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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen 

“He came, and took her by the hand, and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she began to 
serve them.” I have a friend who was very offended by the fact that Simon’s mother-in-law is, as 
she said, so oppressed by her patriarchal culture that, even directly from the sick bed, she is 
compelled to serve her visitors. But I don’t actually see it that way, at all, and as my friend and I 
discussed this passage together, I think I convinced her that not only is this woman is not 
oppressed here, but that she understands who Jesus is in a way that even his disciples don’t seem 
to. In fact, she is often considered to be the first deacon of the church. Let’s unpack this, and you 
can see what you think. 

You might remember from last week’s gospel that the events in today’s passage are some of the 
first actions in Jesus’ public ministry, and they’re taking place on the sabbath day. Just before this 
passage, Jesus had cast out a demon from a man in the synagogue. Remember also that the 
demon knew who Jesus was, and called him “the Holy One of God.” Jesus made that demon be 
silent, and come out of the man. Now today we see again that Jesus “would not permit the 
demons to speak, because they knew him.” This silencing of demons, or people, who know, or 
might guess, who Jesus is can sometimes be referred to as “the Messianic Secret,” and in Mark, 
Jesus works at keeping the secret for quite awhile. In literary terms, it provides what’s called 
dramatic irony: some characters know who Jesus is, and some don’t—but WE know who Jesus 
is, and it’s amusing to see who learns the secret, and who doesn’t.  

In fact, we can argue that Simon’s mother-in-law knows who Jesus is, and her response is to 
serve him, as he has served her. For instance she doesn’t run off and tell people of her 
deliverance, but she imitates him—she follows him. Again, she is sometimes considered to be 
the first deacon in the church, because the word deacon comes from the Greek diakonos, which 
means “servant.” Jesus the Messiah is the ultimate servant leader, and she sees this, and is 
inspired by it. But do Simon and the disciples understand who Jesus really is? At this point, and 
for some time in Marks’ gospel, it’s questionable, and we see occasions when Jesus rebukes them 
for that. 

Because Jesus’s ministry is one of healing and preaching—and serving others. In fact, later on in 
chapter 10, when James and John ask whether they can sit at Jesus’ right and left hand when he 
comes into his glory, he helps all of the disciples to understand the nature of his ministry, saying, 
“But it is not so among you; [but] whoever wishes to become great among you must be your 
servant, and whosever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man 
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came not be served, but to serve, and to give his life [as] a ransom for many.” Not to be served, 
but to serve—Jesus makes it explicit. And Jesus says this to free Jewish men, who are used to 
being served by women and slaves. He says the men are to serve, just as he does.  

So when Jesus heals this woman, and Mark says “she began to serve them,” we see that service 
is her joyful response to being made whole again. She serves them because Jesus served her. She 
gets what he’s about. In contrast, the man who was healed of the demon is not even mentioned 
after his healing, nor are many of the people who are healed in Mark’s stories. If they are 
mentioned, it’s because they do something significant after their healing. Mark’s prose is so 
succinct, almost telegraphic at times, that every word is meaningful. He could have simply 
stopped his story at “the fever left her,” and that would have been in keeping with many other of 
his healing stories, but he feels it’s important to say “and she began to serve them.” Since serving 
others is a typical activity for women in this culture, and wouldn’t have been unusual in any way, 
why would Mark put this into the story? Because serving is important—as I said, she 
understands what Jesus is about.  

Also, this story, and this wording about her service, is in all three of the synoptic gospels, Mark 
Matthew and Luke (you can check!).  All of the gospel writers want us to know that Simon’s 
mother-in-law served others to celebrate her healing and to follow Jesus’ example. It’s also 
significant to see this, because her serving others is in contrast to the behavior of the disciples. 
They don’t really do anything worth mentioning here, except that they hunt for Jesus, and Simon 
gets upset with him. Did you notice that he is frustrated at finding his rabbi off by himself in 
prayer? Simon says, “everyone is searching for you,” as if Jesus somehow had no right to be 
engaged in private devotion, or that the Messiah, the son of God, needed to tell them where he 
was at all times. Simon, in spite of everything that he has already seen Jesus do, doesn’t yet 
understand who Jesus is, or what Jesus is about. But his mother-in-law does. 

Interestingly, throughout Mark’s Gospel, we see that women are faithful followers of Jesus, and 
willing servants in his ministry, whereas the men—Jesus’s chosen disciples, continually 
misunderstand, and eventually betray and desert him. Watch for the appearance of women being 
healed as we work our way through the Gospel of Mark this year, and see how they embody key 
themes of this gospel. Women are never there by accident. 

If a key message of the gospels is to serve, how do we serve? 

For so many of us, service is built into our lives. We take care of children, or parents, or 
relatives, or animals, or we engage in an explicitly serving profession—like nursing, or teaching, 
or social work. Our culture certainly doesn’t reward the idea of service, though. Especially in the 
U.S., we value self-sufficiency and rugged individualism, right? Just like in Jesus’ time, being 
“one who serves” today is not what most people aspire to do when they reach adulthood. And yet 
Jesus calls us to do this. How do you serve others? 
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I think service sometimes requires a shift in mindset, and the questions, “how can I serve? How 
is God calling me to serve?” It doesn’t start with a career change—we can serve in any position, 
and it can start with small things. For instance, who needs your help? The other day I saw one of 
the housekeepers at the hospital cleaning an empty patient room, and I knew that she should 
already have clocked out. “Shouldn’t you be out of here by now?” I asked “Yeah,” she said, “but 
Jennifer had to leave early to pick up her mother, so I’m finishing her rooms.” 

Another example of service that I’ve seen many times is when a nurse will hold the phone, or an 
iPad for a COVID patient so that they can talk with a chaplain or a family member. Our COVID 
patients are on strict isolation, and only their nurse, doctor, or respiratory therapist can be in the 
room with them. So, in addition to the clinical nursing care that they give, nurses are now serving 
people in this new way.  
And there are things we can do together, of course—like trash pickup on Swift Shoals Road, 
which is coming up soon. And supporting our Christ Church Cares Pantry. But it starts with the 
realization that we are called to do it—and the desire to do it. “Then the fever left her, and she 
began to serve them.” 
Amen 

The Rev. Melanie K. Lewis 
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