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The Future of Listening:

… the challenges of hearing God speak through
the pastor’s sermon
“The secret of a good sermon is to have a good beginning and a good ending,
then have the two as close together as possible.” (George Burns)

I

n a small museum in Northeastern France, there
is this famous sixteenth-century altarpiece,
painted by Matthias Grünewald for the Monastery
of St. Anthony in Isenheim. In the centre of this
massive work of art is Jesus Christ, hanging on the
cross. On his right, his mother, Mary, collapses
into the arms of the beloved disciple, John,
overcome by her grief.
At his feet, Mary
Magdalene prays fervently, the jar of perfume
ready and waiting to anoint her saviour. But on his
left is John the Baptist, standing out of place and
out of time. Of course John the Baptist was not
really at the crucifixion, because he had already
died, but the artist decided to include John in this
scene.
So there he stands, barefoot, with his cloak of
camel’s hair, and his long beard; in his left hand, he
holds an open book; his mouth is closed; but with
his right hand he is pointing to Jesus. And in the
painting that outstretched right index finger is
disproportionately long; so as you look at the scene
your eye is drawn to the long finger of the Baptist,
pointing to the Christ. John is announcing in effect:
“He must increase, but I must decrease” (John
3:30).
This masterpiece was one of Karl Barth’s
favourites. He used the imagery of John the
Baptist to describe the pastor’s sermon as the “long
finger that points to Christ”.
This is ultimately the aim of all good preaching. It
is the role of pastors to draw the attention of
listeners away from themselves and to the person
and works of Christ. Yet in preaching Christ “and
him crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2) it can often be a
struggle for people to hear God speaking to them,
and for all sorts of reasons.
Though it is a divine task, preaching by its very
nature, is a human activity. It involves hours of
preparation, and studying of the text. Thought has
to be given as to how you might apply God’s Word
to your listeners so that they can engage with it,
and hear God speaking into their lives. For the
listener it can be hard to listen to a sermon simply
because the sermon is boring. That, according to
one of my former and esteemed lecturers, is the
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cardinal sin of any preacher! But all preachers do
fall into this sin from time to time, and some, more
often than others. Fortunately though, even
pastors are forgiven sinners!
The truth is, we can all find it hard to listen at
times, and maybe you have had that struggle
yourself. You come to church earnestly and
sincerely wanting to hear God to speak to you and
to do his will, but then you experience all those
distractions, noisy kids in the pew, the anxieties of
life weighing you down, whatever they may be, and
the end result is that you feel like you have got
nothing out of the sermon. And as for the preacher,
no matter how hard we try, it can sometimes feel
as though the Word of God we speak is falling on
deaf ears, like the seed of the sower that falls on
the rocky ground (Mark 4:5).
Jesus discovered for himself this difficulty
people have in listening. One Sabbath day he was
reading from the scroll of Isaiah in the synagogue.
He finished the reading and then he preached on
it. Needless to say his preaching went down like a
lead balloon. Those who heard what he spoke
were so filled with wrath, that they drove him out of
town and tried to throw him over a cliff face (Luke
4: 16-30).
… continued on page 2 …
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They didn’t succeed and so Jesus went on his
way and went on preaching, teaching and healing,
but I imagine the experience shook him somewhat!
But returning to the central question, why is it so
difficult for us to hear God speaking to us in and
through the pastor’s sermon? As I was pondering
this question, I was reminded of a recent
conversation over dinner. The wife of one of our
guests, was sharing her thoughts on a sermon she
heard. The context is that she and her husband
were church “shopping”, and it seemed they hadn’t
quite settled for a church where they felt entirely
comfortable and at home. The story goes that the
pastor preached a sermon where he tried to
convince his listeners that the Virgin birth was more
significant than the resurrection…a rather pointless
comparison I thought to myself. The wife, however,
listened intently, but in the end disagreed with the
pastor’s conclusion, and now she and her husband
are no longer sure if they will continue worshipping
in this church.
Apart from my questioning the whole point of the
sermon, her comments did make me wonder about
why we listen to sermons in the first place, and in
our listening what do we hope to get out of them?
How we come to a sermon can impact on what we
hear of the sermon, and the extent to which we
hear God speaking to us. And this is where there
are a number of difficulties, three of which I will talk
about briefly.
One of the difficulties in hearing God speak to us
has to do with the nature of the Gospel itself. Not
only is the Gospel not innate knowledge, it is also
entirely counter cultural. As Paul reminds us, “For
the word of the cross is folly to those who are
perishing”…it is “a stumbling block to Jews and
folly to Gentiles” (1 Corinthians 1:18,23). Put simply
the Gospel is “foolishness” in the eyes of the world.
It doesn’t make sense in terms of how we think
things should be and how things should go. That
our Saviour, Jesus, should voluntarily suffer and
die for us, doesn’t fit with the type of Messiah the
world desires or seeks.
Our natural state also makes it difficult for us to
hear God speaking to us. As human beings we are
all born spiritually dead (Ephesians 2:1), spiritually
blind (1 Corinthians 2:14), and enemies of God
(Romans 8:7). Our whole lives are lived in the
constant struggle of being both “saints and sinners”
at the same time. If it weren’t for the Holy Spirit,
and the grace of God, we would never be able to
hear God speaking to us. As Luther says in his
explanation to the third article of the Apostles’
Creed, “I believe that I cannot by my own
understanding or effort believe in Jesus Christ, my
Lord, or come to him. But the Holy Spirit has called
me through the Gospel, enlightened me with his
gifts, and sanctified and kept me in the true faith”.
The Holy Spirit is our “teacher” who makes it
possible to hear God speaking to us.
Page 2

A further difficulty we have in hearing the word of
God has to do more with the preacher than the
listener. Will Willimon refers to the problem of
when pastors “turn to the listener” and allow the
listener to judge what they say. Paul highlights this
problem when he warns the young pastor Timothy
not to succumb to the “itching ears” of those who
“will turn away from listening to the truth and
wander off into myths” (2 Timothy 4:4). When
preachers don’t preach the Word of God or when
they preach only those things that people like to
hear and avoid the so-called “hard sayings” of
Jesus, then people invariably miss out on hearing
God speak to them. As preachers, pastors are to
give people the “whole counsel of God” (Acts
20:27), for “faith comes from hearing the Word of
God” (Romans 10:17), even those bits that we can
sometimes find hard to hear or challenging in one
way or another!
In a related article that I came across, titled,
“The 12 Disciplines for How to listen to a Sermon
for Sanctification”, Will Willimon introduces the
twelve disciplines by saying that faith is essentially
“a posture of listening, of trusting the Word of the
Lord above all other words”. As Willimon puts it:
“one might characterize the whole of the
Christian’s life as lifelong training in listening to
God more than we listen to ourselves, taking God
a bit more seriously and ourselves less so.”
So how do we learn to grow as listeners of the
Word? And by “we” I do mean all of us, really.
Pastors and all who preach are not excluded.
Indeed, Willimon says that “preaching begins with
listening”, so we pastors ought to be the most
interested in learning how to cultivate the habits
and skills of being a good listener. As a preacher, I
can’t preach to you unless I have first heard God
speak to me, and that means that I have to listen
before I speak.
What follows from Willimon then is a list of
disciplines or attitudes that Willimon believes
contemporary Christians ought to cultivate in their
weekly sermon-listening. Rather than make this
article any longer than it needs to be, I’ll instead
whet your appetite with just two of the twelve
disciplines described by Willimon. I hope and pray
they are helpful to you, or at least get you thinking.
Amongst his first few disciplines, Willimon lists
the importance of… A weekly willingness to be
surprised by a sermon’s revelation that God is
other than we might have believed God to be,
that God’s ways are not our ways (Isaiah 55.9),
and that part of the adventure of Christian
believing is being corrected by a sermon. He
says, “We don’t come to sermons asking whether
we agree or whether it fits with what we’ve always
thought. Sanctification is a process that requires
and expects correction of our old ways of thinking
and doing, especially about God.
… continued on page 3 …
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Sermons are a part of correcting those old ways
with the joyful truth of who God really is”.
A second discipline is… The expectation that,
in listening to a sermon, one’s life may be
caught up into purposes grander and more
dangerous than one’s personal projects,
namely a life commandeered by God. Here
Willimon says, “Sermons are not just explanation
but application. Listening to a sermon opens you up
to Jesus’ command to “follow me!”, not just “agree
with me.”
I encourage you to look up the rest of these
d i s c i p l i n e s
a t :
h t t p s : / /
derekzrishmawy.com/2015/09/14/willimon-12disciplines-for-how-to-listen-to-a-sermon-forsanctification. I found these disciplines to be
tremendously helpful for my own listening, though I
don’t currently get to listen to too many sermons!
In the meantime I encourage you to not give up
on listening to sermons, whether they are my
sermons or those of someone else. Even if you feel
as though the sermons you hear are boring, (and I
apologize in advance!), try and stick with it because
it is the Word of God that creates faith and sustains
it. It is the Word of God that grows us, renews us
and refreshes us as we meditate on it (Psalm 1).
And finally it is the Word of God that ultimately
points us to Christ, brings us into union with him,
and shows us the way to life eternal. As Luther
once wrote, “To preach Christ is to feed the soul, to
justify it, to set it free, and to save it, if it believes
the preaching.” ― Martin Luther, On Christian
Liberty.

God bless you in your listening!
Pastor Joe

Please join us on
Sunday 27th November at 7 pm
for a brief

Advent Meditative Service
followed by Mountainside
Women’s fundraising supper
($5 for coffee & cake).

All Welcome!

Albert Brice Philippe John Vallès
(son Brice and Jennifer)

was welcomed into God’s Kingdom and our
Mountainside Church family through the
miracle of Holy Baptism on Sunday 14th
August.
May God watch over and protect Albert and
his family.

Mountainside Reformation 2017
Commemoration Team
2017 is the 500th anniversary of the Reformation.
On 31 October 1517 Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses to the door of the
Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany. That action started a chain of
events which shaped the course of the church and the course of Western
civilization, in a way that is still significant today.
Mountainside has set up a team to work out how we want to commemorate
this significant event. Team members are: Visse Hopley, Eva Lever, Neil
Lindstrom, Daniel Pilli, Ingrid Phyn and Pastor Joe.
The team had its first meeting in late August, and we had a great brain
storming session with lots of interesting ideas. We are working towards
organising a variety of events, for all ages over the coming year. Look out
for an announcement of something which may be happening this October!
Date to be advised.
You can also check out the webpage on the LCNZ website
www.lutheran.org.nz and click on ‘Reformation 500’ on the left hand side of
the home page.
from The Reformation Commemoration Team
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Announcing Mountainside’s Annual

Longest Lutheran Lunch
This year it will be …

On Sunday 30th October 2016 we will each
bring a packed lunch, to be given to the
Auckland City Mission [Luke 14:12]
We will with joy, and with thankful hearts give
a tasty lunch to someone who needs it.

Listen to FACE TO FACE and invite others to do the same.
Download or listen online at www.facetoface.org.au, including on your mobile internet
devices.
2nd October
Mental Health (Pastor James Winderlich)
Most of us know very little about mental illness. Sometimes we are even afraid of it. What
can help change our attitudes and give us an understanding and compassion?
9th October
Anxiety (Interview)
The term anxiety covers a lot of conditions. When the fear and anxiety take over our lives, it
can be debilitating. What can we do to help manage this condition?
16th October The New You (Pastor Noel Due)
Are you looking for something to believe in , something that will make your life better? We
need to think about what we put our trust in, there are a lot of false promises out there. God’s
promises can always be trusted.
23rd October Eating Disorder (Interview)
Liz’s daughter was admitted to a clinic for severe anorexia, and she tells of her journey
through the time in the clinic and beyond. Liz shares the hope she found to keep going
through very difficult times?
30th October Living in an Addictive World (Pastor Richard Fox)
There are a lot of things we can be addicted to. Join Richard as he shares insights about why
we crave certain things and some ways we can escape their hold over us.
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Good Shepherd College Visit/Kathy’s 20 Years of Service
Sunday 18th September was a
special day—we were fortunate
enough to have the Good Shepherd
Lutheran College Orchestra & Vocal
Group from Noosa, Queensland
provide the music for our worship
service. The tour group was made up
of students from Years 7—11, and a
very talented bunch they are too!!

The Sunday worship service included
acknowledgment of Kathy Kirtlan's 20 years of
service, with a special Rite of Thanksgiving,
and many messages of greeting from previous
Pastors at Mountainside. The comments in the
greetings, taken all together, presented such an
accurate picture of Kathy and her gifts and
talents in her role as Pastor's assistant for the
Auckland Lutheran Parish since September
1996. Never did she imagine that she would
still be continuing in this role 20 years later!
The Mainly Kids Sunday
School children presented a
tribute using clipboards (so
appropriate, as Kathy
prepares the clipboards for
children during the service
each week).

Finally a small gift was presented, and a celebration morning tea
followed, including a huge chocolate cake.
Thank You Kathy for your ongoing contribution!
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Spring to Summer
Car Boot Sales
(first Saturday of each month)

1st October, 5th November,
3rd December
9 am – 12 noon
Clean out your closets and book a spot with Malcolm Wisker or bring friends around for a shop
and a coffee at the café and catch a bit of sunshine!
The Fellowship team coordinates the café for each sale day. If you have a tasty recipe for a
slice, muffins or other delicious treat and want to donate an item for the café, please contact
Visse Hopley. All proceeds this year are going towards the cost of replacing the lighting fittings
in the church.
We are looking for an event manager for this event for the remaining months of this year and
for 2017. If you want to try your hand at a bit of marketing and event planning, please contact
Roxanne Bakke or Ingrid Phyn.
Selling spots are $10 (or $15 if you wish to have a table supplied). If you would like to know
more, or to book a spot, please contact the church office on 579 4490 or email
lcnz.auckland@clear.net.nz.

I am at law school as an older student because I was forced to enrol while
under significant duress from my husband who ignored my loud protests
and hauled me off to register. I have always wanted to become a lawyer but
never had the opportunity for tertiary study after completing high school
in 1996. The thought of going to university for the first time as an older
student was almost too daunting. It was a desire that I had discarded a
long time ago.
After five years of raising my second child all I really wanted to do was find
a job where my name was not Mommy. However, this was a case of a bossy
husband prevailing and an acquiescent wife gracelessly accepting her
destiny. I have come to realise that I may have lost hope and forgotten about my heart’s desire but
God has not. He has given me a desire that He intends to fulfil. He brought me across the ocean to do
it in the season of His choice.
These last three years of studies have been a constant juggling act with coursework, parenting and
everything else that mothers are responsible for. Nevertheless, I am blessed because I have a
husband and children who have supported me every step of the way, not just through encouraging
words but also by helping out around the house whenever I am too busy, which is fairly often.
Being an older student meant that I had to unlearn old methods of learning and adapt to new ones.
Reading cases takes a really long time. Assessments, exams and deadlines can converge into one big
cloud of doom. Right now the whole law school is in this exact situation with assessments coming out
of our ears and the end is not yet in sight because we have piles of coursework due right up to the
exams in November. Unfortunately, the world does not stop
because we have too much to do. As a parent I sometimes have
to prioritise my family over my workload but that is okay
because I am not competing with anybody. I am just doing the
best that I can do for my circumstances. Other students are
equally busy balancing part-time employment and university.
In the midst of daily demands it is all too easy to forget that I
can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. When I
feel myself letting go of the hand that is keeping me from
getting tossed around in the storm, I tighten my grip, I remind
myself that this is my season. I am here for exactly this
struggle at this precise moment because being in the centre of
this storm is taking me one step closer to my destiny.
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HOLIDAY BIBLE ADVENTURE
27th—29th September 2016

This year our Holiday Bible Programme
got off to a great start with over 30
kids turning up at Mountainside for the
start of day one. Inspired by the
recent Rio Olympics, our holiday
programme was called Team Jesus.
Over three days our athletes (the
kids) participated in a number of events
and learned what it means to be God’s
champions.
Key bible stories included Joshua and Caleb, who set the
example of trusting in God and not giving up in bad times—
“God’s champions walk in faith”. Then we heard about the
story of Moses, who showed forgiveness to his brothers—
“God’s champions exercise forgiveness”. A highlight of HBA
was the appearance of an Olympic medallist, Dick Quax, who
won the silver medal in the 5000 metres race at the 1976
Montreal Olympics. Our thanks go to the many volunteers,
the true champions behind the scenes who support us every
year and make HBA possible.
Julie Kummerow
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‘Happy Birthday’ and Best Wishes
to the following people celebrating birthdays in October:
Julie Routley (1st)
David Talapati (8th)
Hayden Morris (12th)
Jovitah Mathews (16th)
Jacob Quax (28th)
Christian Gerson (30th)
Ray Meharg (31st)

In your prayers this month, please
pray for the following:

We pray ...

Malcolm Court (5th)
Rawlin Walker (9th)
Kathy Kirtlan (16th)
Eva Lever (17th)
Heyab Solomon (28th)
Jean Cuff (31st)
Kate Neal (31st)

 With thanks for a successful Holiday Bible



‘Happy Birthday’ and Best Wishes to the following
people celebrating birthdays in November:
Sue Samsom (1st)
Kevin Reeve (2nd)
Albert Vallès (7th)
Pippa Girard de Soucanton (8th)
Aase Hansen (9th)
Anneliese Lindstrom (17th)
Nick Hewett (17th)
Soren Geese (24th)

Wedding Anniversary Congratulations to:
Arild and Aase Hansen
Fredric and Mari Doss
Keith and Ingrid Phyn
Kevin and Kathy Kirtlan

PRAYER POINTS

65 years on the 9th
17 years on the 12th
37 years on the 24th
25 years on the 30th














Deadline for articles for the December/January
issue of ‘Mountainside Rumblings’ is
TUESDAY 22nd NOVEMBER 2016.

Adventure ‘Team Jesus’ held at Mountainside
from 27th—29th September. May the seeds
of faith continue to grow in the children who
participated.
For the churches involved in running the Mt.
Wellington Foodbank that they may continue
to meet the needs of those who are struggling
to feed their families.
For the 500th anniversary of the Reformation
celebrations being planned during 2017.
For people in need of hope that their ears are
opened to receive the good news of Jesus
Christ and believe in him.
For media outlets to be open to sharing Jesus’
message of hope to their listeners.
For our LCNZ Bishop Mark and all
congregations through NZ.
For the Botany Lutheran Parish as they
conclude the sale of their building and
prepare to call a pastor.
For all those affected by the devastating
storms and flooding in South Australia,
especially the Trinity congregation in Blyth
whose church was seriously damaged.
For those who we love and care for that are
suffering from Dementia, or any other
illnesses.
For a peaceful resolution to the conflict in
Syria and for all the people who have been
displaced by the ongoing bombings. Lord,
grant all the emergency workers strength to
continue helping those in need.

Don’t forget that you have 3 options for receiving
this newsletter—a printed copy available in the foyer
of Mountainside Lutheran Church, we can post you a
copy if you let us know your address, or we can email
a copy in PDF format which you can enjoy in full
colour!! Just contact Kathy and she will organise it
for you. And please remember to let us know if your
contact details change so we can alter our records
accordingly. Thanks very much.

&
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