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The Gospel of Mark, especially the first chapter, reads with an urgency unlike any of the other Gospels.  

From the time Jesus is baptized and is driven into the wilderness the story assumes an almost breathless 

pace.  The Greek word that helps this along occurs ten times just in the first chapter of Mark.  It usually 

is translated as “immediately”, but also as “at once” or “just then” or “as soon as”.  Jesus is baptized and 

is “immediately” driven into the wilderness.  He calls Simon and Andrew and they “immediately” leave 

their work and follow him.  He sees James and John at work in their father’s boat and “immediately” he 

calls them.  He teaches in the synagogue and “just then” there was a man with an unclean spirit.  

Because of this action his fame spread throughout Galilee “at once”.  The story teller’s technique 

continues in the lesson that we just heard.  “As soon as” they left the synagogue they went to Simon’s 

house.  Jesus is told about Simon’s sick mother-in-law “at once”.  He simply takes her by the hand and 

she is healed.  What follows is three short verses about curing many of disease and the casting out of 

many demons.  We’re moving on with the story over here.      

 

The way the story is told helps the author establish Jesus’ authority.  He is clearly a commanding 

presence who is able to draw people to him.  When he says come with me, people go.  He recognizes 

potential disciples, when he sees them.  And he doesn’t hesitate to act.  When he says go away, demons 

go. Because they know his true identity.  It is his dealing with them that establishes his reputation among 

the people. This technique lends a sense of urgency to the story.  But it also makes the level of activity 

feel almost frantic.  I find myself feeling sorry for Jesus whenever I read this story.  He is moving 

around the countryside with his newfound sense of purpose.  Teaching in the synagogue, healing sick 

people, even on his lunch hour, and comforting the tormented.  He gets up before daylight to go find a 

little peace in prayer and what happens?  His disciples come hunt him down because “everybody is 

searching for you”.  Now let’s be honest.  Who among us hasn’t tried to sneak in a little quiet time away 

from the family only to be sought out for some really important matter.  As in “I just wondered where 

you were”.   Especially, these days of pandemic lockdown.  The point here is that the demand on Jesus’ 

time must have been extraordinary.  And I feel sorry for him because I know what that would be like for 

me. Just saying.  

 

But the real point here is not how much whining I would do if that level of demand was made on me.  

The real point is that we as hearers of the story are swept along in the flurry of activity.  And I think that 

is exactly what is supposed to happen.  More on that later.  But in the frenzied telling, it is easy for us to 

overlook what I think is another important element. Perhaps it’s not so much overlook as it is to not 

consider it from our own experience.  We all bring our life experience to the stories in the Bible.  My 

reaction to the demands on Jesus is based on my life experience.  Here’s what I think we are missing in 

those three short verses about the evening of healing. The intense interpersonal nature of healing.  And 

the direct contact that must precede it.    

 

We have all, at one time or another, been asked to be present with someone who has suffered a loss – the 

loss of a job or loved one, betrayal of a relationship and loss of trust, a serious medical diagnosis and 

loss of a sense of well-being.  In those moments, we choose to slow down and be a listening, attentive 
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presence.  That must have been happening behind the scenes in this story.  But it is easy to glide over the 

direct connection that is occurring between Jesus and whoever he is healing in this telling.  Jesus is 

choosing to slow down to heal those who come to him for healing.  At the very end of this chapter the 

leper says to Jesus, “If you choose, you can make me clean”.  And Jesus replies, “I do choose”.  We also 

know from our experience that to be present to someone else’s vulnerability can be exhausting.  Jesus 

knows that too.  And he chooses to replenish himself in prayer.  Unfortunately for him, his disciples 

have not yet figured that out.   

 

This past Friday I read this lesson with my regular GBD group.  The response went in ways that were 

fairly typical of modern-day Episcopalians.  First, there was the eye rolling response to the healed 

mother-in-law serving dinner to the boys.  We might be old but we are not insensitive to women’s 

issues.  Not completely anyway. Then there was the begrudging recognition that Jesus urgent preaching 

was in effect evangelism, that most feared of all words.  But as the pace of response slowed, and the 

quiet settled in, we read the lesson again.  This time the reflections turned towards Jesus taking time for 

prayer. How he chose to slow down. Take time for prayer. There was more wondering about that.  More 

owning that regular time for prayer wasn’t always taken by the members of the group.  Slowing down is 

revelatory.  Sometimes we choose to slow down and sometimes we are forced to slow down.  For the 

last eleven months we have been forced to slow down.  

 

We can look back over that time and see many that things have been revealed to us.  Some of them 

could only be seen under the specific circumstances created by a pandemic.  The limitations of a 

chronically underfunded public health system for example.  Other things were there in plain sight all 

along. The insecurity and instability created by low paying jobs and rising prices of food and housing 

are not new.  Access to medical care has been uneven at best and non-existent at worst among those 

living in poverty.  That mortality rates from the virus in that group are the highest should not be a 

surprise.  We just see these things better because the scale of the impact has made them inescapable.   

 

The good news is that the response has been heartening.  The more visible these inequities in our society 

have become, the more creative people have become in addressing them.  And it is important to 

recognize the positive revelations that have come from this slow time as well.  The creative energy that 

has found ways for communities, such as this one, to continue worshipping together.  The renewed 

appreciation of and support for people who do the jobs that are essential to our collective well-being.  

People have gone to great lengths to meet the needs of those who are struggling.  But it is also true that 

support declines as urgency declines or as fatigue sets in.  And there is the challenge. Which brings us 

back around to the Gospel of Mark.  

 

We know that the Gospel of Mark was written somewhere around the year 70CE.  The author is thought 

by most to be John Mark, an associate of Peter.  The period in which it was written was roughly in the 

middle of a six-year war of rebellion.  It was a time of direct challenge to Roman authority and great 

political upheaval.  The Roman retaliation to this challenge was violent and destructive in the extreme. 

In the year 70CE the Romans destroyed Jerusalem and the Temple.  There undoubtedly was economic 

hardship.  And into that space Mark offers “The beginning of the Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of 

God.” As with most of the Gospels there a several interpretations of Mark.  In his book Binding The 

Strong Man the theologian Ched Meyers has proposed that it is a work of political activism couched in 

coded language.  Given the environment at the time of its writing that doesn’t seem so far-fetched.  By 
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the way, I do not recommend that you rush out to buy that book unless you are having difficulty 

sleeping.  Yet another example of my life experience.   

 

For me the opening line of the Gospel seems more like a note of exhortation to the Christian community.  

A reminder that Jesus was the beginning, but they are the continuation of the Good News.  In a time of 

political and social upheaval Mark’s message was an urgent reminder of who is the ultimate authority in 

their lives.  We too are living in a time when many propose to be the true authority.  It is not nearly so 

violent and destructive as first century Palestine.  But we know that violence is the preferred method of 

some.  Even some who claim to be Christians.  And the message from the Mark is the same; we too are 

the continuation of the Good News.  The Good News of Jesus’ healing power is no less a balm for a 

troubled world today than it was then.   

 

The presence and voice of the church is urgently needed today.  To meet the needs of those who have 

suffered economic loss during the pandemic.  To offer comfort and healing to those who have suffered 

personal loss.  And to those who have been injured by the ills of society.  To stand in opposition to the 

demons of fear and violence. We must follow the path of the one who is our ultimate authority and 

choose direct interaction.  Sometimes those interactions will be with those with whom we agree.  And 

sometimes with those with whom we disagree.  But we must choose to do it.  And yes, it will mean 

engaging in politics.  But we must remember under whose authority we act.  And yes, it will mean we 

will be doing evangelism simply by our example.  The urgent need for healing in our society requires it.  

But we must choose it because Jesus expects nothing less of us.  And we must remember that he is there 

for us if we choose to seek him in prayer. Amen. 


