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New Jerusalem Lutheran Church, March 18, 2018 Cindy Baskin
Texts: Isaiah 35:4-7a; Psalm 146; James 1:17-27; Mark 7:31-37
Theme: Listening and Belonging

Have any of you ever had an experience similar to Mary Delight’s in the chancel drama this
morning? Maybe a time when you really wanted to talk with someone – maybe just to dump, or
maybe to process a decision with which you were struggling? Yet you couldn’t find anyone who
seemed to care or was interested. Perhaps we should all take warning from the play when the
only one who was willing to listen to Mary Delight was the child, Scooter (thanks to Tucker
Wegmeyer for playing the role).

Today we continue with our Lenten Series on the Three Basic Needs we human beings all share –
with a focus on our need to BELONG. To belong implies that we are in relationship with other
human beings; and being in relationship implies communication, which in turn implies an
ability both to listen as well as to speak to one another. Unfortunately, most of us have difficulty
with listening and, as a result, also have difficulty with speaking clearly.

That’s certainly the case in today’s gospel story. The gospel writer Mark tells us that Jesus has
come into the Decapolis, a predominantly Gentile area, where an unidentified group, simply
referred to as “they” in the gospel, bring a deaf man to Jesus, begging him to heal the man. Now
a caveat about this story. Many bibles subtitle this account as “The Healing of the Deaf-Mute.”
But, if you listened carefully, there’s nothing in the story that indicates this man was mute. What
Mark actually writes is that the man is deaf and has an impediment in his speech; he can speak,
just not clearly. The man is not completely mute, although his hearing impediment may be due to
his hearing loss.

After taking this man aside privately, Jesus touches both his ears and his tongue and utters,
“Ephphatha,” an Aramaic term meaning “Be opened.” And immediately, Mark tells us, “his ears
were opened, his tongue released, and he spoke plainly.” Often in the gospels, a physical malady
is a metaphor for a more debilitating spiritual malady, and that may be the case here. In Mark
8:18 Jesus says, “Having eyes can you not see? Having ears can you not hear?”

F. D. Maurice, the 19  century British theologian once wrote:  th

“There is another kind of deafness besides that which cannot take in sounds.  We may
hear sounds, and yet the words that are within the sounds may never reach us.  They may
float about us, and seem as if they were coming unto us.  And then we may feel just the
same as if they had never been uttered; as far as we are concerned, we might as well
have been a hundred miles away” 1

How many of us exhibit a “hearing loss” when we listen to others or try to listen to God  –
hearing “sounds, and yet the words within the sounds never reach us.”

Several years ago I was talking with a couple that was having some difficulties in their marriage
relationship. The presenting issue was his weekend golf excursions. After they both had
expressed what they saw as the problem and shared their feelings about it, I asked the husband,
“What have you heard your wife say?” Immediately, he shot out: “Oh, I know where she’s
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coming from . . . She’s jealous of my friends and doesn’t want me to have any close male
friends.” I then asked the wife what she had heard her husband say. She responded just as
quickly: “I understand what’s he’s thinking. I’m just not a very high priority for him.” Like most
of us, they each were so busy with their own hurt feelings and with formulating a response to
what the other was saying that they couldn’t truly pay  attention to what was actually said. And,
like many of us, both were also more inclined to talk than to listen.

I let them go on for a while outlining their respective perceptions of each other’s words,
interpreted very much through their own filters. Then I shared what I had heard each of them say;
they were somewhat dumbfounded with my rendition of their conversation. The wife, for her
part, was a much more spontaneous individual than her husband; she loved getting up in the
morning and just going with the flow for the day. So if it was a beautiful weekend, why not go to
a movie or for a drive, etc.? She wasn’t jealous of her husband’s male friends; she just needed to
know that her husband wanted to spend time with her and that  she was a priority.

The husband, on the other hand, was a more structured individual: he functioned best when he
knew what was on his calendar for the day and week. He indeed loved his wife, but when his
buddies called early in the week to schedule a golf game, the date went on his calendar if nothing
else was already scheduled. To then cancel at the last minute because his spontaneous wife
suddenly wanted to do something special was really difficult for him to handle.

Because I had the advantage of not being caught in the difficult emotional milieu that had
evolved in their relationship, it was easier for me to “hear” behind some of their words without as
much filtering. As a result it was also easier to suggest some alternative solutions to their
weekend “problem” that honored both her need for more spontaneity in their relationship and his
need for more structure and regularity.

Though this couple had great difficulty in truly listening to one another with understanding, they
are certainly not alone. Their problem is one with which most of us have difficulty. Poor listening
is practically epidemic in our culture; it’s been estimated that we actually hear only 50% of
what’s said; we understand only 25% of what’s said; and we remember even less. I am reminded
of Alan Greenspan’s rather famous comment: “I know you think you understand what you
thought I said but I'm not sure you realize that what you heard is not what I meant.” At the same
time, as another author has put it: “Almost everyone sincerely believes that he or she listens
effectively. Consequently, very few people think they need to develop their listening skills
sincerely.”  Perhaps this is why only 2% of Americans have had any formal training in listening2

skills,  which, if you think about it, is a deplorable statistic!3

Morton Kelsey – a pastor, Jungian therapist, counselor, and religious writer – once said: 
“Every church ought to sponsor a course on listening skills every year as part of the
Christian Education program.”  4

Although we exhort people to “love one another,” we then don’t teach people how to do that.
“Theologian Paul Tillich said that the first duty of love is to listen. And psychologists say that
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deep listening is indistinquishable from love.”  When we truly listen to someone, we are loving5

that person and, at the same time, helping that person to know that he or she really BELONGS. Is
it any wonder that James, in today’s epistle reading, exhorts his readers to “be quick to listen,
slow to speak . . ..”  And Proverbs 18:13 clearly states: “If one gives answer before hearing, it is
folly and shame” (NRSV).

A few years ago I was speaking with a woman who had an extensive outreach ministry to a local
prison. We were talking about the importance of listening and she commented that the prisoners
with whom she works are “hungry” for some one to “hear” them. She went on to say that many
of these men have never had anyone who would listen to them. All of us are hungry to be listened
to and to be understood for that’s when we feel most loved and most like we BELONG. 

Some of you may remember the TV sitcom, Cheers. It was popular during the 1980's and early
1990's. The setting for the show is a pub named “Cheers” where a group of locals meet to drink,
relax, and socialize. Of interest is the show's theme song, "Where Everybody Knows Your Name,
which is also the show's catch phrase. The show picks up on something many bartenders
understand: lonely people don’t just come to a bar to drink (they can do that far more cheaply at
home); they come to a bar to find someone who will listen to them, and often that is the
bartender. Nothing is more affirming, nothing communicates more deeply that we are important,
nothing sends the message of community more strongly, than when someone truly listens to us.

Fortunately, even though most of us aren’t as good at listening as we could be, listening is a skill
that can be learned. To listen – that is, to “hear” clearly – may take some effort and work, but it is
doable and a skill we can all develop if we’re willing! A quite simple starting point is a method
called HLUA, in which, rather than responding reflexively as soon as the other person is finished
talking, one does four things before even thinking about speaking. A handout about HLUA, How
Much Do You Actually Hear When You Listen  is in your bulletin today. I commend this to your6

reading, contemplation, and implementation. But because developing a listening heart and
accompanying skills requires more than a 20 minute sermon and a one page handout, I will be
discussing with our Learning Committee the possibility of offering a short course here at New
Jerusalem sometime in the near future on “Becoming a Good Listener.”

In the meantime, REMEMBER: “be quick to listen, slow to speak” as James exhorts us in
today’s 2  scripture lesson. Jesus reached out in today’s gospel to heal a man with a hearing lossnd

and a speech impediment; and Jesus is willing to do the same for us. We all need to be healed of
hearing impediments so we can listen with attentiveness and open hearts to one another. The
Good News of today’s gospel is that Jesus can open our hears to listen more attentively to one
another and release our tongues to speak more plainly. And in so doing, we will experience and
become a community of BELONGING – a place where all are welcome and a house where love
dwells.

* * * * * * *

The HLUA method is provided on the next page.
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How Much Do You Actually Hear When You Listen?
To perfect your listening skills, you need to do these four things.

By Leigh Ashton, April 14, 20167

Let me ask you a question that might make you a tad uncomfortable: if you’re really honest, how
often do you find your mind wandering during conversations? If you find that more often than not,
you’re just waiting for your turn to talk instead of actually, really listening, you’re definitely not
alone … on average, people spend 60% of conversations talking about themselves!

While this is just rude during personal conversations, it’s a killer when it comes to sales
conversations, where listening isn’t just polite — it’s the foundation of any sale. So if you’re
thinking right about now that you need to brush up your listening skills, then try using one of my
favorite tools, the HLUA method.

What’s the HLUA method?
 
During conversations, we tend to respond reflexively as soon as the other person is finished talking.
But if you want to really listen, you need to do four things before you even think about responding.

Hear: Physically take in the sound. This means that you need to stay focused on the person
speaking instead of looking at your phone or tuning them out because you think you know what
they’re going to say. It also means that you need to make sure you’re in an environment where you
can hear them well — if you can’t physically hear what they’re saying very well, it’s going to be
really hard to actually listen to them.

Listen: This is a step up from hearing; it means that you bring empathy into the picture and really
try to listen to what the other person is saying, all the while considering their perspective. Don’t
forget to pay attention to their body language and tone of voice too: they account for 93% of
communication!

Understand: After you’ve heard someone and listened to them, you need to confirm your
understanding of what was said with the other person. Why? Because it’s really easy to misinterpret
something based on your own assumptions or a mistaken understanding of someone else’s map. By
confirming what was said with the other person, you not only demonstrate to them that you’re
listening, which is hugely honoring, it also helps you avoid responding based on a mistaken belief.

Acknowledge: Let the other person know that you’re on the same wavelength and that you’re
paying attention. This can be as simple as nodding or saying “uh huh” or “go on”. It’s all about
showing the other person that you care so you can build rapport and keep the conversation going.

Then and only then should you think about responding. Why? By the time you’ve gone through this
process you’ll have made sure that you have a true, clear picture of what the other person is saying,
thinking, and feeling, so you’ll be able to respond based on solid information rather than your
fleeting assumptions and impressions … not to mention you’ll have a much better picture of their
map and needs, all of which will make it much, much easier for you to close the sale.

So give it a try during your next sales conversation, and let us know how it goes!


