The Man Who Couldn't Hear 
Passage: Mark 7 : 24-37   

In ancient Greece it was customary for peddlers who walked the streets with their wares to cry out, "What do you lack?" The idea was to let people know they were in the vicinity, and also rouse the curiosity of the people. Coming out of their houses they would want to know what the peddler was selling. It might be something they lacked and needed, or simply something they desired.

What do you lack? We may have sight and hearing, but what do we lack? Take an honest inventory of yourself. Have you found contentment? Are you close enough to God to receive his guidance and strength? Have you secured peace of heart and peace of mind, invaluable assets in life? Deciding what we lack is the first step in securing it. Christ can fulfill our needs -- needs that are to some extent physical, but, more so, the deepest needs of heart, mind, and soul.

The man in Mark 7 lacked the physical ability to hear. But many of us lack the spiritual ability to hear. We suffer a kind of a spiritual deafness. The affliction of not listening to people, or, to put it another way, the affliction of physically listening to people, yet failing to comprehend, to understand, and come to grips with what they are saying, is a plague upon the Church. For, you see, it is possible to listen to a person, yet fail to really hear them.

Listening is a skill. It is something that can be acquired. I don't think it is at all an exaggeration to say that you could have no greater impact upon your world then by closing your lips and opening your ears. How can we become better listeners? 

I

Let's take a look at the life of a man who couldn't hear. One day, as the story goes, Jesus was returning to the region of Galilee when he entered the district of the Decopolis. There a large crowd who brought with them a patient approached him. Mark says of this man that he was deaf and had an impediment in his speech. No doubt the two went together, for hearing and speaking are one process. As one hears, one speaks. It was this man's inability to hear that made his speech so imperfect.

Without a doubt one of the most important senses in Jesus day was the sense of hearing. For Jesus lived in a world of sound. This is difficult for us to comprehend, for we live in a world of vision. We live in a world of skyscrapers, bright lights, and magnificent sights. A person who cannot hear today still can know what is happening through the miracle of television. He can see what is happening.

Not so in first century Palestine. The rather drab, colorless world of Jesus was not so much a world of vision as it was a world of sound. So important was the sense of sound, that one of the predictions of the coming of the Messiah was that the ears of the deaf would be unstopped. And how many times did Jesus use the words "hear" and "listen"? He said: He who has ears to hear let him hear. Jesus was not only concerned that people physically listen to him, but that people hear what he was saying. It was this process of spiritual hearing that Jesus was referring to when he told the disciples: I tell you these things so that hearing them you might hear.

II

To be sure the loss of our hearing would be a tragic event but no more tragic than having perfect hearing and refusing to listen to those who seek to help us and love us. What we read this morning is the story of a man who couldn't hear. But let us secondly consider the life of a man who will not hear. I cannot think of a spiritual disease that has led to more disaster, as has this one. I am convinced that not listening to people, failing to hear what they are really saying, has led to more divorces, more family break-ups, more run away children, more mental illness, and more total despondency than any other behavior.

To be sure this story of the healing of a deaf and mute man is first and foremost the story of Jesus' power to heal and therefore confirmation that he is indeed the Messiah. But we must not miss the message implicit in the miracle: Jesus has come to open the ears of a spiritually deaf world. One of Jesus' familiar refrains was, "He who has ears to here?" He, able to teach and lead people to the truth better than anyone who has ever graced this planet, agonized over people's unwillingness to hear. I wonder if he agonizes over that issue still?

A story is told of a Father and his young daughter who had had a very strained relationship for some time. Returning from a trip, the Father did something that was very unusual for him. As he entered into the room he presented his daughter with a necklace that he had bought her. Completely overcome with joy by this unexpected act of giving, the young girl inadvertently dropped the necklace and went running from the room with tears in her eyes. She returned shortly only to find as she walked into the room that her new necklace was now around the neck of her infant baby sister. "Oh," said the father. "I went on and gave it to her. You didn't like it anyway." Oh my friends, he wasn't listening. He wasn't listening.

Jesus said: Blessed are those who do hunger and thirst after righteousness for they shall be filled. We listen to these words of Jesus but do we hear them? Jesus taught us to pray: Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us. We listen to these words of Jesus, but do we hear them? Jesus said: Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God. We listen to these words of Jesus, but do we hear them?

Do you know what our problem is? Do you know what it is? Our problem is that we talk too much. We love the sound of our own voice. And even when we do listen to others, we are usually thinking ahead of what we are going to say as soon as the other guy slows up just a little bit. My friends, if we as Christians want to be hear in this world; if we as Baptist (or United Methodists, etc) want to be heard in this nation of ours; if we as members of this church want to be heard in this community; then we had better start listening. Too often we turn the words of Samuel around when he said: Speak Lord your servant listens, until it reads listen Lord your servant speaketh.

There was a fifth grade teacher who decided that she would use this listening process with her children. Every morning for five minutes she required them to be totally quite. That's hard for any of us to do, much less a fifth grader. She discovered that a great deal of good came from the experience of silence. After one of these quiet times she asked the students if they had heard anything. One boy said: Yes, I heard something say that I should be more obedient to my parents. Another said: I heard something say that you should always be fair: When you are tagged and nobody sees it your still out. There is no substitute for listening.

Over and over again Jesus exhibited this quality of spiritual listening. One day Jesus was teaching to a large multitude in Jerusalem when he was suddenly interrupted by the shouts of a lonely beggar named Bartimaus. What the crowd heard that day were the rude interruptions of a nobody. What Jesus heard was the cry of a person in need. 

That's how to hear, with the ear of a shepherd not the stomach of a wolf. We listen to the 6:00 news and we hear shouting and violence and protests, when we should be hearing the voices of sheep without a Shepherd.

III

Third, let's look at how a life can be radically changed when hearing is restored. As the crowd presented this deaf and mute man to Jesus, he placed his fingers in his ears and said: Ephaphatha, which means, "Be opened." With that single word the prophecy of Isaiah had been fulfilled. A world that had always existed suddenly became real to this man. All of his life he had seen people talking and all that he could do was mimic them. Now, for the first time, he heard the sound of his native Aramaic. All of his life he had seen people working in the market place and seen the children playing. Now, for the first time, he heard people bartering and he heard the children's laughter and cries of joy. All of his life he had seen the temple and the Torah, but now, for the first time, he was actually able to hear the religion of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses. A world that had always existed suddenly became real to him. How life changes when you hear!

A story is told of a family that went into a restaurant. The waitress walked up and, looking at the young boy, said: What will be it? The boy eagerly shouted back: I'll take a hamburger, French fries, and a chocolate shake. The mother immediately interrupted: Oh, that's not what he wants. He'll take the roast beef, a baked potato, and a glass of milk. Much to the surprise of both the mother and the boy, the waitress completely ignored her and again asked the boy: And what do you want on that hamburger? The boy shouted back: ketchup, lots of ketchup. And what kind of shake? Make it chocolate. The boy then turned to his parents with a big smile on his face and said: Say, ain't she something. She thinks that I'm real.

Well, let me give you fair warning. If you once start really hearing people they are suddenly going to become real to you!

Several years ago a pastor received a telephone call from an obviously distraught mother, telling that her daughter had locked herself into her room and was threatening suicide. She pleaded for the pastor to come over immediately, which he, of course, did. He talked the teenager out of her room and had all the family members sit down in an attempt to unscramble the mess. They all immediately started shouting at one another. Everybody was talking at the same time. Seeing that this was getting them nowhere, he asked if he could see the daughter alone. Once alone he asked her: Now, what's the problem? She answered: Pastor, my parents have given me anything I have ever wanted. They have given me a new car. They have sent me to private school. They have always given me the clothes that I wanted. They have given me everything except the thing that I want the most--their love.

Today that family is hopelessly and tragically divided and each member is living in a separate state. You see; they were so busy shouting, they were so busy trying to get their precious side of the story across, that they couldn't hear one another. So each of them became like the deaf and mute man in the story this morning. Because they couldn't hear, it affected their speech. They said things that didn't make any sense and they said things that they didn't really mean. But the damage had been done.

We have to start listening to one another. Husbands and wives need to start listening. Parents and children have to start hearing. Church members have to start hearing each other. It's not always easy but when we stop trying we stop being a family. Jesus placed his hands on this man's ears and spoke: Ephathatha--be opened. And today we need to allow the Holy Spirit to place his hands on our ears and speak the words be opened. Then and only then will we be able to hear and speak. Then we too can shout with affirmation, as did the crowd that day: This man Jesus does all things well. He even makes the deaf to hear.

PAGE  
2

