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What a day Jesus had on that Saturday in Capernaum! He has just arrived in this lake-side village with his first four disciples and before he knew, he found himself as a visiting preacher in the local synagogue. Our great friend Wikipedia, - the well-known information-site on the computer – tells us that the reasonably preserved remains of this actual synagogue, and the one built above it at a later stage, has been uncovered by archaeologists. By the look of it, it must have been quite an impressive building. Some of you who have visited the Holy Land may have seen it for yourselves. Last Sunday we heard Mark’s account of what happened in that place of worship, how Jesus taught with amazing authority as he proclaimed and enacted the gracious presence of God to the people there. They were all touched by the sermon and one person was even healed from some kind of mental illness. 

After the service Jesus and his friends adjourned into Peter’s house, which was nearby, apparently just a short walk across the square between the synagogue and the lakeside.  This brings two pictures into my mind. We all know what happens after a good Sunday service in our culture, don’t we? There can be interesting discussions over a cup of coffee in the Church Hall or over the Sunday dinner table at home. Who was and who wasn’t there? Wasn’t it nice to see Mrs so and so looking so well after her illness? How was the sermon? Which bit did we like, which bit we didn’t?  And really, that hymn in the middle! We had never sung that before; no wonder we struggled with it so. 

Well, it is easy to imagine that it would have been very similar for Peter and his friends. Having just recently abandoned his family for Jesus, Peter is now ready to show off his new friend to them and tell them what great powerful teacher he had found in him. And, of course, to discuss with Andrew, James and John of what exactly happened during the synagogue service they had just attended. We don’t know whether Peter had given any notice to his wife that there would be five extra people for lunch, we don’t even know if he had a wife, all we know is that he had a brother Andrew, and a mother-in-law living with him, who was ill. Anyway, there they were; five grown men filing into the house buzzing with excitement and probably pretty hungry as well.  


And that’s the scene, where our gospel reading picks up the story today. Jesus has already done some unexpected and rather controversial things in the synagogue: he taught in a way people have not heard before and he healed someone on the holy day, which wasn’t really on, the kind of thing that got him into much trouble later on during his time in Jerusalem. But rather than taking it easy after the exhausting service, he continues in the same vein and carries on healing. Mark is presenting his audience with a Jesus, who is equally actively present in the public sphere as well as in the intimacy of a home setting, someone, who is concerned with everyone; healing all sorts of people in many different circumstances. This time the healing does not occur by the authority of Jesus’ words, but by the touch of his hands. 

“As soon as they told him about her (that is the mother-in-law), Jesus went

 and took hold of her  hand and raised her to her feet. The fever left her…”

 (1:31a) 

The human touch has great physical and metaphorical power. We know of scientific and psychological experiments showing that if infants are deprived of human touch at an early age, it will have a devastating effect on their developmental skills and their general sociability in later life.  And who could forget the pictures showing Princess Diana shaking hands with HIV victims, sitting at their bedside, cuddling little babies affected by the disease? By touching people Jesus affirms their and his own physicality. And because the Bible uses touching as a metaphor for relationship, belonging and community, Jesus teaches us that it is in our human relationships, within our communities that we can most assuredly find God and experience God’s healing and wholeness. Love in a vacuum is no love at all. Even platonic love needs an object, another person. Disembodied forgiveness is no forgiveness; if we can’t shake the hand of the person, who harmed us, we haven’t really forgiven them. The idea of peace doesn’t make sense if we don’t put our weapons down and do not cross no-man’s land. Theoretical justice sounds hollow, if we still stand on our privileges and feel entitled to them but dare not look in the eye of the dispossessed. To put it the other way round, if the God we believe in does not form us into a community, then we may still be thinking in terms of a private, little god in the lower case, rather than the God of all, none other than Love and Forgiveness, Peace and Justice, Healing and Wholeness. All upper case!

Gerald May, a medical doctor in Washington DC goes even further when he writes of the importance of community in the healing process:

“God’s grace through community involves something far greater than other people’s support and perspective. The power of grace is nowhere as brilliant, nor as mystical as in communities of faith. Its power includes not just love that comes from people and through people but love that pours forth among people, as if through the very space between one person and the next. Just to be in such an atmosphere is to be bathed in healing power”. (from: Feasting on the Word Year B volume 1). And the insights of scientists, such as Einstein, affirm the insights of psychology. They look at power as energy, as the light and heat generated between two poles, the energy that exists between all the molecules of the universe. But, of course, this kind of energy is only activated when at least two or three are gathered, when some or many people come together and interact, discuss debate and even disagree.  
As we turn back to Peter’s mother-in-law, the story we know and love so well, I have to say that I for one, have never appreciated before the context of this story.  The way Mark weaves his gospel in this healing Jesus and his disciples are coming straight from worship in the synagogue. And not just any old worship, but the kind of worship, in which God’s presence tangibly manifested itself. The powerful words of the sermon went directly to the hearts of people and wholeness was visibly restored.  

And it is at this point that the second picture comes to my mind, the picture of the ‘reserved sacrament’. This may not be familiar to those of us with a Free Church background, but it is well-known to our Roman Catholic and Anglican friends. I have come across it when I served in a small ecumenical church on a housing estate. This little church, no more than a house church really, was sponsored by three denominations, the Methodist, the Church of England and The United Reformed Churches. The agreement allowed all three churches to conduct worship according to their own liturgical traditions. This meant that when the Anglicans were responsible for a communion service they would bring with them, what was called the reserved sacrament, part of the bread that had been blessed and broken in the context of public worship at a nearby Anglican church. 

We don’t need to go into all the doctrinal justifications of this action, suffice it to say that one aspect of it is to include those members of the community, who for different reasons, cannot be physically present at a congregational gathering. Those, who are ill, or house-bound or in hospital and those who are dying. For the absent person the reserved sacrament becomes a sign of overflowing grace, God’s unmerited love and acceptance, that healing grace of God that the good doctor from Washington is talking about. So, in this picture of Jesus walking across the square after worshipping in the synagogue to heal a suffering, nameless woman, I see Him as God’s ‘reserved sacrament’; A continuation of worship. Someone blessed by the presence and healing power of God amid the worship of God’s people and who is now taken outside the place of worship to someone else who couldn’t be there, but needs him. And he goes and lets God’s healing power flow through him once more. 

Jesus, just like the ancient prophet Isaiah understood God, as One, who is tirelessly working on human wholeness, wholeness that transcends and can be experienced even in spite of physical, or mental weakness, disease, or old age. The same positive energy, in fact, that under girds everything in Creation:

“God gives vigour to weary – says Isaiah –

new strength to the exhausted.

Young men may grow weary and faint,

even the fittest man can stumble and fall;

but those who look to the Lord will win new strength,

they will soar as on eagles’ wings;

they will run and not feel faint,

march on and not go weary.”

Amongst the very first lessons Jesus is teaching his disciples is the power of touch, of presence, of nearness, of community, so that when he is no longer with them, they may become God’s ‘reserved sacraments’, who will pass on the unconditional divine healing love. It follows that, as disciples of Jesus, every one of us who decides to pass on the same message, will become God’s ‘reserved sacrament’. In the religious traditions, which use reserved sacraments in the physical sense, these elements are very highly regarded. And so it is in the spiritual world. Accepting this calling is the highest of callings, as well as the greatest of responsibilities. What a realisation to think – as one preacher put it – “that for some people, we are the only Jesus they will ever meet.”  If that be the case, pray God that they will not be disappointed!

