Having Ears To Hear

by Mark Wood

“He who planted the ear, does he not hear? 
He who formed the eye, does he not see?” 

Psalm 94:9

As Christians we know that God created humans with all of our body parts and each of those parts has a purpose. Psalms 139 describes God’s intricate involvement in our individual formation: (v. 13) “For you formed my inward parts; You knitted me together in my mother’s womb.” One of my favorite body parts to ponder is the ear. Our ears receive sound energy for hearing sensation and help us with our balance. 

Often in scripture, the connection between our ears and hearing is made in order to illustrate our need to sense God’s spiritual work in us and around us. When Jesus said, “He who has ears to hear …” He was not just talking about our physical ears. He was emphasizing a spiritual point. He was drawing our attention to his words so that we would pay close attention to his message. He was also distinguishing those who were spiritually alive (able to hear) from those who were spiritually dead (unable to hear).

Our world has been full of sound from the beginning when God spoke the world into existence. In the beginning, Genesis records that God spoke, and everything came into being. The power of his spoken words literally formed everything we see around us. I believe that God gave us physical ears to hear for many fulfilling reasons. Hearing is one of the first senses to develop in the fetal stage of growth and fetuses respond to external sounds as they develop. Hearing helps us to hear the words of our relationships: family, friends and work associates. Hearing helps us know something about the world around us: blowing wind, rustling leaves, running water, rumbling thunder and crunching rocks under our feet. Hearing helps us avoid danger at times: sirens, speeding traffic, growling dogs, and a hissing snake. Hearing also helps us worship: the melody of song, voices harmonizing, the rhythm of instruments, prayerful meditations and the spoken words of a minister.

Unfortunately, too often, our ears can fail us for one reason or another. As an ear physician I have the responsibility and privilege of helping people whose ears are not performing at their best. Hearing loss can be frustrating, confusing and isolating for adults. For children hearing loss can be developmentally devastating. Undiagnosed hearing loss can result in speech and language delay, permanently altered cognitive development and limited educational and employment opportunities. 

Children learn spoken language by what they hear. If they hear poorly, their speech and expressive language are likely to develop poorly. Approximately 150 children are born with hearing loss in Oklahoma every year. Thankfully, Oklahoma is a state that has an active, skilled early detection network that helps screen most of the babies born in hospitals and birthing centers. In order to achieve the best language capabilities for these children, the parents must form a team with medical, audiologic, speech pathology and educational professionals. The whole team must be committed to the hard work of teaching these children to listen and speak. Through the wonder of high fidelity hearing aids and/or cochlear implants and careful Listen and Spoken Language Therapy, children can achieve normal language skills, carry on conversations with friends and family, listen to the evening news, be mainstreamed in school and eventually go to college, have meaningful employment, and worship with hearing congregations. To reach these goals requires the full commitment of the team.

As families discover the many wonderful things that can be done to help their children deal with hearing loss they need to be reminded of these truths: First, children with hearing loss can learn to listen and speak; Second, early sound stimulation enables early speech and language development. The developing brain of an infant and child needs sound stimulation in order to form the correct nerve pathways for future language development. There is a window of opportunity, from infancy to about age five, to provide the sound to the developing brain so that normal hearing pathways can develop. Older children and adults who have never heard sound cannot use some of the best hearing technology because the nerve pathways were never stimulated to develop during that time.

It is also vitally important for families and educators to have high expectations for children with hearing loss. All of us would expect children with ‘normal hearing’ to develop ‘normal speech skills’. Unfortunately, many people expect children with hearing loss to have abnormal speech and poor educational outcomes. However, children with hearing loss, who work with their family, who receive appropriate hearing amplification and who are educated by professionals promoting high expectations commonly have fantastic outcomes. Normal speech and language usually develops through social encounters and an educational structure. For a child with hearing loss to develop normal speech there must be more planning and therapy by a skilled professional, preferably a certified Listen and Spoken Language Specialist. But the rewards are fantastic when we think about these lives that are given this opportunity. Without direct, planned intervention, the outcome for hearing-impaired children and adults is disappointing. Frustration, isolation and decreased educational and economic achievement are commonly realized. Thank God for the many professionals and families who are dedicated to achieve great hearing and spoken language outcomes.

Is there a spiritual corollary here? For those of us who have “ears to hear,” we must be listening to what our Father is telling us. If the Master has opened your ears to hear what He is saying, He has a plan to use you. God has chosen us to be part of his “team.” We are his tools for reaching a needy world that is spiritually hearing impaired. We are commanded to introduce people to the only One who can bring them to life so that they can hear. We need to pray that the Holy Spirit will open their ears so that they can hear and believe and call on Jesus’ name (Romans 10:14). We need to nurture them along, love them, share the truth with them, and be highly motivated and committed to do what God tells us to do. We need to pray that their hearts would not be hard or their ears dull. Only the Father can bring them to life, but we have been commanded to “go into all the world and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.” For most people in the world, these activities rely on spoken words and messages, but we must always pray that the persons receiving the message will have ears to hear.

Think About It!

Grandparents are experienced in raising children and often know when a child is not responding normally to voices or sounds. Grandparents can use the wisdom gained by experience and be on the alert for their grandchildren’s potential hearing problems.
