Homily Isaiah 35:4-7a; James 2:1-5; Mark 7:31-37

Isaiah is one of the most well-known prophets in the Bible. He calls on God’s people to
renounce their idols, warning them of coming destruction if they do not obey. The name Isaiah
means “salvation of the Lord” and he distinguishes terrifying warnings of judgement and
destruction from the hope and joy that God brings for those who reconcile with Him. Isaiah
played an important role in God’s plan. Throughout his book, Isaiah speaks of a coming
Redeemer. He brought hope to God’s people during a challenging time. This promise of hope is
not only for the nation of Israel, but also for all of us today. In the book of Isaiah, we see how
God works for the good of His children in the worst of circumstances. Isaiah’s message is this;
though we are sinful and deserve to be punished, God has provided salvation for us through a
Messiah, Jesus Christ, who suffered on our behalf and freed us from our sins. In Jesus, the
Messiah, we have hope for eternity.

Today’s Scripture readings offer us many points of reference, many subjects to unpack. The
letter of St. James is directed to a spiritually immature community. They are living their lives
according to world standards and ignoring the standards established by God. Our world has not
changed much. James is describing something we all know about, discrimination, favoritism,
and prejudice. We are drawn to the so-called beautiful people, the movers and shakers, and we
tend to dismiss others too quickly. Through the words of St. James, we are told to express our
faith in a dynamic outreach that contradicts the expectations of the world. St. James calls us to
testify to God's inclusive love. He calls us to look beneath appearances in people we meet to a
more profound image, the image of God that is in every human being. Every individual has
value Everyone has a particular and exceptional worth in the eyes of God.

The Gospel tells us that Jesus left the district of Tyre and went by way of Sidon to the Sea of
Galilee into the district of the Decapolis, “the ten cities.” This journey probably took about seven
or eight months. Jesus did not take a direct route to His ultimate destination. So why does
Jesus take a ‘round about way to preach to the people? His ministry was initially focused on the
Jews. When He crosses into the area of Tyre and Sidon, He crosses into Gentile
territory...pagan territory. The Gentiles lived in that area known as the Decapolis. Jesus is
embracing both sides of the Sea of Galilee: The Jewish side and the Gentile side. He is fulfilling
His universal mission. Jesus is the ultimate bridge builder. His message is clear. The word of
God is for both Jew and Gentile. As the Book of Revelation tells us, He is the Alpha and the
Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the last. It is in this Gentile region that He
performs one of His most famous miracles. We just heard the story. We all know the symbolic
actions...the spit, the placing of fingers in the ears. But do we understand the meaning of
Ephphéatha? Mark tells us it means "Be Opened," and at that precise moment, the man's ears
were opened, and his speech impediment was gone. On the surface, we see Jesus healing
another malady, another health issue. | don’t mean to minimize God at work in this Gospel
event. But it is not enough to see Jesus as just the healer of physical ailments. This would be a
narrow view of His ministry. Jesus certainly is the healer, but on a deeper level, on a more
spiritual level, He is the healer of all that divides us.

Jesus shows great care and sensitivity in His encounter with this deaf man. The first thing Jesus
did was to take "him aside in private away from the crowd." In this way, He could deal
personally with the deaf man. Jesus always deals with us "one on one." With this miracle, Jesus



opens the world to this man again. Throughout the Gospels, we learn that Jesus not only
opened the ears of the deaf and restored this man's speech. He also restored sight to the blind
and made the lame walk. In a way, the deaf man with the speech impediment points to
something in ourselves. He points to our own difficulty in hearing the message of the Gospel,
the Good News of Jesus Christ, as it is proclaimed in our own time. We can be deaf to the
things of God. We can be cut off from the life that really matters—the life of God. We can hear
the word of God but not put it into practice. We can receive the Eucharist but not be nourished
by it. There is a lot of talk today: talk radio, talk shows that talk all night long, television shows
that feature "experts," as they say. They supposedly have the gift of communication. Well, we
have the gift of communication too. No matter how we choose to express ourselves, we can
speak the Good News of Jesus Christ, about His Church, about our church whenever the Spirit
moves us...and our prayer should be that the Spirit always presents opportunities for us to
speak the Good News.

Why did St. Mark include this incident in his Gospel? Did Jesus just come to restore sight, mend
hearing problems, and enable people to speak again? Or is it more profound than that? St. Mark
remembered this incident to show that Jesus can heal not only the deaf man but ourselves as
well. Ours is a world where we divide people between those who are in and those who are out;
those who are on the way up and those who are on the way down. As followers of Jesus, we
are called to see people differently. We are called to go beneath the exterior as Jesus does, and
try to meet the person, the human being, the fellow-creature within. Society will always have its
celebrities, its beautiful people, and will always have those people it puts to the side, or | should
say, casts aside. We are called to see those people to whom society is blind, to listen to those
people society ignores, to listen to those burdened by life’s difficulties, those to whom the events
of life have not been kind. It is a sign of grace to see beneath the appearance of the poor, of the
people on the margins, of the angry and discontented, and discover there a person in need of
God’s redemption and inner healing. This calls all of us to an examination of conscience. Can
we who can see with our eyes still somehow be blind? Can we who speak with our lips still fail
to communicate what counts? Can we who hear with our ears still be deaf in some important
ways? Every one of us is in continual need of being healed of our own deafness—not the
physical deafness of the man in today's Gospel, but a more critical problem, a more critical
ailment...our ability for hearing with the ears of our souls. Every one of us is in continual need of
having our vision cleared to look beyond the clutter and confusion of everyday life and seek out
those who need to see the eyes of Jesus through us. Is there a particular illness, disability, or
cause close to our hearts whose advocates we can become through prayer and support? Are
there people in our lives whom others push aside that we can try to see, hear, and speak as
Christ would? Is there a growing ability in us to crack that tough outer shell people display so
that we can reveal the image and likeness of God that dwells within? If these sparks of God’s
grace are flickering in you, it is time to listen to the words of Jesus. “Ephphatha”...“Be opened,”
and go where the Spirit of God leads you.



