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Mark 1:29-34

Truth Lifted Up
“As Soon as they left the synagogue they entered the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John.”  Jesus has just been in the synagogue where he astonished people with his teachings and amazed them by casting out the unclean spirit from a man who cried out during worship.  
Then they crossed the plaza from the synagogue to Peter’s house, less than a hundred yards away.  I know this because we were there.  We saw it with our own eyes.  Archeologists have unearthed the old synagogue in Capernaum where Jesus spoke, or perhaps one built on top of it early in the Christian era, and right across the street they found the foundation and walls of a house that had Peter’s name carved into one of its stones!  Peter was an established business man with a fishing business and this was where he lived.  It is all there in the ancient unearthed village of Capernaum right next to the Sea of Galilee.  There is even a diagram of his house based on the location of the remaining foundations.  One of the small rooms must have belonged to Peter’s mother-in-law.  
“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.”  What was the message that so astounded people?  I think he told them God was absolutely tender, totally non-violent and without a hint of retribution—Jesus would be demonstrating this with his life.  Now we come to the thing he does following his astonishing teachings:  he demonstrates the tenderness he has just told them about.  At Peter’s invitation he goes into Peter’s house and takes Peter’s mother-in-law by the hand and lifts her up.  Can you feel the tenderness?  

She is a woman in a culture that did not highly esteem women.  She is a mother-in-law, not the most influential position in a family.  She is older, being of the next generation, and she is sick; suffering from a fever.  Many people believed that sickness was evidence of sin and therefore a deserved punishment from God.  Jesus ignores all of this.  His heart is moved by compassion.  He is living out God’s absolute tenderness; showing it to the world through what he does and does not do.  And what he does is lift her up and her fever leaves.  The point of this is not that he can heal her (It’s not about Jesus’ power), the point is the message it conveys about God’s character revealed in Jesus.  Can you see it?  God is absolutely tender!
“The fever left her, and she began to serve them.”   He did not heal her so that she could resume her usual duties in serving the men of her household.  That totally misses the point.  She served others because Jesus served her.  He had removed the condition that separated her from her community.  She, no longer ill, now wants to give back.  It is her natural response growing out of her gratitude and joy.  
There is a truth here.  As we experience relief from our bondage, we want to serve.  Part of our task as Christian community is providing avenues through which people can serve, can give back and express their gratitude for what they are experiencing.  This is why the Food Bank, the Father’s Heart, and other ministries are so important to our own spiritual growth, even as they help provide for others.  Do you see where I am going with this?  We set up structures of compassion not only because it helps others but because it helps us consolidate what God is doing in our own healing.  When Peter’s mother-in-law got up and served them, it confirmed to her that her fever, and all that it meant, was really gone.  Her service was a part of her healing.  Does that make sense?
“That evening, at sundown, they brought to him all who were sick or possessed with demons.”  Why did they wait until sundown?  Because it was the Sabbath and they were Jewish.  Bringing the sick and those afflicted with mental illness would have involved work and they were not supposed to work on the Sabbath.  They waited until the sun had set to be legal.  These were good people; law abiding and religious.  They followed the rules and kept the commandments.  When the sun set and all the sick and diseased had gathered with their families, “The whole city was gathered around the door.”  Every family was touched by sickness and mental illness.  They all were there.
This is consistent with our own experience.  As we have shared our struggle in relation to our son’s illness, almost everyone responds with stories of struggles within their own families.  In fact we have learned that over one percent of our population has bipolar disorder; not to mention schizophrenia, diabetes, obsessive compulsive disorder, cancer, heart disease and a host of other conditions with which we humans struggle.  
When people found out that the healer was near, the whole town turned up.  Since we all have affliction in our families, we may as well admit it and support each other. 
I wonder if the people outside that door that night in Capernaum looked around and were surprised to see who was there.  I can imagine myself scanning the crowd and saying “I didn’t know that family had a problem, they are such good and upright people, and leaders in the community too.  Who would have thought?”  The whole town was there waiting their turn for access to the healer.  
Our text says, “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.”  We are back to Jesus casting out demons.  
We have been having quite a dialogue about the casting out of demons in our family.  Laura’s  brother Tim who is also bipolar wrote this:  

My understanding of why Jesus talked about casting out "devils" is that people at the time would not have understood biological or modern medical explanations for their illnesses.  They believed that the Devil, their own evil or that of their parents, was the cause of distress they could not otherwise explain.  Had Jesus, Paul and Peter lived in modern times, they might have spoken differently about the causes of disease or disorders like mine and Aaron's….I believe the causes of my bipolar disorder are mostly genetic, rather than caused by the sins of my father or me.  

Then with a note of humor he signed his letter; “Tim (bipolar but not possessed).” 
I totally agree.  And I find one more phrase extremely interesting.  The text says after Jesus cast out the demons “he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him.”  That’s a strange thing to say.  If the demons knew who Jesus was, what might they say that could not be said?  
In Jesus’ time, the sick and those thought to be possessed by demons were seen as the bad ones, the ones different from us, the one’s being punished by God for the sins they or their parents had committed, as Tim mentioned.  Because the people believed this, they saw those with an infirmity, both physical and mental, as sinful whereas they were not; as proven by their health.  By pointing the finger of accusation at the sick and “possessed,” they declared themselves pure and sinless.  God loves me more because I am healthy.  Do you believe that?
Jesus bought none of this.  He knew we were all alike in our separation from God—that’s why he came.   He saw that the “sick and possessed” were the ones toward whom society pointed its finger.  They were at the raw end (and the wrong end) of the accusing process that declared some righteous by making others evil.  
So if the demonic is an insidious blaming process, what would happen if the demons were to speak?  They would tell the truth, and people wouldn’t like it.  The whole village would have to acknowledge that they too were sinners in need of grace and they weren’t prepared to do that.  It is the old adage about when you point a finger, three fingers point back at you.  They didn’t want to see that.  Jesus knew too much truth would cause a riot and it was too soon for that.  The riot would come later and did in what we know as the crucifixion.  But now was too soon.  This is why Jesus did not let the demons speak.  They knew too much.

We entitled the sermon “truth lifted up” because we saw truth being lifted up in three ways in this text.  First, Jesus lifts up Peter’s mother in law, showing the truth of God’s tenderness toward all.  Second, Jesus lifts up the truth of the scapegoating process and until this truth is revealed the mentally ill, for one, are vulnerable to being scapegoated because of their illness.  And finally Jesus, the Truth, is lifted up on the cross making all of this truth-telling possible.
We can be this clear about the truth because this morning we are receiving communion.  We will take into ourselves the forgiving body and blood of Jesus.  Jesus understood that we point the finger and accuse the weak and vulnerable of the things we don’t want to face in ourselves.  He understood it so well that he became the object of it.  And then when we did it to him, while we were doing it, he forgave us.  All of this gets captured in communion.  We shed his blood and then his blood is given back to us as forgiveness and we drink it.  It is both graphic and powerful and if we can take it in, transforming.  Amen.
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