
EPHPHATHA

Mark 7:31-37

REAL AS SPIT

I want to warn you that this sermon involves a lot of spitting. I assume that’s why no one is sitting on the front row because if I say what Jesus says, there will be spitting. (Perhaps you should have dressed as if you were going to a Gallagher show! You know Gallagher? He takes a huge hammer and smashes large fruit onstage.)


Mark tells us, “They brought to him a deaf man who had an impediment in his speech” (7:32a). Some translations say that he was mute, but the NRSV correctly tells us that this man had a speech impediment. The word here--mogilalos--does not mean “mute” but literally means “barely able to speak.” The word mogilalos, appears only twice in the entire Bible: here and in Isaiah 35:6: “Then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of those barely able to speak (mogilalo) sing for joy.”

“And they begged him to lay his hand on him” (7:32b). This man’s friends beg Jesus to touch him with the healing hand. Boy, does Jesus lay his hand on him! Jesus takes the man off by himself and away from the crowd and sticks his fingers in the man’s ears like this. Then Jesus spits and touches the man’s tongue. We had quite a debate in worship planning about the cover of today’s bulletin. Did you notice it this morning? Some said it looks like Jesus is strangling the man, but the picture does show Jesus putting his finger in the man’s ear and mouth. 

Now the Greek text is unclear about one thing and clear about another. It is unclear whether Jesus spits on the ground, spits on his hand, or spits on the man’s tongue. It is clear, however, that Jesus spits. 

Years ago I was looking over this passage in the Greek text and began to laugh right there in the living room. “Anne!” I said! “Come here! I want to teach you a Greek word.” You see, Anne (who was nine-years-old at the time) and I had been playing a word game with the concept of onomatopoeia. (Now you know why preacher’s kids turn out like they do.) “Onomatopoeia” means “the formation of a word by imitating the natural sound associated with the object or action involved.” Some words spell like the sound associated with the action: cuckoo, boom, tinkle, buzz, chickadee, bobwhite, splat, etc. Can you guess what the Greek word for spit is? I’ll say it for you--ptusas! Just try saying ptusas without spitting. You can’t do it! Ptusas! It is clear that Jesus spits--ptusas!

Remember the situation here. Jesus is alone with a man. He sticks his fingers in the man’s ears, spits right near his face, and touches his tongue. This is in-your-face ministry! Then Jesus looks up into heaven and sighs mightily--all the while still right there face-to-face with the deaf man who has a speech impediment. How else are you going to communicate with someone who cannot hear? 

Do you see what Jesus is doing here? It’s sign language. Everything Jesus does communicates that he wants to heal the man--sticking fingers in the ear, opening the mouth, ejecting visible spit, touching the man’s tongue, looking up into heaven in a position of prayer, and sighing with the shoulders and with a great rush of air through the mouth that can be seen even if not heard. Jesus is taking the time and effort to communicate with this man!


In the previous story of the Syrophoenician woman with the sick daughter, the little girl is healed because the woman refuses to be dismissed by Jesus and argues forcefully for Jesus to heal a non-Jew. Her words are effective in her efforts to have her daughter healed by Jesus. In this very next story, however, this man has no words to use for his defense. Although he probably is also not a Jew--as the woman was not a Jew--he is healed not by his words but by allowing Jesus to get right in his face and do some seemingly despicable actions--fingers in the ears and on the tongue, spitting, sighing. And all this is right in his face.


Tonight we have our monthly healing service. I don’t know how much spitting will occur, but I do know that needs will be uttered, knees will bow, eyes will meet and hands will touch those in need of physical, spiritual and emotional healing. Our hands tonight will become Jesus’ healing hands. 

EPHPHATHA: OPEN UP!

And then Jesus commands, “Be opened!” Mark is careful to give us the word that Jesus used.  Although Jesus probably could speak a little Greek since he was from Galilee, and although Jesus could read Hebrew because their Bible was mainly in Hebrew, the language of choice out on the road for Jesus and his contemporaries was Aramaic, which is very close to Hebrew. Here we have the Aramaic word that Jesus used: Ephphatha! We printed it on the front of your bulletin. After saying ptusas this week, I started practicing Ephphatha! Say it with me: Eph-pha-tha! Eph-pha-tha!

Remember that Jesus is face-to-face with this man and Jesus looks right at him and says to him, “Ephphatha—Be opened!” Please notice two remarkable characteristics of this word. First, if I were in your face and said this word, I couldn’t say it forcefully without spitting. Ephphatha! Jesus is still spitting on the man--this time right in his face!


The second characteristic of this word is that when you say a strange word to someone who cannot hear, he or she will usually try to imitate what you just said. Jesus says, Ephphatha! And my guess is that the deaf man tries to say it, too--Ephphatha! Do you see how much work it is to say that word? Try it. Ephphatha! The ph and th sounds take a lot of work; for the teeth and lips work hard to make the ph sound and the tongue and teeth work hard to create the th sound. You can’t make this word in a lazy way in the back of your mouth! It takes work. 


I asked a friend who is a physical therapist about this word ephphatha. She said that these sounds are great for lip-reading because they are at the front of the mouth and not inside the mouth. When I asked her how difficult these sounds are, she said they are some of the last sounds a child learns to form--ph and th.

Ephphatha! This word takes a lot of work. It is no accident that Mark includes it here. Jesus is doing speech and hearing therapy with this deaf man. I don’t intend to diminish the miraculous nature of this event, but I do wish to connect the speech and hearing therapy that we do today with the same type of physical healing Jesus did. What Jesus did with that man that day was a miracle just as what a physical therapist does today is a miracle. 

And immediately Mark says. (“Immediately” is one of Mark’s favorite words. He uses it about forty times in sixteen chapters.) “And immediately his ears were opened.” (7:35). And do you know what happens to a deaf person who is speech impaired?  That’s right. Once they can hear, then they can speak and speak plainly because now they can hear the sounds. Because of Jesus’ loving therapy--even though it was in-your-face-therapy--the man can speak plainly.


And then Jesus makes a very surprising statement. Jesus orders them, “Tell no one!” Mark informs us, though, that the more Jesus ordered them the more passionately they proclaimed it. (7:36). Jesus orders them to tell no one. Who are they? Well, way back in verse 32 we hear, They brought to him a deaf man . . . and they begged him to lay his hand on him. Who are they? Sounds like some friends or family of the deaf man. Sounds like those disciples who witness this miracle also want to talk about Jesus. Then Jesus ordered them to tell no one; but the more he ordered them, the more zealously they proclaimed it.

We, also, come to worship mogilalos—barely able to speak. Bishop Ambrose lived in the fourth century and through his preaching inspired Augustine to become a Christian. Ambrose preached on this story and said, “Every Sabbath we witness the “opening up” of a mystery. . . . In this way the minister is now touching your ears, that your ears may be opened to this sermon and exhortation.1


We came about an hour ago mogilalos—barely able to speak. I hope that in this worship service each of us has met Jesus. He is here today to put his fingers in our ears, spit and touch our tongues. We have seen him look up to heaven, groan, look in our face and we have heard Jesus shout, “Ephphatha!--Be opened!”

“Ephphatha!--Open up!” “Open up your eyes! Open up your ears! Open up your tongue! Open up your heart to the presence of God all around you! Open up!” In my study of world religions I have discovered that every religion of the world has the same basic theme: “Be aware! Open up to the divine presence! Open up!” And when we are opened up by the Spirit of God, we, like this man and his friends, will not be able to restrain ourselves from telling everyone we meet. In the words of Jesus, “Ephphatha!--Be opened!”
HYMN: Open My Eyes, That I May See
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1 Bishop Ambrose (340-397 C.E.), Concerning the Mysteries, 1:4; quoted in Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, Volume 11, Mark, page 103
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