
4th May 2020 
 

Listening 
 

“It is the province of knowledge to speak, 
and it is the privilege of wisdom to listen.” 

Oliver Wendell Holmes, The Poet at the Breakfast Table 

 

When my second daughter, Kathryn, was four years old, I collected her 

one day from the local Nursery, part of the Primary school where I was 

chaplain. She was excited to show me a painting she’d finished. It was a 

jumble of colours, and it was still wet! “What’s that?” I asked, for the 

painting made no sense to me at all. Just then, one of the Nursery 

assistants, a lady I knew well, appeared, put an arm round my shoulders, 

took me to one side and whispered: “A word, Mr Gordon ...” Dutifully, I 

listened to a lesson I will always remember. 

 “Never  ask a child, ‘What’s that?’” she said. “It’s a judgement, a 

put-down. It’s far better to ask: ‘What’s happening in your picture?’ or to 

say, ‘Tell me about your painting,’ and then see what happens.”  

 So I did as I was instructed, and asked, “What’s happening in your 

painting?” Sure enough, I got the whole story – about animals, flowers, 

hills and trees – from an excited child, all because I was ready to listen. 

 I was once about to give Communion to a patient in my hospice 

before she was discharged, when I was dismayed to discover I had the 

wrong book with me. “I’ll do it from memory,” I thought. I got lost half 

way through, only to realise that the patient was saying the words for 

me, because she’d remembered them from many Communion services 

she’d attended. She’d listened and had learned from what she’d heard. 

 Because I’d encouraged a child to speak, I had the privilege of 

listening to a great story. Because a faithful Christian lady had listened, 

she was able to pass on her wisdom to a floundering minister.  

 Do we speak too much because we think we have ‘the province of 

knowledge to speak’? Perhaps if we learned to listen more, we might find 

that we have wisdom still to learn from the stories and insights of others.  
  

A prayer for today 

Speak Lord ... but not till I’ve finished. 

Oh, sorry ... speak Lord, for I’ve decided it’s time I started listening. Amen 
 

An original reflection by © Tom Gordon 
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