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Sermon for Epiphany IV Year B 2021 
How We Spend Our Lives 

 
The author Annie Dillard made an observation which is at once obvious 
but also a bit shocking. 
In her book, The Writing Life, she says: 
How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives. 
What we do with this hour, and that one, is what we are doing. 
 
Maybe like me, you find this straightforward truth disconcerting. 
If you’re not like me, you might be asking—Why? 
The answer is that much of the time, I’m not impressed by how I spend 
some of my days . . . and I don’t want them to “count” as my life. 
The days that I want to count are days  
filled with intention, purpose and meaning.  
Days meticulously scheduled and faithfully executed. 
Days marked by attentiveness, order, devotion, and . . . something that 
feels like success. 
Of course, I always plan to live those kinds of days more in the future. 
 
Yet . . . that kind of thinking is a mirage, a fantasy. 
Because Ms. Dillard is right. 
How we shape our ordinary, everyday life is  
how we shape our existence. 
Our mundane hours are just as much a portrait of our life— 
more so, really—than our occasional mountain top moments. 
In other words, life doesn’t begin when the dishes are done, 
life is washing the dishes . . . 
How we spend our days is how we spend our lives. 
 
This morning in the gospel,  
Mark the evangelist shows us a day in the life of Jesus. 
As the Messiah begins his public ministry, we have an opportunity to 
follow him around for 24 hours, observing what he does, what he says, 
and what he prioritizes. 
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As is his way, Mark races from one event to the next . . .  
he seems to favor speed over depth in his telling the story. 
Still, if we listen and look carefully,  
we can find moments to linger over and lessons to savor. 
What might we learn if we journey with Jesus through a day of his life? 
 
But before we dive in—a reminder—my intention is not to hold up 
Jesus’ daily schedule as a formula or measuring stick for our own. 
The point isn’t to compare our days to his  
and despair at our inadequacy or ordinariness. 
The point is to trust that we are saved not only by his death and 
resurrection, but also by his life. 
Reflecting on that life is nourishing and salutary; 
it moves us closer to Christlikeness  
and closer to the compassionate heart of God. 
 
So . . . a day in the life of Jesus. Here’s how he spends it: 
 
He makes the home sacred. 
Our lesson begins with Jesus leaving the synagogue  
after Sabbath worship,  
entering the home of Simon and Andrew,  
and spending the rest of the day in their family’s hospitality, 
sharing their domestic space. 
This might sound like a trivial detail, 
but I love the fact that Jesus lingers at home, 
blessing a humdrum, everyday location with his presence, 
and honoring it as a sacred site  
where the work of God’s kingdom goes forward. 
 
We know from the other gospels  
that some of Jesus’ most significant encounters happen in homes. 
He performs his first public miracle at a home in Cana. 
He raises Jairus’ daughter in the synagogue leader’s house. 
His friend, Mary anoints him with oil in her home in Bethany. 
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Salvation comes to Zacchaeus when the despised tax collector welcomes 
Jesus as a houseguest. 
And the disciples on the road to Emmaus recognize Jesus  
when he breaks bread at their dinner table. 
 
Holy things happen in the places we call home. 
God’s power and presence are not limited to “official” sacred spaces. 
Our living quarters are not “second best”  
when it comes to seeking and finding Jesus. 
If anything, Jesus delights in the domestic. 
 
For me, this delight is a particular comfort during these days of the 
pandemic when I and most of us are confined to home. 
There have been days during the past year when I have and many of you 
have felt restless, trapped, and in limbo,  
as if “real life” has been suspended . . . 
wondering if anything spiritually significant can happen until the 
lockdowns and quarantines are over. 
I’m grateful to know that Jesus isn’t put off by the mundane. 
He does amazing work in spaces we consider familiar and ordinary. 
And yet . . . just stop and think . . . 
on Sunday mornings when you worshipped on Zoom around the word 
and bread and wine or grape juice or water . . . 
Christ was present and your living spaces are a sacred place. 
What would it be like for us to honor our homes as Jesus honors 
Simon’s and elevate our homes as places where the sacred happens? 
 
The next thing in the life of Jesus is he heals. 
His first act in this reading is to heal Simon’s mother-in-law. 
Hearing that she’s feverish and bedridden,  
he goes to her side, takes her by the hand, and lifts her up. 
Immediately, Mark tells us,  
the fever leaves her body and she is restored to health. 
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Some hours later, the “whole city” gathers around Simon’s door, 
likewise seeking healing for themselves  
or loved ones from all kinds of diseases. 
Again, Jesus cares for them as a compassionate healer, curing many. 
 
This part of the story is particularly difficult to hear in a way . . .  
at least for me.  
In the midst of all the suffering and illness  
and, yes, even personal demons, 
plaguing us in a worldwide pandemic and political unrest. 
Things have drastically changed since he walked the earth two thousand 
years ago, ushering in God’s kingdom with all manner of miraculous 
signs and wonders. 
 
“The problem with miracles,” Barbara Brown Taylor writes, 
“is that it is hard to witness them without wanting one of your own. 
Every one of us knows someone who is suffering. 
Every one of us knows someone who could use a miracle . . . 
but miracles are hard to come by.” 
 
Of course, this has always been true, but . . . as I just said, 
it is especially piercing in the context of the pandemic. 
I love the healing stories in the gospels. 
I love the power and compassion with which Jesus  
touches the sick and the suffering. 
But sometimes I wish that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John  
had included a few less dramatic stories in their books, too. 
Did Jesus ever, for example, visit a feverish woman, take her hand,  
and offer only the comfort of his presence—without curing her? 
Did he ever sit in the dark with a profoundly depressed man— 
and just sit? 
Did he ever keep vigil at a deathbed,  
and cry with the family as they said goodbye?  
No resurrection—just tears? 
Did he ever experience God’s “no” or God’s “wait”  
when he sought to heal someone? 
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Obviously, I don’t know the answer to these questions—none of us does. 
Yet I hang onto them as possibilities. 
 
What I do know is that Jesus spent many hours of his life  
offering whatever compassion, healing, and liberation he could. 
In this morning’s story, he heals many—but not all. 
He casts out “many demons”—but not all. 
The “not all” doesn’t stop him. 
He still touches everyone who reaches out for help, 
because touch in and of itself is an instrument of hope and healing. 
He loves without measure, because love cures many ills. 
He doesn’t assume that illness and demon possession are punishments 
from God, because such assumptions are cruel and wounding and not 
God’s nature. 
 
In short, he offers the sick and the broken his steady presence, 
his warm grip and embrace, and the good news of a kingdom that is 
coming—a kingdom without sickness, without sorrow, without fear. 
And his offers are enough. 
 
Our task as healers is not to perform magic. 
Spending our days as Jesus spent his means living graciously and 
compassionately in this vast and often terrible now and not-yet time. 
To offer the comfort of our steady presence to those who suffer. 
To encourage those in pain to hang on, because the work of redemption 
is ongoing. 
To create and to restore community, family,  
civility and dignity to those who have to walk through this life sick, 
weak, and wounded—without cures. 
And to make sure that no one who has to die – and that’s all of us – 
dies abandoned and unloved if we can help it. 
 
The third thing Jesus does in this day is liberate and commission. 
Mark tells us that as soon as Jesus heals Simon’s mother-in-law,  
she “begins to serve.” 
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Of course, we all chuckle (especially the women) at the thought of this 
poor woman leaping out of her bed to cook and serve the men and others 
in the house the second her fever leaves her. 
We may shake our heads and lament that no one seems to allow her to 
rest and regain her strength, even for an hour. 
And, of course, the men don’t serve her. 
Isn’t that oh so typical of this patriarchal, sexist world. 
 
Well, perhaps that is what is happening in this story. 
And yet . . . the verb Mark uses to describe this woman’s service  
is the same verb he uses to describe the angels  
who attend Jesus after his forty days in the wilderness. 
It is the same verb Jesus uses to describe himself when he washes his 
disciples’ feet—I am among you as one who serves. 
And it is the same verb the early church uses to commission deacons— 
the “servant” leaders of the church. 
 
What if Simon’s mother-in-law is not an undervalued woman in a 
patriarchal system but . . . the church’s first deacon? 
The first person Jesus liberates and commissions into service for God? 
 
It is interesting to note that this unnamed woman recognizes and pursues 
her calling long before her son-in-law and his friends do. 
While Simon and his friends bumble around, even getting in Jesus’ way, 
this woman gets to work without hesitation or self-consciousness, 
engaging in grateful ministry alongside Jesus. 
In healing her, Jesus also liberates and commissions her. 
Though we know little else about the woman’s life, 
we can safely assume that her ministry is effective. 
In Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, we read that Simon Peter’s wife 
accompanies him on his apostolic journeys. 
Clearly, Simon’s mother-in-law has a profound and long-term impact on 
the faith of her daughter and her extended family. 
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Insofar as we are invited to heal,  
we are also invited to free others for the service of God. 
We are invited to pay attention, to notice,  
and to bless the gifts and abilities of those around us. 
Like Jesus, can we spend our days as liberators, commissioning God’s 
beloved to serve in gratitude and love? 
 
The next morning, Mark tells us, while it is still dark, 
Jesus goes to a deserted place to pray. 
We know from the other gospels that prayer  
was one of Jesus’ daily practices: 
Luke wrote in his gospel— 
Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed 
Matthew tells us— 
After he had sent the crowds away, he went up on the mountain by 
himself to pray; and when it was evening, he was there alone. 
 
In these seemingly “minor verses,  
we have glimpses of Jesus’ spiritual life,  
how deeply rooted in prayer as a source of strength and vision. 
We see his need to withdraw, his need for rest and the opportunity to 
recuperate and reorient his heart and mind and even his body. 
These glimpses take nothing away from his divinity—they remind us 
that the Incarnation is truly God’s best gift to the world. 
Jesus the Christ—prayed, rested, reflected, and meditated. 
He needed time to be alone. 
He needed time alone with God. 
He is just like us. 
 
Jesus understood the ongoing and necessary tension between 
compassion and self-protection in a world bursting with desperate need. 
Jesus lives with this tension every day and he is unapologetic about his 
need for rest and solitude. 
This is an important lesson for those of us who think 
tireless striving is a virtue and that the need for rest is a weakness. 
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It is also a challenge to those of us who might think about prayer a lot—
without actually setting aside time to pray. 
When our hours and days are measured, how many of them will we have 
spent alone with God? 
 
Finally, our gospel story ends with Jesus leaving Simon’s house  
so that he can take the good news of God  
to other towns, other places of worship, other homes. 
Jesus moves on. 
He makes this decision despite the fact that his disciples interrupt his 
prayer time to tell him that “everyone” is still searching for him back at 
Simon’s house. 
Clearly, there are compelling reasons for Jesus to stay where he is. 
But his response is to set a boundary, to say no,  
to move on in keeping with his sense of mission and timing. 
 
Given Jesus’ compassionate heart,  
I can’t imagine that he makes this decision lightly. 
I imagine it costs him something. 
But after a morning of prayer and reflection, 
he recognizes and trusts the voice that says, “it’s time to go.” 
 
Can we learn anything from Jesus’ choice? 
Can we learn to hold calling, timing, and need in productive tension? 
Can we trust that sowing a seed and walking away  
is sometimes enough? 
Can we risk the new and the unknown? 
Can we establish and honor healthy boundaries? 
 
As we sculpt the hours that make up the days that make up our lives, 
who or what directs our decisions? 
Will we let him make our mundane, ordinary days sacred with his 
presence, the healing, liberation and commission he offers? 
Will we rest in his presence and, then, will we be able—like Jesus—to 
let go and move on to follow him another day? 


