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      Communicating in the Style of Jesus: 

                            Listening and Speaking as Jesus Did 

_____________________________________________________________  

In this twenty-first volume of Arise, I would like to offer some reflections on the kind of 
communication that makes us whole, that heals, nourishes / strengthens /encourages / inspires. I 
think a “short course on how to communicate lovingly and civilly” could be helpful for us (me 
included). E-mail, texting, Facebook, Twitter, I’m afraid have not enhanced our ability to do much 
more than chat, which I have seldom found nourishing. I wonder if kids growing up today know 
how to have honest, open dialogue, the kind of sharing of mind and heart that friends do that truly 
nourishes and establishes lasting bonds of friendship. 

Moreover, our etiquette, 
our manners for 
communicating, is also 
deteriorating. I find that 
people don’t acknowledge 
phone calls or notes 
anymore. And this past 
summer we have witnessed 
a breakdown in public 
discourse, incivility that I 
find alarming. 

When I was in St. 
Bartholomew’s parish in 
Miramar, Florida in the late 
Eighties I was astonished at 
the writing project that 
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emerged from me. It became a weekend retreat / workshop which I titled Communicating in the Style 
of Jesus (Listening and Speaking as Jesus Did) During this coming volume of Arise, I will be sharing some of 
this with you. I very much need to revisit it myself. Throughout this year, beginning with this issue, I will 
present several of these writings to help us explore the question for ourselves: Can we listen and 
speak as Jesus did? 

I remember one of my seminary professors back in l963 who was absolutely wonderful in his 
communication, both as a listener and a speaker. He was Sulpician Father Eugene Walsh. He was 
very real, very honest and very human. When he spoke, he spoke "congruently". In other words, he 
really meant what he said. He was who he was and that was it! His whole person -- thoughts, words 
and feelings -- were in his communication. And more than that, he was a wonderful listener. The 
guys used to stand in line to sign up to obtain him as a Spiritual Director. Regretfully, I didn't make 
the list of the chosen during those days, but five years later, I made sure I got to the head of the line. 

I remember one particular night in spiritual direction in l968 when I felt deeply heard and deeply 
affirmed. I still remember that night vividly. I felt whole and accepted. That night is still one of the 
most cherished moments of my life. Gene certainly communicated Jesus and his message to 
thousands of people through the wholeness that came through his humanity. I was deeply affected 
by this man (I would call him a holy person). He was my mentor -- not only because of what he 
communicated but how he communicated. In that he gave me a great gift for ministry. 

In l972, in the early years of my priesthood, I made a week-long workshop on interpersonal 
communication with Joe and Eileen Connolly, who were directors of Communication Center No. l in St. 
Louis. It was there that I first heard the wonderful word "congruence.” Since that first communication 
workshop that I attended in l972, I have set "congruence" as a goal for my intra- (within myself) and 
inter-personal communication and also for my prayer as well. I’d love to be able to show you what a 
wonderful feeling it is to communicate congruently with other human beings who are also 
communicating with their whole selves. 

I have been blessed with a number of friends in my life with whom I have enjoyed this full, rich 
communication. Whenever I have such moments, they are some of the most rewarding and fulfilling 
experiences of my life. In fact, without someone to be that open with, to share what is really going on 
with me, to be real with, I get sick / unwell / disoriented.  

From l978 until l985 my communication skills, which I so highly valued, became severely stunted 
by long years of depression. And that happened again in 2006 – 2008 when I was struggling again 
after a twenty-year respite from manic depressive illness. I became locked inside myself -- not unlike 
a beautiful fruit tree whose growth is interrupted by a severe cold snap. During these years, it was 
extremely painful to realize that I could no longer make contact with the friends with whom I had 
shared congruent and very personal communication. I used to sit at the dining room table in l984 
with the people I was living with outside of Washington, D.C. and couldn't put a coherent sentence 
together as the others talked into the night. And I couldn't listen either. I couldn't follow the 
conversation. And in the winter of 2008, rage was coming out of me that I didn’t know was there, so I 
certainly wasn’t communicating congruently! 

You, too, my readers, may have had similar experiences. Our ability to communicate becomes 
severely stunted by "harsh words" that are spoken to us, perhaps as long ago as our childhood.  

People who know me are aware that sometimes I still can be harsh in my communication. 
Though my intention is that I be gentle with folks, sometimes I am not. This has a lot to do with my 
whole history of communicating and being communicated with. All of this does not easily fall away. I 
regret all of this and it sometimes brings me great pain that I do not or cannot communicate the way I 
would like to. 

My desire to communicate more gently and lovingly was the thing that inspired me. Out of our 
lack often comes our skill. 



3 

Here are some of the themes we will explore this year: 

Listening as Jesus Did. For most of us, listening is difficult.  Whenever someone came to Jesus or 
was brought to him for healing, he really listened to what 
was going on with that person and what his/her needs 
were.  He listened, not only to what they were saying, 
but to what they were not saying.  Listening may be a 
new skill for many of us.  Whether it be (1) listening to 
our spouse, our children or a friend -- (2) listening to God 
in prayer to discern his will for us or (3) listening to the 
many voices within us.  Without learning how to listen 
well, we cannot hope to be of any help to one another.  

Speaking as Jesus Did.  If we are to nurture others 
and help them to bloom and grow we have to silence the 
cutting / hurting words we often use.  This means 
monitoring our discourse and noticing what effect our 
communication has on others.  Then, too, we need to 
strengthen our ability to use words which truly nurture 
others -- in the style of Jesus.  

Congruence.  It is unlikely that Jesus ever spoke a word he didn't mean.  Carl Rogers has called 
this "congruence"; that is, that "whatever is present in one's feelings, is present in one's thoughts and 
is present in one's communication."  Though we may not always speak with such perfect balance, we 
are depriving ourselves of the most truly human dimension of life if we don't learn how to do this! 

Listening to the Silence: Discerning True and False Voices. Just as Jesus did, we have to listen to 
and take inventory of the voice inside our head so that we can decide which voices we wish to silence 
and which ones we choose to include in our own communication.  For each of us, this may be the 
harsh, demanding voice of a parent long dead whose voice still inhabits our minds or  it may be the 
gentle voice of a favorite aunt who still gives us comfort and calms us though she lives a thousand 
miles away.  Or it may be voices in the present, such as a boss or a spouse whose words cauterize our 
inner life and stifle us from truly being ourselves. 

Listening and Speaking to God as Jesus Did. Prayer is communication with the most important 
Persons in our lives, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Our goal is that we learn to converse 
with our God / to speak honestly and openly / to not try hide or make excuses but to be real / to 
realize that he will listen and respond with love / to trust God / to accept God as a true friend. 

Communicating Non-Violently as Jesus Did.  Even though it may never show on the surface, 
most of us, if not all of us, harbor harmful and destructive thoughts toward at least some other 
persons and/or, perhaps, even toward ourselves.  We all know of spouses who harbor hateful 
thoughts toward the other spouse, even though they may appear outwardly submissive.  We wish to 
acknowledge that Jesus wants us to communicate non-violently, that is, to root out of our thoughts, 
our words and our deeds anything which is destructive to another or to ourselves. This requires that 
we acquire a skill and a discipline. And yet, it is not the skill and the discipline that achieve this 
wondrous thing:  It is the healing and reconciling power of God. 

As I have said, I am a learner. In fact, because of the isolation I have been experiencing in recent 
years, I have to re-learn a heck of a lot. But what gives me the edge is that I believe strongly that 
growth in communication is possible for most of us -- if we really want it. Outside of the Eucharist, I 
can think of no more wonderful and enriching human experience than interpersonal discourse in 
which the communicators are fully aware, fully present to each other. That's the key: putting all else 
aside and really being present to the person as fully as we can, giving the other our undivided 
attention. 
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Let's work on this together this year so that we can learn 
to listen and speak as Jesus did. And does. 
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