
I hear what you say is a common enough cliché. 
But how often it is true? Or is it said to get the 
other person to stop talking? Are we good at 
listening, I mean really listening, rather than trying 
to formulate a response in our minds while the 
other person is speaking?  
 
Years ago, I did the Acorn listening course, which 
encouraged you to reflect back to the speaker 
what you had heard so that they could confirm – 
or not – that you had got it right, that you had 
understood correctly what they had been trying to 
tell you. I found it a really instructive course 
because it made me realise I needed to pay more 
attention to listening. 
 
And it has to be said that John and the other 
disciples could have done with really listening to 
Jesus. Twice in Mark’s Gospel, at the start of our 
reading today and in Chapter 10, John addresses 
Jesus as Teacher and both times demonstrates 
that either Jesus is a bad teacher – which I think 
we can agree is highly unlikely – or more likely 

that John is a bad learner because he hasn’t been 
listening to Jesus properly.  
 
Which is a pity because earlier in the chapter at 
the Transfiguration, one of the most important 
moments occurs when the disciples hear God 
saying This is my Son whom I love. Listen to him. 
Sadly, the importance of listening and learning 
doesn’t seem to have sunk in very far 
 
On this occasion, John and his fellow disciples 
effectively want to act as nightclub bouncers in 
terms of deciding who is in and who is out when it 
comes to doing the work of Jesus. And in Chapter 
10 John and James ask if they can sit either side of 
Jesus in heaven. In both instances, it’s as if they 
are saying, as disciples selected by Jesus we are 
special, we are chosen, we’re the ones to get the 
glory. 
 
In both instances Jesus tells them, you’re missing 
the point, this whole thing is bigger than you 



realise. In today’s world you might say they need a 
wide-angle rather than a telephoto lens.  
 
And it wasn’t just John and his fellow disciples 
who weren’t much good at listening. In our Old 
Testament reading. When Moses obeys God’s 
command to appoint 70 elders to help him deal 
with all the complaining Israelites – rather 
reminiscent of his father-in-law Jethro telling him 
in Exodus that he needed to spread the burden of 
leadership – the Spirit falls on the elders to allow 
them to prophesy.  
 
Joshua’s problem is that Eldad and Medad stay in 
their own tent to prophesy rather than join the 
others at the Tent of Meeting. He complains that it 
goes against the rules, that that’s not how the 
system should work, but Moses is having none of 
it. If only everyone could prophesy, he says. Stop 
worrying about what it looks like, what matters is 
whether it is doing God’s work or not. 
 

And that is so true today isn’t it. I was reading only 
the other day of a Christian, who had been 
baptised as a child and had made a public 
profession of faith, but nevertheless was told she 
could not become a member of a particular church 
unless she underwent baptism by full immersion. 
 
Do we really think God cares about that, indeed 
whether at root he cares whether we are Roman 
Catholic, Anglican, Baptist, Presbyterian or even 
Episcopalian? I doubt it very much. What he cares 
about is whether we love God with all our strength 
and all our heart and all our mind and that we love 
our neighbours as ourselves. God doesn’t want 
sacrifices or even our singing – as Micah 6:8 tells 
us,  God just wants us to act justly, love mercy and 
walk humbly with Him. 
 
As one commentator put it, we are called to act as 
welcoming hosts, not as bouncers. It’s not for us 
to say no, to exclude those who don’t look like us, 
who don’t think like us, who don’t talk like us, who 
don’t act like us. Rather we need to listen to them, 



to see if they have anything to say to us that we 
need to hear, not to be put off by outward 
appearances. That’s why Jesus tells the disciples 
that whoever is not against us is for us. But  
I should add a quick caveat here. Jesus says the 
seemingly exact opposite at least twice, in 
Matthew and Luke, ie who is not for us is against 
us. I think there is a subtle linguistic difference, 
but more importantly we have to look at the 
context in which Jesus makes the remarks 
 
This need to listen is as true in the secular sphere 
as much as it is in the religious sphere, particularly 
during this season of creation that we are marking 
at the moment. I for one find the antics of 
Extinction Rebellion and Insulate Britain totally 
counterproductive. They are dismissed by many 
people, too many people, as a proverbial pain in 
the backside, but they care, they care enough 
about the environment to disrupt everyday life 
enough to the point of being willing to go to 
prison if that is what it takes to draw people’s 
attention to the climate emergency. 

As well as their tactics being counterproductive, I 
personally think some of their solutions are ill-
thought through. Yes of course we rightly need to 
think hard about how we reduce the vast amount 
of waste we casually create, how we can leave a 
lighter footprint as we go through life, but 
ultimately the problem has got so serious is that it 
will take a lot of money, a lot of human ingenuity 
and a lot of technology if we are to have any 
chance of reversing the damage.  
 
Not everyone will agree with my analysis, and I 
wouldn’t expect them to, but the point is we need 
to listen to each other to see what we can learn 
from each other, just as the disciples needed to 
listen to Jesus and Joshua needed to listen to 
Moses to realise that God’s kingdom is far more 
all-encompassing than we realise. Just as much as 
we are, the protestors who have blocked the M25 
are also made in the image of God. 
 
The alternative Old Testament reading for today is 
taken from Esther, the only time it comes up in 



the lectionary. In the particular passage, Mordecai 
tells Queen Esther Perhaps you have come to 
royal dignity for just such a time as this. Just as 
many would say that such a phrase was 
completely applicable in the 1930s and 1940 to 
Winston Churchill for all his many faults, so it may 
be fair to apply it now to people like Greta 
Thunberg or Bob Geldof in the 1980s. We need to 
set aside our prejudices, positive or negative, and 
carefully critique what they have to say so that we 
can understand what we need to absorb and what 
we can set aside. 
 
The trouble is that normally we are far too quick 
to act as gatekeepers, to decide who is in and who 
is out. We put stumbling blocks in the way of 
people who are seeking God in ways we don’t 
recognise or approve of. We seem to be better at 
noticing and judging differences than we are at 
celebrating what we have in common. And by 
doing so we put stumbling blocks in our own path.  
 

And that, I think is also the point of what Jesus 
was saying in rather lurid language about cutting 
off limbs and gouging out eyes. Scholars are 
agreed that Jesus was not talking literally, which is 
good news for those who believe in the inerrancy 
of the Bible, but rather trying to impress upon his 
disciples that there far more important things for 
them to focus on than imposing petty unnecessary 
rules and boundaries on people who were trying 
to do the right thing but not necessarily in ways 
the disciples thought appropriate. 
 
It’s not that we’re bad people, any more than 
Joshua or the disciples, who were perfectly well 
intentioned. Our real problem is feeling 
uncomfortable with the unexpected. What 
happens when the Holy Spirit turns up and starts 
doing his/her stuff in odd places? We get nervous, 
that’s not how things are supposed to happen. 
Things need to be done the right way, we think. 
But what is the right way? Take Old St Pauls in 
Edinburgh and St Mungo’s in Balerno. You could 



not find two more different ways of worshipping, 
they are at opposite ends of the candle as it were.  
 
And each, in its own way, helps those who go to 
those churches to come into a deeper relationship 
with God, which is the real purpose of worship. 
But what draws adoration from one can leave 
another cold. God’s kingdom is very much ‘both 
and’, as one of my favourite theologians Richard 
Rohr would say. It’s not about the right or the 
wrong way of doing things, as Jesus makes only 
too clear. The battle against the powers and 
principalities, as Paul puts it, is far too important 
to worry about stuff like that. 
 
I have talked a lot about listening this morning, 
but I want to finish by saying a few words about 
the importance of looking.  
 
If we are willing to look, we can see God 
constantly at work all around us. If we are willing 
to look past the fact that much of that work is 
being done by people who would never profess 

any kind of faith, we would see so many examples 
of people acting justly and loving mercy, of people 
looking after the fatherless and the widows, 
feeding the hungry, giving a drink to the thirsty, 
looking after the sick and visiting the prisoner. 
 
Whether they know it or not they are acting as 
God’s hands and feet in this world, and God 
certainly knows they are doing God’s work. And 
we should be celebrating that and encouraging 
them rather than worrying about whether they 
are saved or not. Because as Jesus told his 
disciples, whoever is not against us is for us. 
 
In a few minutes we will be singing Be Still for the 
presence of the Lord, and it reminds us that in 
creation we are standing on holy ground. What did 
Moses do when he realised he was standing on 
holy ground? – he took off his shoes. 
 
The Victorian poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning 
expressed both pithily and beautifully how we 



should react, but sadly probably wouldn’t, if like 
Moses we were to come across a burning bush.  

Earth's crammed with heaven,  
And every common bush afire with God,  
But only he who sees takes off his shoes; 
The rest sit round and pluck blackberries. 

So instead of the three Rs, we have the three Ls, 
listening, looking and learning. It is only by 
listening and looking with intent that we will learn 
to see the full extent of God’s kingdom here on 
earth, notwithstanding the all too obvious 
problems that co-exist alongside the good stuff. 
And when we learn to do that, surely it can only 
encourage us to step up our own efforts to restore 
creation to something a little closer to what God 
intended. 


