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Job 7:1-4, 6-7

Psalm 147

1 Cor. 9-16, 22-23

Mark 1: 29-39

Perhaps each of us has had a day or even a time in our life when we have asked God “What am I doing here? My life in this world is nothing but drudgery.  My days pass as swiftly as a weaver’s shuttle and they come to an end without hope.” In today’s gospel Peter’s mother-in-law may have been of the same mind.

Two things strike me as very interesting about this passage in Mark.  One question is why this passage is even included in the gospel? Peter’s mother-in-law is not related to Peter, but to Peter’s wife.  The second thing is why is this widow living with a son-in-law and not her own family? The custom at the time of Jesus was that married women lived with their husbands.  Once her husband died, she should have been living with his family. But she wasn’t.  Widows went to live with their sons.  But she wasn’t.  That may mean that she had no sons or that they had predeceased her.  In that case she should have returned to her family. But for whatever reason, she didn’t. That means she had no other family alive.  That was a fate worse than death.  A woman alone was a burden, another mouth to feed and most definitely a person on the edge of society.  Imagine her despair and sense of hopelessness.  She was ill and required healing, not cures like when a person is sick or has a disease, but healing of heart, mind and spirit.  Jesus as healer goes over to Peter’s home and takes Peter’s mother-in-law by the hand.  That healing restores her.  Not only her physical health and well-being, but she is restored to relationship within the family. She is rejoined to the family circle and we learn in a subsequent verse, she gets up from the bed and goes about her work.  She has a sense of purpose and meaning again.
Mark’s gospel, the earliest of the four gospels in the New Testament, was probably written around the end of the first century.  The gospel writer gives us a picture of Jesus that is very close to the preaching of the apostles.  Richard Rohr tells us that until the great persecution in Rome in 64 CE, Gentile converts had mostly experienced the glory of the resurrected Christ in their communities.  They saw first-hand the miraculous healings and the growth of the Christian community. They didn’t yet understand that they too would be called upon to suffering. Discipleship requires the cross as well as the resurrection.  
So Mark begins his gospel by saying the time has come, the kin-dom of God is here, turn around and believe the good news. Spiritual writer Diarmuid O’Murchu calls the kin-dom of God the “Companionship of Empowerment.”  Jesus means by that power within, not power over.  Jesus preached empowerment through the process of mutuality.  Is it any wonder that those in power at the time of Jesus wanted to get rid of him?  He was a subversive.  He had to die.

In our own time, doing the work of empowering can lead to conflict.  Helping the poor can be seen as a threat by the rich.  Telling people to love their enemies can be seen as a danger to national security. Giving food to the hungry can just encourage hand-outs to those who refuse to work.

St. Paul tells the Corinthian community that they are charged with preaching the gospel, bringing the good news and that may require some changes in themselves.  All I do, he says, is for the sake of the gospel.  I offer my gospel free of charge and have become all things to win over as many people as possible. Those words are offered to us this day as well.
Today’s gospel tells us that Jesus cures from disease and heals them from illness. However, Jesus tells the disciples and us that healing and curing is not his primary mission.  His mission, and consequently ours as well, is going throughout the region preaching the good news that God’s reign is at hand right here and right now.

We do that by speaking out, by prayer, both alone and together as we break bread. The words from Psalm 147 remind us that great is our God. It is YHWH who binds up our wounds and calls us each by name. We preach the kin-dom by reaching out to those on the edges of society and by healing the souls of those we meet in need of healing.

So many people in our world are suffering illness, broken relationships, people who have lost their home and people who feel their life has no meaning.  

And when we get worn down by the illness, discrimination, famine, war, displacement, terrorism, political upheavals, all of it, we come together to pray, or like Jesus, we need to go off to pray.   We return refreshed to keep on keeping on.  Like Peter’s mother-in-law, we get up and go about our work.
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