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The Listening Church 
Ordination of Deacons 
26th June, 2016 
Sheffield Cathedral 
Philippians 2.5-11; Mark 10.35-42 
 
It is a joy and privilege to share in the service of ordination for four 
deacons: Robert and Reid, Beth and Alistair.  There are three services 
of ordination in this Cathedral this weekend with thirteen candidates 
altogether.  Across the whole of England over 950 people are being 
ordained deacon and priest: a sign of hope and grace for the future.   
 
I want to talk this morning about listening and I have discovered that 
there is whole stream of jokes out there about ears.  Some of them 
are unrepeatable.  Some are not really very funny.  Others bring a 
smile.  What kind of ears to engines have? Engineers.  Which 
monster has the best hearing? The eeriest.  The choir’s singing is 
improving.  People are only putting cotton wool in one ear now.  
That would never be said in Sheffield Cathedral of course.  A man 
walked in to the bank with a £10 note in one ear and a £5 note in the 
other.  He was £15 in arrears. Two antennae met on a roof and got 
married. The reception was amazing. 
 
The Jesus we meet in the gospels has big ears.  That is to say Jesus is 
the best listener you will ever encounter.  We only have one story 
about Jesus as a child.  That’s the story of when he is lost on a trip to 
Jerusalem.  When they find Jesus in the temple, he is sitting and 
listening and asking questions.  After Jesus rises from the dead, on 
the road to Emmaus, what is he doing on the first Easter day?  He is 
walking and listening and asking questions.  Every place in between, 
in each of the four gospels, we find that Jesus is listening. 
 
Three times in today’s gospel reading, Jesus listens and hears what is 
being said.  Listening to other people involves humility and attention 
and care.  We have to slow down and we have to tune in.  First he 
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listens to James and John who come to ask, in effect, for promotion. 
They are hungry for power and attention and significance.  Even 
though they come and ask for completely the wrong thing, Jesus 
listens.  He says to them: “What do you want me to do for you?” He 
takes their question and turns it round and offers them a question in 
return which draws them deeper into faith. 
 
Second he listens to the other ten disciples.  They are angry and 
jealous.  They don’t speak directly to Jesus in the story.  They are 
having a go at James and John.  Jesus listens.  He picks up the 
atmosphere, the sullen withdrawal, the sharp tone of voice.  
Listening is about more than the words we say.  He calls them out.  
Again he matches his words to what he has heard.  He recognises 
their ambition and he tells them what to be ambitious for.  He takes 
their desire for greatness and then he tells them what greatness 
really is among his followers: to be a servant, to serve, to give your 
life for others. 
 
And third, Jesus listens to a blind beggar by the roadside, 
Bartimaeus.  Bartimaeus is the person most of us would walk past in 
the street.  There is a big crowd.  They tell Bartimaeus to shut up.  
He’s not here for the likes of you, they say.  Bartimaeus calls out 
even more loudly:  “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me”.  Jesus 
listens.  He calls him.   And he asks Bartimaeus the same question he 
asked James and John:  “What do you want me to do for you”.  
Bartimaeus says: “My teacher let me see again”.  Jesus heals him and 
calls him.  Bartimaeus receives his sight and follows him on the way.   
 
Jesus is the best listener we are ever going to meet.   
 
Today, we are ordaining Robert and Reid, Beth and Alistair, Tom and 
David as deacons in the Church of Jesus Christ.  They will be deacons 
for the rest of their lives, not simply for the next year until, God 
willing they are ordained priests.  In their life long ministry as 
deacons they are called to be like Jesus.  At the heart of their 
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ministry as deacons is the vocation to listen.  To sit and listen and ask 
questions.  To walk and listen and ask questions.  To go and listen 
and ask questions and to draw alongside many different people with 
a gentle and enquiring love. 
 
Robert is called to do his listening in Sprotborough and in his work as 
a prison chaplain.  Reid will be serving in Rotherham Minster 
reaching out in love across the town.  Alastair will continue his 
ministry of listening in Ecclesall, engaging with young people and 
young adults.  Beth will focus her ministry here at the Cathedral, 
helping the Cathedral to engage again with young families across the 
city.    
 
Beth and Alistair, Reid and Robert are ordained to help us become a 
listening Church and a servant Church again.  They are to be 
examples to us and helpers for us as we struggle to listen to one 
another and to God and to the world around us.  Their calling is to 
serve in the Church but also to serve beyond the Church in our wider 
society, listening and learning and asking questions as Jesus did.  We 
must take care not to fill their lives with things to do.  We must give 
them space to go into the wider community, to draw near to the 
poor and to notice those who are invisible, to hear what the Spirit is 
saying to the Church. 
 
There is an urgent need for the Church of England to become a 
servant Church again, a diaconal church, a listening Church.  We 
need to tune in to the cries of the people around us, the neglected, 
the unnoticed, the angry, the ambitious and hear them all.  We need 
to find the courage to listen to what people think and how they feel 
and then to ask questions, as Jesus does, to challenge and provoke, 
to build friendship, to learn from the wisdom they will bring.   
 
The Referendum on Thursday has reminded us that people in South 
Yorkshire hold very different views on our identity and our calling as 
a nation.  There will be a need in the coming months and years for 
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Christians to listen, to engage, to challenge, to contribute to the 
debates, to continue to welcome the stranger, to care.  We are all 
called as to be instruments of God’s love.   
 
We are ordaining our deacons today to be visible reminders of that 
calling and to be icons to the whole church of the Christ who listens 
and who serves.   
 
Each of them has made a long journey to this point over many years.  
That journey has involved hearing and testing their calling through 
prayer and conversation.  That journey has involved formation and 
training and challenge.   
 
As they offer themselves for ordination today, without using words, 
their lives ask us another question.  Their lives ask this of us.  Have 
you found out what your life is for?  Have you discovered your own 
calling?  Have you discovered what God means you to do with your 
life, where you are called to invest and make the most of your gifts 
and bear fruit?  Are you living for yourself?  Are you simply drifting 
through life from one year to the next?  Or are you living life with 
clear purpose and direction, a life which makes the most use of your 
gifts, a life which answers the call of your creator. 
 
Christ has many services to be done.  Some are in the Church but 
most are in the world.  God calls people to raise families, to craft and 
manufacturing, to serve in the professions, to lead and govern, to 
practical help.   
 
Christ has many services to be done.  Some are easy, some are 
difficult.  Some bring honour, some bring reproach.  Some are well 
suited to our gifts, some less so.  Some bring material reward and 
some do not.  In some we can please God and please ourselves.  In 
some we cannot please God except by denying ourselves.   
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But the living God calls each one of us to find our own vocation, the 
life we are meant to lead.  How do we find our calling? We find it as 
our deacons found theirs.  First by being open to what God is saying 
to them.  Second by listening to God and being listened to by others.  
Third by weighing up this call with friends and fourth by walking in 
the way, one step at a time, learning as they will go. 
 
The living God calls each one of us.  The living God calls you.  Use this 
Service of Ordination not only to pray for the candidates.  Listen to 
what God is saying to you.  Attend to God’s call.  Offer your life again 
in his service.  If it would be helpful to talk to someone about God’s 
call, who better than one of these four who is ordained today?   
 
The Jesus we meet in the gospels draws near and listens and asks 
questions.  The question he asks of all of us this morning begins here.  
It is the question to James and John and Bartimaeus: “What do you 
want me to do for you?” 
 
How will you respond? 
 
 
 
 


