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Before I became a priest, when choir Vestry, EfM, and youth group were not enough church for
me, I had a brief stint as an Episcopal blogger. During that period, video was becoming
increasingly popular and important, so I decided I would incorporate a weekly video reflection on
the wildness of the Revised Common Lectionary. This video series, cleverly titled
“Perplexionary,” ended up with exactly one video. Turns out I really didn’t like taking and editing
videos of myself—if I’d had the clairvoyance to see what 2020 worship was going to look like,
maybe I would’ve worked a little harder to hone those skills!

Perhaps it was the discomfort of being on film, but now, nearly a decade later, when most days
I’m lucky to remember where I left my keys, I still recall that the sole installment of Perplexionary
was for the Fifth Sunday after Epiphany, Year B—today’s readings. And I did find the Gospel
perplexing.

Also frustrating, at the time and in years since. I wrote it off as one more example of the women
whose stories don’t get told because the Bible authors didn’t regard them as important enough.
When we tell the stories of Jesus and the disciples, we—or at least I—tend to picture a bunch of
guys who don’t have much going on besides following this rabbi through the countryside.

But today’s story tells us about Simon Peter’s mother-in-law—which means he was married, and
he probably wasn’t the only one. Have you ever stopped to wonder what the disciples’ wives
thought about all this? What Peter’s wife (unnamed, of course) thought when he left his steady,
upstanding job as a fisherman to follow a troublemaking rabbi?

And then there’s the mother-in-law, who at least merits a mention, if not a name—but she’s sick
in bed at the start of this story and the first thing she does when she feels better is hop out of
bed to look after the menfolk?! Perplexionary, indeed.

These aren’t wrong thoughts about the Scripture. It’s worth noting the biases and the context,
just as it’s worth noting the places sexism is still alive and well today, including in the Church.
But with that said, I’ve really come around on this passage.

“Home” has always been a critical setting for faith formation. For every hour spent in church, we
probably spend at least a dozen more in our homes. We worship and learn at church, but how
we live through the week is the real power behind our formation. If that wasn’t obvious before,
it’s all but undeniable after the last year, when even those of us who love our homes have grown
tired of wandering the same rooms day in and out.



Well, in today’s Gospel, Jesus moves from the synagogue to a home, and with this move shows
the home as a sacred space. He performs a healing miracle—not his only healing miracle in a
home, either. He lingers in domestic space. Home is not a secondary space for Jesus; he
moves from synagogue to public square to living room without missing a beat.

Holy things happen in our homes, too, wrapped in everyday moments. In her 1989 book The
Writing Life, write Annie Dillard observes, “How we spend our days is of course how we spend
our lives. What we do with this hour and that one is what we are doing.”

Eek. That’s pretty uncomfortable at first blush. More often than I’d like to admit I spend “this hour
and that one” frittering away time on the Internet, watching television, tackling perpetual chores,
procrastinating, steeping in anxious thoughts. There’s some merit to realizing we could be
spending our hours in more meaningful ways, but what I really get from this is that even the
mundane matters. The chores and the anxiety and the mental breaks on Pinterest are just as
much a part of living as the achievements and the special occasions. And God is in all those
moments, too.

So let’s return to Simon Peter and Andrew’s home, and to Simon’s mother-in-law. Taking a good
look at this story, we notice a couple of details.

First, the fact that she immediately begins serving Jesus and the disciples is a way of showing
the readers and hearers that she is back to full health. It tells that Jesus has not just made her
feel a little better, like a couple of aspirin and a cup of tea, but he has completely healed her,
with no trace of her illness remaining. She is fully restored.

This is what healing means in the Bible. It is not about symptom relief, but about total
restoration, a return to wholeness. Healing is full and deep and complete.

And there’s an even greater lesson in this role of serving. After Simon’s mother-in-law is
restored to health, to wholeness, she serves. This is, in fact, how Jesus himself will live and
what all of his followers will be called to do. We could see this woman as a nobody—a woman,
and at that one who’s introduced as unclean with a fever. Someone without a name.

And yet, she provides for us in today’s passage the truest example of discipleship. Jesus’ first
disciples are there with him, but the one we see act like a disciple, the one who truly
understands Jesus’ mission, is a side character, a mere mention, a tangent.

The word used to describe her service, her ministering to Jesus and the disciples, comes from a
Greek root that may sound familiar: diakonos. It sounds familiar because it is: it’s where we get
the word “deacon,” one called to holy service. In a very real sense, here we have the story of
the church’s first deacon.

Simon’s mother-in-law receives a gift: true and complete healing. She responds to this gift by
serving, by doing good as she knew how. In this light, her service is not a woman’s work for lazy



or incompetent men, but it is the beginnings of Christian ministry, a picture of the Kingdom of
God.

So what does this mean for all of us? I think it’s a reminder of a couple of things.

First, it is a reminder that Jesus heals us fully. In love and trust, we can have confidence that in
Jesus there is hope for wholeness. This doesn’t always look the way we might expect or hope
that it will look. People still die from disease and injury, many of them far too young. Praying for
healing doesn’t always result in a longer life (though sometimes it does). But a return to
wholeness can take place on a level that goes beyond physical healing.

It can also go beyond individual healing to community healing. Jesus also brings full healing to
communities (though again, sometimes Jesus’ picture of healing doesn’t match our own). In
fact, the next portion in the narrative, where many who are sick, who are not whole in some way,
are brought to the house where Jesus is for healing, is an early model of Christian community,
of Jesus teaching and healing not just in the synagogue, but out in the world, in all the places
community can reach.

Jesus heals us and our communities fully—and, our second reminder: the appropriate response
to this is to serve, in our homes and communities. Grace and healing come to us as an
incredible gift, and in gratitude, we open our hands to share that gift with others, to build one
another up, to restore our communities and our world, to work for the kingdom of God.

This work may not always be obvious. It may feel mundane or domesticated. We may have to
work to see it for what it is, as healing and empowerment, as the good we are called to do.
When we do this, though, when we claim our healing and return to wholeness and in gratitude
help to restore others to wholeness, when we follow in the footsteps of Simon’s mother-in-law,
we are doing nothing short of following in the footsteps of Jesus.


