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23rd Sunday – B 2012 
Deacon Pat Hall 
 
Isaiah 35:4-7A; James 2:1-5; John 6:41-51; Mark 7:31-37 

 
Homilies are vehicles for breaking open the Word of God.  First read the Sunday 
readings at http://www.usccb.org/bible/readings/090912.cfm 
 
Where may have you heard this before? 
 
The Lord Jesus made the deaf hear and the dumb 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 the Father. 
 
Or if you are of my generation or older, this may have been said over you: 
 
Ephphetha, that is, Be opened, for an odour of sweetness.  As for thee, devil, begone; for 
the judgement of God shall draw near. 
 
These words come from our baptismal rite.  The first is the language that we use 
today as the priest or deacon touches the child’s ears and mouth.  The second is the 
language that was used in our former rite.  It was preceded by the instruction: The 
priest takes a little spittle and touches the ears and nostrils of the child with it, as our 
Lord did when He healed the deaf and dumb. 
 
When you heard the words of the Gospel today, was there some place in your soul 
that shuddered in remembrance of that day of your baptism when through human 
touch you were commanded to be open to God’s divine presence?   
 
If you haven’t experienced baptism yet, can you hear in the words of our Gospel, 
God’s desire to touch you, to come into your heart, if only you would allow? 
 
And even though the event of my baptism was over a half-century ago, am I not 
called every day to practice being open to an ever-present God who wants to reside 
in my heart? 
 
Ephphatha, Be opened.  That is not an easy thing for me and I suspect not for you 
either.  Can we be open, like our mother Mary when she was greeted by the angel 
Gabriel (Lk 1:26)?  Can we be open, like our Brother when in the garden, in agony, 
he proclaimed, “not as I will, but as you will” (Mt 26:39)? 
 
 To open oneself to God’s presence is beyond our ability to simply will it.  We require 
God’s grace to be open to God’s grace.  For this we were blessed with God’s gift of 
sacrament, given to us in our liturgy in seven ways.  Our Catechism says, As a being 
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at once body and spirit, man expresses and perceives spiritual realities through 
physical signs and symbols. (CCC 1146) 
 
In today’s Gospel reading we see physical signs, actions of putting one’s fingers in 
another’s ears and spitting, touching another’s tongue.   
 
It is hard for us in our modern culture to see divine action in something as profane 
as spitting.  We cough into the pit of our elbow because we are afraid of the germs 
we may spread by our spray.  As a former police officer, I’ve been spat upon and felt 
the hate and loathing it was intended to express.  
 
And yet, there is something utterly personal in that bodily fluid which came from 
inside Jesus, symbolizing the Spirit, the Holy Spirit that was seen descending as a 
dove at Jesus’ baptism.  Jesus had put his fingers in the man’s ears refocusing the 
man’s attention to the spiritual sounds that come from one’s heart. 1  
 
The human reality is that we don’t hear and speak with our ears and tongue.  We 
hear and speak with our heart.  The fingers in the ears, the spittle on the tongue and 
the proclaimed words to “be open” are all aimed at our hearts by Jesus’ very self 
being shared in communion with his beloved. 
 
This is what happens in our sacraments, Jesus sharing his divine presence in a very 
real way.  The physical sign is necessary for us physical beings in being open to the 
divine action.  Can you imagine baptism without water, communion without bread 
and wine, confession without the words of reconciliation, or confirmation without 
the Chrism oil and laying on of hands?  All of which open our hearts to Jesus. 
 
When I last went to confession, I was closed.  I confessed an omission of a required 
act.  It was objectively wrong.  It was right to confess and I pray for God’s grace to be 
with me at my next near occasion.  But my confessor said to me, “Is that it?”  It might 
have been an innocent question on his part, maybe even routine, but it hit me 
alongside my head.  I was blank.  And I instinctively knew I shouldn’t have been 
blank.  I had allowed myself to go on such autopilot, that I was not in touch with all 
those times that through my self-centeredness, I allowed relationships between 
myself and others to be strained, frayed and damaged and likewise to my 
relationship with God.  I was closed to look back on my days, to be open to an 
examination of my self.  It is scary to think what I might find.  It might be easier to 
maintain my strong opinion of myself if I just stay a little numb and clueless.  And 
yet still, God made his love and consolation known to me and during my penance, 
made Himself wonderfully present in healing a difficult situation. 
 
We so always want to be in control, to manage it ourselves.  And yet when we 
embrace the poverty of humility, when we allow God to open us, we may find the 
riches in faith that James in our letter today promises.  We can experience joy, peace, 
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hope and love in God’s wonderful care and then experience that even more deeply 
when we share that with our neighbor. 
 
Today, when you come with your brothers and sisters to this altar, to receive Jesus, 
body and blood, soul and divinity, allow yourself to hear what was proclaimed over 
you in your baptism.    Ephphatha 


