
Healing and wholeness 
 
The gospel reading for this Sunday comes from the first chapter of Mark’s Gospel.  But 

before we read that text, a few words of introduction.  
In the opening sentences of his gospel, Mark takes us from the Jordan River where John is 

preaching and baptizing, to the arrival and baptism of Jesus, to the temptation in the wilderness for 
forty days, to the beginning of the ministry of Christ in Galilee, to calling the first four disciples.  
What Mark does so well in these spare opening sentences is to compress the narrative and give us 
a half dozen 5x7 snapshots of the early days of the ministry of Christ. 

The reading for this Sunday comes in the middle of one of these snapshots, and even this 
one snapshot is most likely a composite of the teaching, preaching, and healing ministry of Jesus.  
One observer has called these verses “A Day in the Life of Christ.” 

The day begins with Jesus arriving in Capernaum, along with Simon and Andrew and James and 
John, and teaching in the synagogue.  As he was teaching in the synagogue, Jesus has an encounter 
with a heckler and ends up casting out an unclean spirit.  Verse 28 states, “At once his fame began 
to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee.”  Our reading begins in verse 29: 
 

     As soon as [Jesus and the disciples] left the synagogue, they entered the house of Simon and 
Andrew, with James and John. Now Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told 
him about her at once. He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left 
her, and she began to serve them. 
     That evening, at sundown, they brought to him all who were sick or possessed with demons. 
And the whole city was gathered around the door. And he cured many who were sick with various 
diseases, and cast out many demons; and he would not permit the demons to speak, because they 
knew him. 
     In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and 
there he prayed. And Simon and his companions hunted for him. When they found him, they said 
to him, “Everyone is searching for you.” He answered, “Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so 
that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I came out to do.” And he went 
throughout Galilee, proclaiming the message in their synagogues and casting out demons. 

          Mark 1:29-39 
 

If you include the verses that come right before our reading, this is probably an accurate 
depiction of the day to day ministry of Jesus and his disciples.  It combines all the aspects of his 
ministry—preaching and teaching, healing and wholeness.   

The preaching and teaching part we understand, even if we are just as slow as his disciples 
to grasp the full meaning of it, and just as reluctant as his followers ever since to put it into 
practice. 

The healing and wholeness part, on the other hand—well we may be a bit more ambivalent 
about that.  We either just dismiss it altogether as fiction.  Or, we may just take it on faith, as 
authentically miraculous.  Or, we may take an Enlightenment approach and try to explain it away in 
rational, empirical terms. 

But maybe a more helpful approach to these stories would be to decide that the question 
here is less about what really happened, and more about what does it mean—particularly, what 
does it mean to us now. 

I think there are a few lessons about healing and wholeness we can learn from this brief 
snapshot in the life and ministry of Jesus and his disciples. 



First, it should remind us that we all need to be healed of something.  It may be a physical 
injury or a temporary illness or a chronic disease like cancer.  It may be something less visible to 
others, like a quiet desperation, or a lingering bitterness, or arrogance or apathy.  It may be a long-
festering emotional wound we have been carrying around for years.  And even though casting out 
demons sounds primitive to our ears, many of us struggle every day with demons of one sort or 
another—addictions and habits of thinking and acting that are sometimes more powerful than our 
best attempts to control them.  Getting rid of them would be a welcome relief. 

So, at one time or another, to one extent or another, we all have found ourselves in need 
of healing, and we all have had our demons that we wrestle with.  And so maybe we can 
understand why so many people flocked to Jesus when they heard that he had power to heal and 
release them from their demons. 

Now let me pause here for a brief sidebar, and state unequivocally that the biblical stories 
of Jesus and what appears to be miraculous healing do nothing at all to diminish or call into 
question the work and progress of modern medicine and those who treat and care for us when 
we are ill or out of balance.  Doctors and nurses, researchers and pharmacologists are a gift and a 
blessing.  And that is why for centuries our churches have continued the healing ministry of Jesus 
by building hospitals and sending out medical missionaries, in this country and around the world.  
And that is why we continue to honor their wisdom and follow their lead.  So, yes we trust in 
Christ, be we also heed the advice of modern day healers when they recommend things like 
wearing a mask, keeping a safe distance from others, and getting a vaccination when it becomes 
available.  Sidebar over. 

Another thing we can notice is that, in his healing ministry Jesus doesn’t make a distinction 
between physical healing and spiritual wholeness.  It is all of a piece.  Jesus takes time out of his 
busy schedule to deepen his own prayer life.  He balances the demands of the many with his own 
spiritual discipline, grounding the practical side of his ministry in prayer, in being in tune with the 
will of God in his own life. 

And then he brings that sense of the larger picture of God’s desire for all things to be 
reconciled, into his healing ministry.  In many of the healing stories of the gospels, there is a crucial 
dynamic that often gets overlooked.  Often, the person who is suffering from some disease or 
demon has been isolated by their community or even their family.  And a large part of the healing 
is restoring them to that community or family or to a life they knew before their illness.  In our 
reading this morning, Simon’s mother-in-law, like any good Jewish mother, finds her purpose in 
feeding others.  And the story says that immediately after the fever left her, that exactly what she 
did, fixed up a batch of matzo ball soup to help the healing of others. 

In just a few brief sentences, Mark takes us from this very intimate scene inside the house 
of Simon, focusing on the needs of one, and then he moves quickly from there to the demands of 
Capernaum and even further as Jesus tells his disciples that they must move on to the next village 
and to the rest of Galilee, because, as he says, “this is what I came to do.”  He focuses on the one, 
a close acquaintance, but doesn’t ignore the needs of the many. 

And that is something else we can learn from this story.  Jesus shaped his ministry to the 
needs of those around him.  He met people where they were.  And not just in their physical 
location; he accepted people the way they were.  When the people flocked to the door of Simon’s 
house just across the street from the synagogue, Jesus did not have them wait in a lobby filling out 
forms, he did not ask for background checks or try to weed out the deserving from the 
undeserving poor or put restrictions on those who lived outside the city limits.  He did not set up 
a task force of disciples to assess whether those who are healed or restored to mental and 
emotional wellness would be able to contribute to the local economy and pay their own way.   He 



didn’t judge the worth of individuals by some formula that measures productivity or cost-
effectiveness.   

And that gives us another lesson from this story.  Did you notice that after Jesus is 
successful in Capernaum, his base, he doesn’t stop or stay there, he moves on.  The healing 
ministry of Christ knows no boundaries.  He did not confine it to Simon’s house, he didn’t keep it 
just in Capernaum among those who could prove their citizenship, he didn’t even restrict it to the 
neighboring area.  He understood that those words “everyone is searching for you” included those 
who had never even heard of him yet.  It included those who would later reject him.  It included 
sinners and tax-frauds, prostitutes and alcoholics.  And those words continue to include the whole 
kingdom of God:  the comfortable and the wealthy as well as the confused and poor.  Those who 
are clever and educated as well as those who are uneducated and unskilled.  It includes those who 
make poor decisions, bad lifestyle choices, and can afford to take the loss, as well as those whose 
bad judgment have landed them in a financial crisis. 

This story in Mark’s gospel reminds us that we all bear wounds of some kind that are in 
need healing, no matter who we are or where we come from.  Wounds that are visible and the 
ones that are invisible.  And it’s not always individuals that are in need of healing and wholeness.  A 
society that not only disregards but sometimes even mocks the recommendations of those who 
have trained and dedicated their lives to helping us stay safe and healthy; a society that praises 
those whose lies lead to political and physical violence; a society where the color of your skin and 
the size of your bank account can put you in the front of the vaccine line—that is a society that is 
need of some serious healing. 

The healing that takes place in these gospel stories goes far beyond the cure of a physical 
illness.  It is an act of restoring people to wellness and to wholeness; it is an act of shalom.  And 
this is what it means to be well—to know that nothing in this world, no disease, no disaster, no 
failure on our part—nothing in this world can separate us from the love of God that we have 
known through Jesus Christ.  To know that, to embody that in our lives, to stake our future on 
that promise—that is being well.   

The ministry of healing and wholeness that Jesus began in Capernaum is now part of the 
ministry of the church.  We may not be miracle-workers in the way the gospel stories suggest, and 
we may not all be medical professionals, but as communities of faith and hope and compassion, we 
have a role to play in a ministry of healing and wholeness.  How we go about it in practical terms 
will vary with our abilities and the needs of our communities, but however we put it into practice, 
the model we follow is the one Jesus gives us—model of suffering love.  That is, a model that takes 
on the hurts and wounds and suffering of others as if they were our own.  And I would add that 
we advocate for public policies in our communities and nation that reflect this dynamic of suffering 
love for others. 

Jesus said, “this is what I came to proclaim and to do,” and as disciples of Jesus, as the body 
of Christ in the world, this is what we are called to proclaim and do in whatever way we are able. 

May it be so. 
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