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He raises her from her sickbed just as God would raise him from the tomb. She becomes a model 

for servant ministry; so much so that some have referred to her as the “first deacon”, called long 

before the apostles appointed “seven men of good standing, full of the Spirit and of wisdom”,  

to look after the needs of widows and orphans in the book of Acts. In fact for some, she is 

considered an apostle. In her own particular and unique way, she announces the gospel just as 

Jesus does. Even today, the supposed location of her home in Capernaum is said to be the site of 

documented healings. Like the angels in the wilderness from which he has just emerged, she 

serves, she ministers to, Jesus, as well as to his followers. And we don’t even know her name. 

 

This story of the healing of Simon Peter’s mother-in-law can present challenges: Jesus heals her 

and right away she gets up to serve the men. Some have read it as Jesus giving tacit approval for 

the church to enforce gender stereotypes and keep women out of leadership and in positions of 

servitude in the church. That’s a woman’s place, and she should know it! There are some who 

resent this story, who struggle with it for that very reason: it appears that Jesus does, in fact, heal 

this woman just so she can get up and serve him and his friends; His timing seems impeccable! 

Of course, serving these men is what this woman does. Serving men is what women in that time 

and that culture did and yes, it’s a stereotype that she seems to fulfill if we look too closely. But 

that’s not the point of this story, so let’s reframe it. 

 

Because Jesus doesn’t heal people, doesn’t restore people, so that they can fulfill societal or 

religious or familial expectations of gender, class, race, or any other category; in fact, Jesus frees 

us from those things. Jesus heals and restores people so that they can participate in the fullness of 

life that the gospel promises. Just two weeks ago Mark’s gospel told us that “Jesus came to 

Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom 

of God has come near….’” 

 

When I imagine what happens in this story, I don’t see Jesus just quickly pulling this woman up 

out of bed. In fact, this is one place where the word “immediately”, so often used in Mark, is 

missing. I can imagine him helping her sit up and getting her bearings; she’s probably weak and 

maybe dizzy and disoriented. She’s given some water. Then he gently draws her to her feet, 

again taking a little time so she doesn’t just keel over. And if anyone in his company is impatient 

and a little too eager to be served and fed, I expect they have a rebuke coming. “Give her time,” I 

can imagine Jesus saying. He has a connection to this woman. However short her time in the 

gospel might be, she has become part of his circle.  

 

Jesus heals this woman because she is ill, because he is compassionate, and because healing is a 

sign of the kingdom of God. She responds by serving. She becomes diaconal. (A deacon’s 

ministry in the church is one of service, and it’s a holy calling.) She ministers. In fact, the word 

that’s used for serve is the word we get “deacon” from, and it’s only used two other times in 

Mark’s gospel: later, when Jesus says, “The Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve” 

(10:45); and later still, when the women who follow him to the cross are said to “minister to 

him” (15:41). They serve him there. Jesus heals Peter’s mother-in-law, and she responds by 

becoming like him. 



 

So what if we think of this as a call story, an example of how women, even in the time of Jesus 

and the early church, were called to specific ministries in the “Jesus movement” and in that 

church. We don’t hear from her, or about her, again. As I said, we don’t know her name. We 

don’t know how this raising back to fullness of life and function, this call on her life, will affect 

her. We don’t know what she did after they all left the house. But it’s fun to think about that; I 

often wonder about those people Jesus interacts with and heals, but that we never hear about 

afterward. All those people who appear at the door when it’s sunset and the Sabbath is over, 

when word has spread: the healer from the synagogue - the one who teaches with such 

commanding authority and drove out the demon! – he’s still in town and he’s staying in the 

house of Simon and Andrew, the fishermen. Oh, and guess what? Rumor has it, he healed 

Simon’s mother-in-law, too. 

 

So what if we do a little midrash on this woman’s story? What if Jesus and his disciples returned 

to that house many times? It’s not that unlikely, given that she was related to one of his earliest 

disciples. What if she actually, literally followed him, becoming one of the women we know 

were there but hardly ever get mentioned? What if, eventually, she too found her way to the foot 

of the cross, devastated not only by what she was witnessing, but by the knowledge that her son-

in-law had denied even knowing this Jesus? Or maybe she simply remained at home, freely 

sharing the story of her healing and his company to anyone who would listen? We don’t know; 

we’ll never know, just like we don’t know the stories of so many of the people Jesus healed and 

made whole. How many of them became like him, raised up for service? How did their lives 

change? Or did they simply go back to life as they had known it before? 

 

And what about us, who come to Jesus to find healing and restoration and wholeness? How do 

we respond? Do we let it change us? Do we try to become like him? Jesus doesn’t heal and 

restore us so that we can conform to other people’s expectations for who and what we should be,  

or so that we can remain as we had been. Jesus heals and restores us so that we can participate in 

the fullness of life that the gospel promises, and so that we, too, can be agents of healing and 

restoration, however we are called and equipped to do that. He raises us up as he was raised up, 

so that we can be like him, willing and ready to serve God. 

 

 


