The 14th Sunday after Pentecost
September 6, 2009
Text:  Mark 7:24-37
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  

__________________________

Ephphatha, Jesus says.  A word so significant that Mark’s Gospel passes it on to us in the very language in which Jesus spoke it.  In Aramaic, the Hebrew of Jesus’ day, the language which Jesus spoke, it means, Be opened!

Now there’s a liberating word!  Whether it’s we Coloradans who have seen the heavens opening up these past several months, and the rain coming down to make the open spaces green and filling up the mountain reservoirs.  Or whether it is you and I just a few months ago opening up our Parish Life Center and dedicating it to the glory of God.  

Be opened!  An especially liberating word for the man in our Gospel story this morning, the one who was born deaf.  Just think of what a closed world deafness must be.  Never hearing the call of a loon on a Minnesota lake.  Never hearing your lover say, “I love you.”  No crackling of the fire….no majestic, frightening clap of thunder.  But instead, all silence.

And because the man had been deaf from birth, he was not able to speak very plainly.  If you cannot hear speech, how can you speak it yourself?  And thus your world becomes even more closed in.

Now for most of us here this morning, we can hear fairly decently, we can speak very adequately.  It may be hard for us to “feel into” the closed world of someone who cannot hear or cannot speak.  Perhaps there are others ways though, that we can know what it means to be “closed down.”

Like those times when we have been so wrapped up in our own needs – junk going on at work, problems in our own family, not enough cash at the end of the month.  The issues become so heavy that that’s all we can focus upon – and then the problems become heavier still.  We think only of ourselves, despair sets in, and our world closes down.

Worlds can also close down for whole societies.  Isn’t that what racism is all about?  One group of people effectively closing themselves off from another group of people?  Closing their lives to the gifts that people different from then can bring to them?

20 years ago, on September 30, 1989, Lynn Walters life closed down.  A severe, near-fatal automobile accident left her in a coma for four weeks:  concussion, whiplash, broken lower jaw and collarbone, eyesight severely damaged, sternum and all of her ribs broken, which punctured her lungs so many times that the doctors said they looked like a sieve.  Left arm shattered; left hip dislocated and broken; left knee crushed.

Talk about a closed world.  But, unlike the man in our Gospel story, she could hear.  And yet what she heard closed her life down even more.  In this coma, she heard two neurosurgeons discussing her case:  “Quadriplegic,” they said.  Then they began discussing transplanting her organs.  She was able to hear all this!  But the only organ they wanted – the only one worth salvaging – was her liver.

“My God,” she thought, “what is wrong with my eyes?  Why don’t they want my heart?  What must the rest of me look like?”  It was a closed world for Lynn Walters.

Like it must have been for the deaf and speechless one in our Gospel this morning.  Until the day when Jesus said the word, “Ephphatha…be opened!”  Then the man’s ears were freed up and he could hear.  His tongue was liberated, and he was able to speak clearly.  One word from Jesus and his whole world opened up!

It’s a beautiful story, isn’t it?  And yet perplexing as well.  First, Jesus opens everything up – the man’s ears, his mouth; and then he closes everything down!  He says to the man and to the crowd:  “Shut up!  Even though now you can speak, don’t tell anyone about this.”

Isn’t that strange?  Why on earth would Jesus do that?  And this is not an isolated incident in Mark’s Gospel.  Over and over again, when Jesus healed someone, he told them not to say anything to anyone.

Do you know why?  Jesus didn’t want to mislead the people.  A deaf man being able to hear and speak – as wonderful and liberating as that is – that is not the Kingdom.  Or for us today, if we were able to live in a world free from racism – as marvelous as that would be – that is still not the Kingdom.  The opening up of our Parish Life Center – as marvelously wonderful as that event was – it is still not the Kingdom!

You see, Jesus is more than just a miracle-worker.  And so he told these people to keep these miracles to themselves….until later…until after his death and resurrection.  The true identity of Jesus must also include the cross and the empty tomb!  Now there is the ultimate liberating word!  That is what really opens up the world and sets the stage for the coming of the Kingdom.

That’s what Lynn Walters discovered as well.  In her own words:

Frustration, pain, torment, I was totally hopeless.  I have never known a physical pain that could hurt this much.  I can’t imagine hell being any worse.

All I could picture in my mind was the cross, but it wasn’t empty.  Christ was nailed to that cross.  He was suffering and in pain, and I could feel his anguish.  Suddenly I found myself echoing the same words that he had cried:  “My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?”

God speaks when we listen.  Suddenly I felt an overwhelming sense of peace.  It wasn’t joy or happiness like I had felt when my three kids were born.  It wasn’t the excitement that I had felt on my wedding day.  It was simply an overwhelming sense of peace.  I didn’t know how or when, but I knew why all would be made right.  I was at peace with God, wrapped up in God’s grace.

Charles Wesley wrote a familiar hymn, based upon our Gospel story, Oh, for a Thousand Tongues to Sing.  He wrote it to commemorate the first anniversary of his conversion.  The original had 19 verses, many of them very personal, tied up with Wesley’s religious conversion.  But those extra verses also connected the Gospel story to the cross.

Would you sing two of those verses now?  Open up your bulletin to the sermon line.  Those two verses are printed there:
Oh, for a thousand tongues to sing

My great Redeemer’s praise,

The glories of my God and King,

The triumphs of his grace!

I felt my Lord’s atoning blood

Close to my soul applied;

Me, me, He loved – the Son of God,

For me, for me He died.

That is the real liberation.  And that is what Lynn Walters would claim as well.  As you may have guessed, Lynn is very much alive today.  One year after her accident, she was able to talk, she was able to walk.

Some have caller her a miracle.  Just because she’s living.  But Lynn – like Jesus in our Gospel story – feels that’s misleading.  There’s only one miracle, Lynn says, the miracle of faith in Jesus Christ, the one who died and rose again.

Do you understand what I am trying to say this morning?  The gospel we preach in the church is not a gospel of health and wealth and success.  It is a Gospel of the cross.  It may very well be for some of us here this morning that a part of our world has closed down and it may not be possible for it to open up again.  It just may be the cross that we are being asked to bear.

Of course, all of us hope for safety and security and health.  And yet the truth of the matter is, we do not live in a world where all is safe and secure and healthy.  This coming Friday is the eighth anniversary of the terrorist attacks that occurred in New York City, Washington, D.C., and Pennsylvania….a reminder to us that we do not live in a safe and secure world.

Gilbert Meilander, a Lutheran who teaches at Valparaiso University, has suggested that we say this to our children.  I shared this with you 8 years ago, and I believe it bears repeating today:

My child, the world is always a dangerous and threatening place where death surrounds us.  When I brought you for baptism, I acknowledged that I could not possibly guarantee your future.  I handed you over to the God who loves you and with whom you are safe in both life and death.  There is no security to be found elsewhere, certainly not from me or those like me.  Live with courage, therefore, and if it must be, do not be afraid to die in service of what is good and just.

So….Ephphatha….be opened!  Even if your world has shut down….even if your burden will never be lifted this side of the coming of the Kingdom….

Ephphatha….be opened!....be opened to the power of the crucified and risen Christ in your life.
