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“Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped: then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.” In these terms Isaiah prophesies the age of the Messiah.

Robin, an old college friend of mine from the University Railway Club at Cambridge, married and settled down in York, working for Rowntrees. He was a very bright mathematician from Gonville and Caius College, originally from St Andrews in the kingdom of Fife. He and his wife became quite involved in their local village Anglican parish. I hope he will not mind my mentioning his story.

For a number of years we continued exchanging Christmas cards. He told me with great joy about the birth of their first two children. Their third child, a girl, was born a month early by Caesarean section. Medical consultations followed, and the sad news emerged that this little girl had 90% hearing impairment. She was profoundly and irremediably deaf. 

She was kitted out with hearing aids before she was 6 months old to make the most of what very little hearing she had. She would be handicapped for life. 


The little girl was baptized, and her parents continued to pray earnestly for her. A few months later they noticed her reacting to sudden noises. Puzzled yet hopeful, they had taken her back to the specialists, who had been very surprised to find she now had 50% of her hearing. A few months more and it was 80% and continuing to improve.


The Christmas afterwards Robin wrote: “No explanation has been found, but she began to respond to sound at 8-9 months and now seems to be completely normal. She really is a treasured gift from God.”


Of course, this was not a miracle which would pass the Lourdes medical tribunal, because it was a gradual healing. But Robin and Liz were overjoyed at God’s goodness to their daughter, and sure that the grace of baptism and of persevering prayer restored their daughter’s hearing. The wonders of God are not all past. His favour endures for ever!

I mention this because it is the closest I know from my own experience of a healing similar to that recorded in this weekend’s Gospel, Jesus’ healing of the deaf man with a speech impediment in Mark 7:31-37.


For Christians who pray and believe, the occurrence of miracles is not just some philosophical question or symptom of a first-century world view. It is a lived and experienced reality now, in our own days. “If you believe, you will see the glory of God,” as Jesus said to Martha.   


The Gospel miracle took place in the Decapolis, on the east side of the Sea of Galilee. 


“They brought to Him a man who was deaf and who had an impediment in his speech; and they begged Him to lay his hand on him. Jesus took him aside in private, away from the crowd, and put His fingers into his ears, and He spat and touched his tongue. Then looking up to heaven, He sighed and said to him, 'Ephphatha,' that is, 'Be opened.' And immediately the man's ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly.”

The text describes the man as kωfon, a Greek word meaning blunt or dull. It can refer either to sight or to intelligence, but here it means deaf. He is also mogilalos – either dumb or with a speech impediment. Like some profoundly deaf people he may have suffered a distortion of speech simply because from childhood he had never heard the natural sounds of language, and so found it difficult to reproduce them correctly.

Probably, like many deaf and hard of hearing people, he has experienced being put down and disparaged by other people. His intelligence, his abilities, and his skills may have either been ignored or never developed simply because of his deafness. 


We see the faith of the man’s friends, who bring him to Jesus for the laying on of hands – that same gesture used today in the Sacrament of the Sick and in prayer for healing.

As so often, Jesus avoids the wonder-worker approach. He treats the individual with love and respect, taking him aside privately. The gestures he uses are very physical, as he puts his fingers in the man’s ears, and his spittle upon the man’s tongue. 


In this manner, the body of the divine Son of God – his fingers and saliva – becomes the sacramental instrument of healing – it is the same Body of Christ which heals us in Holy Communion. Does He not touch our tongue too?

The hymn “Veni Creator Spiritus” refers to the Holy Spirit as “digitus paternae dexterae” – finger of the Father’s right hand. Jesus elsewhere claims to cast out demons by “the finger of God.”  

“The Consoler produces in our souls, in the supernatural order, effects comparable to those which Christ produces in the body of the deaf man” (Navarre Bible). He opens our spiritual awareness and gives us courage to speak of spiritual things, to proclaim the magnalia Dei, the great works of the Lord. 

St Bede suggests that both the human and the divine natures of Jesus are seen here acting together. As man he gazes up to heaven, and groans at the damage Satan’s empire of sin has inflicted upon the Father’s beautiful creature, man. As God he utters the command of healing: “Ephphata – Be thou opened!”  

What God has created He can surely recreate and repair. Jesus comes to restore Creation to its original splendour. When those present are astounded beyond measure, they exclaim “He has done all things well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.” [Mk. 7:37].  


Many commentators read this as an echo of the Genesis account of creation when God saw everything he had made and it was very good (Gen 1:31).  Here in the background hovers the theme of the new creation, the world God is preparing for all who love him where sickness, sin and death will no longer have any power over humankind.

In this account, the man’s disability is presented as purely a physical ailment. Elsewhere there are healings which involve exorcisms too e.g. the boy possessed with a spirit of dumbness. 

It is interesting that the Gospels themselves distinguish between purely natural disabilities or illnesses, and “supernatural” sicknesses brought on by demon possession. This argues against those who see exorcisms merely as an outdated figure of speech or just a way of conceiving illness in first-century Jewish culture.

Sometimes Jesus simply heals. Other times He exorcises. He knew what He was doing. Let us give Him credit for that at least!

Most of us have never experienced life as deaf or dumb, thank goodness. The closest we come may be when travelling abroad in a country where the language is impenetrable to us. I remember trying to signal to a barber in Györ, Hungary, that I wanted a short back and sides. One hopes that Hungarians will have a smattering of German if not English, but this is frequently not the case. In the end I just had to hope that I emerged with a normal haircut, and fortunately I did.


New arrivals living among us – one thinks of the hundreds of thousands of Polish Catholics for whom English is a second language - will usually be much more reticent in English than they are in their mother tongue. Their full vitality and exuberance comes out only in their own language. This is because a person’s active skill with a foreign language (speaking and writing) usually lags far behind their passive knowledge (reading and listening). 

The deaf are more cut off from human conversation than the blind, and often receive scant sympathy. When my mother wouldn’t use her hearing aid, and kept repeating her questions, I never knew if she was losing her short-term memory, or if she hadn’t heard what I said in the first place. Deafness can lead to much exasperation and is a wonderful opportunity to grow in the virtue of patience! Honest!

Whether healing comes by miracle or by science, we should be grateful. Thank God we live in an age of digital hearing aids.  We have so much to thank science and technology for. 

Science was after all a product of the Christian world view – the belief in one Creator who made the universe in a rational and orderly manner, which can be discovered by experiment and follows mathematical laws.  

Science could never develop in animist or polytheist societies where every tree, every rock and plant was believed to have its own spirit, its own unpredictable caprices. 

It was the combination of the Catholic doctrine of Creation, along with the Christian concern for the well-being of one’s neighbour, which provided the cradle of science in the Middle Ages and so often drove the scientific enterprise forwards. “The scientist thinks God’s thoughts after Him.” 


“Creator of Angels and Lord of Angelic Hosts: as You once opened the ears of the deaf and the mouths of the dumb, empower my dull mind and tongue to sing to You: O Jesus most wonderful, Marvel of Angels! O Jesus most powerful, Deliverer of Our Forefathers! O Jesus most delightful, Exultation of Patriarchs! O Jesus most beloved, the Fulfillment of Prophets!  (Byzantine Akathist prayer)
