
From Esther de Waal – A Life Giving Way 

Listen! I could take that as a summary of the whole of Benedict’s teaching. I could spend the 
rest of my life pondering on the implications of that one word. It plunges me at once into a 
personal relationship. It takes me away from the danger of talking about God and not 
communing with him. Here is a person seeking another person in a dialogue. Right at the 
very beginning, then, it is good to ask myself how do I hear God? I must remember that it is 
an encounter, not a form of activity. The Pharisees after all studied the scriptures and yet 
had not heard God’s voice. God's voice is everywhere in the Prologue. The whole idea of 
vocation, whatever form that vocation may take, implies the response to a call and if am to 
live up to my vocation I must go on listening for this voice. ‘Today. if you hear my voice, 
harden not your heart.’ That Phrase of psalm 94(95) makes a wonderful opening to daily 
prayer. ‘He speaks to me and I speak to him’, as the Song of Songs says. That is why we must 
listen and listen intently, now, today.  

It is the father who addresses us. If we then ask who this father is we may find, rather than 
some difficulty of interpretation, a wonderful depth of meaning. I hear the voice of Benedict 
himself, entering into a dialogue with me just as surely as he entered into a dialogue with all 
those disciples who listened to his teaching in his lifetime. He is not occupied by the 
questions of the philosophers. The God whom he knows and loves is the God of the Bible, 
both transcendent and at the same time near and close, solicitous for the welfare of his 
children whom he loves with a gentle and tender ache as he waits for their response. And 
yet surely the father must also be Christ, the central figure of the rule to whom everything 
and everyone points, through whose saving work of salvation I am brought into the new life 
which I know is what Benedict wants for us all. But Christ is the father because he is the face 
of the Father, the first person of the Trinity. What is totally certain is that when I encounter 
the voice of the father, through whichever of these levels I may choose to hear it, it is the 
voice of love. This is the father who loves me and who speaks in my heart, that inner self 
where I am most truly and completely my own self. This rule is going to be heart to heart 
talk. 

Listen, my son, my daughter (my child): those first three words address each one of us as 
the prodigal and at once plunge each of us immediately into that story. It is a universal 
story, told time and again in different generations, and each of us must have our favourite 
painting which expresses in images the moment of the return, the welcome, the warmth of 
the moment of reunion. I think of the Rembrandt in St Petersburg, of the kneeling son 
whose worn and travel-damaged feet show how long is the way that he has come, whose 
head rests at the level of the father’s heart, whose whole body is now enclosed in that 
strong, warm embrace of the father’s loving hands on his shoulders. For that story is all our 
stories, lived out in each of us in our life, and probably also time and again throughout our 
life. It answers the deepest need in all of us, the need to come home. 


