Hearers of the Word

BY RAYMUND SCHWAGER, S.J.

s part of his transcendental analysis, Karl
Rahner describes the person as a “hearer of the
word.” What he means by this “definition” is
that the person, because of the spiritual struc-
ture of being, is open to the Absolute and that each
individual action of human knowing and willing takes
place within an infinite horizon. As a result of this
self-transcendence toward the Absolute, human beings
are also capable of receiving a “message” from the
Absolute. Humans are hearers of a possible word® and,
by virtue of our spiritual nature, we must also carefully
ask whether in the course of history a word has not
actually been addressed to us.

Following the Jewish and Christian conviction that
. God has spoken in truth and revealed himself in words,
Rahner sees “hearer of the word” not merely as a formal
description of human nature, but also as an indicator of
the deepest and most existential reality of that nature.
Human beings are, therefore, fully human when they
hear God’s self-revealing word. What belongs to the
formal nature of humanity also becomes, in hearing, the
most concrete content of human life.

But now we have to ask if what is said about
humanity from a philosophical and theological per-
spective can also be more closely illustrated and
described from the empirical side. For Karl Rahner this
question was significant, as his theology was strongly
influenced by the dynamics of retreats, in which
hearing the word of God is practiced systematically.?
He analyzed the characteristic of the poetic word in
detail* as well as words fundamental to humanity (for
example, “heart”).’ As aresult of these inquiries, he was
able to show that humanity is deeply rooted in words,
but he did not examine whether the empirical sciences
could also have provided a starting point for his
philosophy and theology.

Nevertheless, this very question has become urgent
today. On the one hand, the transcendental-philo-
sophical considerations that Rahner examined are not
accessible to most people, and they provide few
concrete clues on how one could gradually practice
hearing. On the other hand, an empirical anthropology
centered on hearing (and speaking) is now available,
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and it includes a precise method for practice. This
anthropology has been developed in many concrete
individual steps by Alfred A. Tomatis, who, as a result
of his decade-long medical research, has come to an
insight that in its central points is strongly reminiscent
of Rahner’s “hearers of the word.” At the same time, but
from a completely new perspective, Tomatis also
provides a positive appraisal of the church’s long-
established liturgical and pastoral practice.

Evolution and Hearing

Tomatis arranges his anthropological knowledge in
the comprehensive framework of evolution theory, so
he deals with the meaning of hearing not as the result
of a theoretical prejudgment, but through concrete
demonstration. Even in the most primitive animals, he
notes, there are already indications of the development
of the ear and simultaneously many other functions of
a living organism (orientation in space, preservation of
balance, control of bodily movements, and so on).

We must ask whether a word has actually
been addressed to us.

According to Tomatis it is no accident that all these
functions in higher life forms take place through the
inner ear (the labyrinth): they belong together and form
“facets of a process which one can describe as a
dialogue.”¢ For specifically human communication, the
body’s upright position plays a particular role, since
human beings are “called to hear and to speak.”” The
high point of development was reached when the ear
and articulated speech came together.?

Tomatis emphasizes that hearing is far more than a
passive reception: it includes the multiple forms of
active processing, checking, and feedback. Above all,
with its extraordinarily complex organization, the inner
ear serves to process and decode the sounds that come
from without (rhythm, highs and lows, the accompany-
ing over- and undertones, and the like). The human ear
first learned to process rhythm (dance) and then to
decode music; analysis of articulated speech came only
at the end of development. Articulated speech is an
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that he can discern in this context that the picture
someone has of their body, like the capacity of the skin,
is closely connected with the ear and particularly with
the “snail” (“cochlea”) in the inner ear, which works in
resonance with the whole body. At the same time, the
skin acts as a constant monitor and contributes signif-
icantly to promoting and controlling hearing.*® The ear
functions like an antenna that can hear sound both in
the world and in the depths of one’s own body.* Only
when both elements work in harmony does genuine
hearing take place, and this harmony occurs only where
the fundamental human relations are in tune and the
hearer lives at peace with his or her own body.
Accordingly, conceptual communication is only one
aspect of verbal communication. The greater part of
communication takes place via the overtone, affectivity,
and bodily image, which accompany speech and
express themselves especially in timbre.” Speakers do
not only agitate their vocal chords; they set their whole
bodies in motion, and the motion of certain parts of the
body accompanying speech can come strongly into the
foreground. Vibrations transmit themselves to the
hearers, who are also involved with their whole

The human ear first learned to process
rhythm (dance) and then to decode music.

bodies.? Through their voices, speakers can submerge
hearers in a pleasant and satisfying bath of sound, or
they can incite, strangle, strain, and damage—or simply
weary—their hearers’ bodies.

Tomatis understands the human ear as more than an
organ of orientation and control. The timbre of speech
plays an important role in transmitting affectivity. But
the ear has another function that is also very important,
indeed decisive: it collects energy. Tomatis distin-
guishes between two forms of energy: “One takes care
of the maintenance of the neurovegetative systems and
relies significantly on the metabolism. The other feeds
the dynamics of the body and of thought, which are not
to be separated.”? The brain needs not only sugar and
oxygen but also other nutrition, namely stimulants. By
means of a continual reception of sense stimuli, the ear
collects energy in order to provide dynamism for the
body and to raise its tone.> The higher overtones are
particularly dynamic. People who hear fully are more
adept at self-control; they have less need to struggle
against spontaneous impulses, and they can better
achieve the integration of their whole lives.

Being Selective
The human ear does not hear all levels of loudness

2 equally well, but it is particularly well adapted to

receive sounds between 800 and 3,000—,000 cyvcles per
second.®* It perceives higher or deeper sounds some-
what less well. But there is more than just this
selectivity that applies to all people in general; each of
us also has our own particular “ear.” Tomatis has
undertaken extensive research in this regard® and
established that there is, for example, a “musical ear.”
Between 800 and 3,000 cycles per second, someone with
a musical ear hears the higher tone somewhat better
than the lower one, although even higher tones still are
perceived less well.* In addition to a “musical ear,”
there are particular “ears” for every language.® To
speak a foreign language well, it is not enough to know
the appropriate vocabulary and grammar; the ear must
be taught to hear in a new way. Only when that
happens can the student acquire the timbre of the
foreign language and also be able to speak it easily.
The ear’s selectivity depends—apart from one’s
mother language—particularly on individual expe-
riences. The ear can open or close itself and can havea
receptive or rejecting attitude to tones of a particular
height or depth. Especially strong traumatic expe-
riences can easily lead to a collapse at 4,000 cvcles.™ The
ear can also close itself to particular people or abso-
lutely refuse to hear. According to Tomatis, partial or
even total deafness very often has psychic causes. These



arise mainly from the destruction of interpersonal
relationships. Because the whole body hears, any faulty
hearing can be destructive for the body and even
contribute to paralysis. For this reason, Tomatis has
sought to develop ways to repair damaged hearing in
order to lead hearers to new energy and so to cure them
spiritually and also partially bodily.*

The selectivity of the ear is also very important for
another reason. The tones between 125 and 1,000 cycles
correspond particularly to what occurs in the body and
the subconscious. In the range between 1,000 and 3,000
cycles, articulated speech, logic, the conscious ego, and
everyday communication take place. Intuition, ideals,
and the expectations of the hearer are included in the
classification between 3,000 and 8,000 cycles. All these
diverse elements, along with the right and left side (and
therefore the father and mother aspects), play a role and
show up in one way or another in the hearing curve of
every single person.

The “Sound of Life”
or the “Hearing of the Hearer”

Each person must learn to hear really and fully.
Tomatis distinguishes between “hearing” (“entendre”)
and “listening” (“écouter”).”® An ear that merely hears
can certainly receive sound, but in so doing, it is not
really awakened. The hearer reacts in a dull way: part
of his/her body and psyche are not involved; they may
even actively resist. The voice is not ”set on fire” and
particularly lacks the animating overtones. The nervous
system and the cerebral cortex receive only a little
dynamic energy, and the hearers will not feel them-
selves invited to communication. To overcome this
unpleasant condition, the ear needs careful education
and practice: the ear must learn actively to meet tones.

Listening is not only important for immediate com-
munication and living dialogue. Tomatis repeatedly
emphasizes that human beings are so constructed, and
our listening has as its aim, to communicate with the
whole cosmos. This notion is more than an attractive
picture for Tomatis. Only the ear that understands and
is eager to listen to the universe receives the fullness of
dynamic energy. Only in this way is consciousness fully
awakened, and only in this way is it possible for hearers
to integrate the vague depths of their own bodily being
and their affective ties, that is, to gain both distance and
freedom in regard to them.

It is as if the ear that opens itself to listen sets itself
alight. Such listening begins with the “sound of life.”3
Such an ear receives a rare gift: simultaneously to hear
itself live and vibrate.* It begins to hear a very fine and
very high buzz, which has a similar tone to the chirp
made by a great many cicadas on a warm summer
night. The sound of life has nothing to do with the
functioning of bodily organs, because its very fine and
regular rhythm stands out from the others (blood
circulation, heartbeat, breath, digestion). It also does
not disturb communication with other people, but like

a primeval song, it forms a constant background. It
draws back, however, as soon as a person becomes
involved in everyday affairs, and it threatens to be lost
entirely if someone is overburdened from tensions,
problems, and conflicts.®

Tomatis explains this “noise of life” physiologically
in terms of the capacity of the hearing cells, because of
their fine hairs, to perceive even the most delicate
movement-—namely, Brown'’s molecular movement.3
When the ear is able to register even the most delicate
movement, it succeeds in merging its deepest possibil-
ities in that it turns back on itself.¥ By means of the
molecular movement of the inner ear fluid, the ear can
simultaneously hear itself and set up a circulation
whereby the sender and receiver coincide.

This last point gives rise to a question: Does a person
communicate in their own ear about the universe and
molecular movement only with themselves? This ques-
tion cannot be answered definitively from empirical
science. It is significant, however, that up to this point
empirical methods are to the fore. Tomatis adopts the
words of the Bible—"In the beginning was the word” —
as his leitmotiv,* but he uses it only as an image in his
scientific work. Yet through his work, he has come to an
unequivocal Christian faith.

On a purely empirical level, for instance, he first came
to the conclusion that Gregorian chant could educate
the ear, as he understands it, in a particular way. This
singing, according to Tomatis, has a particular anthro-
pological and spiritual meaning.® He was finally con-
vinced that the ultimate and true listening consists in
listening to the word of God in prayer.! As a result of
his research, Tomatis also regards the Hebrew lan-
guage as having a particular quality. No people took
such care about listening as the people of Israel.* This
passage from Isaiah (50:4-5, NRSV) illustrates the

point:

The Lord God has given me the tongue of a teacher
that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word.
Morning by morning [God} wakens—

wakens my ear to listen as those who are taught.

The Lord God has opened my ear

and | was nof rebellious,

1 did not turn backward.

A Disciple’s Ear

In order to hear properly, the ears of disciples must
be newly opened every day by God. When this
happens, the tongues of listening disciples are also
changed. Their word can now encourage others,
strengthen them, and give them new energy. At the
same time, listening makes disciples (servants of God)
capable of a new attitude. They no longer respond
instinctively to violence, but they find a new approach:
"I gave my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks
to those who pulled out the beard; I did not hide my
face from insult and spitting” (Isaiah 50:6).
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Perfect hearing exceeds human strengths. Only one
person heard anew perfectly every day, strengthened
others with his word, and finally did not respond to
violence with violence: Jesus Christ. According to
Tomatis, Christ was the eternal word and the Son of the
Father because he was the perfect listener.*

Through use of an empirical method Tomatis came to
an anthropology, and ultimately even a Christology,
similar to those that Karl Rahner had already devel-
oped: the personis fully a person when they listen to the
absolute word, and the person who has done so in an
unsurpassable way is Jesus Christ.

The empirical method brings with it many sugges-
tions for praxis. For instance, it points to the major
significance of liturgical singing. It makes clear that the
communication of concepts is only a partial aspect of
the event of proclamation. Proclaimers speak with their
whole psyche and their whole body. When these
contradict the proclaimer’s conceptual expression, then
subliminal blockages are necessarily set in place. When
proclaimers are also good listeners, then they can also
communicate energy, which can be a sign of grace to
those who are listening to them. -Alfred Tomatis’s
anthropology contains the seeds for a complete pro-
gram for liturgy and pastoral work and also for the
formation of men and women working in the church.
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