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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

5th Sunday after Epiphany; February 4th, 2018 

Mark 1:29-39 

“Wait Staff Training” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Last week a pattern for ministry was identified in this first 

chapter of Mark’s gospel.  Embodying Jesus in the world 

begins with church, moves to homes, and then goes out into the 

world.  Jesus’ first miracle as told by Mark took place in a 

synagogue when Jesus cast out an unclean spirit.  Today, as we 

just heard, Jesus moved to a home where he healed Simon’s 

mother-in-law.  Next week we will read how the disciples were 

then sent out into the surrounding villages.  There a 

prescription here for ministry – church to home to world. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The point made last week was that the church always needs to 

be open to new light, new understandings of the wideness of 

God’s mercy and grace.  The church needs to be reformed and 

always reforming in the direction of God’s generous love to all 

of God’s creation.  We in the church can get locked into a 

mind-set of tribalism; we can become too interested in order at 

the expense of being open to the messy work of embodying and 

promoting justice; we can be blind to idolatries in church that 

lead to destructive patterns in home and society.  The church 

needs to discover, again and again and again, the deepest truth 

for which it stands, for which we stand.... God is love, 

Self-giving, healing, peace-loving, justice giving, mercy ruling 

love. This message is our healing and our calling as a church.  

We need to get the message, embodied in word and deed, right. 

~~~~~~~~ 
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One of the reasons church is an embodied group – and not, say, 

just an email message from your pastor on Sunday morning – is 

that this community of people becomes a classroom for growing 

in love.  Part of the growth that comes from being in church is 

due to the symbols and actions we do together – reading the 

Bible, praying, singing, hearing a sermon, giving an offering, 

gathering around the Font and a Table of Bread and Wine.  

Another part of the growing in love that comes from being in 

church is that we get to know one another.  Church community 

is about loving one another in the midst of diversity, loving one 

another beyond our differences, loving one another when it 

requires digging deep into our spirits to find the love for the 

other who thinks, acts, loves, votes, dresses... differently that 

I/you do.  Taking God’s love into the home, into the world 

requires training and practice and church is where it starts. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The pattern of embodying Jesus in the world then begins at 

church and moves to the home – these places are the building 

blocks upon which the outreach to the larger world is built.  If 

we shout it from the mountain top that all humanity should turn 

to love and embody love and practice love and then go home 

and are indifferent to our family and our neighbors then the 

message will ring hollow.  To really know how to preach and 

teach God’s healing, Self-giving Love we will be much better 

prepared and the message will have much more authenticity if it 

emanates from a life lived loving family and neighbors nearby. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Watching a James Taylor concert once on a DVD, I heard 

someone shout out from the audience .... “I love you, James!”  

James Taylor shouted back.... “I love you, too.” After a pause 
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Taylor added... “I think it helps us that we don’t know each 

other.”   

~~~~~~~~ 

Love that is from a distance and has no real knowledge or 

genuine good will toward the other is not really love.  Love has 

skin in the game, so to speak.  Love is working for the 

well-being of the other.  Love that is generalized can quite 

easily be cheap and without real impact on anyone. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Anthony de Mello, the late Jesuit priest and collector of stories 

from around the world, includes this little exchange in his book 

The Heart of the Enlightened (page 154): Wife to husband 

whose face is buried in the newspaper: “Has it ever occurred to 

you that there might be more to life than what’s going on in the 

world.”  Then Father de Mello adds this comment: Most people 

love humanity.  It’s the person next door they cannot stand.   

~~~~~~~~ 

As soon as they 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. 

~~~~~~~~ 

See the pattern – Jesus heals in synagogue and then Jesus heals 

in the home.  Jesus was demonstrating a program for effective 

ministry.... it begins nearby in church and homes and, as we will 

see next week, moves out into the world.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Simon’s mother-in-law also has something to teach us here.  

She was healed by Jesus.  She did not really understand this 
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man who healed her; she did not know just what to do to show 

her gratitude to him. She did a simple thing – she began to 

serve! The verb “to serve” here is the same verb used earlier in 

Mark’s Gospel to describe what the angels did for Jesus after he 

was tempted by Satan.  In Mark 1:13 the verse reads: (Jesus) 

was in the wilderness forty days tempted by Satan; and he was 

with the wild beasts; and the angels “waited” on him.  The 

verb is translated differently – “waited” on him – and then in 

our story for today – she began “to serve” them. The same verb 

is used again in Mark 10, Jesus tells his followers: For the Son 

of Man came not to be served but to serve...  Simon’s 

mother-in-law was doing the work of the angels by waiting on 

Jesus, by serving him; better yet, she was doing the work of 

Jesus who came to serve. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Our embodiment of Jesus’ love and service does not have to be 

grand and glorious to be real.  I think we make the mistake of 

thinking about what we can do in the world and feel as if our 

little contributions do not matter.  We need, we think, to be 

willing to be chased by Bengal tigers while carrying penicillin 

in our backpacks to a remote villages in Africa to really be 

putting our love into action.  Anything less, we might convince 

ourselves, is too little to matter.   

~~~~~~~~ 

My family moved from Tallahassee, Florida to Montgomery, 

Alabama during my first grade year.  I was enrolled, along with 

my sisters, at Dannelly Elementary School.  It was a hard year 

for me.  In Florida we were learning to read using phonics.  In 

Alabama we were learning to read using “Sally, Dick, and Jane” 

books.  I was not doing well with the adjustment.  I was 
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making a lot of Fs on my report card.  One day my sisters came 

by my classroom to walk with me home and they saw the 

teacher –  who will remain unnamed because I want to assume 

she was having a bad year –  pointing to me sitting in a chair in 

the front of the classroom telling the other students that if they 

did not do their homework they would end up like Bobby Prim 

here.   

 

My sisters told my mother.  I have always heard that it is very 

important not to get between a mother bear and her cub.  I think 

my first grade teacher made that mistake.  My mother was a 

mild mannered woman but one of her cubs was in danger.  I 

passed that year –  I am pretty sure I was a social promotion.  

My first grade teacher did not want the risk that I would be in 

her class again.  So onto second grade went little Bobby Prim 

who was not reading very well. 

 

My second grade teacher was Mrs. Dowdy.  Early on she 

realized that I was reading backwards.  She knew some 

exercises and techniques that mom could use with me that 

would turn things around.  Through the care and patience of 

Mrs. Dowdy and Mrs. Mary Prim and older sisters who knew 

when something just wasn’t right, second grade was a turn 

around year for me.   

 

It was just ordinary stuff –  sisters watching out for me, mom 

defending me and working with me, Mrs. Dowdy doing her job 

–  and it was the work of angels.  It was the work of Jesus. 

~~~~~~~~ 

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

Years ago, at the Martin Luther King, Jr. Center for Non-violent 

Change, I picked up a postcard.  I keep it in my desk.  I need 

reminding of the message.  Dr. King wrote: 

Everybody can be great.  Because anybody can serve.   

You don’t have to have a college degree to serve.   

You don’t have to make your subject and your verb agree  

to serve.   

You don’t have to know about Plato and Aristotle to serve.   

You don’t have to know Einstein’s Theory of Relativity to serve.   

You don’t have to know the second theory of thermo-dynamics 

in physics to serve.   

You only need a heart full of grace.  A soul generated by love. 

~~~~~~~~ 

So, my prayer for us this day, “Souper Bowl” Sunday 

 is that we will have  

hearts full of grace and souls generated by love  

and that we will seek and find ways to serve. 

In so doing, our lives will be saved, 

and God’s reign of Love will be spread  

from church to home to the world! 

Thanks be to God.  Amen.  


