Parish of Our Lady of the Southern Cross
Clifton Hill / Collingwood
[image: image1.jpg]



Hearing v. Listening – 10 July 2011 –
I
f you are like me, your day’s consciousness ends in a blur of unrecognized sounds, words flowing out of a technological gadget by my bedside, only to be re-awakened on the morrow by a similar whirring sound slowly shaping itself into some half-distinguishable word-message: It is time!.  Thus begins a new day, unfolding to the rhythm of a tsunami of words pounding us incessantly from the four corners of the compass, and engulfing in its choking grip every instant of our daily routine.  As Hamlet muses with his friend Polonius, “Words, words, words.  They have a plentiful lack of wit” – words of encouragement and compassion, words of war and of peace, words of affection and of condemnation, words of excitement and of deep pain, words of life and words of death,  The mind is buzzing, seemingly unable to escape the entrapment of words spoken, sung, read, or just thought or mumbled to ourselves.  By a strange paradox, the very superabundance of means of communication in which we live creates distance between speaker and hearer, heightening anonymity, leading to estrangement from the message delivered, and to loss of meaning and relevance of the word itself.  But there is an escape: our awareness automatically shuts down and we become de-sensitized.  We may well hear sounds, but we remain totally unaware of the messages bombarding us, until that instant of uneasy “word of silence” enters our kitchen and lounge room or striking us uncomfortably while we jog down the street.  Then, paradoxically we are awakened to the real world in which we live and for the first time we listen to the “sounds of silence”.
In this world of “unheard words”, paradoxically it is silence that jolts us into reality and somehow calls us into listening to the message.  In the end, ”if communication is to become again life-giving and growth-producing, we need to make a deliberate “decision for listening”.  Listening means to awaken in ourselves an awareness of reality around us and it demands that we focus our minds away from hearing words and onto the message that speaks to us through this reality.  To paraphrase today’s Gospel, it all depends on the readiness of the hearer to convert into a listener, allowing the superabundance of words to become a message challenging the listener into becoming the mature person one is meant to be.  Alternatively, the word is dead, losing its very nature and power, reduced to nothing beyond a meaningless amorphous sound offering “plentiful lack of anything”.
I

n the Christian economy, however, “The Word” is never dead or empty, but ever present and life giving, taking on a uniquely powerful and personal meaning, and embracing the very presence of God in human affairs.  Somehow, God could not find a more apt way of communicating his life and love to us than becoming personified in “the Word”, and God does not  have bad words or amorphous sounds.  God’s Word is not the effect produced by some electronic impulse but a living and life giving reality embracing the whole of human experience, an active life-giving presence embodied in the fundamental dimensions of the human story.  Because of the immersion of this Word into our story, only the listener will be able to discover his/her own self and the God immersed in that self.  We need to become listeners or our faith will be simply a superficial ritual, precisely an amorphous sound or sight, and we will never be truly disciples.  Unfortunately, as today’s parable of the Sower warns us, even this “living Word of God” can become empty and meaningless, whether this Word is calling out to us through ritual, biblical reflection and personal prayer, or through the multi-faceted encounters that dot our day.  Just as the superabundance of words can choke every instant of our existence, as believers we can become equally anesthetised to the Word of God, when we fail to “listen to it with ears of the heart”, as Benedict invited us to do over sixteen centuries ago.  It is all a matter of awareness and of attitude on our part. 
Today’s Gospel narrative puts before us an extravagant and careless God, who is never silent nor does he desist from “speaking his Word”, whatever the human condition may be.  What is in contention however, is the human readiness to receive and nourish that word in such a way that it will grow into abundant energy for life.  The Sower of the parable is reckless in his eagerness to disperse the goodness and life-giving power of the seed.  Large handfuls of seed are scattered, randomly and almost wastefully, without concern for the suitability of the soil to receive it and nurture it.  In his eagerness to spread his generous goodness as widely as possible, no one is excluded, no human situation is ignored, and he takes no notice of stones, footpath or thorns.  Surely he must have realized that  the rocky ground and the thistles would inevitably stifle growth and waste the goodness of the seed!  That may well be the logical, rational and economy-savvy look at reality, focusing specifically on returns in kind and with large interest.  But that is not the perspective of the Sower of the Gospel, the Absolute Giver for whom everything and everyone must have access to his gifts and the full potential for life.  That is the God Jesus came to reveal: a God who knows no bounds or limitations when it comes to communicating his love and life with human beings.  Our life may be rocky and thorny, we may be dry and unreceptive, we may ignore his gifts of life or be totally unaware of his presence.  Yet, nothing will stop God from freely lavishing his goodness with extravagant generosity, regardless of our condition.
T

he living Word of God truly embraces us on every side and in every insignificant skerrick of existence, and we can never escape its challenging message of life, or deny its appeal in whatever situation we may find ourselves.  It is of the very nature of God to communicate his Word of life and love and cannot resist “speaking” to us and offering us the gift of fullness of life, but we can resist and refuse God’s appeal, and choose diminishment and non-life instead.  Unfortunately that is often the human side of the story.  Hearing without listening, lack of awareness, misguided life priorities, personal agenda and spiritual blindness, fear and mistrust – all these diminish the power of the Word and frustrate the generosity of God whose only desire is to enter into dialogue with us and offer us abundance of life.  These are the thorns and the rocks that not only entrap our journey, but stifle our growth and blur our vision of the God with us.  Our day can be so hectic and clattered with good deeds that we become totally unaware of the energy that enables us to live through it all, supplied to us by a God caught up in that same hectic and tiring world.  We hear the anxiety and the tiredness, but we do not listen to the presence of God.  We celebrate Eucharist every Sunday and we hear to “The Word of God”; but then as we leave the church door we forget that the very God who has just spoken to us is coming home with us to share the rest of the week.  We have heard but we do not listen.  When the unexpected, the unplanned and the unwanted rushes suddenly and unwelcome into our life, we can either allow ourselves to become trapped by the thorns of fear, concern or anxiety, or set out to nurture the goodness that God has placed at our disposal, even amidst those thorns and stones, and listen to the invitation to review our perspective, our values and our priorities and to reach out more intensely to God and to each other.  

 God’s grace is abundant, universal and always fruitful, but this fruitfulness depends on our readiness to accept its potency for life within the soil of our daily experience.  As we move on into another week, may we be people who are aware of God’s goodness sowed abundantly in the field of their life, yes even in the thorny and less savoury moments of one’s story, who listen with the heart to the whole embracing message of love and life from God, and who are prepared to clear the ground of all that may silence God’s voice or stifle growth into fullness of life. 
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