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In Isaiah, in chapter 40, the writer tells the people that the time of exile in 

Babylon is almost over and that God will carry and lead them home as a shepherd leads 

his sheep.  For Christians, this message of God’s renewing of strength for the weak, the 

ill, and the tired continues through Jesus’ ministry, as we see in Mark’s Gospel today. 

Picking up the story from last week, we’re still in Capernaum, where it is now 

almost evening.  We can break this passage down into three parts. 

In the first part, after leaving the synagogue, they entered the house of Simon and 

Andrew.  Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed, ill with fever. 

Remember a few weeks ago when Jesus was walking along the lake and he called 

Simon and Andrew, James and John?  They all responded immediately, dropping 

whatever it was they were doing to follow Jesus.  We assumed they were all free to do 

this but now we learn that Simon is married, has a house, and that his mother-in-law was 

in bed with a fever, so answering Jesus’ call may not have been so easy for him.  We’ll 

learn more about Simon as we get further into the Gospel. 

She’s not Simon’s kin by blood, but any happily married man would naturally be 

concerned about his mother-in-law, so they tell Jesus about her at once. 

The next verse, verse thirty-one, offers two prime illustrations of how English 

steamrolled the original Greek and therefore Mark’s probable intended meaning. 

Our translation reads ‘He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up.  Then 

the fever left her, and she began to serve them.’ 

The first problem is the word order.  Any math teacher will tell you that, when 

you evaluate a numeric expression, there is a certain order of operations that you must 

adhere to, else you’ll end up down a wrong path.  The same goes for evaluating and 

interpreting ancient Greek expressions. 
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Mark actually wrote, “He raised her taking her by the hand,” or, “He raised her 

and then took her by the hand.”  By first raising her up and then taking her hand, the 

fever left her.  This may be foreshadowing but Jesus says the same thing in chapter 14 

about his crucifixion and resurrection: “After I am raised, I will go before you.” 

So, raising and taking.  Last week, it was the power of Jesus’ words that cast out 

the demons from the man; today, it is his actions that cured the mother-in-law.  Good 

intentions are fine as far as they go, but with Jesus, words and actions get things done. 

The second problem is in how we read ‘then she began to serve them.’  She isn’t 

Johnny Cammareri’s mother in Moonstruck, rising from her death bed to make everyone 

dinner.  Mark said, ‘she was serving them,’ and the word he used for ‘serve’ – diakoneō – 

means servant in the sense of church ministry.  This woman, Simon’s mother-in-law, 

restored by Jesus to full life, just became the first deacon of the church. 

She is also the only person in Mark’s Gospel who, after being cured, does 

something positive for Jesus in return. 

In the second part of the passage, at sundown, they brought to him all who were 

sick or possessed with demons.  Mark reports that the whole city was gathered around the 

door.  In the first century, Capernaum’s estimated population ranged from about 1500 to 

3000 people; not very many by our standards but big enough for Mark to call it a city. 

We can’t know whether Mark was exaggerating or if things were really bad in 

Capernaum, but Jesus cured many who were sick ‘with various diseases’ and he cast out 

many demons. 

Notice also that Jesus does this throughout the night.  Technically, it’s the 

beginning of a new day, but in the dark of night, Jesus banished both disease and demons, 

two sides of the same coin. 

In the third and final part of today’s reading, in the morning but while it was still 

dark, Jesus got up and went to pray in a deserted place.  Here, we see a distinction made 

between Jesus and God; praying emphasizes Jesus’ humanity.  We can imagine that Jesus 

offered thanks to God and prayed for strength and renewal after a trying day.   

After his prayer time, Jesus is ready to move on to the next town, because he 

knows there is more work to do.  In that, we see a new model: ministry | prayer | repeat.  

Jesus said, “This is what I came to do,” and this is what he aims to teach us. 
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No doubt we’re all tired of the changes forced upon us by the pandemic.  We 

would all like to be done with masks.  We would all like things to be more normal.  We 

know the effects of quarantining in place, of how isolation causes a net negative effect on 

everyone.  Almost everyone; we know a few people who had no idea we were in 

lockdown last March. 

Humans are social animals.  Most of us prefer to live in cities and towns and we 

all like to gather with friends and go to sporting events and restaurants and theaters.  

Right about now, we’re all trying hard to maintain a sense of community.  We need 

reminders that we belong to something.  Not easy to do when half the population refuses 

to step outside, or when you lose your job because your business had to shut down. 

The consequences of social distancing are huge, and they ripple across society. 

According to Matthew Martin, during the pandemic, food insecurity – which is 

broadly defined as limited or uncertain access to adequate food – has gone up 146% 

nation-wide, 150% in New England, 163% in Massachusetts, and between 168% to 182% 

in seven of the fourteen counties in the Commonwealth.  All seven of those counties are 

in the Greater Boston area, so Eastern Massachusetts.  The top two counties are on the 

South Shore.  Even when the pandemic ends, people will still need help. 

So, imagine, your son-in-law shows up on your doorstep with a group of friends 

and one of them is a guy named Jesus.  And you’re not feeling well or you’re hungry or 

cold, and you just want to be left alone.  None of your friends come around anymore.  

Nobody calls.  But the boys are all very excited about their new jobs and they just won’t 

keep quiet.  And you’re feeling annoyed.   

And then this Jesus character raises you up.  He touches your hand.  You feel 

better just because of the contact.  His very presence, his grace, has healed you.  And he 

doesn’t even know your name.  How did he do that? 

He only did what he came to do.  In a simple act of ministry, he restored a woman 

to a new way of life.  And all of a sudden, the house was filled with people in need of the 

same thing: healing contact with God. 

So, what’s the good news?  Mark has shown us that Jesus’ ministry was all about 

restoring the faith community, one person and one town at a time.  He also showed us 

Jesus at prayer in a deserted place while it was still dark. 
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And when they found him, the disciples told Jesus, “Everyone is searching for 

you.”  That is as true for us as it was for them.  Today, we can look for Jesus ourselves, 

when we meet him at the Communion Table; we can meet him at the food pantry or at the 

vaccination center.  Some day soon, we hope to meet him in a crowded restaurant or next 

to us in a box seat at Fenway, or just when we go walking down the street.  And he’ll be 

looking for us too, as a shepherd looks for his sheep. 

Either way, may we all be ready to be raised up and transformed by grace. 

Amen. 

 

*  *  *  *  * 


