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“He emerged from the metro at the L’Enfant Plaza Station and positioned himself against a wall beside a trash 
basket,” says the opening line of an article in the Washington Post.1 “By most measures, he was nondescript: a 
youngish white man in jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt and a Washington Nationals baseball cap. From a small 
case, he removed a violin. Placing the open case at his feet, he shrewdly threw in a few dollars and pocket 
change as seed money, swiveled it to face pedestrian traffic, and began to play. 
 
It was 7:51 a.m. on Friday, January 12, the middle of the morning rush hour. In the next 43 minutes, as the 
violinist performed six classical pieces, 1,097 people passed by. Almost all of them were on the way to work. 
 
Each passerby had a quick choice to make: Do you stop and listen? Do you hurry past with a blend of guilt and 
irritation? Do you throw in a buck, just to be polite? Does your decision change if he’s really bad? What if he’s 
really good? Do you have time for beauty?  
 
Three minutes went by before something happened. Sixty-three people had already passed when, finally, 
there was a breakthrough of sorts. A middle-age man altered his gait for a split second, turning his head to 
notice that there seemed to be some guy playing music. Yes, the man kept walking, but it was something. 
 
A half-minute later, Bell got his first donation. A woman threw in a buck and without stopping continued to 
walk. It was not until six minutes into the performance that someone actually stood against a wall and 
listened, but the man suddenly looked at his watch and started to walk again. Clearly he was late to work. 
 
The one who paid the most attention was a 3-year-old boy. His mother tugged him along, but the little boy 
was mesmerized and didn’t want to move. Finally, she pulled hard enough that the child started to walk 
ahead, but not without turning his head back the entire time. This action was repeated by several other 
children as well, but all the parents, without exception, urged them to move on.  
 
Things never really got much better. In the 45 minutes that the musician played, seven people stopped what 
they were doing to take in the performance, at least for a minute. Twenty-seven gave money, most of them 
on the run -- for a total of $32 and change. That leaves the 1,070 people who hurried by, oblivious, few even 
turning to look. 
 
And when the man finally finished playing and silence took over, no one even noticed or applauded. No one 
knew that this violinist in the subway was actually Joshua Bell, one of the finest musicians in the world. He 
played one of the most intricate pieces of music ever written that day on a violin worth 3.5 million dollars.  
 
Three days before he appeared at the Metro station, Josh Bell had sold out his concert at Boston’s Symphony 
Hall, where just average tickets cost $100. Two weeks later, he would play to a standing-room-only audience 
so respectful of his artistry that they stifled their coughs until the silence between movements. But on that 
Friday in January, Joshua Bell was just competing for the attention of busy people on their way to work.” 

                                                      
1 https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/magazine/pearls-before-breakfast-can-one-of-the-nations-great-musicians-cut-
through-the-fog-of-a-dc-rush-hour-lets-find-out/2014/09/23/8a6d46da-4331-11e4-b47c-
f5889e061e5f_story.html?utm_term=.6c107fceb05e  
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This is a real story, organized by the Washington Post as part of a social experiment back in 2007 – and the 
researchers sought out to answer the question: If a world-famous musician and his $3 million fiddle brought 
some of history’s most beautiful music to a rush-hour crowd, would people stop and listen? The answer: 1,070 
people passed Bell without paying any attention.  
 
For the next 4 weeks our time together in worship will be focusing on the practice of paying attention. 
Because I believe paying attention is perhaps some of the most important spiritual work you and I can ever do. 
If we are so busy or preoccupied that we don’t take time to even notice what’s happening, I question whether 
we can genuinely respond to the God who is alive and at work in the world around us. We actually see 
multiple examples of this throughout the first three chapters of the book of Exodus. 
 
Today’s text in Exodus 1 begins with an edict from the King of Egypt. He is afraid that the Hebrew people are 
growing larger than the Egyptian people, and so he commands the Hebrew midwives to kill any of the Hebrew 
baby boys who are born. These Hebrew midwives are some of my biblical heroes for the way in which they 
cleverly and courageously stand up to Pharaoh. But then, Pharaoh gives the order to everyone that any 
Hebrew baby boy who is born must be thrown into the Nile river. 
 
Well around that time, a woman gives birth to a son. And she holds on to him for three months, or about as 
long as she can, until she realizes that she can’t keep him a secret much longer. So she, too, gets clever and 
courageous. She finds a papyrus basket, and covers it with tar and mud so that it won’t sink. And then she 
places her baby in the basket among the reeds and sends floating down the Nile River. But the woman’s 
daughter begins to follow the basket down the river, paying very close attention to where it is going. 
 
Now, some biblical scholars wonder if this woman actually knew where she was sending the basket – if she 
knew that it would likely float right past Pharaoh’s palace, which was located just down the river. And if she 
did, that makes what she did even more risky, because for her baby to survive, it would take just the right 
person to find him. 
 
Meanwhile, Pharaoh’s daughter is going about her daily routine of bathing in the river, when she looks aside 
and notices something out of the ordinary. A basket floating among the reeds.  
 
And so she sends her maid to retrieve the basket to find out what’s inside. And lo and behold, it’s a sweet 
baby boy. When she opens the basket, he immediately starts crying, and she knows in an instant that this 
must be one of the Hebrew children her father has commanded to be killed. 
 
And yet another woman in Exodus does something clever and courageous. The baby’s big sister is standing by, 
just waiting for an opportunity to jump in. So she comes up to Pharoh’s daughter and says, “I have an idea. 
What if…what if I could possibly find a Hebrew woman to nurse the child for you? I think I know someone who 
just might be willing to do that?” 
 
And Pharoh’s daughter says, “Oh yes, absolutely. And I’ll send wages to the person who watches after this 
baby and keeps him safe.” So in the end, the mom gets paid to watch over her own baby? And all on Pharaoh’s 
dime. It’s a pretty sweet gig. 
 
And when he grows older, he goes to live with Pharaoh’s daughter, who names him Moses, which means “I 
drew him out of the water.”  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hnOPu0_YWhw


I love all of the clever and courageous women in this story, but I’d love for us to focus in on Pharaoh’s 
daughter today. If you know the rest of the story, just think about the significance of what she does here. A 
member of Pharoh’s family – his own daughter – defies his policies and saves the baby who will ultimately 
defeat Pharoah and deliver all the Hebrew people from slavery in the land of Egypt. 
 
Scholars point out that Pharoah’s daughter’s actions are actually parallel to God’s actions in this text. The 
same verbs that are used to describe God just verses later are the ones used to describe Pharoh’s daughter. 
Pharaoh’s daughter “comes down” to bathe at the river just like God comes down to God’s people. She “sees” 
the basket among the reeds just like God “takes notice” of his people. She “hears” the baby’s cry, just like God 
hears the cries and groans of the Hebrews. 
 
And all of these actions are ones of paying careful attention. Going out of one’s way. Listening for a deeper 
sound. Taking a closer look. Which means that there’s something about paying attention that aligns us with 
the character of God. 
 
It’s interesting to me that both stories I’ve shared today are about people in the midst of their daily routines – 
people in the metro on their way to work or Pharoh’s daughter taking a bath and getting ready for the day. I 
admit that I probably pay much more attention when I’m sitting on my back porch soaking in the breeze 
(which I can’t do right now – but maybe again in a few months?) But when I’m on my way to work? Rushing to 
get ready in the morning? Going about my daily routine? Not so much. 
 
Many of you have heard that I fell this week. I was walking back to my car after a meeting on Monday morning 
and the next thing I knew, I was flat on my face on the hot concrete.  
 
And as someone with a brittle bone disorder – falling is pretty traumatic for me, and I’m so grateful not to 
have broken any bones. But the thing that has caused me the most grief over the past week is trying to figure 
out why I fell. I didn’t see a pot hole or a large rock on the ground when I looked back. My shoes didn’t come 
undone. When I stop and replay everything in my mind, the only thing I can think of is that I was in a hurry, my 
mind was on a million other things, and I really wasn’t paying attention to where I was going. 
 
But as someone whose bones are brittle, I am really not afforded the luxury of not paying attention to where I 
am going. That was a big wake up call for me this week. 
 
So it seems rather ironic that this is the same week I was preparing to begin this new series in worship called 
“The Practice of Paying Attention” – a theme we planned months ago. I have always said that I can’t preach a 
sermon before God has spoken these words to me – and I heard that message loud and clear this past week. 
 
But the parallels are so true, aren’t they? As people who follow after a God who is alive and at work in the 
world around us, we are not afforded the luxury of not paying attention? I mean, I guess we can – if we want 
to live a monotonous life. But I can’t help but think about all of the divine invitations you and I are missing out 
on - all because we don’t stop long enough to pay attention to the God who shows up in the most unlikely 
people and unexpected ways. 
 
Pastorally, I always appreciate when people pay attention here in our community at Calvary. For instance, do 
we notice when we haven’t seen someone in awhile, and if so – do we check in and see how they’re doing? Do 
we pay attention when someone seems tired or discouraged, and if so, do we take time to ask them how 
they’re really doing – and give them space to give an honest answer? I think one of the hardest things we can 
do is to lean in more closely when someone is upset, or angry, or just not acting like themselves. Because 



more often than not, there’s almost always a story beneath the story. A reason why they’re acting out. A cry 
for attention. A deep pain beneath the surface. A call for help.  
 
Of course, seeing these things requires a great depth of paying attention to beyond what meets the eye. But 
isn’t this the life Jesus calls us toward? After all, it was Jesus who taught us that, when we are anxious or afraid 
or upset about something, to pay attention to the lilies of the field and the birds of the air, because if God 
clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and gone tomorrow, then how much more will God care for 
me and you.  
 
Of course, these kinds of truths don’t come to us when we’re on the run. They don’t seep into our souls when 
we’re not taking the time to sit down and soak them in. Because even reading God’s living Word requires 
paying attention. 
 
Friends, I truly believe that the divine opportunities to see and experience God in completely unexpected ways 
are all around us, if only you and I would pay attention. And so this month at Calvary, we want to practice 
paying attention in our day to day life. Each week at the bottom of your worship folder, there will be a 
different prompt to guide us throughout our week.  
 
This week, I’d like us to pay attention to things that seem out of the ordinary. Instead of rushing past it or 
glossing over it, take a closer look. What do you see? And is God inviting you to respond in some way? You can 
share your responses with each other over lunch or dinner, or on your way to work in the morning. You might 
even take a few moments to share with each other at the beginning of Sunday School for the next few weeks. 
And, we would love for you to share pictures and responses on social media as well using the hashtag 
#practicepayingattention.  
 
One of my favorite poets, Mary Oliver, writes, “These are the instructions for living a life: Pay attention. Be 
astonished. Tell about it.” And that’s exactly what we are going to do over the next four weeks. 
 
Well, the Washington Post story with Josh Bell became so popular that after awhile, Josh became afraid that 
this failed social experiment was going to be his legacy. 7 years later, he said fans were still asking him about it 
almost every day. And he didn’t want to become known as the famous violist whom no one noticed in the 
subway station.  
 
So, he planned a make-up concert. His publicist actually called it an “In Case You Missed It” concert, or ICYMI, 
a phrase-turned-acronym used to share hours-old news stories on Twitter. 
 
Except this time, he made a few changes. The performance was publicized, and there was a designated 
area for press marked off with red velvet ropes, and there were chairs and microphones set up where 
Bell performed. People began arriving hours before the concert was set to begin, and by showtime, 
there were hundreds if not thousands of spectators packed into the main hall of Union Station, sitting 
on the hard floor, trying to squeeze close to the front along the edges of the room, and some even 
climbing on construction scaffolding to see over the mass of people. 
 
An article in TIME magazine said, “This performance was “a do-over” not for Bell but for the people of 
Washington, D.C. Because this time, people were actually paying attention.”2 
 

                                                      
2 http://time.com/3450389/violinist-joshua-bell-performs-in-union-station/  
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And each day, you and I have a chance for a do-over, too. And so, may we go about this week like 
Pharoh’s daughter - paying attention to the unexpected baskets we see floating down the river. 
Because if we do, I think we just might be astonished. 
 
 
 
 


