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Session 6: Empathy
Peaceful practice: Seek to understand rather than persuade

Biblical reflection: Those who have ears 
Luke 10:38-42, Matthew 13:10-15 
 Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman 
named Martha welcomed him into her home. She had a sister named Mary, 
who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. But Martha 
was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and asked, “Lord, do 
you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to help 
me.” But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by 
many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will 
not be taken away from her.”  

********************************************************************************** 

 Then the disciples came and asked him, “Why do you speak to them in parables?” 
He answered, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, 
but to them it has not been given. For to those who have, more will be given, and they 
will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be 
taken away. The reason I speak to them in parables is that ‘see- ing they do not perceive, 
and hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand.’ With them indeed is fulfilled 
the prophecy of Isaiah that says:  
 ‘You will indeed listen, but never understand, and you will indeed look, but never 
perceive. For this people’s heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and 
they have shut their eyes; so that they might not look with their eyes, and listen with 
their ears, and understand with their heart and turn— and I would heal them.’”  




You will indeed listen, but never understand, and you 
will indeed look, but never perceive. For this people’s 

heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of 
hearing . . . 

 One of the many well-known stories of Jesus is his visit to Mary and Martha’s 
home. The story is told only in the gospel of Luke and is just a few verses long, but it has 
a crucial message regarding the importance of listening. In the story, Jesus commends 
Mary for choosing “the better part” by sitting and listening to him, while Martha busied 
herself with the many tasks of the house.  
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 What was Jesus saying is the better part? Jesus was not devaluing Martha’s work, 
but he was affirming Mary’s focus on relationship, evidenced by her listening. Jesus and 
Mary understood the importance of listening. As we study conflict transformation in 
this series, might we think of the better part as Mary’s gift of listening, even in conflict 
situations?  
 Of all the components of healthy conversation and all the important lessons we 
should learn about dialogue, the art of listening well is given the most attention by 
Jesus. He addressed it over and over. Numerous times throughout his teaching, Jesus 
proclaimed, “Let anyone with ears listen!”  As usual with Jesus’ teachings, it provides a 1

challenge for us.  
 The crux of this challenge is understanding and practicing the kind of listening 
Jesus is affirming in this story. Not all listening is equal. It was once said in jest that 
conversation is a vocal competition in which the one who is catching their breath is 
called the listener. While humorous, this comment becomes reality all too often and 
could not be further from true listening. This is no simple task – it is definitely easier to 
listen poorly than to listen well. When Jesus demands that those with ears listen, he is 
implying that we do not always use our ears well. Jesus is drawing attention not to the 
fact that we have ears, but to how we use them – how well we listen.  
 Leading into the Matthew 13 text noted above, Jesus has just told the parable of 
the sower, ending with verse 9 where he, again, proclaims that anyone with ears must 
listen. When his disciples ask him why he speaks in parables, Jesus’ response orients us 
to how we must learn to listen. He calls out the ways that humans hear things without 
paying attention to them. Like the common phrase “in one ear and out the other,” Jesus 
high- lights the tendency of humans to not give thoughtful consideration to what they 
are hearing. You will listen but not understand.  
 We are all culprits of this. While reading or looking at the phone, someone says 
something, and we reply with an “uh huh” to acknowledge their comment. But were we 
listening? Were we paying enough attention to repeat what they said or give a 
meaningful response? Children pick up on this quickly. By the time a child is 2 or 3, they 
know when they are being ignored. They want our full attention and will repeatedly call 
out to us, until they trust that they are being listened to well.  
 Jesus is referring to this half-hearted listening in Matthew 13 when he discusses 
why he speaks in parables. By quoting Isaiah, Jesus implies that listening engages more 
than just our ears. Good listening requires us to use all of our senses; it demands our full 
attention. In the world of conflict transformation, this is called active listening.  
 Active listening is focused, conscious listening that goes beyond hearing the 
words of another person and concentrates on comprehending the information and 
understanding the message as it was intended. It allows the listener to absorb and retain 
the full communication of another. Summed up, active listening can be defined simply 
by the peaceful practice for this session: Seek to understand rather than 
persuade. It requires that we place the highest value on the other person and their 
story, rather than being understood ourselves.  
 Active listening is an important skill to employ in all relationships, but it becomes 
especially important in conflict. Our ability to listen well drastically alters the path of a 

 Matthew 11:15, 13:9, 13:43; Mark 4:9; Luke 8:8, 14:35.1
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conflict. It is only with ample listening that conflict can be constructive. Yet we rarely 
think of the better part as listening when we disagree with someone. Naturally, we place 
more value on convincing them of our opinion – teaching them what we believe they do 
not know or understand. However, James 1:19 says we are to “be quick to listen [and] 
slow to speak.” How does it change an argument if we put the highest value on listening 
rather than convincing, or speaking?  
 It may seem counterintuitive, but active listening gets us much farther than 
arguing a point in a conflict. Listening is often perceived to be passive. However, active 
listening is just that – it is active. Active listening has consistently proven to be more 
effective and efficient than trying to persuade the other. It is a change agent, because 
people who feel heard are less defensive and more open to considering new ideas.  
 Brain science tells us that trust and distrust live in different parts of our brains. 
Dis- trust is signaled in the part of our brain that works out of instinct and holds 
memory, while trust is signaled in our rational brain.  When people perceive that they 2

are not being listened to, they feel threatened and function out of the instinctive part of 
the brain that is geared for survival. Instead of being able to process what we are hear- 
ing, the brain is hijacked, and we respond with fight, flight or freeze. In essence, our 
brains shut down and are no longer open to influence. When we sense that we are being 
listened to well, however, trust signals go off. Our bodies and brains respond in the 
rational brain, which makes our heartbeat slow and sends signals to the brain to relax 
and open up.  In short, we humans are much more willing to listen to someone else’s 3

point of view when we are convinced that the other is also listening to ours.  
 We must be careful to be authentic in our listening, however. Active listening is 
not a tool we use in order to eventually change someone’s mind. In the Matthew pas- 
sage, Jesus tells the disciples to “listen with their ears, and understand with their heart.” 
Listening must come from a place of genuine curiosity and care. (This is why curiosity is 
the first peaceful practice established in our list of practices – it truly is a spiritual 
discipline to grow our curiosity.) As Jesus names, listening engages not only our ears, 
but also our heart.  
 This can become especially complex when we believe that what we are hearing is 
harmful to someone. What does it mean to actively listen to someone who is being 
racist, for example? Where is the line between listening to the other and stopping 
oppression? These are questions we all must wrestle with, and we likely will come out at 
different places on them. Session 8 will focus on dignity, power dynamics and some of 
the challenges or risks that come with dialogue. As we consider listening, however, it is 
important to recognize and remember that listening does not mean agreement.  We can 4

actively listen to someone and still respond with our own opinions, understandings and 
beliefs. Listening does not mean we approve of or agree with what is being said – it does 

 Judith E Glaser, Conversational Intelligence: How Great Leaders Build Trust and Get Extraordinary 2

Results, New York: Bibliomotion, 2014, p. 24.

 Ibid, p. 26.3

 This refers to agreement in the sense of stated positions. An individual does not imply an opinion or 4

belief in the act of listening.
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not inherently affirm the positions and opinions of another. The act of listening does, 
however, speak to our character.  
 The curious truth is that we gain immensely by listening actively, even to things 
with which we staunchly disagree. Jesus says that to those who have, more will be given, 
and he says this while teaching his disciples about listening. So, could we interpret his 
words in this context to mean that we grow by listening because we understand more? 
To those who have (and offer) the gift of active listening, more will be given – more 
understanding, more transformation, more wisdom. Even if our opinion remains 
unchanged, it is nuanced by what we hear. Our understanding is amplified in listening, 
and we gain something.  
 Listening is a gift, and one that we can and should develop. When we engage a 
posture of listening, our observations move us to questions for the other rather than to 
judgments of them. Transformation in relationship and in conflict happens only when 
listening becomes a sincere gift offered to the other. So, let’s challenge ourselves to 
embrace the better part, learn the gift of active listening and practice it in all of our 
relationships – especially in our conflicts.  

 

Questions for discussion
In preparation for class, here are possible discussion questions which will begin our session 
together. 

Think of a time when you were listened to in a caring and active way. How were you impacted 
by that experience? Or, share an experience of a relationship that was changed for the better 
through the gift of listening. 

What do you find challenging about active listening – in your daily life and in conflicts? 

What is your response to the complexity of engaging with someone who is speaking offensively? 
How far does listening go? What responses do you have to the idea that listening does not imply 
agreement?   
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