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This self-study module will equip you with theological understanding, practical skills, and spiritual 

practices related to active listening in pastoral care. Active listening is essential for shepherding souls, 

fostering trust, and embodying Christlike compassion. This course emphasizes listening as a pastoral 

discipline rather than merely a communication technique.

THE PASTORAL CALL TO LISTEN 

Listening lies at the heart of pastoral identity. You are not only proclaimers of the word but also stewards 

of sacred trust. When souls come to you, they bring more than information; they bring their fears, 

hopes, doubts, griefs, and faith. In these moments, you represent the attentive presence of Christ. 

Your inner authority is not diminished by listening; rather, it is strengthened as a result of people feeling 

seen, valued, and respected.

In pastoral ministry, the temptation often exists to lead with solutions, teaching, or spiritual instruction. 

However, Scripture consistently reveals a God who listens before acting. Ministers who cultivate listening 

as a spiritual discipline create space for the Holy Spirit to work through silence, patience, and presence. 

Listening allows you to understand not only what is being said, but also what is truly being lived.

Listening is central to your ministry. You are entrusted with intimate access to the lives of others, 

especially in moments of grief, confusion, joy, and spiritual searching. In these moments, listening 

often supports more deeply and effectively than speaking.

Theological foundation

•	 God listens to His people (Psalm 34:15).

•	 Christ modeled attentive presence and compassion (John 4:1-42).

•	 Philippians 2:3-4 calls you to humility and attentiveness to others.

 
Listening communicates care, dignity, and the nearness of God.
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QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 How do you currently understand listening as part of your ministerial calling?

2.	 In what situations are you most tempted to speak instead of listen?

UNDERSTANDING ACTIVE LISTENING

Active listening is a deliberate and disciplined form of engagement that requires your full presence 

- mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. Unlike passive listening, which merely receives words, active 

listening seeks meaning. It involves attentiveness to tone, emotion, pauses, and underlying concerns. 

In pastoral contexts, this means listening not only for facts but also for spiritual hunger, emotional 

pain, and unspoken questions of faith. 

When you practice active listening, you communicate acceptance without judgment and concern 

without control. This creates a relational environment where individuals feel safe exploring their inner 

lives honestly. Active listening also slows conversations, preventing premature conclusions or advice. 

Over time, this approach nurtures trust and deepens pastoral relationships, making meaningful spiritual 

guidance possible. 

Active listening is an intentional, empathetic form of listening in which you seek to understand the 

speaker’s words, emotions, and spiritual concerns without judgment or agenda. It includes full attention, 

emotional awareness, empathetic response, and respect for the other person’s lived experiences.

Benefits in pastoral care

•	 Builds trust and safety

•	 Encourages openness and honesty

•	 Promotes emotional and spiritual healing

•	 Strengthens the pastoral relationship
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QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 How does active listening differ from simply hearing words?

2.	 How might active listening strengthen your pastoral relationships?

BARRIERS TO LISTENING IN MINISTRY

Many obstacles interfere with effective listening in ministry. One of the most common is internal 

distraction (thinking about sermons, meetings, or responsibilities while another person is speaking). 

Another barrier is emotional discomfort. Listening to pain, anger, or grief can feel overwhelming, 

leading you to unconsciously redirect conversations toward safer or more familiar topics.

Insecurity can also hinder listening. The desire to appear knowledgeable, strong, or spiritually certain 

may push you to speak prematurely. Cultural expectations and personal assumptions further complicate 

listening, especially when you interpret experiences through your own perspective rather than through 

the member’s. 

Recognizing these barriers is the first step toward overcoming them. Intentional self-awareness and 

prayerful humility help you remain open and present.

Common barriers

•	 Busyness and mental preoccupation

•	 Desire to appear competent or in control

•	 Fear of emotional pain (your own or others)

•	 Overreliance on teaching, preaching, or advising

•	 Cultural assumptions and personal bias

•	 Avoiding face-to-face interaction or in-person presence with members
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Listening is rarely rewarded in visible ways, yet it is 
foundational to effective pastoral care.

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 Which barriers most affect your listening?

2.	 How might these barriers influence those seeking your care?

CORE SKILLS OF ACTIVE LISTENING

Active listening is expressed through specific, learnable skills. Nonverbal communication often speaks 

louder than words. A relaxed posture, open body language, and appropriate eye contact communicate 

safety and attentiveness. You must also remain aware of cultural differences that affect communication 

styles, ensuring your nonverbal cues are respectful and appropriate.

Reflective listening deepens understanding by restating content and emotion in the listener’s own 

words. This practice reassures individuals that they are being heard and allows them to clarify or 

expand their thoughts. Empathetic responses further strengthen connection by validating emotions 

without assuming identical experience. Together, these skills transform conversations into meaningful 

pastoral encounters that encourage trust, honesty, and healing.

Nonverbal communication

•	 Attentive posture

•	 Appropriate eye contact 
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•	 Calm, open body language

•	 Vocal tone that communicates presence and patience

Reflective listening

•	 Paraphrasing content and emotion

•	 Summarizing key themes

•	 Clarifying without correcting

•	 Vocal tone that communicates presence and patience

Reflective listening helps individuals feel understood 
and promotes self-awareness.

Empathetic response

•	 �Validate emotions without judgment (For example - when one responds to a situation differently 

than you would, how can you respond with empathy and understanding?)

•	 Avoid minimizing or comparing experiences

•	 Acknowledge uncertainty rather than assuming understanding

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 Which listening skills come most naturally to you?

2.	 Which listening skills require intentional practice?
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SIX PRACTICES OF EFFECTIVE LISTENING

Effective listening rests on intentional habits that shape pastoral presence. Being intentional means 

entering conversations with the purpose of listening rather than directing outcomes. Attentiveness 

requires sustained focus on both spoken words and emotional cues, resisting distractions that divide 

concentration.

Responsiveness communicates care through verbal affirmations and reflective statements that 

encourage continued sharing. A non-judgmental posture protects the speaker from shame or 

defensiveness, allowing vulnerability to emerge and be affirmed. Trustworthiness anchors the entire 

process, while confidentiality assures individuals that their stories will be honored. When these practices 

are consistently applied, pastoral conversations become places of refuge and restoration.

Below are six foundational practices for listening in times of difficulty.

•	 �Be intentional - Listening requires a conscious decision to focus on the other person rather 

than on teaching, fixing, or responding quickly.

•	 �Be attentive - Listen for both spoken words and unspoken emotions. Reduce distractions and 

be fully present.

•	 �Be responsive - Use verbal and nonverbal cues to show engagement. Reflect and clarify what 

you hear.

•	 �Be non-judgmental - Maintain an open, accepting posture. Avoid reactions that may communicate 

shock, disagreement, or criticism.

•	 �Be trustworthy - Honor confidentiality and communicate safety. Trust enables openness and 

deep sharing.

•	 �Be silent - Not every conversation requires your answers. In times of difficulty, people often 

discover their own solution if given space. Your role is not to fill the silence, but to affirm what 

emerges—or simply to be fully present without speaking. 

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 Which of these practices do you need to strengthen most?
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2.	 How does trust affect pastoral conversations?

TRANSPARENT LANGUAGE QUESTIONING

Transparent Language Questioning (TLQ) is the practice of clearly stating your concern or intention 

before asking a question. Rather than hiding assumptions, you make the purpose of the question 

visible and pastoral. TLQ is most effective after you have listened intently. Once the person feels 

heard and understood, TLQ can be used to gently open dialogue, clarify meaning, or explore what 

remains unspoken. It:

•	 Builds trust and emotional safety

•	 Reduces defensiveness

•	 Encourages honest dialogue

•	 Models humility and integrity

A transparent question includes three parts:

•	 Concern or observation – what you’re noticing

•	 Intention – why you’re asking

•	 Question – asked openly

Simple structure: “I’m noticing ___ and my intention is ___. Can you help me understand ___?”

Examples:

Instead of: “Are you okay with this?”

Try: “I want to be sure I’m supporting you well. How is this feeling for you?”

Instead of: “Why did you do that?”

Try: “I may be missing something and want to understand. What led you to that choice?”

Transparency is not oversharing. It is naming what matters so your intent is clear.

Ask yourself: “What am I really concerned about—and would naming it build trust?”



8 PC · RELATIONAL MINISTRY · MODULE 1.2 · ACTIVE LISTENING

LISTENING AND SPIRITUAL DISCERNMENT

Pastoral listening is inherently spiritual. You listen not only to human words but also for signs of God’s 

movement within a person’s life. Spiritual discernment emerges as you attend carefully to recurring 

themes, emotional intensity, and expressions of longing or doubt. Often, profound spiritual concerns 

are revealed indirectly through everyday stories.

Open-ended invitations such as “Tell me about…” create space for deeper reflection and self-discovery. 

These invitations allow individuals to explore their experiences in their own words, while allowing you 

to remain a companion rather than a director of information. Through prayerful listening, you discern 

when to remain silent, when to ask clarifying questions, and when gentle Spirit-led guidance may be 

appropriate.

Pastoral listening includes attentiveness to spiritual longing, doubt, guilt, hope, and faith expressed 

through everyday language. You listen not only for problems, but for:

•	 Questions about God,

•	 Desire for meaning and purpose, and

•	 Spiritual growth or struggle.

Open-ended invitations

Phrases such as “Tell me about…” encourage deeper sharing and reflection. Or: 

•	 “Would you share with me a little more about…”

•	 “Explain the meaning behind…”

Clarifying responses

•	 “Do you mean that…”

•	 “Did you say…”

•	 “It sounds like your perception is…”

Empathetic responses

•	 “You’re really feeling…”

•	 “So, you felt you were up against…”

•	 “It seemed to you that…”
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QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 How can listening reveal spiritual concerns beneath everyday conversation?

2.	 How can you invite deeper sharing without directing or controlling the conversation?

BOUNDARIES, GUIDANCE, AND REFERRAL

Healthy pastoral care requires clear boundaries. You are a minister, not a clinician, and so you must 

recognize when situations exceed your training or role. Active listening helps reveal the complexity of 

a soul’s needs and signals when referral to professional support is necessary.

Guidance offered without listening often feels intrusive or dismissive. When advice follows deep 

listening, it is more likely to be received as supportive rather than controlling and is grounded in the 

individual’s values, faith journey, and readiness. Maintaining boundaries protects both you and the 

member, fostering a truthful and morally grounded relationship. Referrals to professionals or counselors 

should be framed as acts of care, emphasizing collaboration and the individual’s well-being. 

Pastoral care does not mean solving every problem. Some situations require professional counseling 

or specialized care. Referring someone to professional help is an act of faithfulness, not failure.



10 PC · RELATIONAL MINISTRY · MODULE 1.2 · ACTIVE LISTENING

PC1.2_V20260108 REV20260728e · F.20260730

QUESTIONS FOR INTROSPECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1.	 How do you discern when to listen, when to guide, and when to refer?

2.	 What safeguards help you maintain healthy boundaries?

CONCLUSION

Active listening is one of the most powerful tools in pastoral care. It communicates care, honors 

dignity, and opens space for God’s grace to be experienced. By listening deeply and humbly, you 

participate in God’s healing work and embody the shepherd’s heart of Christ.

“So then, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak....” (James 1:19).


