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THE LISTENING EAR
n 

Mark 4:1-9 

Frequently Jesus began a parable or one of his 
teaching sessions with the word, n listen! n 

And then to emphasize the importance of hearing 
or listening, at the end of the story, as in 

the case of the parable of the sower just 
read, he would add, ''Those who have ears to 
hear, let them hear. n It was his way of 
saying, npay attention to what is being said." 
"Be an active listener, n is how we would say 
it today. Listen for the inner meaning. 

Jesus knew that people then and now are often 
too busy to stop and listen. And we also have 
a tendency to hear only what we want to hear 
and are deaf to what we do not want to hear. 
Thus we sorr1et imes miss· some of the most 
important things others are trying to tell us, 
and we also miss hearing what God is trying to 
say to us. 

So today we're going to talk about the human 
ear, about the need to listen carefully, to 
our spouses if we are married, to our children 
if we have them, and to our friends and 



neighbors, to the poor and homeless who live 

among us, and even to our enemies and those 

who are different from us. We are also going 

to talk about how to listen to our inner 

selves, and h·ow to listen to God. 

Here's a story about a young person who had 

been in the courts, was listed as a juvenile 

delinquent and who wrote a letter to his 

parents thanking them for all they had done 

for him, but also disclosing his great pain 

because they hadn't listened to him. 

Dear Folks: 
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Thank you for everything, but I am going 

to Chicago and start some kind of new 

life. You asked me why I did those things 

and why I gave you so rr1uch t roub 1 e, and 

the answer is easy for me to give you, 

but I am wondering if you will understand. 

Rerr1embe r when I was about six or seven 

and I used to want you to listen to me? 

I remember all the nice things you gave 

me for Christmas and my birthday and I 

was really happy with the things--about a 

week--at the time I got the things, but 

the rest of the time during the year I 

really didn't want presents, I just wanted 

all the time for you to listen to me like 

I was somebody who felt things too, 

because I remember when I felt things and 
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needed to talk about them, you often said 

you were too busy. 

Mom, you were a wonderful cook, and you 
had everything· so clean and you were 
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tired so much from doing all those things 
that made you busy; but you know something 
Mom? I would have liked crackers and 
peanut butter just as well if you had 
only sat down· with rr1e a wr1ile during the 
day and said to me, "Tell me all about it 
so I can maybe help you understand." 

I think that all the kids who are doing 
so many things that grown-ups are tearing 
out their ha ir worrying about are really 
looking for sorr1ebody that will have time 
to listen a few minutes and who really 
and truly w ill treat them as they would a 
grown-up who might be used to them, you 
know--polite to them. If you folks had 
ever said to me, "Pardon me," when you 
interrupted me, I

1 d have dropped dead. 

If anybody asks you where I am, tell them 
I've gone looking for somebody with time 
because I've got a lot of things I want 
to talk about. 

Love to all, 

Your Son 



In this serrr1on, what I arr1 calling ''Christ-like 

Listening
n 

can be seen as havinQ at least 

three components: 

1. The first component is illustrated by this 
letter from the young man to his parents--the 
need for listening with understanding, or as 
we call it today nActive Listening.n 
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A parent told me that this past Summer his 
teenage daugt1.te r came home about an t1ou r 1 ate. 
He was angry that she had violated what he 
considered to be a rather liberal curfew for a 

young. wo111an of her a-ge. As she started to 
explain her lateness, ·he was about to re.primand 
her. He decided, however, to truly listen to 
her explanation. When she had finished,. he 
understood tt1e predicament that she had found 
herself in when she tried to get a ride home 
at the right time. He said little but listened 
a lot. A few· days later, she spontaneously 
kissed him and said, nThanks a lot for 
understanding what happened a couple of nights 
ago. '' 

Recent 1 y a person said to me, ''i�e 11 , I rr1ay not 
know a lot, but at least I'm a good listener.n 
Yet i-t is frequently the case that an individual 
who prides herself on being a good listener 

may be a passive listener and not an active 
one. 

A dog is a good passive listener. She fixes 



those big brown sympathetic eyes upon you and 
lets you pour out your woes, sometimes even 

licking your hand during your recital. But I 
don't know very many people who r1ave solved 
their problems by having a one-way seminar 
with a dog. 

It has been said that good bartenders are 
superlative passive listeners. They know when 
to put in the knowing "ah" and the approving 
"how true, " and the consoling, "that's life 
for you, " without having any idea of what the 
conversation 1s all about. �A person has to be 

pretty drunk to believe_ that he or she is 
act1ieving any real comrnunication across tt1e 

bar. 

Listening to others or being listened to, if 
it is to be helpful, needs to be active 
discriminating listening. It means hearing 
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not only the words, but experiencing the 

feelings, the pain or the joy behind the words. 
We also need listeners who know how and when 
to break in with "Are you sure that's the way 
it is?" Or, ''What do you mean by that 
statement?" These are the people who keep us 
on pitch, who help us to harmonize our 

conflicting emotions and who hear our inner 

rr1eanings. They are not mere echo chambers or 
tape recorders for our unresolved fears or our 

infantile wishes. It's the kind of listener 
we need to -hear us and the kind of listener we 



need to be. 

And contrary - to popular op in ion, it is often 
the good talker who makes the best l istener. 
A good talker (by wh ich I do not mean the 
egomaniacal bores who always talk about 
themselves), a good talker is sensitive to 
expression, to tone and color and inflect ion 
in human speech. Jesus was a good talker and 
a good l istener. 

Good talkers are also those people who are 
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open and honest about their own feelings which 

tends to help others to be open and honest in 
expressing themselves. To help others be good 
l isteners, I bel ieve we have the responsib il ity 
to express ourselves clearly, to say what we 
mean 

. I rerr1ember years ago in the f irst par ish I 
served, a church member was very upset w ith 
me--abou.t what I can't rerr1embe r, but instead 
of saying to me -- n I'm upset w ith youn and 
g iv ing me the reason, she sa id to me, n I'm 
qu itting the church.n Maybe that open ing was 
only to get my attention, and she certa inly 
got it, .but it would have been eas ier for both 
of us if we could've dealt w ith the matter 

straight out. 

So the first part of Christ-like l istening is 

to l isten w ith understand ing to others and 

tt1at includes listening to- our enemies. 

'\ 



Sorrietirr1es they are rr1ore · honest with us than 
our friends. 
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2. A second part of listening is that of 
learning to listen to our inner selves l Too 
often we run away from ourselves and don 't pay 
attention to the messag.es that come from within 
us and from our bodies. Jesus knew the 
irriportance of listening to himself. Part of 
the meaning of the story of his temptations 
deals with this. He went into the wilderness 
to be alone, to listen to himself, and to 
listen to God. By listening carefully to 

himself, he discovered some of the temptations 
that were within him and with the help of God 
was able to overcome them. 

Being able to listen to oneself means that we 
are not afraid of being alone. The fact that 
we are engaged in such a frenzied round of 
activities can be a means of escaping our 
inner longings, or the messages that are trying 
to get through to us from our inner -selves. 

Our Christian faith says, nno not run from 
yo·u rse 1 f, but take t irr1e to be qui et and a 1 one 
with yourself. n  Listen attentively to your 
own inner struggle. Enter into your own 
experience. Get to know yourself by listening 

to yourself in addition to having others listen 
carefully to you. _Try to discern what God is 
saying to you through your own inner spirit. 



Listening to ourselves means also learning to 
listen to our bodies. In a book entitled, 
''Tr1e Voice of Illness, 11 the author stresses 
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the importance of paying attention particularly 
to what our p�1ysical aches and pains are 
telling us about ourselves. 

We all know that the body speaks a very basic 
1 anguage. Ou·r exp re·ss i ve gestures, the co 1 or 
of our skin, the behavior of our heart and our 
storriach and d·igestive system all tell us 
i1nportant things about ourselves, our feelings, 
and our relationships, 

Years ag·o in another city I visited a young 
wornan who was a church 1nember and in the 
hospital with severe abdominal pains. She was 
checked for appendicitus, for stomach ulcers, 
a-nd a variety of intestinal problems. All 
tests we re negative. In our conversation, I 
asked her what had been going on in her life 
in the past several months and she told the 
story of a break-up with her fiance. And when 
I asked her what she had been eating and she 
told me, I thought that my stomach would 've 
been in pain also. There was nothing physically 
wrong·with her, but her body was giving her 
so1ne strong messages. 

Listen to your body. The body expresses the 
soul or spirit of a person_ and it-does this in 
illness as much as in good health. It can 

• 
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even be said that illness expresses the soul 

L more dramatically than health in the same way 

• 

that a good caricature expresses essential 

aspects·of a person more clearly than photographs 

taken in uncharacteristic situations. 

Pay attention to your illnesses and to your 

aches and pains. It's one way of listening to 

yourself. As we learn more about what illnesses 

a re saying, we may one day hear a co1nme r i ca 1 

which says: nwhat do doctors recommend? In a 

recent survey three out of four doctors 

recornmended a- res to red hu.man re I at i onsh i p, 

listening to God and becoming part of a group 

of loving, listening, caring people, as remedies 

for colds and nagging aches -and pains.n 

3.  Thirdly, when Jesus said, ''Those who have 

ears to hear, let them hear," he was reminding 

us not only to listen to others and to ourselves, 

but also to listen to God. Now the fact is, 

of course, that by listening carefully to 

others, including our enemies and those who 

are different from us and by paying attention 

to our inner selves, we are already listening 

to God. 

But we can hear God in other ways as we 11 . I t  

is no surprise that the Bible uses hearing, 

not seeing, as .the predominant image or metaphor 

for the way human beings know and experience 

God. The Bible never speaks of people seeing 

God, but it is filled with stories of people 
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hearing God, beg-inning all the way back in the 
book of Genesis with Adam and Eve in the Garden 

of Eden. 

Think of it this way. If I can't see you for 
some reason, but can only hear you, you don't 
exist for me in space, which is where seeing 
happens. When I only have the sound of you to 
go by, I don't experience you as an object the 
way I would if you stood before me--something 
I can walk around, look at from all angles. 
In only hearing you, I experience you more 
like the way I experience the beating of n1y 

own heart or the flow of my thoughts. 

Now of course, we don't hear God through our 
ears in the same way we might hear another 
person's voice, except of course as I mentioned 
earlier, God so1r1etimes speaks to us through 
others. Part of the mystery of the preaching 
of sermons is that God speaks to you through 
the words of the preacher. 

God speaks to us throug·h our hearing the Bible 
read and through our own reading and study of 
the Bible. But God also speaks to us through 
silence, through our inner-being and through 
our dreams, our insights, and our visions. 

nlisten,u said Jesus, "to those who have ears 
to hear, let them hear." Listen not only with 

your ears, but with your .whole self--listen to 

others, to yourself and to God. Then we will 

\ 



be like the good soil in the parable, which 

received the seed of the word of God so that 

it grew and brought forth grain. AMEN. 

• 
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