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“Selective Hearing”

“For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”

Jimmy’s father walks into his son’s room as the young man is preparing to go out with his friends to the
movies.  When he notices the large pile of dirty clothing in one corner of the room, he instructs his son to “do
your laundry, and then you can go to the movies.”  Upon hearing these words, Jimmy responds, “Great!  I can
go to the movies!”

Jimmy has engaged in what is called “selective hearing,” which is a way of describing the tendency of some
people to ignore things that they don’t want to hear.  Selective hearing is not associated with physical hearing
loss; it is “a sort of selective inattention that may be done consciously or unconsciously.”  A selective hearer
chooses to pay attention to what that person wants to hear and ignores that which is undesirable; in Jimmy’s
case, what he wanted to hear from his father was that he had permission to go to the movies, not that before
he could go out with his friends he had to attend to that pile of dirty laundry.  As Simon and Garfunkel sang in
“The Boxer,” “a man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest.”

The central figures in today’s Gospel lesson appear to be engaging in a form of selective hearing.  Despite
Jesus’ previous discussions of discipleship as taking up the cross and of the lowly being heirs of the Kingdom of
God, James and John seem to be selective in what they have heard Jesus say.  They want to share Jesus’ glory,
but to not appear to understand that his glory will be preceded by his suffering.  Their hearing was selective
when Jesus taught that “after three days he will rise again,” ignoring Christ’s words that “the Son of Man will be
handed over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death; then they will hand him
over to the Gentiles; they will mock him, and spit upon him, and flog him, and kill him” (Mark 10:33-34).

James and John’s selective hearing becomes evident when they approach Jesus with an audacious demand:
“Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” (10:35). Such a demand is both completely selfish
and utterly disrespectful; if I had made such a demand of my parents, I’m sure they would have rejected it
immediately (after they stopped laughing!).  But Jesus decides to explore what the brothers have in mind, so
instead of scolding them for their audacity he asks them, “What is it you want me to do for you?”  What they
want is nothing less than the “best seats in the house”: “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your
left, in your glory.”  They have selectively heard Jesus describing the glory that will come when God gathers his
children together for the great feast in which “the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a
feast of well-aged wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear.” (Isaiah 25:6) – and
they want to make certain that not only will they have a seat at this feast table, but the best seats available
before any of the other disciples lay claim to them.

Jesus is fully aware of the selective hearing in which James and John are engaging, and that they have failed to
grasp that exaltation and glory come only after the suffering of the Passion.  Informing the sons of Zebedee
that “you do not know what you are asking,” Jesus inquires if they are “able to drink the cup that I drink or be
baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” (10:38).  James and John immediately respond, “we are
able,” but once again their hearing is very selective.  To them, “cup” is the banquet chalice filled with the
choicest wines; but in Jesus’ usage, “cup” (poterion) is that which plays a prominent role in the Passion.  The
cup of wine represents the blood Jesus will shed to establish the new covenant: “This is my blood of the
covenant, which is poured out for many.” (14:24).  In his prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus asks the
Father to “remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want” (14:36); “cup” stands for all of
the suffering of his coming Passion.  In the Old Testament, “cup” is often used metaphorically to refer to divine



wrath or punishment; in the book of Jeremiah, the Lord God of Israel instructs the prophet to “take from my
hand this cup of the wine of wrath, and make all the nations to whom I send you drink it.” (Jeremiah 25:15).  If
their hearing had been less selective, the disciples would have understood that they are now being asked if
they can accept the same kind of suffering that Jesus now faces.  Responding that “we are able” shows that
James and John are only hearing what they want to hear from Jesus; it may also sound naïve, since in the
previous episode Mark reports that “those who followed were afraid.” (10:32).  Whatever their intentions or
understanding may be, Jesus responds to their affirmation by predicting that they will share in the cup of
suffering that he will endure for the sake of the gospel, but that he is not the one who can grant them the
status they so desire; for “to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom
it has been prepared.” (10:40).  Only God knows the time when all of this will be fulfilled: “But about that day
or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” (13:32).

When the other disciples hear about the brothers’ self-seeking demands, “they began to be angry with James
and John.” (10:41).  Jesus uses this as an occasion for teaching his followers about authority and discipleship,
which centers on the rejection of power and status in the new community.  While in the world in which they
live “those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them,”
(10:42), this is not the way in which life in the community of Jesus’ disciples is to be conducted: “But it is not so
among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be
first among you must be slave of all.” (10:43-44).  Only those willing to be slaves (doulos) in the service of
others have any claim to greatness.  This insistence on service distinguishes Jesus’ understanding of the new
order from many apocalyptic visions, which picture the righteous triumphant over their former masters and
persecutors (“The kingship and dominion and the greatness of the kingdoms under the whole heaven shall be
given to the people of the holy ones of the Most High; their kingdom shall be an everlasting kingdom, and all
dominions shall serve and obey them.” – Daniel 7:27).  Those who would seek to be disciples of Jesus must
follow his example: “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for
many.” (10:45).  As a “ransom for many,” Jesus’ death is distinguished from that of the martyr disciples who
will share his suffering but will not offer their lives for the sins of others; for God’s people are now “justified by
his grace as a gift, which God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith.”
(Romans 3:24-25).  Indeed, for Jesus’ disciples the self-denial associated with the cross does not always lead to
martyrdom (while James is said to have been martyred for this apostolic witness, tradition teaches us that John
died a natural death); it can also mean denying the human demand for honor, power, and status.

· “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.  It may be a death like that of the first disciples
who had to leave home and work to follow him, or it may be a death like Luther’s, who had to leave
the monastery and go out into the world.  But it is the same death every time – death in Jesus Christ,
the death of the old man at his call.” – Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship.

Had the hearing of the sons of Zebedee been less selective, they would have recognized Jesus as the one who
is prophesied in Isaiah as the “suffering servant,” the one who “was wounded for our transgressions, crushed
for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.” (Isaiah
53:5).  This servant is the one who is to establish justice (“He will not grow faint or be crushed until he has
established justice in the earth; and the coastlands wait for his teaching.” – 42:4), and he does so by forgoing
justice in his own death.  But the servant’s suffering and death will not be in vain, for “out of his anguish he
shall see light; he shall find satisfaction through his knowledge.” (53:11).  If they had listened with a more
inclusive hearing of God’s Word, they would have recognized that Jesus is the servant who “bore the sin of
many, and made intercession for the transgressors.” (53:12).  They would have understood that being called to
follow such a servant would mean living as persons who seek not to be served but to serve, not to seek glory
for themselves but to give all glory to God whose promise is that “with long life I will satisfy them, and show
them my salvation.” (Psalm 91:16).



While James and John would learn that selective hearing is not appropriate behavior for disciples of Jesus, they
are not the only people in the Bible who hear what they want to hear and disregard the rest.  Earlier in Mark’s
Gospel, a man kneels before Jesus and asks him “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (10:17). 
While there is nothing in the story to indicate that he is anything less than sincere, it soon becomes obvious
that he is also engaging in selective hearing; all he wants from Jesus is to hear what he needs to do to
accomplish his goal to serve his own desires.  But Jesus knows that he needs to hear far more; so Mark tells us
that “Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, ‘You lack one thing; go sell, what you own, and give the money
to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.’” (10:21).  This is not what this rich
young man wanted to hear from Jesus; so “when he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for he
had many possessions.” (10:22).  In order to follow Jesus, he had to hear all that Jesus has to say, not only that
which he selected to hear.

On the day of Pentecost, the crowds who had gathered in Jerusalem for the festival were “bewildered, because
each one heard them speaking in the native language of each” of the apostles. (Acts 2:6).  While many
recognized that what the apostles were proclaiming was indeed the message about “God’s deeds of power,”
others sneered and mocked the apostles, saying that “they are filled with new wine.” (2:12:13).  The idea that
God’s Word could be proclaimed even through the strange accents of these Galileans was preposterous to
them; their selective hearing prevented them from recognizing that God can speak through any voice to share
the message of Jesus Christ with others.

For the initial readers of the letter to the Hebrews, their understanding of the role of a High Priest as one who
is “put in charge of things pertaining to God on their behalf, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins” (5:1) did not
include one who would be called to suffer for the sake of the people.  Such a selective hearing of God’s
teaching on the role of the High Priest prevented them from recognizing that Jesus was truly the one who be
called from among the people as he “offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to the one
who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission.” (5:8).  Jesus is the
true High Priest who would intercede on behalf of the people, becoming “the source of eternal salvation for all
who obey him” (5:9), the one who frees all people from “sin, death and the power of the devil, not with gold or
silver but with his holy, precious blood and his innocent suffering and death.” (Small Catechism).  While those
who insisted on engaging in selective hearing, choosing to accept only those words that fit into their perceived
personal needs or preconceived notions about God, would reject the word of a High Priest as servant who
sacrifices himself on behalf of the people, for those who truly hear, which implies listening fully and faithfully
for the word we are prepared to obey, “he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood
ore of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.” (John 1:12-13).

Selective hearing of God’s Word remains a threat to all who gather to hear what we believe is the “word of
eternal life.”  While we confess that God’s Word is the only source and norm for the church’s faith and life and
respond to the announcement that “this is the Word of the Lord” with an enthusiastic “thanks be to God,” it is
easy for us to fall into the trap of selective hearing which at times can be very unconscious and unintentional. 
We naturally hear words that are appealing to us, messages that fit into our understanding of the world and
the fulfillment of our perceived needs and desires, rather than hearing messages we may not want to hear but
which we may need to hear.  We would rather hear that all is well rather than some things are not; we would
rather listen to a word that affirms what we believe rather than one than challenges our positions; we would
rather listen to that which might benefit us instead of something that might cost us or instruct us to sacrifice
something that is dear to us.  But if we truly believe that the word that is proclaimed to us is God’s Word and
that “there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which
we must be saved” (Acts 4:12), then our hearing of God’s Word must never be selective.  If we are to be faithful
as people gathered around God’s Word, then we need to listen to every word that God is speaking to us as the
living word that leads us and guides us along our way.



· “Christians direct their faith not to the historical figure of Jesus but to the living Lord Jesus.  Yes, they
assert continuity between that Jesus and this.  But their faith is confirmed, not by the establishment of
facts about the past, but by the reality of Christ’s power in the present.  Christian faith is not directed
to a human construction about the past; that would be a form of idolatry.  Authentic Christian faith is a
response to the living God, whom Christians declare is powerfully at work among them through the
resurrected Jesus.” – Luke Timothy Johnson, The Real Jesus.

Jimmy had only heard what he wanted to hear from his father when he was preparing to join his friends at the
movies without first taking care of his dirty laundry; but when he father made him take care of this chore, he
learned the importance of resisting the urge to engage in selective hearing.  Of course he would have rather
only had fun with his friends, but he also had to take care of his responsibilities as a member of his family.  As
members of the household of God, it is also easy for us to engage in selective hearing, paying attention to only
those things that serve our needs or confirm our positions and opinions; but if we are to be faithful followers
of Christ, we need to listen to all of God’s Word, prepared to follow his instructions and obey his will as Christ
obeyed the will of God so that we might have eternal life.  This is the Word of the Lord; let the people of God
hear all that God is saying to us, so that all that God desires might be fulfilled in our midst! Amen.


