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Hearing and Speaking


I will never forget the feeling of fear that I had the summer after my freshman year in college, when I had a severe ear infection.  I had not had one in many years.  It came on so suddenly, that I thought I was going deaf.  You should recognize, by now, that music is such an important part of my life, that the thought of losing my hearing was unbelievably frightening.  Imagining that kind of fear, you might also imagine the overwhelming sense of relief that was mine when I went to the doctor and he was able to flush out my ear with an antibiotic solution and my hearing was immediately restored.  It was miraculous to me that I could feel so much better so quickly.  


I don’t know about you, but deafness has always seemed so scary, to me.  The ability to hear sounds is such an important part of my life.  As traumatic as that might seem, you may also have learned that I would also be greatly disturbed if I were left mute.  If you don’t believe me, just ask Pete and Roseann Kerwin, who have to put up with my ramblings on a regular basis.  I remember when Stephanie and I were dating, she developed strep throat.  I could not imagine how hard it was for her to be put on total vocal rest for an entire week, and if that were not bad enough, we were in the final week of rehearsals for the musical Godspell, in which we both had principal roles.  Stephanie had to be at rehearsals for an entire week, with other people saying her lines while she practiced the staging and movements, even having her songs sung by other people.  She was not to talk at all, so that she might have a voice by opening night.  I still don’t know how she did it, but it worked because she had a voice for all three performances.  I can still remember thinking that if it had been me, I would not have been able to keep silent that long.  And if I did stay silent that long, they would have had to replace me by opening night, because I would have been carted off to a padded room in a straight jacket.  


Most of us have become very accustomed to hearing and speaking, and even though some of us have been told that if someone tied our hands behind our backs we could not talk, we cannot really imagine life without being able to communicate in the ways we have become used to doing.


Mark has recorded this story for us about Jesus’ second trip to Sidon.  On his first trip, Jesus was not received very warmly.  As a matter of fact, he was run out of town on a rail for performing a miracle while he was passing through that first time.  You might think that Jesus would want to avoid the area, but Jesus found that he needed to go back through the region in order to get where he wanted to go.  As a result, Jesus wanted to slip through quietly without being noticed.


So you can imagine his shock, when people from the region approached him with this man who was deaf and whose speech was slurred, at best.  It is hard to tell whether he was just surprised to be approached so quickly, in light of the way he had been forced to leave Sidon before, or whether he did a flashback to the way he had been treated before and did not want a repeat performance.  No matter is thinking, the important thing is his actions in the situation.


Did you notice as I read this miracle story just how different it is from so many of the others that are recorded in scriptures.  First of all, in this story, it says that Jesus took the man off to be alone with him.  Now, I don’t know about you, but I don’t ever remember hearing that in any of the other miracle stories.  Usually Jesus just healed people right where he found them, or where they found him.  But in this story, it clearly says that Jesus took the man off, away from the crowd.


The other thing which Jesus often did in his miracles, was to grant pardon from their sins and tell them that their faith had made them whole, but that was not the case in this story.  Mark tells us that Jesus put his fingers in the man’s ears.  Jesus then spat on his fingers and touched the man’s tongue.  While that may seem exceptionally gross to us, it would not have seemed so to the folks of the first century.  In Jesus’ day, people believed that there was great power in the spittle of honored or distinguished persons. 


Biblical scholars suggest that this action of pulling away from the crowd and these gestures which Jesus made were actually signs of Jesus’ genuine care and concern for this stranger.  By withdrawing from the crowd, Jesus was increasing the odds that he would be able to actually interact with the man.  Some scholars also suggest that these actions were Jesus’ way of communicating with this deaf man and letting him know what to expect when Jesus did indeed heal him.  


What I see in this part of the story is that Jesus saw this situation as much more than just another opportunity to perform a miracle.  Jesus saw this situation for what it truly was.  Jesus was able to see through to the real heart of the matter.  He was able to see that there was a man who was in real need and Jesus responded appropriately.


Now, just in case there was any doubt about how Jesus had been able to accomplish what he did for that man, Jesus paused and looked up, as though tipping his hat to the one who made miracles such as this possible.  Jesus wanted it to be perfectly clear that he was relying on a source much greater than anything on this earth.


And after a large sigh, Jesus said to the man, “Be opened!”  At once the man was healed.  He could hear and his speech was clear and understandable.  But as Jesus walked the man back toward the crowd, Jesus ordered them to be quiet about all that they had seen and heard on that day.  Jesus did not want them to talk about the events of that day with anyone.


Are you as confused as I am by that one?  In the first place, if a deaf mute could suddenly hear and speak clearly and if folks saw him walking up with Jesus, who was known for performing miracles, don’t you think some of those folks could have figured that one out on their own?  It just seems so strange that Jesus would tell them to keep such a thing quiet.  Some theologians have suggested that Jesus was using a little reverse psychology.  He really wanted them to tell everyone of God’s great power to heal and he knew that they would be more likely to do so if he told them not to do it.  Others have speculated that perhaps Jesus was growing weary of the attention.  He had just been trying to get away with his disciples, because of his sense of urgency to instruct them before he had to leave them.  It had to have been becoming increasingly difficult to steal away moments to instruct his disciples when he was constantly being asked to perform miracles everywhere he went.  No matter his motivation, we know two things for certain.  Jesus did, especially in Mark’s gospel, ask people not to tell others what they had seen him do, yet that rarely happened.  It was more often the case that they could not keep the details of their encounter with Jesus to themselves.  And Mark also tells us that all who heard this story of the deaf man were amazed by it and said, “He has done everything well!  He even causes the deaf to hear and the dumb to speak.”


As we prepare to take communion on this first Sunday in September, we do well to remember that these stories of Jesus help us to better understand the full scope of the gospel.  Many of the people in Jesus’ day did not receive him well, and it was not until after his death and resurrection that some of them were finally able to see and to understand all that he had said when he walked among them.  Many of the people who encountered Jesus face to face would have struggled to find the words to describe their encounters with Jesus.  As a matter of fact, they would be left so speechless, they might almost appear to be mute.  In the resurrection, some of those who had been blind to Jesus during his earthly ministry were finally able to see who and what he really was.  Many of those who had turned a deaf ear to Jesus during his earthly ministry, were finally able to hear the Good News of the Gospel of Jesus the Christ.  And just like those first believers, it is very difficult for us to experience the joy of encountering Jesus without echoing the choruses of all the faithful from every time and place, “Look and see how well our Savior does everything!”  Thanks be to God!  We have seen; we have heard; and we come to this table once again, to encounter the living Christ.  Now it is our turn to share the story.


And to our God be all power and glory and blessing and honor and wisdom and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.


