“A Humble Miracle”

Mark 1: 29-31 (32-39)

 There is a lot happening in the passage we’ve read today. To set the story in context, it is the Sabbath day and Jesus has just left the synagogue where he had freed a demon-possessed man. From there he goes to the home of Simon and his brother Andrew. While there, he heals Simon’s mother-in-law of a fever. Word of the healing obviously must have spread because later that day, almost the whole city is gathered outside the door, longing to experience the healing grace of Jesus. Jesus heals many of them and then retires for the evening, only to arise early in the morning and go out into the quiet dawn for a time of prayer. Of course, Jesus cannot escape the disciples for long. They come searching for him, telling him of the crowds longing for his presence again. But Jesus tells them it is time to move on; time to take his message to other towns. Yes, there is a great deal happening in the scripture before us today.

 However, there is one part of this many-faceted text that caught my attention this week and I invite you to consider it with me. It is Jesus’ encounter with Simon’s mother-in-law. 

Yes, Simon (who would later be better known as Peter) was married. We do know that. It’s even implied in one of Paul’s epistles that Peter’s wife accompanied him on at least one of his missionary journeys (see I Corinthians 9:5).

I suppose like so many households in those times, multiple generations and extended family lived together under the same roof. Such appears to be the case here. Most likely, Simon’s mother-in-law was widowed and she came to live with extended family rather than live alone. At any rate, we have a mother-in-law in the house.

 One astute reader of this gospel finds it humorously interesting that in Mark chapter one, Jesus heals three individuals – a demoniac, a leper and a mother-in-law. What that says about mothers-in-law (or for that matter - lepers and the demon-possessed) I will leave to you to draw your own conclusions.

 However, in looking more closely this week at the healing of Simon’s mother-in-law, I was intrigued by one Biblical scholar’s description of this story. James Edwards, a professor of religion at Whitworth College, calls this story “a humble miracle.” I was captivated by that description.

I have always thought of miracles as anything but humble. Miracles are supposed to be flashy right? For instance, when I think of the miracles of the Bible, I think of Moses parting the Red Sea. I think of Elijah calling down fire upon the prophets of Baal. Or even in Jesus’ own life, I think of the feeding of the 5000 or the stilling of the storm. Humble? Hardly! Miracles are eye-catching affairs are they not? And so I am intrigued by the reference to this healing as “a humble miracle.”

 But you know, the more I think about it, perhaps my definition of miracle needs amending. Miracles come in all shapes and sizes. And I suppose, if the healing of one with fever, is a “humble miracle,” we have all been blessed to behold many a miracle in our lives. 

 Arthur Rubenstein, who was considered one of the great piano virtuosi of the 20th century, once said:

“I'm passionately involved in life: I love its changes, its colors, its movement. To be alive, to be able to see, to walk, to have ... music ... It's all a miracle.”

 You know, when you get right down to it, Rubenstein is correct. It IS all a miracle. Reflecting on the nature of miracle, Saint Gregory the Great one observed:

“All men wondered to see the water turned into wine (by Jesus). Every day, the earth's moisture being drawn into the root of a vine, is turned by the grape into wine, and no man wonders. Full of wonder then are all the things which men never think to wonder at.”

Could it be that we are surrounded by “humble miracles” in every moment? 

However, let’s go back to our scripture now and look at this “humble miracle” that is before us. For I think it may teach us how we, as followers of Jesus, can participate in the miracles God presents us with everyday.

 Notice how our story begins. Jesus and his followers leave the synagogue and head to Simon’s house, where we can infer Jesus would be a guest for dinner. Mark, the gospel narrator, tells us about Simon’s mother-in-law being in bed with a fever. But take note of what happens next. Upon entering the house, we are told that Simon and Andrew…

“…told him (Jesus) about her at once.”(v.30b)

Here is a message for us about how “humble miracles” begin to take place in the midst of God’s people. They begin to happen through…

…Prayer (v.30b)

It may not seem like it, but what Simon and Andrew did, in telling Jesus about their sick family member, was an act of prayer. Isn’t that a good description of prayer, especially intercessory prayer – calling to Jesus’ attention, the needs of those we love? “At once they told him about her.” Their bringing to Jesus' attention one who was sick opened the door for this humble miracle. And I suspect that the same is still true today.

Could it be that humble miracles happen when God’s people pray? When God’s people bring to God’s attention those who are hurting; those who are weak; those who are suffering, hungering, lost and alone?

 I’ve seen it happen myself. 

· I have seen people healed, because they were prayed for and enveloped with the love of a caring family of faith.

·  I have seen people regain hope in the midst of despair, because God’s people brought them to the attention of Jesus. 

· I have seen the wayward and weary find a home and rest in the arms of God because people “told God about them” – prayed for them and let God know of their need.

In my first parish there was a young man named Steve, who was in a motorcycle gang. He was a real hell raiser! But by God’s grace, he married a good woman, who happened to want to raise their children right and she came to the Presbyterian Church. Brenda prayed for Steve. She longed for him to find the Lord and change. Then one day, Steve came to church – riding boots, leather jacket, dirty blue jeans and all. And I watched the church welcome him – this church filled with people wearing suits and ties and Sunday dresses – the church that had joined with Brenda in praying for him. And gradually, a humble miracle happened. Steve began to change. His heart softened. He quit his drinking and carousing. He became a responsible father and loving husband, and was even elected a deacon in that church. And I believe it all started because the people of God (beginning with his wife) prayed – brought him to the attention of Jesus.

Humble miracles happen through prayer. But notice the next movement in the story. As soon as the family told Jesus about their mother-in-law; as soon as they make Jesus aware of her need, Mark writes:

“He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up.”

Humble miracles begin to happen in the lives of God’s people through prayer. But they come to full flower through Jesus’…

…Presence (v. 31a)

You know, it may seem like such a small thing, but it is so critical to the power of this story. Mark says that as soon as he was told about Simon Peter’s ill mother-in-law, Jesus “came to her.” Humble miracles happen through presence. They happen because God cares enough to come to us and be with us. In that little phrase – “he came to her” – is the sum and substance of what we celebrated a little over a month ago at Christmas. In Jesus, God has come to us in our feverishness; drawn near to us in our sickness and sorrow. And when God becomes present with us, humble miracles happen.

 And notice that Jesus not only came to this one on her sickbed, he also “took her by the hand.” He reached out to her and he touched her. He offered her his strength in her weakness; he offered her the compassion of a fellow human being in her pain. He was truly present with her.

 And not only did Jesus come to the woman and take her by the hand, Mark writes that Jesus “lifted her up.” What happened here can be lost in translation from Greek to English. But did you know that the verb “lifted” here is the same word that is used to describe Jesus’ resurrection? Yes, with the phrase “he lifted her up,” Mark is telling us that in the presence of Jesus, not only does Christmas happen, but Easter happens as well! God comes to be with us in Jesus and God comes to give us new life in Jesus! Wow! The whole of the gospel is contained in that one little sentence – 

“He came to her, took her by the hand and lifted her up.”

 Now, we do not typically think of the resurrection as “a humble miracle.” Jesus’ resurrection is THE miracle of all miracles. But yet, the great miracle of resurrection happened in a real, tangible, although humble way in this poor ailing woman’s life that day and it continues to happen in the lives of ordinary folks everyday.

 Johnny Ray Youngblood is an African American preacher who has seen the resurrection happen in humble ways. As Pastor Youngblood puts it:

"Every time I see a man put down his bottle, there's a resurrection goin' on. Every time I see a man go back to school, there's a resurrection goin' on. Every time I see a man hug his son, there's a resurrection goin' on."(Samuel Freedman, Upon This Rock: The Miracles of a Black Church (Harper Perennial, 1994)

Through prayer and through presence, humble miracles come to pass. And Mark closes out this story with these words:

“Then the fever left her, and she began to serve them.”

Now wait a minute: Do you mean to tell me that end result of all of this was so that this woman could get up and fix supper for Jesus and his boys while they sat around on their duffs watching the Super Bowl? That has been the struggle some have had with this humble miracle – that it appears the woman in her male dominated world is chauvinistically returned to a subservient role. But if that is what you think, you miss the point.

 Yes, Mark says, “she began to serve them.” However the word for “serve” is the Bible is diakonea. It’s the word from which we derive the word “deacon”. In some parts of the Bible the word is translated “minister.” The humble miracle that takes place in the life of Simon Peter’s mother-in-law actually frees her to become what Jesus really wants us all to become – servants, deacons, ministers of the good news of God’s healing mercies.

“She began to serve them.” Jesus frees her to do the very thing that he himself said he came to do. Later on in Mark’s gospel, we will hear Jesus say;

 “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”

 And so, when all is said and done, what the humble miracle of healing does in the life of this anonymous woman is release her to rise up and do what Jesus himself came to do – to serve –to minister to - and wait upon the least, the last and the lost.

 It is what every humble miracle is meant to do in the lives of those who meet Jesus– to make us just like our Savior who came, not to be served, but to serve. Humble miracles happen through prayer and through presence to the end that we might be Jesus’ servants made whole and set free. And so whether you’re a leper or a demoniac, or just a run of the mill in-law, may you come to know the humble miracles of God in your life and may you serve Jesus. Amen.
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