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Oil & Wine Twenty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time  6 September 2009
• Is 35:4-7a  • Ps 146 (145):7-10  • Jas 2:1-5  • Mark 7:31-37

“Ephphatha!”, a single word in the Aramaic mother tongue of Jesus, sits uncomfortably on our tongues, so Mark courteously translates it for us: “Be open!” In today’s gospel this is the command of Jesus, the most open one: open to God’s will for a whole and healed universe; open to the marginalised and disadvantaged; open to the ordinary people, men and women, rich and poor, Jew and Gentile who crowd around him. The healing of the man who is deaf and mute occurs in the region of the Decapolis (‘ten cities’) on the other side of the Jordan where ten cities previously under Jewish control are now Gentile territory, but still have a considerable Jewish population.  That Jesus works also among the Gentiles is the affirmation of the legitimacy of the early church’s mission and its continuing responsibility to preach the gospel to all nations.   
In the predominately oral-aural culture of 1st century Palestine, a hearing disability severely disadvantaged a person. Today, we know how hearing impairment has serious implications for the development of speech and for successful human relationships. As adults, it is usually awareness of problems with the latter that eventually sends us for hearing tests and aids. But the gospel world was not one of computerised hearing aids, TTY phones or bionic ears. So significant a disability was deafness considered that the unsealing of the ears of the deaf was regarded as the work of God, one sign of the new and joyful creation that the messiah would herald. When Moses tries to wriggle out of his calling to be the liberator of God’s people, his ironically articulate response to what he had obviously heard God ask of him, is that he is slow of speech and tongue. God responds by challenging Moses: “Who gives speech to mortals? Who makes them mute or deaf, seeing or blind? Is it not I the Lord? Now go, and I will be your mouth and teach you what you are to speak” (Ex 4:11). These are not words about a physical disability, but are symbolic of disciples of any age who are deaf to the word of God or spiritually mute or incoherent in their response to and proclamation of it.
It seems that the man in this gospel had been deaf for many years, perhaps from early childhood, and so hearing nothing or very little, his talk is only unintelligible sounds. Nothing can be verbally explained to him, and he can ask no questions that others can understand; his human isolation is as profound as his deafness. Probably he has been the butt of jokes and teasing, bullying and unsympathetic mimicry as he stuttered away his life in his own small and closed world. Yet some of his acquaintances have compassion for him and bring him to Jesus, begging Jesus at least to do what the man can understand: speak to him with the language of touch.
Open to their request, Jesus takes the man away from the crowd, even away from his helpful companions. Perhaps this is out of delicate human consideration for the man, lest the amazed babble of the crowd at his cure be too overwhelming as his first hearing experience; or perhaps it is to ensure that the first words the man hears are those of the compassionate Word made flesh. The actions of Jesus are described in unusual detail. In contrast to Jesus’ usual simple touch or words, there is spitting, fingers in ears and on the tongue, looking up to heaven and sighing, actions that resemble those of magical cures in the Hellenistic world. We could describe it as an ‘inculturation’ of Jesus’ miracle in non-Jewish territory, and a translation into the language of gesture that would have been more familiar to the deaf and mute man.
But what happens is not magic; the word “Ephphatha,” “Be opened,” is not a formula of gibberish. It is the heralding of a new creation, a command to be open to the life-giving words of Jesus that Mark wants all listeners, not only to the healed man, to hear. That Mark retained the word in Jesus’ mother tongue, also adds intimacy to tis miracle. With open ears and unshackled tongue, the man speaks “plainly.”  A more accurate translation would be ‘rightly’ or ‘justly’ – and his first (unrecorded) words are no doubt to Jesus. Here is a cameo of discipleship that is remembered in the baptismal rite of every Christian. As the child’s or adult’s ears and mouth are touched, these words accompany what is still called the ‘Ephphatha rite’: “The Lord Jesus made the deaf to hear and the dumb to speak. May he (soon) touch your ears to receive his word, and your mouth to proclaim his faith, to the praise and glory of God.” Gathered today as a eucharistic assembly, are we living this baptismal commitment in our openness to the words of scripture proclaimed by the church in our midst? Are we eager to come to Jesus, or be brought to him by the compassion of others, for the healing of whatever is an impediment to our faith? Or are we deaf and indifferent to God who speaks to us through our sisters and brothers, through the signs of the times, through the ‘first words’ of the created universe (cf. Rom 1:20) that we ignore at our peril? After his healing Jesus gives the man no orders; he simply leaves him to be his own free and whole self. But he tells the crowd not to speak about the miracle, for the truth about Jesus is much more than that of a miracle worker. It is only when he hangs dead and mangled on the cross that the first human tongue, that of the Gentile centurion, is loosed for the first time to speak Jesus’ truth: “Truly, this man was God’s Son” (Mark 15:39). Mark salvages the responses of the crowd by making them a symbolic chorus in which we can hear an echo of the creating God whose work was “very good” (cf. Gen 1:31).
The life of the deaf and mute man was a barren wilderness before the transforming touch of Jesus. So, too, in the first reading the prophet Isaiah proclaims that by the liberating grace of God the desert wilderness will become a fertile garden through which the Babylonian exiles will one day return home. Not only will nature be transformed, but the sick will be also be healed and transformed: the deaf and mute will sing for joy, and the blind and lame will go forth bravely. If we experience our lives as exile and wilderness, our brave trust in God will also enable us to shout and sing for joy to the one whom Isaiah believed was coming to save his people. We have the Christian privilege of recognising that saviour and healer in Jesus Christ.
The responsorial Psalm 146 (145) is the first of the five ‘Hallelujah’ (‘Praise God’) psalms with which the Book of Psalms concludes.  Each of these psalms begins with “Hallelujah,” and today this is the repeated antiphon. History and hope become our prayer of praise for the God who takes special care of the downtrodden, the powerless and despairing.
There is a stronger than usual relationship between the three readings in today’s Liturgy of the Word, for all are concerned with the merciful care for the poor. James tells his community that to judge people by their outward appearance or social status and then decide favourably for the well-dressed and affluent over the poor, is incompatible with faith in Jesus Christ. God’s choice lies with the poor of this world who are revealed as “rich in faith and heirs to the kingdom.” A significant witness that the church gives to the world is its care for the poor and most vulnerable members of society, and also by advocacy to governments on their behalf. Such advocacy is a very relevant issue in the present discussion of health care and education at many levels of government. 
In his Rule, Benedict shows an abiding care for the poor, and he leaves nothing to generalities. The tool of good works that reads “Assist the poor” (RB 4.14) is followed by specifics which identify who these poor are: the naked who need clothing, the sick that should be visited, the dead who need to be buried (RB 4.15-17). In trouble and sadness there is an experience of our human poverty, and so help and consolation should also be shown to people at these times (RB 4.18-19). If, as James writes, there is the temptation to favour those of better appearance and higher social status, Benedict would regard this as “the world’s ways,” to which the monk “should become a stranger” (RB 4.20). Christ arrives in the guest, especially the poor, and the greatest care is to be shown for them. The status and power of the rich assures them of a welcome in “the world’s ways,” but these are not a religious motive for hospitality (cf. RB 53.15). The cellarer, too, must show concern for the poor (RB 31.9). And although the porter is to greet everyone who knocks with respect, it is the poor person that is specially mentioned as being asked by the porter for a blessing – because that is truly what the poor are to the monastery. The porter’s words and actions are described with one of the most beautiful phrases in the Rule; they are to be offered gently and quickly “with the warmth of love” (RB 66.3-4). For what we now call the ‘preferential option for the poor,’ Benedict’s Rule offers all Christians a relevant and contemporary witness.

