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• At first, it may look like a courtyard, or the street outside a house. But the 
artist, James Tissot, worked in Palestine, and he took note of its archaeology. 
He made a sincere effort to portray our Gospel story accurately. In a stone 
house, Peter stands with his back to us, and his mother-in-law is on a mat on 
the floor. Though our English translation mentions a bed, the Greek original 
does not. Instead, it simply says that she was reclining or lying down. This is 
where Jesus finds her, when he reaches to lift her up. 

• Some Gospel passages at first seem hard to understand. But our story today 
speaks to us directly. Who among us has never been sick with a fever? And, 
when sick, have we not wanted Jesus to take our hands, and lift us up into 
wellness? This is a common hope, this desire for release from the grip of 
illness. At some time or another, almost everyone calls out to God for relief. 
Even non-believers do it, when desperate. At such moments, there is no 
question what we want to be freed from. For it absorbs all of our attention. 

• This may be why, when we are sick and desire to be cured, it doesn’t always 
occur to us to think about what we want to be cured for. Considering what 
we want to be cured for, and not just cured from, leads us straight to the 
heart of Jesus. 

• In my work as a priest, I offer what the Prayer Book calls ‘the sacrament of 
unction.’ I offer it over there, in the side chapel, after most Sunday services. 
From the Prayer Book, we learn that “unction is the rite of anointing the sick 
with oil.” Through it, “God’s grace is given for the healing of spirit, mind, and 
body.”  All of us can visit the sick, and all can pray for them and their 1

healing. Yet, in the broader Catholic tradition, it is a priestly ministry to 
anoint the sick with holy oil. Anointing expresses the mission of the Church, 
and shows us the place of sacraments within it. This is because “sacraments 
sustain our present hope, and anticipate its future fulfillment.”  Like 2

anointing the sick, every sacrament touches who we are and have been. But 
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sacraments also enable who we are becoming. And so we pray for, and 
anoint the sick, not only so they might be released from disease. We pray, 
anoint and ask for someone’s healing, for the sake of the Kingdom. 
Sacramental acts embody the larger purpose of the Church, and bring the 
future into the present. 

• This helps us discern something profound about Jesus’ ministry, especially if 
we are attentive to detail. For our Gospel today provides a doorway into a 
mystery of the Kingdom. Evening comes to Capernaum, on the Sea of 
Galilee. Jesus and his disciples walk to Simon and Andrew’s house. 
Everyone is talking about the exorcism Jesus did in the synagogue, and 
about his power. As soon as the sun sets, sabbath restrictions no longer 
apply. So, the whole city gathers by the door, bringing the sick with them. 
Without delay, Jesus responds by curing “many” who have diseases or are 
troubled by demons. 

• Here, Mark helps us understand the place of healing in Jesus’ ministry. Mark 
says Jesus cured “many” who were sick; not “all,” but “many.” He may have 
cured everyone gathered around Simon’s house. But he did not cure 
everyone in town. We infer this from the fact that people were searching for 
him during the night and early in the morning. Clearly, they wanted the 
same benefit. In his subsequent ministry, there were always more people 
who wanted to be cured. Of course, it’s possible that this demonstrated a 
limitation within Jesus, that he did not physically heal everyone. Yet, the 
Gospels make clear there was another reason why not everyone was cured. 
The cures were not an end in themselves. Instead, they were signs. The 
cures were signs of God’s Kingdom, and a means to demonstrate its power. 
The Kingdom is about healing much more than physical infirmity. 

• Jesus then says plainly what his ministry is about, and what it is for. Notice 
his response, when Simon tells him that people are searching for him, 
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seeking cures and exorcisms. He probably surprises Simon, by saying, “Let’s 
go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there 
also; for that is what I came out to do.” We need to hear these words. For 
they will likely surprise us, as well. Jesus came to proclaim the good news of 
God’s Kingdom. And any signs he performed were for the purpose of 
highlighting the message, and pointing to the Kingdom. He did not come 
simply to cure people from afflictions; he came to heal them for the 
Kingdom. When we are sick, we usually focus on the ‘from’ part. And rarely 
do we think about what we want to be cured for. When we do, it’s usually for 
something having to do with ourselves, rather than for something as big 
and abstract as God’s Kingdom. 

• Here is a second thing to notice: We tend to equate cure with healing, and 
in either case we focus on the result. When we focus on cure, we think of 
relief from the symptoms of a disease, and elimination of the condition. 
Healing by God is bigger than this. In the New Testament, healing is 
participatory, and not just something that happens to someone. Healing is a 
process and not just a result. Healing is always for wholeness, and not simply 
from disease. Wholeness comes to a person for the sake of demonstrating 
the holiness of God’s Kingdom. And wholeness and holiness come from the 
same word. 

• This is why, while visiting someone near death, we still speak of healing, 
when asking for a cure seems no longer fitting. And this is why, when I visit 
the dying, I can, and I do, anoint them for healing. Rather than pray 
specifically for a cure, I pray for healing, which may involve a cure. Healing in 
Christian understanding is always about the holy and about wholeness. And 
healing always manifests the Kingdom of God.  

• With this oil, I anoint people in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and 
of the Holy Spirit. And then I say, “As I outwardly anoint you with this oil, I 
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pray that almighty God will grant you an inward anointing of his Holy Spirit, 
bringing you healing in heart and mind, soul, and body, according to your 
every need.”  This helps us perceive why we are able to talk about ‘a holy 3

death,’ and able to see death as part of our healing. For to be healed is 
much more than to be cured. To be ‘cured’ is to return to what was. To be 
healed is to be made ready - ready for what will be, and to move forward. 

• It is perfectly natural, and ok, to want a cure, and to ask God for it. But it 
reflects supernatural grace to ask for healing. Grace enables us to ask for 
healing for the sake of the Kingdom. Jesus did not, and Jesus does not, cure 
everyone. But Jesus heals everyone who is baptized into his death and 
resurrection. It was to bring this kind of healing, and not simply a cure from 
physical afflictions, that Jesus came among us. When we ask him, he lifts 
every one of us up. And he lifts us up into the life and work of God’s 
kingdom, just as he did Peter’s mother in law. 
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James Tissot, Jesus Heals Peter’s Mother in Law 
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Mark 1:29-39 

After Jesus and his 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. 

Notes: 

 From the Catechism, in the Book of Common Prayer, BCP:861.1

 From the same location in the Catechism.2

 These words are adapted from a prayer found within the Rite for Ministration to the Sick, on BCP:456.3
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