
MARK 1, 29-39, Feb. 4, 2018 

 This last week I came across an online article from the New York Times, that had 

been written this past December.  It was one of those retrospectives on the preceding 

year, in this case, 2017.   Often we see a listing of the year’s biggest news stories in such 

articles, and I have to admit that I usually feel depressed after reading them, because big 

news stories tend to be bad news.  But this article was different: it was a listing of 19 Acts 

of Heroism in 2017.  Among those listed were 40 year old teacher Angela McQueen, who 

subdued a gunman at her High School in Illinois, saving potentially numerous lives.  

There was 24 year old Ian Grillot, who was shot while intervening in a hate crime in 

Kansas.  There were female inmates from California who volunteered to help fight the 

wildfires out there, many risking their lives to do so.  There were the emergency workers 

who waded through the floodwaters of hurricane’s Harvey and Irma to rescue the 

trapped.  This kind of retrospective was inspiring, rather than depressing, and it reminded 

me of a saying about heroism that really came to life for me after 9/11:  A hero is 

someone who runs towards that which everyone else is running away from.  The 

firefighters of 9/11 who lost their lives in the Twin Towers because they ran towards the 

devastation while others ran away, remain for me one of the gold standards of heroism.   

 Jesus consistently displays this kind of heroism throughout the Gospel accounts.  

Jesus is a hero!  Where others ran away from evil, he ran towards it and exorcised it.  

Where others ran away from confronting authority, he ran towards it and spoke truth to 

power.  Where others run away from death, he ran towards the cross and  took death on 

for the sake of the world.  Where others run away from illness, he ran towards the ill and 

brought healing.  We see examples of this heroism in our lesson for today from Mark 1. 



 There are three parts to our lesson today: Jesus healing Peter’s mother-in-law, 

Jesus healing the crowds, and Jesus taking time to pray.  Two of those three parts involve 

illness and healing, and a great many of the stories in the Gospel center around healing.  

Why would that be?  Think with me for a moment how alien and frightening illness was 

in ancient cultures.  I mean, sickness is still scary for us today, even when we understand 

it.  Remember the AIDS epidemic of the 80s?  The Ebola and SARS scares? The fear 

many of us feel right now about catching the nasty flu strain that’s been making the 

rounds?  Illness scares us, but at least we have an understanding of it, grounded in 

medical science.  Not so for our forebears of old.  The mechanisms of sickness were a 

terrifying mystery, and it was viewed as a punishment from God, or as possession by 

demons, and quite likely the fault of the one who was ill.  I think we can follow their 

reasoning; when you don’t understand something, it’s easy to blame mysterious outside 

forces or the victim.  Sickness was also a reason to ostracize and avoid those who were 

sickly.  Which again makes some sense; we still quarantine people with particular 

illnesses today. They did also, even without understanding the specifics of contagion. But 

illness was more common, more severe, more life threatening, and much less understood 

in the time of Jesus, which explains why so much of his ministry involved healing.  

Staying healthy was a daily and life-threatening struggle for most in the ancient world, 

and so Christ came not only as a preacher, a teacher, an exorcist; but he came as a healer.   

 I mentioned that there are three sections in todays short lesson.  I find it intriguing 

that they involve different spheres of life, and that Jesus moved through the same spheres 

on a daily basis that we likely do.  The first setting is Peter’s home; Jesus is among 

family here, visiting, sharing a meal, just like we may do in our homes and with our 



families.  The second section involves a very public setting in which Jesus is healing 

many people from a large crowd, extending his compassion into a wider circle, and 

meeting a great many diverse needs.  Most of us also have a public component of our 

lives, where we put on our game face and give our best to all around us, whether in a 

work or volunteer setting.  Finally, worn out from all of this, Jesus takes some alone time, 

some down time to refresh his spirit in prayer, just as we also need that time to recharge 

and renew and reflect.  Like us, Jesus operates within homes, in the public, and by 

himself, and so he is no stranger to our experiences.  He knows what it is for us to be 

vulnerable and comfortable within our homes; what it means to be a public person about 

many others; and what it means to recharge by ourselves.  All of those spheres and 

settings are experienced and honored by Jesus.  

 (But) It’s the first setting I’d like to focus on this morning, Jesus in the home of 

Simon Peter.   Actually we read, “as soon as they left the synagogue, they entered the 

house of Simon and Andrew.  Simon and Andrew are brothers, as you recall, and they 

share an extended family household.  James and John, another set of brothers, but not 

related to Simon or Andrew, also come along, as does Jesus.  Within this domestic scene, 

Peter’s mother-in-law is ill.  She has a fever.   As we’ve already noted, disease was little 

understood at this time. Fever was viewed in the 1st century, not as a symptom of some 

other disease, but as a disease in and of itself.  It was also seen as a disease sent by God, 

and it was believed only God could remove it.  Jesus takes away this fever by simply 

touching the mother-in-law’s hand and lifting her up.  And in this act, we learn so much 

about Jesus.  We catch a glimpse of his heroism as he runs towards that which others run 

from.  Even today, we avoid those sick with a fever, don’t we?  We suspect they may be 



contagious and we certainly don’t want to touch them.  Hand sanitizer has become a best 

friend to me this winter, and I’m betting the same is true for many of you.  Let me be 

honest.  If I’m planning to visit a shut in in a care center, and I hear that visits are being 

discouraged because of flu concerns, I delay my visit.  And every time I make a visit in a 

nursing home or hospital, I am very aware of how much personal contact I make,  and 

I’m pouring on the hand sanitizer  as I leave.  I’m afraid of getting sick.  But Jesus isn’t 

afraid.  He goes towards the sick rather than away from them; he embraces them, rather 

than ostracizing them.  And that’s an act of quiet courage.  Not only does he immediately 

go to see this ill woman; he takes her by the hand, and he lifts her up.  Did he have hand 

sanitizer?  Had he received training in how to do lifts safely?  Probably not!  His response 

is immediate, compassionate, calm, and fearless.  In the way he easily and calmly takes 

away this fever, Jesus demonstrates to the mind-set of the 1st century that he is the 

incarnate God, since only God could have worked such a healing in their minds .   

 We may also want to take more notice, though, of a character in this little drama 

who often gets overlooked; the woman who was healed.  We aren’t told her name, only 

that she is Simon Peter’s mother-in-law.  This unnamed woman is sick.  Very sick.  So 

sick that she is in bed.  I ask you, women in church this morning—how often do you 

actually allow yourself to be sick in bed?  It’s kind of hallmark for many women, at least 

for those I know and for me, that we can feel pretty lousy sick, but we’re still on our feet, 

doing those chores and tasks.  We’re probably feeling like an unappreciated martyr, but 

we’re doing it.  My experience, at least, is that women rarely actually go to bed when 

they’re sick, unless they literally can hardly stand up.  And while we may think our lives 

are busy and demanding, between work and volunteering and tending homes or families, 



the life of the average woman in the 1st C. was tremendously more labor intensive.  There 

were no conveniences or short cuts; every task was from scratch and involved elbow 

grease.  That Peter’s mother-in-law has surrendered to this illness and let go of all of her 

labors, suggests she was truly very ill.  She’s sick-in-bed kind of sick, burning up with 

fever.  In the first century in this backwater town, very likely her life is in peril.   

And then, in an instant, everything changes.  Jesus, without any specialized 

training or the assurance of latex gloves or hand sanitizer, comes to her bedside, takes her 

hand, and lifts her up.  She is, as one commentary put it, “raised up by Jesus to health and 

service.”  I guess!  I mean, one minute she’s so ill she’s in bed, then after this brief 

intervention, she’s well. So well, that she can actually prepare and serve a meal for Christ 

and Peter and the others.  So, she goes from deathly ill to serving Christ in a matter of 

moments, seemingly. She was indeed, “raised up by Christ to health and service.” 

But what kind of service?  She simply prepares and serves a meal.  One might 

expect some more grandiose kind of action after such a miraculous healing.  But she is 

meeting the immediate need of those around her, just as Jesus met her immediate need.  

She needed healing; they need food.  There is no hierarchy of service within the kingdom 

of God; in fact, providing hospitality is one of the chief virtues in Biblical culture.  The 

word for “serve” used her in regards to this woman is “diakonia”---the word from which 

we get the word “deacon”.  And that there is nothing lowly or belittling about this service 

she provides is demonstrated by the other places in Mark’s Gospel where this word is 

used.  When Christ faces temptation in the wilderness from Satan—another experience 

where he ran towards evil, rather than away from it—the angels come and serve him at 

the end of the 40 day ordeal.  The word for that angelic service is diakonia.  So, diakonia 



is the service the angels render. And in fact, the word often is used to describe Christ 

Himself, as he serves others—diakonia.  Whether we are serving a meal or exorcising 

evil, whether our hands our holding someone else’s hand or ringing a handbell or fixing 

something broken,  we are practicing diakonia, we are servants of God.   

This healing in Mark 1 is the first healing miracles of Christ’s ministry.  There’s a 

reason for that; this unnamed woman becomes the paradigm or model of a follower of 

Jesus; she sets the tone for the entire Gospel in terms of discipleship.  She is sick, but she 

is raised by Jesus.  Raised up for health and service. Just as are we.  Whatever our 

brokenness, sin, sickness, or need, Jesus runs towards us, rather than away from us.  He is 

not afraid.  He is our hero.  He brings us healing of our whole selves—through Word and 

Sacrament, through the love of others, through our activities in all of those family, public, 

and private spheres of life---he brings us healing, raising us up for health and service.  

The various forms that health and service have taken and will take are the substance of 

our annual meeting to follow our worship today.  And as we leave our worship, I will say 

as I always do, “Go in peace.  Serve the Lord.”  And I will mean it.  And you will say, 

“Thanks be to God!” and you will mean it too.  Because we have been raised by Christ, 

our hero, for health and service.  Amen.  

  

  

 


