
SERVING AND PRAYING
Isaiah 40:21-31 David B. Keller
Mark 1:29-39 February 5, 2021
TEXT: Mark 1:31, 35 “He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up.  Then the fever left her,
and she began to serve them. . . .  In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to
a deserted place, and there he prayed.  
PURPOSE: To encourage a life which follows Jesus’ way of integrating service with prayer. 
______________________________________________________________________________

News about the coronavirus has been topping the news almost every day for
months.  How many people tested positive, how many hospitalized, how many died. 
How things are going with regard to developing, approving, distributing and
administering the various vaccines.  Behind the news are real people whose lives have
been upended by the virus, either because they or someone in their family is sick with it,
or because they have to quarantine for any number of reasons, or because a family
member has died from it. 

I suppose there are thousands of households in our country today where someone
is sick at home or in hospital with COVID-19.  Anyone who has ever had the flu knows
you’d give your family jewels if someone would do for you what Jesus did for Simon’s
mother-in-law: to take you by the hand, and, as he lifted you up, to relieve you of those
awful symptoms.  In that moment, you could not imagine a better miracle.  

But then, if you miraculously recovered from COVID-19, would you be all that
enthusiastic about getting up and preparing a meal for a houseful of guests?  If you were
cured of the virus this morning, would you want to oversee a Superbowl party tonight?  I
doubt it.  Even the most unsympathetic among us would understand the need for a recent
virus sufferer to take it easy.  Serve her; don’t expect her to serve the company.  Go with
clear liquids, quiet surroundings, a nice warm room.  So, on first reading, when the story
shifts from Jesus healing Simon’s mother-in-law to her serving the company which came
calling, we are inclined to wonder why someone else didn’t take on the serving, or why
Jesus and his crew didn’t go to James and John’s house for dinner and give this poor
woman ample time to recuperate.  

Why?  Well, for one thing, in those days, offering hospitality was an honor, not a
burden.  Simon’s mother-in-law probably was the lead woman in that household.  In that
culture, it would have been shameful for her to turn the serving over to anyone else, or
worse, to turn the guests away.  Jesus didn’t just relieve her of her illness; Jesus made it
possible for her to return to her rightful place in that social setting.  We know this:
whether it’s COVID or cancer, whether it’s the health crisis of someone for whom we are
responsible or our own disabling condition, what matters hugely is the extent to which
the crisis isolates us and disrupts our participation in community.  What we want is not
just to be relieved of an illness; what we want is to be engaged and useful in our
household or our community.  Curing is fixing a disease.  Healing is restoring a person to
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physical, social, emotional, and spiritual wholeness.  Jesus doesn’t cure; Jesus heals.  This
is what Jesus wants for all of us – not just not to have diseases, but to have a place in
community, to have purpose and meaning in our lives.  

There’s another aspect to this healing story.  Simon’s mother-in-law got up and
served.  The Greek word for served is the same word from which we get our word
deacon.  In the Latin translation, she ministered.  Simon’s mother-in-law became the first
person in Mark’s Gospel to do what Jesus eventually asks all his followers to do: to serve. 
Remember, Jesus himself said, “the Son of Man” – that how Jesus identified himself–
“came not to be served but to serve.”   (Mark 10:45) And there’s that same ‘deacon’
word.  This, also, is what Jesus wants for all of us – not just to receive from him, not just
to experience his healing, his salvation, but to become his disciples, as our United Church
of Christ Statement of Faith puts it, to be his servants in the servants of others.  

I submit that whatever healing we may want from Jesus, for ourselves or for others
for whom we pray, is incomplete unless it draws us into discipleship.  I submit that we
have not fully experienced the salvation he wants for us until the saving moves us to
serving.  

The way Mark recounts it, Jesus had a very busy first day of ministry.  It started
with the story we heard last week which featured him teaching in the synagogue in
Capernaum on the Sabbath and casting the demon out of the man who interrupted his
teaching.  Then he went to Simon’s home and healed his mother-in-law.  I assume he
then enjoyed the meal she prepared for her guests.  That evening, after the Sabbath
concluded, he went back to serving: at the door of Simon’s home, he healed a whole
bunch of people of their diseases and cast out some more demons.  Mark then tells us that
Jesus was ready for a Sabbath of his own.  The day after his big first day of ministry, he
was up long before dawn to get away from ministry and get close to God.  He went off to
a deserted place to pray.  I don’t think this was just a burnout prevention strategy,
although that may have been part of why even Jesus knew the wisdom of taking time off. 
I think he realized that if he was constantly teaching and healing, if his life was all about
running from one thing to the next, he might risk being out of sync with the mission God
had in mind for him.  Is there anyone here today who resonates with this?  I love the part
of this story which features Simon and others going hunting for Jesus.  They just won’t
let him rest.  They have yet to figure out how crucial it is for the mission that Jesus takes
time to be with God.  “Jesus!”  They say, “Don’t you realize how much people need
you?”  Of course Jesus knew that.  But he also knew how much he needed intimacy with
God.  
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The truth is that serving, ‘deaconing’, discipling, cannot be all about doing. 
Discipleship most fundamentally has to do with trusting God to accomplish God’s
purposes.  If all we’re about is doing, doing, doing, how easy it is to fall into the grave
spiritual error of becoming convinced that what really matters is what we’re doing, not
what God is doing.  Resting, praying, withdrawing, are spiritual practices which enable
us to be relieved of the illusion that what matters is our activity.  That’s the real value of
Sabbath.  It’s good to rest for one whole day, to be sure; but spiritually, Sabbath is more
about trusting God than it is about getting some rest.  

The rule of Saint Benedict has guided much of Christian monastic life for 1500
years.  The motto of the Benedictines is ora et labora – pray and work.  The way this
works in practice is that there are seven opportunities every day for the monks to gather
in prayer.  I love this: one of the titles of those seven opportunities is Opus Dei - the work
of God, which I hear as contrasting with the work of the monks.  The ora part is
attending to God’s work; the labora part is tending to our work.  The way it works in the
monastery is that the monks are cooking, or gardening, or making jams or cheese or
whatever is the work of that monastic community.  A bell rings.  The monks stop their
work and all gather in the chapel.  They chant some Psalms, listen to scripture, offer some
prayers, and twenty minutes or so later, they head back to work.  There is, in their lives, a
complete and total integration of ora and labora, of serving and praying.  Both are
essential for discipleship.  

I think all Christian communities could benefit from this kind of practice.  The
way that lockdowns have disrupted our ‘doing’ reveals how much we’ve relied on our
work to define our worth.  These days, we’re still doing church, but we’re doing it
differently.  And the doing that we’re doing is less rewarding, because we don’t have the
in-person feedback we get from people being together for worship or for suppers or even
for attending meetings. Humanly speaking, what this means for the do-ers is that we risk
getting frustrated or burned out.  But the spiritual consequences are more dangerous. 
Over-doing, or over-reliance on our doing risks losing contact with God, and risks
believing that what matters is what we do, not what God does.  

Here’s a way to connect our experience with the fever Simon’s mother-in-law had. 
We talk about living at a ‘feverish’ pace.  There’s work, there’s family, there’s keeping
up the house, there’s whatever volunteer commitments we have – you complete the list
for yourself.  This kind of feverishness is as disconnecting as any disease.  In those not-
so-good-old pre-pandemic days, we might have been in the presence of lots of people, but
we felt isolated, because there was little time for cultivating rich relationships. When
Jesus calls us to discipleship, he is not expecting us to be feverish about it.  He is inviting
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us to be made whole in a rhythm of work and prayer.  

Our Old Testament lesson for today includes one of my favorite Bible verses. 
Maybe that verse is one of your favorites as well.  I’ll get to it soon enough; right now, I
want to recall the runup to it.  The prophet speaking these words was speaking to
Israelites in exile in Babylon.  They were pretty sure either that God had forgotten them,
or that God was not able to deliver them from the power of Babylon.  So the prophet
reminded them that God made everything that is, and that God brings princes to nothing. 
God has not forgotten you, he assured them, and God is totally able.  Not only that, but
God “does not faint or grow weary.”  (Isaiah 40:28)  And if you are weary, if life’s
feverish pace has done you in, then hear this:  “Those who wait for the Lord shall renew
their strength.”  That’s waiting.  That’s not doing.  That’s being still and expectant. 
Those who wait for the Lord, the prophet says, “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) 

If you want strength for the doing part of discipleship, if you want courage for the
risking part of discipleship, if you want guidance for the discerning part of discipleship,
then invest in the waiting part of discipleship, invest in the Sabbath part of discipleship,
invest in the trusting part of discipleship.  Remember the good old days, when the
announcements at the beginning of our worship invited people to put their name on one
or more sign up sheets?   Sign up to help at the next dinner.  Sign up to take a turn
cleaning the church.  Sign up to organize the spring flea market.  What if our
announcements featured this opportunity – Please sign up for a time to come together and
wait for the Lord?  Some of us might be thinking, boy, that sounds great, but there’s no
way I can make time for that.  Or we might be thinking, what’s that about?  I’ll give my
church my time for serving, but not for doing nothing.  We grasp the serving part of
discipleship.  The waiting part, the Sabbath part, the being still enough to remember that
only God is God part – why would we need to sign up for that?  Well, this is not you
giving your church time to do nothing; this is Jesus giving you time to wait for the Lord.  

Guess what?  That is exactly what we’re planning to offer.  Two weeks from now,
we’re launching a Thursday afternoon shared devotional time.  We’re planning it as a
time both to deepen our trust in God and a time to take care of each other.   

Jesus wants his followers to experience the fulness of his salvation.  We won’t
experience that fulness apart from serving, and we won’t experience it apart from keeping
Sabbath.  Wait for the Lord.  See how that renews your strength.  


