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Sermon, Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany, February 7, 2021, Jane A. Beebe 
 
 
“After Jesus and his disciples left the synagogue, they entered the house of Simon and Andrew, 
with James and John. Now Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him 
about her at once. He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, 
and she began to serve them.” (Mark 1:29-31) 
 
 We are still in the first chapter of the Gospel of Mark. In this season of 

Epiphany it is wonderful how quickly Mark encapsulates for us the meaning of 

Jesus’ presence and ministry in the world. It is as if we are viewing a series of 

detailed photographs. One scene after another appears before our eyes. He is 

baptized by John, and he calls his first disciples. Then last week we heard the story 

of Jesus commanding unclean spirits to come out of a man he encounters in the 

synagogue. Jesus’ ability to do this reveals his spiritual authority; his fame really 

begins to spread.  

Today we hear that Jesus heals a woman of her fever. Throughout that same 

day he continues to heal many. So many in fact that the text tells us, “…The whole 

city was gathered around the door.” (Mark 1:33) No wonder Jesus goes to a 

deserted place to pray early the next morning. In just thirty-nine verses of text we 

have come to know Jesus as teacher, healer, and prayer. We have also come to 

know how he is able to sustain his ministry: the rhythm of it. 

What particularly strikes me in the passage from Mark this morning is that 

Jesus takes Simon’s mother-in-law by the hand and lifts her up before the fever left 
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her. She is lifted to her feet and the fever leaves. The English translation of the 

Greek says she was “in bed with a fever.” One can infer that she was lying down; 

the literal Greek confirms this. Then Jesus lifts her up. The Greek may also be 

translated he raised her up. This suggests there is more going on here than the 

physical restoration of this person. It can be seen as a resurrection story.  

One summer while I was in college I had a summer job as a nanny, taking 

care of a five-year-old named Travis, and a baby named Gavin. At the beginning of 

the summer baby Gavin was six or seven months old. By the end of the summer he 

had begun pulling himself up wherever he could find a secure hand hold—usually 

the coffee table in the living room—and sometimes including my knees! He 

worked so hard to become and remain upright. One time he had clearly become 

tired of standing to the point where he was trembling and beginning to cry. Yet he 

was determined not to return to the floor again. 

Towards the end of his life my father was in the care of the skilled nursing 

center that was part of his retirement community. On my visits I was to meet the 

team of physical therapists assigned to his care. To a person they were all kind, 

strong, patient, and deeply caring. I was visiting once when they were working on 

my father’s center of gravity. Lying down for a long time can affect one’s 

perception of this. When standing there can be a sensation of severe vertigo, of 

being about to fall over. The physical therapist had a special strap to support my 
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father’s body so he would remain safe. It called to mind the verse in John: ‘Very 

truly, I tell you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to 

go wherever you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, 

and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not 

wish to go.”’ (John 21:18)  

I remember the physical therapist told my father to press his head into the 

therapist’s chest so he would feel secure. I was struck by my father’s almost 

childlike trust in this young man. My father was then pulled to his feet for long 

enough to reset his center of gravity. This was important to maintain what mobility 

he had left to him, making it less dangerous for him to be transferred to a 

wheelchair. This is not a story of miraculous healing, and yet my father was lifted 

up. A small measure of quality of life, of human dignity, was restored to him. I am 

grateful to those physical therapists for doing what they could to restore and 

maintain what strength he still possessed. 

There seems to be something innate in the human spirit that yearns to be 

lifted up, whatever our condition physically. (In my recent fall and recovery from 

an arm fracture I am sure not to take being on my feet for granted. I do not know 

how it is I got to my feet that day. Perhaps you can imagine what help I was 

given). Later the disciples will have difficulty understanding and accepting that 

Jesus will go to Jerusalem to die. Yet Jesus also points to his rising on the third 



 1

day. Recognizing the power of the resurrection may be just beyond what we are 

able to imagine. And yet whatever hope, or resilience, or sheer determination we 

may possess gives us the capacity to reach towards that hand that will raise us up. 

Resurrection is a glorious mystery: the work of God. It is not something we 

can accomplish on our own. And yet God gives us the eyes of faith so that we can 

see its work in our lives and in the world around us. Across the lawn from me one 

of my neighbors has developed a beautiful garden. It includes flowers, shrubs, and 

flowering trees. There are small paths, arched trellises, and a lovely small shed. It 

took a few years for the garden to be all filled in, to see what the gardener had 

envisioned. Now, even in the snow, it shows its beauty. A few days ago I saw my 

neighbor outside taking care of some pre-spring task. It is hard to describe the deep 

hope that arose in me seeing her in her garden, even when it still seems to be 

winter. God is like that gardener: seeing our potential for wholeness, reaching out a 

hand, and lifting us up.  

The story does not end there. When the fever leaves Simon’s mother-in-law 

she “begins to serve…” This woman is not named so we can easily put ourselves 

into this picture. The Greek word for “serve” is the root for the word deacon. The 

phrase “…She began to serve them” may also be translated: She began to minister 

to them. Perhaps this woman has seen how Jesus has transformed the lives of 

Simon and Andrew. They are the ones who bring Jesus to her after all. Jesus sees a 
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person in need of healing. Yet more than that, he sees a person, who, if she is lifted 

up, may also serve as a disciple. 

:…Those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength, 
they shall mount up with wings like eagles, 

they shall run and not be weary, 
they shall walk and not faint.”  (Isaiah 40: 31) 

  


