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1st Reading Isaiah 35:4–7a

Responsorial Psalm Psalm 146:6–7,8–9,9–10

2nd Reading James 2:1–5

Gospel Mark 7:31–37

Quick vocabulary lesson: what does “gospel” mean? Most of us can probably
answer that question fairly easily: it means “good news.” It comes from Old
English and its roots are the same as the roots for “good” and “spiel”. The
gospel is a good-spiel, it is a good story, good news. The term was devised as a
literal translation of the Greek term “euangelion” which is, itself, a composite
word composed of “eu,” meaning well or good, and “angelion,” meaning message.
And so every time we use the term “gospel” we are declaring the message of
Jesus Christ to be good news.

But what does it mean to say it is good news? Do we ever dwell on what
makes the news good or ask ourselves good for whom?Today’s first reading gives
a partial answer to those questions when Isaiah declares “the eyes of the blind
[are] opened, the ears of the deaf [are] cleared, […] the lame leap like a stag,
[…] the tongue of the mute […] sing[s].” In a world were being blind, deaf, lame,
or mute condemned one to a life of poverty and living off the charity of others,
the removal of these conditions would undoubtedly be good news for those so
afflicted. They would go from being marginalized and impoverished, to being
full participants in their society. Even today, in a country where we recognize
the value and possible contributions of those who are blind, deaf, lame, or mute,
and have laws like the ADA which mandate that we make space for them and
not exclude them from our public life, a world where the Paralympics, which
are going on now, shows us just what blind, deaf, lame, and mute can do, things
which are often beyond our own abilities, it is not uncommon for people to view
these conditions as afflictions to be treated and, if possible, cured. And so it
still resonates with us that when the blind see, the deaf hear, the lame leap, and
the mute sing this is undoubtedly good news for them.

But is it really good news for them? Or is it rather good news for us because
we no longer have to go out of our way to accommodate those whose abilities
differ so significantly from our own? Have we created a world so reliant on
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sight, hearing, full mobility, and the ability to speak, that we cannot recognize
the gifts of those who are blind, deaf, lame, and mute? Just because the blind
person does not see with their eyes the way you or I do does not mean that
they do not have a vision, a way of perceiving the world, that would enrich us
if we took the time to understand it. While we often think of the deaf as being
immersed in silence, perhaps it is their perception of noise as a distinct event
rather than just the background that we should be learning from. The lame
move through the world differently than we do, and in doing so interact with a
different world, one that is often closed to us, just as our world can be closed to
them. The mute may not speak as we do, but that doesn’t make them any less
capable of communication if we are willing to listen with our whole being and
not just our ears. We are all limited in our experience of the world and while
the limitations of the blind, deaf, lame, and mute may seem more dramatic to
us that is merely a lack of imagination on our part, an inability and often an
unwillingness to put ourselves in their place and experience the world through
their point of view.

I have a brother, Mark, who has Down Syndrome. And while that particular
diagnosis is not on Isaiah’s list, it would easily fit there. His low muscle tone
means that it took him much longer to learn to walk and run than normal and
it still makes his speech somewhat slurred and difficult to understand because
he doesn’t have the same fine motor control over his mouth that enables us
to form distinct consonants. Add to that the cognitive effects of his condition
and my parents have often had to fight for him to have a place in schools
and other systems that often just wanted to write him off and not deal with
the inconvenience. To the people my parents had to fight, a cure for Down
Syndrome would have unabashedly been good news. They view Mark’s life as
one of suffering, because they would never want to live that way, and would
have that removed. With that kind of attitude, it is no wonder that thanks to
the advent of prenatal screenings, there are countries where nearly no children
are born with Down Syndrome, because the abortion rate for such children is
approaching 100%.

For me and my family, however, Mark wouldn’t be Mark if he didn’t have
Down Syndrome. Some of my fondest memories of him are of events that were
only possible because he has Down Syndrome. I am thus forced to conclude
that a cure for Down Syndrome would not, in fact, be good news. And when
I extend this way of thinking to the blind, the deaf, the lame, and the mute, I
am forced to question Isaiah’s definition.

As we hear in the Gospel, Jesus did, in fact, grant sight to the blind, hearing
to the deaf, wholeness to the lame, and speech to the mute. He literally cured
these conditions just as Isaiah prophesied.And yet, the blind, the deaf, the lame,
and the mute are still with us. Even in his own time and place, Jesus did not cure
all the blind, all the deaf, all the lame, and all the mute. There were plenty of
people who never had the fortune of encountering Jesus directly, of experiencing
his healing. The meaning of “gospel,” therefore, cannot be confined to a literal
interpretation of Isaiah’s definition. If it were, the gospel would be limited, only
for certain people, in a certain time and place. To truly be good news, in the
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universal sense we usually mean when we say that, the gospel must mean more
than literal meaning. The blind will see, not necessarily because they have been
granted sight like you and I, though that might happen, but because we allow
their way of being to inform ours. The deaf will hear because we are willing to
listen in the way that they do. The lame will leap because we don’t trip them
and use their mobility differences as an excuse to leave them behind. The mute
will sing because we have finally learned to listen. The gospel is good news
because it changes us, makes us open to the other no matter how different they
might be. The good news is that all are saved, all are welcomed, all are valued.
The good news is that Jesus heals us of our infirmities, even if we are sighted,
hearing, fully mobile, and eloquent.
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