to that particular caution…why is there such fear?  When we are one with Christ, why are we afraid to know what ‘just me’ knows—what our own hearts from their depths can speak?  This fear parallels our loss of understanding of the soul; for all practical purposes we simply no longer believe in its existence…


For this reason, I recommend the following to all who are just beginning to open their hearts to listen to God: ‘Do not be afraid that what you hear is ‘just me.’ You need to know what ‘just me,’ your deep heart, knows.  Within a short time you will be able to discern the difference between the knowledge you already have—the wisdom already given you and part of your heart—and the word God speaks to you afresh.  Both are important and needful.’ “
 

Leanne deals with many other problems having to do with hearing from God in this second half of her book, Listening Prayer, and I highly recommend reading it.

As far as the thoughts, images, or other experiences we receive coming from a darker source, we need to merely reflect back on what was said earlier about the guide of scripture to help steer us away from those fears or any false words.

What If We Hear Nothing At All?


This concern is one shared by all of us.  If it is asked before attempting to listen, the only answer to give is to trust God and to honestly pray and talk with others about this fear, desiring to find and pull up its roots.  If our question of not hearing anything comes from actual trying to hear, the reasons could be many.  Perhaps, as already mentioned, we simply need to learn to be patient and wait on the Lord.  I know this is often the case with me.  Or maybe He is saying something that we are unwilling to hear.  Or perhaps we are trying to listen when we are actually bursting with things we need to first share.  Or lastly, perhaps God is bringing us through a time that is hailed to be one of the most wonderful and painful of all, what St. John of the Cross calls ‘the dark night of the soul’.  A time where we are taught to trust and know God in a most intimate way.  Reading St. John of the Cross’ book may help one through this difficult season.  One other possibility I can think of is that, like two lovers walking hand in hand down a beach at sunset, God just wants to ‘be’ with us –in a way that is too precious for any words or images. 

What If We Are Assailed By Distractions?


Most of us, particularly when beginning, will find that our attempts to quiet ourselves are fraught with little buzzing flies.  Thoughts about what we need to do that day, daydreams, outside noises and much more seem to endlessly assail us.  Sometimes it seems an hour of listening prayer can be whittled down to a few minutes by these little pests.  What are we to do?  How do we swat these flies?  I think that if there is a common theme that keeps arising, this is a good sign that we may need to bring it before God (or maybe he is bringing it before us?) in prayer.  However, for the majority of these things –they are best gently resisted,


“If one is to lay it aside, the approach must be cautious, like a policeman stepping into the intersection, first motioning traffic to slow down, and then holding up a hand that means ‘Stop!’  This must be done without words, without adding to the disturbance when one more item of unfinished business slips in demanding to be considered.”

In other words, be gentle and patient with yourself (for frustration and words will only worsen the cycle) and yet do have authority over them.


There are also many aids one may use to help in this whole process of quieting, focusing and listening.  A few examples are: we can focus on a particular point in our mind’s eye; we can repeat a word of phrase of scripture (like the famous ‘Jesus prayer’, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner”); we can speak in tongues and thus enter into the prayers of the Spirit, if we have this gift; or we can basically do whatever can be done in faith within our unique relationship with God.

Conclusion: True Listening Leads to Loving Obedience


The last point I wish to make is that it is important to remember that we have only truly listened to God when we have also lovingly obeyed.  This practice of meditative listening, unlike much of the current ‘pop-spirituality’ is not meant as mere entertainment or psychological growth.  It is meant to bring us into deeper communion with the living, loving God of life and to help us then increase in our love of Him and our neighbor.  If our listening does not help to produce these and the other fruits of the Spirit, then it would be wise for us to stop and examine where we have gone astray.  I hope that we have all been encouraged, educated, excited and even exhorted into the practice of hearing God’s intimate whispers.

Appendix A.

A very brief narrative overview of God’s voice within scripture

(These scriptures will hopefully provide the initial evidence that God has spoken and still longs to speak with his people.  Prayer is not a one way conversation.  They are also to serve as an appendix for later references)

In the beginning, things were great.  

We heard God blessing and guiding us…

   Gen 2:

15 The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.  16 And the LORD God commanded the man, ‘‘You are free to eat from any tree in the garden;  17 but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” 

Then, when shame crept in, we hid from his voice…

Gen 3:

8 Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the LORD God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the LORD God among the trees of the garden.  9 But the LORD God called to the man, ‘‘Where are you?” 

10 He answered, ‘‘I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.” 

Later, throughout the Hebrew history, God’s voice was heard sometimes by the senses, sometimes on the inside (usually the prophets), but more than not his voice was disobeyed or at best, ignored…

     Psalm 95:8

Today, if you hear his voice, 

8 do not harden your hearts as you did at Meribah, 

as you did that day at Massah in 

the desert…
However, He was surely speaking, and wanted to be heard…

Isaiah 30:18

Yet the LORD longs to be gracious to you; 

he rises to show you compassion. 

For the LORD is a God of justice. 

Blessed are all who wait for him! 

19 O people of Zion, who live in Jerusalem, you will weep no more. How gracious he will be when you cry for help! As soon as he hears, he will answer you.  20 Although the Lord gives you the bread of adversity and the water of affliction, your teachers will be hidden no more; with your own eyes you will see them.  21 Whether you turn to the right or to the left, your ears will hear a voice behind you, saying, ‘‘This is the way; walk in it.”

(See also Isaiah 42, particularly v. 14)

Jer 33:3

3 ‘Call to me and I will answer you and tell you great and unsearchable things you do not know.

And there were some who deeply wanted to hear Him…

1 Sam 3:10 

The LORD came and stood there, calling as at the other times, ‘‘Samuel! Samuel!” 

Then Samuel said, ‘‘Speak, for your servant is listening.”
Psalms 143:5

I remember the days of long ago; 

I meditate on all your works 

and consider what your hands have done. 

6 I spread out my hands to you; 

my soul thirsts for you like a parched land. Selah  

7 Answer me quickly, O LORD; 

my spirit fails. 

Do not hide your face from me 

or I will be like those who go down to the pit. 

8 Let the morning bring me word of your unfailing love, 

for I have put my trust in you. 

Show me the way I should go, 

for to you I lift up my soul. 

Finally a day came, when the voice of the Lord, the Word, came as present to the senses as possible –it came as a man….

1 John 1:14

14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

1 John 1: 1

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life.  2 The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us.  3 We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.  4 We write this to make our joy complete.

Mathew 17:5

While he (Jesus) was still speaking, a bright cloud enveloped them, and a voice from the cloud said, ‘‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!”

Yet still, not all would hear his voice, would not accept his strange words…

*John 6:

Jesus said to them, ‘‘I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you…
60 On hearing it, many of his disciples said, ‘‘This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?” 
61 Aware that his disciples were grumbling about this, Jesus said to them, ‘‘Does this offend you?  62 What if you see the Son of Man ascend to where he was before!  63 The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life.  64 Yet there are some of you who do not believe”. For Jesus had known from the beginning which of them did not believe and who would betray him.  65 He went on to say, ‘‘This is why I told you that no one can come to me unless the Father has enabled him.”   66 From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him..
John 8: 

43 Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what I say…

John 10 
25 Jesus answered, ‘‘I did tell you, but you do not believe. The miracles I do in my Father’s name speak for me,  26 but you do not believe because you are not my sheep.  27 My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.  28 I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand.  29 My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand.  30 I and the Father are one.” 

However, some did hear him, some did accept him…

John 6:

67 ‘‘You do not want to leave too, do you?” Jesus asked the Twelve. 

68 Simon Peter answered him, ‘‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.  69 We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.” 

Then he went away.  

But not without a purpose…

5 ‘‘Now I am going to him who sent me, yet none of you asks me, ‘Where are you going?’  6 Because I have said these things, you are filled with grief.  7 But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.

He and his voice would be closer than ever!…

John 14:25

25 ‘‘All this I have spoken while still with you.  26 But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.  27 Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid. ..

John 16: 12 ‘‘I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear.  13 But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.  14 He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you.  15 All that belongs to the Father is mine. That is why I said the Spirit will take from what is mine and make it known to you.
So, after he left for the Father, they waited for His Spirit to come.  And it came (Acts 2ff).  Then, they remembered, and things became clearer…

Acts 2: 

15These men are not drunk, as you suppose. It’s only nine in the morning!  16 No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: 

7 ”‘In the last days, God says, 

I will pour out my Spirit on all people. 

Your sons and daughters will prophesy, 

your young men will see visions, 

your old men will dream dreams. 

18 Even on my servants, both men and women, 

I will pour out my Spirit in those days, 

and they will prophesy…
Many wonderful things began to happen, and His Spirit spoke and guided…

Acts 11:28 During this time some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch.  28 One of them, named Agabus, stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe famine would spread over the entire Roman world. (This happened during the reign of Claudius.) …

Acts 20:22

And now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there.  23 I only know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me. 

Acts 21:8 8 Leaving the next day, we reached Caesarea and stayed at the house of Philip the evangelist, one of the Seven.  9 He had four unmarried daughters who prophesied. 

10 After we had been there a number of days, a prophet named Agabus came down from Judea.  11 Coming over to us, he took Paul’s belt, tied his own hands and feet with it and said, ‘‘The Holy Spirit says, ‘In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles.’” 

Later teaching, through the letters, reinforced these truths and helped the early church to grow in hearing and speaking the voice of God…

1 Cor 2: 

10 but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit. 
The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God.  11 For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man’s spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God.  12 We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us.  13 This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words.  14 The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.  15 The spiritual man makes judgments about all things, but he himself is not subject to any man’s judgment: 

16 ‘‘For who has known the mind of the Lord 

that he may instruct him?” 

But we have the mind of Christ. 

1 Cor 14:1

   Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy.  2 For anyone who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men but to God. Indeed, no one understands him; he utters mysteries with his spirit.  3 But everyone who prophesies speaks to men for their strengthening, encouragement and comfort.  4 He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself, but he who prophesies edifies the church.  5 I would like every one of you to speak in tongues, but I would rather have you prophesy. He who prophesies is greater than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, so that the church may be edified. 

1 John 2:

20 But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you know the truth... 27:As for you, the anointing you received from him remains in you, and you do not need anyone to teach you. But as his anointing teaches you about all things and as that anointing is real, not counterfeit—just as it has taught you, remain in him. 
And so the same God, the same Lord, the same Spirit speaks this day…

Revelations 3:20

   Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.

*Heb 3:

7 So, as the Holy Spirit says: 
‘‘Today, if you hear his voice, 

8 do not harden your hearts 

as you did in the rebellion, 

during the time of testing in the desert, 

9 where your fathers tested and tried me 

and for forty years saw what I did. 

*Note the connection between the Word, The Holy Spirit, and the words of Jesus. Particularly in John 6:63 when Jesus calls his words Spirit, and Hebrew 3:7 when scripture is being quoted and the author says “the Holy Spirit says”, same as 10:15.

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us,  21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 

(Eph 3:20)
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� Primarily, I will be drawing upon the wisdom of a contemporary author, Leanne Payne, from her book Listening Prayer.





� I have provided an Appendix titled “A summary of God’s voice in scripture’ at the end of this paper that contains selections of scripture pertaining to hearing God’s voice.  It is organized in a narrative fashion to help demonstrate the development of this theme. My hope is that it will provide clearer support for those of us who need substantial biblical evidence, and that it will keep us tied to our primary source of authority.


� Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 17


� 1 John 1:1


� John 8:28-29


� John 6:63


� Acts 2:7, Joel 2


� Again, see Appendix A for examples of God’s voice speaking and guiding the early church.


� “So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.   For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want.  But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law.” Galations 5:16-18


� John Calvin may have developed the ‘doctrine’ of the Holy Spirit more fully, but it will still on the level of ‘knowing about’ more than ‘knowing directly’.  Other traditions, even at the same time (Like Teresa of Avila in Spain), were continuing to live with and experience the reality of God’s intimate presence and voice.


� Payne, Listening Prayer,133-34.  Underline added.


�  “But you cannot go on ‘explaining away’ for ever: you will find that you have explained explanation itself away.  You cannot go on ‘seeing through’ things for ever.  The whole point of seeing through something is to see something through it.  It is good that the window should be transparent, because the street or garden beyond it is opaque.  How if you saw through the garden too?  It is no use trying to ‘see through’ first principles.  If you see through everything, then everything is transparent.  But a wholly transparent world is an invisible world.  To ‘see through’ all things is the same as not to see.” CS Lewis, “The Abolition of man”, p.86


� Revelations 3:16


� Eph. 6:12


� Though for many Christians today, scripture is viewed as far too concrete.  These ones need to recognize the incredible richness, depth. mystery and uncertainty within the bible.





� Foster, 31





� Genesis 40:8


� Hebrews 11:1, 6 and 2 Corinthians 4:18, 5:6 (NIV Bible). 





� Payne, 159


� .”O’donahue, The Mountain Behind the Mountain, 31-32





� Jesus gives a strong warning relating to detachment w/o attachment in the parable about the demons who left, returned and, finding the house empty, were seven times as many.





� Foster, p.28





� The doctrine of the Trinity, though still mysterious in itself, best helps to demonstrate the mystery of God as a Person whose being is Love.


� Psalm 27:14


� Teresa of Avila, Interior Castle, p.150-51.  The context of these words is not entirely the same, 


for I believe she is speaking of much more ecstatic experiences, but the principle is still the same.





� Leanne Payne holds PCM, or ‘Pastoral Care Ministies’, conferences throughout the states.  She herself attended Wheaton College, and I think her thesis on CS Lewis (particularly focusing on the role of the Holy Spirit in his writings) became her first book, “Real Presence”.  She was also a close friend and student of the renown Lewis scholar, Clyde Kilby.  


� Payne, 158
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