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Whoever has ears to listen, let them listen! 

How to dialogue with the Bible1 
 

"Be always willing to listen and slow to respond" 

(Ecclus 5:11; cf. Jas 1:19) 
 

Aquiles Ernesto Martinez2 

 

 
 

 

A photograph I took of an 

ancient relief dedicated to 

Dionysus (Greek god of 

vegetation, flowers, and 

wine), one of the many 

Greek divinities who listened 

to prayers of his followers 

and answered them.  His 

followers, in response to the 

favors granted, also 

endeavored to listen to his 

voice, follow him faithfully, 

and please him with 

multiple acts of worship 

(2nd century CE, Serapeion, 

Archaeological, Museum of 

Thessaloniki). 

 

 

1  The present article is a translation and adaptation from my original 
article entitled,“Quien tenga oídos para oír, que oiga: ¿Cómo dialogar con la 
Biblia?”, 

https://www.academia.edu/50947792/_Quien_tenga_o%C3%ADdos_para_esc
uchar_que_escuche_C%C3%B3mo_dialogar_con_la_Biblia 

 

2 Dr. Martinez he is an Ordained Elder in the United Methodist Church, 
Professor of Religion and Bible at Reinhardt University, and is currently part of the 
research group "Arqueología do Antigo Oriente Próximo,” Universidade 
Metodista de São Pablo".  Martínez earned his Ph.D. from the University of Denver 

and the Iliff School of Theology.   
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For several years September has been considered to be "the month 

of the Bible" in Latin America, the Caribbean, Spain, and in some sectors 

of the Spanish and Portuguese speaking populations residing in the United 

States of America.  Taking as precedents the printing of the first copies of 

the Bible in Spanish on September 26th, 1569, and that September 30th 

commemorates the translation of the Bible into Latin by Jerome of 

Estridon, Christians of all denominations have set aside this time of the year 

to reflect on the preponderant role that the Bible has played in the 

development of the peoples of the Eastern and Western hemispheres.  It 

has been an occasion to proclaim the pre-eminence of this jewel of world 

literature.3 

Within this festive atmosphere, however, it seems to me that little 

attention has been given to the way we approach the Bible; that is, the 

issue of methodology. It is for this reason that, regardless of the 

preconceived and relatively justified idea we might have about the 

Scripture and its role in history, I would like to suggest that we approach it 

to hold a dialogue in which we first "listen" to its voices and messages, with 

all the nuances that this illustration entails. The human need to listen and 

be listened to is what has moved me to select, develop, and propose this 

model as a practical and simple way we must relate to Scripture, not only 

this September, but also every month of the year. 

 

3 Nourished by a deep faith, some believe that this book is literally “the 
Word of God” while others consider that it “contains” the divine message.  Other 

people see the Bible as the historical-cultural record with some ideas about the 
divine, something similar to what happens with other religions in their dealings 
with “the Mystery.”  And others are simply of the opinion that the Bible is a 
collection of books with much to teach us about the history, culture, religion, 
politics, economics, literature, and geography of the Hebrew people and Early 

Christianity. 
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1. People Understand Each Other by “Listening” 

 

For several years I have entertained the idea that the Bible must be 

read as if we were having a frank, free, and deep conversation with it.  A 

kind of talk in which we must consider its various messages and contexts, 

but in which we also bring up our own social realities, beliefs, and values, 

all in a meaningful exchange of ideas, worldviews, emotions, and 

experiences.  You can't really have a true dialogue any other way.  

This idea that presupposes an approach from both sides in order to 

shorten the distance that separates them, at least ideally, I have called 

"the dialogical model", whose precedents we even find in the Bible itself.  

Guided by this reasonable premise, not only have I tried to do my research 

and write my works according to this model, but I have also tried to 

communicate this idea by resignifying the popular Spanish proverb 

“hablando se entiende la gente”, namely, “people understand each 

other by talking to each other.”4 

Of course, the notion of biblical interpretation, as some kind of 

conversation in which we approach and look at each other (meaning the 

Bible and us) and in which there is a certain interdependence, has not 

come out of nowhere; it also involves some imagination and creativity 

since the Bible is not a person who can literally think and speak.  With 

obvious connections to my personality and the way I seek to relate to 

family, friends, colleagues, and others, the dialogue theme has also been 

 

4 On this subject, I suggest you consult my Interpretación bíblica con sabor 
latino: una invitación al diálogo desde la diáspora, 2d ed.  (Caracas: Ecumenical 

Action, 2019), 65-75. 
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the result of a more formal analysis of the place and role that a dialogue 

has had and still has in forging the identity, experiences, and histories of all 

people.  So much so, as my own pilgrimage has taught me, that in 

Scripture itself there are plenty of lessons and examples of characters and 

communities that have created spaces, moments, and ways, not only to 

approach God to establish a meaningful relationship with him, but also to 

strengthen ties with one another, exchange opinions, share feelings, 

consolidate relationships, and define identities.  The voices are numerous, 

diverse, concordant, and dissonant, which I have heard clearly and loudly 

and motivated me to return to the Bible looking for more voices to listen 

to.  

In the light of this background, with its expected possibilities but also 

limitations and challenges, dialoguing, defined as sharing and receiving 

valuable information that influences the interlocutors, is one of those 

extraordinary qualities, practices, and virtues that may well be applied to 

the way we read, interpret, update, or even transcend the messages of 

the Bible. 

 

2. An Uphill Undertaking 

 

As I delve into the topic of a "dialogue" between Scripture and us, I 

believe that "listening" and "being listened to" deserve special attention.  

But implementing this task is not as simple as it seems. It also requires a 

certain dose of cleverness.5 

 

5 For a discussion on this topic from a more technical and contemporary 
perspective, the following work It could be useful: Andrew Wolvin and Carolyn 

Gwynn Coakley Listening, 4th ed. (Dubuque, IA: Wm.C. Brown Publishers, 1992). 
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For a long time, one of the great challenges in human relations has 

been the unwillingness to listen to each other, especially when there are 

differences of opinion, tensions or when fear, mistrust, and dogmatism 

prevail.   For most it is easier to talk.  Whatever the reason behind it, how 

hard it is for us to keep quiet!  

We disagree, react, and even condemn other people without first 

understanding them or at least trying.  We know, at least in theory, that 

there is a difference between "hearing" and "listening," which dictionaries 

make it visible, but we are not congruent in putting the latter action into 

practice; or worse, we apply it when it suits us.  Forgetting the needs or 

rights of other people, we want to be given due attention first.  It never 

goes through our minds to ask others if they felt that we paid attention to 

them and understood them.  It is as if, contrary to our physiognomy, we 

had two mouths and one ear. 

To be fair, this bad habit is not just our fault.  The way we were raised 

or the type of education we receive share responsibility. In Western 

societies, for example, priority is given to communicating verbally or in 

writing, but no emphasis is placed on paying attention to the oral or 

symbolic communication of our fellow human beings.  In other words, the 

burden of responsibility falls on the shoulders of the sender of information 

and not on the receiver; the flow of communication tends to move in only 

one direction and, when we do not do it well, we are reprimanded.  It is 

perhaps for this reason that in the school system, at its various levels, 

courses on reading, writing, oratory, and rhetoric abound; that is, courses 

on how to speak, read, and write well.  If this diagnosis isn't true, when was 

the last time you heard about a class on how to "listen" or signed up for it?   
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Poets and musicians may well be part of the exception to the rule as they 

are trained how to be sensitive to the muse of inspiration and the 

emotional charm of musical notes.   But where and when are we ever 

taught to do something similar with people around us? 

To make the situation worse, listening has become something like 

the gift of the few, a role assigned to people who are prepared and 

dedicated to it, such as counselors, clergy, psychologists, and 

psychiatrists.  Paradoxically, while most of the day we spend it receiving 

information through our ears (which could well be a first step to process 

the data we received), we give greater attention to communicating 

information and through various means while the information reaches 

deaf ears due to the lack of disposition.  The so-called “peace talks” result 

in nothing because when there is suspicion, fear, and prejudice, everyone 

speaks, and no one listens.  The discussions that go viral daily on social 

media clearly show how most people simply react, take airtight postures, 

place words in the mouths of others, do not take contexts into account, 

do not invite their friends to explain themselves, or simply impose 

preconceived ideas on them. 

And as if all this were not enough, for the purposes of 

communicating ideas quickly and to the point because time is money, 

many people no longer even like to read and write anymore.  Following 

the 144-character-per-tweet rule seems to be the new normal.  And at a 

time in history when we have access to a lot of data and communicate 

much better, at least in theory, we communicate much less.  This is part of 

the dilemma of being part of this cybernetic, scientific, globalized, self-

gratifying, and accelerated society where the "I" personal pronoun grows 
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stronger.  Still, in the midst of all these complicated networks, listening and 

being listened to remain at the top of the list of great ideals to be 

achieved and modeled.  

 

3. Listening is... 

 

Since we all deserve and have the need to listen and being listened 

to, and yet these are hard tasks to perform, how should we define what 

“listening" is with a little more precision so we can use this metaphor in the 

reading of all biblical passages? 

I understand that the etymology of this term initially connoted the 

idea of "leaning toward" or "lending an ear to" other people.  With this 

meaning as a starting point and relating it to its subsequent semantic 

evolution, listening is not "receiving information"; this action is only the first 

step.  Focusing on the person and looking them in the eyes, it is more 

about paying attention to everything he or she has to say.  It's a matter of 

a relational, positive attitude. More than a willingness to grasp the 

meaning of sounds and let the mind wander, it is to attend, show interest, 

assimilate, process, and understand the ideas and feelings of those who 

communicate with us verbally, symbolically, and through their body 

language.  It's being totally present. 

Thus understood, the word “listening,” far from being a mechanical 

and superficial act, involves three steps or stages of a natural and 

integrated process. 

Unless we have a physical deficiency that prevents us from doing 

so (such as being deaf or having a mental deficiency), obviously we must 
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first let the sounds or outside waves sent by the other person enter and 

stimulate our brain with information.  But this does not mean being passive 

receivers of vibrations.  It is rather a "proactive hearing" that should lead 

us towards much more and, to that end, there must be a space, time, and 

goodwill for this to happen.  Through this door of proactive hearing enters 

information that, in turn, relies on the contributions that our other senses 

make, especially the sense of sight.  Staring at the person and hearing 

them go hand in hand in this sensorial experience. 

  The second moment is to do everything in our power to pay 

attention in order to internalize what the person has said, in what way, and 

from what context and circumstances.  It is to look at the form, content, 

and objectives of what is being communicated without forgetting the 

person who shares his or her voice and messages.  Nodding, a favorable 

posture, looking directly into the eyes, observing everything that happens, 

and even one or another word to reaffirm the content of what is 

communicated, are some of the things we can do so that the person 

communicating feels that he or she is not talking to themselves. It should 

come as no surprise that, in this process, some connections with our lives 

spontaneously appear on the screen of our conscience. When we do 

more than hearing, our minds travel, bring memories, and stimulate other 

senses in our subconscious.  It's like daydreaming.  That's how our brain 

works.  

The third and final step is to understand the information that has 

been obtained.  Putting ourselves "in the shoes" of the interlocutor, it is an 

effort to see, feel, and make our own the point of view of the person to 

whom we are dedicating all our attention, for a moment, and from their 
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frames of reference.  It is attempting to experience a kind of "intellectual 

and sentimental empathy" with the emissary, not to agree or disagree, but 

to see life with other eyes and lenses.  As part of this experience, it's good 

to ask questions to pin down the information, clarify doubts, and make 

sure the other person believes and feels they've been listened to.  If there 

really is a give-and-take relationship, at some point the listener must also 

be given a chance to be deeply heard. Remember that it is a 

conversation although sometimes only one of the parties needs to share 

what is inside first. We show interest in healing, encouraging, guiding, and 

even critically evaluating, whenever a reasonable process has 

culminated.  We also do it to learn something more about ourselves and 

others by analogy.  Only after we have understood the other person, can 

we give ourselves permission to critically evaluate and think about the 

implications, if necessary. Once finished, it's up to the person listened to 

do the same thing the receivers did with him or her. 

I understand that hearing and listening are often confused and 

used as synonyms among average people. However, if we take into 

consideration the definition I propose above, there are misconceptions or 

misunderstandings about what listening is.  Some believe that taking it for 

granted is enough.  Other people think that listening is something you are 

born with, that it has to do with intelligence, or with a function for which 

specialized training is necessary. There are those who believe that in order 

to have effective communication, the responsibility lies more with the 

speaker, and that listening is a more passive action.  However, listening, 

although some people are particularly gifted for it, can and should be 
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improved by practice and by closely following some basic principles we 

all can learn.   

 

4. Its Many Benefits 

 

Like any activity that strengthens human relationships, listening has 

many advantages that in turn apply to our deep, constant, and 

transparent conversation with Scripture. 

Listening is a basic element in the development of language, that 

is, in the ability to understand our world and relate effectively with it.  From 

a very young age, we listened and were taught how to listen before 

speaking, reading, and writing.  And if we don't cultivate this skill, this void 

can have a negative impact on children's learning, communication skills, 

and identity.  It is sad that this trait with which we come into the world is 

lost as we grow, and society instills in us other values. That's why we need 

to give this quality more visibility, promote it, practice it, and model it. 

We know from our own experience that listening is crucial in the 

development and strengthening of human relationships beyond the stage 

of childhood.  Listening creates and deepens bonds, strengthens our self-

esteem, and forges a climate of love and trust.  This quality is key in the 

formation of skills, attitudes, understandings, and patterns of behavior. You 

cannot stay in a healthy relationship without having embraced this gift.  

Listening occupies a good part of our daily lives.  It is the main 

channel of instruction in the classroom.  We spend more time receiving 

and processing information than in any other form of verbal 
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communication.  The typical or ideal order is to hear, listen, speak, read, 

and write.  

Of course, a person who listens is accepted and valued by other 

people.  Whoever lends his or her ears to others is well regarded, in 

addition to helping us receive and store up information to live better.  

Whoever dares to listen can become a better educated individual.  

Listening improves effectiveness and efficiency among activities 

performed by human beings; for example, it betters production and 

productivity, increases sales, strengthens working relationships, etc. And in 

a world in which communication has evolved by great strides globally, at 

least in form, delivery mechanisms, and speed, listening plays an 

important role even though the sending of ideas is often privileged as 

opposed to properly processing them.   

I close this list of contributions by affirming the crucial role that 

listening plays in the negotiations for the establishment and maintenance 

of peace in conflictive situations.  If we could make this a habit of life and 

not the prerogative of experts or those endowed with special powers, 

perhaps life would be a little more just, dignified, and humane, and we 

would emerge from the cycle of structural and individual violence that 

overwhelms us., 

 

5. A Recital of Voices, Concepts, and Perspectives 

 

With all this background in mind and fixing our eyes on the biblical 

texts, often abstract and alien to our modern cultures, we must approach 

Scripture so that it would speak to us when and how it can and knows how 
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to: from its own social reality, with its many faces, messages, and tones, 

with its contributions, limitations, mistakes, contradictions, ambiguities, and 

even its silences.  We usually hear what the Bible says, but we don't listen 

to it.  Disrespecting it, we do not even give the Scripture the opportunity 

to make itself understood first. Like the self-correctors on our computers or 

smartphones, we get ahead to guess the ideas being typed and interrupt 

the biblical messages to project on the screen of its pages what we 

already believe or want the Bible to say.  Without going through a healthy 

and reasonable process, we make it speak when it is silent and when it 

speaks, we silence it. We agree with the Scripture’s teachings or condemn 

its views without having made the effort to understand its texts first and the 

world that gave birth to and sculpted them.  In our relationship with the 

Bible and its many expressions, an open, honest, deep, creative, dynamic, 

and critical dialogue with it rarely occurs. Rather, a monologue at our 

service prevails.  No wonder it is still right the person who once said that 

the Bible is the only book about which we make a lot of assumptions 

without having read it. 

But reading the Bible to interpret it, and with a view to updating or 

transcending its messages, is like leaning toward it to let it be itself and 

communicate.  It is to create spaces and moments to give the Scripture 

all our attention so that it can even question us or to which we can 

eventually respond.  It is to keep quiet, to imagine, to put ourselves in the 

place of their performers, to make connections, to see their images, to 

weigh in deeply, to suspend judgments and, above all, to discern before 

acting.  Wanting to know more about the Bible, it is to dissect or to make 

a diagnosis of its contents and, with it, recreate some of its scenarios.  It is 
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to honor the memory of its authors, storytellers, poets, singers, chroniclers, 

priests, peoples, angels, prophets, editors, translators, and even the "God" 

characterized therein. It is to value the protagonists, actors, and 

supporting actresses but also the villains, women, minority groups, and 

victims. It is to read their stories, moral pronouncements, actions, and 

events "between the lines", with "the benefit of the doubt," and the 

categorical "I don't know what it means."  It is to internalize the memory of 

their deceased who cannot explain themselves, nuance their ideas, 

answer questions that were never asked, or even defend them against 

accusations, misunderstandings, and silences. 

 

6. The Biblical Testimony 

 

Listening is a subject that is given notoriety in the Scripture. Often 

accompanied by silence and self-control, it is a virtue that should ideally 

lead to obedience but also to a better relationship with our fellow human 

beings, including the God of the Hebrews and Christians.  Whoever first 

abstain from speaking, attends, and reflects to later speak and act, is a 

morally and spiritually educated person, a sage of sorts. 

The Bible talks about people who don't even hear much less listen. 

That its authors condemn the acts of speaking hastily, lightly, or 

inopportunely without first receiving information is clear:  " To answer 

before listening— that is folly and shame” (Prv 18:13).  But to combat the 

bad habit of being passive hearers, some teachers, with a fatherly tone, 

encourage such people to pay careful attention and obey. It is wise to 

listen; only fools close their ears (Prv 4:20; 5:1; 8:6; 12:15; 22:17; Ecclus 6:23; 

16:24). Several mandates reiterate the importance of this theme: “The 
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mind of fools is in their mouths, but the mouth of the wise is in their mind” 

(Ecclus 21:26); “Prepare your words and then you will be listened to; draw 

upon your training and give your answer” (Ecclus 33:4); and “Before 

investigating, do not find fault; examine first, then criticize. Before listening, 

do not say a word, interrupt no one in the midst of speaking” (Ecclus 11:7-

8). 

Of course, you can't listen to anybody without first being silence.  

Hence the following exhortations: “Sin is not ended by multiplying words, 

the prudent hold their tongues” (Prv 10:19); “Those who guard their lips 

preserve their lives, but those who speak rashly will come to ruin” (Prv 13:3); 

and “The one who has knowledge uses words with restraint, and whoever 

has understanding is even-tempered. Even fools are thought wise if they 

keep silent, and discerning if they hold their tongues” (Prv 17:27-28).  Also, 

“Be swift to hear, but slow to answer. If you can, answer your neighbor; if 

not, place your hand over your mouth! Honor and dishonor through 

speaking! The tongue can be your downfall” (Ecclus 5:11-13). 

With negative and positive examples and their respective 

aftermath events, the Bible itself illustrates the importance of paying 

attention and digesting wise advises before acting. 

Many times, as happened with the people of Israel, when we have 

already made decisions on the basis of other criteria and are given other 

information, however logical, detailed, and substantiated it may be, we 

insist on carrying out what we had already decided closing ourselves to 

other possibilities.  That is why Israel insisted on having a king like other 

nations to protect and lead them (1 Sam 8:1-22) after Samuel explained 

to them in detail the abuses the king was to commit and how God in the 
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future would not hear the cry of the repentant people. In this tragic 

episode, the stubborn decision of the Hebrews was an ungrateful rejection 

of divine leadership and his multiple displays of grace.  Forgetting history 

blinds us and deafens us, especially when we have already taken 

positions guided by feelings and ideas that, in the end, have no solid 

foundation.  The same thing happens when we do not open the ears of 

the mind and heart to other points of view. Motivated by naivety, 

ignorance, or fear, we cling to what we already believe as the right thing 

to do, and nothing and no one will make us change our minds, not 

Samuel, not even God himself.  Reading scripture to listen to their advice 

and grievances involves, among other things, measuring the risks and 

possibilities that history many times seems to foreshadow. 

The problem isn’t just not paying attention.  Sometimes accepting 

the opinions of other people, after thinking about them well, do not bring 

good results and, after the fact or when it is already too late, we conclude 

that we did not digest the ideas well initially, or that we failed to listen and 

analyze things more and better. Often hearing and listening are 

conflated.  This seems to have been the case with King Rehoboam when, 

according to the chronicler, he accepted the advice of the young men 

to intensify the exploitation of a section of the Hebrew people, rather than 

paying attention to people with more knowledge and maturity. The result 

of this decision, superficial or supposedly well thought out, was the 

unleashing of violent acts and the division of the Hebrews into two 

monarchies.  I quote this episode just to illustrate the fact that, in many 

cases, listening to the message of the Bible may be the wrong message 

even though we made every effort to understand it or simply did not 
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process that message properly. There is no guarantee that we will not 

make mistakes or that we will not have to change our thinking later on.  

Listening, like all human attitudes and behaviors, also has its blind spots 

and risks; anything can happen.   

To cite an example with positive results when there is a willingness to 

receive information well and insists on it, the young Samuel, responding to 

the voice that spoke to him several times while he slept, said to Eli "Behold 

here I am" or "Why did you call me?" without knowing that it had been 

God who had called him, and not Eli (1 Sam 3:4-8).  But it wasn't until 

Samuel heard and followed Eli's counsel that Samuel was finally able to 

respond to that God's voice by saying, "Speak Lord because your servant 

listens" (1 Sam 3:9-10).  When there is a willingness to receive the message 

and the person perseveres in it, eventually the message arrives and sinks 

in.  Samuel’s "Speak, I am listening " is an invitation for this to happen.  

Something similar must take place in our study of the Bible although not 

always with a religious connotation. 

In the NT we find other references that enhance the value of paying 

close attention to the other person and keeping silent.  Jesus spoke to be 

heard and understood (Mt 15:10) although he did not always pursue this 

goal, especially when confronted by his adversaries. At the synagogue in 

Nazareth, the teacher read Isaiah's scroll so that the attendees would hear 

the message of the day resulting in different reactions (Lk 4:16-30).  In the 

parable of the Sower and the Seed, only the person who hears "the Word 

of the kingdom" and understands it is to bear fruit, and in abundance.   But 

for this to happen, that person has to let "the seed" of that message be 

sown in him or her.  And for this seed to be sown, germinate, and produce 
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fruits, there must be the opening for this to happen and the realization of 

a previous work.  That is, it is necessary for the person to work on the ground 

of his mind and heart and be willing to listen to that Word.  Understanding 

and bearing fruit will come as a result of this condition and as part of a 

natural process. Something similar happens with the interpretation of the 

Bible.  We need to allow the seed to be planted in our soils.  In other words, 

you have to listen to it and then understand it.  Only in this way will there 

be a bountiful harvest.  There are no shortcuts or alternate routes.   

James teaches that you have to listen to the message of "the law 

of freedom," remember it, and obey it.  You cannot put into practice what 

is not known or forgotten.  That is why we must be quick to listen and slow 

to speak (Jas 1:19-21).  Because of its enormous destructive power, as 

James reminds us later, the tongue needs to be controlled (Jas 3:1-12). 

And since this is very difficult from the human point of view, heavenly 

wisdom is needed to achieve this goal (Jas 3:13-18).  Looking closely at 

that law, of course, does not preclude us from listening to it carefully, 

especially when its biblical content was orally proclaimed.  Seeing and 

listening go hand in hand.  It is for this reason that James states: "He who 

hears the word, but does not put it into practice, is like one who looks at 

his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, leaves and immediately 

forgets what it is like.  But whoever looks intently at the perfect law that 

gives freedom, and perseveres in it, not forgetting what he has heard, but 

doing so, will receive blessing as he practiced it" (Jas 1:23-25). Again, in 

ancient times as today, we talk a lot and listen very little. The advice is to 

talk less and listen more.  Why not apply this principle to the reading of 

Scripture? 
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To pay attention carefully is so important that the writer of 

Revelation, reproducing the message of Jesus to each of the 7 churches 

of Asia Minor, repeats the refrain at the end of the exhortation to every 

addressee saying: "He who has ears to listen, let him listen to what the Spirit 

says to the churches."  It is not enough to be informed, much less forget, 

misrepresent the ideas received, or ignore the message.  

 

7. Listen to What we Read?   

 

I am sure that many of you might find strange to talk about "listening" 

to the messages of Scripture instead of "reading” them. After all, biblical 

interpretation is about understanding the meaning of "texts" and not flesh-

and-blood people whom we can literally see to lend our ears to.  Still, 

conversing with scriptural interlocutors, texts, and the social environment 

of the Bible to look intently at them to listen to what they all have to say to 

us is a real, reasonable, and justifiable undertaking. 

 

7.1 Sensorial Experiences. First of all, when we read a piece of 

literature carefully, analyze a painting, observe people who pass by in 

detail, or try to understand events we have witnessed, our relationship with 

those external factors stimulates our brain and makes us aware of their 

existence.  But then, spontaneously, in our "conversation" with the images 

I just mentioned, we feel inside that someone or something is "speaking" 

to us even though that voice is not literally audible.  In some dimension of 

our consciousness, in response to what we see, it is as if we were hearing 

or listening without hearing or listening.  Similar sensations also occur when 

we sleep, dream, and snore: we see, hear, smell, touch, and taste. Esoteric 
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experiences such as “visions” or uncontrolled “revelations” coincide with 

these strange experiences found in all cultures. With our senses stimulated, 

we think, get excited, and act. We are in another dimension that is 

somehow "real." 

Specifically, when I read an article, book, editorial or a post on 

Facebook and Instagram, I myself experience this rare but true feeling of 

“hearing” voices and I imagine you too.  Effortlessly I even move my lips 

and babble some unrecognizable sounds or even speak aloud as if I 

myself were the author of what I am reading.  In this sense, mediated by 

our own humanity, we may argue that those means of communication 

are "speaking” to us, and we simply "listen".  From this perspective, these 

types of experiences demonstrate that our proposal to approach 

Scripture to "listen" to it is not absurd, illegitimate, or alien to who we are; 

we do not suffer from schizophrenia. We are only trying to use an 

imaginary recourse so that our intelligent exchanges with the Bible 

becomes alive, has meaning, and is relevant.  

 

7.2 The Oral Bible. The second point I would like to make is that we 

should not forget that a good portion of the content of Scripture was 

originally communicated verbally to be heard and understood, and not 

to be read alone, at least not by majority of the people.  In fact, there are 

passages in which books or sections of the Bible were read aloud before 

large audiences.  The reason is that in biblical times not everyone could 

have copies of the biblical manuscripts; the majority of the population 

could not read or write either.  The Bible, as we know it today, did not exist 

back then. The compilation of all the documents that now make up the 

Scripture came many centuries later and after a mysterious, long, and 
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complicated process.  In OT times, the kings had scribes whose job it was, 

not only to copy and preserve the manuscripts, but also to read them to 

the people for instructional purposes.  Although not the same thing, this 

practice reminds me of people who nowadays listen to a dramatized 

reading of the Bible on the internet or thanks to the use of compact discs 

while performing other activities.  So, however you look at this issue, "to 

close pay attention in order to understand" applies as much to the oral 

messages from the Bible as to its written forms, in their primitive or finalized 

status. 

The practice of listening to the reading of "the Mosaic law" (which 

was later transcribed in the books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, 

and Deuteronomy), for example, predates the act of reading its 

manuscripts to understand it, at least as a personal and private act. A 

simple reading of such law shows us that the divine commandments, at 

some point and based on a surface reading of the present biblical texts, 

were formulated to be heard diligently and obeyed (Dt 4:1, 6; 5:1). 

By order of the priest Hilkiah, the scribe Shaphan read before King 

Josiah the copy of the law that had been found in the temple (possibly 

Deuteronomy), and after listening to its reading and interpreting its 

demands, we are told that the king was saddened and humbled himself 

once he understood its contents.  As a consequence, Josiah commanded 

his officials to inquire about his destiny and that of the people because he 

knew that the people had not carefully heard the voice of God, that they 

had disobeyed him for a long time by worshipping other gods, and that, 

therefore, divine punishment awaited all of them (2 Kgs 22:3-20).  To 
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understand the message of the Torah and make decisions, Josiah first 

heard and understood the message well. 

If we move to the time after the Hebrews returned to the land of 

Israel after the Babylonian exile, the Hebrews, under the leadership of Ezra 

and Nehemiah, gathered to pay close attention to the reading of the law 

by priest Ezra and the Levites under his direction.  As a team and to follow 

up on this action, they all took it upon themselves to interpret and 

communicate accurately the teachings of the law to the people who 

received God's message (Neh 8:1-18) and whose content was later 

written (Neh 10:1-10).  Around this time, it is said that, after listening to the 

reading of the law that said that the Moabites and Ammonites should not 

be part of the Hebrews, those who had mingled in marriage with the 

foreigners were removed from Israel (Neh 13:1-3). In the book of Ezekiel, 

God requires the prophet to first pay close attention to the rules and laws 

concerning the temple that God then mentions in the passage and that 

Ezekiel writes in details, specifically those that indicate who can enter 

God’s sacred sanctuary and those who cannot (Ez 44:5). 

I end with some examples from the NT but reinterpreted for our 

purposes. The Gospel was first verbally proclaimed and heard long before 

it was written and canonized in four official versions (Acts 1:9; 2:1-42; Eph 

1:13): Matthew, Mark Luke, and John.  In the conclusion of the letter to the 

Colossians, Paul reminds the Colossians that the letter addressed to them 

was to be read to the Laodiceans and that the letter addressed to the 

Laodiceans should also be read to the Colossians (Col 4:16). The 

interesting thing is that the epistle to the Colossians ended up being part 

of the NT canon while the letter to the Laodiceans disappeared.  In both 
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cases, it was commanded that the teachings contained in these 

documents should have been read aloud, carefully heard, and put into 

practice by the recipients in both churches.  According to the author of 

Revelation, blessed is the one who listens and understands the 

eschatological message of Jesus, whose content was eventually 

embodied in this book, so no one has the right to add or remove anything 

from its content (Rev 1:3; 22:18-19).  

  

8. The Challenge and Possibility Thousands of Years Later 

 

 

This interesting sculpture, designed by Étienne Pirot, is located in the historic 
center of Old Havana, Cuba, and is entitled "the conversation.”  As a space 
for the meeting and exchange of feelings and ideas, this magnificent image 
lends itself to thinking a little about what it means to listen to what Scripture 
wants to communicate to us and vice versa. 

 

Since the actants of Scripture are not literally with us, and all we 

count on are their words and actions in the mute and invisible testimony 
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of the biblical discourse, how should we approach the Bible to 

effectively converse with all the ideas, feelings, and actions of all these 

people and devote all our attention to them?   

Having listened to and spoken with Scripture for so many years 

and knowing that my dialogue with it is not over yet, I would like to 

outline a few suggestions on how to listen and be listened to in the act 

and process of reading the Bible. 

 

8.1 Ears and Eyes Ready.   To profoundly receive what Scripture has 

to tell us, we must first prepare our minds and hearts.  This means being 

willing to adopt a proactive hearing, which is nothing more than letting 

the waves of the voices contained in that old anthology of scrolls stimulate 

the membranes of our eardrums with information and to which we must 

also add other senses, especially the sense of sight. Again, let us 

remember that the Bible has no drawings or images and does not literally 

talk. We are the ones who mediate and personify these actions.  If in a 

pleasant or even tense talk, we must look at the person in the eye and 

listen carefully to what that person is saying, something similar we must do 

with the Bible. 

This first step, then, involves preparing and fertilizing in advance the 

soil where the seeds of sound and graphic information are to be planted.  

This move requires a creative intellectual, emotional, and spiritual work on 

our part; it also involves suspending anything that may distort or interfere 

with the open, sincere, and expectant reception of what the Bible is to 

communicate to us.  To illustrate this, it is something like the people who 

hear expectantly and who silently await counsel (Job 29:21). The worst 

thing we can do is to close our ears and eyes to what the Bible has to tell 
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us, just as the Hebrews did when, in their stubbornness, self-reliance, and 

historical amnesia, they closed their minds and hearts to the God with 

whom they had made a lifelong covenant (Is 30:9; 42:18). 

 

8.2 Messages and Experiences. This conscious and reworked 

disposition is to be followed by ensuring that we understand well the 

messages of the various interlocutors of Scripture, from their 

argumentative logic and the connections of all its actors and actresses 

with their experiences and social, political, economic, religious, 

geographical, philosophical, economic, and literary contexts. In 

traditional biblical interpretation language, what we have to do is to 

interpret texts within their contexts and avoid the use of manipulating 

pretexts.  Let us be reminded that the ideas recorded in the Bible never 

occurred in a vacuum any more than ours and our interactions with all of 

its books.  Subject to modification, our beliefs, values, and behaviors are 

always tied to their complex, changing, and diverse social environments 

that define us, so words should always be interpreted in tune with this last 

important variable.  

 

8.3 All of Them.  To counteract the overwhelming force of those who 

always speak and demand our interest, spaces and moments must be 

created so that we can interact with all the actants of the Bible so that 

we assimilate what they have to say and then share our assessment or 

opinions.  Regardless of their positions, every individual, group, and nation 

have a say and has a right to be listened to.  Their stories deserve our 

devoted attention. We must always advocate on their behalf.  Privileging 

the protagonists of the Bible limits our knowledge of God and life in its rich 
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diversity.   Focusing on voices that repeat themselves, speak louder, and 

give us more content gives us a partial view.  And while it's impossible to 

pay attention to all people all the time and understand their views with 

absolute accuracy, we should at least try to relate to a growing number 

of people and their various ways of looking at life.   

 

8.4 Speaking for Those who Cannot Speak for Themselves. In this task 

of being inclusive and fair, we have a responsibility to rebuild and 

represent those who are in the shadows, have been silenced, and have 

suffered the onslaught of prejudice, violence, and stereotyping. As human 

history reveals, not all voices are represented, not because they do not 

want to be recognized, but because they cannot make themselves visible 

or have not been allowed to.  So, while understanding the views of all 

dominant participants, God included, as far as we can, it is our obligation 

to know about the beliefs, values, and stories of those who have been 

marginalized, repressed, or who remain anonymous, even the outsiders, 

the villains, and the enemies. The intention of the authors, narrators, and 

characters is as important as that of the texts themselves, far beyond the 

concept of original intentionality and their ideological agendas.   

 

8.5 Endless Themes and Plots. Meeting with Scripture to listen to it 

and talk to it, following the above recommendations, obviously implies 

recognizing the existence of a wide range of experiences, worldviews, 

concrete perspectives, moral and cultural values, institutions, and ways of 

acting and being.  Thanks to the many times I have approached the Bible, 

a constant has always resonated with me:  the Bible has reiterated to me 

that it was not written by a single author, in a single context, with the same 



2
0
-0

8
-2

1
  

 

How to Dialogue with the Bible 

Aquiles Ernesto Martínez 

 

 

 

26 

content, with the same presuppositions, in the same way, on the same 

date, with the same purpose, and addressed to the same recipients.  My 

friends, the Bible does not speak with one voice, but with many.  In it we 

find harmonies, dissonances, noises, pauses, rhythms, and silences.  That is 

why we must pay attention to all the people and conglomerates 

represented, even those in the background.  Comparing and contrasting 

them is a titanic but important step.  What would the fruit be? A much 

broader and precise understanding of the versatility and relevance of the 

contents of Scripture. How, then, are there people who still interpret it in 

the same way?  Although I have tried to understand the whys, I confess 

that it has been difficult for me to assimilate the logic and justification of 

this bad habit. 

 

8.6 Humans Expressing Themselves and With Much in Common. Very 

closely to all these strategies on how to listen to the conceptual tones of 

Scripture, it is essential to remind ourselves that, while many people blindly 

believe that it is God Himself who literally speaks through biblical texts, or 

who uses their authors and writers to communicate his will, at the end of 

the day, these texts present us with real human beings who think, feel, 

believe, write, speak, and act as such, and with whom we are trying to 

relate from our own humanity. Like us, they have limitations, 

achievements, mistakes, contradictions, dreams, and needs with which 

we can partially or totally identify ourselves.  And it is precisely because 

we are all humans, with differences and similarities, that we can and must 

approach biblical passages to build bridges and engage in meaningful 

conversations, even when this requires a lot of work.  Listening implies 
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recognizing that, in essence, we are equal and somewhat united beyond 

space, time, and culture. 

 

8.7 Present Absences and Responsible Imagination. In our effort to 

grasp the depths and mysteries of the Bible, we often have to be relatively 

generous and prudent with their interlocutors and sources of information.  

In principle and as a healthy rule, it is necessary to think "the best" of 

biblical texts, particularly in the absence of clear and convincing 

evidence.  "Neutrality" might also be necessary.  This is due to the fact that 

the  interlocutors of Scripture are not with us to explain themselves, clarify 

doubts, answer questions, consider other points of view, or give us some 

feedback.  Silence should not always be a weapon to be used against 

them or to endorse our prejudices. Speculation should be avoided. It is 

also good to remember that there is much more information about the 

biblical content and its background to which we do not have any access.  

In the absence of decisive and abundant evidence, then, why not 

appeal to the principle of "grace" but without abusing it? And coupled 

with this, there must be a way of thinking and interpreting facts that is 

creative, sensitive, well-grounded and, if necessary, one that fills some of 

the empty spaces with caution. 

 

8.8 The Eloquence of Silence.   In many cases the answers to many 

of our questions will not appear no matter how hard we try.  Some 

disconcerting gaps or lack of information will arise.  But such silence is also 

information to be processed, data to which we can respond responsibly 

with some conjectures and assumptions or, in the worst case, simply not 

utter any words.  It is wise to acknowledge that we do not know.  In 
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Scripture there is not always an answer for everything, and there should 

not always be an answer for everything.  It's not a perfect manual on what 

to believe, feel, and do, neither back then nor today.  We don't always 

understand its content in this whole magical, sobering, and transformative 

experience of striving to listen to the Bible.  So, in the presence of the 

inexplicable, incomprehensible, and nothingness, it is good to keep quiet 

and let solace take center stage.  In conversations there are also mysteries 

and puzzles. 

 

8.9 A Few Words for a Good Listener.   The information we assimilate 

and collect from the Bible is not always accurate or complete, either 

because its actants were not able to communicate as they could or 

should have, because of the limitations of language, or because it is 

impossible for us to absorb what they said or wanted to say; all of us are 

finite beings. Although there is substantial coherence and thematic 

continuity in biblical messages, let us not forget that there are also gaps, 

inaccuracies, ambiguities, unanswered questions, missing information, 

tensions, and even contradictions.  These are intrinsic characteristics of 

both human speech (oral and written), understanding, and actions.  From 

the sender to the receiver there is something that is lost, something that is 

gained, and something that is unknown. Reading between the lines, 

discerning, or the ability to reconstruct scenarios and possibilities are 

requirements to be good listeners but not the great panacea. 

 

8.10 When Things Get Ugly.   In a situation where ideas flow clearly 

and accurately, it is easier to internalize and process information. It is much 

more difficult when, despite our efforts, we do not understand, or the 
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messages are not clear or even controversial. How can we listen when we 

come across actions, arguments, and ways of seeing life that do not 

agree with our identity and philosophy of life or even disgust us for 

considering them to be immoral, inappropriate, or that supposedly do not 

belong in the twenty-first century? While it is true that there are 

extraordinary and life-giving texts, there are others that would horrify 

anyone.  For years biblical scholars have called them “texts of terror.” 

But I believe that it is precisely when we find ourselves at junctures 

like these that we will have to force ourselves to receive the messages to 

understand them.  Rather than throwing in the towel, we must insist until 

we consider that we have reached the limit for If we listen to those who 

believe the same as we do, what is the merit of that?  What are we doing 

that shows we are walking the extra mile?  If peace negotiations were 

governed by such an attitude and there was a willingness to change and 

grant concessions, perhaps the world would be a different place, would 

it not? 

 

8.11 The Irrelevance of Perfection. My experience trying to pay 

attention to Scripture and reflecting on its content has taught me that this 

anthology of books does not cover all topics of importance for its authors 

and recipients (let alone our centuries later) in an exhaustive, detailed, 

and absolutely precise way.  It also does not answer most of our questions, 

get us out of all our dilemmas, or meet all our needs either.  The Bible often 

takes a stand against what is valuable and a priority for us. Inconsistencies 

surface as well; even when it come to the image of God that we can 

reconstruct from the texts. Biblical inerrancy and in other spheres of life 

does not exist, only relative consistency as a choice. Although it sounds 
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strange, all these features make the Bible more authoritative and relevant 

because we share with its interlocutors the same strengths and flaws.  We 

are all finite. Perfection is more an ideal of faith in response to disharmony, 

bewilderment, chaos, and our relationship with life and death issues. The 

absolute and the complete are not elements to be monitored, 

experienced, measured, and calibrated fully.   

 

8.12 There is No Place for Impositions. We definitely shouldn't force 

our own views or make biblical texts agree with our positions, say what 

they don't say, or make them talk about situations that occurred much 

later in history.  Although it is impossible not to see ourselves reflected in 

what we hear because we are mirrors of each other in all forms of 

dialogue or communication, we must not abuse the practice of eisegesis 

(i.e., the action and process of "putting" information into our interpretation 

of the Bible without allowing it to speak to us first).  Scripture should never 

be a clone of our desires, fears, frustrations, dreams, or ideologies. 

Consciously or unconsciously, under no circumstances should we 

manipulate its content.  And to that end, we must create controls and use 

them in full consciousness. Both our perspectives and those of Scripture 

deserve respect, ready ears, and pondering, so there are no words put in 

the mouth of any actor, actress, or passage of the Bible. 

 

8.13 Other Interlocutors. It is important to reaffirm the fact that 

because we have also carefully heard the voices of the world in which we 

live and they all have something to contribute, there are other sources of 

authority and knowledge that we must consult to enrich our 

understanding and not rely exclusively on the biblical testimonies.  



2
0
-0

8
-2

1
  

 

How to Dialogue with the Bible 

Aquiles Ernesto Martínez 

 

 

 

31 

Furthermore, not every belief, value, or conduct needs a biblical passage 

as support or proof or has to be approved by biblical verses.  With the 

ultimate idea of grasping wisdom and with a comprehensive view of the 

contents of the Bible, we need to hear as many points of view as possible 

in order to diversify our knowledge and get a little closer to the truth or 

truths embedded in the universe.  In addition to Scripture, as they say in 

the United Methodist Church, reason, tradition, and experience are other 

resources we can count on for our own enlightenment.  We must pay 

attention to these sources and look them in the eye as well.  

 

8.14 The Magic of the Unexpected.   When we prepare ourselves 

with enough anticipation and carefully follow the guidelines outlined 

above, I have no doubt that many mysteries will be revealed before our 

eyes to our surprise.  Pleasantly or not, we will identify a wide range of 

ideas that were always present in the Bible but, having read it in the same 

way almost all the time by habit and the influence of religious tradition, 

we were not able to see, much less analyze critically. The content did not 

change. What happened was that we changed the way we approached 

the Scripture to pay attention to it from other experiences and points of 

view.  I am a living proof of this kind of experience as perhaps many of you 

too.  And when surprises overtake me, I marvel as when the followers of 

Jesus marveled at hearing his teachings, which are now recorded in the 

Gospel  (Mk 13:3). 

 

8.15 One Another.  Because all human beings are different, it is 

natural for some of us to hear certain messages and for others to perceive 

other messages.  The same applies to our conversation with the Scripture.  
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Hence, we must get together to talk about what we think the Bible has 

told us because it is very likely that we have heard different messages 

even though we have read the same texts.  In the multitude of shared 

ideas there is wisdom. All voices are welcome to speak about the voices 

we hear. What we do with the Bible we must also do among ourselves. 

Thinking about my experience, I have always been surprised that in Bible 

studies there are always participants who make observations that I had 

never thought of before.  And while it is true that we can and should 

approach the Bible as individuals, we must not forget that the Bible was 

written and read by a community and for a community so that it is always 

interpreted in a community context.  There is an enormous wealth in 

talking and paying attention to each other when we get together.  It is, 

without a doubt, a sacred moment. 

 

8.16 Gift and Vocation. It is up to us to accept the fact that there 

are people who are better than others at listening to the Bible, whether 

they have been gifted, have practiced a lot, or have received specialized 

training.  From them we can learn a lot in our effort to learn how to 

calibrate the ears of the mind and heart to welcome, internalize, and 

process the teachings of Scripture.  If Ezra, Apollos, Zenas, and even Loida 

and Eunice (2 Tm 1:15; 3:14-15) were recognized for their great ability to 

interpret the Mosaic law (as "lawyers of the Hebraic constitution"), it should 

come as no surprise that today there are also people equipped to read 

the Bible effectively (Acts 18:24; Ti  3:12); that is, individuals with solid 

knowledge, skills, and experiences to hear and understand the biblical 

messages with precision, creativity, and relevance.   
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8.17 Better Listeners.   Relying on those who have the charisma and 

vocation to listen well is not the end of the story. Those of us who lack this 

great quality, with effort, work, education, and accompaniment can be 

better at the art and science of listening.  For example, think for a moment 

of Loida and Eunice (2 Tm 1:15; 3:14-15) who were not experts in the 

Hebrew Bible but were educated women in the understanding and 

application of their teachings, which speaks to their willingness to listen to 

its reading.  And if people like Apollos were able to improve their ability to 

understand the Hebrew Scriptures and teach others with passion, 

faithfulness, and the power of persuasion, after Priscilla and Aquila better 

directed him in his faith and abilities, couldn't we also improve our ability 

to receive and process the message of the Bible with someone's help?  

Listening is difficult but possible. It requires desire, training, and a lot of 

practice. 

 

8.18 A Never-Ending Journey.   Of course, no one learns to adjust 

the senses to better understand Scripture overnight. It is a long, 

complicated, and endless process.  To a lesser or greater degree, we have 

all witnessed that every reading of the Bible has always given us 

something new. Like us, it is a living document that speaks when, 

representing it correctly and fulfilling our mediating role, we let it speak, 

and loudly. And part of it is because we have gone through new 

experiences and, as a result, our way of believing and thinking has 

changed; another reason is that we have simply dared to see life from 

another angle and based on other criteria.  To revamp this inertia, we must 

simply have patience, not give up, keep working, understand the signs of 

the times well, and open ourselves to new ideas, no matter how 
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challenging they might be.  Listening well is a punctual act but also a 

process that varies from person to person and that may last a lifetime. 

 

8.19 Listening Ourselves Later.  It is interesting that, no matter how 

hard we try to pay attention, think carefully, and even investigate to 

understand a subject, idea, or experience contained in the Bible, at a 

given time and in particular contexts and circumstances, new ideas are 

added for a better understanding of the Bible.  After the facts, inexplicably 

"lucidity" appears in our minds, uninvited and without asking for permission. 

It is as if the conversation with Scripture continues even when we are not 

formally and consciously talking with it. Its many voices make themselves 

felt to offer us other concepts and points of view that end up refining our 

previous knowledge. History has shown us that many events already 

occurring take on a different, more detailed, or improved connotation 

moments or even years later.  Something similar happened with Daniel 

and Jeremiah's prophecy about the desolation of Jerusalem (Dn 9:2), and 

the disciples and their interpretation of Jesus' death and resurrection (Lk 

18:31-34; Jn 2:20-22; cf. 20:9).  Things made sense to them “after the facts.” 

I myself have been the recipient of "untimely revelations" 

repeatedly, when I drive my car to the university, when I perform tasks that 

have nothing to do with the Bible directly, in the writing of this essay, or 

even in my own dreams.  Have you experienced anything similar?  I dare 

to believe so. Opening ourselves up to these kinds of experiences, perhaps 

somewhat mystical, is something we should not dismiss as part of this 

process of encountering ourselves with Scripture at different levels. 
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8.20 Feeling Listened to and Understood.  After exhausting a 

reasonable process to which all these observations contribute, in our 

impersonating role, we could ask the biblical texts or their authors if they 

think we have paid all our attention to it.  Obviously, the Bible is not going 

to respond audibly to us, any more than lending its ears to listen to what 

we have to tell it.  But if we imagine that we are conversing with the 

Scripture with creativity, freedom, honesty, integrity, and reciprocity, it 

makes sense to give her the opportunity to "tell" us if we fulfill our role of 

paying attention and understanding her accurately and faithfully.  As a 

pedagogical recourse, this exercise is nothing more than a conscious 

assessment that we have embraced and processed appropriately the 

information we have collected.  Let us remember that, in our attempt to 

make all voices considered with all the nuances that I have described, we 

need to make use of that responsible interpretative imagination. 

 

8.21 The Penultimate Step.  Naturally, because we are part of a 

meaningful exchange of ideas, it is normal we dare to share with the Bible 

our agreements, disagreements, hesitations, and the reasons behind 

each of these positions.  In no dialogue do the interlocutors agree on 

everything and disagree on everything. A thorough and well-done 

assessment is the last step in a process of sharing ideas, values, and 

attitudes. In a context of giving and receiving, you have to listen and 

discern in order to understand.  This critical evaluation stage is followed by 

deciding what to do with all the information we have digested.  And 

having exhausted this adventure, we must open ourselves to other ideas, 

values, and experiences that will enable us to return to Scripture to 
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dialogue with it again.  Ideally, it's an encounter that should lead to more 

fruitful encounters. 

 

8.22 The Golden Rule Resignified.  If we place the reading of the 

Bible within the context of the moral teachings it prescribes and put into 

practice by its characters, it would not be wrong for us to understand that 

the Bible is also some kind of "neighbor" whom we must love and that 

listening to her to consider her teachings may be taken as a proof of that 

love. In practical terms, loving God above all things and others as 

ourselves has no limits.  There is no exhaustive and detailed list of all that 

we must do to fulfill this commandment.  Scripture, while giving many 

examples, for the most part, emphasizes what to do and not so much how, 

where, and when. 

 With this as a criterion, we may argue that those who participate in 

the stories told in Scripture, wrote them, and sent them to us, even if they 

are no longer with us physically, are part of the widespread concept of 

who our neighbors are, whom we can and must love centuries later.  And 

considering that their messages, at best, may also be seen as 

contextualized acts of love, it would be only fair that, in order to repay 

them for what they did, we should stop to receive and understand their 

memories and actions.  To paraphrase Paul, love is a debt we owe each 

other.  And honoring others, honors us.  And is we follow the principle that 

we must, in humility, regard others as if they were above us (Flp 2:3-4), it 

would only make sense for us to take the first step in loving others even if, 
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to our disappointment, we are not always or literally reciprocated, not 

even by Scripture itself.  6 

 

9. A Conclusion Open to Other Voices 

 

There are many metaphors we could select to explain what the act 

and process of understanding Scripture means even centuries after its 

canonization.  For me, the image of a "dialogue," understood as a free, 

honest, deep, and holistic conversation with the Bible, in which ideas 

come and go, is one of many possible illustrations.  And with this in mind 

and letting other senses be stimulated in this process, the idea of "listening" 

is crucial as an initial step to reduce the gap that separates us from the 

biblical world.   And I say this because we are not used to devoting all our 

attention to what other people have experienced and have to say in 

order to understand them, including the Scripture itself.  It's so hard to show 

interest and put yourself in the place of others, just as it is looking at the 

world from there and through other lenses.  It is even harder to open 

ourselves to sixth-sense or divine messages, as it is regularly done in the 

practice of the so-called lectio divina  (lit., "the reading of God").  Sadly, 

it's easier to talk and make everything revolve around our own egos. 7 

 

6 On this subject see my article "Cuando la poesía es credo anti-imperial: 
Pablo, Filipenses 2:5-11 y Roma" 
https://www.academia.edu/49379301/Cuando_la_poes%C3%ADa_es_credo_a
nti_imperial_Pablo_Filipenses_2_5_11_y_Roma 

 
7 The lectio divina refers to an ancient, monastic, spiritual discipline that 

allows Christians to "hear" God's voice to strengthen their faith relationship with 
Him.  To achieve this goal, believers must participate in a process involving Bible 
readings, meditation, prayer, and contemplation.  It is a kind of dialogue that 
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This popularized and negative way of believing, feeling, and acting, 

however, has to change.  We all need to hear and be heard deeply, 

including all the subjects of the Bible.  Being ignored threatens the sense 

of community, intensifies loneliness, and weakens relations of reciprocity.  

In my own pilgrimage, many times I have not felt listened to; I have also 

not listened to the way I should have.  And to prevent this from happening 

to other people, projecting my frustrations and longings for justice, 

reciprocity, and equality, not only do I strive to listen to others and get 

better at it, but I advocate for this right.  Congruent with this value, I try to 

do the same with the Bible.  What about you? 

Much more than a mere academic exercise or pedagogical 

resource that appeals to our senses to which I add the element of faith, 

lending our ears to the voices and messages of all the books of the Bible 

is something crucial and unavoidable. In the previous sections, I have 

shared some of the salient features about this way of relating to Scripture, 

as an extension and symbol of how we should treat each other.  But since 

everything can be improved, I am sure that all of you can and should add 

nuances worthy of consideration. 

 Extending this ideal to the present essay, it only remains for me to 

tilt my ears to try to "listen" to your voices from where I am and, in another 

dimension, with the confidence that you too, in the distance, silently, and 

introspectively, have heard mine.  Appealing to the humanity that unites 

us and that we must strengthen, this is my wish until we approach the Bible 

 

seeks discernment.  Without ruling out this point of view, my proposal is much 
more complete than this traditional and religious exercise. It encompasses all 
dimensions of the human being. 
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again to "listen" to it, always bearing in mind what the Greek thinker Zeno 

of Elea (495-430 B.C.E.) once wisely said as if it were today: "We have been 

given two ears, but only one mouth, so we can listen more and talk less." 

 

Blessed is the person who listens first! 

 

 

 


