
 1 

Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany—Year B 

Isaiah 40:21-31 

Psalm 147:1-12, 21c 

I Corinthians 9:16-23 

Mark 1:29-39 

 

Have you ever had a day that just felt way too full? Well, listen to this day in Jesus’ life. 

 

We’ve got to set this up. He’s just been baptized and done his wilderness time to sort out his 

identity. He emerges from the wilderness, and he heads for Galilee, proclaiming the good 

news of God. 

 

So, this day in the life of Jesus begins with passing along the Sea of Galilee and calling his 

first four disciples—Simon, Andrew, James, and John—to leave their nets behind and 

follow him, which they do immediately. Then, they head into Capernaum, and immediately, 

Jesus enters the synagogue and teaches with authority. Those gathered are astonished at 

his teaching because it comes from this place of such authority—you could just feel the 

weight and groundedness of his teaching. And immediately Jesus is confronted by a man with 

an unclean spirit, a spirit which he rebukes, which garners even more amazement that even 

the unclean spirits obey him. Well, news of his teaching and command over the unclean 

spirits, it goes viral throughout the surrounding region of Galilee, and this was before 

Facebook and twitter. It went viral the old-fashioned way, so-and-so told their spouse who told 

their best friend who told their cousin who told the women gathered at the well and they 

scattered and told all their neighbors over the fence and so on. Upon leaving the synagogue, 

Jesus immediately entered the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John. Now 

Simon’s mother-in-law lay sick with a fever, and immediately, they told Jesus of her. He 

came and took her by the hand and lifted her up, and the fever left her, and she served 

them.  

 

Okay, just as an aside, couldn’t those most capable young men have done the cooking and 

serving? Couldn’t they have let her rest just a bit? C’mon boys. However, if Simon’s mother-in-

law is like my mother, hospitality matters, and hospitality always involves serving up a meal 

that you can be proud of. So, she’s now able to honor her deepest value of making the guest feel 

welcome, loved, and cared for. 

 

Well, that evening—yep, we’re still on the same day—that evening at sundown, they brought 

to him all who were sick and possessed with demons. And the whole city was gathered 

around the door. And he healed 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. 

 

Oh, this is interesting. Diseases and demons, healing and casting out. Sometimes, diseases and 

demons coincide, but sometimes they don’t. Sometimes, a disease is just a disease of the body, 

and Jesus heals those, but sometimes, the body is sick because of the havoc the demons are 

wreaking. And the first step in casting out the demons involves not giving them a platform, not 

permitting them to speak, not allowing them to tell their tale.  
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Oh, Jesus is smart. He knows that the demons take us over by telling a false narrative, a false 

story over and over and over until we believe it. And believe you me, those stories on their 

endless loop in our heads, they most certainly can make us sick.  

 

Healing, θεραπεύω in the greek, as in therapy, is about restoring one to health—the root actually 

means “to serve.” Sometimes, the healing comes in just having someone tend to you. Casting 

out is about driving out, or drawing out, and this happens with force, not necessarily with 

violence, but with force nonetheless—ἐκβάλλω—“to throw out.” Because Jesus knows, as a 

wise priest once told me, “You don’t negotiate with the devil.” Sometimes, there is no cajoling 

these stories we tell ourselves to ease up—they are false, they aren’t true, and they are 

destroying us, and the stories just need to go. Even the demons who love to weave these tales 

that proclaim we’re not good enough, even they know, that in the face of Jesus, their number’s 

up. They are rendered mute in the presence of his power and authenticity and courage and 

love. He doesn’t let them get out word one of their lies. It’s time for them to go, and let the only 

narrative that matters—“You are God’s beloved”—claim its rightful place. 

 

Back to this day in the life of Jesus—whew! Calling his first disciples, teaching in the 

synagogue, confronting his first unclean spirit publicly, healing Simon’s mother-in-law of a 

fever, partaking of her hospitality, healing a whole city’s worth of folk of various diseases, 

and casting out various and sundry demons—that’s quite a day. 

 

No wonder that, on the next day, in the morning, while it was still very dark, before anybody 

else was up in the house and before anybody else could ask something of him, he gets up and 

goes out to a deserted place, a lonely place, a place where he can be alone with his own 

thoughts, and most importantly, where he can pray and be alone with God. 

 

And Simon and his companions hunted him down. When they found him, they said, 

“Everyone is searching for you.” Literally, the people were demanding him; they were 

craving him. Yikes. That need for healing was so deep, so profound, so infinite, so urgent. 

 

Jesus answered, “Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim there also; 

for that is what I came for.”   

 

Huh? 

 

Wait a minute. Simon made clear that the people were searching for Jesus, demanding him, 

craving him. And Jesus’ response is, “Let’s move on???”  

 

We’ve got to back up. In that one long day, we hear the word “immediately” 5 times—it’s 

appeared 9 times so far in Mark’s gospel, and we’re not even out of chapter 1! Remember back 

in the day when Stephen Covey talked about the Time Management Matrix using 4 quadrants 

organized by importance and urgency—there’s important, not important, urgent, and not urgent? 

“Immediately” is from the land of the urgent, and the urgent will always scream the loudest. 

And sometimes, the urgent IS the most important, but sometimes, the truly important is quieter 

work, work that can easily be overlooked or fall through the cracks. The urgent comes toward 
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us with force, sometimes overwhelming force that is bigger than we are, sometimes with levels 

of need that we cannot fix or resolve. 

 

That’s why Jesus had to step out of the swirl in those hours before anyone else could grab his 

attention. He had to step out of the swirl and into communion with God. He had to place 

himself in a place and in a space where he could remember who he was and what was his to 

do—he was God’s Beloved, and proclaiming that belovededness was the good news he was 

meant to proclaim to everyone, everywhere. It’s not that the needs before him weren’t real, they 

were real, but sometimes, the urgent need before us is not ours to do.  

 

Maybe Jesus had taught the good people of Capernaum that they had the resources among 

themselves to serve the sick and restore them to health, and they had the capacity to help one 

another challenge and silence the demon’s tales and remind each other who they really are 

as God’s beloved sons and daughter.  

 

Or maybe, they hadn’t learned those lessons, but it was still time for him to move on 

nonetheless because his primary call was to proclaim good news to the neighboring town. If 

the urgent sweeps Jesus away like a tidal wave, then Jesus could lose that which was central 

and foundationally important to his life. That’s what all his temptations were about—losing 

touch with his primary identity and losing his way with the work that was truly his to do. 

 

So, amidst all the activity that is swirling around us in the world and in our daily lives. Amidst 

the myriad of urgent things demanding and craving our attention, how might you arise, early 

in the morning, while it is yet dark, before the urgent demands of life sweep you away, how 

might you arise and get away to a deserted and lonely place where you can bring your 

unruly thoughts before God and sort through them together? When and where do you 

commune with God and sift through the urgent and the important and claim that to which 

you are truly called? How do you touch your core identity as God’s beloved and move 

forward with confidence in that to which God has called you?  

 

It takes wisdom to distinguish between the urgent that is important and the urgent that is not—

I daresay, our culture is sorely lacking in the capacity to make this distinction. And it takes 

courage to buck the urgent that is not important and move towards that which truly matters. 

We can only move forward with confidence when we are drinking from the deep waters of 

God’s love and the true story that we are enough, and in us, God is well-pleased. Only from 

that place can we choose what is ours to do on any given day, instead of reacting to what is 

craving our attention. 

 

It is a very good thing that before we are even out of the first chapter of this narrative of Jesus’ 

life, he is already stepping out and stepping back to regain perspective. He is already 

having to stop and check-in with his true identity to guide how he is to move amidst the 

swirl of need that is always coming at him. If Jesus himself had to do this, who are we to think 

we can just go with the flow? No, the flow is strong, and it can sweep us away, and before long, 

we are swimming in a sea of urgency and anxiety.  
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So, take a page from Jesus this morning. Take the time to touch your center, discern, sift 

through all the competing narratives, recall the one that truly matters—you are God’s 

beloved and your worth is never on the line as some bargaining chip to be leveraged or 

negotiated—recall the narrative that truly matters, recalibrate with that as your organizing 

principle, and then, move forward with confidence, proclaiming the good news and doing the 

work which is truly yours to do. Amen. 
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