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The Future is Listening 
Deuteronomy 6: 4-9; Proverbs 22:6 
 
Before I went off to college, I simply assumed that 
everyone spoke the same language that I had learned 
growing up. I don’t just mean English: I mean Southern 
English with a liberal peppering of homespun idiomatic 
phrases. Growing up with Southern neighbors and a 
Georgia Grandmother, it was unavoidable, I just soaked 
these expressions up, as naturally as breathing. 
 
If you felt truly content, for example, you wouldn’t say that 
you were merely happy—you were happy as a dead pig in 
the sunshine.	 

 
 
 I don’t know why dead pigs are happy, in particular, but 
you must admit they do lie around as if they don’t have a 
care in the world. The pig on the screen is merely 
sleeping, by the way, no livestock were harmed in the 
writing of this sermon. 
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If you were going to be there in just a moment, you would 
say, “I’ll be there in three shakes,” which was a shortened 
version of “I’ll be there in three shakes of a sheep’s tail,” 
meaning in no time at all. 
 
If you’re overcome with amazement or wonder, you might 
be described as a one-eyed dog in a butcher shop, 
meaning you simply don’t know which way to look first to 
take it all in.		
	

 
 
If you’re busy, you can take your pick, depending on just 
how busy you are—you can be as busy as a bee, as busy 
as a one-armed wallpaper hanger, or as busy as a stump-
tailed bull in fly season. 
 
Now I could probably continue with these as long as you 
would listen, but instead, I’ll get down to brass tacks: the 
phrase that came to my mind this week is one of my 
Grandmother’s favorites— 
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“Little pitchers have big ears.”  
 

 
 
By the way, if you’re beginning to think we Southerners 
are just a bunch of homespun hicks, that particular phrase 
is found in Shakespeare’s Richard III,	Act 2, Scene 4, 
Page 2, so it has a long and literary history. 
Often shortened to “Little pitchers….” and trailing off 
meaningfully, the phrase is a warning, expressed from one 
adult to another, that children are present, and that they 
are liable to overhear adult conversation and incautiously 
repeat it at an inappropriate time. 
 
Children take in, remember, and repeat nearly everything 
they hear or observe, as I have so richly illustrated by 
beating a dead horse  
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with all the idioms I heard growing up. 
 
But back to the little pitchers 
 
The phrase came to me as I was reading our scripture 
lesson for this morning: train children in the right way, and 
when old they will not stray. Perhaps you’ve heard it in its 
more common phrasing: train children in the way they 
should go, and when they are old, they will not depart from 
it.  I chose that text as a theme today, because in our 
worship we are honoring our preschool teachers and 
celebrating Grace Presbyterian’s preschool ministry, so it 
seemed to me an appropriate scripture.  By the way, our 
preschool does a good job of training children in the right 
way, using a curriculum with built-in character traits like 
kindness, compassion, patience.   
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It’s an excellent curriculum.  But here’s a thought to give 
us all pause: most of what our children learn is extra-
curricular.   
 
That is to say, children don’t learn only what they are 
actively instructed in, they learn what they live in, what 
they are immersed in, so to speak.  They don’t learn only 
in preschool or from their preschool teachers.  They don’t 
learn only from their parents. They learn from adults all 
around them—and middle schoolers and high schoolers, 
pay attention here--they learn perhaps especially from 
older children whom they respect and look up to. And this 
takes the verse from Proverbs and elevates it from a 
helpful aphorism to an immense and all-encompassing 
responsibility.  We’re all teachers and we’re all teaching all 
the time—what we say, what we do, how we act or 
respond. 
 
Of how much value is the preschool lesson that all people 
are of equal value if we permit  a 24-hour news channel to 
be on all the time in our house, telling them that this is 
Islam? 
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We don’t pay any attention to it, it’s just background noise, 
but what happens if every time they hear the word,  
Islam,  
 

 
 
or Islamic,  
 

 
 
or Muslim  
 

 
 
this is the imagery that we leave uncommented upon and 
uncorrected?  Which lesson sticks more powerfully, do 
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you suppose?  Our words or the image we permit to be on 
all day in the background? Let’s try. 
 
All people are equal. 
 

 
 
God loves everyone. 
 

 
 
No one is better than anyone.  
 

 
 
The messages and images that we tolerate from our 
newscasts, from our politicians, from our pundits, what we 
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immerse ourselves in—we teach our children.  What we 
do not speak out against—we condone. 
As an aside, children aren’t the only ones who learn from 
constant repetition.  If we marinate ourselves in the same 
messaging, we are not unaffected, either. 
 
Moving on from cable news let’s think of other messages 
and learnings that our children absorb from us.  What did 
you learn in preschool today?  “Miss Judy taught us to be 
good listeners.”  (Picks up cell phone as child continues 
talking)  
 
“We learned to take turns talking. (Continues to scroll 
through phone messages) 
 
 And we learned that when someone else is talking, we 
need to put on our listening ears.” (Puts down cell phone) 
 
Children learn as much from observing our behaviors as 
they do from what we actively teach them.  So, the next 
time you are tempted to complain about these teenagers 
and their darn cells phones (seemingly notices cell phone 
vibrating)—excuse me I need to take this…(acts like a call 
is coming in…..then puts cell phone down) 
 
ask yourself—have I made the dinner table a phone free 
zone…for me? Do I ever put my phone down?  Am I 
teaching the children who are around me or observing me 
that a cell phone or a facebook message is more 
important than a person they are with? 
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Now, if I haven’t already, I’m going to quit preaching and 
go to meddling.  What do we teach our children about the 
importance of God or faith or church?  What does our 
scripture lesson from Deuteronomy tell us?  You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am 
commanding you today in your heart.  Recite them to your 
children and talk about them when you are at home and 
when you are away.  Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix 
them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on 
the doorposts of your house and of your gates. 
 
Our scripture speaks of the absolute priority of God—not 
the conceptual priority of God, not the symbolic priority of 
God, not the one thing among many priority of God but the 
centrality of God.  Do we teach our children that faith is an 
opinion, or a core conviction, is it a nicety or is it a 
necessity?  And when I ask that question, I’m not speaking 
only to parents.  We’re a church, so we baptize children 
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here, and when we baptize them we commit as a 
community to raise them, to care for them, to instruct 
them. 
 
So here are some questions: what are we teaching our 
children about active and faithful participation in the life of 
a faith community? If we set their priorities and structure 
their lives like this….. 
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and they see us setting our priorities and structuring our 
lives like this… 
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do we imagine that they will somehow magically emerge 
with a set of adult priorities that look like this? 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Eavesdropping on our lives, do the children who observe 
us get the sense that we in fact love God with all our heart, 
all our soul, all our might?  If we say that we do, would 
they observe the evidence in our calendars and 
commitments, our purchasing decisions and our 
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checkbooks, our priorities and our decisions?  What do 
they learn, these little pitchers, from our stewardship of our 
lives—our time, our talents, our finances?  
 

 
  
Will our children learn to love God with their entire heart, 
soul and might by watching and listening to us?  If they do 
not—then where, exactly will they learn it?  Raise up 
children in the way they should go, and when they are old, 
they will not depart from it….come to think of it, raise them 
in a different way—and they won’t depart from that, either. 
 
So there’s a challenge for all of us who are teaching, 
teaching, teaching all the time with what we say and do 
and value.  The future is listening to our lives. And learning 
powerfully. 
 
 
 


