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During World War II the city of Palermo, Sicily, a military objective of the Allied 

Powers, was to be bombed by the American Air Force. To warn the Sicilians, telling 

them to flee, thousands of pamphlets were dropped on the city beforehand, but the 

citizens simply did not believe the warning. They listened, but they did not hear! When 

the American planes came and dropped their bombs, hundreds of Sicilians were killed. 

In fact, it has been said that some people were found clutching the very pamphlets 

urging them to leave the city. 

Have you ever listened without hearing? Because listening without hearing is 

what Jesus is really getting to in our scripture reading this morning which was spoken at 

a high point in his career - when people were flocking to him in great numbers. It was 

spoken from a boat, where the crowds following Jesus were so large that he was 

pressed upon to go out into the water.  

Bob Woolf, in his book Friendly Persuasion, tells a hilarious story that former talk 

show host Larry King once told him. It seems that Larry was a guest on a morning show 

in Dallas, TX. The woman who interviewed him was the classic host who asks you a 

question and then looks off in another direction, not paying any attention to what you 

say in reply. 

This host had five questions written out by someone else and she checked off 

each question as she asked it. Larry noticed she wasn’t listening at all. She was looking 



[2] 
 

at the camera, at the monitor--anywhere but at him. Her third question was, “What do 

you think is the secret to being a successful talk show host?” 

As Larry King started to answer, he saw she was looking at the monitor again, 

not paying him the slightest bit of attention. So he decided to have a little fun at her 

expense. He said, “In my case, it’s the fact that I’m an agent for the CIA. They get me 

good guests and I broadcast on my show signal words or coded messages every night 

for their agents.” 

“Without missing a beat,” said Larry King, “she fired off her next question. ‘Can 

you tell us some of the outstanding guests you’ve had?’” 

Larry King says that her whole crew started breaking up in the studio. 

Jesus was not interested in teaching an agrarian lesson to the crowd that day. 

Jesus is really teaching about people who listen to his teachings. And I believe that 

Jesus is almost thinking out loud about those who listen and those who truly hear.  

Jesus knew that some of those who listen will leave having heard nothing. Others 

after listening to him will make a half-hearted commitment and then fall away. A few will 

be sincere, but when they get out in the world, they will waver, then wither. Only a 

handful will truly hear what the Child of God says to them. 

Statistics show that most people do not really listen very well even in the best of 

circumstances. Even worse, we don’t remember much of what we do hear, even if we 

do listen. 

Studies show that people remember stories, and I’m sure that’s one reason 

Jesus used so many parables; a particular kind of story. That is certainly why I use 

stories in my preaching.  
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And we know that listening is difficult. Communication is difficult. The problem 

could be on the part of the listener or it could be simply the nature of the situation.  

It is interesting to note that Jesus’ emphasis in this parable is not upon the sower 

or the seed, but upon the soil. Is the condition of the soil receptive to the seed? God is 

the sower, the Gospel is the seed, and the soil is our hearts. The most eloquent 

preacher or teacher in the world cannot reach the heart that is hardened to the Gospel 

or the life that is choked with the weeds of worldly concern. 

There is a story told about a woman who became frantic when she discovered 

her daughter was missing in the Rocky Mountains. This woman thrashed through the 

woods, screaming her daughter’s name. She went back to the campsite and called for 

help. Within half an hour, a search team had been organized. It began sweeping the 

area, calling out at regular intervals for the little girl. 

The woman sat down on a rock for a moment to rest. How would she ever find 

her little girl? She was listening for her daughter’s voice, but all she could hear was the 

volunteer search team pounding through the woods, calling to her daughter and to one 

another. 

Suddenly she decided that she and the other searchers were making so much 

noise that they could not hear the girl if she was yelling or crying. She relayed this 

information to the others and in moments everyone was silent, standing quietly. 

The woman listened. Nothing. She listened harder. Every pore of her body, every 

fiber, every muscle strained to hear the one voice she would recognize above all others. 
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Then she heard her little girl calling for her. By carefully listening and following 

the sound of her voice, the woman was reunited with her daughter. 

And I think about the time that we are living in and I wonder how much listening 

and how much hearing we’re actually doing. I believe that we are working as hard as we 

ever have, as a nation, to listen to one another over issues of race, privilege and class. I 

am deeply grateful to our Clergy Team, and to this congregation, for the vulnerability 

that is being shown on Wednesday evenings during the Clergy Round Table. And I am 

heartened as people have already begun asking: “What will be next?” And still others 

have shared with me about what they are reading, watching or studying to continue their 

edification on deeply difficult topics.  

And I wonder if we are listening to our public health officials? My father turns 70 a 

week from tomorrow. My siblings, alongside my mother, had planned a wonderful 

celebration that included food trucks, live music, family and friends. A few months ago 

we scaled that back to a quiet family dinner. And now even that subdued celebration is 

postponed as we do not want to be a threat to one another and especially to my parents 

and/or my nieces and nephews. The safety of our family outweighs the desire to be 

together to celebrate. But those decisions do not come without sadness and 

disappointment. Yet, at the heart of it, as a family unit we know that we must not only 

listen to those offering guidance and advice, but truly hear them. Especially as they offer 

insights into what is happening in Florida, where I live, and in Texas, where my family 

lives.  

“Jesus told a parable: A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seeds 
fell on the path, and the birds came and ate them up. Other seeds fell on rocky ground, 
where they did not have much soil, and they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth 
of soil. But when the sun rose, they were scorched; and since they had no root, they 
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withered away. Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked 
them. Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some 
sixty, some thirty. Let anyone with ears listen!” 

 
Are you listening or are you simply hearing? Are the messages of Jesus taking 

root in your soul or are they being scorched because there is no depth and choked 

because it is among thorns? My friends, the gospel, the good news, for us, today and 

always, is that we are loved by a God who yearns for us to hear with our whole heart 

how much we are truly loved. May that message take root deep in you this day and 

always.  

 


