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“Impaired Hearing”
At the advice of his doctor, a man in his mid-60’s stopped by a hearing aid clinic to purchase a hearing aid.  He asked about prices.  The clinic owner said they ranged in price from $10,000 down to $1.50.

Intrigued by the price range, the costumer asked what made the $10,000 aid so expensive.  The owner replied, "Well, it translates three languages and is the state of the art electronics."

Impressed, the customer asked why the low end hearing aid cost only a $1.50.  

“O, that’s easy,” said the owner.  Pushing the item across the counter, he continued, “It’s only made of this button attached to a string."  Perplexed, the customer asked, "How does it work?" 

The owner replied, "It doesn’t.  But if you put the button in your ear and the string in your pocket, you’ll be surprised how loud people will talk."

The reality is, age has a way of diminishing our ability to hear.  Some tones that are clear to young people go undetected by those a generation or two older. 

This fact prompted a security firm several years ago to develop a device called the Mosquito. The Mosquito emits a high-pitched tone that older adults can’t hear, but which is said to be painfully annoying to young people. The intended use for this device is to emit the sound in places where older folks don’t want younger people to hang out.  That way senior citizens don’t need to be bothered by the disconcerting habits, clothing styles, and music of the younger generations. 

Now if that appears to be a nasty scheme, rest assured the youth of today are just as ingenious.  There is now a high-pitched cell-phone ring that most middle aged and older adults can’t hear.  This enables young people to receive a cell phone signal undetected by older adults, allowing them to receive surreptitiously text messages.  There have been instances when this scheme has been used by students while sitting in a classroom taking an exam, receiving text answers to questions they didn’t know. 

My point is, hearing loss comes with age for most of us.  In fact, experts predict that years of listening to music at a deafening volume, the over-use of earphones with electronic gadgets such as ipods, and noise pollution in general, will result in millions of baby boomers losing their hearing earlier than past generations. According to a recent study by the National Institutes of Health, there has been a stunning 26% increase in those suffering permanent hearing loss between the ages of 35 and 60, compared to 15 years earlier.  

Hearing loss is becoming quite widespread.  For those experiencing it, they know first hand how much of a nuisance it can be.  

Now imagine what it would be like if you unable to hear anything?  There‘s nothing funny about being deaf. The world of those who are completely deaf can be lonely and difficult.

One of the saddest instances of deafness is the immortal composer, Beethoven. For a musician, deafness is the worst of tragedies. 

There was one occasion when Beethoven was struggling to conduct an orchestra playing one of his own compositions. Not able to hear the orchestra, he discovered too late that he was beating one time and the orchestra was playing another. The performance disintegrated into a disaster. 

On one occasion he wrote: "For two years I have avoided almost all social gatherings because it is impossible for me to say to people ‘I am deaf.’  If I belonged to any other profession it would be easier, but in my profession it is a frightful state."  Beethoven died a broken and bitter man. 

Like Beethoven, in today’s text there was a man who was stone-deaf.  Moreover, he had a severe speech impediment, making it virtually impossible for anyone to understand him.  Believing Jesus could help him, the friends of this man persuaded him to go with them and meet Jesus in the hope Jesus would heal him.  

Can you imagine what it must be like not to hear anything or anyone, and not be able to speak?  This in an age when most everyone was illiterate and unable to write even so much as a note.  

So these men begged Jesus to heal their friend.  Jesus responded to their request by taking the man aside - away from the crowd. 

Jesus then put His fingers into the man’s ears, spit, and then touched the man’s tongue.  Now I know how gross that sounds, especially in light of the many precautions we’re being instructed to take with the encroaching flu season.  But I’m just telling you what the scripture says.

After performing this bizarre ritual, Jesus looked up to heaven, and with a deep sigh said, "Be opened!"  Suddenly the man’s ears were opened and he began to speak plainly. 

To be sure, the loss of our hearing would be tragic, but no more tragic than if we had perfect hearing and refused to hear.  The miracle Mark records is the story of a man who couldn't hear anything.  He was completely deaf.  

But what of us who can hear, yet at times appear deaf.  Our hearing may be fine, but there are times when we’re not really listening to what is being said.  Instead, we’re too busy thinking about how we’re going to respond to what’s already been said, missing what is being said at the moment. 

At other times we hear only what we want to hear, not what is actually being said.

The same is true when we listen for the voice of God.  How often do we really listen for God to speak to us?  Most of our prayers are filled with words.  When we’re done, we sign-off by saying “amen.”  We really don’t take the time to listen to God.  Our prayers are long on what we want God to do, and short on hearing what God would have us do.

It’s not uncommon that our ability to hear is compromised by our belief that the problem is with someone else, not with us.  We can’t imagine we’re the one not hearing all that is being said.  Let me illustrate.

There once was a man who suspected his wife was beginning to lose her hearing.  Concerned for her health, the husband spoke to a friend who happened to be an audiologist.  He explained the situation, and asked if there was anyway he could confirm her condition before confronting her about her need to have a hearing test.    

The audiologist thought for a moment, then told his friend to try an experiment.  Thinking the advice to be sound, the husband went home and followed it.

When the husband got home he entered the far side of the kitchen from where his wife was preparing their meal and stopped. With his wife’s back to him, the husband asked what she was making for dinner.  His question was met with silence.  Assuming she didn’t hear him, the husband took the advice of his friend and moved further into the kitchen.  Again he asked what she was making for dinner.  Again there was only silence.  So this time the husband moved directly behind his wife and asked the same question for the third time.  This time his wife turned, looked him in the eye, and said with a huff, “What’s wrong with you?  I already told you twice.”

It’s hard to accept, but sometimes we’re the one not hearing all that’s been said.  When praying, how much time do we spend in silence listening for God to speak?  More often than not we’re apt to say what we have to say, then take our leave as if God has nothing to offer.  Worse yet, maybe we don’t expect God to speak to us.  Maybe our prayers have become little more than a dry, lifeless routine we feel obligated to perform.  I pray that is not the case.

In today’s text, Jesus healed a man of his deafness.  That man knew he was deaf, and that was to his advantage.  But what about us who can hear, yet at times simply don’t listen?  

It’s surprising how often Jesus presented a lesson to his disciples or a crowd, and then concluded His remarks with the phrase, “Those who have ears, let them hear.”  In these instances He wasn’t talking to deaf people.

As we continue our journey to discern Christ’s lead for Allison’s future, may we have ears to hear, being attentive to what Christ has to say to us.  May we also be able to hear each other as we speak as Christ directs us, hearing all that is being said, respecting each other, and striving to be faithful to Christ’s lead.  Amen.   
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