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 “Ephphatha,” be opened. Immediately following those words, Jesus freed the deaf mute 

man’s tongue and unstopped his ears. Though, physically, they opened, ephphatha, was more 

than that. Consider this. Until that moment he couldn’t hear or speak. Suddenly, he could express 

himself with words and with song. He could engage with the world hearing people speak and 

experiencing nature’s sounds. Jesus opened his world. 

 Ephphatha, though, applied to Jesus as well. 

 Several days before Jesus encountered the Syrophoenician woman in Tyre, a city on the 

Mediterranean coast, west of Galilee. Like the deaf mute man, she was a Gentile. Prior to his 

encounter with her, Jesus primarily ministered to Jews in Galilee. 

 Early commentators, generally white men, maintained that by calling her a dog, Jesus 

was making a joke or was being affectionately playful. We shouldn’t give Jesus a pass. He 

insulted her. Let’s be honest. We would never call a stranger a dog. 

 Jesus as the healer had power over the woman, the supplicant. By calling her a dog and 

withholding his healing power from her daughter, he played his power. She, however, shifted 

this dynamic when she retorted, “Lord, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” 

By her reply, she stood up for herself and, by flinging the dog remark back at him, made clear to 

Jesus that his disrespect was not just out of line but completely wrong. 

 He had time to weigh his encounter as he traveled from Tyre to Sidon to the Ten Cities, a 

journey probably around a hundred miles. Her reply opened Jesus to see his ministry as serving 



not only Jews, but Gentiles as well. Proclaiming the kingdom of God was for the world’s 

salvation, not just the children of Israel. 

 Ephphatha applies to us as well. This broken world has a long way to go to arrive at the 

kingdom of God. Our ministries continue what Jesus began. Just as he was opened, we should 

open ourselves, too. This openness, however, is more than just being Open and Affirming or 

saying that we welcome everyone into our fellowship and at our table. We open ourselves when 

we leave our Galilee to enter our Tyre or our Ten Cities. 

  Years ago, my Tyre was the first class I taught at the Berkshire County House of 

Corrections. It was a workforce ethics class for men who were scheduled for imminent release. I 

was very nervous being alone in a room with ten inmates. I had to follow several seemingly 

innocuous rules, like using no staples or paper clips, have no candy or gum. At end of every 

class, I had to account for every pencil I distributed. I conducted these classes every spring for 

the next seven years. Today, when I see some of the guys outside working, I can’t begin to tell 

you how good that feels. 

 My Ten Cities was working with homeless veterans for four years, both men and women. 

Almost all the women were victims of sexual trauma. Most of the veterans I served struggled 

with alcohol or opioid addiction or both. Many of them also struggled with mental illness. I also 

served incarcerated veterans in a jail and a prison. 

 I learned a lot in these Gentile regions. A few examples: 

 One inmate was incarcerated for six months because he was behind on his child support. 

Problem was that the meter kept running while he was incarcerated.  

 Another man was incarcerated for a huge amount of unpaid traffic fines. They were 

violations such as an inoperable brake light. He told me he needed his car to earn money 

for work and that if he put it in the shop, he would lose income. He couldn’t take public 

transportation from home because he lived 10 miles out in the country. 

 I met a woman who, though loved God, believed her three rapes were God’s punishment. 



 I learned that our medical system can’t address addiction recovery adequately. What do 

you do when you finally sober up from the last time you slept in your own vomit, decide 

to enter rehab, and rehab says, “We can only take you from a detox bed?” 

 Ephphatha. Staying in Galilee limits our ability to heal this broken world or as expressed 

in Hebrew “Tikkun Olam,” world repair, the use of social action in the pursuit of social justice. 

 Though entering Tyre could challenge and likely humble us, we open ourselves to see the 

interconnections between seemingly random injustices as well as seeing new and creative ways 

we can with the Holy Spirit repair our world. 

 Ephphatha, be opened, and together we will continue to repair the world, bringing God’s 

kingdom, heaven on earth, a little closer. 


