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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant and Conversation, The Spirituality of Listening, Eikev
(5776)

... This idea — that knowing is seeing — remains the dominant metaphor in the West even today.
We speak of insight, foresight and hindsight...When we understand something, we say, ‘| see.”
Judaism offered a radical alternative. It is faith in a God we cannot see, a God who cannot be
represented visually... God communicates in sounds, not sights. He speaks. He commands. He
calls. That is why the supreme religious act is Shema. When God speaks, we listen...

For the Greeks, the ideal form of knowledge involved detachment. There is the one who sees,
the subject, and there is that which is seen, the object, and they belong to two different realms. A
person who looks at a painting or a sculpture or a play in a theatre or the Olympic games is not
himself part of the art or the drama or the athletic competition. He or she is a spectator, not a
participant. Speaking and listening are not forms of detachment. They are forms of engagement.
... We can enter into a relationship with God, even though He is infinite and we are finite,
because we are linked by words. In revelation, God speaks to us. In prayer, we speak to God. If
you want to understand any relationship, between husband and wife, or parent and child, or
employer and employee, pay close attention to how they speak and listen to one another. Ignore
everything else...

Listening does not mean agreeing but it does mean caring. Listening is the climate in which love
and respect grow. In Judaism we believe that our relationship with God is an ongoing tutorial in
our relationships with other people. How can we expect God to listen to us if we fail to listen to
our spouse, our children, or those affected by our work? And how can we expect to encounter
God if we have not learned to listen. On Mount Horeb, God taught Elijah that He was not in
the whirlwind, the earthquake or the fire but in the kol demamah dakah, the “still, small
voice” that | define as a voice you can only hear if you are listening.
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